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The Night Realm
SPELL WEAVER: BOOK 1







Chapter One
  
Five.
Voices murmured nearby, the speakers hidden by haphazard shelves. Rain pattered against the shop’s small display window as Clio strolled along the outer aisle, her gaze passing over the merchandise.
Four.
A man, anonymous in a black sweater with the hood pulled up, stood in front of a cabinet, its glass doors locked to protect the valuable items within. She squeezed past him and stopped beside an array of dainty necklaces with colorful pendants.
Three.
A few steps away, the cramped aisle widened into an open space with a high counter, where the owner lounged in the spotlight of a buzzing fluorescent bulb. From beneath bushy gray eyebrows, he surveyed his domain with a glower, his beady stare shifting from patron to patron as though ready to bellow accusations of thievery.
Two.
She couldn’t blame the owner for being suspicious. The hooded guy to her right, staring intently into that cabinet of the shop’s most expensive wares, wasn’t even the shadiest customer present. The darkness and rain had brought in more business than usual for a Tuesday night.
One.
She twitched the sleeve of her knitted maroon sweater up and glanced at her watch just as the second hand ticked onto the twelve, marking 10:00 p.m. exactly.
A bell jingled as the door swung open, and she smiled. Right on time.
Unlike the half-dozen other customers, the new arrival hadn’t bothered hiding his face. His dirty blond hair, pulled into a braid, was tucked under the neckline of his long black coat, the severe style accentuating his sharp cheekbones and yellow-green eyes, far brighter than any human possessed—but that was hardly a surprise when none of the shop’s patrons were human.
The newcomer strode directly to the counter and offered the owner a brief greeting, just as he had last week at this exact time. And the week before. And the week before that. She was running out of disguises, but it didn’t matter because this was her last chance to get what she needed.
Ostentatiously examining the necklaces, she picked up two cheap pendants with even cheaper chains and checked their price tags. The shopkeeper and his customer exchanged a few brisk sentences she couldn’t hear, then the owner disappeared through a curtained doorway into the back of the shop. The customer leaned against the counter and drummed his fingers on the surface with obvious impatience.
As his gaze drifted past her, she casually moved away and reached for another crappy necklace to add to her handful. She wasn’t too concerned about being noticed—her long maroon sweater, leggings, knee-high boots, and oversized cap were forgettable, and considering the strange visitors this place attracted, she hardly stood out. With its dim interior and shelves jammed into every nook and cranny, it was a haven for shoppers who couldn’t exactly buy spellcrafting tools or pre-made magic at the local human strip mall.
And then there were the customers who, like the buyer at the counter, came here to order something more special than a simple ward or illusion spell.
She took another step away from the counter. She would have to get close again once the owner returned, but no sense in risking them noticing her too soon.
Two steps away on her other side, that guy standing at the locked cabinet was tapping one finger thoughtfully against the glass. She shot him an irritated look. Black sweater, hood pulled low over his forehead to keep his face hidden, shoulders slouched, and one hand jammed into his jeans pocket. If he kept standing in one spot like that, especially right in front of the most expensive products in the store, he would draw attention—and she did not want any attention in their direction.
Putting a necklace back, she coughed quietly, hoping to spook him before he tried opening the cabinet. In a place like this, it was probably sealed tight with the kind of magic thieves would regret messing with. Only an idiot would attempt it … but the world was full of idiots.
At her fake throat clearing, he glanced at her. Light fell across his face and caught on gleaming amber eyes.
Her heart jammed itself into the vicinity of her tonsils. Choking, she whipped back to face the necklace display and took a deep, calming breath. Okay, she hadn’t expected that.
“That” being the most drop-dead gorgeous man she’d ever seen.
She gave her head a slight shake. So he was a serious hunk. Whatever. Didn’t change anything. At the counter, her mark was picking at a loose thread on his sleeve as he stared at other shoppers. Mr. Gorgeous had returned to his intense contemplation of the cabinet, still tapping it absently with a finger. His hood had shifted, revealing a sliver of his face—the smooth line of a cheekbone sweeping down to a strong jaw.
She pursed her lips. Amber eyes … amber was close to gold. And she knew what had gold eyes and the kind of looks that made women feverish.
An incubus.
Lords of seduction. Masters of lust. Inhumanly beautiful, flawless, sensual. The bane of self-respecting women everywhere. She nodded to herself, her nerves easing and her embarrassment fading. No big deal that he’d caught her off guard like that. And she didn’t need to worry about him causing problems. Among all the magic-wielders she could have encountered, incubi were pushovers.
At least, that’s what she’d heard, but it wasn’t like she spent her free time chatting up denizens of the Underworld. In fact, she did her best to avoid them. Life was much easier that way, and she planned to keep her record nice and clean by not gawking at the sex fiend three feet away.
But he was still tapping the glass, and the sound drew her gaze back to him.
Movement at the counter snapped her thoughts back on track. The owner had returned with a long object wrapped in brown paper. The buyer turned to face him, smiling like a shark as he leaned over the counter and began unwrapping his special order.
Yes. This was it—her moment. Dropping the necklaces on a shelf, she walked toward the counter and passed a hand over her eyes to bring her other sight into focus.
Light blazed everywhere—the swirling, shifting patterns of the spells that filled the shop. Before the tangle of magic could distract her, she concentrated on the man and his parcel.
A chartreuse haze coated his body—his glamour, the magic that disguised his true appearance. Spelled weapons hidden on his body glowed in her vision, and his forearms were branded with green sigils she recognized as defensive spells that could deflect magical attacks. Despite his casual appearance, he was well armed, as she’d expected.
But she wasn’t here to dissect his magic. As the man pulled the last of the paper aside, she pinpointed the object on the counter. Red light formed a complex layering of runes that emanated from whatever lay within the wrapping. She stepped closer, intending to walk nonchalantly by on her way out the door. All she needed was one good look.
A strange crackle, almost inaudible, hissed behind her, followed by a quiet pop. Reflexively, she glanced over her shoulder toward the sound, and her magical sight fell on the incubus standing at the cabinet.
Disbelief obliterated all other thoughts from her head. She froze in place, mouth hanging open.
If the buyer at the counter was well armed, then she didn’t know how to describe the incubus. He was carrying an entire arsenal of magic.
Golden weavings layered his body, so bright they almost obscured his form. Spells wrapped his wrists and arms, looped around his neck, circled his hips, and even glowed around his ankles. He had enough magic on him to blow the entire building sky-high.
And the spells … her disbelief shifted to something colder. Something that tasted like fear.
She didn’t recognize any of the spells he carried. Not a single one.
She was familiar with all basic defensive and offensive weavings, as well as a large number of the less common ones. She knew them all on sight, and even the unfamiliar ones required no more than a swift assessment.
But she couldn’t parse any of his spells, meaning they were complex enough to require a more thorough look, just like the mysterious red weaving the buyer—
The
buyer. Oh shit.
She whipped back around just as the man folded the paper back over his order and tucked it under his arm. He shook the owner’s hand. The older man came around the counter and walked the buyer to the door—and all Clio could do was stand there and watch him go, her only chance to read the weaving gone.
She clenched her teeth before the string of profanity spinning around in her head could escape her mouth. She’d missed it. She’d missed her chance—because she’d been gawking at that damn incubus instead of paying attention to what she was doing.
A customer hailed the shopkeeper, and as he headed away from the counter, Clio turned back around, furiously blinking her mundane sight back into focus. The overly armed incubus was still standing in front of the cabinet, and this time she saw what she’d missed before.
The cabinet door was wide open.
For a third time, her jaw dropped. What had happened to the spells that kept it sealed shut? The spells that should have been keyed to the shopkeeper, preventing anyone else from opening it?
The incubus had his hand inside the cabinet and was casually sorting through various vials and bottles while ignoring the assortment of sparkling diamonds and precious stones on the shelf above. He plucked a tiny bottle out and lifted it to the light. Its contents glittered like liquid silver mixed with diamond dust.
His gaze flicked from the vial to her.
She stiffened, clamping her jaw shut and narrowing her eyes into a glare despite the way his attention quickened her pulse. Well, now she knew where he’d gotten all those rare, priceless weavings. He was a thief. And here he was, stealing another expensive rarity from this shop and distracting her from her job.
He met her glower, his eyebrows climbing higher above those magnetic amber irises. He didn’t move, apparently waiting to see what she would do now that she’d caught him in the act. Had he noticed her earlier gaping at his spell arsenal? Probably not. Her ability to read magic was rare, and she’d bet he was too desensitized by constant female attention to question her reaction. With a face like his, she wouldn’t be surprised if he caused regular traffic accidents just by appearing in public.
When she didn’t scream any accusations, a corner of his mouth pulled up in a smile that sent a traitorous swoop through her middle. He lowered the vial, and she expected him to slip it out of sight under his clothes.
She didn’t expect him to drop it.
It tumbled out of his fingers and smashed onto the floor, the sound of breaking glass lost in the jingle of bells as the shop door opened again. She blinked at the silver puddle on the dirty tiles. The incubus shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged. Had it slipped from his grip … or had he dropped it on purpose?
Footsteps thudded behind her and a hand grabbed her shoulder. She was roughly shoved into the display of necklaces, arms flailing and hat slipping half off her head. Her hair spilled out from underneath it in long blond waves that fell past her elbows.
The man who’d pushed her stopped in front of the incubus, his companion following behind more sedately. They were similarly dressed in dark jackets with the hoods pulled up.
“Well?” the first newcomer snapped. “Did you find any?”
Pushing herself upright, Clio rubbed her ear. She hadn’t known a male voice could sound so … so good. Even with that angry edge, the man sounded as though he could melt the clothes off a woman’s body just by humming a few notes.
“Nope,” the incubus answered. “None here.”
She straightened her floppy cap with overly careful movements. How was it possible that the incubus’s voice was even sexier?
“Dulcet was certain this shop would have it,” the second new arrival murmured, far calmer than his companion and with a voice just as divine.
The pushy one cut a hand through the air. “How can this entire city be devoid of quicksilver?”
Quicksilver? As in the shiny puddle on the floor that looked a lot like liquid metal?
The incubus shrugged. “I can’t conjure it out of thin air just because you want some.”
The pushy man surveyed the incubus, then casually grabbed the front of his shirt and shoved him back into the cabinet. His head hit the glass door with a thud, and a spiderweb of cracks spread out from the point of impact.
“We have time to check one more place,” the other man muttered. “Let’s go.”
As he started to turn, his foot slipped in the maybe-quicksilver puddle and he wobbled. Before he could glance down, Clio moved.
She wasn’t sure what made her do it. Maybe it was watching that asshole shove the unresisting incubus like he was a punching bag. Maybe it was the realization that the incubus had smashed the vial to thwart said asshole. Maybe it was her fear of what the asshole would do if he discovered the broken bottle and ruined quicksilver.
“Excuse me,” she declared, striding forward aggressively. All three guys looked around and her steps faltered.
For a moment, she thought she was seeing triple. That’s how close to identical the three men were—no, not men. Three incubi with chiseled jaws, sensual mouths, and smoldering amber eyes.
The combined sight of so much male gorgeousness overloaded her brain and her thoughts fizzled out. Instead of striding right past them like she’d intended, she stumbled. And while stumbling, she stepped right in the puddle on the floor that she hadn’t wanted the two new incubi to notice.
Her foot slipped and she pitched forward.
Her face smacked into the original incubus’s chest. She grabbed at him, clutching handfuls of his sweater to stop her fall. His arm swept around her and pulled her tight against him, halting all movement entirely.
Now her face was mashed against his shoulder, her front pressed to his, and her heart was pounding her rib cage into rubble. An enticing scent—exotic spices with an undertone of cherry—filled her nose.
“Literally throwing themselves at you,” the angry incubus said, his words dripping with disgust. “Let’s get out of here.”
He and his pal strode away, leaving her in the grasp of the original incubus.
“Don’t just stand there,” one of them called back irritably. “Come on!”
The bells clanged and the door slammed. She just stood there, leaning inappropriately against a total stranger with her thoughts mired in a dreamy haze as though his touch alone was a potent drug. His hood had fallen off, revealing tousled hair of a blond so pale it was almost white, the contrast striking against his warm, honey-tan skin. How did he keep getting more attractive every time she looked at him?
She needed to get a grip. He was just a man. A really, really, really hot man. And she should get off him before he got the wrong idea about her intentions.
His arm flexed against her back, then his hand slid down her hip—and over her backside.
All the sweet, floating feelings in her head popped like a soap bubble and she shoved herself backward, stumbling free of his arm.
“What the hell?” she snarled.
His eyebrows rose and his mouth quirked in a teasing smile that was somehow unrepentant and playfully contrite at the same time. Then, before she even knew what he was doing, he had closed the distance between them. His fingers slid lightly across her cheek, intimate and caressing, and his lips touched her opposite ear, his breath warm on her skin.
“Thanks,” he whispered.
His touch disappeared and he brushed past her. She stared after him, her head spinning as he strolled to the door and pushed it open. Pulling his hood up before stepping into the rain, he glanced back and met her eyes. His impish grin only lasted a second, but her belly still flipped.
Then he was gone, and the door swung shut again.
She blinked several times, then pressed her hands to her face. Beneath her palms, a blush scorched her cheeks. Holy shit. She could still feel his soft lips on her ear, his warm breath. Thanks. What exactly had he been thanking her for?
Shaking her head, she huffed out a long exhalation and straightened her hat again. Missed her mark, blew her cover, made a fool of herself, and let an incubus feel her up. This had not been her best night. Could it have gone any worse?
“What the—”
She whirled around. The hulking shopkeeper stood at the aisle’s other end, veins bulging in his forehead as he looked from the open cabinet to the shimmery silver puddle.
“Girl!” he roared.
Yeah, she’d been wrong. Her night could get a lot worse.





Chapter Two
  
“Does Bastian like green beans?” Clio chewed on her lower lip as she squinted at the baskets of thin green vegetables. “I can’t remember if he ate any last time.”
“I don’t think he ate more than two bites of anything last time.”
Clio wilted dejectedly and, to the vendor’s disappointment, stepped away from the booth. The early afternoon sun cast golden light and stark shadows across the crowded market. As a pair of grandfatherly men took her place in front of the vegetables, Clio looked at the woman beside her.
“I don’t know why you bother,” Kassia continued as she pushed her long ponytail of fire-red hair off her shoulder, a cloth shopping bag swinging from her elbow. “He hardly eats any of your cooking.”
Clio tugged at the hem of her green sweater. The thin fabric wasn’t doing much to block the crisp, early autumn breeze. “I’m not a bad cook, am I? Tell me the truth.”
“I always tell you the truth,” Kassia replied seriously. “Your cooking is fine. Bastian is a stuck-up aristocrat who doesn’t want to sully his lips with commoner food.”
“He’s not that bad.” Clio headed away from the produce booths toward the butcher shop that bordered the market square. “He always compliments my dinners, doesn’t he?”
“But he doesn’t eat them.”
Clio sighed and glanced again at Kassia. Taller than Clio’s petite frame by half a foot, the woman embodied grace. With lean legs, curvy hips, and an elegant bearing, she might have passed for an aristocrat herself were it not for the tattoos that coiled from the backs of her hands up to her shoulders, left bare by her simple tank top. Her fitted jeans were so worn in the knees they’d started to tear.
Clio’s hair was longer, falling down her back in loose blond waves, but compared to the tattooed redhead, her simple sweater, black leggings, and ankle boots were conservative and forgettable. Of course, not being noticed was among her main goals in life, so she wasn’t complaining.
“Bastian is …” She trailed off. “He’s used to different things. He is the crown prince, after all.”
Kassia shrugged, unimpressed. It took a lot to impress her. “Either way, you can’t bribe him with dinner.”
Walking through the open door into the butcher shop, Clio peered at a glass display and winced at the prices. Chicken was easy to come by, but pork was expensive and only the rich could afford beef. She’d heard that, decades ago, beef was so common people used to eat it every day. Hard to imagine that now.
She pointed at a package of thick pork ribs. “Not even with—”
“Nope. You’ll be wasting your money.”
She pressed her hands to her face and moaned. “Then how will I butter him up before I explain how … you know …”
“How you failed your assignment last week?” Kassia supplied. “Or that the shopkeeper caught you and you had to run for it and now you can’t go back there for any future jobs?”
Clio moaned again.
“Or,” Kassia finished, “that all this happened because you got distracted by a random incubus in the store?”
“Ugh.” Clio dropped her hands. “I don’t know how I’ll explain that part.”
“You could explain how you forgot everything else when the incubus felt up your assets.”
“Why did I even tell you about that?”
Kassia’s expression remained serious as she checked out the selection of whole chickens. “You should have broken that incubus’s nose.”
Breaking such a perfect nose would’ve been criminal, but she didn’t tell Kassia that.
“Let’s make roast chicken and potatoes for dinner. You’re right—Bastian won’t eat it, so we might as well make something we like.”
Kassia picked out a chicken and paid the butcher, then they returned to the cluster of booths outside. Like the shopkeeper from last week, the vendors watched their customers with a combination of greedy hope and wary suspicion. The patrons moved between the rickety booths with brusque movements, hurrying to finish their shopping at the weekly market and get home. They probably wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t the only way to buy fresh food in a city.
As Kassia picked out potatoes, carrots, onions, garlic, and a head of lettuce for a salad, Clio followed in silence. She’d been dreading this day all week—Bastian’s monthly visit, where she would have to confess her utter failure. But she also couldn’t help a little flicker of eagerness at seeing him again.
His visits were brief, but they were her only tie to her homeland. To her family.
The city square had reached near full-capacity an hour ago and it wouldn’t empty until the sun began to set. Once darkness encroached, the humans would make themselves scarce, and only the bravest farmers and artisans would stay to make a few final transactions with the city residents who rarely ventured out before nightfall.
“Are you tired of being afraid?” a man called over the chatter. “Are you sick of cowering from every shadow and every stranger?”
Quiet spread through the nearby shoppers. A dozen yards away, a head appeared above the rest as a bearded, middle-aged man stood on top of something to make himself more visible.
“Do you want to be free again?” he shouted in a practiced orator’s voice. “Do you want to walk the streets at night? You can! We can!”
“Not this again.” Clio poked Kassia in the back to get her moving. “Let’s go.”
Kassia pushed into the crowd as the man continued to yell, attracting more and more curious stares.
“Over six decades ago, the demons came to our world and took over everything. They rule us with fear, but salvation rests in our hands. All we need to do is gather the courage to act! We can send them back to hell, to where they belong!”
Clio cringed, and she wasn’t the only one. The crowd dispersed, people quickly abandoning the ranting man as his speech grew more impassioned.
“Villainous magic-users that steal the life from unsuspecting humans! Evil glamour spells that hide what they really are! But we can stop them. We can cast them out …”
His voice faded as she and Kassia headed for a quieter corner of the market where several stalls sold handmade arts, crafts, woodworking, and other nonessentials. Most people could barely afford to feed themselves, so these tables were usually ignored.
Clio brushed her fingers over a handwoven green scarf with a diamond pattern. “‘Send them back to hell,’” she muttered. “Is he ignorant, or does he not know we aren’t all from the Underworld?”
“They think we’re demons,” Kassia replied with a shrug. “And even we can’t always tell the difference between Underworlders and not.”
Clio picked up the scarf, weighing the soft fabric. Demons. She hated that word. How could humans make her feel so dirty and unwelcome? They didn’t even know she wasn’t one of them.
Though humans were well aware that their world wasn’t solely theirs anymore, recognizing the “demons” among them was a different matter. Clio and Kassia looked mundane, but they could easily prove they were most definitely not human.
Many creatures from human mythology—both the terrifying and the harmless—had roots firmly planted in reality, and they were called daemons, not demons.
Daemons were supernatural entities that hailed from one of two worlds: the Underworld or the Overworld. Like heaven and hell, the daemon worlds were opposites and their inhabitants were natural rivals—enemies, even—but unlike the myths, neither realm was all good or all bad. Just different.
Mankind spent a lot of time worrying about daemons, but Clio only cared about keeping her interactions with them to a minimum. Unfortunately, her exile in their world didn’t look like it would end anytime soon—unless Bastian brought different news tonight than he had every month for the last two years.
Sighing, she returned the scarf and continued down the row of booths. If she wanted her exile to end and her family to welcome her home, she shouldn’t have screwed up her assignment last week. And as much as she wanted to blame the incubus for her failure, she knew it would be pointless. No matter where she tried to place the blame, Bastian would lay it right where it belonged—at her feet.

Clio dug her hands into the wet soil. Heavy rain drummed on her head, running down her hair and clinging to the tip of her nose. The scent of fresh water and wet earth covered the city’s stench, and she could almost pretend she was back home.
She curled her fingers around a plump bulb and wiggled it free from the earth. Brushing off the largest dirt clods, she set it on the pile beside her.
Warm yellow light flooded the garden, then the screen door banged as it swung open.
“Clio,” Kassia said with a sigh. “What are you doing?”
“Transplanting the crocus bulbs,” she said, poking around in the muck.
“I thought you were coming out for some fresh air.”
“I was.” She eased another bulb out. “But then it started to rain. Good time to move the bulbs.”
Kassia sighed again. “Bastian could be here any minute.”
“He’s late. He missed dinner.”
“Something must have come up.” Kassia walked over to her. “He still might make it.”
“He’s never late.” She pulled up the last plant, then gathered the wet, muddy pile in her arms. Standing, she smiled brightly. “I’m sure whatever delayed him was important. I’ll probably see him next month.”
Kassia looked at her skeptically. “Where are you planting the … crocus?”
“Over here.” She trotted to the opposite corner of the garden. “I think they’ll do better in this spot.”
Clio crouched, barefoot in a puddle, and scooped mud aside.
Kassia watched her in silence for a minute. “Clio … I think you should stop accepting Bastian’s assignments.”
“What?” She paused mid-motion and squinted up at Kassia through the rain. “You don’t think I can do them? I’ve messed up a few, but aside from this last one, I was doing well—”
“No, that’s not what—” Kassia wiped the rain off her face. “All right, I have concerns about these jobs. Some of them are dangerous and this isn’t something you’ve trained for. That last job could have gone badly if you hadn’t escaped the shopkeeper.”
“I got away.” Clio scrunched her nose. “Besides, you were waiting outside. You could’ve bailed me out.”
Kassia crouched beside her. “Don’t you see any problem with these things he asks you to do?”
“You mean morally?” Clio nestled a plant in the dirt. The hole was already filling with rainwater. “The daemons we’re spying on are our enemies. They’re a threat.”
“What I mean is … Bastian has people to do this kind of work—people who are trained. Why is he asking you?”
Clio arched an eyebrow at her friend. Few daemons possessed her unique talents—maybe a dozen in the entire Overworld—so it wasn’t like Bastian could easily replace her.
Kassia passed her a bulb. “Do you think these jobs will change anything for you?”
“Of course they will,” Clio answered, ignoring the flutter of doubt in her gut. She would not doubt. “Things at home are too unstable right now, but once the threats against Irida settle down, I can return. I’m helping Bastian make our home safe again.”
Kassia rubbed her temples. “But what if Bastian never decides it’s safe enough?”
“He will. It’ll be soon.”
“Clio … what if he doesn’t want you to return?”
The flutter of doubt twisted into sickening dread. She shoved the feeling down. “Bastian wants me to come home.”
Of course he did. He’d only sent her away from the Overworld for her safety. As soon as possible, he would bring her home. She knew he would. And she would do whatever he asked to help protect Irida, their homeland, not just so she could go back, but so he would know she cared about their home as much as he did.
She planted the last bulb and stood. Water dripped from her clothes and mud stained the fluttery skirt she’d worn for Bastian’s visit. She halfheartedly brushed at the clinging dirt.
“Come on, Clio.” Kassia gently pulled her back to the door. Leaving Clio standing in the dingy kitchen that still smelled of roast chicken and seasoned potatoes, Kassia kicked off her shoes and went to fetch a towel.
Clio pushed a few wet strands of hair off her face, accidentally smearing her cheek with mud. She spread her fingers. Crescent moons of black dirt edged her blunt nails. She’d filed them earlier so they would be neat and tidy. She’d done her hair too. She really had intended to calm her anxiety in the garden, but when Bastian still hadn’t arrived and it had started to rain …
She hadn’t thought about the mess. She’d just needed to do something.
Now Kassia’s words were circling in her head, and she couldn’t stop them. The mere suggestion that Bastian didn’t want her to return home … the thought of being stuck in exile forever …
Swallowing hard, she looked around the shabby kitchen, with its peeling yellow wallpaper, cracked cupboards, and discolored counter. A stargazer lily with huge, dramatic pink blossoms sat in the center of the tiny table with mismatched chairs. Everything was clean, the dishes already done, the leftover food stored in the dented fridge that leaked water on the floor. Bastian wouldn’t eat her cooking straight from the oven, so there was no point in offering him leftovers.
He had bought this house for her when he asked her to leave their homeland. Kassia, too, was provided by Bastian. Or her salary was, but that didn’t make Kassia any less of a friend. After two years together, just the two of them, how could they not care about each other as more than client and professional bodyguard?
As though summoned by the thought, Kassia reappeared with a brown towel. She tossed it to Clio, then planted her hands on her hips and tsked. “I should have brought a washbasin for your feet. Maybe I’ll just carry you up to the bath.”
Clio flipped the towel over her head and scrubbed the water from her hair. “Fireman carry, or bridal style?”
“Fireman, of course.”
She snorted in amusement. “Why don’t you—”
A loud rap on the door interrupted her.
Kassia’s humor vanished and she turned on her heel, heading for the living room and front entrance. Clio darted after her, only remembering her muddy feet after she’d already left footprints across the length of the kitchen. Well, too late to worry about it now.
Kassia prowled through the cramped living room, passing the drooping sofa, tattered armchair, and rickety coffee table stacked with books. The air crackled as the woman drew on her magic, preparing to defend them. She pressed a hand to the front door, disengaging the protective ward, then flung it open, ready to attack.
Two men stood on the front step. The taller one was heavily armed, well muscled, and intimidating even while standing still, but it was the short, slender man who commanded Clio’s attention.
Bastian, heir to the Nereid family, crown prince of Irida, future ruler of the nymphs.
And her half-brother.





Chapter Three
  
The taller man brushed red hair off his forehead and grinned, his threatening demeanor mitigated by cheerful humor. “Hey, Kass. Paranoid as always, I see.”
Kassia stepped back, relaxing her stance. “If I wasn’t paranoid, I wouldn’t be earning my pay.”
The prince’s bodyguard bounced inside with boyish enthusiasm, the sheaths for a sword and several long knives on his belt clanking. His crimson eyes swept the room before stopping on Clio. His brow furrowed.
“Clio? What happened to you?”
She glanced at her muddy skirt and drenched, dirt-spattered shirt clinging to her skin rather inappropriately. Her face heated. “Uh, I got caught in the rain.”
“At home?”
“I was working in the garden.” She shrugged self-consciously.
Bastian stepped across the threshold, water droplets clinging to his clothes, and pushed back the hood of his stylish jacket. As Kassia shut the door and keyed the defensive spells, he undid the first few buttons of his coat but didn’t remove it. Clio’s shoulders drooped with disappointment.
Her half-brother stood about four inches taller than Clio and shared her blond hair and creamy skin. His eyes, however, were an azure far lighter than Clio’s sky-blue irises. “Handsome” was an understatement, but his beauty had the same effeminate quality as hers, giving him an almost androgynous appearance—nothing like the raw virility of the incubus from last week. Then again, maybe the incubus didn’t look like that. Glamour was deceiving, and illusion spells even more so.
Towering over her and Bastian, Eryx looked like a disreputable punk. A torn white t-shirt, jeans with one knee ripped out, full-sleeve tattoos running up both arms, four earrings in his left ear, and constantly messy red hair didn’t inspire confidence. His assorted weapons were the only thing about him that seemed reliable. Bastian was normally so conscious of appearances and deportment that Clio was surprised he didn’t insist Eryx dress more respectably.
“My apologies for our lateness, Clio,” Bastian said, his words soft and precise as though he measured each one before speaking. “How are you?”
“I’m well,” she answered quickly. “Is everything all right? You’re really late …”
“We were unexpectedly delayed.” He offered no other explanation. “I’m afraid we can’t stay long, and there is much to discuss.”
Not waiting for her response, he walked toward the sitting area. Eryx grabbed a kitchen chair from the table and set it beside the sofa for Bastian. The crown prince of Irida wasn’t the “slouch on the sofa” type, but his bodyguard dropped right down on the sagging cushions and propped his heavy boots on the coffee table.
Kassia stayed where she was, scowling at the floor. As much as Clio hated to admit it, her friend had good reason to dislike Bastian. He hadn’t looked at, spoken to, or in any way acknowledged Kassia since arriving.
Sighing, Clio perched on the edge of their threadbare recliner and tucked her filthy feet together to hide them.
Bastian smiled, the expression softening the cold, aristocratic lines of his face and warming his pale eyes. “I’m sorry we missed dinner. Next time, I’ll make sure we can relax and visit properly.”
She returned his smile. If he would just give Kassia a few of those smiles, she wouldn’t think so poorly of him. “Don’t worry about it.”
Polite as always, he didn’t comment on her wet and muddy state. “How did it go last week?”
Straight to business. Eryx picked up a book on wildflowers and flipped through it, pointedly not taking part in the conversation.
“It went …” She plucked at the front of her wet shirt, unsticking it from her chest. “I couldn’t get a read on the spell. When the agent picked it up, I was … distracted … by some other customers in the store, and I missed my opportunity.”
Silence thrummed through the room before Bastian spoke. “I’m sure you did your best.”
Had she? She should have ignored the incubus. She should have done better.
“We’ll manage without that information,” Bastian continued. “We can’t track every custom spell they commission.”
She forced her gaze up. “How are things at home?”
“Tensions along the southern border are increasing but the king is reluctant to reinforce our defenses in case it triggers a military confrontation.”
Clio nodded earnestly, though her familiarity with Irida’s recent politics was limited to what Bastian disclosed during his visits. Irida shared its southern border with the largest and most powerful territory in the Overworld, ruled by the Ra family.
In her realm, various daemon families ruled assorted territories, and the competition between them was fierce. The Ra family—a desert people whose name had inspired a human sun deity thousands of years ago—was among the most prominent, while the Nereid family—Bastian’s family and the bloodline Clio shared—was small and inconsequential in comparison.
The Ra’s interest in the small territory of Irida was alarming, and Clio’s mark from last week, the one who’d ordered a secret spell at that shop, was a Ra.
Bastian rubbed his jaw. “It’s been almost two years since I asked you to retreat to Earth where Ra wouldn’t discover your existence. You’ve been patient, Clio, and I appreciate your understanding and dedication to keeping our family safe.”
She leaned forward, containing her hope at what his next words would be.
“I wish I could say it’s time for you to return.”
Biting the inside of her cheek to hide her wince, she almost slumped back before remembering her wet clothes.
“If anything, the situation has worsened in Irida.” His gaze lost focus. “Ra has been commissioning new weapons, and their border patrols keep increasing. I fear they’re planning to invade us.”
“Invade?” she gasped. “They wouldn’t dare!”
“We are too few to defend our borders effectively. They could easily destroy us if they abandoned all pretenses of diplomacy.”
“That—that can’t happen.” If Ra annexed Irida … if they destroyed her home … she couldn’t bear the thought. “What are we going to do?”
“I’ve been investigating these new magics the Ras are procuring, hoping to arm ourselves the same way, but …”
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, feeling cold all over. “I failed my assignment. I knew it was important, but I didn’t—”
Bastian held up a hand. “As I said, one spell won’t change anything. Custom weapons take too long to produce in large numbers, and though Ra has the resources to do it, we don’t.” He leaned back in his chair. “We can’t rival them in quantity of spellcrafted weaponry. Our only hope is to match them with a handful of superior weapons instead—spells powerful enough to intimidate even them. If we can create a stalemate, we can potentially avoid direct confrontation entirely.”
Magic, though powerful, didn’t come anywhere near the destructive capabilities of the nuclear weapons humans had once wielded. To halt an impending war, a spell would have to be innovative as well as formidable.
“If we could get our hands on spells like that, wouldn’t that mean Ra could too?” she asked uneasily.
“That’s just it. There are no weapons like that—not in the Overworld.” He sat forward again. “Clio, have you ever heard of Chrysalis?”
“Um.” She scrunched her face, worried she should know this. “It’s not ringing a bell.”
“You’re familiar with the Hades family, correct?”
A chill whispered through her. Who wasn’t familiar with the Hades family? Like the Ras in the Overworld, the Hades family was the most powerful in the Underworld—and the rulers of the realm of night were far more terrifying than any Overworld family. Hades had reigned supreme for the past five hundred years, ever since the horrifying bloodbath where they wiped a rival caste of daemons out of existence.
Luckily, her family didn’t have to worry about Hades too much. Overworlders didn’t go to the Underworld, and vice versa, so war between them was impossible. Their conflicts were limited to minor spats on Earth.
Seeing her shiver in recognition, Bastian nodded. “Chrysalis is an organization—a company, for lack of a better term—controlled by the Hades family. Their primary product is magical weaponry. They employ the best spell weavers in the three worlds. I could name dozens of spells we use every day that originated from Chrysalis, though most daemons are unaware of its existence.”
He drummed his fingers on his knee. “It’s not unreasonable to attribute most of Hades’s power and success to Chrysalis. They provide Hades with the best, and deadliest, magic to use against their adversaries, and Chrysalis alone could bankroll entire wars with the profits from selling their spellcraft.”
“Is Chrysalis creating spells for the Ra family?”
“Chrysalis won’t sell magic to a Hades rival. Typically, they don’t deal with Overworlders at all.” He rose to his feet. “You said you have a garden here?”
“Uh, yes?” she stammered, surprised by the question. He’d never asked about it before.
“I’d like some fresh air. Would you show it to me?”
“Of—of course. It’s just out back.”
As she rose, Eryx uncoiled from the sofa and breezed past them. The back door banged as he exited to scope out the yard for danger. Clio glanced at Kassia. A wrinkle of worry formed between her eyebrows as she watched Bastian.
Clio led her half-brother through the kitchen, wincing at the sight of her muddy footprints, and held the door open for him. Their townhouse was in the middle of a row of five, and the back faced an identical row of shabby townhomes, with a large communal yard between them. When Clio had moved in two years ago, the yard had been nothing but cracked dirt and garbage. She’d taken it over, clearing out the trash and revitalizing the soil.
Now, after two full growing seasons, it was a small paradise of wildflowers, vegetables, and herbs, with even a few berry bushes in the corners. Her neighbors, who couldn’t have cared less when she first asked about planting a garden, now delighted in visiting the yard and sharing in the harvest of vegetables. There was plenty to go around with only five of the ten houses occupied. Like the city, the neighborhood was full of abandoned streets and rundown buildings.
From what Clio had heard, a few nearby suburbs were almost respectable—more like the small towns where most humans lived—but for a daemon, the inner city was the safest place to be.
The rain had gentled to a soft patter. Eryx, standing at the far end of the yard, gave Bastian an affirmative nod that all was safe. The prince ambled along one of the paths to the garden’s center, his gaze traveling across the vivid blossoms in the final throes of life before autumn set in. Clio and her neighbors had harvested the edible plants, but the flowers would bloom for another couple of weeks.
Clio padded after him on bare feet, nervously twisting the hem of her top as she waited for his assessment. It wasn’t much compared to the lush gardens that filled every courtyard of Irida’s royal palace, but it was a big step up from what she’d started with.
“It’s lovely,” Bastian said, and she relaxed.
He leaned down to touch the heavy blooms of an orange wood lily. As the future king of Irida, he had long ago learned to hide his emotions, but she saw signs of stress and anxiety. His worry fueled her own, and she shifted unhappily, frustrated that there was nothing she could do to ease his burdens.
Once, years ago, he’d been the one to shoulder her burdens.
She and her mother had always lived on their own, separate from the nymph community. When her mother had died, Clio had been alone—no friends, no family, no support.
Then Bastian had found her. The half-brother she’d never met, a prince and son of the man who’d banished Clio’s mother from his palace.
Against his father’s wishes, Bastian had brought her to the palace and given her a place to live, given her food and clothes and even tutors. When she’d had no one, he had come into her life and saved her. He’d checked in on her every week, introduced her to their little sister, and eventually arranged a few brief meetings between her and the king, giving father and daughter a chance to start anew.
And when the Ra threat had escalated two years ago, Bastian had knelt at her feet and asked her to forgive him for sending her away. He’d promised to take care of her, even on Earth, and he had. He might be reserved and seem cold and single-minded to others, but his love for his people, even a forgotten half-sister rejected by his father, was beyond criticism.
“War would devastate our kingdom,” he murmured after a moment. Straightening, he tilted his face toward the rain. “Even if we could hold against Ra, the conflict would claim many innocent lives and destroy our way of life. This is what the king fears, and why he’s moving so cautiously.”
She watched him, unable to offer advice. He knew far more than she did about the danger their homeland faced.
His pale eyes fixed on her. “If we could arm ourselves with magic that Ra dared not challenge, magic that would make a war as costly to them as it would be for us, we could end the threat before a single battle was fought.”
She frowned, unsure what his intense stare meant. “So our only option is to get some kind of extra-powerful war magic?”
“I wouldn’t say it’s the only option … but it’s the only one I see with the potential to spare our people from danger.”
“But is it possible?” she asked. “You already said that kind of magic doesn’t exist in the Overworld. I’m assuming we can’t just hire a spell weaver to make us something.”
“The only spell weavers with the skill to craft something powerful enough to end a war are the master weavers of Chrysalis.”
“But Chrysalis doesn’t deal with Overworlders.”
“Not normally, no.” Bastian crouched beside a wilted harebell with purple blossoms. A shimmer of green light danced over his fingers as he imbued a touch of magic into the plant before rising again. “But Chrysalis is, above all, a business. Offer them something valuable enough, and they’ll at least listen.”
“But would Hades allow them to sell that kind of magic to an Overworld kingdom?”
“Hades shares a common enemy with us. That, combined with a sizable down payment, might be enough to open negotiations.”
“How much are we talking though?” she asked. Irida was among the wealthiest territories in the Overworld, but custom weavings were expensive enough to bankrupt even the wealthy. The spellwork Bastian was talking about would be insanely pricey.
“To be frank, more than we can afford. We can’t empty our treasury on the eve of a potential war, even for spells we hope will end the conflict.” He stepped closer, rain falling unnoticed. “Paying for their magic, however, is not my intent.”
A chill crawled down her spine. “What?”
He gazed at her for a long moment, something unknown flickering across his expression. “I can’t in good conscience ask this of you, Clio. It’s not a fair request.”
“What do you mean?”
He shifted away from her, doubt written in his body language—the first time she’d ever seen his steady self-assurance falter. “Chrysalis specializes in military spellcraft, and their most lethal magic is reserved for Hades. The weavings they would offer us might not be enough to stop Ra, and we couldn’t afford it anyway. But what if we could access their magic—their best magic—without paying them anything?”
When he faced her again, all hesitation was gone. “Hades and Chrysalis don’t know you exist—a Nereid nymph with the royal bloodline. They have no reason to suspect your abilities.”
The chill in her veins deepened and she shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.
“If you could get close enough to Chrysalis’s war magic, you would only need a good look at their spells. Purchasing anything would be unnecessary. You could scout their weavings and return home, and we could duplicate the magic ourselves.”
Her brain caught on the words “return home” and she didn’t immediately realize what he was suggesting they do. What he wanted her to do.
“You would visit Chrysalis on the pretense of commissioning a spell, something reasonable they would be willing to craft, and while there, you would find their real warfare weavings. Then you would walk away, empty-handed in their eyes, and they would never know we had acquired the blueprints for magic we could never otherwise make or afford.”
“I …” She struggled to absorb it all. “I don’t …”
He exhaled a harsh sound. “As I said, I can’t make this request. It would be unacceptably dangerous—nothing like the small tasks you’ve done for me these past few months. You would have to deceive powerful Underworld daemons and—”
“I’ll do it.”
He frowned at her. “Clio, before you volunteer, you should know the risks—”
“It doesn’t matter.” She lifted her chin. “You said this was the only way to stop Ra and keep our people safe. To prevent war, I’ll do anything.”
And, above all, she’d do it for the chance to return home. If she could read Chrysalis’s spells, then Bastian would take her back to Irida so she could teach the spells to their weavers.
Bastian searched her face. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely.”
A smile broke through his grim concern. “Your bravery is commendable, Clio. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“I just want to help,” she mumbled, blushing.
“I’ll make the arrangements, and we’ll do everything possible to assure your safety. Eryx, you will prepare someone you trust as my guard. I want you to accompany Clio to Chrysalis.”
The redheaded daemon saluted casually. “No problem, Prince Bastian. I’ll find a couple replacements.” He grinned. “It’ll take two guards to equal me.”
“That’s—that’s not necessary,” Clio blurted. “I’ll have Kass with me, and—”
“I insist,” Bastian said. “Eryx will take care of you.”
Before Clio could do more than mumble in protest, Bastian was striding through the garden toward the door. “I have much to prepare. Come, Eryx. We should return home immediately.”
With Eryx trotting to catch up, Bastian paused at the door and glanced back. “Thank you, sister.”
As tears welled in her eyes, he and Eryx vanished through the threshold, heading for the front door. She stood in the center of the garden, discreetly wiping her face and trying not to grin too foolishly. Bastian had never called her “sister” before.
Kassia crossed the garden, her flinty stare moving from Clio to the door where Bastian had vanished. “You sure about this, Clio?”
“Of course. How could I refuse? And we’ll finally get to go home afterward.”
“You should have made him promise.”
“Promise what?”
Kassia’s reddish-brown eyes hardened. “You should have made him promise you would get to return home—and stay there permanently.”
“Why wouldn’t I get to—”
“Because you want to be part of his family, but he’s never once said he wants the same thing.”
Clio inhaled deeply and let it out. Bastian was the one who’d brought her into their family in the first place, but she didn’t want to argue with Kassia. She didn’t want anything to dim her blossoming hope. “I should have asked him where Chrysalis is. If it’s a long trip, I’ll need to pack an overnight bag.”
Kassia gave her a strange look. “What do you mean?”
Clio blinked, equally puzzled. “Bastian has only asked me to scope out local spell shops so far, but a business as important as Chrysalis is probably in a bigger city. Who knows where—”
“Clio,” Kassia interrupted. “Chrysalis isn’t in a city. It’s not a shop or a store.”
“But … where is it then?”
Kassia’s face cleared, her worry replaced with hard determination—an expression she normally reserved for deadly fights.
“Chrysalis is in the heart of Hades territory,” she answered. “In the Underworld.”
Dizziness swept through Clio and ice numbed her veins.
In the Underworld.
She hadn’t just agreed to go to the Underworld … had she?





Chapter Four
  
Lyre jammed his hands deeper into his pockets. Shoulders hunched, he trudged down the corridor. Like most of the building, white dominated—white tiled floors, white walls, white ceilings. He didn’t know why they’d chosen white of all colors. He would have chosen something that hid the blood better.
He checked each door number as he passed. The higher the numbers grew, the slower his steps became. By the time he reached the correct door, he was barely moving. Scowling, he glanced up and down the long hall. Empty. She was late.
Cursing under his breath, he counted the seconds in his head, then sighed. Reluctantly, he turned to the window in the door and peered in.
The small room on the other side was barren but for a simple wooden cot with white sheets—white everything, of course. Its occupant lounged on the cot, leaning back in an almost sulky slouch—his posture at complete odds with the torn, gore-splattered clothing he wore. Black material hung in shreds from one shoulder, his arm smeared with drying blood.
Lyre’s chest tightened. The boy was young, just a youth. How could a kid be sitting there so calmly when it looked like he’d just walked off a battlefield? Leaning closer, Lyre squinted. The boy’s only inhuman feature was dark hair, braided along one side of his head, that gleamed a strange, deep red in the fluorescent lights. He had to be in glamour, which was unusual. Lyre was in glamour too, but that was because no one liked dealing with an incubus without it. He angled his head for a better look and his shoulder bumped the door.
The kid’s eyes snapped up, locking on Lyre. Gray irises cut through him, burning with barely controlled rage.
Lyre jerked back from the door, then shook his head. The boy couldn’t see him; it was one-way glass. But damn, it sure felt like their eyes had met.
“Lyre!”
He jumped, stumbling back another step, and turned.
A woman strode toward him, her long ponytail swinging behind her with each step. The heels of her black, thigh-high boots clacked loudly, an ominous beat in the otherwise noiseless corridor.
“Eisheth,” he grumbled.
She stormed up to him and stopped uncomfortably close. Her dark eyes flashed over him, ire radiating off her. She planted one hand on her leather-clad hip.
He cleared his throat, avoiding her glare. “You summoned me?”
“I did.” She jerked her thumb at the door. “Do you see that boy in there?”
“I saw him.”
“That child has broken every collar I’ve put on him.”
“Broken?” he repeated, straightening from his slouch and grudgingly looking at her. “What do you mean, broken? The physical collar or the weaving?”
“Both.”
“After it’s on him and activated?”
“Yes,” she snapped. “I have no idea how. No one has any idea how.”
He flicked a glance at the door, the boy beyond it out of his line of sight, then shrugged at Eisheth. “Magic-dampening collars only last a few years before the spells deteriorate—”
“Do you think I’m a fool?” She jabbed a finger into his chest, pushing him back a step. “Of course I thought of that. I’ve had new collars made, tested them on other daemons first, everything. He breaks them all.”
He tugged at the sleeve of his lab coat. “Why did you summon me for this? I haven’t woven a collar in years. You should talk to—”
“The collar weavers only know how to make collars—and clearly the regular ones won’t work on this brat. I need something else. I need something better.”
“You want a custom weaving?”
“Yes. I want …” Her eyes slid to the window and she licked her lips, the small movement somehow obscene. “I want something completely new … not a collar that will control him. I want something that will break him.”
He flexed his jaw. “Why ask me? My brothers are better.”
“I’m perfectly aware of your limitations.” She patted his cheek and he jerked his face away. “But you’re the most creative. The most inventive. I want you to put that vision of yours to good use and develop a new collar … something utterly devastating. Something that will teach that boy true respect.”
Revulsion crawled up his throat. “If you want that kind of custom work, you need to submit a—”
“Do you really think the regular procedures apply to me?”
He folded his arms and sneered, done tolerating her temper. “You might be Hades’s chief bully—sorry, queen of torture or whatever your title is—but I’m not one of your underlings. I don’t have to obey your orders. I don’t even have to humor your ego trip.”
“You’re not one of mine, no,” she agreed. “But Chrysalis belongs to Hades, and you …” She smiled sweetly and his blood chilled. “You belong to Chrysalis.”

Lyre’s eyes flew open. Groaning, he rolled onto his stomach and pulled the pillow over his head to block out the remnants of the dream—or rather, the memory. A dream would have been easier to forget.
Disgust churned in his gut and he sucked in air, calming the roil of emotions until he could breathe normally again. Shoving the pillow away, he rolled off the bed and staggered into the bathroom. After showering and dressing in a daze, he found himself standing in the middle of his small kitchen/sitting room, staring blankly at the wall. Swearing, he grabbed a cloth bag off his table, its contents clanking, and headed for the door.
Outside, darkness lay thick and heavy over the land. Scarcely glancing skyward, he tucked the bag under his arm, shoved his hands in his pockets, and strode away from the complex of small houses, each with a peaked roof and small courtyard in the back. Identical, just like their occupants.
He followed the winding streets without thought, inhaling the crisp air while he had the chance. The buildings seemed to lean over the road, some windows dark, others glowing with yellow light. A deep, narrow canal cut through the streets and he crossed the footbridge, the hollow thump of his steps the only sound besides the slosh of slow-moving water. On the other side, the buildings changed from wood and tile to flat, ugly concrete. They grew in size until he rounded a corner and the largest structure yet sprawled across an entire block.
He ignored the official entrance and instead headed for a side door. A drum of his fingers across the metal unkeyed the defensive spells and he yanked the door open. Stale air that smelled faintly of blood replaced the cool breeze. His feet carried him where he needed to go with no input from him. The closer he got to his destination, the more his steps slowed and his shoulders hunched.
Finally, he stood in the familiar white corridor, its floors covered in bleached tile, the ceiling equally colorless. A door waited, shut tight, the window reflecting the harsh florescent lights above. Fidgeting with the drawstring of the cloth bag, he glanced along the empty hall. She was late, as usual.
Bang.
He jumped and almost dropped his bag. His wide eyes darted to the door.
Bang.
The door rattled from the impact—something striking it from within. Lyre cringed, his pulse drumming too fast for his pride.
Bang.
Tensing, he stepped up to the window.
Inside the small, barren room, a man lay on his back on the cot, arms tucked behind his head, one knee propped up, casual and relaxed. Black hair with a wine-red sheen fell across his forehead and one side was braided alongside his head, a scarlet ribbon woven into the plait.
His stormy gray eyes rose, locking on Lyre’s. Still relaxed, he lifted his other leg and slammed the heel of his boot into the window.
Lyre sprang back. Cracks webbed across the glass. The spells on the door should have made it near-indestructible, but the regular rules of magic didn’t seem to apply to this daemon. Rubbing his chest, he retreated from the door. He didn’t need to have another one-sided staring contest with the daemon. The glass was still a one-way mirror, the walls and door were still heavily spelled, and Lyre still hadn’t figured out how that daemon always knew when someone was watching him.
He leaned back against the opposite wall, hands in his pockets again. The first time he’d seen the daemon in this room, his impression had been that the boy was dangerous. The past three years, in which the youth had rapidly matured into the young adult now nonchalantly kicking the door down, had only cemented that opinion.
The snap of heels hitting the tiled floor grew louder and Eisheth came around the corner, hips swaying and thigh-high leather boots gleaming. Four black-clad guards followed her, walking in a line like obedient ducklings. Lyre straightened from the wall and tried not to sneer.
Eisheth’s lips thinned angrily before she even reached him. Oops. Guess he’d sneered after all.
“Lyre.”
“Eisheth. How considerate of you to be late. Again.”
She raised her dark, severe eyebrows. Her hair was braided, the long tail falling down her back. “I’m sure you didn’t miss anything important.”
He pulled the cloth bag from under his arm and held it out. “Here it is. Fixed the problem from last time.”
Instead of taking it, she folded her arms over her generous bosom. “This is your sixth prototype now, isn’t it?”
“About that, yeah.” He jostled the bag, encouraging her to take it so he could leave.
“Although this project is supposed to be a priority, it takes you half a season each time to produce a new version. Amazing how regular your timing is.”
“You can’t rush genius. If you don’t want it, I can bring it back in another half-season.”
She kept her arms crossed. “Your last five collars all failed—spectacularly. Why should I believe this one is any different?”
“A new, complex weaving like this is a trial-and-error process. I can only test it so much without activating the spell on its intended subject.” He rolled his eyes. “And, maybe you haven’t noticed, but I don’t have access to Hades’s most notorious rogue mercenaries. I’m sure you get plenty of time with him down in your dungeon though.”
Eisheth glanced from the bag back to Lyre’s face. “You believe this collar can contain that daemon’s magic? That it will seal his power and he won’t be able to break it off, as he has every other collar we’ve ever put on him?”
He shrugged. “Reasonably sure. Like I said, it still needs testing.”
“But you’re confident it’s ready? That it won’t mysteriously fail?”
Keeping his expression open and guileless, he shrugged again. “Pretty confident.”
Eisheth’s answering smile was viciously sweet. “I’m glad to hear it. I began to think you weren’t properly applying yourself to this project. I even began to wonder if you might be engineering your prototypes to fail.”
“That would be stupid.” Very stupid. Epically stupid.
He should probably reconsider his decision-making process in the future.
Eisheth nodded. “Excellent. In that case …” She grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the door. “You won’t object to testing this one yourself.”
“Wait, what?” He dug in his heels, but she’d already grabbed the handle. “Eisheth, I can’t—”
She swung the door open. “Have fun, Lyre.”
Then she shoved him inside and slammed the door shut.
He stumbled two steps, then jerked backward. His back thumped against the door.
Well, shit.
At his appearance, the daemon’s cutting gray eyes slid down Lyre and back up, clearly unimpressed. To his relief, the daemon didn’t leap up to rip out any throats—namely, Lyre’s throat, which he would prefer remained unsavaged.
Damn that psychotic bitch. This was not Lyre’s job.
“Um.” He coughed awkwardly. “Hi?”
The daemon said nothing.
Lyre sidled away from the door, daring to approach a step closer. The daemon, had he been standing, would have been a couple inches taller than Lyre, with broader shoulders and a more muscular build. Lyre wasn’t a total lightweight, but the other daemon had enough of a weight advantage for Lyre to keep a cautious distance between them.
Not that there was much space in the room. And, really, he would be deluding himself if he thought he stood any chance against a trained killer. This wasn’t the teenager he’d first seen in here. The daemon was an adult, or close enough to it to make Lyre very nervous.
A long minute where neither of them moved ticked past.
“What do you want?” the daemon asked.
Lyre shivered. Huh. As an incubus who continuously appraised the sex appeal of pretty much everyone—targets and rivals both—he had to admit he’d never heard a voice quite like that. The daemon’s deep tones got under his skin somehow. Interesting.
As for how to answer the question …
Lyre sighed. “Look, I don’t want to do this, but orders and all that.” He pulled open the drawstrings and reached into the bag. “I’m supposed to put this on you, just to make sure it works.”
The moment he withdrew the steel collar, the daemon was on his feet, menace clinging to him like shadows. Okay. Someone really didn’t like collars. Not that Lyre could blame him.
“Seriously, I just need to test it, nothing more …”
He held up the collar hopefully, and the daemon smiled. It wasn’t a friendly expression. It was a brutal promise—probably to break as many of Lyre’s bones as possible if he was stupid enough to try to apply the collar.
Wonderful. He glanced at the door, but Eisheth wouldn’t be letting him out anytime soon. She was probably enjoying the show.
He heaved another sigh and dropped his hand to his side, still holding the collar. The daemon didn’t relax, too practiced a warrior to believe that sign of surrender. Smart man.
Lyre slipped his other hand into his pocket. Gems clinked softly together as he selected one and pinched it between his forefinger and thumb. The daemon’s gaze snapped to his pocket. Lyre pulled out the stone, added a spark of magic, and tossed it at the daemon’s feet.
The daemon jerked back reflexively, but there was nowhere to go.
The embedded spell activated and crackling light burst from the gem. Thin bolts of electricity snaked across the floor and surged over the daemon, paralyzing him where he stood. Popping the collar open so the two halves swung on a hinge, Lyre lunged forward. He shoved the thick metal ring against the daemon’s neck, clamped it shut, and sent a shot of magic into it, engaging the weaving.
A blast of magic erupted from the daemon, scattering the paralysis spell and flinging Lyre into the wall. He hit the concrete, and pain ricocheted through his spine.
He only had a chance to wheeze before a hand closed around his throat. The daemon lifted him off the floor and slammed him into the wall a second time, his pitch-black eyes, burning with fury, locked on Lyre’s.
The door to the room opened and Eisheth sauntered in, hips swaying. “Now, Ash. I have to advise against killing a master weaver.”
The daemon released him and Lyre’s feet hit the floor. His legs almost buckled but he stayed upright as he gasped for air.
“I’m pleased, Lyre,” Eisheth continued, stepping closer. “This collar didn’t shatter upon activation. And it appears to be dampening his magic.”
Lyre didn’t respond, too busy counting down in his head and wondering if he could squeeze past Eisheth and out the door in the next thirty seconds.
“Well, Ash? Can you break this collar? Why don’t you give it a try?”
“I can’t break it,” Ash replied dismissively. “Congratulations.”
“You haven’t tried. I would like you to try. Do you need extra motivation?” Eisheth’s eyes brightened in a manic way as her hand drifted toward the black rod hanging from her belt, the hoop-like tip crackling with blue light.
Seeing he wouldn’t be getting past Eisheth, Lyre backed into the farthest corner of the room, still counting. Nine, eight, seven …
“Just imagine how much fun we could have, Ash,” Eisheth cooed with sugary venom, stroking the weapon at her hip.
Four, three, two …
“Without your magic, you’re as helpless as—”
Lyre cast a bubble shield over himself, and the collar around Ash’s neck exploded.
The force hit his shield and shattered it, hurling him into the wall for a third time. He slumped to the floor, his head throbbing from the impact and his ears ringing.
Shouting erupted and Lyre squinted. Eisheth had been blasted right out the door and into the hall. Ash, having been at the center of the concussion, stood unharmed as the four guards charged in.
Ash lunged to meet them. Lyre couldn’t quite follow his movements, but twenty seconds later, all four guards were down, some bleeding, some unconscious. The daemon straightened, rolled his shoulders, and turned around.
He and Lyre stared at each other. Then, without a word, the daemon walked out of the room.
Wincing as he pushed to his feet, Lyre stepped over the moaning guards and into the corridor where Eisheth’s limp form was sprawled. Ash stood a few steps away, watching Lyre with analytical eyes that had returned to their usual gray.
Lyre nodded toward Eisheth. “She’s alive.”
Ash glanced at the woman. “I know.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to fix that?”
He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll finish her if you take credit for the kill.”
Lyre winced. “Er, I’ll pass.”
Ash rubbed his neck where the steel ring had been. “Your collars don’t last long.”
“Well, you know, spell weaving isn’t the easiest thing.”
“She called you a master weaver.”
He shrugged.
The daemon gave him a long look. “Your collars explode quite well.”
“Faulty weave, I guess.”
“Yet you knew exactly when to shield.”
Lyre kept his expression neutral. Ash obviously suspected, but Lyre wasn’t about to confirm he’d been sabotaging his work. His head throbbed mercilessly and he kind of thought he might need to throw up.
After another long silence, Ash again walked away.
Lyre watched the daemon stride down the hall and disappear around the corner, then glanced at the guards sprawled in the small room. Was a rogue mercenary allowed to wander around unescorted?
Oh well. It wasn’t like Lyre could stop him. At least, not without wasting perfectly good magic he’d rather save for a real emergency.
He scrubbed a hand through his hair, wincing at the ache in his skull. When he’d engineered the collar weaving to explode, he hadn’t intended to be standing two feet away. He needed to plan these things better.
Dropping his hand, he stared hazily at the carnage, then shrugged and followed Ash’s path down the corridor. A smart man would have stayed to check on Eisheth and the guards. A smart man would have summoned healers and alerted someone that Ash had taken off. A smart man might even have pretended the blast had knocked him unconscious.
He pushed the side door open, stepped into the crisp night air, and smiled grimly.
There were many things a smart man would have done, but had he been a smart man, he wouldn’t have woven the spell to explode in the first place.





Chapter Five
  
Lyre raised the bow and pulled the string back. As the knuckle of his thumb touched his cheek, everything around him disappeared, leaving only the flex of muscles in his back, the leather grip against his palm, the string under his fingertips, and the nock of the arrow between them.
He relaxed his fingers and the string snapped away. The arrow shot through the darkness, then the thud of impact.
“You’re almost as good as Ariose.”
Lyre glanced over his shoulder as he pulled three arrows from his quiver. His brother crossed the rooftop and stopped a few feet away. The other incubus, dressed in casual attire covered by a white lab coat, squinted at the board leaning against a railing at the other end of the flat roof, well over two hundred feet away.
Keeping two arrows tucked against his palm with his ring and pinky fingers, Lyre nocked the third arrow and pulled the string back. His hand had barely reached his cheek before he loosed the bolt. He flipped the second arrow up, pulled back, released, then snapped the last one into place and shot it.
“Do you think you can surpass him someday?” Reed asked.
Lyre shrugged as he pulled the three-fingered leather glove off his right hand. From anyone else, the question would have sounded patronizing, but Reed was genuinely inquiring.
“In archery, maybe,” he answered, starting forward.
Reed followed him across the rooftop to the board. A single arrow pierced the center of a dark knot in the wood, and the other three formed a neat triangle around it. He pulled the first arrow free, checked the head for damage, then dropped it back into his quiver.
Reed watched him free the remaining arrows. Though older than Lyre by a few seasons, Reed didn’t look it. Most people mistook them for twins, but that’s just how incubi were, especially related ones. They didn’t look quite so similar out of glamour, though.
“Andante has summoned you,” Reed eventually said.
“I know.” Lyre eyed the board, pondering whether he wanted to shoot a few more rounds. He didn’t feel like he’d worked off any of the tension that had driven him up here in the first place.
“He called for you hours ago.”
“I know.”
Reed nodded, unsurprised. “Do you expect to be disciplined?”
“Probably.” Lyre slung his bow over his shoulder and leaned against the railing. “Eisheth threw a big fit about how my ‘second-rate weaving’ almost killed her.”
“I heard she complained directly to Samael.”
The name of the Hades warlord—objectively the most powerful daemon in the three realms—sent a zing of fear down Lyre’s spine. He shook his head. “I doubt he cares. He has more important things to worry about.”
“I suppose. But I also heard no one has seen her subject since he walked out of Chrysalis.”
“Well, shit.” Maybe he should have tried to stop Ash from leaving.
Reed leaned against the railing on the other side of the board, absently picking at a splinter of wood. “Why won’t you make the weaving she wants? You can’t delay forever.”
“She wants a torture collar. That’s Dulcet’s arena, not mine.”
“If you just did it, you wouldn’t have to deal with her anymore. What does it matter? That daemon is just another mercenary.”
Lyre met Reed’s amber eyes, identical to his own. “We both know that daemon isn’t a mercenary.”
Reed sighed. “Still …”
Turning his archery glove over in his hands, Lyre exhaled. “What do you know about him? About Ash?”
“Not much. He’s a draconian.” Reed lifted one shoulder in a disinterested shrug. “I heard soldiers saying he isn’t really missing. He’s just avoiding anyone who could tell him to report in.”
Lyre smirked. “Can’t disobey orders if you haven’t received them, right? Solid strategy.”
“He’ll turn up again soon, and Eisheth will calm down. But you still need to see Andante and find out if you’re being reprimanded.”
“Then I guess I’d better get it over with.” Lyre pushed off the railing. “See you later.”
Reed nodded, gazing vaguely at the dark sky.
Lyre swung by his workroom to drop off his archery gear and pull on a white lab coat, then he reluctantly ventured into the halls of Chrysalis. Despite the darkness outside—a usual state of affairs in the Underworld—the building was buzzing. Dozens of daemons of various castes hurried about, all stopping to greet Lyre politely. He offered only nods in return. He could have happily put an arrow into each and every one of them.
Weapons of war. Tools of torture. Filthy, foul magic that hurt, terrified, destroyed. That’s what Chrysalis made. And every daemon who freely came here to add their mark to Chrysalis’s legacy of death deserved a dagger in the ribs.
Oh, he could list dozens—hundreds—of their spells that weren’t disgusting or evil, that daemons everywhere used in their daily lives. Shields and barriers, protective wards, lights, warmth, defensive spells, healing magic—all that and more. But that was just the result of putting a bunch of genius weavers in the same building and keeping supervision to a minimum. They invented stuff. And sometimes it was even good stuff.
But that wasn’t what Chrysalis excelled at. They were the biggest, richest, most preeminent producer of magic in the three realms because their weavers were really, really good at coming up with every conceivable way magic could kill people.
As another wannabe weaver offered Lyre a respectful nod and greeting, he jammed his hands deeper in his pockets and walked faster. This was why he usually came here during off-hours when the halls were quiet and empty, and he didn’t have to resist the urge to paint the white walls crimson. He’d already contributed to enough spilled blood as it was.
At Andante’s workroom, he paused to tap on the door before swinging it open. Magic crackled over the wards embedded in the door, a warning of what they would do if activated.
His eldest brother sat at his worktable, a metal disk in his hands. Golden light shimmered over his fingers as he turned the disk. Lyre stumped to the cluster of wood chairs in the corner and dropped into one, prepared to wait. Most weavings couldn’t be stopped and started at a whim. Interrupting would cost Andante hours of work.
Propping his elbow on one knee and already bored, Lyre braced his chin on his palm. The large room held a long worktable and a wall of packed bookshelves, the shelves and cupboards filled with crafting tools. The chairs in the corner were the lone concession to visitors, and probably there only to encourage them to wait quietly.
He reached over a chair to the nearest bookshelf and pulled out a thick tome at random. A study of astral variations among different daemon castes. How exhilarating.
He flipped it open despite his lack of enthusiasm for the topic. Daemons came in countless “types” called castes, with each caste bearing unique features, magic, and culture. Incubi fell on the weakest end of the power spectrum, whereas draconians like Ash dwelled at the opposite end. However, the amount of magical firepower a daemon possessed wasn’t as important as how he used it.
Along with variations in magical ability, castes often varied wildly in appearance, more like different species than just different races. However, many had the ability to use glamour to pass as something closer to human, which disguised the biggest differences. Lyre always used glamour. Ash, too, had been in glamour every time Lyre had seen him. They were in the minority though. Many daemons, especially in their own world, didn’t bother with it.
He had flipped through the book’s pages for nearly an hour before Andante spoke. “Do you enjoy humiliating our family?”
Lyre glanced up. “Who’s humiliated? I didn’t think you cared what that hag thinks of us.”
Andante set the metal disk on his worktable and turned on his stool to face Lyre, the length of the room between them. His white-blond hair was shorter than Lyre’s and combed neatly, and his face was only slightly older, even though Andante had begun training with their father as the next family head before Lyre had learned his first spells.
“Eisheth’s opinion matters,” Andante said, “only in that she regularly shares that opinion with Samael.”
“Weavings don’t always work as expected, and the daemon she wants a collar for is an anomaly on several levels.”
“Regardless, you need to produce results. She specifically requested you for this. If you can’t create the weaving she asked for, then you aren’t fit to be a member of this family.”
Lyre pressed his lips together. Disownment, banishment, exile—if only. He would love nothing more than to be cast out, to be thrown to the curb and told to never return. But that would never happen. He knew too much. He was too skilled, too dangerous, and too deep in all their dirty secrets. Ejection from the family didn’t mean exile. It meant execution.
But this wasn’t the first death threat he’d received from his brothers, so he merely shrugged. “If I can’t do it, then I can’t.”
“Even with your shortcomings, you could produce a functioning collar if you applied yourself.” Andante rose to his feet. “Your limited skills are as much a result of your lack of discipline as your inferior talent. No Rysalis weaver is as incompetent as you allow yourself to be.”
Again, all things Lyre had heard before. And he was hardly insulted, considering he agreed with everything his brother had said. He could make a collar if he wanted to, and he was less skilled than his brothers—at least in the ways that mattered to his family.
“Our father holds the slim hope that you will someday mature into your potential,” Andante said with cold menace. “If not for that, I would have killed you years ago.”
Lyre yawned and slumped in his chair. “Uh-huh. But you won’t kill me, because despite all that, I’m more innovative than you or any of our brothers, with the possible exception of Dulcet. But he’s, well … you know how Dulcet is.”
Andante’s expression hardened and Lyre resisted the urge to roll his eyes. How many times would they have this discussion? True, Lyre wasn’t as good as his brothers, but where they were brilliant mathematicians, he was an artist. He might not be able to achieve the same technical finesse, but he could think outside the box. He wove things his brothers couldn’t even imagine.
Yeah, his stuff blew up in his face on a regular basis, or fell apart, or disintegrated after a single use, and yeah, it sometimes took him months to make a single new weaving work, but his creations were different in significant ways. His brothers could only copy what he dreamed up—and then improve the technique and weaving construction, because Lyre kind of sucked at that.
So, they wouldn’t kill him. And neither would they ever, ever let him go.
“Our father thinks you’re worth the trouble,” Andante said. “But I disagree. You would do well to keep that in mind for when I become the head of this family.”
Lyre said nothing. Another threat he’d heard before.
“Eisheth has demanded we penalize you. Though our father wouldn’t normally humor her, Samael has also agreed that your behavior is unacceptable.”
Despite his efforts to conceal his fear, Lyre’s face went cold.
“So.” Andante leaned against his worktable. “You will complete Eisheth’s collar commission—a functioning and thoroughly tested weaving that I will approve—by the turn of the season. If you fail, I will give you to Eisheth to do with as she pleases. Whether that means putting you to work or extracting some other sort of punishment will be up to her.”
Proper bravado escaped Lyre. Though he’d once mockingly called her the queen of torture, it was an accurate title. Eisheth oversaw the bastille—Hades’s primary prison where enemies of the territory met their deaths. Very slow, very painful deaths.
He inhaled deeply. The turn of the season was enough time to weave a custom collar—if he could stomach the work. “Is that it?”
“Not quite. Completing your assigned commission in a timely fashion is a poor chastisement for nearly killing an important official. So, you will also handle our next three clients—assess their needs, select or create weavings, and complete the sale.”
“Seriously?” Lyre shook his head. “I might be a second-rate master weaver, but it’s still a waste of my time to babysit buyers.”
“It’s a fine opportunity for you to prove your worth.” Andante folded his arms. “Our father chose the task, so if you disagree, you can take it up with him.”
Scowling, Lyre leaned back in his chair. Giving him an apprentice weaver’s job was a lame punishment, but that was probably the point. It was their father’s way of meeting Samael’s demand for a reprimand while also sending Eisheth a clear “fuck you” for interfering in Chrysalis business.
“Who are the clients, then?” he asked grudgingly. If he was lucky, they wouldn’t waste too much of his time. He had an Evil Collar of Ultimate Torment to weave before he ended up tied to the rack.
“Your first one should be interesting.” Andante picked up a paper from the corner of his worktable. “Our father only just approved it. We weren’t sure we should take them.”
“Oh?” Lyre propped one foot on the seat beside him and hung his arm over the back of his chair. “Interesting how?”
“A small, wealthy territory is looking for military-grade weapons to stave off a powerful neighbor. The client has the potential to offer a very profitable trade for our weavings.”
He could think of a dozen minor, well-off kingdoms that might need extra firepower. “What’s so interesting about that?”
Andante looked up from the paper. “It’s an Overworld territory.”
Lyre’s eyebrows shot up. An Overworld territory? Coming to Chrysalis for spellcrafted weaponry? That was like a nun stopping at a brothel for her afternoon tea. “Wow. These Overworlders must be desperate.”
“Indeed. And desperate people aren’t effective negotiators.”
“Generally not.” Lyre pushed to his feet. “Guess I can make that work.”
Andante nodded and his face hardened again. “This is not the time for another one of your petty rebellions, brother.”
Lyre waved dismissively, already heading for the door. “I wouldn’t dream of messing up a big sale, dear brother.”
He swung the door shut before Andante could reply. An Overworld buyer. Well, if the high and mighty Overworlders wanted to get their hands dirty with some nice bloody magic, he wouldn’t stop them.
But seeing as he held Chrysalis’s buyers in the same high esteem as Chrysalis’s weavers, he had no intentions of being nice about it.





Chapter Six
  
“Do I have to wear this?”
“Yes.”
“But I look ridiculous.”
“You look great.”
“I can’t see anything.”
“You’ll be fine.”
Scowling, Clio stopped walking, and Kassia took a few more steps before turning around. Eryx was another dozen steps ahead, walking backward to watch them and grinning broadly. The street they were following, with towering buildings on all sides, was quiet in the late afternoon light.
“Kass, look at me.” She held out her arms. “They’ll laugh when they see me.”
Draping sleeves hung from her arms, the white fabric almost long enough to touch the ground. The sleeves, detached from the rest of the outfit, were bound in place around her upper arms by green ties, leaving her shoulders bare. A matching band of wide green fabric was wrapped around her waist and belted in place.
More fabric in green, pale blue, and white swished around her legs, while the top part fit tight over her chest up to a snug collar. An oversized hood was pulled up, and over it was the worst part—a headdress crossed with a mask that covered her forehead and dipped low over her eyes, hiding the entire upper part of her face. Long strips of blue ribbons fell from the top, hanging down her back like fluttering banners.
“Clio,” Kassia said patiently. “This is the traditional dress of a high-born nymph. Bastian sent it for you to wear.”
“But it looks—”
“Mysterious and intimidating. It will tell the Underworlders you’re important, you’re confident, and you mean business.”
“But—”
“And, most importantly, the mask hides half your face, so no one will be able to tell if you’re staring at certain spells for a suspiciously long time.”
Clio chewed on her lip and lifted her arms again, uncomfortable with the fabric’s weight.
“It also makes you look rich,” Eryx called from where he waited down the street. “We want them to think you’re loaded.”
She lightly touched her mask where a delicate tiara, set with sapphires, emeralds, and opals, spanned the top. A grand sapphire filled the setting in the middle of her belt, and another large stone glittered at her throat.
“I suppose,” she mumbled grudgingly.
Kassia stepped closer and Clio tipped the mask up to see her friend more clearly.
“You don’t have to go,” Kassia murmured. “We can turn back anytime.”
Clio pulled a smile onto her face and put her shoulders back. “No, it’s fine. If you say the clothes look good, then …” She scrunched her nose and sighed. “I wish I could look like you instead.”
Kassia was also wearing an outfit Bastian had provided. The fine leather was blood red, with accents in black and silver and glittering rubies for decoration. Despite carrying no weapons, she looked like a warrior of flames, crimson from her hair down to her toes.
“Just wait,” Eryx said, trotting back to join them. His outfit matched Kassia’s almost exactly. “Everyone’s attention will be on you. We’re just your escorts.”
She nodded and took a deep breath, feeling the restriction of the unyielding fabric around her midsection.
“Are you sure you’re okay, Clio?” Kassia asked.
Beaming, she pulled the mask back into place over her forehead and eyes. “I’m totally good. Let’s do this!”
“That’s the spirit,” Eryx replied cheerfully. “Just think of it as an adventure.”
Kassia shot the male bodyguard a dirty look that Clio could see even with her mask. Despite her complaints, the mask was made of carefully fashioned fabric that appeared opaque from the outside but allowed her to see through it. Shaking her arms to untangle her obscenely long sleeves, she started forward again. The fabric swished and swirled around her legs with each step, offering glimpses of her soft green boots—a break from tradition, since nymphs normally went barefoot, but the footwear was necessary for this journey. The mane-like ribbons hanging off the back of the mask flowed out behind her in the slight breeze of her movement.
Maybe the outfit really was mysterious and elegant, with all the draping fabric and most of her face hidden. Or maybe she looked like a costumed fool. She would find out for sure when the Underworlders fell over in hysterical laughter at the sight of her.
The sun hung low in the west, almost touching the tops of the skyscrapers and lighting the scattered clouds with shades of orange and pink. A handful of people hurried on their way, their postures stiff as they watched the darkening shadows. A few stopped to gape at the three of them before rushing off down different streets.
“See?” Eryx said. “You are intimidating. The humans are running away.”
“They’re probably running away from you two,” Clio pointed out. “You actually look scary.”
“Scary enough to keep the Underworlders on their toes, I hope.”
Clio nodded, surreptitiously pressing an arm to her stomach where sick nerves churned. It was okay. It was fine. She could do this. She was just going to look at some spells … in the Underworld. Her smile almost slipped but she stubbornly held it in place so Kassia wouldn’t worry too much.
Overworlders didn’t go to the Underworld. Underworlders didn’t go to the Overworld. That was the rule. Well, it wasn’t so much a rule as it was common sense. For starters, a daemon couldn’t just walk into the Underworld or Overworld unless they already knew how to get there. That aside, why would an Overworlder want to go to the Underworld?
The two realms did not get along. Even on Earth, the closest thing to neutral ground, it wasn’t unheard of for Underworlders to kill Overworlders for kicks. And Overworlders weren’t exactly innocent of the same crime.
But still. The Underworld was a realm of darkness, violence, and monsters. Humans hadn’t been that far off with their hell mythos. And here she was, a relatively powerless Overworld nymph, waltzing straight into that hell.
“You’re hyperventilating,” Kassia accused. “Clio, let’s go back. Bastian can come up with another plan.”
“I’m fine!” Clio insisted, her voice shrill. “Absolutely fine. See?”
“She’s good,” Eryx added. “She’s tough. She’s been scoping out those Ra bastards for months now, hasn’t she?”
“They didn’t know who she was or that she was spying on them,” Kassia said flatly. “Chrysalis knows she’s an Overworlder. What if they discover our plan?”
Clio gritted her teeth, unsure if her expression still passed for a smile. She was trying hard not to think about how Chrysalis might react if they realized she was stealing their magic.
“They can’t catch you stealing spells because you won’t be stealing them,” Eryx pointed out. “You’ll just be … making a mental note of how they’re made, right?”
“Exactly.” She brightened. “Unless they can read minds, there’s no way they’ll know.”
They reached an intersection. Down the wide boulevard to their left, a white tower rose above the other buildings like a gloating king. Clio tilted her head to get a better view through the mask. The gleaming windows reflected the setting sun, flashing orange like the interior was on fire. Speaking of Ra bastards …
The pale tower was the Ra embassy and contained one of the largest concentrations of Ra daemons on Earth. At least she wasn’t going there. Though she supposed their actual destination wasn’t any better.
She followed Eryx in the opposite direction, leaving the imposing tower behind. The streets grew more dilapidated, lined by battered cars that hadn’t moved in decades and were gradually disintegrating into piles of rust. Half the buildings were abandoned and boarded shut, and they passed a dusty park with a vandalized statue and one cold concrete bench marked with graffiti. Some cities were better than this, she’d heard, while others were worse. A century ago, it was far different, but even then, she didn’t think she would have liked living in a human city.
If their mission in the Underworld went well, she’d be home in Irida in a couple days—where the streets didn’t stink of garbage, the crumbling buildings didn’t block out the sky, and humans didn’t creep through their own neighborhoods like hunted rabbits.
“I was wondering,” Eryx continued, breaking into her thoughts. “How exactly does your ability work? Prince Bastian has never properly explained it to me.”
“He didn’t tell you how it works?” she asked, surprised. Her special talents were inherent to nymphs, but Eryx and Kassia shared a different caste. Chimeras bore almost no resemblance to the beasts of human legend except that they were deadly. “Well, it’s pretty simple. It’s called asper—or rather, astral perception, to use the proper term. It means we can see certain kinds of energy, and magic is a form of energy.”
“All daemons can see magic though.” Eryx kicked an empty tin can out of their path. “So I’ve never really understood the difference.”
Clio gestured to a nearby building, its front doors missing and half the windows boarded shut. “We can both see that building, right? You can see its size, its shape, the construction materials used for the outside. You can count the floors and windows, maybe estimate the number of rooms inside. You can guess what the building was used for.”
Eryx nodded. Kassia listened without comment, already familiar with Clio’s magic.
“If you wanted to know more about the building,” Clio continued, “you would have to go inside. And if you wanted to know how it was constructed, you’d have to take it apart—ripping down walls or whatever.”
She waved a hand around them. “That’s how almost all daemons see magic. The more skilled you are in spellcrafting, the more you can discern about a spell by looking at it, just like a knowledgeable architect. But if a daemon wants to know exactly what an intricate spell does or how it was created, you’d have to study it for a long time or break it down into its individual components.”
He canted his head. “So how do you see magic then?”
“With my asper, I can see everything about a spell all at once. It’s like looking at a building and seeing through the walls to the beams and supports and wiring and pipes, the rooms and stairwells and attic and—and just everything. Nymphs can see all the parts of a spell, how they fit together, how they interact. I don’t always understand exactly how it works or all the constructs that comprise it, but I can see all its pieces.”
“Clio is well educated on spell structures and weaving,” Kassia added. “She can deduce the purposes of most spells at a glance.”
She blushed at the praise.
“You and Bastian are different from regular nymphs though.” Eryx turned down a side street. “The royal bloodline is special.”
Clio nodded, warily eyeing the deep shadows of the narrow road surrounded by windowless brick walls. The city here was strangely quiet, the aura of neglect and abandonment stronger than usual.
“Bastian and I have an additional ability,” she told him. “It’s called mimicking. Basically, whatever spells we see with our asper, we can instinctively duplicate.”
“You can replicate any spell you see?”
“Yup.”
“No matter how complicated? Even if you don’t understand how the spell was made? Even if you don’t know what it does?”
She laughed nervously. “It gets tricky with complicated weavings, but I’ve never seen a spell I couldn’t mimic.”
Eryx stopped walking. “Okay, I need to see this.”
“Eryx, this isn’t the time,” Kassia protested.
“It will only take a minute.” He raised a hand, palm up, fingers curled inward. “Are you watching, Clio?”
Amused, she passed a hand over her eyes to focus her asper—or tried to. Instead, she almost knocked her mask off. She quickly straightened it, annoyed with herself. The gesture wasn’t necessary, just an old habit—one she should probably try to break between now and her arrival in Asphodel.
She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them. A glowing aura now emanated from her two companions—a tangerine sheen that reflected their inner power and indicated glamour was obscuring their true forms. Brighter spots flashed where they carried woven spells, easily visible through the mask. She concentrated on Eryx.
He snapped his fingers open. Lines of orange magic burst from his palm and spiraled outward, then fell. When they hit the ground, fire erupted, leaping skyward before vanishing.
Clio pursed her lips, watching his magic fade, the internal pattern and flow of its energy emblazoned in her memory like a moving blueprint.
“That’s one of my favorite battle casts,” he said smugly. “I toned it down, obviously, but it does serious damage to groups of enemies. I fine-tuned it myself. No one else knows this version.”
Clio extended her hand, fingers curled. Eryx’s face creased with skepticism, but Kassia smirked.
Clio popped her fingers open. Lines flashed upward, arched over her head, then hit the ground in spurts of flame. She lowered her hand, smiling proudly. Her cast had been much weaker, but only because she had limited magic to toss away on frivolous spells. A perfect replication otherwise.
Something flitted across Eryx’s expression, difficult to see with her vision partially masked, but she knew what it was. Anger. Resentment. The usual reaction when she mimicked a daemon’s spells.
“Well,” he huffed, “that was damn impressive. But it was a cast. What about weavings?”
In magical terms, casts and weaves were two distinctly different applications of magic. A cast, as Eryx had demonstrated, was a spell conjured and implemented on the spot—magic pulled from within the caster’s body, given form and purpose, and unleashed immediately.
A weaving was a spell embedded in an object, usually a hard material that could hold the spell long-term, like metal or gemstones. Weavings were more varied in the kind of magic that could be created, and all but the simplest ones were time-consuming to create.
“I can mimic weavings too,” Clio told Eryx. “It just takes me longer to get a good read on them.”
He rubbed his hands together eagerly, his bad temper forgotten. “This will be great. You can get an eyeful of so much of their magic, and they’ll have no clue you can duplicate everything you see. I’m glad you’re doing this, Clio. If you hadn’t agreed, Bastian might have done it himself.”
Her eyes widened. “This is way too dangerous for the prince to—”
“Exactly. And there’s a slim chance they might know about the Nereid line’s mimic ability.” He grinned. “But even if they’ve heard of a mimic, they’ll never suspect you might be one.”
Kassia hooked her arm through Clio’s and pulled her into motion. “Enlightening summary, Eryx. Why don’t we get a move on before we miss our appointment?”
Clio’s apprehension returned in a sickening wave but she didn’t let it show. Kassia was right that this was a different game than her previous assignments. If they caught her, she couldn’t just run out of the shop the way she had two weeks ago. They would be trapped in the Underworld, helpless to return home unless their enemy voluntarily took them back to Earth. If it went wrong …
“Kassia,” she murmured, keeping her face pointed forward, grateful now for the mask. “You don’t have to come.”
“What?”
“It’ll be dangerous, and I know you don’t agree with … If you’d rather stay here, I’d understand.”
Kassia tightened her arm around Clio’s. “Of course I’m coming with you. It’s not even a question.”
She relaxed. “Thank you.”
“Ah ha,” Eryx exclaimed. “Here we are.”
He stopped in the middle of the narrow street, facing a blank brick wall with a single rusting metal door.
“This? Here?” Clio squinted around the dank, alley-like street, then back at the door. “This is the Hades embassy?”
Talk about a big step down in grandeur from the Ra embassy.
“It’s not the official one that the human government deals with,” Eryx clarified. “It’s the one Hades daemons use.”
He grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. Inside was a closet-sized foyer blocked off by another door, with a keypad panel on the wall beside a list of numbers. As Eryx punched in a code, Clio wrinkled her nose at the smell, trying not to imagine what had left the foul yellow stain on the floor. She felt even stupider standing in the grimy little foyer in her dramatic costume.
They listened to the tinny speaker ring.
“Hello?” a female voice answered.
“Envoy from Irida,” he said.
“Please come in.”
The door buzzed loudly and Eryx swung it open. Clio expected more grunge, so the interior surprised her.
It wasn’t an apartment building at all, but rather resembled a utilitarian office. The spacious reception area was brightly lit, with several rows of cushioned leather chairs, paintings on the wall, and a broad desk behind which sat a young woman in a blouse with her dark hair piled on her head in a fancy twist.
Clio hesitated, feeling pathetically unprepared—a complete fraud. But it was too late to back out now. Straightening her shoulders, she crossed the room in the slow, regal glide she’d practiced for hours yesterday. The receptionist watched, her eyes just a little wide. She actually looked kind of intimidated.
“Welcome to the Hades embassy.” Daunted or not, the receptionist’s professional tone betrayed nothing of her thoughts—like whether she had a problem with the three Overworlders standing in front of her. “We’ve been expecting you. Before we begin, can I confirm whether you are all capable of ley line travel?”
Clio held her small smile in place. Passing between the realms required traveling through a ley line—one of the bands of natural magical energy that webbed all three worlds. Ley line travel wasn’t the most frightening part of their journey, but its implications were. Ley lines could be difficult to find. Once in the Underworld, if she, Kassia, and Eryx couldn’t find a line to travel through, they could never return to their world.
“Of course,” she answered in her best impression of a serene, queenly tone.
“Excellent.” The receptionist pushed her dark-framed glasses up her nose and peered at the contents of the folder on her desk. “Your guides will be ready shortly. You were informed that weapons are expressly forbidden, correct?”
“Yes,” Clio answered. Luckily, Kassia and Eryx were deadly even unarmed.
The door to the left of the desk swung open and four daemons entered: three men with dark hair and one with silvery hair at odds with his young face. They wore dark, casual clothing as though they were on their way to a pleasant evening on the town. All four stopped to stare at Clio in her fantastical outfit. At least they weren’t laughing.
Kassia shifted closer to Clio. “The pale one,” she whispered. “He’s a reaper. Watch your back.”
Clio’s gaze darted over the silver-haired man again. A reaper. Hades was a territory of reapers, so the presence of one wasn’t unusual, but she’d hoped to avoid interacting with them as much as possible.
“I will be your guide this evening,” the reaper said in a low, clipped voice. Clio opened her mouth to offer a polite greeting but the reaper plowed on without pausing. “We’ll be traveling by car to the ley line, then we will guide you through the line to our destination in the Underworld. From there, it will be an hour to Asphodel.”
An hour? She hid her frown, not keen on that much extra travel but understanding why. In the Overworld, most towns were built at a distance from ley lines, and it seemed the Underworld had done the same.
“The moment you set foot in the Underworld, you will be within Hades territory and expected to act accordingly. We in no way guarantee your safety, especially if you stray from your guides. Asphodel is the seat of Hades rule and the family estate. We have arranged accommodations should you need them, but as per your proposal, your business should conclude within twelve hours, at which point we will return you here to the embassy. Do you have any questions?”
Clio quirked her lips. Talk about attitude. She folded her hands neatly in front of her. “Is there anything else we should know about visiting the Underworld?”
“It will be dark.”
“Helpful.” The snappy response slipped out before she remembered she was supposed to be a mysterious and regal envoy.
“Your visit will be limited to Asphodel, and you will return directly to the ley line.” His upper lip curled. “I suggest you focus on your business. As I said, we do not guarantee your safety, so it would be in your best interest to restrain your curiosity.”
Clio stared him down from behind her mask, wishing she was taller—barely clearing five feet was such a drag sometimes—then nodded. “We’re ready.”
“This way.”
After an unpleasantly thorough weapons search, the reaper directed Clio, Kassia, and Eryx to a large van with blacked-out windows. A heavy panel separated the driver’s compartment from the passenger seats, creating a claustrophobic cave on wheels.
The ride was long and uncomfortable, the air stuffy and the silence oppressive. Clio wished she could have talked to Kassia to distract herself, but with two Hades guides sitting in the back with them, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she tried, and failed, to not think about what was coming.
Asphodel. The family seat of Hades. Eryx had already briefed her on it—a huge estate that was more like a small town populated by hundreds, or maybe thousands, of daemons. A decent percentage of them would be reapers, and a few of those reapers would be actual Hades family members.
She, Kassia, and Eryx wouldn’t be tangling with any reapers if they could avoid it. Chrysalis, though located in Asphodel, was semi-independent from the rest of the estate. Their mission was simple. Go to Chrysalis, engage in some pretend negotiation for spells, get a read on as many weavings as she could, then leave. In and out. She’d be back on Earth in time for the next sunrise.
Over an hour later, the van stopped. The side door opened and bluish light spilled inside. Clio clambered out to find the reaper and the other assistant already waiting, the latter holding a glowing sphere for illumination. The downtown skyscrapers were long gone, replaced by scraggily pine trees and windswept hills. A decrepit dirt road wound through the hills and vanished into the night.
But they weren’t here for the forest. Clio could feel the soft rush of nearby magic flowing through the earth. Adjusting her clothes, she turned toward the nose of the van, and there it was, fifty yards away.
The line of light surged upward like an aurora borealis anchored to the ground. Greens, blues, and purples shifted in a ceaseless dance, rippling like reaching hands for the sky that would forever be out of reach.
She stared at the ley line, mesmerized. Only when the reaper stepped in front of her did her trance break. He held out a thick strip of black fabric.
“You will be blindfolded from this point onward until we reach the outskirts of Asphodel. If you remove the blindfold, you will be killed.”
Her hand froze halfway to the scrap of cloth. Eryx no longer appeared confident or amused as he lifted his blindfold and tied it into place. Kassia held hers tight in one fist as she glanced at Clio.
Last chance to turn back.
Clio looked down at her blindfold. She understood the reason behind the threat; the locations of ley lines were closely guarded secrets, and Hades didn’t want visitors knowing where their lines were. But the simple, blunt promise of death had chilled her.
Last chance.
Slipping the cloth under her mask, she tied it tightly and pitch blackness closed over her. She feared the Underworld would be even darker.





Chapter Seven
  
The first thing she noticed about the Underworld was the smell. The crisp air carried so many unfamiliar scents. It wasn’t a disagreeable odor, just … alien.
The blindfold was spelled to block all vision. She couldn’t even peek out the bottom edge at the ground. Since they’d stepped out of the ley line, her fear had evolved into burning curiosity. She was in the Underworld—one of few Overworlders to visit it and possibly the first nymph—and she wanted to see it already.
Their guides, however, were keeping to their word. They’d loaded her, Kassia, and Eryx onto a cart pulled by some sort of hooved animal she could hear—and smell. The cart moved at a decent clip, bumping along a dirt road.
In the Overworld, modern Earth technologies were almost entirely shunned. Her home realm was one of lush, beautiful wilderness, and there was no place in it for smoke-belching power plants or concrete jungles or loud, stinking gasoline engines. Daemons did just fine with magic, and though there were a few small territories that had adopted industrial-style practices, she’d never seen a place like that herself.
Judging by the animal-drawn cart and dirt roads, the Underworld was the same. She wasn’t quite sure why, but the realization was a relief. Maybe because it made this foreign world more familiar.
She, Kassia, and Eryx didn’t speak as they rattled along the unseen road. Clio kept her face tilted up as she sorted through the different scents. She could definitely smell plant life, and the prospect of seeing new species that no nymph had ever seen before was strangely exciting.
She could do this. It was an adventure, like Eryx had said. An experience of a lifetime. She just had to make sure she survived it.
Around the time she was thinking an hour had definitely passed, the cart rolled to a stop. An animal grunted noisily.
“You can remove your blindfolds.”
Clio yanked at the ties and pulled the fabric off her eyes. Disappointment stabbed her—it was too dark to see anything. Then she looked past the heads of the two horse-like creatures pulling their cart and saw the lights.
It had to be a valley, though she couldn’t see the shape of it. Far below in the distance, a thousand lights twinkled in the darkness, revealing the shapes of exotic buildings and tangled streets. The reddish-gold tones were surprisingly charming.
The driver of the cart snapped the reins and the not-quite-horses started forward again. Squished between Kassia and Eryx, Clio tried to maintain her dignity as she bounced along on the bench. The reaper and another guide rode alongside the cart on saddled beasts.
Clio peered at one through her mask. It looked mostly like a gray-spotted horse, but …
It turned its head, one ear flicking toward her. Then it opened its mouth, baring predatory fangs. She jerked back and resolved to stare straight ahead.
They rolled down a winding road, their path murky beneath the guides’ hovering light orbs. As the estate’s warm blaze grew closer and closer, she surreptitiously lifted her mask to peek out at the road ahead. Torches awaited them, illuminating a large, smooth stone arch guarded by shadowed figures. Beyond them was … a bridge?
The cart slowed again as the dark silhouettes came toward them. She was expecting soldiers, but these … men … sent a visceral shudder deep through her body.
Long black cloaks wrapped their lean bodies, and deep hoods cast impenetrable shadows over their faces. They carried curved sabers, the wide blades gleaming in the spell light. With eerie, gliding steps, the six daemons circled the cart.
Clio huddled in her seat. Reapers. They had to be reapers. And unlike her guide, they weren’t in glamour.
“State your business,” a soldier said. Despite his bored tone, his hissing voice sent another shudder through her. At her slight movement, his head turned to her and his cloak shifted. The lights should have penetrated the shadows of his hood, but his face was completely obscured—except for the glint of one blood-red eye.
Their guide wordlessly pulled a sheet of paper out of his coat. The soldier reached up, the long sleeve of his cloak swinging, and took the paper with a pale, skeletal hand, his skin waxy with horned ridges running along the protruding bones.
He glanced over it, face still hidden, then handed it back. “Very well. Continue on.”
Their guide nodded and, as the soldiers returned to their posts, the cart rolled forward again. Clio tipped her head back, taking in the arch as they passed beneath it. Magic whispered across her skin. As the thud of hooves on the dirt road changed to the clack of stone, she looked over her shoulder, bringing her asper into focus to see what sort of ward stretched across the arch.
An enraged shriek cut through the other sounds.
Clio jerked straight, clutching Kassia’s arm. A strange thundering came from above them, then another harsh cry like a woman’s scream amplified by ten. A huge shadow plunged out of the darkness, and giant feathered wings flared wide.
The horse-beasts snorted and one reared, almost throwing its rider. The monstrous winged creature swept by, banked sharply, and dove again. An orb of fiery red light appeared in the reaper’s hand, and he hurled it at the giant bird.
The attack exploded against the creature’s underbelly. The bird wheeled away with an irritated cry. The beat of its wings in the darkness faded away.
Calming his mount, the reaper twisted in his saddle. “Next time, get off your asses, would you?” he shouted back at the guards.
The nearest one, leaning against the arch, called back in his sibilant voice, “It was just one. We chased off the rest of the flock earlier.”
The rest of the flock? Clio shrank down in the cart. One had been terrifying enough.
“Lazy,” the reaper muttered, then kicked his mount back into motion.
The cart rolled after him onto the wide, gradually arching bridge that appeared to span nothing but darkness.
“What was that?” Eryx asked their driver.
“A roc. Bloody oversized pigeons. They have a taste for the deinoses.” He nodded at the horse-beasts.
It hadn’t looked like a pigeon to her. More like an impossibly mammoth eagle.
Eryx glanced at the sky. “Do they attack daemons too?”
“Sometimes, but they don’t like magic. That one was trying to spook a deinos off the bridge for an easy meal.”
No railings or barricades protected the bridge’s edge, and the splashing rush of fast-moving water, scarcely audible over the clatter of hooves, sounded very far below. What a fun place to get attacked by flying predators.
“Are the rocs that intelligent?” Eryx asked in amazement, not sounding horrified enough. “What do you—”
“Quiet down,” their friendly reaper guide interrupted in an irritated snap.
They crossed back onto the nice, solid, bumpy dirt road, and she breathed a sigh of relief. The lights were so near they filled the horizon, and she leaned forward, impatient to see the infamous estate town. A twelve-foot wall of colossal stone blocks surrounded it, the barricade interspersed with tall watch towers. Another arched entryway awaited them, protected by more cloaked reaper soldiers who checked their guide’s paper before allowing them to pass.
Inside, the light was almost blinding. The road changed from dirt to cobblestone, and the spacious boulevard was lined with streetlamps that flickered with warm firelight. Buildings bordered the streets, wood or stone with large peaked roofs and elegant, curling eaves. The center of the street was divided by a broad median planted with strange trees—thin trunks that shot straight up before forming tight, round clusters of branches with leaves that looked red in the lamplight.
As much as Clio would have loved to hate it, she couldn’t deny its beauty.
They rolled down the boulevard before reaching a broad circle with a fountain in the center. Across the circle was another arched gateway leading to a courtyard. And at the far end of the courtyard was …
“The Hades residence,” their guide informed them tonelessly.
Clio shook her head. “Residence” was a gross understatement. It was a palace. Towering main doors, elaborate architecture, multiple connected wings that she could see from the street. Definitely a palace.
Their guide turned left, leading them away from the palace, and the streets grew narrower. The lamps disappeared, filling the cramped boulevard with darkness, and alleys hardly wide enough to walk through intersected their route. The buildings leaned in close. Was it just her imagination, or were there human-shaped shadows moving in those dark alleys?
The thought had scarcely popped into her head before a shadow ambled out of an alley and into the road. Stubby legs supported a broad torso with long arms that it used to brace itself against the ground in a rolling, gorilla-like gait. But its face looked like a squashed goat, and a mess of antlers sprouted from the top of its head.
It lumbered into the middle of the street and stopped, nostrils flaring as it gazed at the cart with slitted purple eyes. Then it grinned, displaying long fangs.
“Fresh meat, reaper?” It raised its head, snorting in a deep inhalation. “Those are no Underworlders, eh?”
“Get out of the way,” their guard ordered coldly.
It barked a deep laugh and meandered the rest of the way across the street. The reaper urged his mount forward and the cart rolled after him. Clio glanced back as they passed, and the creature met her stare, its forked tongue extending from its fangs. She shuddered.
“Was that a daemon?” she whispered to Kassia. “Or a monster?”
“A daemon,” their driver answered. “Not the kind that visits Earth.”
She could see why. Human tolerance for daemons would dry up in all of five minutes if people saw creatures like that wandering around in broad daylight.
They crossed a short bridge over a canal, and the buildings changed again. She was reminded of the industrial district of a human city—large, rectangular buildings with few windows, concrete facades, and minimal greenery.
The cart rolled around a sharp bend, and she knew they had reached their destination. A small courtyard preceded the largest building she’d seen besides the palace: bulky and gray, several stories tall with a flat roof. Light shone through the windows of double doors in a recessed entryway. The building had no sign, no logo or name, but she knew what it was.
Chrysalis.
The cart stopped before the courtyard.
“This is as far as I take you,” their guide said. “They’ll summon me when you are ready to return to Earth.”
Rising stiffly, she climbed from the carriage and dropped onto the cobblestone road. She stared at her boots. Her feet were resting on the foreign earth of a different realm. Kassia hopped down, her face pale in the lights, and Eryx joined them. They clustered together, silenced by the shared realization that they were stranded in an alien world at their enemies’ mercy.
With a snap of the reins, the driver steered the cart away, and the two mounted guides trotted briskly after him. Clio carefully arranged her clothes and adjusted her mask, then looked questioningly at Kassia and Eryx. They nodded grimly.
This was it.
She strode toward the broad double doors of the imposing gray facade. Eryx darted ahead of her and grabbed a door, pulling it open. Harsh light spilled out and Clio squinted, momentarily blinded. She stepped across the threshold, and for a second, she thought she was somehow back on Earth.
The reception area was excessively roomy, with scattered groups of comfortable chairs, and half a dozen different corridors and doors joined the large area. White-tiled floors, white walls, and white fluorescent lights gave the whole space a sterile feel, but the effect was softened by a dozen potted plants and the dark wood of a large reception desk where three female daemons sat. This building was not electricity-free, though Clio had seen no signs of modern technology on the ride through Asphodel.
Two people sat on nearby chairs, bent over a sheet of paper and talking in low voices. Another group of three—two men in white lab coats and a woman—stood near a wide corridor, chatting casually. Another handful were crossing from one hall to another, and Clio guessed this area was an intersection of multiple wings of the sweeping building. To her relief, they all looked perfectly normal—daemons in proper glamour, with no skeletal hands, antlers, or forked tongues.
At her appearance, however, every one of them stopped to stare blatantly. The silence was thick enough to choke.
With Kassia and Eryx flanking her, Clio did her best queenly glide to the reception desk. The woman in the center, her brown hair cut in a short bob that didn’t complement her plain features, watched them approach with her mouth hanging open.
Clio stopped in front of the desk, draped in dramatic layers of fabric, her jeweled accessories glittering in the harsh lights, her face mostly hidden. She waited silently.
The woman cleared her throat. “You must be the envoy from Irida. We’ve been expecting you. Welcome to Chrysalis.”
Despite her words of welcome, the woman’s tone was cool, bordering on hostile.
“We’re looking forward to doing business here,” Clio replied formally.
The woman snapped her fingers at the receptionist on her left, a younger woman with pouty lips and ashy hair. “Nylah, their file.”
Tearing her stare away from Clio, Nylah grabbed a plain brown folder and handed it over. Around them, the other occupants of the room gradually resumed their interrupted activities.
The head receptionist flipped the folder open and skimmed the first page. “Yes, yes,” she murmured absently. “Ah, I see we have not received your initial payment yet?”
Clio nodded and pulled a small bag from a hidden pocket in her sleeve. The bag’s heavy green silk was embroidered with the Nereid family crest of a blossom circled by a leafy vine and a gemstone in the center. She set it on the desk as casually as possible. The receptionist lifted the bag, pulled the drawstring, and upended it, emptying the contents into her palm. The other two women gasped softly.
Ten uncut diamonds, each twenty carats and the size of a small grape, sparkled in a luminescent rainbow.
Clio glanced at the precious stones and pretended it didn’t matter that Bastian was sacrificing them for this mission. If she failed, it would be for nothing. The receptionist feigned disinterest as she slid the diamonds back in the pouch, showing more care than she had when she’d dumped them out.
She set the bag aside and returned her attention to the folder. “Your consultant has already reviewed your proposal. I’ll call him up and he will take you to—” She broke off, her gaze fixed on the paper. “What? This can’t be right.”
An explosion of panic threatened to rupture Clio’s belly. “Is there a problem?”
“No, no. Just one moment please.” The receptionist forced a smile, then turned to her coworker and grabbed the girl’s arm, pulling her a few paces away.
Clio held perfectly still, projecting composure.
“What is this?” the receptionist hissed at Nylah, loud enough that Clio could make out the words, as she brandished the folder. “This is wrong. Who is their consultant?”
“No, it’s right,” Nylah whispered, tugging ineffectively at her arm, still in the other woman’s grip. “I delivered his copy of the file myself.”
“But why is he doing a consultation?”
“I don’t know. Did you expect me to question them?”
The receptionist exhaled harshly. “Call him, then.”
As Nylah hurried over to an intercom panel behind the desk, the receptionist turned back around, unaware that Clio had heard everything.
“Is there a problem?” she asked again.
“Not at all. In fact, you should be quite pleased. It seems one of our esteemed master weavers will assist you today. I can assure you that is an honor normally reserved for our most prominent clients.”
Clio’s brow scrunched, her expression hidden by her mask. A master weaver? Her nerves prickled, and despite the receptionist’s assurances that they should be “honored,” Clio didn’t feel particularly pleased.
“You may take a seat. He’ll be here momentarily.”
Turning, Clio glided to a cluster of chairs surrounding a round coffee table but didn’t sit. A potted tree with silvery leaves partially blocked the view of the reception desk, offering a bit of privacy. She tugged her sleeves straight as her nervousness sharpened into real anxiety.
“A master weaver,” Eryx whispered. “I guess they really want our business.”
“What exactly did Bastian’s proposal say?” Clio whispered back.
“We’re looking for spellcrafted weaponry suited for war, and we’re open to trading a large surplus of high-quality lodestones as payment.”
A lodestone was any crystal or ore used to store magic reserves or weavings. Diamonds were the best lodestones, which was why Bastian had chosen them as the down payment for Clio’s entrance into Chrysalis. Irida was a wealthy territory because of the rich deposits of precious stones they mined. Because of the amount of magic they produced, Chrysalis needed large quantities, so they had more than enough motivation to engage in trade with Irida.
The diamonds Clio had handed over were a fraction of the payment Chrysalis would demand for their warfare magic. Her job was to start negotiations, see as much of their magic as she could in the process, then agree to a deal and return home. Once she was safely back in Irida, Bastian would ensure the final negotiations fell through, and no further payments would be made. But Irida would have everything they needed—for the cost of ten expensive lodestones instead of hundreds.
She adjusted her mask, its gems sparkling as a clear demonstration of Irida’s wealth. Bastian knew exactly how to play his cards with these people, and he’d done everything he could to set her up for success, but she didn’t feel remotely prepared. The consultant would see right through her. He’d know in an instant she was an imposter. The irrational fear that someone would tear her mask off and shout the truth for the whole building to hear was growing stronger by the minute.
As her anxiety climbed, she looked around for a distraction. The decorative tree caught her attention. Stepping closer, she pinched a broad, silvery leaf between her fingers, examining its dark veins and waxy texture, then pushed leaves aside to peer at the thin branches.
“Clio, what are you doing?”
She didn’t glance back at Kassia’s exasperated whisper as she traced the smooth bark. “Looking at this tree. It’s fascinating.”
“Don’t you think you should—”
She bent down to check the soil. Wet loam met her touch. Interesting. Was the earth outside similar, or was the tree from a different part of the Underworld?
“Clio,” Kassia hissed. “Get up.”
“One more second. I just want to see …” She dug into the dirt, searching for the roots. The shape, color, and texture of the leaves suggested a damp, low-light environment, but the roots would confirm—
“Clio.”
This time, Kassia’s tone wasn’t sharp with exasperation. Instead, it was somehow alarmed, amazed, and breathless all at once.
Clio shot up. Her head hit the low branches of the tree and the impact sent the narrow pot rocking. She grabbed wildly for the thin trunk as the whole thing toppled over. The tree hit the floor and the ceramic pot shattered, spilling dirt across the pristine white tiles.
She froze, hands extended toward the tree she’d failed to catch. Utter silence had fallen over the entire space—again.
Then, finally, someone spoke.
“So … is this part of your negotiation strategy? Because I’m really not sure what you’re going for here.”
For a few seconds that lasted an eternity, all she registered was the tantalizing familiarity of that impossibly sexy voice. And then it hit her where she’d heard it before.
No. No way. It was not possible.
She’d heard it only once, but the memory had repeated itself in her dreams every night for two weeks. There was no way she could mistake those deep, purring, melting tones for anyone else.
But there was no way he would be here.
She spun around, and there he was, standing just beyond the circle of chairs, one hand tucked in the pocket of his lab coat, the other holding a thin blue binder. Golden-brown skin, pale blond hair in a sexy tousle, and the impossibly perfect face of a god. And those eyes. Bright amber rimmed with a dark patina like ancient gold.
His irresistible lips were curved in a smirk, and she stared, her mouth hanging open. Why was he here? Who was he?
He spoke again, which was good, because she was on the verge of shrieking hysterical questions for the whole room to hear.
“Welcome to Chrysalis.” Sounding inexpressibly bored, he glanced over her outfit. “I’m your consultant, Lyre. If you—”
“You’re our consultant?” Eryx interrupted.
Clio jolted out of her daze. Kassia was gawking at the incubus like he was an apparition—or every fantasy she’d ever had brought to life. Clio felt the same way. Lyre. So that was his name.
“Yes,” he said to Eryx.
“But you’re an incubus.”
Clio stiffened a second time at the condescending sneer in Eryx’s tone.
Lyre’s smirk reappeared. “Jealous, are we?”
Eryx’s eyes bulged. “Like hell!”
“You’re in hell, Overworlder, so watch your step.” The dark menace in his tone vanished as he ran his fingers through his hair, casually canting his head to one side with the motion. “Though, feel free to continue. It will be more entertaining for me.”
Clio realized she might have swooned when he’d done the hand-through-hair thing. Holy shit. Giving her head a shake, she stepped in front of Eryx before he could say anything else stupid.
“We’re looking forward to doing business here,” she blurted. She’d said that already, hadn’t she? Every time the incubus spoke, her thoughts scattered. His voice should be illegal. “Could, uh, I mean—we require a moment.”
He raised an eyebrow but before he could speak—and scramble her brain again—she walked away, desperately hoping Kassia and Eryx would follow. She could have cried in relief when they both stalked after her.
“What’s the matter with you, Eryx?” she hissed, stopping abruptly. “Why are you insulting him?”
“He can’t be a master weaver,” Eryx spat. “Incubi are only good for whoring women. They have no magical skill.”
Clio looked to Kassia for help, but the other woman was staring blankly in Lyre’s direction.
“So that’s an incubus?” She sounded a little dreamy. “I see why you were distracted by the one two weeks ago.”
“Kass, that’s the same incubus.”
She snapped to attention. “What?”
“It’s the same one. I’m sure of it.”
“I don’t believe it. Did he recognize you?”
Clio lightly touched her mask, truly grateful she’d worn it. “I don’t think so.”
“If he recognizes you from the shop, he’ll realize you aren’t an envoy. He might suspect you’re a spy. We should abort.”
“Abort?” Eryx yelped. “Now?”
“We’ve come this far. Leaving now would be more suspicious. I’ll make sure to keep my mask on.” Clio jabbed Eryx in the arm. “You can keep your mouth shut. I’ll do the talking.”
Not giving him a chance to argue, she returned to the incubus, her garments flowing dramatically. He watched her approach, either amused or bored. Maybe both?
“My apologies,” she told him.
“Not a problem,” he said tonelessly. Yep, he was bored. “As I was saying, we have a meeting room already prepared, so—”
“Wait,” she said, almost panicking. She needed to see their spells, and that wouldn’t happen in a meeting room. “I need to—I want a tour first.”
He blinked. “A tour?”
“Yes. Being Overworlders, most of what we know about Chrysalis is secondhand information. I want to see the facility and the kinds of spellcrafting you produce before we discuss anything.”
“A tour,” he repeated. He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “Fine. I’ll give you a tour.” His gaze fixed on Kassia and Eryx. “But not them.”
“W-what?”
“We don’t show off our work to just anyone. I’ll make an exception for you, but that’s it.”
“But these—they—they’re part of Irida’s envoy and—”
“They’re not even nymphs,” he said dismissively. “You are the envoy.”
“I—I insist they accompany me.”
“No tour then.”
She gritted her teeth. “If you won’t cooperate, then we’ll just—”
“You’ll what?” He leaned closer and she completely forgot what she’d been saying. “You’ll take your business to the competition? I’ll let you in on a little secret: we have no competition. So let’s be honest with each other, hmm? You aren’t going anywhere.”
She squeezed her hands together. The “intimidation” factor of her costume was clearly lost on him.
She needed to see more of the facility, and the incubus wasn’t budging on his terms. But without Kassia and Eryx, she would be helpless and far too vulnerable. Her doing anything alone in the Underworld hadn’t been part of the plan, let alone wandering through the bowels of Chrysalis where she could vanish forever.
But Chrysalis wanted Irida’s business. Wasn’t that why they’d assigned a master weaver—assuming Lyre was one—to negotiate with her?
She lifted her chin. “Very well. Let’s go.”
The incubus smiled, triggering a wave of butterflies in her belly that could have been exhilaration or terror. She had no idea which.





Chapter Eight
  
“So,” the incubus drawled, “what exactly would you like to see?”
Clio followed him down a long corridor lined with doors. A handful of daemons walked past, failing not to gawk at her. Again, they were all in glamour. Was that a rule here, perhaps?
“Everything?” she answered uncertainly.
He glanced over his shoulder at her, and those amber eyes sent all her thoughts spinning out of her head. Holy crap. Was he doing that on purpose?
“‘Everything’ is not happening so you can forget that,” he said implacably. “I don’t have all day.”
“All night,” she muttered.
“What?”
“Don’t you mean ‘all night’?” she repeated with more volume. “It’s not daytime. Or is it always dark here?”
He stopped and turned halfway to face her, pale locks of hair falling across his eyes. He brushed them aside and she was glad her mask concealed her staring. She couldn’t help herself. It wasn’t just that he was insanely handsome, but there was something more—an unnatural magnetism probably inherent to all incubi. That’s what she was hoping. Otherwise, she had no excuse for her wandering attention.
“You did your research before coming, I see,” he remarked, a hint of sarcasm in his tone. He continued before she could ask what he meant. “You’re here for military-grade spells, aren’t you? So the types of interest to you would be …” He tucked the binder under his arm and counted on his fingers. “Offensive, defensive, utility, enhancement, ailment—”
“Ailment?” she interrupted. “As in a disease?”
He sighed like she was a complete dunce. “An ailment weaving enacts a condition on a specific target, like a paralysis or sleep spell.”
“Oh.” She was familiar with those spells, just not his terminology. And she didn’t much appreciate his assumption that she didn’t know a damn thing about weavings.
“I guess we’ll start there.” He continued forward, not bothering to ensure she was following.
She trailed after him silently, biting her lower lip. As Kassia had told Eryx, Clio was well educated on weaving techniques, but she wasn’t sure whether she should reveal that knowledge. What would be more advantageous? She was in so far over her head she couldn’t even see the surface anymore.
At an intersection of corridors, he swung left. The halls quieted, fewer and fewer people crossing their path as they headed deeper into the building. She nervously wondered when she should use her asper. There was nothing to see yet—just long halls with closed doors, some labeled with numbers or incomprehensible codes.
“Can I assume you’re familiar with magic-dampening collars?” he eventually said, the bored drone back in his voice. “Used primarily to block the use of magic, they’re our foremost ailment-type export. We produce collars in several strength levels, as well as various forms of magic-dampening restraints.”
He stopped at a door marked AI – DAMPENING 1-3 SURPLUS and drummed his fingers across it. Magic shivered over her as a spell disengaged, then he popped the door open and hit a switch just inside.
A fluorescent light flickered on, illuminating a narrow room that stretched surprisingly far back. Metal shelves, filled with simple crates, lined the walls. Her eyes widened as she looked from crate to crate, each loaded with dozens of shiny silver collars or metal cuffs. Hundreds.
She knew about magic-dampening collars. They were the primary tool human law enforcement used against daemons on Earth; without the collars, humans would have no hope of ever imprisoning a daemon. She’d never considered where they came from, but knowing Chrysalis manufactured them sent a shiver through her. How many of these did Chrysalis’s weavers produce each year?
“Fascinating, right?” Lyre intoned.
She backed sharply away from the threshold. As he shut off the light and closed the door, she squinted down the long hall. AI-something marked most of the doors. Ailment weavings.
“You mentioned utility and enhancement magic,” she prompted once he’d rekeyed the protective spell on the door.
“Chrysalis specializes in combat enhancement weaves that increase a user’s strength, speed, accuracy, and so on. We also offer a variety of illusion spells for covert operations and …” He trailed off with such a bored sigh that she almost felt bad for him. Apparently deciding she wasn’t worth the effort of even finishing the sentence, he went on in an even drier monotone. “Utility weavings encompass a broad range of spells, but you’d probably be most interested in ones like tracking, communication, and signal spells for coordinating troops.”
She almost asked, “What troops?” before remembering she was supposed to be preparing for a war. As much as she wanted to see everything, the longer she spent in the incubus’s company, the greater the risk he would recognize her. She needed to hurry.
“I’d like to see your offensive magic next.”
He eyed her, almost as though he disapproved. “To the department of blood and mayhem then.”
She blinked in confusion, but he was already walking. He led her to a steel door, and when she saw the stairwell behind it, her nerves started churning again. And when he headed down the stairs, she had to work to contain her fear. It was just the lower level. Not a big deal. It wasn’t like he was leading her into an underground dungeon.
In the basement level, the air was stuffier and the cement walls absorbed all sound, muffling their quiet footsteps. There was a hint of a scent in the air … something that smelled suspiciously like blood.
“So what did you want to see, specifically?” Lyre asked. “We have single-target, area attacks, covert offensive, weapon-based …” He waved in an all-encompassing gesture. “Do you want to just kill your enemies, or do you want them to die screaming and cursing your name to their gods?”
Her steps faltered. “What?”
“We supply weaponry for every sort of war. The ‘honorable’ kind, where you slaughter your way through witless soldiers until someone gives up, or the other kind.”
“Other … kind …?”
He glanced back at her, and the gleam in his eyes was cruelly mocking. “The kind where you and your enemy see who can commit the most horrific atrocities against the other. Would you like to blind them? Burn them alive? Melt their bones? Explode their skulls? Or would you rather shatter their legs and leave them to die slowly on the battlefield?”
She didn’t realize she’d stopped walking until he faced her, hands in his pockets and an icy smirk twisting his lips.
“If you can imagine it, we have a spell that will do it. And if we don’t have what you want—however unlikely that is—we’ll make it for you. So?”
Her pulse quickened. He was one of the weavers who made those horrible spells, so why could she see condemnation lurking in his eyes?
“So?” he repeated.
“So … what?”
“What do you want to see?”
“I don’t …” She drew in a shaky breath. She didn’t want to see any of those awful spells—burning soldiers alive, melting their bones, exploding their skulls. Who would do that, even to their worst enemy? But she was here to copy a spell frightening enough to stop a war before it could start. Didn’t that mean it had to be something horrific?
“Whatever you want,” she mumbled. “Whatever you think I should see.”
His gaze darted across her mask, trying to see through it, then he turned on his heel and started forward again. She forced herself to follow, longing to be back in her garden, her hands buried in the warm earth, surrounded by her plants instead of these cold, lifeless walls. She struggled to pull herself together. As repulsive as Chrysalis’s magic was, she had a job to do.
“The most economical option for your needs,” he said, the mocking tones replaced by dull indifference, “would be to invest in large quantities of area attacks. These single spells come in numerous varieties—force expulsion, fire bomb, shrapnel—and depending on the type, they can be lethal up to twenty-five yards from the detonation point. The larger the damage radius, the more expensive the spell, obviously.”
He rounded another bend into a wider corridor. On one side was a row of doors. On the other, a long window revealed the interior of a spacious room. Inside, a dozen daemons in lab coats bent over sturdy tables, busy with their work.
Ignoring the window, Lyre moved to a door and tapped it to unlock the wards. OF – AA
EXPLOSIVE 1-5 SURPLUS declared its sign. He pushed the door open to reveal another storage room, this one full of smaller crates loaded with marble-sized steel balls.
Clio stopped in the threshold, her mouth hanging open in horror. These … these were all explosive “area attack” spells? Every one of those steel balls held a spell that could kill everyone within a twenty-five-yard radius?
Hundreds. No, thousands. Enough to supply an army. Enough to annihilate an entire enemy force.
She’d never been more thankful that Ra was their enemy, and not Hades.
She stepped past Lyre into the room, squeezing her eyes shut and concentrating. When she opened them, light blazed all around her, emanating from each crate. She turned to the nearest one but the spells were competing in her vision, making it impossible to pick out the details of each one.
She lifted a hand, then glanced questioningly at Lyre.
With her asper focused on him, she could see the golden shimmer encasing his body—the magic of his glamour and the aura of his power. Golden spots flashed brightly in a ring around his neck where a silver chain poked out from the neckline of his dark shirt, the source of two dozen different spells. Similar spots glowed in the general vicinity of his pockets. He wasn’t as well armed as he’d been on Earth, but he was still packing a lot of magic.
“May I?” she asked.
He shrugged. Taking that as permission, she plucked a steel marble out of a crate and held it on her palm.
The spell compressed into the small steel orb was unexpectedly simple. The layering of runes and geometrical lines unraveled in her mind’s eye, showing her each individual part. She recognized the trigger point of the spell, the constructs that gave it shape and purpose—something involving fire—and an additional structure that determined the delay between activating the spell and the actual explosion. In its center, a formless spot of glowing light revealed the stored magic that would fuel the whole thing.
She smiled. She could duplicate this spell with no trouble at all. It wasn’t what Bastian needed to prevent a war with Ra, but it would still be useful.
She set the spell down and chose another at random from a different shelf. After a moment of study, she returned it to the crate and walked slowly down the aisle. The farther into the room she ventured, the more complex and powerful the spells became, but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t duplicate.
Lyre followed a few steps behind, watching her. He had to know she was studying the weavings, but he had no reason to believe she could understand what she was seeing, let alone copy it. Without asper, only the outer layer of the weaving was clearly visible, and each spell was composed of at least four layers.
She was almost at the end of the room when a voice broke the terse quiet. “Who opened this—oh, it’s you, Lyre.”
A daemon stood in the threshold, dark-haired and wearing a lab coat like all the other Chrysalis weavers. He glanced past Lyre and spotted Clio.
“Who is—”
“Client,” Lyre interrupted dismissively. “If you don’t need anything in here, keep walking.”
Clio blinked. Wow, rude.
“Er.” The daemon hesitated, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “Since you’re here, could I trouble you to ask …”
Irritation snapped across Lyre’s face but he stepped closer to the daemon, listening to a question that got technical real fast. Something about weaving tetrahedron complexes into alloys?
Leaving them in the doorway, she walked to the far wall, surveying the shelves and the colorful glow of spells. Near the entrance, where the less destructive spells were stored, many colors were mixed together—reds, purples, blues, greens—reflecting the color of the magic possessed by the weaver, which varied depending on their caste.
But closer to the back of the room, predominantly gold weavings—the same color as the spells Lyre carried—filled the crates. Had he woven these? How long would it take one daemon to weave so many?
As she stepped up to the last rack of shelves, she realized she hadn’t quite reached the end of the room. Tucked beyond the last shelf was another door—solid steel with no visible handle or lock. Unremarkable to anyone else, but not to her eyes.
Her asper revealed exactly how well protected the door was. A web of magic crisscrossed the metal and complex runes filled four overlapping circles that shifted in a spiraling pattern. And, most surprising, was the top layer of the weaving—a simple lock spell with a mild electrical shock retaliation if touched.
That top layer was faulty—she could spot the miniscule gaps in the weave—making it a clever decoy. Any other daemon who glanced at the weaving on the door would see only the decoy lock spell. Thinking they could break it easily, they would touch the door and …
She raised her fingers, keeping a safe several inches between her skin and the steel, and traced a glowing circle. That. She’d never seen anything quite like that before, but she knew it would react to touch. How it would react was another matter.
Intrigued, she leaned in closer, peering intently at the weaving’s underlayers as she tried to work out what it did.
“Don’t touch that.”
Lyre’s voice shattered the silence right behind her. A squeak of fright escaped her as she jerked backward from the door. But, with her sudden movement, her hand went the wrong way. And her fingers, already so close to the door, slapped against the metal.
She cringed in terror, fully expecting the door to explode or her bones to melt or her skull to burst open. Nothing happened—until she tried to pull her hand away.
It was stuck.
She yanked on her hand, but it was fused to the metal as though her skin had been superglued in place.
“I told you not to touch it.”
She shot a glare at Lyre, standing two paces away. “I wouldn’t have touched it if you hadn’t startled me!”
He tucked his binder under his arm and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Why would you touch anything in here without permission?”
“I told you—” She bit off the words. “Unkey the spell.”
“Hmm.” He rocked back on his heels and a downright evil little smirk curved his lips. “Not sure I know how.”
“What?”
“That lovely bit of work predates me. It’s pretty complicated. Since you fancy yourself a spell expert, with all that staring at weavings you just did, if you look here, you’ll see—”
He started to point, and she had no idea why, but she flinched back as though he might hit her. Her elbow bumped the door—and got stuck too.
Lyre’s hand paused. “Now look what you did.”
“I didn’t—you—get me off this!”
“As I was saying, you can see here that the weaving amalgamates anything that touches it, so it’s embedded into your skin now—”
“Get me off this door!” She jerked helplessly, her immobilized wrist and elbow twisting awkwardly.
“Well, I could pull you off, but you might lose some skin. Though, since the weaving is spreading into your flesh the longer you stand there, you might leave more than skin behind.”
Her heart kicked up to a full gallop from her growing terror. He, however, seemed perfectly calm. Amused, in fact. Humor danced in his amber eyes, softening the color to something closer to buttery gold.
He was laughing at her.
“Oh.” His eyebrows rose. “That’s quite the scowl.”
She gritted her teeth. “Get. Me. Off.”
Those irresistible lips curved up and her stomach dropped to her feet. The air heated. Why was she suddenly kind of dizzy? Shadows slid through his eyes, dimming the amber to shimmering bronze.
“Get you off?” he repeated, and his tones were all purring honey, warm and deep and sensual. “With pleasure.”
A hot blush swooped through her cheeks as she realized what she’d said. “I—I didn’t mean—I was—”
In a panic, she lurched away from him—right into the door.
Her right shoulder and hip hit the metal and fused to the spell through her clothes. She yelped, her arm bent painfully and the rest of her body straining to keep from touching the metal.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake!”
At her shrieked profanity, his eyes popped wide. Shadows still clung to his irises as he threw his head back and laughed. The sound dove right through her and sparked a hot flare of desire in her center.
Oh, hell no. She was not getting all hot and bothered over a nasty Underworld sex fiend, especially one who was laughing at her while she was trapped in a spell, alone and helpless in an abandoned storage room.
She twisted her head toward the door, gaze flashing over the spell. She didn’t understand how it worked, but she knew what type of construct to look for. Somewhere in the weaving’s layers, there was a release. Somewhere, there would be a—
There.
Baring her teeth, she slapped her free hand against the door and sent a shot of magic into the metal. The weaving disengaged, the glowing threads going dark and dormant. She fell away from the door and grabbed a shelf for balance before she crashed into Lyre.
Blinking, he looked at her, then at the door, then back at her. With as much dignity as she could muster, she tugged her long skirts back into place.
“How the hell did you do that?”
He stepped forward and she jerked away, but he brushed right past her and leaned toward the door, squinting at it with his nose an inch from the metal. He tapped the sleeping spell. Light flared in her asper as he reengaged it.
“Is it faulty?” he muttered. “It’s pretty old, but it seems …”
His mumbling grew incomprehensible as he slid his fingers over the metal, manipulating the complex weaving with casual ease. She watched the webbing of lines shift and dance under his touch, mesmerized by each smooth motion. His skill was … unbelievable. She could hardly follow what he was doing.
He straightened and turned to her, his brow furrowed. His stare flicked over her but he didn’t seem angry. Almost—almost intrigued?
“How did you do that?” he demanded, leaning closer and peering at her. “What are you?”
He reached for her. For a second, she watched his hand coming toward her face—no, toward her mask—and she couldn’t move.
She grabbed his wrist.
They froze like that—her holding his wrist, his fingertips hooked under the edge of her mask, about to lift it up. The backs of his fingers rested lightly against her cheek. His face was close, so close she couldn’t think.
Her heart fluttered in her chest like it had sprouted butterfly wings, and a slow wave of heat rolled through her middle. She hadn’t touched him since arriving—hadn’t touched him since their first encounter.
How could the warmth of his skin under her hand affect her so strongly?
Sex fiend, she reminded herself. Master of seduction. Incubus. He was born to beguile women. Everything about him was temptation incarnate. She had to be strong. She couldn’t let his magnetic allure compromise her.
She pulled down on his arm. He released her mask, letting her guide his hand away. When she forced her fingers open, freeing his wrist, he stepped back, his expression indecipherable. Then he turned and walked toward the entrance.
She shook off her daze and stalked after him, skirts rustling and long sleeves flapping. She caught up as he stepped out into the hallway. The long window across the corridor bustled with the movement of the weavers on the other side.
“You knew how to free me from that spell the whole time,” she accused. She’d seen him work the weaving. He’d known exactly what he was doing.
“Of course.”
“Why did you pretend you didn’t?”
He glanced at her and that hint of shadow passed through his eyes again. “Because I liked the view.”
Her mouth fell open. He’d liked seeing her trapped? Did he mean that in a “I liked seeing you suffer” way or a “I liked seeing you helpless” way?
And why the hell had her heart started pounding all over again?
“Plus,” he added with a shrug and a smile, “it was hilarious.”
“Hilarious?” she hissed, forgetting her traitorously racing pulse.
“Do you know how rare it is for anything funny to happen around here? I wanted to enjoy the moment.”
“At my expense!”
“Your point?”
She seethed. “You’re incorrigible!”
“Shouting insults now?” He tsked. “Please.”
“I’m not shouting.”
“My ears tell me otherwise.”
“You—you—” She flung her hands out, so frustrated she couldn’t even think of a comeback. Her knuckles smacked the window beside her with a loud, hollow thud.
The weaver with his back to the glass jumped about two feet in the air and spun around. At the sight of her on the other side—a masked woman in white and green robes—he recoiled. The metal disk he held fell from his grip.
She watched it drop, astral perception unnecessary to know that the red glow bulging from the metal was very bad. Lyre slapped his palm against the glass, and Clio dove behind him as gold light flashed across the window.
The disk hit the floor and exploded.
The boom shattered her eardrums. She clutched the back of Lyre’s coat as the walls rattled and the floor shook. But the glass, shimmering with golden light, held fast. Silence fell again as dust drifted from the ceiling.
Lyre craned his neck to see her cowering against his back. “Are you using me as a shield? No shame, huh?”
She jerked upright. “Better you than me.”
“Shameless and cold as ice.”
She peered around him. The golden light was fading quickly, and her asper glimpsed the fading weave that had reinforced the glass. He’d woven it so swiftly. Most weavings took minutes or even hours to complete.
On the other side, the table where the weaver had been working was a twisted caricature of its original form. A few other weavers had gathered around the smoking remains of something on the floor—probably the daemon who’d taken that explosion right in the face, or what was left of him.
Clio’s gorge rose and she swayed slightly. “Lyre?”
He looked around again. “What?”
“Is he dead? Was it my fault?”
She didn’t know why she was asking. She’d seen the spell unravel, the threads bloating with uncontained power as the weaver lost control of his unfinished work. She’d distracted him. It was entirely her fault.
“It …” Lyre glanced back into the room, then shifted over half a step to block her view. “His weaving was faulty. It would have exploded anyway. Not your fault.”
Her brow crinkled. He was lying, wasn’t he? To make her feel better? Why would he laugh at her stuck to a door, but lie to spare her feelings? She didn’t understand. She didn’t understand anything about him.
“Hey.”
She blinked and realized she’d been staring vacantly at nothing. A quiet buzzing filled her head, and she wondered if she was losing it. Maybe the stress of the night had gotten to her.
“Do you have a name, Envoy of Irida?”
“Clio,” she answered automatically, then almost clapped a hand to her mouth in horror. She hadn’t been supposed to tell anyone her real name!
“Clio,” he repeated. “You don’t look like a Clio.”
“I’m wearing a damn mask. You don’t know what I look like.”
He chuckled. “Fair enough. Come with me, Clio.”
She stumbled after him, and he led her to an open lobby where several corridors converged. The white floors shone beneath buzzing lights in the otherwise empty space. He gestured to the wall.
“Just wait here for a minute, okay? I need to check on the mess back there. Then we’ll go tour the defensive spells.”
She nodded and watched him hasten back down the hall. Once he was out of sight, she slipped her fingers under her mask and wiped the tears from her eyes. Foul Chrysalis spell weaver or not, she hadn’t meant to get anyone killed. She’d just bumped the glass. That was all. And now someone who’d been alive minutes before was dead.
Exhaling unsteadily, she leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes. An unpleasant edginess threaded through her, and it took her a moment to recognize the feeling as impatience. She was impatient for Lyre to return.
She didn’t know if she wanted him to return because of the safety his presence offered …or because she liked being near him.
Ugh.





Chapter Nine
  
Lyre stood in the shadows and watched the envoy rub at her eyes beneath that infuriating mask.
He did not understand her at all.
Shaking his head, he slipped away, leaving her to wait. He’d worked with enough of Chrysalis’s clients to know what to expect. They came in a few different shades of the same thing—greedy bastards who wanted magic to show off, greedy bastards who wanted magic to frighten or crush their rivals, and greedy bastards who were desperate for more power. He’d assumed Irida’s envoy would fall in the latter category.
Instead, he’d gotten a girl who didn’t have a clue what she was doing.
The elaborate outfit and mask had almost fooled him. He’d seen an arrogant, show-off Overworlder and nothing more—just as intended, he suspected. But every time she had opened her mouth, the image and the reality had conflicted a little more until he knew the game of deception she was playing wasn’t the one he’d expected. She was unlike any client he’d seen before.
He raked his fingers through his hair in bafflement. And now she was crying because she’d caused an incompetent weaver to blow himself up. Crying. And trying to hide it from him, meaning it wasn’t a manipulation.
She wasn’t from Irida’s military. She wasn’t a politician. She wasn’t qualified in the slightest for the job of an envoy. So why was she here? Why had Irida sent a soft, helpless girl into the wolves’ den?
He flipped open his binder and skimmed the documents inside. Bastian Nereid, heir to the Irida throne, had submitted the proposal and Chrysalis had confirmed his identity before agreeing to it. What the hell was that prince thinking, sending this girl?
Snapping the binder shut, he continued to the workroom and pushed the door open. Smoke reeking of burnt flesh spilled out from the interior.
“Lyre!” Amber eyes blazing, Ariose bore down on him with the single-mindedness of a bull. “What happened? I just heard a weaver is dead and three others are injured.”
Lyre shrugged. “Weaving accident.”
His older brother surveyed him suspiciously. “What are you doing down here?”
“Giving the new client a tour.”
“A tour? We don’t give tours.”
“This one demanded a tour. And being from the Overworld, she has no idea what sort of magic we can offer, so it was a good opportunity to impress upon her how super extra special we are.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, binder tucked under one arm. “Don’t have a fit. I just walked her down a few halls and showed off a couple surplus rooms.”
Ariose grunted and glanced into the workroom. “So what happened?”
“The envoy bumped the glass and the nearest weaver dropped his spell.” He lifted one shoulder. “You know how that goes.”
“He didn’t shield?”
“Seems not.”
Ariose’s lip curled. “Better to be rid of that kind of incompetence, then.”
“Yeah. The envoy is upset though, so not sure how it will affect the sale.”
“Upset? Why?”
“A daemon got blown up two feet away from her. I guess that kind of thing is distressing for Overworlders.”
Ariose’s sneer grew more pronounced and Lyre hid a satisfied smirk. His brother would now avoid the sissy, emotional Overworld envoy. Problem solved before it could even become a problem.
“Get back to the envoy then,” Ariose said with a dismissive wave in Lyre’s direction. “I’ll take care of this.”
Lyre nodded. Being away from her was making him oddly antsy, as though something terrible might happen if he let her out of his sight for too long. The girl was a walking disaster. Knocking over the potted tree in the foyer should have been his first warning. Then getting stuck to the spelled door, then triggering an explosion that probably would have killed her if he hadn’t reinforced the glass. Who knew what she might get into if he left her alone for too—
“What’s that noise?” Ariose asked.
From down the corridor, a hideous sound like an entire cutlery drawer falling onto a hard surface shattered the quiet. The noise was coming from the spot where he’d left Clio to—
Before he could even finish the thought, a massive detonation ripped through the basement.

Clio leaned against the wall, chewing on the edge of a fingernail as she waited for Lyre. How long would it take him to sort out “the mess” in the weavers’ workroom? Was anyone else injured? Would he have to clean up the body?
She swallowed the lump in her throat and forced her thoughts away. She needed to think about something else before she completely lost her composure.
The memory of her name in Lyre’s seductive tones popped into her head and warmth fluttered in her stomach. Ugh. She needed to keep her head on straight. What was he doing to her? Sex fiend, she repeated to herself. Sneaky, predatory sex fiend. She had to resist his allure.
Sighing, she twitched her arm to adjust the ridiculously long sleeve of her costume. She was grateful for the mask, not only for disguising her identity but also for keeping her expression hidden, but the rest of the outfit she could have happily shredded.
She wiggled her arm again and realized that, in her flailing to get off the spelled door, a tie holding one of the giant sleeves in place had loosened. She retied it, holding one end with her teeth as she tried to get a good tight knot this time.
Movement caught her eye and she looked up sharply. Lyre was striding across the quasi-lobby, lab coat flapping behind him, already ten steps ahead of her. Crap. She’d been so busy wrestling with her sleeve that she hadn’t even seen him come out of the corridor beside her. Had he said anything before walking off?
Embarrassed at her obliviousness, she launched after him. Her skirts tangled around her legs as she trotted across the lobby. He didn’t even glance back.
“Hey, wait up. Hey! Lyre, why are you—”
He stopped and turned. She skidded to a stop, gaping at his face. He looked just like Lyre, if Lyre had magically reverse-aged from his early twenties to about fifteen.
The boy glared at her, clutching a drawstring bag. “Why are you shouting at me? Who are you?”
“I—I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “I thought you were Lyre.”
His whole face pulled into a grimace, as though being mistaken for Lyre was the most offensive thing he’d ever heard. “Obviously not.”
She stepped back, dislike blooming. What a brat. But his sneer had reminded her of something she’d forgotten—the two other incubi who’d joined Lyre in the shop two weeks ago. Who were they? Did they also work here? Maybe they were the source of the hundreds of golden weavings in that storage room.
“Who are you?” the incubus boy demanded. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m waiting for Lyre. I’m the envoy from—”
A quiet popping sound interrupted her. She and the boy both looked at the cloth bag in his hand, its contents straining against the fabric. The popping continued: the sound of threads snapping in rapid succession.
The bag’s bottom seam tore open. Dozens of small steel balls plunged to the floor and hit the tiles with a deafening crash. The spheres bounced and rolled in every direction, ricocheting off the walls, and Clio cringed at the horrible racket. When they finally settled, she turned to the boy—and saw the fear blazing in his eyes.
Across the space, a sphere sparked with a flicker of gold. It pulsed three times, then burst outward in a shrieking spiral. It caught the nearest spheres, whipping them into the air. Light flashed and they exploded into violent maelstroms too.
The chain reaction spread like lightning, and Clio could only watch in terror as the expanding blast engulfed everything, screaming toward her in a deadly barrage. Beside her, the incubus boy threw up his hands. Magic rushed out from his palms as he cast a bright, shimmering shield over his body.
She didn’t think. With only a second to spare, she thrust her hands out and mimicked his shield. A green barrier flashed into existence around her.
Then the explosion hit them.

Lyre sprinted toward the explosion as the sound and light died out. With Ariose on his heels, he flew into the lobby where magic and smoke hazed the air. The walls had turned black, deep gouges scarred the cement, and the ceiling sagged, threatening to collapse. Somewhere, an alarm blared loudly. The building was going into lockdown.
Steel balls, the source of the spell, shone among the debris, and in the center of it all, two figures were sprawled. The envoy’s robes were splayed across the scorched floor like white wings, and blond hair spilled from beneath her hood, a golden halo around her head. Her mask lay on the floor a few feet away, shattered.
He raced to her side and dropped to his knees, already pressing two fingers gently against her throat. Her pulse, strong and steady, beat against his fingertips.
“Viol,” Ariose barked, grabbing the second figure by the collar and hauling him into a sitting position. “What did you do?”
“It was an accident,” Viol whined, prodding his head with a shaking hand. “The bag ripped and …”
“You killed an Overworld envoy.” Ariose shook his head in disgust. “How will we explain this to her territory? We could lose all Overworld business because of your—”
“She’s not dead.”
His brothers twisted sharply to look at Lyre as he slid his hands into the girl’s hair, checking her skull for any swelling. A thread of healing magic confirmed there were no fractures.
“Not dead?” Viol repeated. “But … I used a reflective bubble shield and still got blasted.”
“Did she shield?” Ariose asked him.
“She cast something, but I wasn’t looking. Either way, I designed this weaving”—he waved at the steel marbles scattered around the room—“to tear right through regular shields. I don’t know how she could have …”
He trailed off and all three of them stared at her. Lyre’s gaze moved from the soft curves of her cheekbones to the smooth arch of eyebrows, thick lashes, a petite nose, and the full pink lips that had been distracting him since he’d first seen her. A prickle ran down his spine. Something about her face seemed so … familiar.
Her brow scrunched and a soft breath puffed from her lungs. Her eyelids fluttered, then opened, revealing vibrant irises the exact color of a midsummer sky.
Recognition hit him like a punch to the gut.
The girl. The one from the spell shop two weeks ago. The young woman with blond hair and flashing blue eyes who’d glared at him so adorably when she thought he was stealing the quicksilver, who’d then distracted his brothers before they could realize he’d smashed the vial.
She was the Irida envoy?
The tide of confusion muted his voice as her hazy gaze shifted from Viol, to Ariose, then to Lyre. He wasn’t sure what expression was on his face, but whatever it was, it made those bright eyes widen. Her hand flew to her forehead and panic crossed her expression as she realized her mask was gone.
“Are you injured, envoy?” Ariose asked, showing no sign that he recognized her as the girl who’d fallen into Lyre in the shop.
“I … I don’t think so,” she whispered.
“How did you survive the detonation?”
“I … shielded …”
“You—”
The drooping ceiling rumbled and a four-foot-wide chunk of concrete fell, crashing to the floor a few feet away. Ariose glanced at it, then rose.
“Get her out of here,” he told Lyre. “We need to clear the floor and stabilize the ceiling.”
As Ariose pulled Viol up, Lyre shook off his shock. He would worry about the mystery of who the envoy was later.
Moving stiffly, she pushed herself into a sitting position before he could help, her gaze downcast and her forehead furrowed with anxiety. She knew he had recognized her. Pressing his lips together, he started to reach for her when the ceiling creaked again. A rain of concrete chips pattered their heads, and she flinched, shoulders hunched.
Lyre plucked a piece out of her hair, then reached around her and pulled her hood up, settling it on her head. Her gaze snapped to his face and pink infused her cheeks.
She was blushing just from him pulling her hood on?
He commanded himself to focus. “Are you sure you aren’t injured?”
She nodded, her cheeks vivid red. “Just … just shaken up.”
“Well, let’s get out of here before the ceiling caves in.”
She glanced fearfully upward. He slid an arm around her waist and pulled her to her feet. She barely got upright before she collapsed again, falling against him. He automatically closed his arms around her, just like last time.
And just like last time, she clung to him without resistance, as though she wanted nothing more than for him to hold her. Her petite frame seemed so small and fragile under all those layers of fabric. The top of her head scarcely cleared his shoulder.
Ariose’s lip curled when he saw Lyre holding the envoy in his arms. With a warning expression, he mouthed a few words. Lyre wasn’t great at reading lips, but he was pretty sure his brother had said either “keep it professional” or “keep it in your pants.” Either way, the message was the same.
Clinging to the front of his coat for balance, Clio pushed backward, trying to escape his grip.
“I’m fine,” she gasped. “I’m good. I don’t need—I’m just—”
He looped an arm around her shoulders and guided her into motion. She resisted for a moment, then let him steer her out of the foyer. By the time they reached the stairs, she was walking steadily again, but he didn’t remove his arm. She didn’t suggest it either.
He should have removed his arm. He should have reopened the distance between them that he’d breached when he’d tried to lift her mask. But his head was full of her scent, a sweet aroma full of fresh air and green things, underlaid by something elusive, something that was tantalizingly innocent.
A whisper of instinct uncurled from deep within him. A stirring of dark, insatiable hunger. A spark of feral possessiveness.
He slammed those instincts right back down into his deepest subconscious where they belonged. Those instincts and this girl did not go together, and he needed to keep himself under control. He couldn’t afford to lose his head and do something stupid.
Like see how much he could really make her blush.
Veering away from those thoughts, he pushed the door to the stairwell open, revealing a short hall that connected to the reception area. People were running all over the place as alarms blared. Walking at his side, Clio wrinkled her nose at all the noise and commotion.
Her bodyguards in their red leather outfits were pacing anxiously in front of the main desk. At Clio and Lyre’s arrival, they ran over, terse and wary to see their ward with singed clothes, messy hair, and a missing mask.
Lyre pulled his arm away. “We’ll resume later. The receptionists will have someone take you to your accommodations.”
Clio nodded, only a hint of pink remaining in her cheeks. Her huge eyes darted across his face, analyzing his expression. As her guards flanked her, probably bursting with a thousand questions, he canted his head to one side.
“By the way,” he murmured, “I was wrong.”
He leaned down, bringing his face close to hers, and watched her eyes widen.
“Your name,” he purred. “It does suit you.”
Just like that, brilliant red flamed across her face. She backpedaled into the arms of her female guard, and he grinned in satisfaction.
“Until later then, Clio.”
She only managed to splutter as he turned and walked away. Until later. She would do well to rest and gather her wits, because once he had her alone again, he planned to get some answers out of the mysterious “royal envoy.”
He smiled. And if he got to make her blush some more in the process, all the better.





Chapter Ten
  
Clio pointed. “Isn’t this cool?”
Kassia looked blankly at the bathtub. “Isn’t what cool?”
Crouching, Clio tapped a crystal set in the wall beside the faucet. “It’s a heating spell. So you turn the taps on, then you activate this lodestone and it will warm the water coming from the spout. It’s just like on Earth, except no electricity is required. And …”
She popped the crystal out and held it up. “It’s removable! So once the stored magic is used up, it can be swapped for a new one, and the old one can be recharged.”
“Huh.”
“I’ve already learned the spells. Wait until I show Bastian. This is way better than having to cast a heating spell on your bath after filling it with icy water.”
“Prince Bastian didn’t send you here for bath spells,” Eryx shouted from the other room.
Wincing, Clio dejectedly replaced the crystal in its slot.
Kassia squeezed her shoulder. “You’re doing your best, Clio. Don’t let him bother you.”
Clio glanced nervously at the wall between her and the angry chimera. “I’ve never seen him upset like this before.”
“He’s usually on his best behavior around you and Bastian.” Kassia raised her voice. “He’s a complete ass the rest of the time.”
Clio flinched, knowing Eryx had heard that last bit. Kassia knew Eryx far better than Clio did. The two chimeras were cousins from a large, extended family that had produced many talented warriors.
With thundering steps, Eryx appeared in the bathroom doorway.
“I might be an ass,” he growled, his dark stare flashing between Kassia and Clio, “but at least I’m not totally incompetent.”
Her breath caught. When a daemon started losing his temper, his darkening eyes was an irrefutable warning to tread carefully.
Daemons weren’t like humans. They had much stronger instincts—both predatory and self-preservation—and sometimes those instincts took over. Humans called it “shading.” The daemon stopped thinking in terms of logic or law or reason, and simply acted—often violently. It worried Clio to see Eryx sliding out of control.
She understood though. Their visit to the Underworld was inciting a dangerous cocktail of frustration, helplessness, stress, and fear that was almost guaranteed to push any daemon’s control to the limit.
Kassia studied her cousin, then folded her arms. “Get a grip, Eryx. This isn’t over yet.”
“What’s left?” he spat. “In a couple hours, she disengaged a high-level ward while the master weaver was watching, caused another weaver to kill himself, caused another weaver to blow up half their lower level, mimicked an advanced shielding technique in front of witnesses, lost her mask so the incubus recognized her, caused the entire building to shut down, and made us all look like fools!”
Clio shrunk more with each accusation. With Eryx blocking the only exit, the spacious bathroom felt claustrophobic.
“No one saw me mimic the shield,” she mumbled.
“And if she hadn’t, the explosion would’ve killed her,” Kassia added. “You’re overreacting, Eryx.”
“Overreacting? She screwed up everything, and she didn’t get a read on a single useful spell.”
“Once Chrysalis fixes things, they’ll call her back.”
“The incubus recognized her. They’ll be suspicious now.”
Kassia took an aggressive step closer to Eryx and his eyes darkened from burgundy to black. Clio swallowed nervously.
“Back off, Eryx. Shouting at Clio won’t change anything. When we came here, we didn’t know anyone would recognize her. But it happened, and now we have to figure out how to deal with it.”
Eryx flexed his jaw, black eyes fixed on Kassia and his face oddly emotionless—calculating instead of angry. Some castes had inherently stronger instincts that pushed them toward aggression or violence—and for some, their instincts were so loud they didn’t even recognize their allies, seeing only potential threats instead. Chimeras fell somewhere in the middle, while nymphs like Clio were unaggressive compared to most.
Kassia advanced on Eryx and he conceded, backing out of the doorway. Clio reluctantly followed her into the living space. The building, a two-story structure located a few streets away from the canal that separated Chrysalis’s industrial-style quadrant from the rest of Asphodel, looked like an old-fashioned manor from the outside, with an exotic peaked roof and beautifully carved wood embellishments.
In contrast, its interior resembled a modern Earth hotel—minus electricity—with a lobby, a small restaurant, and a dozen sizable suites for guests. The main room of their suite had a low sofa, a coffee table, and a desk in the corner, with a separate bedroom holding two large beds. And, of course, the luxury bathroom.
Eryx paced across the room and leaned against the wall by the sliding door to the small balcony. Beyond the glass, the sky was pitch black, and only the lights of the many buildings within the estate offered any perspective.
Clio retreated to the sofa and dropped onto it. She’d shed the oversized sleeves and several layers of her costume, leaving her with a fitted, sleeveless top with a hood, a wide belt of fabric around her waist, and a single white skirt. Her mask was long gone, buried in the rubble of the collapsed ceiling in Chrysalis.
Kassia sat beside her, glaring at Eryx. Clio resisted the urge to apologize. She’d already apologized profusely while telling them what had happened.
Eryx heaved a long sigh and looked up with eyes that were deep red instead of black. “I’m sorry, Clio. Coming here has just been … it’s hard to keep a level head when so much is riding on this.”
“I know,” she mumbled. “What do we do?”
“The incubus recognized you.” Kassia tapped the arm of the sofa. “My first instinct is to retreat, but I’m afraid of how they might react if we suddenly want to leave.”
“We’d look damn suspicious,” Eryx agreed.
“And we’ve already made our down payment,” Clio added. “I can start negotiations like we planned, and see what happens.”
“But will you be able to get a read on some spells?” Eryx asked. “We don’t want their usual warfare magic. We need to get your eyes on their best magic.”
“Clio’s safety is our top priority,” Kassia replied sharply. “Getting her through this alive takes precedence over finding spells.”
“As long as we’re here, we should figure out how to get what we came for. Otherwise, all the risks will have been for nothing.”
Clio fidgeted with her skirt. “I can probably convince Lyre to finish my tour.”
“That incubus recognized you,” Eryx said with a shake of his head. “And you disengaged a ward in front of him. Our first move should be getting you a different consultant.”
“That won’t improve anything,” she said firmly.
“Do you just want to keep him as your consultant so you can keep drooling over him?”
“What? No!” She pressed her hands against her thighs. “Lyre is … I think I can handle him better than anyone else they might assign as my consultant.”
“Handle him,” Eryx repeated mockingly. “Is that what you want to call it?”
“Shut up, Eryx,” Kassia cut in. “When Chrysalis calls Clio back, she can try again to negotiate with Lyre. Chances are, even if he’s suspicious of her, he won’t do anything about it.”
Eryx looked back to Clio. “How are you going to get their good spells in your sights?”
She pursed her lips. “I’ll see first if he’ll finish my tour. If not, then I’ll have him bring spells to me.”
“And if he won’t?”
“I’ll have to try something else.”
“Like what?”
She shrugged. “I’ll figure it out as I go along.”
He pushed away from the wall and paced across the room. “We should go over your plan until you know exactly what—”
Clio got to her feet. “What I need is a break from all of this. Let me relax for ten minutes before you start drilling me again.”
Ignoring his protest, she slid the balcony door open and stepped into the cool night air. Nudging the door most of the way shut, she leaned against the railing, inhaling deeply. The air smelled so strange.
Beyond the dark roofs, the Hades palace rose above the other buildings, its lights seeming to sparkle. In the distance beyond them, glowing spots revealed the locations of the regularly spaced watchtowers that circled the estate.
She craned her neck, peering at the velvety black sky. No stars interrupted the empty expanse, but she could almost make out what might be heavy cloud cover hiding in the darkness. No hint of coming dawn touched any horizon. Was it always this dark? Was this a world of never-ending night? She doubted it. How would plants grow without sunlight? Where would the trees in the Chrysalis lobby have come from if this was a dead world of darkness?
She propped her elbows on the rail and supported her chin with one hand, staring absently across the beautiful but somehow haunting lights of Asphodel.
“You need to stop testing my patience,” Kassia said, her voice audible through the crack in the door. “I won’t let you bully Clio.”
“I thought she’d do better than this.”
“She’s doing her best, and you can keep your opinions to yourself,” Kassia growled. “Your job is to keep Clio safe. Her life depends on her focus and levelheadedness, and if you upset her again, I’ll tie you up and gag you for the rest of this trip.”
“You can try,” Eryx growled back.
“I can, and I will.” Kassia’s voice dropped further, until Clio had to strain to hear. “Have you forgotten you were the Nereid family’s second choice for Bastian’s personal guard?”
He snorted dismissively. “How many times have you regretted turning him down since they dumped you into exile with Clio?”
“Protecting Clio is a pleasure. I’d take her any day over fawning at Bastian’s feet.” Kassia’s tone hardened again. “If protecting her means walking out of here without Bastian’s precious war spells, then so be it. And if you disagree, you can stay here and get the spells yourself.”
Eryx snarled, and footsteps thudded on the floor. A door slammed.
Clio bit her lower lip, blinking away tears. She had to fight the urge to run inside and hug Kassia until her arms seized. She’d had no idea Bastian had offered Kassia Eryx’s job first. Was her rejection of that offer the reason Bastian always refused to acknowledge her presence?
The balcony door slid open and Kassia joined her at the railing. Sniffling, Clio offered her friend a watery smile.
“You heard, huh?” Kassia murmured.
“Yeah.”
“Eryx is an ass.”
“You’ve mentioned that before. Where did he go?”
“To walk off his temper, I presume. If he gets himself killed wandering around Asphodel, well, I can’t say I’d be heartbroken.”
Clio gripped her friend’s hand. “Thank you, Kass. For everything.”
Kassia returned the squeeze. “You be careful when you go back there, Clio. We need to get out of this alive.”
She nodded. “I’ll make it work.”
“So you think you can handle that incubus?”
Clio drummed her fingers on the railing. “I think so. He … he isn’t what I expected.”
“Oh?”
“He’s kind of a contradiction. One minute he seems cold and cruel just like I’d expect from someone who invents bloodthirsty spells for a living, but then other times he seems …”
“He seems what?” Kassia prompted.
“I don’t know.” How did she explain that in a few rare moments he’d seemed like a completely different person from the remorseless master weaver? A person who’d lied to spare her feelings, who’d teased her about getting stuck to the spelled door, who’d carefully pulled her hood up so she didn’t get debris in her hair?
“Clio? Clio.”
She blinked. “Huh?”
Kassia gave her a warning look. “You can’t get all soft and misty-eyed over this guy. He’s an incubus. Everything he does is a form of calculated seduction.”
Clio frowned uncertainly.
“Have you been watching him with your asper to make sure he isn’t fogging your thoughts with his seduction magic?”
“His … what?”
“Seduction magic.” Alarm flashed across Kassia’s face. “You don’t know about incubus magic?”
“No? Should I? What magic?”
Kassia exhaled sharply. “Incubi’s caste ability. It’s called aphrodesia. It’s a magic that infects women and makes them crazy for the incubus. I’ve heard a significant dose can drive a woman insane with desperate arousal, or even that the incubus can take full control of her willpower.”
“They can—they can control our will?”
“That part might be a myth, but the rest is fact. An incubus can make you want him with his magic alone. They might not be powerful, but they’re dangerous to women, especially if they can get you alone.”
Clio gripped the railing tightly, nerves flipping in her belly. Had Lyre been dosing her with his aphrodesia magic during her tour? Was that why she’d been so fixated on him, so focused on his nearness, so overwhelmed every time he looked at her? Was that why his voice seemed to caress her every time he spoke?
She thought back. No. She’d been tuned in to her asper for over half their time together. She would have seen him using magic on her. There was literally no magic in the worlds she couldn’t perceive.
“He wasn’t using aphrodesia,” she mumbled, her nerves increasing substantially. “But I’ll be watching for it next time.”
If he already had such a strong effect on her without magic, what would a dose of his aphrodesia do to her? She could barely resist his allure as it was.
She swallowed hard. “Is there any counter to it? How do I defend myself?”
“Blast him with everything you’ve got the moment he makes a move?”
A short laugh escaped her. “I don’t see that going well, but I guess I won’t have much choice.”
Kassia put her back to the railing, leaning against it. “Do you see now why Eryx can’t stand incubi? An incubus can have any woman he wants. Ultimate power over females—exactly what Eryx wishes he had.”
Clio made a gagging noise. “Ultimate power, ugh. I’d like to think we aren’t that helpless.” She raised an eyebrow. “You really have a high opinion of Eryx, don’t you?”
“He and Bastian are a matched pair.”
Bastian wasn’t perfect, but he wasn’t the scumbag Kassia thought he was. But Clio didn’t want to argue about her half-brother again, so she said nothing, letting a comfortable silence fall between them.
Soon, she would return to Chrysalis. And it worried her that, despite Kassia’s warnings about incubi, a small part of her was eager to go back—for one specific, amber-eyed reason.
She sighed and focused on the challenges waiting for her. Getting through this endless night alive would be difficult enough without the distraction of a mysterious, unpredictable incubus who was going to have some pointed questions for her upon their next meeting.





Chapter Eleven
  
Sprawled on his back on the sofa, Lyre turned the steel collar over in his hands, watching it spin without seeing it.
He’d deserted Chrysalis as soon as he could reasonably escape, leaving the cleanup job to someone else. Anyone else. He didn’t care. The whole building could collapse and he wouldn’t care.
So much chaos. He was kind of in shock. How could one girl trigger such pandemonium in so little time? And, really, she hadn’t done anything particularly chaos-inspiring. It had just happened, a series of unfortunate events that had added up to a near cataclysm.
He smirked at the ceiling. He probably shouldn’t be so entertained, but it was pretty hilarious.
His smile faded as his thoughts returned to Clio’s “tour.” How had she disengaged that spelled door? The ward was one of their most advanced nonlethal lock spells. It must have been faulty. There was no other explanation.
Yet she’d put her hand on the door with such confidence.
And then there was the mystery of how she’d survived Viol’s idiotic chain-reaction blast. If Andante or Ariose didn’t get to him first, Lyre would be having a long chat with his youngest brother about creating spells he couldn’t control.
A regular shield cast was exactly what it sounded like—a simple barrier of condensed force that protected a daemon from physical attacks. The more magic the daemon fed into the cast, the stronger the shield was and the more force it could withstand. But incubi weren’t renowned for the strength of their magic, and regular shielding left them at a disadvantage.
The reflective bubble shield Viol had used to protect himself was one of Lyre’s inventions. Since he hated making weapons, his largest contributions to Chrysalis came in the form of defensive spells, including a variety of reflective or absorptive shields that were far more powerful than regular shield casts.
So how had Clio, who didn’t know his advanced shielding techniques, protected herself from an explosion designed to obliterate regular shielding?
A tap on his front door interrupted his thoughts. Without waiting for a response, Reed swung the door open and drifted into the main room as though he’d wandered inside purely by chance.
“What’s up?” Lyre asked, not bothering to straighten from his slouch.
With the sofa taken, Reed pulled a chair out from the small kitchen table and dropped into it. He nodded at the steel ring in Lyre’s hands. “Working on Eisheth’s collar?”
Lyre grimaced. “Thinking about it, I guess.”
“You have less than a dozen cycles to finish it.”
“I know.”
Reed leaned back in the chair, eyes half closed as he relaxed. “How did it go with the client?”
“Didn’t you hear?”
“Ariose didn’t offer any details.”
Lyre spun the metal hoop again. “The envoy’s name is Clio. She’s a short blond girl who attracts trouble like a magnet and doesn’t have a deceptive bone in her body. One exploded corpse just about made her faint, and I can’t figure out what the hell she’s doing here shopping for military spellcraft.”
He could feel his brother’s attention on him, but he didn’t look away from the rotating collar.
“Why not just ask her?” Reed suggested. “Find out what her real intentions are.”
“She won’t spill her secrets just because I asked.”
“Lyre.” Reed’s flat tone drew his attention. His brother gave him a long look. “You know what I mean. She’s female. You can make her tell you whatever you want.”
“If I compromise her will, she’ll notice.”
“Not if you do it right.”
Lyre dropped his arms and the collar hit the floor with a clank. “I don’t like doing that kind of thing.”
“You can’t be so soft,” Reed said quietly. “Weak daemons don’t survive long in Asphodel.”
From anyone else, Lyre would have taken those words as a threat, but Reed sounded concerned. “If she were a different sort of woman, I would. But she’s …”
“She’s what?” When Lyre didn’t answer, Reed rubbed his face. “This is dangerous, Lyre. You can’t sympathize with a client, especially an Overworlder. Our father and Andante are barely tolerating your … lack of commitment.”
A polite way of referencing what Andante had called Lyre’s “petty rebellions.”
“Once things are sorted out from Viol’s moronic weaving,” Lyre said, “I’ll finish my consultation with the girl and that’ll be that. It doesn’t matter why she’s here. All I have to do is sell her some magic and send her home.”
“I suppose.” Reed pulled a metal disk from his pocket. “I need some help with this one.”
Rolling off the sofa, Lyre joined his brother at the table and Reed explained the weaving he was working on. Of all his brothers, Reed was probably the most talented when it came to pure technical skill. He could weave anything, no matter how complex, intricate, or finicky the spell was. Basically, he excelled where Lyre tended to fall on his face.
Reed’s talent, however, ended with technical skill, and he had almost no ability to improvise, adapt, or invent. And that’s what Lyre was good at. So they often worked together, with Lyre figuring out the problem and its solution, and Reed doing the actual work of weaving it. Lyre enjoyed their tandem approach primarily because it meant fewer spells exploding halfway through the weaving.
Their father appreciated the results of their teamwork too, but when push came to shove, Reed’s superior weaving skills trumped Lyre’s slapdash ingenuity. Lyre was still the loser in his family’s race for their father’s approval.
They spent an hour going over Reed’s project before he was satisfied with the solution. After thanking Lyre, Reed wandered out again with the same apparent lack of direction as he’d appeared.
Lyre sat alone at his table, tapping his fingers on the sheets of paper covered in scribbled notes from their brainstorming, most of it his own scrawl with only a few additions in Reed’s neat print. The solution hadn’t been difficult to puzzle through, but figuring out how to arrange the weave had taken longer.
He leaned back in his chair and stared around his house. The open-concept room combined a small kitchen with the table and chairs, and a living area with the single couch and way too many bookshelves. They were overflowing with texts, everything from spell-weaving theory to ancient histories. A few different styles of bows and several quivers leaned in the corners.
It was a mess, but it was a comfortable mess. His mess. Aside from Reed, he didn’t allow any of his brothers—or his father—in his home. Or, at least, he tried to keep them out. If they wanted to push the issue, there was nothing his elder brothers or father couldn’t do to him.
Weak daemons don’t survive long in Asphodel.
Reed’s words repeated in his head, burrowing into his thoughts until he couldn’t dislodge them. Lyre had already survived surprisingly long, but he knew, as Reed did, that the tipping point was drawing near. His father’s wellspring of tolerance was drying up. Sooner or later, Lyre would cross a line and that would be it. The well would run dry, and his family would kill him.
He couldn’t survive in Asphodel for much longer. He needed to either change who he was—to assimilate properly into the family—or get out.
A grim smile pulled at his lips. Get out. If only it were that simple, that easy.
Abandoning the table, he stalked into his bedroom and changed clothes, donning fitted black pants that resembled the jeans so popular on Earth, a long-sleeved shirt of soft navy fabric that clung to his torso, and of course his chain of defensive spells, tucked out of sight. He loaded a few more spells into his pockets, just in case, and strode to the door.
The cool night air filled his lungs as he stepped outside, but nothing short of a serious distraction would calm the simmer of dark dread that kept growing stronger. It was a warning that his time was running out.
Too bad there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

Asphodel was more of a small town than an estate, but for every two daemons that lived there, another was a visitor. As the rulers of the largest and most powerful territory in the Underworld, the Hades family attracted a nonstop parade of sycophants and ass-kissers. From political allies and opponents, emissaries, ambassadors, and petitioners to businessmen, traders, merchants, and gold diggers, there was a constant influx of visitors coming and going.
With so many “tourists,” Asphodel boasted an entertainment district so notorious Lyre wouldn’t be surprised to learn it was infamous in the Overworld. From high-class clubs where patrons were pampered and fawned over, to dive bars where a daemon could get plastered, every possible amusement was available for a price.
That’s exactly where Lyre was headed. He could walk into any establishment and be guaranteed endless distractions, mainly in the form of willing women. Some nights he went for easy marks, but most of the time he preferred to find a woman who thought she was immune to incubi charms. Then he would seduce her with his looks and charisma—and nothing more, because he wasn’t a complete degenerate. No magic needed.
Even without aphrodesia, he never went home alone.
Finding a beautiful woman to distract him from the persistent anxiety he couldn’t quite silence—that had been his plan. But halfway there, he found his mind lingering elsewhere. Lingering where it shouldn’t be at all.
All the more reason he should have lost himself in some womanly charms. Instead, he wandered away, walking the empty streets in aimless circles as his thoughts churned and churned.
Eventually, he found himself ascending the stairs inside an empty guard tower on the edge of the canal that demarcated the business quadrant of the estate. Though it didn’t look it, Asphodel was designed for defense as much as presentation. The canals running through the estate acted as moats. The bridges could be collapsed, cutting off invaders while soldiers rained attacks down on the enemy from the safety of the towers.
With no threats to worry about, the canal towers were hollow, unmanned structures. He climbed the stairs to the top, where he pulled open the panel walls to reveal the balcony that circled the upper level. From six stories up, he could see most of Asphodel, the lights sparkling and twinkling like golden stars.
He braced his forearms on the rail and stared across the vista until he found the dark line of the canal. He followed it a hundred yards, then traced another street, mentally following the familiar path. His gaze came to rest on a two-story building with its lights still glowing.
A disgusted sigh escaped him. He’d reached a new level of pathetic. He couldn’t stop puzzling over her, and now he was spying on her.
Not that he could see much from the tower. The inn where Chrysalis sent all their guests who stayed long enough to need accommodations was far enough that he could only make out the shapes of windows and balconies. This was stupid. He should go home and work on that damn collar weaving instead.
A prickle ran down the back of his neck. He wasn’t alone.
He strained his senses, searching for the source of the hunted feeling. A daemon was nearby. Someone powerful … someone dangerous.
He whipped around and looked up.
The tiled roof, jutting partway over the balcony, rose in a steep, curved pyramid to the peak. Leaning casually into the curve like it was a comfortable daybed was a man all in black—but his dark clothing wasn’t enough to disguise the shape of weapons. Two short swords strapped to his thighs, daggers and throwing knives, another longer blade sheathed across his back with the hilt jutting above his shoulder.
A black wrap covered the lower half of his face, but when those piercing gray eyes flicked down, Lyre inhaled in recognition.
“Ash?” he blurted.
The draconian mercenary inclined his head in a casual, almost dismissive nod. Lyre stood frozen, unsure how to react. He hadn’t seen Ash since the exploding collar incident. The change in his appearance—the different clothes and array of weapons—from the previous times Lyre had seen him made it obvious: Ash was working tonight.
But what would a mercenary spy be doing on the job in Asphodel? Normally, they sent him out on missions, or so Lyre had heard.
“Uh.” Lyre raised an eyebrow. “Am I interrupting something?”
Ash shrugged, the gesture a scarce shift of one shoulder. Expressive guy.
Grimacing, Lyre glanced once more toward the distant inn. He wanted nothing to do with whatever job Ash was on, and coming up here had been stupid anyway. He was about to turn toward the stairs when movement on one of the inn balconies caught his attention. A small figure leaned on the railing, and light caught on long blond hair.
He was too far to make out any other details, but he knew it was Clio, lounging on her balcony while she waited for Chrysalis to open again—in plain view of the mercenary reclined on the tower’s rooftop.
A slow, sickening sort of dismay trickled through him. This tower was the ideal location to monitor that inn—tall, isolated, no lights.
“Are you—” Lyre bit off the question. He couldn’t ask. His survival was already at risk, and if he pried into the business of a Hades mercenary, he’d be crippling his life expectancy.
But Ash was an assassin, among other things, and he was watching Clio’s inn. A very bad sign. Lyre couldn’t get involved. He shouldn’t. If Hades had decided she should die, there was nothing he could do to protect her.
Why was he even thinking about protecting her?
Ash rose to a crouch, then hopped off the rooftop. He landed easily on the railing beside Lyre, balancing on the balls of his feet and unconcerned by the six-story drop to the cobblestone road. He tugged the wrap off his face, letting it hang around his neck as he watched the balcony where a red-haired figure had joined Clio.
“An Overworlder,” Ash murmured. “Unusual visitor for Chrysalis.”
Lyre nodded cautiously. “It doesn’t happen often.”
Still crouched on the railing like he could perch there all night without tiring, Ash braced his forearms on his knees. “She’s your client.”
A statement, not a question. “You’re well informed.”
“Information is just another weapon.”
“So you’re well armed, then,” Lyre said with a halfhearted smirk, fighting his nerves. Ash’s predatory stillness wasn’t helping. “More so than was already obvious.”
Ash didn’t look amused. “Samael is well armed,” he corrected.
Lyre shivered at the mention of the Hades warlord. “I didn’t think he cared about Chrysalis clients.”
Ash gave another slight shrug. “Any Overworlder presence in Asphodel requires monitoring.”
Lyre relaxed. So it was just routine surveillance of an Overworlder. That made sense. A clever enemy could get a spy or assassin into Asphodel under the guise of a Chrysalis buyer.
He tipped his head toward the inn. “I don’t think you need to worry about that one.”
The draconian glanced at him questioningly.
“Did you hear what happened earlier? The weaver who blew himself up?” Lyre asked. “She almost fainted.”
Ash didn’t appear particularly skeptical—he didn’t show much expression at all—but Lyre could almost hear his doubt.
“Give me a little credit,” he added, folding his arms and leaning one hip against the railing. “An incubus can always tell when a woman is faking it.”
Ash snorted quietly. Now he was amused. It was a reaction, at least.
“Still,” the draconian said, “she’s a nymph.”
“So?”
Ash gave him a look like the answer was obvious, then sat on the railing with his feet hanging over the drop. “Their caste ability is troublesome.”
“Ah.” Lyre rubbed his jaw. “I’m embarrassed to admit I don’t know anything about nymphs, except that their territory is loaded with precious stones and metals.”
“You let her in your facility without knowing what she can do?”
“I couldn’t find anything on nymphs in our reference books,” Lyre admitted. “Their caste is small and weak, so information is scarce. And it was someone else’s job to approve their proposal. I’m just supposed to sell them shit.”
The draconian surveyed him a second time, his stare sending a shiver down Lyre’s spine.
“Nymphs are magically weak,” Ash said, “but their caste ability is dangerous. They can perceive magic in a different way than the rest of us. It affords them an intuitive understanding of how a cast or weaving works.”
Lyre remembered Clio confidently slapping her hand against the spelled door. “So a nymph could, hypothetically, see exactly how to disengage a defensive weaving?”
Ash nodded and Lyre whistled softly. “That is dangerous.”
With an ability like that, a nymph could walk through a town like Asphodel and undo any lock or defense spell they came across. They could escort a more dangerous foe—like an assassin—straight through the most heavily warded buildings.
Clio’s insistence on a tour of Chrysalis made more sense now, as did the way she’d examined the different weavings he’d shown her. She’d seen far more than he’d intended, but knowing how a spell worked and actually weaving it were two very different things. He could watch an artist paint a masterpiece, but that didn’t mean he could duplicate it. And most of Chrysalis’s spells were the equivalent of masterpieces.
But still. He was irritated she’d manipulated him like that. She’d gotten to see more than she should have, including the spelled door. If she told anyone else how to disarm it …
“Damn,” he muttered. “Why didn’t someone tell me about her caste ability? Sure as hell would’ve been good to know before now.”
“It’s not common knowledge. Nymphs portray their ability as seeing ‘energy’ or seeing only the presence of magic.”
Lyre grunted, then peered at Ash. “Why did you tell me then?”
In the distance, Clio and her redheaded bodyguard went back inside. Ash turned away from the view and faced Lyre, his expression blank. But something dangerous flickered in his eyes.
“You’ve been making collars for Eisheth for a few seasons now.”
Lyre nodded cautiously. “Yes.”
“They’ve all failed.”
“I suppose they have.”
Ash’s face went even colder. “Do you expect something in return for that?”
Lyre stiffened in understanding. Shit. Forcing himself to relax, he slouched against the railing and rolled his eyes. “Something in return for me being a screw-up? Since you seem to know everything about everything, you must know I’m the most pathetic weaver my family has seen in generations.”
Ash’s lips curved in a faint smile that chilled Lyre. “I know a lot more about you than that.”
Lyre swallowed down an edge of panic. He might be five or six seasons older than Ash, but when accounting for different caste maturation rates and life experiences, the age gap got damn blurry. Underestimating this daemon would be a deadly mistake.
“And what you know,” Lyre said warily, “Samael also knows?”
“Not always.”
Interesting. Lyre debated how to respond. There was a latent threat in Ash’s tone, but also a hint of … promise. Though a promise of what, he wasn’t sure.
Secrets. Too many secrets—for both of them. Realizing that, he made what was probably his stupidest decision to date.
“I didn’t rig the collars to fail to spare you,” Lyre told the draconian. “I did it to spare myself.”
A pause. “Meaning what?”
“Does it ever bother you?” Lyre asked him bitterly. “When you’re ordered to do something that kills a little bit of your soul?”
Something flashed in the draconian’s eyes and his gaze dropped—as good as an outright admission of pain and regret. His head snapped up again as he realized what he’d done, but it was too late. Anger tightened his features and his irises darkened to the color of storm clouds. “I don’t owe you anything.”
“No, you don’t.”
Ash slashed an aggressive look over Lyre, cutting across him from head to toe, then strode away. He crossed the width of the balcony in eight long strides, then grabbed the railing and jumped over it with easy grace. He dropped out of sight.
Lyre stared at the spot where the draconian had vanished, listening. No crunchy splat of a body hitting the ground sixty feet below. Hmm. So the rumors that draconians had wings under their glamour was probably accurate. It would explain Ash’s carefree attitude toward lethal heights.
He leaned against the railing, letting some of the tension out of his back muscles. Spying on clients. Having casual conversations with rogue mercenaries. He was living dangerously lately.
At the inn, Clio’s balcony was empty, the windows dark. She and her bodyguards must be taking a nap. Either that or they’d left the inn. He hoped not. Asphodel wasn’t a safe place at the best of times, but for an Overworlder …
His thoughts returned to the new revelation about his client. So nymphs could “see” magic. He mulled over the implications, then smiled. Ash might have insisted he didn’t owe Lyre anything, but it seemed the draconian was still appreciative. He’d had no other reason to share what he knew about nymphs.
If information was a weapon, then—thanks to Ash—Lyre would be heading into his next meeting with Clio significantly better armed than last time.





Chapter Twelve
  
Clio frowned at Lyre. He frowned back at her.
They sat across the table from each other, their poses almost identical—leaning forward, hands folded on the polished wood tabletop, staring the other down. Or, at least, she was staring him down. Despite his frown, she was pretty sure it was amusement making his amber eyes sparkle like that.
He wasn’t using any magic. The racing of her heart was all on her.
Since she’d been hoping to resume her tour, she’d been disappointed when the receptionist had led her straight to the small meeting room. The space was warm and friendly, with potted trees in the corners and rich wood to contrast the white walls. Lyre had joined her a few minutes later, and the verbal battle had begun.
He’d asked about the spell shop, and she’d recited the cover story she and Kassia had come up with—that she’d been scoping out different spell weavers before coming to Chrysalis. She wasn’t sure he’d bought her story.
She’d asked why he’d been at that spell shop. He hadn’t bothered to make up a story, instead firing back with another question of his own.
She’d asked for the rest of her tour. He’d refused, citing her safety. His exact words had included “walking catastrophe” and “enough damage for one day.” She’d asked him to bring some of their premium spells to show her. He’d refused that too. In fact, he’d refused to do anything she’d asked.
So here they were, her glaring while he silently laughed at her.
“Are you even going to try to sell me something?” she demanded.
“Do you actually want to buy something?”
Panic swooped through her middle, but before she could blurt out anything damning, she realized he was fishing for a reaction. He didn’t know she had zero intention of completing a purchase.
“My home is under threat from Ra. I’m sure even an Underworlder knows Ra’s reputation. We can’t only arm our warriors with explosive spells. Our forces are too few. We need something—something frightening.”
“Frightening,” he repeated dubiously.
“Something that will make Ra think twice about attacking us.”
“Such as?”
“Isn’t that your department? I tell you what I want, and you provide it?”
“Well.” He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. “If you’re looking for a magical trump card, we don’t have anything like that.”
She almost missed what he’d said, too distracted by his lounging stretch. He’d thrown his lab coat over the back of his chair when he’d entered the room, and his navy shirt clung to his torso in a most distracting fashion—thoroughly hinting at the muscular planes of his chest and abdomen.
Lowering his arms, he braced his elbows on the table, distracting her all over again with the way the long sleeves of his shirt were pushed up, leaving the hard muscle of his forearms, sheathed in lovely golden-brown skin, bared for her to see. It had to be his natural tone. It wasn’t like he could tan with no sunlight.
“So,” he continued, snapping her brain back on track, “I’m guessing ‘frightening’ means something that will make your limited forces seem undefeatable, or something so heinous that no one will want to meet your troops on the battlefield?”
“I would …” She swallowed. “I would prefer the first option.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Well, you know, if you start turning your enemies inside out, they won’t want to fight you.”
“You—you have a spell that can turn people inside out?”
“No. But it’s a good idea, don’t you think?”
“No!” she gasped, sick at the thought. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever …” She paused suspiciously. “You’re not actually serious, are you?”
“Dead serious. I wonder what an inside-out person would look like. Do you think their skeleton would—”
She threw up a hand. “Would you stop?”
He smirked. “So no inside-out spells. What else then?”
“You don’t have any suggestions? Besides that one.”
He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling in thought. “Honestly, Clio, we don’t have any one spell that can win a war, and anything that might come close isn’t for sale anyway.”
Why did her name in his deep, hypnotic voice make her swoon? She surreptitiously passed her hand in front of her eyes to look him over with her asper. Aside from his usual arsenal of weavings, he wasn’t actively using any magic. Was she that helpless to resist him?
“Your best bet,” he continued, “is a clever combination of combat spells you can use to win your first few conflicts decisively. After that, you likely won’t see any further invasions.”
“Hold on. What was that about spells that aren’t for sale?”
“They aren’t for sale, so …”
“But what kind of spells are we talking about?”
“Who knows? I don’t keep track of every prototype ever conceived by a master weaver.”
Hmm. Lyre was good at controlling the direction of the conversation, but that response had been distinctly evasive. She was willing to bet a few more diamonds that he was well informed on these dangerous “prototypes”—and that he didn’t want her knowing anything about them.
“Can I see these prototypes?”
“Definitely not.”
“But—”
“Not happening.”
She scowled. He stared back seriously, but humor pulled at his mouth. Oh jeez. She needed to not think about his mouth. And why was he soundlessly laughing at her again? She should work on being more intimidating. Since he’d already seen her face, she hadn’t bothered with her elaborate costume, and had instead worn just the sleeveless-top-and-skirt combo for this second meeting.
“You’re not being very helpful,” she accused.
His smile broke free and she almost melted in her chair. “Since you can’t buy those spells, what’s the point in showing you?”
“It would put me in a good mood for negotiating spells I can buy.”
He leaned back and tapped a finger against his full lower lip, drawing her attention right back to his mouth. “I can think of better ways to improve your mood.”
Heat singed her cheeks and she quickly checked him again. Still not using magic. Damn it.
“Are you flirting with me?” she demanded, half panicking.
“That would hardly be professional.”
“And what about you has been professional so far?”
He smirked. “I wouldn’t say it’s your strong suit either.”
She couldn’t argue with that. By this point, the very concept of businesslike conduct was slipping from her grasp. She cleared her throat. “So, um, do you have any other suggestions besides inside-out spells that don’t exist?”
He shrugged.
“You know, you’re kind of terrible at this consulting thing,” she informed him.
“Funny you should mention it. This isn’t my usual job.”
Curiosity got the better of her. “If master weavers don’t normally do consultations, why are you?”
“It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, I’m not supposed to be enjoying it.”
She arched her eyebrows. “Am I that terrible to deal with?”
Oh no. Was she flirting with him now? No. She definitely wasn’t. Nope. Not flirting.
A slow smile spread over his face and her stomach dropped. Shit. She was flirting—and he’d noticed.
“Uh,” she stammered, desperately searching for the right words to get this discussion back on track. “You—I mean, I need … some … warfare spells.”
“So you’ve said.”
His voice had deepened, a purr caressing each word. Slow warmth rolled through her center. Those amber eyes were drawing her in, submerging her in heat, and she couldn’t look away. She wanted so badly to reach across the table and touch him, to feel that honey-tan skin and lean muscle.
Warning bells clanged in her skull and she squeezed her eyes shut. Popping them open, she looked at him anew—and saw the golden tendrils of magic uncoiling from around him like invisible smoke.
“Ah!” she shrieked, leaping to her feet.
He tried to leap up too, irises flashing black as shock triggered his defensive instincts. His chair tipped backward—and he went over with it. He and the chair hit the floor with a raucous bang.
He pushed up on an elbow, glaring with shadowed irises. “What the hell?”
“You were using aphrodesia on me!” she yelled, pointing an accusatory finger at him.
His glower faltered. “I was?”
“You—” She blinked. Had he not realized he was doing it? No. He was an incubus. He was just feigning innocence. “You did. I know you did.”
Wincing, he climbed to his feet and pulled his chair up. Dropping into it, he propped an elbow on the table, his eyes safely amber again.
“If you could provide more detail on your kingdom’s military strategy,” he said, sounding properly businesslike, if still unfairly sexy, “I can prepare proposals on the most effective spell combinations.”
She blinked again. That was it? He wouldn’t admit he’d tried to use his seduction magic on her? He was going to pretend it hadn’t happened?
Grudgingly, she lowered herself back into her chair, watching him suspiciously with her asper still in focus despite the headache it would give her. His offer of spell combinations wasn’t what she needed. He’d admitted there were spells here somewhere, ones too powerful and dangerous to sell, and she needed to see them.
“How long will a proposal take?” she asked, buying herself a moment to think.
“Are you in a hurry?”
“Well,” she said dryly, “aside from the impending doom of my homeland, I don’t know how much of this never-ending night I can take.”
“Scared of the dark?”
“Hardly. But this unbroken pitch black is hard on my nerves. I miss the sun and the moon and the stars.” Only after speaking did she think maybe she shouldn’t have shared that kind of thing with her enemy.
Except Lyre didn’t feel like an enemy. And that was even more dangerous.
He studied her, and she had to look away before she fell under the spell of his eyes a second time. To her surprise, he pushed back from the table.
“Come with me.”
“What? Where?”
Without answering, he pulled the door open and walked into the hall. Clio followed him out, ogling his back appreciatively. The way that shirt clung in just the right way … too distracting. Her hormones were out of control. With a huff, she trotted a few steps to catch up to him and fell into step at his side.
He led her through a maze of interior corridors broken only by closed doors. When they rounded a corner and she glimpsed the reception area at the end of the hall, she thought he was sending her back to the inn. Instead, he stopped at a seemingly random door and pushed it open. Beyond the threshold, the pristine white walls ended and dull, dark concrete bricks took over. Dim lights flickered overhead, scarcely illuminating the metal stairway that descended deep into the gloom.
“Where …” She trailed off nervously as Lyre started down the stairs.
“It’s just a shortcut,” he said over his shoulder. “Hurry up.”
Biting her lip, she trailed after him. “A shortcut to where?”
Again, he didn’t answer. They descended what had to be the equivalent of two basement levels before the stairs ended at a small landing with a large, reinforced steel door. The most complex wards she’d ever seen were layered atop the metal.
Lyre stepped in front of her, blocking her view. “Whatchya looking at, Clio?”
“N-nothing.”
“No?”
Without looking away from her, he stretched his arm out and touched the wall to his right. She glanced over and saw a second, smaller door with a much simpler ward embedded in it. He swiped his fingers across it, sending the lines and runes of the spell dancing before the magic went dark. He’d disengaged the ward without a single glimpse to see what he was doing.
“Ladies first.”
She took a hesitant step toward the second door and he shifted, keeping his body between her and the heavily warded door—deliberately blocking her view. Did he know about her ability to read magic? He hadn’t suspected a thing during their last meeting. Maybe he was just being extra cautious.
With fear tickling the pit of her stomach, she opened the smaller door to reveal a narrow corridor swathed in darkness. Her feet rooted to the floor.
“I thought you weren’t scared of the dark.”
Lyre’s purring voice whispered right in her ear and she whipped around to find him standing almost on top of her. He raised a hand. A glowing sphere appeared above his palm, and he tossed it past her into the corridor.
His light preceded them into the darkness. Inappropriate thoughts about him were the last thing on her mind as she wondered if he was leading her into a trap. But why would he? Why now? It made no sense.
The tunnel-like corridor took a couple minutes to traverse, but it felt like hours. At the end, it opened into a stairwell. They climbed two stories to ground level, but the stairs kept rising, turning and turning again as they ascended even higher. They passed a least four doors in the stairwell, but he ignored them all. There were no windows, no glimpse of the outdoors to hint at where he was taking her.
Finally, the stairs ended at another door. This one wasn’t warded at all.
He grabbed the handle and swung it open. Light flooded the stairwell, blinding her as she stepped through the threshold after him. A warm, fresh breeze danced across her skin and tugged at her ponytail.
She was outside. And it wasn’t dark anymore.
Her mouth fell open as she stared. She was standing on a rooftop, and spread before her was Asphodel in full daylight.
Wooden structures with red-tiled roofs and black cobblestone streets formed a twisting labyrinth. A block away, the Chrysalis building sprawled, and the nearby canal sparkled in the sun. But it was the view beyond the estate walls that captured her attention.
Towering mountains of dark stone raked the sky with snow-capped peaks, surrounding the valley where Asphodel was nestled. Trees with tall, ropey trunks and spiky leaves dotted the hillsides, and dark greenery that wasn’t grass—something more like thick moss—covered the ground.
She turned in a slow circle, taking in the surrounding summits. On one side of Asphodel, a deep canyon opened like a dark scar across the valley floor, spanned by the single arching bridge they’d crossed on arrival. On the other side, the valley stretched away. Low hills embraced a winding river that eventually met the walls of the estate and fed the network of canals that webbed across it.
It was beautiful—a dark, fierce, dramatic beauty so different from the lush, vivid Overworld.
Lyre moved to her side, his gaze on her face rather than on the view. “Better?”
“It’s—” She turned to him. “But how? It was pitch black when I walked over here—no sign of dawn at all. How can it be full daylight so quickly?”
“Our days and nights aren’t as predictable as on Earth.” He glanced up. “Looks like the clouds will burn off in a few more minutes. Watch.”
She craned her neck back as the pale layer eddied in strong winds high above. Patches of blue appeared, and a beam of golden sunlight broke free, streaking down into the valley. She squinted. Peeking from the clouds was something else.
The clouds swirled and dispersed, and she was suddenly lightheaded.
Filling a portion of the sky was a huge, thin crescent, like Earth’s moon except five times the size. But it wasn’t a moon. It was a planet. White and gold clouds swirled across its alien surface, and beside the massive crescent, two sister suns glared blindingly.
There was a planet in the sky, but it wasn’t the shock of something so unexpected that had stolen her breath. It was because she’d seen it before.
“Lyre.” She grabbed his arm. “Lyre, that’s—that’s—”
He nodded. “The same planet you can see in the Overworld’s sky.”
“But—how did you—what …” She fell silent, unable to compose her thoughts enough to speak coherently.
“We’ve had Overworld clients before,” he said with a shrug. “So I’ve heard the comparison. The going theory is that both our worlds are moons of the same planet.”
“I can’t believe it,” she whispered. “Why have I never heard about this before?”
“The handful of Overworlders who’ve been to the Underworld didn’t come here for a nice vacation, so you can imagine the reasons they might not want to advertise their insider knowledge.”
The planet was so painfully familiar that her insides twisted with longing and tears pricked her eyes. “It’s so beautiful,” she whispered, scarcely making a sound. “It’s been so long since … it’s almost like being home again.”
“So long since … you’ve been to the Overworld?”
Realizing what she’d said, she jerked straight. She also realized she was still clinging to his arm and snatched her hands back. “I … I’m just homesick.”
“Already?” he said dryly. But the way his gaze drifted thoughtfully across her face belied his tone.
She gestured at the sky. “How do your days and nights work?”
“The eclipse just ended,” he explained. “We’ll now get the equivalent of a ‘day’ of sunlight before going into a very long night—about twenty-four hours of complete darkness. Following that, another ‘day,’ then the eclipse will repeat, which is about nine hours of darkness. The full process is called a cycle, and it’s the equivalent of three days on Earth.”
“A twenty-four-hour night?” she repeated disbelievingly. “So how much daylight versus darkness do you get here?”
“Hmm, well, if you include the long twilight periods as part of the night, each cycle is about one-third light and two-thirds dark or near-dark.”
“Wow.”
“There’s a reason it’s called the night realm,” he said, amused.
“Doesn’t it bother you? So much darkness?”
“Nope. I like the dark. It’s cooler, quieter, the air is fresher. It can get pretty hot on clear days.”
“Huh. The Overworld is more like Earth. Days and nights are equal length.”
“Technically, our days are the same length as our nights too. There’s just a really long eclipse in the middle.”
She shook her head in amazement. “Why did you bring me up here?”
“Thought I’d show you a good first view, since you’ve been so judgy about everything.”
“I have not been judgy.”
He merely looked at her.
She scowled. “Well, maybe a little, but it hasn’t exactly been fun so far.”
“No? You mean getting stuck to that door wasn’t fun?”
She folded her arms. “That was entirely your fault.”
He smirked, then leaned forward, closer, and that purr returned to his voice. “No harm, no foul, hmm?”
She backpedaled, a flush rising in her cheeks, and his smile widened. He slid his hands into his pockets and leaned back to gaze at the sky, squinting against the brightness. His irises glowed like molten gold.
“So,” he murmured, “now what?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you want me to draw up a proposal, or something else?”
She corralled her thoughts into order. The sight of him in the sun was even more spectacular than usual, and she couldn’t think straight. She told herself to look away from him, but her eyes wouldn’t obey.
Chrysalis’s regular warfare spells wouldn’t help her, and a proposal would take, at best, a few hours. They’d send her back to the inn to wait, where she’d have no chance at all of sniffing out one of those prototypes he’d mentioned. Without seeing them, she’d be going home with nothing but a useless paper proposal. Even if all else failed, she needed something to take back to Bastian.
“I don’t think a combination of spells will be enough,” she told him. “My people would still have to fight Ra, and that’s what we must avoid at all costs.”
“At all costs?” he muttered.
“You said, during my tour, that if Chrysalis didn’t have what I needed, you would make it for me.”
He jerked toward her. “You want a custom weaving?”
She nodded, taken aback by his flat tone. “Something that can intimidate Ra into abandoning their conquest.”
“That will be very expensive.”
“Irida is prepared to negotiate.”
“The price may be higher than you can pay.”
Her brow furrowed. Was that an undertone of threat or of warning?
“It will take time,” he continued. “A lot of time. I thought you were in a hurry.”
Why was he trying to talk her out of it? Didn’t he want to sell her something extra expensive? Whatever he was getting at, his opinion didn’t matter, and neither did the price—because Irida wouldn’t be paying anything beyond their down payment. All she needed was to see Chrysalis’s prototype, then she could duplicate it on her own. And while she was waiting around for them to make her custom weaving, she’d have time to search for those other spells Lyre had mentioned.
“Returning home without the spell I need won’t help anything,” she told him. “It has to be a custom spell.”
He stared at her for so long she had to fight the urge to cower. There was no humor in his face anymore.
“Fine. I’ll make the arrangements.”
She sighed, relieved despite her confusion over his reaction. “Thank you.”
Saying nothing, he moved toward the stairwell.
“Lyre? I—um—I wanted to ask …”
He glanced back, and his unfriendly stare almost silenced her. She didn’t know why he’d gone so cold, and she missed the charming incubus she’d maybe flirted with earlier. Searching for courage, she forced the question out anyway. “It’s been bugging me … why did you break that bottle of quicksilver in the spell shop?”
“It was an accident.”
“We both know it wasn’t. I just want to know why.”
He considered her in silence before finally speaking. “Quicksilver is used to weave the deadliest, foulest kinds of blood magic.” He turned his back on her, reaching for the door. “It’s too bad I wasted it though. Maybe they could have used it for your custom weaving.”
He disappeared down the stairs.
Her heart drummed against her ribs, but not with exhilaration. Dread crawled through her, and as she started after him with slow, reluctant steps, she wondered if she was making a big mistake.
If only she knew which part was the mistake.





Chapter Thirteen
  
Lyre spoke all of ten words to Clio before dropping her off at the reception desk. She watched him stride away with her lower lip between her teeth. Why had her request for a custom weaving upset him so much?
The receptionist had a daemon escort Clio, Kassia, and Eryx back to their inn. Eryx, his good humor back in full force, couldn’t wait to see what sort of custom weaving Chrysalis would produce. Kassia was less pleased. Hanging around for an indeterminate amount of time while the master weavers designed a spell made her nervous, and she especially didn’t like the idea of Clio sneaking around looking for those mysterious prototypes while they waited.
With deliberate snooping now part of the plan, they discussed a dozen different ways to ensure Kassia could accompany Clio beyond the reception area, but Clio wasn’t sold. The more people she brought in, the harder it would be to sneak away from Lyre. Not that sneaking away would be easy alone either.
After two hours with no word from Chrysalis, Clio gave up on waiting and went to lie down. She didn’t get nearly enough sleep before restless dreams pulled her awake, and she crawled out of bed with images of amber eyes and golden skin burned into her memory.
“Thanks a lot, brain,” she muttered as she got in the shower. She didn’t bother with the heating spell, hoping the chilly water would settle her. The last thing she needed was to be all riled up before even seeing him again.
Kassia met her in the bedroom as she padded out, wrapped in a fluffy towel.
“I was just about to get you when I heard the shower,” she told Clio. “A messenger from Chrysalis stopped by after you went to bed. When we told him you were sleeping, he said he’d reschedule. We should have just enough time to eat before they come to get us.”
“You should have woken me,” Clio said anxiously, sitting on the edge of the bed and holding her towel in place with one hand. “I don’t want to delay things longer than necessary.”
“You needed to rest. I asked the messenger about it, and he said different castes have different preferences on when to sleep, even Underworlders, so Chrysalis will accommodate whatever schedule is most comfortable for you.”
Clio nibbled on her lower lip and glanced forlornly at her costume spread on the bed, waiting for her to put it on again.
Kassia noted the direction of her look. “I also mentioned we weren’t prepared for a long visit. Someone dropped off a package for you about an hour ago.”
She tipped her head toward the simple wooden dresser where a lumpy package wrapped in brown paper sat. Curious, Clio fixed her towel in place and pulled the paper apart.
A dozen garments spilled across the dresser, all different colors. She picked up a rose top with long sleeves in the same soft, unidentifiable fabric as the navy shirt Lyre had worn. There were more shirts, a sweater, two skirts, and a few pairs of pants in malleable fabrics.
“Wow.” She stroked the rose shirt. “This almost feels like cashmere.”
Kassia smiled wryly. “They offered me and Eryx laundry services, but no new clothing.”
Shooing Kassia out, Clio dried off. She found undergarments at the bottom of the pile and the rose shirt followed. It was too big, the long sleeves falling past her knuckles, but she didn’t care—it was too soft to resist. She pulled on a pair of fitted black pants in another unfamiliar fabric and laced up the ties at each hip.
After braiding her damp hair and twisting it into a knot at the back of her head, she joined Kassia and Eryx to eat the meal they’d ordered from the inn restaurant—three salads full of unfamiliar leafy things that were quite tasty. She’d barely finished eating when a messenger arrived to fetch them.
Her nerves returned on the walk back to Chrysalis, but she couldn’t help feeling lighthearted as the warm breeze tugged a few strands of hair loose from her bun. The sun was warm, the view was spectacular, and she felt properly energized after her nap. She was ready for Round Three with Lyre.
As they crossed the bridge over the canal, she paused at the railing, gazing down at the sparkling water. A bonus to the sunlight was that the creepiest town inhabitants were nowhere to be seen, and she didn’t have that unsettling feeling of watching eyes from her last walk to Chrysalis.
The water rippled, then a broad swath of silvery scales broke the surface, a spiked fin rising from the center. Just before the back of the enormous fish vanished under water again, its tail flipped up—except it wasn’t a tail. It was a mass of tentacles like a squid. So … not a fish.
Shuddering, Clio backed away from the railing and hurried after their escort, making a mental note to stay away from the water.
In Chrysalis, the receptionist escorted her back to the meeting room where she waited alone as the minutes ticked by. Her good mood dimmed the longer she waited. Nice of Lyre to be so late.
When the door finally opened, she was ready to give him a piece of her mind, but the words died in her throat.
The incubus in the doorway was a stranger. Though his face was disconcertingly similar, he wasn’t Lyre. Nor was he one of the two incubi who’d joined Lyre in the spell shop, or the younger one who had blown up the basement. How many near-identical incubi were there here?
The new incubus sank into the seat across the table and his amber eyes slid over her, lingering in places that definitely weren’t her face.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Clio.” His voice was a soft, deep croon. This incubus was even more perfect than Lyre—a little broader in the shoulder, a little taller, his features just a shade more chiseled and masculine. His hair was an inch or two longer, tousled and oh-so-touchable.
She realized she was staring and jerked her focus back to the present. “Who are you? Where’s Lyre?”
“I’m Madrigal. I’ll be working on your commission.”
“Why isn’t Lyre doing it? He’s my consultant.”
Her sharp tone didn’t faze him. “I’m afraid Lyre doesn’t take commissions from external clients.”
He didn’t? Was that why he’d acted so cold when she’d said she wanted a custom weaving?
“I would prefer to work with Lyre.”
“My apologies, Clio, but that won’t be possible. Our master weavers have many varied skills, but not all are suited to this kind of commission work.” He tilted his head, his smile conspiratorial. “To be frank, Lyre is too slow. You would be waiting half a season to get a custom weaving from him.”
His tone sounded teasing, but she detected a note of arrogance. She wasn’t sure what to think of this new incubus. She’d been getting to know Lyre, but now she was starting over from scratch with someone new—and she had no idea how far she could push him.
“You said half a season. How long is that?” she asked.
“We have two seasons in the Underworld—a long summer-like one, and an equally long cooler season. One season—either cold or warm—is approximately one Earth year. It’s how we mark time.”
She drummed her fingers nervously on the table. “If it would take Lyre months to make a spell for me, how long will it take you?”
“Depending on what you require, I estimate two to six cycles—or one to three weeks, as you’re accustomed to calling them.”
Weeks. She didn’t want to spend weeks here, but she didn’t have much choice.
“Let’s begin by discussing what you require for your custom weaving,” Madrigal said, his perfect professionalism a stark contrast to Lyre’s less businesslike manner. “Once I have an idea of what you need, we can discuss your budget.”
She nodded cautiously and he began a round of simple questions she did her best to answer confidently. Did she want an offensive spell, defensive, something else? Did she want wide-ranging, destructive, lethal, debilitating but not lethal? The more he drilled into specifics, the sicker she felt. She’d come here to bring back magic that could win a war, but she had given little thought to what those spells would encompass. Lyre had hinted at it—more than hinted—but only now was it sinking in.
Whatever spell Madrigal created would hurt people. Kill people. And she would take that spell back home so they could recreate it.
After a few minutes, though, her nausea faded. She shifted restlessly in her seat, struggling to focus. His eyes drew hers like golden magnets. Her skin was flushed, her body hot, her pulse racing in her ears. A soft, fluttery warmth turned over and over in her middle, dancing with the rise and fall of his crooning voice.
He said something she missed and rose from his seat. She watched blankly, transfixed by each graceful movement as he pulled his chair around the table and sat beside her. A spicy scent, underlaid with something citrus, filled her nose and she inhaled repeatedly.
He was pointing at something on the paper in front of them, but those eyes, pools of darkening amber, were locked on hers. He was so close. Desire sang in her veins and she needed to touch him. She needed him to touch her. Her skin burned for it, but she sat rooted to her chair, breathing fast but unable to move.
Then his fingers slid across the back of her hand, a whispery caress that sent hot shivers rushing up her arm. A gasp pulled more of his scent into her nose and her stare fell to his mouth.
The burning need grew exponentially stronger with each stroke of his fingers. He slid his hand along her arm, pushing her sleeve up with the motion. She was almost hyperventilating as desperate longing pounded through her. Those perfect lips curved into a smile and he leaned toward her face.
A loud rap on the door rang through the small room.
Clio jerked in her chair, confusion piercing the cloud of desire in her head. Madrigal’s touch disappeared from her arm as he shifted, putting more distance between them.
“Yes?” he called.
The door opened and a daemon clad in a black uniform leaned across the threshold. “I have a message for the envoy from Irida.”
“Deliver it then.” He extended his hand expectantly.
The daemon didn’t move. “The message is for the envoy.”
Madrigal dropped his arm, his irritation obvious. “Clio, darling, go fetch your message.”
She obediently rose and stumbled around the desk. The daemon backed into the corridor and she stepped out after him. He closed the door with a snap.
The simple sound was like a whip crack exploding through her foggy brain. The sensuous haze burst and panic roared through her. She almost fell, grabbing the wall for support as her limbs trembled.
Madrigal had … he had …
“Envoy?”
She jerked her head up. The daemon stood a long pace away, watching her hang off the wall as she hyperventilated. Pulling herself together, she straightened and attempted to regain a shred of dignity.
The messenger pulled a white envelope, sealed with black wax, from the inner pocket of his coat and extended it.
“What is it?” she asked, her fingers hovering above the crisp paper.
He waved the envelope in answer. Plucking it from his hand, she opened it. A single sheet of paper inside contained a few lines of elegant script, but her eyes locked on the lowermost line—the name of the letter’s sender.
Samael of Hades.
Ice splintered in her blood and she frantically skimmed the rest of the letter. It was an invitation to an event. An invitation from Samael, the warlord of Hades—the most powerful, most feared daemon in the three worlds.
“I—I don’t …”
The messenger cleared his throat. “The warlord has generously extended this invitation to a prestigious event in celebration of what we hope will be the beginning of a prosperous relationship between Hades and Irida.” He paused, waiting for her to meet his eyes. “It is an honor to receive a personal invite.”
In other words, Samael would take her refusal as an equally personal insult. Her hand shook, causing the thick paper to flutter.
“I am … most honored … to accept.”
“Excellent.” The messenger took a step back. “As per the invitation, the event will be held at the Hades residence and will begin upon the falling of the next eclipse. A chauffeur will pick you up. The warlord looks forward to meeting you.”
With a small bow, the daemon retreated, leaving her standing alone in the corridor.
She clutched the letter. It wasn’t an invitation. It was a summons. The warlord of Hades wanted to meet her, and she had no idea why. But the very thought terrified her.
She turned back to the meeting room door and started shaking all over again.
Madrigal had caught her in his aphrodesia magic, and he’d done it so subtly she hadn’t realized what was happening. But now, free of his influence, she had to fight not to vomit on the spot. If that messenger hadn’t come …
She realized her sleeve was still pushed up to her elbow where Madrigal had been stroking her arm. She yanked it down again. How had she let that happen? How had she not noticed what he was doing? She hadn’t used her asper to watch him. He’d seemed so polite and professional at the start of their meeting that she hadn’t considered him a threat.
She stared at the door. He was inside, waiting for her. Waiting to resume his deliberate seduction. Did he do that to all his female clients? Or was he making an exception for her?
Well, she wasn’t going back in that room. No way in hell. She spun on her heel and stalked down the corridor. Halfway to the lobby, her steps slowed. She looked around.
She was alone. Unescorted. In Chrysalis.
Exactly the opportunity she’d been hoping for.
With a quick grin, she whirled in the opposite direction and sped into the long, hushed halls of the facility.

While waiting for her next meeting in Chrysalis, she’d done a lot of thinking about where the master weavers would keep their most dangerous prototypes, the ones Lyre had hinted at. She’d remembered him taking her into the lowest level of the building, where they’d crossed to the tower. There had been a second door—a heavily warded one that he hadn’t wanted her to see.
And that, she had decided, was where she would look first.
After ditching Madrigal, the first thing she did was get lost. The halls were a maze, and she kept having to duck down random corridors to avoid wandering employees. It took ten minutes for her to get her bearings, but in the process, she’d stolen an unattended lab coat that someone had left hanging on a door handle. Now she had a disguise too.
She found the lobby again and paused. Pressing a hand to her chest, she cast a light cloaking spell over herself. True invisibility was impossible—unless Chrysalis had invented a spell for it without telling anyone—but cloaking spells were the next best thing. They made a daemon difficult to notice. It didn’t work if the caster started shouting or knocking things over, but otherwise, it was perfect for sleuthing.
With the borrowed lab coat to help her blend in, she swallowed her nerves and casually strolled into the open lobby. The receptionists didn’t even glance her way, and the other Chrysalis employees were busy doing whatever it was they did. Kassia and Eryx sat in leather chairs, the former sitting alertly, the latter sprawled in obvious boredom. Clio wished she could bring them with her, but it would draw too much attention.
She ambled to the corridor Lyre had taken her down earlier. Out of the reception area, she peeked longingly back toward Kassia before continuing. It took a few tries to find the right door, but then she was descending the metal stairs, her heart rate increasing with each step. Anticipation and apprehension competed for dominance.
At the bottom, she faced the reinforced metal door and planted her hands on her hips. She scrutinized the spell with her asper, dissecting the various sections and layers. The complexity amazed her—and the violence woven into its threads frightened her. One mistake and the spell would extract a lethal price.
It would be all too easy to make a mistake. Touch the door in the wrong spot—dead. Tamper with the weaving—dead. Cast any kind of magic on it—dead. And even touching the right spot wasn’t enough. It had to be unkeyed in a specific way too.
Her nerves tightened painfully as she finished her examination. What frightened her most was that she could see no way to remove or undo the spell. It was as permanent as the door. She’d never seen a ward that didn’t have an off switch built into it.
She touched two fingers to a single glowing sigil. A flicker of magic. A flash of light. The bolt clacked, then the magic dimmed, sleeping until it was reengaged.
She pushed the door open and cautiously peeked inside. Another hallway. How anticlimactic. Shaking off her jitters, she hurried to the door at the other end. No deadly wards on this one, just a simple lock spell. Beyond it, she found a small lobby-like space, dimly lit by a single lamp on a desk near one wall. The room was empty and silent, with a strong air of neglect. At the opposite end, three halls joined the room, each labeled with a sign.
“Examination Rooms,” she read in a whisper. “Equipment and Supplies. Subject Occupancy.”
She stared at the third sign. Subject occupancy. Subjects, as in … daemons? As in living people?
She took two steps before pulling up short, her attention catching on the wall behind the desk. It was glowing—blazing with layer upon layer of shapes and runes, all connected by crisscrossing lines in an eye-straining tangle. What appeared to be a solid wall was a hidden door—a well-protected hidden door. Murky crimson stained the layered golden threads: blood magic.
She knew little about blood magic. It was difficult to weave, rare to see, and always nasty. Here, the ward was keyed to specific daemons’ blood, meaning no one but those daemons could get through the door.
Massaging her temples in concentration, she studied it a minute longer, then turned away. If she worked at it, she could probably figure out how to unravel the spell without getting herself killed, but once the weaving was undone, it would be gone. She couldn’t replace it, and she wasn’t ready to take such a drastic step when she didn’t know what was behind the door.
She again considered the Subject Occupancy hall, then shook her head. The only reason Chrysalis might keep “subjects” would be to test spells on them. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see what that looked like.
Instead, she started down the equipment wing. Doors lined the dim, dank hall, locked with simple wards she could easily undo. In the first room she found a bunch of tools—surgical knives, spellcrafting paraphernalia, gadgets she had no name for—all stacked haphazardly on shelves. No magic at all.
She slipped out and checked the next three rooms with similar results—nothing useful. Then she opened the fourth door.
Shelves of steel disks, metal spheres, collars, wristbands, handcuffs, belts, chains—all spelled. The sheer volume of magic overwhelmed her sight and she had to close her eyes.
Opening them again, she examined the nearest weavings. It didn’t take long to discover a trend: all the spells were designed for restraint. Some seemed like complete overkill, loaded with strengthening weaves and magic-dampening spells. A few even held paralysis spells.
She crouched beside a square basket half full with metal collars. Rejects, she realized. All the weavings were faulty or broken. She cautiously lifted the top collar off the pile for a closer look. This weaving … it was designed to—to inflict pain? A collar that would torture its wearer?
“I’m still working on that design.”
The collar fell from her hands and landed on the pile with a clatter. She shot to her feet and whirled around, fright interrupting her asper’s focus.
A daemon leaned in the open doorway, one shoulder braced against the frame. Pale hair, the face of a god, brilliant amber eyes. Another incubus. That made six now.
This one resembled Lyre the least. His hair was lighter, almost white, and his cheekbones were sharper. Or perhaps it was the sickly hollowness of his cheeks that gave his features that extra sharpness. His shoulders were narrow, with the thin limbs of someone who had shunned physical activity.
“It’s a beautiful weave though, don’t you think?” he continued, his voice high-pitched compared to the other incubi. “I’ll get it to work sooner or later.”
Her blood roared in her ears like a thundering surf and she fought to stay calm. He was talking to her like she was a weaver. Maybe he didn’t realize she had snuck in. Maybe he thought she was supposed to be down here.
“It’s … lovely,” she choked out.
“I’ve been trying to perfect it for a couple seasons now,” he went on, his eyes gleaming strangely. “Finding the right melody has proven a challenge.”
“M-melody?” Her gaze darted from the collar she’d been holding to the hall behind him. He was blocking her only escape.
He smiled. “The melody of pain. Suffering is its own kind of music—a song that rises and falls, increases in pitch and tempo … and builds into an exquisite crescendo.”
She shuddered.
He stepped into the room, moving closer to her.
“Finding the right melody for the weave …” He hummed a few eerie notes. “Finding the right volume, the right tempo, that’s what I haven’t mastered yet. Get it wrong and the subject won’t sing.” He shrugged. “Or they die too quickly, and that’s no fun at all.”
“That sounds … very challenging,” she whispered.
“Oh, it is. I never have enough subjects.” His face pulled into a pout. “My brothers will only give me so many each season.”
“Your brothers?” she repeated, edging sideways. If she could get past him, she could run for the door.
He casually stepped between her and the exit. The disconcerting gleam in his eyes brightened as his smile widened to show his teeth.
“Can you sing, pretty one?”
Panic flared. “Pardon?”
In a flash of movement, his hand was around her throat. He slammed her back into the shelves in a crash of metal hitting concrete. She choked, clutching his wrist.
He leaned in until his nose touched her cheek and inhaled deeply. “Mmm. Lovely. How delightful that you’ve volunteered yourself as my next subject. I’m looking forward to hearing you sing.”
“I …” she gasped, prying at his fingers. “I don’t sing.”
“Oh, I’m sure I can find the right melody for you.” He slid his nose across her cheek to her ear. “I know how to make you scream for me all night long.”
Terror eclipsed all thought and reason. She slapped her palm onto his face and unleashed an uncontrolled blast of magic. The force shoved him back, but most of it sloughed off him, diverted by a shield. She wrenched free of his grip and dove for the door.
He grabbed her by the hair and yanked her back, tearing her braid out of its twist. She whipped around and flung another wild blast at him. With a swirl of magic coating his hand, he batted it aside and threw her into the shelves a second time.
She bounced off and landed on her hands and knees as metal contraptions rained down on her back. Lurching up, she sucked in a breath and focused. Why was she flinging shapeless magic around? She knew more spells than most daemons.
Engaging her asper again, she glanced over him and the complex shields that clung to his body like a second skin. She wasn’t getting any attacks through those barriers, but maybe she didn’t need to.
She formed a banded sphere of green light and hurled it at him. The bands opened and snapped around him like the bars of a cage.
He wove light through the air so swiftly she couldn’t read it. With a flash of gold, her spell vanished like she hadn’t even cast it.
“That was quite pretty,” he observed. “I might have you show it to me again later.”
She faced him across the room, the door so close but too far to reach. She needed a spell with more firepower—something he couldn’t brush aside.
Or maybe literal fire would do the trick. Lifting her hand, she summoned glowing lines that arched above her palm—the spell Eryx had shown her on their way to the Hades embassy. The lines hit the floor and exploded into a wall of flame.
The incubus stepped right through the fire, the flames licking harmlessly at his shimmering shields.
She stumbled back, hitting the shelves behind her.
“That was another unusual cast.” His glittering eyes drifted over her. “How intriguing. We’ll delve into your interesting knowledge of magic after we discuss how you found your way down here.”
Light flickered over his fingers in a cast too rapid to follow. The realization that she was outmatched, that her astral perception and expansive spell repertoire meant nothing against a true master of magic, sent another wave of terror spinning through her head.
As he whipped the new spell at her, she conjured the only thing she could think of—the only cast she knew as complex as his: the fancy shield she’d mimicked from the teenage incubus.
His spell hit her shield—and bounced off it. The golden light rebounded across the short distance between them and slammed into the incubus, throwing him back into the shelves.
She didn’t wait to see if he would fall, if he was hurt, if he was already coming for her. She hurled herself through the doorway and bolted down the corridor.





Chapter Fourteen
  
Lyre lay upside down on his sofa, feet propped on the back, head hanging off the seat cushions. Eyes half closed, he gazed absently at the inverted view of his workroom. A heavy steel table, buried in crafting and weaving materials, filled the other side of the room, almost as big a mess as the overflowing shelves that lined the walls. The long horizontal window let in a narrow sliver of light from outside, where the dark mountains surrounding Asphodel pierced the sky.
Directly in front of his nose on the small coffee table, the steel collar glinted harmlessly, empty of magic. He still hadn’t started weaving Eisheth’s spell. What was he waiting for? If he delayed too long, he’d end up down in the bastille, getting intimately acquainted with every nuance of the word “torment.”
On the other hand, if he did the weaving, he’d be condemning Ash to equal torment. Could he do that? Could he save his own pathetic skin at someone else’s expense?
What a stupid question. He’d been doing exactly that his whole life.
He never should have talked to Ash. Now Lyre wasn’t weaving an instrument of torture intended for a nameless, voiceless stranger. One conversation didn’t count for much, but he couldn’t forget the way Ash’s gaze had dropped when Lyre had asked him about regret. That wasn’t the reaction of a stone-cold killer, no matter how tough Ash seemed. How young had the draconian been when Hades first started molding him?
In the Underworld, draconians were known as mercenaries—thugs for hire. Powerful, lethal thugs that no one wanted to talk to, let alone get to know. But in Asphodel, anyone with half a brain could see that the “mercenary” label was an ugly mask that hid an even uglier truth. Pay a little attention and holes appeared in the story. Like the fact the Hades family had wiped out the majority of the draconian caste five centuries ago, eliminating the reapers’ primary rivals in political and magical power. Or the fact that draconians hated all reapers with a vicious passion, yet still “worked” for them.
Or how about the fact that some of these “mercenaries” were still teenagers, like Ash had been when Lyre first saw him three seasons ago? Or the fact these “mercenaries” were locked up, restrained, and tortured for defiance?
That sure as hell didn’t sound like any kind of paid mercenary-employer relationship he’d ever heard of. He was almost positive that Ash was about as willing a mercenary as Lyre was a willing “employee” of Chrysalis.
Except Lyre’s family wasn’t torturing him—yet—so he supposed he had it better.
Unable to think about the collar anymore, he rolled off the sofa and crossed the room, wobbling as the blood rushed out of his head. He stood at the table, looking from the metal disks and round gems to the steel marbles and arrows with dark fletching. Everything he needed to weave death was scattered across the surface—diagrams and textbooks, weights and dials, compasses and protractors, contraptions that measured magical signatures. He picked up a sheet of paper filled with someone’s neat handwriting. A custom weaving request for a death spell that would simulate a natural heart attack.
His hands clenched and he took a deep breath. Then he methodically shredded the paper, letting the pieces flutter to the floor like ugly snowflakes. No one was going to torture him for failing to weave that spell.
He glared at the floor for a minute longer, then crouched and reached under the table. He found the edge of a tile that hummed softly with his magic and drummed his fingers across it. The wards on it were some of his best, as undetectable as they were deadly.
Popping the tile off the hidden compartment, he dug into the hole, reaching around the quiver of arrows and bag of lodestones for the fine silver chains. Lifting one out, he sat on the floor and leaned back against the leg of the table, turning the chain in his hands. Gems sparkled in the harsh lights, but the spells in those stones were anything but harsh. Unlike the chain around his neck, these weavings were private, secret, and devoid of violence.
He rubbed his thumb across one of his favorites, triggering the embedded spell. A flurry of golden sparks erupted from the stone. They gathered together, condensing into the form of an eagle. It spread its glowing wings wide and soared a circle around the room, swooping and gliding with abandon while he leaned his head against the table, watching it with half-closed eyes.
This was the kind of magic he wanted to weave. This was what he wanted to create. Not death spells and torture collars. Not explosions and weapons.
The eagle illusion swept by him, its pure gold wings passing through the table of foul magic he was so practiced at weaving. With a sigh, he dispelled the illusion, dropped the chain back in its hiding spot, and rearmed the wards. Rising to his feet, he stared down at the shredded request form and wondered what the hell he was doing.
For three seasons now, since Eisheth had first requested he make a collar to torture a kid, he’d been asking himself one question over and over and over again.
Could he escape this place?
He pressed both hands to his face, fingers digging into his temples. He couldn’t survive here forever. Sooner or later, he’d lose either his life or his soul. How long would he keep staggering along, obeying when he had to, defying everything else with a smile and shrug that fooled his brothers into thinking he was an incompetent idiot?
Another season. Maybe two. His time was running out.
But … escape? He’d thought about it. He’d even sporadically planned it, weaving spells he thought he might need, stashing lodestones and other supplies, learning his way around a few Earth cities while visiting with his brothers.
But when he thought about what it would be like to escape this place, to start again, to rewrite his life entirely … he couldn’t imagine it. He couldn’t see it. Where would he go? What would he do? Would spending the rest of his miserable existence in hiding from Chrysalis and Hades be any better than what he was enduring now?
Maybe this was the only life he could have. Maybe this was all he was good for, all he deserved after so many years of weaving depraved magic. Assuming he could escape—a big if—he wouldn’t be running off into the sunset, cheering his newfound freedom. He’d be fleeing for his life, hiding in whatever dirty holes he could find, scraping by as he evaded capture for years on end. It was impossible. He’d be dead just as quickly as if he stayed.
He held out his hand, vaguely surprised he couldn’t see the figurative blood that should have coated his skin. Maybe he hadn’t tried to escape because he was afraid. Afraid to try. As much as he hated it, this was the only life he’d ever known, and even if it was slowly killing him, he knew there were far worse fates.
A ping in his head warned him that someone had crossed the ward on his workroom door.
“What do you want?” he snapped.
Madrigal stepped inside. “Someone’s in a bad mood. Weaving not going well today?” He glanced at the mess on the floor. “Never mind. Question answered.”
“What do you want?” he repeated.
His brother’s gaze swept around the room. “Oh, nothing.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Nothing,” Madrigal repeated. “I’ll just leave you be, hmm?”
He turned back toward the door. Lyre flicked his fingers, activating one of his wards. A golden sheen spanned the open frame and Madrigal halted in mid-step. His brother could break the barrier, but it would be annoying—and take at least a minute or two.
“Really, Lyre?” Madrigal sighed.
Lyre canted his head. “I have about a dozen of those embedded in the frame. If you want to spend the next hour breaking them down, feel free.”
Madrigal turned and leaned back against the wall beside the door, rolling his eyes. “So dramatic.”
“Why did you come here?”
“Annoying you isn’t reason enough?”
Snorting in cold amusement, Lyre said nothing, waiting.
Madrigal lifted one shoulder. “I merely came by to see if you had any visitors.”
“Visitors like who?”
“Hmm. Perhaps a certain luscious little envoy? She seemed disappointed to learn you weren’t working on her commission.”
Lyre grimaced. He’d avoided all thoughts of Clio since their conversation on the rooftop. Though, if he didn’t like thinking of her, he had only his own stupidity to blame. He’d thought she was different. He’d thought she was like him—enduring the ugly side of magic and politics because she had no choice.
But no. She had to have her own custom weaving of death and destruction to add to Chrysalis’s catalog. She’d rather enable the creation of more butchery spells than take what was available.
He was angry at himself for getting caught up in a stupid fantasy about her being better than that. But most of all, he was disappointed that he’d been wrong.
“I haven’t seen her,” he said flatly. “Why are you asking me where she is? You’re her consultant now.”
“Hmm, well …” Madrigal shrugged. “I seem to have misplaced her.”
Lyre straightened, hiding his tension. “Misplaced her? What the hell does that mean?”
“I lost her.”
“Lost her?”
Madrigal pursed his lips. “A messenger arrived to see her, but she didn’t come back into the meeting room afterward. I have no idea where she went.”
Dread fluttered through him. Clio was wandering around Chrysalis alone? “Why didn’t she finish her meeting with you?”
Madrigal pouted, the picture of innocence. “How would I know?”
A snarl ripped from Lyre’s throat. “What did you do to her?”
Madrigal raised his hands placatingly but Lyre was already storming across the room. He got in his brother’s face, his teeth bared. “You fucking whore. You couldn’t hold it together for an hour?”
“My, my. I can’t remember the last time I saw you this riled up over a girl.” Madrigal leaned toward Lyre until their foreheads almost touched and dropped his voice to an intimate whisper. “You couldn’t resist a taste of that delicious innocence either, could you?”
Magic flashed across Lyre’s fingers, but Madrigal grabbed his wrist. The larger incubus jerked him around and slammed his back into the wall.
“I had every intention of behaving until I walked in that door. Why didn’t you tell me, brother?” He dug his fingers into Lyre’s wrist, the violence a sharp contrast to his crooning, breathy tone. “So small and soft, all sweetness and spark and …” Inhaling deeply, he smiled. “And a virgin.”
Snarling, Lyre ripped his arm from his brother’s grip and shoved him away. “You can’t do that to a client—”
“When has a woman ever regretted giving in to me?” Madrigal smirked. “If anything, it would sweeten her mood for the negotiations. It’s a shame we were interrupted before I could have any fun.”
“You twisted bastard—”
“They want it, brother. All of them.”
“It takes double the aphrodesia to affect a virgin.” Lyre clenched his hands as he fought to pull back his anger, to step back from the edge before he lost control. “Considering she bolted the moment she was away from you, I’d say it’s safe to assume she didn’t want it.”
“Well, it’s good then that I can soothe all her worries during our next private meeting.” Madrigal shouldered past Lyre toward the doorway and flicked a finger against the barrier. The ward dissolved in a shower of sparks. “Now if you’ll excuse me, brother, I have an elusive little nymph to track down.”
Lyre stepped away and jammed his hands in his pockets. “You’re an idiot, Madrigal. You terrified her with your pathetic forced seduction. She’ll have fled right back to the inn with her bodyguards. You’ll be lucky if she doesn’t immediately request an escort to the ley line.”
“That would be quite the shame. I haven’t had a virgin in so long. They’re hard to find around here.” With a final smirk, his brother sauntered out of the room.
Alone again, Lyre sucked in air, struggling for a semblance of calm. His rage surprised him, yet the thought of Madrigal touching Clio, of him fogging her mind with aphrodesia, of him pulling on her will like she was a puppet, just a body to use—
Vicious, icy wrath slid through his veins. Magic crackled through him, awaiting command, and he craved to spill his brother’s blood.
Jerking his shoulders, he pulled back from the bloodlust. Calm. He needed to be calm. He needed to think. He’d told Madrigal that Clio would have fled back to the inn, and his brother had accepted that as truth, but Lyre wasn’t so certain.
Pushing into motion, he locked his workroom and strode down the halls. Other daemons scrambled out of his way, and he knew his eyes were too dark, his scent full of rage, the air around him electric with magic. But he couldn’t pull back. He needed to be sure first.
When he reached the lobby and saw the two red-clad bodyguards sitting in chairs like nothing was wrong, his rage splintered into fear.
That stupid girl. She wanted to see more of Chrysalis, to get her special nymph sight on all their deadly magic, so she’d gone off on her own to finish the “tour” Lyre had refused to complete.
Stupid girl.
Snarling softly, he turned in a slow circle, thinking fast. Where would she go? Had she wandered aimlessly? Or …
His gaze snapped to the corridor he’d led her down earlier when he’d made the impulsive decision to show her the Underworld sun from the tower roof. She’d been fascinated with the heavily warded door into the restricted underground level.
He was an idiot. He never should have taken her down there, never should have revealed it existed. There was only one place in Chrysalis that was more forbidden, but trespassing in any of the restricted areas would earn her a swift execution no matter who she was.
And with her special caste ability, the ward on the door wouldn’t stop her.
If she’d gone down there, he had to get her out before anyone found her. Rage simmering, he headed for the corridor and the basement where he knew, just knew, he would find that impetuous, overly brave, too innocent nymph—if he wasn’t already too late.





Chapter Fifteen
  
Clio reached the top of the stairs at the same time the incubus appeared at the bottom. She looked over her shoulder as he drew his arm back and threw something. A gemstone hit her in the back just as she shoved through the door into the corridor.
Magic jolted through her body, and all her muscles went limp.
She took one flailing step and collapsed in a heap on the floor. Instantly, she tried to push herself up, but her muscles felt weak, as if she’d run for hours. Arms straining, she rolled onto her back. Golden threads were glued to her arms and legs, a complex weaving that was draining her strength.
She couldn’t see the full shape of the spell to remove it. Desperate, she dug her fingers into her chest and used her magic to rip at the intricate weave. The dragging weakness lifted a fraction.
The incubus stepped into the threshold beyond her feet, blood trickling down the side of his face and a manic grin stretching his gaunt cheeks.
She flung her hand up and cast a band of force. He didn’t bother to counter, trusting his shields to deflect it. But she hadn’t been aiming for him. Her spell hit the open door and hurled it shut—right into his face. The steel slammed closed and a crash followed as the incubus fell down the stairs.
Rolling over, she scrambled to her feet. Her legs shook but she couldn’t stop to remove the weaving that had turned her muscles to jelly. She had to get to the lobby—back to Kassia and Eryx.
She got three staggering steps down the corridor before a group of daemons in lab coats strode into sight. Their conversation died when they saw her. She spun and bolted in the opposite direction. At the first intersection of halls, she wheeled around the corner as the incubus burst out the door again.
She half ran, half staggered down the corridor, recessed doorways flashing by on either side. He was coming. He was coming for her, and she was going the wrong way. She could barely run. Each step shuddered painfully through her weakened muscles, and her legs threatened to buckle.
Another intersection in the labyrinth. She looked back and, far down the hall, saw the incubus striding after her, not even bothering to run, knowing she couldn’t get far. Choosing a direction at random, she whipped around the corner and—
Arms reached out from a recessed doorway and snatched her in mid-step.
She was yanked against a hard body, and panic exploded in her head. She writhed wildly, her enfeebled limbs shaking.
A voice growled in her ear, “Clio.”
She froze in disbelief, then her muscles gave out and she slumped into her captor.
“Lyre?” she whispered.
He pulled her tighter to his chest, his arm strong and unhesitating, and opened the door behind him. He dragged her inside, then shut it and rekeyed the lock spell. She didn’t have the breath to question him, to ask where he’d come from or what he was doing here. He hauled her through a dark, dusty room of library-like shelves filled with small wooden boxes and into the shadowy gap between two shelves.
With an arm around her middle, he dropped to his knees and pulled her down. As she crouched across from him, he reached under the neck of his shirt and pulled out a chain. Colorful gems were attached to the silver links, and a small skeleton key with a ruby embedded in the bit hung in the center like a bizarre pendant. He slid his fingers down the chain and stopped on a pink stone.
The door at the end of the room rattled, then popped open. Light flooded in.
Lyre caught the pink stone in his teeth and broke it off the chain. As footsteps drew closer, he set the stone on the floor and whispered an incantation. A weaving unwound from the stone, visible to her asper but not to anyone else—probably not even to Lyre. Not that he was even looking at it. He was staring intently at the blank wall in the opposite direction. The circles and runes of the weaving shifted, expanding with his voice, guided by unfamiliar words in a language she didn’t know.
The spell flashed outward to fill the gap between the shelves just as her hunter strode into sight.
Clio didn’t dare breathe as the pursuing incubus turned, his dark eyes sliding across the runes, Clio and Lyre in plain sight on the other side. Lyre still stared unblinkingly at the wall with the gemstone under his fingers. His other hand gripped her arm, squeezing warningly as though commanding her not to move or make a sound.
The incubus from the basement kept walking. He checked the other shelves for anyone hiding in the aisles, swore, then stomped back the way he’d come, passing right by Clio and Lyre as though they weren’t there.
The door opened, then swung shut with a bang.
Lyre let out a heavy breath and the weaving flickered and faded. Clio squinted at the spot where it had been, puzzling through its purpose. Something about mirroring … something. She opened her mouth to ask—and instead pitched face-first toward the floor from the strength-draining spell still webbed over her body.
He grabbed her and eased her down, one hand under the back of her head to support her neck.
“A leech ailment,” he muttered. “I can get it off you. Hold on.”
She lay limp, chest heaving as he touched her skin between her collarbones. The room was so dark she could hardly make out his face.
“You hid me from him,” she whispered. “You protected me.”
He grunted, his touch lifting from her throat, then pushed the hem of her shirt up and pressed three fingers to the spot just above her belly button. She squeaked in alarm, weakly pushing her shirt back down. He caught her wrists and pulled them out of the way, her diminished strength useless.
“Stop that. I’m trying to remove the spell.”
She dropped her hands to her sides. His attention was fixed on her middle, his fingers lightly prodding her. Soft washes of magic tingled over her skin.
“How did you find me?” she murmured.
“Madrigal was looking for you.”
“But … how did you know I would be here?”
“I asked myself, ‘If I was a nymph with a death wish, where would I go?’”
She flinched. “I didn’t … I mean, I—”
“I don’t want to hear your excuses.”
His flat tone cut right through her. She cringed, trying to ignore his fingertips sliding from her middle to her left hip. In the darkness, his expression was invisible and not even his eyes gleamed bright amber like usual.
Her blood chilled as she realized his eyes weren’t amber at all. They were as dark as the shadows. His temper was burning hot and he was one small slip away from losing control.
“You know this area is restricted,” he continued harshly. “If you’re caught here, they’ll kill you. If I’m caught helping you, my fate won’t be much better.”
Her blood went from moderately chilled to arctic ice. “But they—they wouldn’t kill an envoy, would they? The political consequences—”
“They’d call it an accident,” he snapped. “Lots of apologies, a few expensive ‘so sorry’ gifts, and everyone would move right on with their greed and ambition. But you’d be dead.”
His hand shifted across to her other hip, gentle and careful despite his anger. “Did anyone besides Dulcet see you?”
“Dulcet?” she mumbled.
“The incubus chasing you.” He touched her left knee, then her right one.
“Just a few daemons in lab coats coming into the corridor, but they barely spotted me before I ran away.”
As he lifted his hand from her knees, warmth and strength flowed back into the limbs. He pushed her sleeve above her elbow and moved his fingers to her inner wrist. She focused her asper and watched in amazement as the tangle of glowing threads spun apart beneath his touch, the runes dissolving one by one. He slid his fingers up her arm, the weave pulling apart obediently beneath his guidance. When he reached the crook of her elbow, the rest of the spell on her limb faded to nothing.
He reached across her and pulled her other arm closer. She mentally tried to counteract her increasing heart rate as his gentle touch drifted across her skin.
Another section of the spell dissolved, and he reached for her face. She held her breath as he touched her jaw beneath one ear, then the other, then pressed each temple.
“Hold on,” he muttered. “He’s woven something else into this.”
She froze as he leaned over her and ran a fingertip over her cheekbone. She knew he was tracing a line of the spell. She knew that, but her skin still tingled and her heartbeat stuttered at the intimate touch.
He brushed his fingers across her other cheek, a whisper of magic trailing in their wake, then sat back on his heels and frowned down at her. His eyes were dark, but closer to bronze now than black. “There’s still something there, but it will take too long to unravel right now.”
Alarm flashed through her and she pushed up on her elbows. “What is it?”
“I can’t tell without more study. It’s dormant, so he would have to activate it himself. Nothing to worry about if you stay away from him. It’ll fade in a cycle or two on its own.”
After pocketing the used lodestone and tucking his chain back under his shirt, he rose and held out a hand. She took it, enjoying the warmth and strength of his grip more than she should have. He pulled her up, and she regained her feet for all of two seconds before her knees buckled.
She grabbed his shoulders at the same time he pulled her into his arms. How many times was she going to fall into his embrace? It was becoming a habit.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “Did I miss part of the weaving?”
“I’m fine,” she stammered in embarrassment, clutching him as he took most of her weight off her trembling legs. “Just … just too much adrenaline.”
She leaned against him, carefully testing her strength. His body felt so good. His arms felt so good around her. She wanted to touch him more. She wanted to run her hands over him.
She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed those thoughts away.
“Did he hurt you?”
His question was quiet, almost wary, as though he feared her answer—or perhaps his reaction to her answer.
“No,” she whispered, though it wasn’t quite true. Dulcet, as Lyre had called the incubus, had thrown her around a bit. “He terrified me though.”
She didn’t realize how tense Lyre was until she felt him relax—his body shifting subtly against hers and sending another blush raging into her cheeks.
“Dulcet terrifies me too sometimes,” he admitted.
“Who is he?” she asked in bewilderment, forcing herself to step back. This time her legs supported her, but she didn’t quite manage to let go of him, still gripping his upper arms. “Why are there so many incubi here who look like you?”
“I wouldn’t say they look like me. We all look like our father.”
Their … father? She blinked dumbly, then the realization struck her like a splash of water to the face.
“Brothers?” she wheezed. “You’re all brothers?”
“Not every incubus here is my brother. But we’re all related.”
“How many brothers do you have?”
“Six.”
“Holy crap.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “Wait, who’s number six? There’s the two from the spell shop on Earth—”
“Ariose and Reed,” he supplied.
“The younger one from my tour—”
“That was Viol.”
“Dulcet the Psycho, and Madrigal the Rapist—”
Lyre snarled, his eyes flashing to black. “He didn’t—”
She shook her head quickly. “No, he didn’t—he didn’t do … that. But I think he was planning to … do … something.”
He bared his teeth.
“So who’s your sixth brother?” she hurriedly asked.
Lyre took a deep breath and his irises lightened back to bronze. “Andante, the oldest. You’d be better off not meeting him.”
She shivered and let him go so she could wrap her arms around herself. “I’d like to not meet anyone else.” She swallowed hard. “What will happen now that Dulcet caught me in the basement?”
“Does he know who you are?”
“No … I don’t think so.”
“I doubt he’ll report you. He hates paperwork, and frankly, he doesn’t care about anything beyond his experiments. As long as you stick to the meeting rooms and lobby, and don’t wander around, you won’t see him again.”
She bit her lip. With no chance of finding the prototypes, she was stuck waiting for her custom weaving. And that meant facing Madrigal again. “Lyre, will you … will you do my commission?”
“No.”
She winced at his flat tone. “But Madrigal … I don’t want to … I can’t …” Unwanted tears welled in her eyes. “I couldn’t stop him.”
At her choked words, Lyre’s irises flashed right back to inky black. Rage slid across his features, and he strode away from her. Afraid to move, she watched him storm back and forth, hissing profanity and fighting for control with each step.
Where was the easygoing, teasing incubus from their last meeting? What had pushed him so close to savagery? The longer he hung on that edge, the more slippery his self-restraint would become.
He stopped and faced her. “Don’t look into his eyes. Stay focused. Pain is a good counter, so pinch yourself if you get distracted. Get angry—stay angry. Awareness of what he’s doing will keep your head clear, and you’re already naturally resistant to his aphrodesia. He shouldn’t be able to influence your will unless you let your guard down.”
“I’m naturally resistant?” she repeated. “Why?”
“You’re …” He raked a hand through his hair, gaze darting away as though he didn’t want to answer. “Aphrodesia doesn’t work as well on virgins.”
She gasped, her face flaming. “I—how—how did you—”
He grimaced. “It’s fairly obvious to incubi.”
“How?” she demanded, humiliated and wishing she could crawl into a hole and die.
“Inexperienced women react differently to us. It’s hard to explain.”
She pressed her hands to her face, groaning quietly. Had all of them been able to tell? All six incubi she’d encountered? Was she essentially walking around with a big flashing “virgin” sign above her head? Ugh.
“Don’t be embarrassed,” Lyre said softly. “It’s your best defense.”
She shook her head. Her lack of experience in the bedroom had never bothered her before—it was tough to find datable guys while in hiding on Earth amidst a horde of unappealing human males—but being exposed as a virgin to a bunch of the most sensual and attractive daemons she’d ever seen was mortifying.
Lyre took her wrists and pulled her hands away from her face. She looked up at him in surprise, her stomach swooping toward the floor.
“If experience in bed is what you want, I’d be happy to help you out before you leave.” His dark eyes burned through her, stealing the air from her lungs. “For now, though, let’s get you out of here before anyone else sees you.”
Her heart lodged itself in her throat and she choked. He started toward the door, warm fingers still around her wrist. She staggered after him, dizzy from her conflicting emotions. How could she feel apprehensive, exhilarated, disappointed, and scared all at once?
They slipped out of the storage room. Lyre led her with slow, cautious steps, pausing every now and then to listen before continuing. Luckily, the corridors were deserted. He waited almost a minute at the last intersection before the final stretch to the lobby—the same hall with the door into the forbidden basement level.
Clio stood beside him. His grip on her wrist had shifted down, and she held his hand tightly as she stared at the wrinkle of concentration between his brows. She couldn’t believe he had risked his own safety to help her. She hadn’t asked him why. She hadn’t even thanked him.
He started forward at a brisk pace. She trotted after him, nerves clanging at the open stretch lined with recessed doorways. Her gaze fixed on the basement door, safely closed, and she hoped desperately it would stay that way.
She was so focused she didn’t notice the other danger until Lyre’s fingers clamped around hers. He yanked her sideways into the nearest alcove just as a pair of daemons appeared from the lobby, discussing a large schematic that one carried. There was no time to open the door beside them and nowhere to hide.
Lyre spun her around and pushed her back into the wall, bracing one arm beside her head. Then he pressed his body hard into hers.
She gasped, pushing him away, but he didn’t budge. His mouth pressed into her ear, soft lips moving in a whisper. “Don’t move.”
She clenched fistfuls of his shirt. Footsteps sounded, drawing closer—drawing level with them.
The conversation broke off, then as the daemons walked by, one of them snorted.
“Those incubi,” he muttered, sounding equal parts exasperated and admiring. “Nailing women right in the damn halls now.”
Clio didn’t move as the daemons passed. Lyre’s arm was beside her head, his face against her cheek—blocking her from view. The men could see only that she was female and wearing a lab coat, but nothing else that could identify her as a trespasser.
Lyre held as still as her, waiting as the footsteps receded toward the junction. He exhaled, his breath warm against her ear.
“Hey!”
She and Lyre tensed, but the hailing call was directed toward the other two daemons. Somewhere near the intersection, a third voice joined the original pair, and the trio began chatting about something in a rumble of conversation that wasn’t moving anymore.
“Shit,” Lyre muttered.
“Will they see us if we try to leave?”
“Probably.”
Meaning they had to wait here until the coast was clear. Lyre knew it too, and he shifted his weight uneasily—which shifted the press of his body against hers.
It was stupid. It was ridiculously inappropriate. But suddenly she wasn’t so worried about the daemons only a dozen paces away. Suddenly her heart was pounding loudly and her breath was coming quick. Suddenly she couldn’t ignore the heat of his body, the spicy cherry scent filling her nose, the feel of him against her.
His hand closed over her hip, fingers digging in—but not in a painful way. In a way that made her blood race even faster.
“Clio,” he hissed, her name heavy with warning.
“What?” she whispered, alarmed.
“You … need … to stop that.” It sounded like he was gritting his teeth.
She blinked in bewilderment. “Stop what?”
He pressed into her even harder, every line of his body molding against hers. And then his mouth caught her earlobe, hot and wet. Her eyes widened, her gasp dangerously loud.
“Stop being so goddamn irresistible,” he growled softly.
“I—I’m not—”
His hand glided over her hip, his other arm still braced beside her head. She clutched his shirt, her mind empty. Should she be pushing him away? Should she be telling him to back off? Should she be doing something?
Down the hall, someone barked a laugh. She hardly noticed.
His lips brushed against the side of her neck and she shivered from head to toe. He made a soft noise that sent heat diving through her, then his mouth closed over her skin. She automatically arched her head back, and of their own accord, her hands slid up to his shoulders and curled over strong, sculpted muscle.
His mouth moved down her neck, then back up to the edge of her jaw, his tongue teasing her sensitive skin. She shuddered, unable to form a single coherent thought.
“Lyre?” She had no idea what she was asking.
His teeth grazed her jaw, then he pulled back enough so she could see his face—and his eyes.
Black, hungry, dangerous eyes.
His fingers slid into her hair, tilting her head back, and he leaned down, stopping with only a whisper of space between their lips. She couldn’t move, locked in place, heat spiraling deeper and deeper through her center.
“Clio,” he breathed. “Tell me to stop.”
“W-what?”
“I can’t …” His hand on the small of her back tightened, pulling her hips hard into him, and his voice roughened. “Tell me to stop. Make me.”
Those midnight-black irises … he’d lost control. He’d been too close to the edge already, and even though he knew he needed to step back—to restrain himself—he couldn’t do it.
She was trapped. He had her—a hand in her hair, another behind her back, holding her against him. His body pinned her to the wall, too strong and heavy to shift. A shiver ran through him and she knew what little willpower he retained was weakening. What would happen if he lost it completely? What would he do?
Part of her really wanted to find out.
His breath warmed her lips an instant before his mouth brushed across hers—a taste, a test. A promise of more. She almost moaned, her lips parting in anticipation. She slid her hands from his shoulders to his chest, fingers splayed over hard muscle beneath that silky soft shirt.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Then she slammed him with a magic-fueled shove.
The blunt blow threw him backward, and he hit the opposite side of the alcove. She glanced once into his black eyes burning with fiery hunger, then bolted from the doorway.
He didn’t follow her.
The intersection was empty, the chatty daemons having departed. She flew down the corridor, yanking the lab coat off as she ran. She dropped it behind her, leaving it for Lyre or someone else to collect, and didn’t slow until she’d reached the end of the hall.
She took a moment to compose herself, then strode into the bright lobby. It was empty except for the receptionists, who didn’t look up from their work.
Clio headed toward Kassia and Eryx, trying to calm the tremble in her limbs and hoping the flush in her face wasn’t too obvious. Halfway to them, she paused, simultaneously hopeful and worried that Lyre would appear.
He didn’t.
She exhaled shakily and touched her lips—the lips he had almost, almost kissed. And she reluctantly admitted that her relief wasn’t nearly as strong as her disappointment.





Chapter Sixteen
  
The speeding arrow grazed the tree trunk and spun off into the shadows. Lyre swore.
Yanking the last arrow from the quiver on his shoulder, he nocked it on the string and pulled it back to his cheek. His arm trembled, muscles exhausted and barely able to hold the weapon at full draw. With the bow canted at a forty-five-degree angle, he raised it toward the distant tree and let the arrow fly.
It missed the trunk and skittered through the distant foliage.
Snarling under his breath, he slung the bow over his shoulder and trudged to the tree. Two dozen arrows were scattered up and down the bark, sticking out in an ugly mess that was a far cry from his usual neat rows. He yanked them out one by one and dropped them back into the quiver, then slunk through deep shadows beneath the trees, searching through the moss and leafy shrubs for the remaining arrows.
Shoving the last one in his quiver, he stalked back to the spot where he’d been shooting and glared at the offending tree two hundred feet away. He flexed his arm, feeling the weak shudder in the muscles. How many times had he emptied the quiver, collected his arrows, then shot them all again? He’d lost count.
A cool breeze slid through the narrow trunks and rustled the spiky, red-tinted leaves above. The patch of woods wasn’t much, but it was as close as he could get to peace and quiet without leaving Asphodel. And leaving Asphodel wasn’t an option.
He sneered at the tree, disgusted by his incompetence. He shouldn’t have a problem hitting anything at two hundred feet. His problem wasn’t skill. It was distraction.
Jaw flexing, he turned and walked away, counting each step. Fifty paces. A hundred. Two hundred. He stopped and turned. Through the woods, the target tree was a thin strip of darkness among the shadows, now almost a thousand feet away.
He leaned his bow against a nearby boulder of dark basalt, then pulled off his quiver and dropped it on the ground. He glanced around once more to ensure he was alone.
Then he released his glamour.
The magic that gave him a human body and human face slid away in a wash of tingles. Strength flowed through his limbs, rejuvenating muscles the glamour had weakened. He inhaled deeply, tasting the scents and messages in the air that were usually so muted.
Wearing glamour almost nonstop made it easy to forget what he was missing out on. But even though many other castes walked this world in their true forms, as an incubus he didn’t have that luxury. No one wanted incubi wandering around without glamour. Their magic was too insidious and was despised by both sexes.
He smiled grimly. So many daemons thought of incubi as pushovers. It was true they didn’t have as much magic to throw around as reapers or draconians, but that didn’t mean incubi weren’t dangerous.
Reaching over his shoulder, he pulled a sleek black bow from its place on his back. His fingers caressed the smooth, supple wood, heavier than the weapon he’d set aside. It had been too long.
Humans thought glamour was an illusion, but it was far closer to actual shape-shifting than any kind of superficial appearance. Each daemon had only one glamour—one alternate shape to don—and it was a full shift into that form. A daemon like Ash, who likely sported a nice pair of wings under his glamour, wasn’t simply hiding the appendages. Until he shifted forms, his wings didn’t quite exist. It was complicated and not well understood even by daemons.
Along with the change of shape, daemons could shift their clothes and a limited arsenal in and out of this reality. Beneath his glamour, in his true form, Lyre carried his real weapons. Clio’s all-seeing nymph eyes would pop out of her head if she ever saw the kind of magic he carried now. Even his brothers would be surprised by some of it.
Pulling a string from a pouch at his hip, he looped it on one end of the bow, then stepped over the slim wood and braced the grip behind his knee, with the lower limb curved across his other shin. Using his legs to hold it, he bent the bow with careful, even pressure and slipped the other end of the string into place.
He pulled the string a few times to warm up the wood, then reached for the arrows in his quiver. Most of the heads were spelled with various nasty weavings, but a few were mundane projectiles.
Selecting an arrow—the shaft longer and thicker than the arrows he’d been shooting—he laid it against the bow and curled his fingers over the taut string. He easily pulled it back to his cheek. His strength didn’t falter, didn’t hesitate, though the draw weight would have been a challenge in his glamoured form. A human would have struggled to draw the bow at all.
Calm eased through him as the churn of fury and shame that had plagued him for hours settled.
The string slipped smoothly from his fingers with the deep thrum of release. The arrow shot away. He drew another arrow from the quiver, nocked it, and released. Another crack as it struck the distant tree. He selected a third arrow, settled it in place, and pulled the string back to his cheek. With the knuckle of his thumb touching the corner of his mouth, he held the position, letting his focus sink into the burn of muscle and pull of tendons and the strength of the bow beneath his hands. Finally, he acknowledged the source of his rage.
He had lost control.
He. Had. Lost. Control.
The shame surged again but he didn’t move, holding the bow at full draw, shoulders aching in protest as he waited for the emotions to fade.
He had lost control. There. He’d admitted it. He’d acknowledged the humiliation of falling prey to his instincts, of becoming a puppet to his darkest nature. It was foolish to let it bother him so much. It was normal. It was expected, even, for incubi. Their magic, their aphrodesia, was a double-edged sword. It was a weapon to use against others, but also a weakness.
They could make others desire them. But sometimes their own desire was too much to control. Too powerful. Too seductive and easy to give in to.
And Clio. She was the sweetest nectar, an irresistible wine he yearned to drink.
A tremor ran through his limbs and he tightened his stance, solidifying his hold on the bow and keeping the draw steady.
He’d had a taste. Just the faintest tease, the slightest sip. Not even a kiss, just the sweetness of her skin on his tongue. He had wanted more. He had needed more. And with her body pressed into him, her chest heaving against his, her sweet scent in his nose, he couldn’t stop himself.
Before he could follow those thoughts too far, he let the ache in his arms and shoulders pull him back.
He should have tried harder to calm down before looking for her. He shouldn’t have let Madrigal goad him into a rage. When he’d found Clio, he’d already been on the edge, his restraint weakened and vulnerable.
And then he’d pinned her to the wall to hide her—the only option he could think of. Under those circumstances, most incubi would have lost it. He still couldn’t forgive himself.
She had seen him lose control. Did she think he was pathetic and weak? Or a would-be rapist like Madrigal? Was she afraid of him? If she was, he couldn’t fault her for it.
Hissing through his teeth, he focused on his target and loosed the arrow. It whipped away. He lowered his arms, and they shook from the strain of holding the bow at full draw for so long. Sighing heavily, he walked back to the tree, his feet noiseless on the mossy ground.
Two arrows protruded neatly from the bark, one an inch above the other, dead center in the tree. The third was an inch below the first two, but three finger widths off center. Grimacing, he pulled them free and slipped them back into his quiver, then unstrung his bow and replaced it in the sling on his back. With another sigh, he closed his eyes and pulled glamour back over his body. Tingles rushed across his skin and instant weakness dragged at his limbs. The ache in his muscles doubled.
Wincing and rolling his shoulders, he collected his other bow and quiver. At the edge of the trees, just before the winding streets of Asphodel took over again, he paused and tilted his head back. The first stars dotted the deep blue sky. Twilight in the Underworld was a long, drawn-out transition, with sunset fading into a murky semi-darkness that would last for hours before true night settled over the land. The planet that filled part of the sky was waxing like a moon, half of its massive sphere lit by the unseen sun, the other half invisible.
In another cycle or two, Clio would return to her world, and he wouldn’t have to worry about her anymore. Short of repeating the circumstances of their last encounter, he was sure his self-restraint would be sufficient. But he couldn’t forget the driving hunger that had overwhelmed him, so demanding it had been all he could do to contain his aphrodesia so he didn’t harm her. He didn’t want to test his willpower around her a second time.
He wasn’t like Madrigal. He didn’t want to be like Madrigal. And he didn’t want to hurt Clio.
For now, he’d keep his distance. She would have to handle Madrigal on her own, but considering she’d blasted Lyre off her like a total pro, not to mention her escape from Dulcet, he wasn’t too concerned. She wasn’t as helpless as she’d first appeared.
So, he would maintain his distance while keeping an eye on her—and on Madrigal and Dulcet. No need to take chances. Soon enough, she would leave his world and return to hers, where she would be safe.
Then he would figure out why the safety of a random Overworlder was so damn important to him all of the sudden. Why Madrigal seducing her had enraged him. Why he’d chased after her and risked a confrontation with Dulcet to protect her. And why he was planning to watch over her like she was somehow his responsibility.
But for now, he didn’t want to think about it.

Clio sat at the table in the inn suite. Kassia and Eryx stood on either side of her. Together, they stared at the invitation lying open on the tabletop.
“You can’t not go,” Eryx said, breaking the tense silence.
“But she can’t actually go,” Kassia shot back. “That’s an invitation from Samael.”
Clio shuddered at the name. Samael, warlord of Hades, head of the foremost reaper family, ruler of the most powerful Underworld territory. And de facto owner of Chrysalis.
“I already agreed to go.” She propped her chin on her hands, elbows braced on the edge of the table as she gazed gloomily at the paper. “It will look even worse if I back out.”
“We’ll request to return to Earth immediately,” Kassia said. “Chrysalis might not know about this invitation or that you’re expected to attend. We’ll have them return us to the ley line before the eclipse.”
“And grievously insult the Hades family?” Eryx shook his head. “You’re overreacting, Kassia. It’s a political function, not an abandoned warehouse. There will be a ton of daemons there.”
“Underworld daemons. Hades allies.”
“As far as Hades knows, we’re well on our way to becoming another ally. They want to make nice.”
Clio craned her neck to look at the two chimeras. “Since there will be a bunch of unknown daemons there, I don’t think it’s unreasonable for you two to accompany me. That’s why you’re here, after all.”
Kassia frowned. “If we can come with you … it will still be risky, but we can make sure Hades doesn’t try anything aggressive.”
“Excellent.” Eryx dusted his hands together as though the matter was settled. “Now we just have to figure out how to find those prototypes in Chrysalis while we wait for our commission.”
Kassia folded her arms. “Clio isn’t going off by herself again. Not after that ‘Dulcet’ incubus almost captured her.”
Eryx nodded, his agreement surprising Clio. He strode the length of the small room, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. Kassia hovered beside Clio’s chair, watching her cousin with narrowed eyes.
Clio massaged her temples to soothe her headache. She’d told them about sneaking off and getting caught by Dulcet, but she hadn’t mentioned Lyre. She also hadn’t mentioned what Madrigal had done—and tried to do—in the meeting room. Humiliation crawled under her skin. She couldn’t admit to Eryx that an incubus had so easily seduced her with his magic.
“Kass or I need to go with Clio,” he muttered, more to himself than them as he scrubbed at his shaggy red hair. “It’s too dangerous for Clio to wander by herself. She doesn’t have the training for stealth work. Maybe we should sneak in while they’re closed.”
Clio worried the hem of her shirt. “But if they catch us, we’ll have zero plausible deniability. If I’m caught where I shouldn’t be when I’m already there, I can claim I got lost.”
“Also keep in mind,” Kassia added, “we need their help to leave this world. If we’re implicated in anything, they could refuse to let us leave. It’s better to wait for the commissioned spell and leave it at that.”
Eryx stopped pacing and planted his hands on his hips. “But these prototypes are probably the best magic Chrysalis can create. It might be significantly better than what they’ll make for us.”
“Searching for them puts everything at risk, including Clio.” Kassia’s eyes blazed. “Her life is more important than any spell, and we’re already at a disadvantage. This isn’t like any mission you or I have done or trained for. There’s no way out of this place if things go wrong.”
Biting her lip, Clio looked back to the letter on the table without seeing it. Instead, she saw gleaming, deranged amber eyes. She felt cold fingers squeezing her neck, cutting off her air.
I know how to make you scream for me all night long.
She forcefully cleared her throat, dispelling the phantom pressure, and rose to her feet. “I need to lie down.”
Leaving Kassia and Eryx to argue, Clio retreated to the bedroom, kicked off her shoes, and collapsed on the bed. After a moment, she curled into a ball and hugged the blankets to her chest.
The bright day had passed and a strange semi-darkness lay over the land like a blanket of cool shadows, warning of the long Underworld night to come. But though it had been hours, the fear was still lodged in the base of her spine like a block of ice that refused to melt.
Dulcet throwing her into the shelves, choking her. Whispering reverently in her ear about his pain weavings. Hitting her with that weakening leech ailment and stalking her through the halls, a patient hunter confident he would capture his prey.
Delayed tears flowed down her cheeks and she wept into the pillow as the terror replayed in her head.
And then Lyre had saved her. His spell had hidden them. She was pretty sure the weaving had created an illusion that matched whatever he was seeing—the reason he’d stared so intently at the blank wall.
Lyre’s, and Dulcet’s, utter mastery of magic had left her feeling woefully incompetent. Clearly, their titles were well earned. How many years of study did it take to gain such skill? How much of it was natural talent? Seven brothers … seven master weavers.
With their unique astral perception, nymphs were considered excellent weavers in the Overworld, but she’d never seen anything like what Lyre and his brothers could do. And it wasn’t just weaving complex spells into disks or doors or collars. Dulcet had counteracted her attacks with laughable ease, his on-the-spot casting as strong as his advanced weaving. She’d studied thousands of casts and weaves, but the difference in their skill lay in ‘seeing’ versus ‘understanding.’ She could see magic in all its shapes and forms, but the master weavers understood those shapes and forms on a deep, intrinsic level.
A soft tap sounded on the bedroom door. Wiping her eyes, Clio called, “Yes?”
Kassia slipped inside and closed the door. She sat on the edge of the bed, looked Clio over head to toe, then leaned back against the headboard.
“Tell me what else happened,” she murmured.
Clio winced, then flopped onto her back. No point in denying it. In a tremoring whisper, she first told Kassia what Madrigal had done. Fear slithered through her at the memory, and in some ways, the seductive incubus frightened her more than Dulcet’s psychopathic violence. Dulcet she had fought, even if she hadn’t been effective.
But against Madrigal … she had been helpless. She hadn’t even tried to fight him. And if the messenger hadn’t interrupted, she probably wouldn’t have resisted whatever Madrigal had wanted to do.
“Bastard,” Kassia hissed when Clio had finished describing the meeting. “Slimy bastard to infect you with his magic like that.”
“I shouldn’t have let my guard down,” Clio mumbled.
Kassia squeezed her hand. “You’ll know for next time. Or you can insist Eryx and I come with you.”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Lyre told me afterward that—”
“Lyre told you? When did you see him?”
“Um. Well.” She pulled her knees up to her chest and hid her face against them. “I didn’t escape Dulcet by myself.”
She explained how Lyre had saved her, and his pointers on how to defend against Madrigal. But she trailed off after that, memories flashing and heat rising through her body. Lyre pressing her into the wall. His warm, hard body, his hand on her hip. His mouth on her neck.
His ravenous black eyes.
“What else?” Kassia prompted. “What aren’t you telling me?”
Clio grimaced into her knees. She couldn’t hide anything from Kassia, could she? Haltingly, she described how Lyre had hidden her from the passing daemons … and what had happened afterward.
When she fell silent again, Kassia let out a long exhale. “I’m glad you escaped him as well.”
“But he … he saved me.”
“He did. But any daemon in that state is a danger. If he wasn’t an incubus, with an incubus’s nature, he might have been seconds away from tearing out your throat instead of tearing off your clothes.”
Clio flinched at that dramatic imagery—both parts.
Kassia stretched her arms above her head. “I know you nymphs are pacifists at heart, but trust me. He could have switched from lust to bloodlust at any moment.” She cast a hard look at Clio. “And even if it had been safe, you didn’t come here to sleep around with incubi. It’s dangerous no matter what.”
“I wasn’t going to—I never would have—” She spluttered into silence, then glowered at the bed covers. “Besides. Being a virgin is my best protection right now, according to Lyre.”
“You don’t want your first time to be with an incubus anyway. I’ve heard rumors, and it rarely goes well for the girls.” Kassia playfully tugged on Clio’s braid. “Those incubi are sex fiends, as you like to call them, and we can’t trust a single one—not even Lyre. Now get some sleep, okay?”
After Kassia had left, Clio rolled onto her side and hugged the blankets to her chest again. Not even Lyre.
In that alcove, pushing him away had been the right thing to do—it’s what he’d told her to do. He’d had enough restraint to realize how out of control he’d become, but he’d been dangerous, like Kassia had said. The line between violent passion and outright violence was a fine one, and it wouldn’t take much to push an incubus over it.
Even if he hadn’t been a danger to her, pushing him away had still been the right thing to do. It hadn’t been the time or the place for … for that. In fact, no time would ever be the right time to let an incubus pin her to a wall and—
She swallowed hard. He was her enemy. She couldn’t trust him, even though he’d saved her. Even though he’d risked his safety for her, for no reason she could guess.
He was her enemy.
She kept repeating that as she drifted into a broken, restless sleep. But in her dreams, he wasn’t an enemy. And in her dreams, she didn’t have to push him away.





Chapter Seventeen
  
Lyre leaned casually against the wall, arms folded. The interior foyer, where the east and west branches of the building met, was mostly quiet, with only the occasional daemon or two passing through. Some of them greeted him, others just nodded, but he ignored them either way.
Twenty paces down the south hall were four doors, three open and one closed. The small meeting rooms weren’t often used, so it was easy to keep track of them. The closed door was the reason he was loitering in the foyer.
This was Clio’s third meeting with Madrigal. Lyre had spied on the last one too, and he couldn’t quite describe his pleasure when, after an hour, Madrigal had stalked out of the room looking royally pissed. It seemed Clio had figured out how to shake off his aphrodesia. As long as Madrigal didn’t grow desperate enough to really enthrall her, she should be fine.
Lyre tapped one finger thoughtfully against his chin as he waited. Once Clio was successfully escorted back to reception and sent on her way, with no more excursions through the building, he could get back to work. This hadn’t been his most productive cycle.
The meeting room door popped open and Madrigal stepped out, his body language stiff with annoyance. His dear brother wasn’t accustomed to rejection.
Clio appeared in the threshold behind him, her blond hair pulled into a high ponytail and her small frame clad in dark, fitted pants of a common Underworld style and a green scoop-neck sweater at least two sizes too large. She folded her arms and cocked her hip, her mouth moving in words he couldn’t hear but imagined were scathing.
Madrigal shooed her back into the room, shut the door, and strode away, likely to alert reception to send an escort to take her to the inn. Another point for Clio.
His neck prickled, and he pivoted. Two feet away, the last incubus he wanted to see smiled at him.
Lyre sprang away from the wall with a snarl. “What the hell, Dulcet?”
His younger brother shrugged. “You looked distracted.”
“And that’s a good reason to sneak up on me?”
Dulcet nodded, and Lyre flexed his jaw. Despite having six brothers, he only cared to spend time in the company of one, and if there was a family member he could kill without a flicker of guilt, it was Dulcet. He’d be doing all three worlds a favor by ridding them of that twisted mind. That was assuming he could actually kill Dulcet, which he seriously doubted. Despite being younger, Dulcet had surpassed Lyre years ago in both weaving skill and unchecked viciousness.
“What do you want?” he asked icily.
Dulcet hummed a few notes of a song as he picked at something under his fingernail. “I wanted to ask a favor.”
“Oh, that’s easy. My answer is no.”
Pouting, Dulcet canted his head. “But you haven’t heard the favor yet.”
“Don’t need to.”
He started to walk away but Dulcet stepped in front of him.
“Brother, brother,” he chanted. “Don’t be that way. It’s not a difficult favor.”
Lyre rolled his eyes. “Fine, tell me. Then when I still say no, you can get lost.”
Dulcet pursed his lips. “Lyre, why are you always like this? We have so much in common. We should be good friends—the closest of brothers.”
“Wow, that sounds delightful. We can bond over all the dead bodies in your secret lab.”
Eyes gleaming, Dulcet tapped Lyre’s chest. “Don’t be silly. We have more than that in common. We’re the nearest in age—I’m only two seasons younger than you.”
“So?”
“And we’re the smartest of our brothers. The true inventors.”
Dulcet walked around Lyre, reaching out to tap his shoulder. Lyre stepped away and turned, not allowing his brother behind him.
“I’m better at weaving than you,” Dulcet continued, “but you’re just as gifted at creation as I am.” He paused as though waiting for Lyre to thank him for the compliment.
“Problem is,” Lyre said instead, “you only create variations of two things. So, really, I’m the better inventor.”
“I make more than two things.”
Lyre held up a finger. “Weavings that hurt people.” A second finger. “Weavings that kill people.”
“I make more than that,” he insisted.
“Give me an example.”
Dulcet frowned, then shook his head and brightened again. “Why don’t we work together, then? Imagine what we could weave.”
“I’ll pass.”
“But Lyre—”
“Forget it, Dulcet. I don’t want anything to do with your inventions. Go back to your evil laboratory and leave me alone.”
Dulcet grumbled, then rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “I still need to ask my favor.”
Sighing, Lyre waved his hand. “What is it?”
“It’s quite easy, like I said. I want you to give me the Irida envoy.”
Lyre didn’t allow his sudden fear to show. “The envoy?”
“She’s your client, yes? Give her to me. I’ll finish her consultation.”
“You’ve never done a consultation in your life.”
“It’s not a difficult job.” Dulcet clasped his hands together like a pleased child. “You hate it, so I’ll do it for you.”
Lyre worked to keep his expression mildly surprised. Bloody hell. Dulcet must have asked around about a blond girl until he connected the intruder in the basement with their Overworld customer. It seemed he didn’t know Madrigal had taken over from Lyre. And now, for reasons Lyre didn’t want to think about, Dulcet wanted access to Clio.
“You don’t know how to consult,” Lyre told him. “And, frankly, you terrify everyone. I can’t think of anyone more unfit to work with a buyer, especially an Overworlder.”
“I’ll make sure not to be terrifying.”
“Forget it, Dulcet. Andante was clear he didn’t want this transaction to go sour.”
Dulcet’s face hardened slightly. “Since when do you care about Chrysalis’s success, Lyre?”
“Since it’s my neck on the line this time.”
Dulcet smiled, his expression soft and almost angelic, and the eerie gleam in his eyes intensified. “I would be very happy if you gave me the envoy.”
Lyre tensed. “I said no.”
“Are you sure you won’t reconsider?”
“I’m sure.”
“Hmm.” Dulcet’s sweet smile stretched into a grin. “But are you … really … sure?”
He snapped his fingers, and magic burned through Lyre’s body. His muscles seized. He fell back against the wall, mouth open in horror but unable to make a sound as Dulcet grabbed the front of his shirt and pinned him in place before he could fall.
“You forgot the third kind of weaving I specialize in,” Dulcet crooned. “Bindings.”
Goddamn it. Why had he let Dulcet touch him? He should have known the bastard would slip a weave through his defensive wards.
With his other hand, Dulcet pulled a sobol from beneath his lab coat. A small open hoop tipped the thin black rod, and in the center, blue light crackled. Sobols were the primary tools the bastille’s jailors used to control prisoners, and it was universally feared—for good reason.
Dulcet jammed the end of the rod against Lyre’s side. Fiery agony exploded into his core like lightning ripping through his muscles. Boiling oil seared his nerves. His limbs jerked weakly, unresponsive beneath the binding weave he’d stupidly allowed his brother to cast on him. He couldn’t even make a sound.
Dulcet nonchalantly dug the weapon into Lyre for another few seconds before pulling it back. He pressed his other arm harder against Lyre’s chest, keeping him upright while also compressing his lungs.
“I rarely ask for favors,” Dulcet said pleasantly. “A considerate brother would agree to my request with good-natured grace.”
He tapped the sobol against Lyre’s lowest rib, sending a bolt of agony tearing through the bone and into his spine.
“Are you a considerate brother, Lyre? Will you agree to my request?” Dulcet leaned closer and dug the sobol in again, the blinding torment splintering through Lyre’s body. “Or should we take this conversation downstairs, hmm? See if I can bring you around to my way of thinking?”
Sparks flashed across Lyre’s vision from the relentless agony, and he knew he was about to pass out. If his brother got him into the basement, it would be hours or more before anyone came looking for them. Dulcet could do a lot of damage in a few hours.
A flash of movement from behind Dulcet.
Ponytail swinging, blue eyes blazing, Clio barreled down on them. She drew the thick binder in her hands back, then swung it with every ounce of her strength.
It slammed into the side of Dulcet’s head.
The blow hurled him sideways. As Lyre slumped down the wall, Dulcet landed on one knee and twisted to see who was attacking him. But Clio already had that binder raised over her head, and she brought it down right on top of his skull.
Crack. Dulcet hit the floor, stunned and gasping.
“Lyre!” Clio tossed the binder aside and dropped to her knees beside him where he was slumped against the wall, unable to move. “What did he do to you?”
If he hadn’t been in such agony from the sobol, he would have been mortified that she was seeing him so helpless. She swiped a hand across her face as though brushing invisible hair away, and her gaze flicked over him. She pressed her palms to his chest. Hot magic shot into him, and the binding released. He sucked in a breath as his lungs started working again—then he lunged forward to grab her.
Dulcet snatched her by the hair and wrenched her backward. Lyre got an arm around her middle and held on. She shrieked as they pulled her between them.
“Give her to me,” Dulcet snarled, still on his knees, blood dribbling down his face from his hairline. “She’s mine.”
Muscles quivering and nerves screaming, Lyre cast a burst of incandescence. Dulcet jerked backward, blinded, and Lyre yanked Clio out of his grip. He swung her behind him as he staggered to his feet.
Clutching a handful of gemstones from his pocket, Dulcet sprang up and hurled a stone. Lyre cast his best shield. The gem hit his barrier and exploded in a rain of lightning.
“Get a grip, Dulcet!” he shouted. “Are you trying to kill me?”
“You won’t give me the girl,” Dulcet snarled.
He lunged at Lyre, magic crackling over his fistful of spells. Shit. Lyre yanked out his chain of lodestones, though his usual array of defensive magic wouldn’t do much good if Dulcet was intent on committing murder.
Then Clio popped up beside Lyre, a black rod in her hand—the sobol Dulcet had dropped. Teeth bared, Dulcet changed direction, reaching for her.
The three of them slammed together. Dulcet grabbed Clio’s wrist, already casting. Lyre caught her from behind, his weave spinning over her in a skintight shield to counteract Dulcet’s attack.
And Clio, mashed between them, jammed the sobol right into Dulcet’s face.
His brother didn’t even cry out. His eyes rolled up and he went over backward, unconscious before he hit the floor.
But Clio went limp too, the sobol clattering on the tiles and her dead weight almost pulling her from Lyre’s grip. He heaved her up again, but she hung limply in his arms, her face slack. He’d blocked Dulcet’s weave—he knew he had. So why …
He pressed a hand to her face. The remnant of Dulcet’s leech ailment, the one Lyre hadn’t had a chance to remove after getting her away from him last time, pulsed with renewed magic. Dulcet had reactivated the spell to incapacitate Clio.
He relaxed. Not lethal. He could get the leech weave off her.
A tiny noise—a female whimper—brought his head up. A receptionist stood across the foyer, her jaw slack and face white as the walls. Lyre twitched his shoulders, uncomfortably aware of the lifeless nymph hanging in his arms and the unconscious incubus on the floor.
“You didn’t see anything,” he told her.
She nodded quickly.
“Go back to your desk.”
She opened her mouth but only a squeak came out. Clearing her throat, she whispered, “I’m supposed to … to take the envoy … back to—”
“I’ll take care of it.”
“Yes, sir.” The receptionist gestured hesitantly at the floor. “She … she took my binder.”
Lyre looked down at the massive tome of papers at his feet, the binder’s spine torn from the force with which Clio had swung it into a certain incubus’s skull. He planted one foot on it and kicked. It slid across the floor to the receptionist.
She grabbed the binder and took off.
Lyre glanced at Dulcet, downed by a sobol to the face. Man, that would hurt. He considered his options, then shrugged, scooped Clio into a bridal-style carry, and walked away. Someone else could deal with the unconscious incubus.
He moved through the halls with a purposeful gait, ignoring the surprised stares of the daemons he passed. It was hardly the strangest sight any of them had seen in this building. On the upper level, he shifted Clio around to free one arm, tapped his door to unlock the wards, and pushed it open with one foot.
Inside his workroom, he locked them in, then carried Clio to the sofa and laid her across it. Her forehead scrunched and her eyes spun wildly around the room.
“You’re conscious,” he commented. “I wasn’t sure.”
She wheezed, unable to speak.
“Don’t worry, it’s just that leech spell. I’ll get it off you properly this time.” He sat on the edge of the cushion and tapped his fingers against her middle, squinting to bring the weave’s shape into sight. The outer layer was, as expected, a complete nightmare. Dulcet’s weavings never followed logical patterns.
Closing his eyes halfway, he stretched his senses out, feeling the shape of the weave, finding the familiar constructs, angles, and threads buried in it. He moved methodically from her throat to chest to arms and legs, plucking apart the threads with touches of magic. The weave dissolved piece by piece.
With her body freed from the paralysis, he shifted off the sofa and knelt in front of her so she could sit up. Studying the final remnant of the spell, he traced a line across her jaw. Magic could be woven through bodies as easily as through stone or metal, but the former didn’t hold the weave as well. The spells tended to muddy and tangle and turn into a big mess inside a body.
Turning her head, he followed the line down the side of her neck and found the knot where Dulcet had buried the “switch” part of the spell, which allowed him to turn it on and off without dissolving the entire weave. A dart of magic unraveled the runes and circles, and with that, the last of the weave broke apart and faded to nothing.
With the spell taken care of, his attention shifted back to Clio—and he remembered he was supposed to be keeping his distance from her.
She watched him with huge eyes, a pretty pink blush staining her cheeks. Her lips were parted and her hand hovered in the air, fingers almost touching his arm. And his hand—his hand was curled around the side of her neck, her skin warm under his fingers, her hair brushing his knuckles.
Cautiously, almost like she wasn’t sure it was a good idea, she closed her fingers around his wrist, pale porcelain against his golden-brown skin. He expected her to yank his hand away. He expected her to recoil from him. But she didn’t. She just stared at him … waiting.
Waiting to see what he would do.
Damn. Damn damn damn. The word circled in his head, but he was already sinking past the point of caring. No doubt about it. She destroyed his self-control. The moment she got too close, he forgot the meaning of the word.
He didn’t decide to slide his other hand up the outside of her thigh to her hip. He didn’t decide to curl his fingers around her waist. He didn’t decide to pull her closer, drawing her forward on the cushion until her lean thighs straddled his hips, until their bodies were almost touching.
Her soft gasp of surprise was almost too much for him. She stared into his eyes without the slightest hint of fear. Trusting. Innocent. Expectant.
He slid his thumb along her jaw. Her lips were so close. He wanted her mouth.
The slightest pressure from his hand guided her face closer to his. Her breath came faster, her cheeks flushed. She wanted this. She wanted what he could give her.
They want it, brother. All of them.
The memory of Madrigal’s voice cut through him and he crashed back to reality. He jerked backward, snatching his hand away from her. Shock splashed across her face at his sudden recoil. He lurched to his feet, half panicked. Had he used aphrodesia on her? He didn’t know, couldn’t be sure.
She hung on the edge of the sofa, one hand stretched toward him. He searched her face for signs of enthrallment, but all he saw was pain gathering in her eyes—the sting of rejection. Shit.
Then her gaze dropped and she gasped. “You’re bleeding!”
“Huh?” He looked down, surprised to see the dark stain on the side of his gray shirt. Dulcet must have done more damage with the sobol than Lyre had realized. “What do you know? I am.”
Before he could check the injury, Clio sprang to her feet, grabbed his arm, and forced him down onto the sofa. Crouching beside him, she peeled his shirt from his side and pulled it up to reveal the oozing lacerations where his skin had split. Lovely.
He started to stand again but she shoved him back.
“What are you doing?” she demanded.
“Getting the first aid kit?”
“I can do that. Where is it?”
“I can—”
“You can sit right there! I’ll do it.” She glared at him until he nodded. “Where’s the kit?”
“Umm …” He gestured toward the cabinets along the wall. “Somewhere over there?”
She hastened in that direction and started pulling cupboards open. The second one disgorged an entire box of charcoal pencils over her feet, and he winced. Well, if tidiness wasn’t high on his priority list, who could blame him?
He leaned back on the sofa, watching her urgently sift through the piles of junk. Was she that concerned over a little blood? His side hurt like he’d been kicked in the ribs, but the wound wasn’t serious. Yet, every few seconds, she glanced over as though expecting him to collapse from blood loss.
A tiny smile tugged at his lips, but he quashed it. He didn’t need her thinking he was laughing at her on top of rejecting her.
He let his head fall back, sighing soundlessly. She had a sinful talent for shattering his self-restraint. And now she was in his workroom, and they were alone. Until he knew Dulcet was back in his favorite dark basement, it wasn’t safe for her to leave.
He closed his eyes. Shit.





Chapter Eighteen
  
Clio peeked at Lyre. Eyes closed, he slumped on the sofa. How badly was he hurt? What exactly had Dulcet done to him? When the receptionist had come to get her, she’d looked down the corridor and spotted Dulcet pinning Lyre to the wall. She hadn’t even stopped to think. She’d run toward them, knowing she had to help Lyre.
She glanced again at his bleeding side and wished she’d whammed that binder into Dulcet’s head a few more times.
She finally found the first aid kit and carried it back to Lyre. He cracked one eye open as she sat beside him and flipped the box open. It was a basic kit, just bandages, gauze, and a few other odds and ends. She pulled out the gauze and lifted his shirt. He watched her mop the blood from his side, hardly flinching. Once cleaned, the wound didn’t look too terrible—just a few lacerations and some redness that would probably darken into a spectacular bruise.
“Would you like me to heal it?” she asked.
“Nah, wouldn’t be worth the effort.” He sat up. “It’ll heal on its own in no time.”
She nodded. Magical healing was exhausting for the healer and patient both, and generally reserved for serious injuries.
He reached for the bandages and she swatted his hand away. “I can do it!”
He arched an eyebrow. “So can I?”
“Let me help.” She pushed on his shoulder and he leaned back again. Biting her lip, she took longer than necessary to cut a few pieces of gauze. “Should I … should I have not hit Dulcet?”
“What?” Lyre blinked at her. “Clio, I will treasure that memory for the rest of my life.”
“Huh?”
He smiled like a satisfied lover. “I’ve wanted to punch him in the face for years. Watching you crack his skull was the next best thing.”
“It was … oh,” she said breathlessly. The sex appeal he radiated was downright scandalous. She pressed gauze to his side. “It wasn’t bad then?”
“Well.” He shrugged. “It wasn’t smart of you to get involved, but …”
She looked up and his smile grew sheepish.
“Thanks for your help,” he murmured.
Feeling another blush coming on, she could only nod. Leaving the gauze stuck to his side, she measured out a few pieces of white medical tape and fixed the bandages in place. Sitting back, she examined her work, proud of the neat job—and extra proud that she hadn’t swooned over his sculpted abs. Or stroked some of that smooth golden skin.
As she shoved the supplies into the kit, he pushed off the sofa, crossed to the cupboards, and opened one, exposing a stack of fabric in muted colors. He pulled a piece out and shook it to reveal a clean shirt with crease marks from being folded too long.
Then he grabbed the back of the shirt he was wearing and pulled it over his head in one smooth motion. Her stomach flip-flopped and she told herself to look away, but her eyes refused to shift. He tossed the bloody shirt into a corner, muscles in his back flexing, and pulled the other one on as he turned, giving her a brief, mouthwatering view of his bare torso before the new shirt fell into place.
She swallowed hard and refused to think about what it would be like to touch him. After that moment on the sofa, where she was positive he’d been about to kiss her, she shouldn’t be thinking anything inappropriate about him.
“Are you all right?” she asked. “You’re not injured anywhere else?”
He rolled his shoulders. “Only my pride.”
“My pride has taken a hit too, since coming here. These incubi, you know, they really go for the low blows.”
Humor lightened his eyes. “They’re a bunch of sneaky bastards, aren’t they?”
“Especially those brothers.”
“Definitely the brothers.” He tilted his head questioningly. “How’s it going with Madrigal?”
“Your tips were a big help. I’ve been mostly staring over his shoulder, staying as angry as possible, and watching how much aphro—” She almost bit her tongue off, realizing she’d been about to reveal she could “see” aphrodesia magic. As far as Lyre knew, that was impossible.
“Glad you’ve got it under control.”
“He seems really ticked off at me.” A shiver ran through her. “Is there anything else he can do?”
“Hmm.” Lyre walked to the long table at the other end of the room and dropped onto the spinning stool. “Incubi have the ability to affect your will, but if you don’t look into his eyes, he shouldn’t be able to enthrall you unless he releases his glamour.”
She hadn’t thought much about what an incubus looked like out of glamour. More irresistible, or less? She honestly couldn’t imagine Lyre being any more alluring. “Why does that make a difference?”
He shrugged, turning to the table and picking up a metal disk. She watched him, then peered around the room. A workroom, obviously, though it reminded her more of an artist’s studio. Overflowing bookshelves, cluttered cabinets, and a long table buried under piles of … stuff.
She leaned closer to the shelves, scanning the technical weaving texts. Near the bottom, a variety of history and geography books were crammed into a corner, and their spines were noticeably more creased than the other texts.
Rising to her feet, she crossed the room to join him. “Lyre …”
He glanced up, his questioning amber eyes stealing her breath.
She wrung her hands. “Thank you for saving me from Dulcet. Before. I’m sorry for … for having to …”
His gaze dropped back to the disk. “I’m sorry for making you do that.”
She looked across the table, then focused her asper. Every object scattered across the surface glowed with golden weaves, though half of them seemed unfinished.
Everything except one … a steel collar. Blinking away her asper, she picked it up and turned it over. Fingerprints smudged the shining metal as though Lyre had handled it frequently, but no magic imbued the metal.
“Clio.” Lyre propped one elbow on the table, watching her with a serious stare. “You need to go home.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve worked out your commission with Madrigal, haven’t you? You don’t need to wait here while he weaves it. Return home and have him bring the spell to Earth for your approval.”
“But isn’t it easier if I wait here?”
“Easier, but not safer. Dulcet knows who you are, and he wanted to get his hands on you even before you smacked him around.” He grimaced. “Dulcet is dangerous, as you probably figured out. He likes to experiment, especially on interesting ‘specimens,’ like Overworld nymphs. And he doesn’t care much about what’s allowed or not allowed. You need to leave before he can do anything else.”
Ignoring a sharp stab of fear, she leaned back against the table beside him. “I can’t leave yet. I was … invited … to this thing.”
His brow furrowed. “What thing?”
“I’m not sure exactly what it is. A dinner? A party? Some kind of political gathering at the Hades residence.”
The way his face paled did nothing to help her nerves. “Samael’s residence?”
“Is it that bad?”
He rubbed his forehead. “Probably not? If you stick to the main areas and don’t let anyone—especially Samael—convince you to go off somewhere private. Are your bodyguards going with you?” At her nod, he relaxed. “You should be fine then. When is it?”
“At the eclipse.”
“Almost a half cycle still,” he murmured, glancing at the narrow window above the desk where only thick darkness was visible. “That’s a lot of time for Dulcet to catch you alone. You need to stay close to your guards and avoid coming back here.”
She didn’t ask if he would help her. His brother had already attacked him, and she couldn’t ask for anything more. She didn’t even know why he’d helped her as much as he had.
Needing a distraction, she waved the steel ring. “What’s this?”
“A collar.”
She rolled her eyes. “Obviously. But it doesn’t have a spell in it.”
“I haven’t invented the spell yet.”
“What will it be?”
He turned to the disk. “Something unpleasant.”
Lowering the collar, she studied him. “You don’t want to make it, do you?”
“No.”
“Then why not refuse?”
“If I could do that, I would have.”
“Why can’t you? Would you lose your job if you turned down a commission?”
He glanced at her, his expression incredulous, then refocused on the metal disk. “Something like that.”
She dropped the collar on the table in front of him and he jumped at the loud clang. She pointed at the disk. “What’s that spell, then?”
He shrugged.
“So forthcoming.” Still leaning against the table, she shifted closer to him and focused her asper on the disk. The weave flashed, a complex layering of runes and circles. The shapes suggested a communication spell for passing messages across distances.
“It doesn’t work,” he said, the nearness of his voice startling her. She’d shifted closer to him than she’d realized. “It should work. The theory is sound. But I guess I messed something up. What do you think?”
When he held it up for her inspection, she pointed without thinking. “There.”
“Where?”
“The second layer, with the six runes and the triangle? That spot is broken.”
“It’s not broken. It’s supposed to look like that.”
She plucked the disk from his hands and raised it toward her face. “Well, that’s the spot that doesn’t work. This here”—she traced a line—“flows like it should, but it hits that triangle thingy and everything gets kind of fuzzy.”
“Fuzzy?”
“The weave is muddied. I’ve seen it before with spells that aren’t properly balanced.”
“Huh. So … wait.”
He took the disk back and slid his fingers across it. She watched in amazement as the spell’s layers shifted and twirled, and the triangle shape rotated ninety degrees. He lifted his hand and the threads settled again.
He held it up. “How about now?”
She leaned closer. “You fixed it! It’s perfect now. I bet it will work just fine.”
“Well, damn.” He set the disk on the table. “That’s been stumping me for three cycles. Those nymph eyes of yours are quite useful, huh?”
“They do come in handy some … times …” She trailed off, her mouth hanging open in horror as she belatedly clued in to what he’d said—and what she’d revealed.
He smirked, oozing satisfaction.
“You—I mean—I didn’t—gah!” She pressed her hands to her face. “I am so stupid.”
He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I already knew.”
“You did? But how did you—wait.” She stiffened. “You set me up, didn’t you? You tricked me into giving myself away!”
“Hmm. Yep, pretty much.”
“You—” She spluttered incoherently, embarrassed and furious. “You knew how to fix that spell all along.”
“I had no idea what was wrong with it.” He smiled smugly. “Two birds, one stone.”
She growled wordlessly, ready to strangle that smile right off his face.
His eyes widened. “Don’t be so mad, Clio. I won’t tell anyone.”
“I’m not worried about that.”
“You aren’t?”
She thrust an accusatory finger in his face. “I’m just sick of you tricking me! Why do you do that?”
“Well … it’s easy.”
“No, it’s not!”
“Says the girl who keeps getting tricked.”
She lurched away from the table, turning her back on him, but he caught her wrist. His firm tug spun her around and she stumbled to a stop inches from where he sat on the high stool, her hands resting on his chest.
“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice deeper, his eyes darker.
She swallowed. “I’m going … back to the inn?”
“Not yet. We need to wait to make sure Dulcet is gone first.”
“I … Oh.” She couldn’t move. She was falling into his eyes, lost in the shadowed amber. She wanted to lean closer and bring her lips to his. She wanted him to kiss her so badly it hurt.
His warm hand curled over her hip and pulled, drawing her closer until she was pressed against him, and now she definitely couldn’t breathe. It took a massive effort of will to hold her hands still, to keep them from exploring all those muscles she’d so recently glimpsed.
His hand slid down her hip … then curled over her backside and squeezed.
She jumped away with a squeal, heat rushing through her cheeks. “Lyre!”
“What?” His expression shifted to a perfect imitation of innocence.
“You—”
The disk on the table fizzed. Blinding light flashed.
He grabbed her as the disk exploded. She hit the floor, Lyre landing on top of her. Light blazed wildly and sparks rained down on them. When the fireworks stopped, he propped himself up on one elbow and glanced at the smoking table.
“Guess the spell wasn’t fixed after all.”
“Guess not,” she agreed weakly.
“I thought you said it looked good?”
“It did.”
“Huh. Well, starting from scratch now, I suppose.”
She nodded distractedly. He was lying mostly on top of her, his body warm and hard. His head turned, and his darkening eyes met hers. That hungry stare. Just like in the alcove. Just like on the sofa.
For a moment that seemed to last an hour, he watched her, his face so close. But then his jaw tightened and he pushed himself up. Rising to his feet, he offered her a hand.
She let him pull her upright, observing him closely. He was so hot and cold she didn’t know how to respond. One minute it seemed like he wanted to “tear her clothes off,” as Kassia had put it, but the next he was pulling back and acting like nothing had happened.
She bit the inside of her cheek. Whatever the reason, it was good he kept pulling back, because she had consistently failed to resist him. Withstanding Madrigal’s attempts to seduce her was straightforward, more of an exercise in willpower and diligence than anything else. And that was with heavy doses of aphrodesia added to the mix.
But with Lyre, she couldn’t keep her head on straight. As soon as he got close, she forgot he was … well, not her enemy, but not her ally either … and she forgot she needed to keep a safe distance. And he wasn’t even using magic on her.
As he examined the damage to the table, she focused her asper again. Dim wisps of golden magic eddied around him and clung close to his body. Having seen the thick swirls of aphrodesia that Madrigal could fill a room with, the magic around Lyre was almost nonexistent.
Either he was being exceptionally subtle, or that faint presence of aphrodesia was beyond his control and as natural to him as breathing. Unaware of her assessment, he tossed the blackened disk into a waste bin in the corner, then threw a few charred arrow shafts in after it.
She joined him at the table and wiped a finger through the layer of soot. “I’m sorry. I should have realized it was unstable.”
“My fault.” He grabbed a ratty cloth and scrubbed away the worst of the stain. “Altering a weave after the fact is always risky.”
“Your reflexes are excellent,” she commented, wondering how much that blast would have hurt if he hadn’t thrown her to the floor.
“Things blowing up is par for the course around here, as you’ve seen.” He leaned a hip on the table and smiled at her in a way that made her instantly wary. “Now that we aren’t pretending you don’t have mystical all-seeing eyes—”
“They’re not all-seeing. And it’s called astral perception.”
He grinned and scooped an arm around her waist. She squeaked in surprise as he swept her around and pushed her down on his stool. She was still mentally catching up when he plucked two arrows from the table and held them up.
“Which one is better?”
“Which arrow? They look the same.”
“Which weaving.”
She crossed her arms. “I am not your spell-viewing monkey.”
“I thought you wanted to see all the magic around here?” He waved the arrows enticingly. “Tell you what. Help me with these spells since you’re stuck here anyway, and I’ll teach you what the ‘triangle thingy’ is and why weaves get fuzzy sometimes.”
“You know why they look fuzzy?”
He raised an eyebrow. “There is literally nothing I don’t know about how magic works.”
“Literally nothing?” she repeated, trying to sound skeptical instead of amused.
“Okay, one caveat. There’s literally nothing I don’t know about magic that another weaver would know.”
“Ah, okay. That’s a little different.”
“Just a little.” He held up the arrows again. “So, deal?”
She couldn’t help her smile. “Okay, deal. But I don’t know how much help I’ll be.”
They worked on the arrows first, then another disk spell, then a few steel balls with different shielding spells. She examined the weaves, told him where she thought the problem was, and he either made notes on it, tried to adjust the weave—carefully, to avoid any more unplanned detonations—or wove an entirely new spell for her to check.
Watching him weave was an experience she wouldn’t forget. It was art in motion—lines of golden light that swirled and danced beneath his dexterous fingers. Just watching him taught her how to refine her own weaving techniques and illustrated how far off her skills were in comparison. His abilities went beyond talent. He was truly gifted.
Afterward, they ended up perched on the sofa, leaning over the coffee table with a reference book open and sheets of paper spread over the surface. At first, he’d just explained what the triangular construction was, but then she’d asked him about another shape she remembered seeing but didn’t understand. And somehow that had evolved into a lesson on advanced weaving constructs.
He was a patient teacher, never making her feel inferior—despite his grandiose claims about knowing everything. Her education held up well, but his knowledge was so vast it left her speechless.
“How do you know so much?” she asked as he tossed another sheet of paper onto the table filled with scribbled shapes. “It should take a lifetime to learn so much. Why aren’t you a grizzled old man with a beard down to your waist?”
He stroked his smooth jaw—an unfair distraction. “Incubi can’t grow beards, for starters. And second, it all depends on when you start learning.”
“When did you start studying advanced weaving then?”
“Hmm.” Looking thoughtful, he slouched back on the sofa. “I graduated to advanced training when I was … I don’t know, seven or eight seasons?”
“But … isn’t a season about a year?”
“Yeah, pretty close.”
“You were seven or eight years old?”
He nodded.
“But—you—that’s—” She shook her head violently. “That’s insane! Normal kids have barely started school at that age, and you were starting advanced magic?”
“My family isn’t exactly normal.”
“But—”
He nonchalantly plucked the pencil from her hands. “What about you? Your education is good for someone who doesn’t weave spells for a living.”
She recognized the deliberate topic shift away from his past. Was he so talented that he’d learned the basics quickly, or had he undergone intensive study as a young child? Seven-year-old kids shouldn’t be learning advanced weaving. It was ridiculous.
But he obviously didn’t want to discuss it, so she stole the pencil back from him and pointed it at his chest. “I didn’t start learning until I was in my teens, and then it was more about understanding what I was seeing with my asper—astral perception—than how to weave the spells.”
She didn’t mention she’d needed little education on how to weave because of her natural—or unnatural, depending on who was talking—ability to mimic any magic she saw.
“I didn’t start studying in earnest until after my mother died,” she admitted. “Before that, I wasn’t very motivated.”
“Did her death change your attitude?”
Clio nodded, his casual curiosity surprising her. He didn’t seem to have registered her mother’s death as a potentially painful topic.
“My mother and father weren’t … together. Once she was gone, I realized I didn’t have much to offer my father’s side of the family, so I worked on getting better.” Not wanting to talk about her family—and inadvertently reveal too much—she gestured across the reference books and papers. “Working with you is so much better than working with Madrigal. Why did you make me suffer with him instead of doing my commission yourself?”
She’d intended the question to be teasing, so she didn’t expect his eyes to go flat.
“Madrigal will do a better job.”
“But you know what you’re doing with weaving, so why—”
He sat up and started tidying the books on the table. “Madrigal is a superior weaver. Be glad he’s making your special spell.”
She pressed her lips together at the hint of a sneer in his voice on the last two words. “I just watched you weave, Lyre. I can’t imagine anyone superior to you.”
“Well, he is. All my brothers are. You’d be waiting weeks for me to manage something that wouldn’t blow up in your face.”
“But—”
“Besides that, I don’t want to make your spell.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it.
He slashed a look at her. “What does it do?”
“What?”
“The spell Madrigal is making for you.”
“It’s …” She twisted the hem of her shirt. “It’s … supposed to …”
“It’s so foul you can’t even tell me, huh?”
Her shoulders wilted. “It was Madrigal’s idea.”
“And even though it’s so unpleasant, you still wish I was making it for you? You want me to be responsible for creating something that will kill people?”
Her head snapped up and she met his hard eyes, her blood suddenly chilled. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”
“Well, I think about it all the time. I don’t need another death spell on my conscience.” He rose to his feet and stretched, arching his back. “I’ll check that the coast is clear, then take you back to reception.”
As he started for the door, she bit her lip. “Lyre?”
With one hand on the door, he glanced over his shoulder questioningly.
She hesitated, hanging on the words before forcing them out. “Why don’t you leave?”
“What?”
“You—you don’t like making spells that kill people, but isn’t that what Chrysalis does? If working here conflicts with your morals, why stay?”
He turned toward the threshold, his face hidden by his arm propping open the door. “With the things I’ve seen, all the secrets I know … do you really think I can just leave?”
Then he walked out, leaving her staring wordlessly after him.





Chapter Nineteen
  
On the sofa in Lyre’s workroom, Clio hugged her knees to her chest, his last words repeating over and over in her head. Do you really think I can just leave?
He couldn’t mean what she thought he meant. He wasn’t allowed to leave? But hadn’t she seen him alone in the spell shop on Earth? Why couldn’t he walk away if that’s what he wanted?
She passed a hand over her eyes. Complex magic shimmered everywhere she looked. If Chrysalis—and Hades—didn’t want him to leave, did they have the magic to prevent it? What if leaving Asphodel wasn’t enough to escape their reach?
He had started his education so young. Had he already been here, in Chrysalis, training to become a master weaver as a child? Was it the same for his brothers? There was so much foul, violent magic in this building. How could being surrounded by it and creating it for most of your life not twist you?
Dulcet’s terrifying smile flashed in her memory. It had twisted one of the brothers, that was for sure.
This place was evil. Chrysalis and Asphodel both. She couldn’t wait to go back to Earth—or, even better, back to Irida—and never set foot here again.
But what about Lyre?
Shaking her head, she pushed to her feet. Lyre wasn’t her responsibility. She couldn’t fix his problems. He knew his situation far better than she did, and she couldn’t change his fate.
Her gaze wandered past the beautiful tangles of magic he’d woven. Beautiful creations for a terrible purpose. Though most were shields or other passive spells, a handful fell in the “offensive” category.
A glimmer of light underneath the desk caught her attention. Frowning, she crossed the room and crouched, expecting to find a lodestone that had fallen off the table. Instead, a spiraling weave covered a floor tile near the back wall.
To anyone else, the ward would have been invisible short of practically stepping on it. The spell was multilayered, and she spent a full minute picking out all the sneaky traps that would seriously hurt anyone who tampered with it—a ward meant to stop other master weavers like Lyre.
Her fingers hovered above it. Deep in its center, hidden from anyone without her ability, she could see the trigger. One touch of magic and she could unkey it—and see what he had hidden underneath.
But it was obviously private. Knowing her abilities, he had shown her real trust by bringing her into his workroom. She started to scoot backward when a thought popped into her head: Could this where he’d hidden one of the deadly prototypes he’d mentioned?
All she needed was one look to find out for sure.
Hopping to her feet, she rushed to the door and opened it, thankful he hadn’t rekeyed his locks. She stuck her head out, glanced up and down the empty hall, then trotted to one end and set a quick tripwire ward into the floor—a simple spell that would alert her if someone passed over it. She set a second tripwire at the other end, then raced back into the workroom and crawled under the table again.
A tap of magic into the tile and the weave went dark, harmless and sleeping. She pried the tile off and set it aside to find a hole in the floor. A loaded quiver of arrows filled most of the space. A few chains of spelled gems hung on the quiver, and a cloth bag held an assortment of charged lodestones—a source of power to supplement his natural reserves.
She lifted a chain laden with defensive weavings along the same lines as the ones around his neck. The second chain held offensive spells—some very nasty ones. She dropped it back in the hole and picked up the third chain, frowning. These weren’t offensive or defensive. They looked like … illusions? Illusions of what?
She grimaced. She’d invaded his hidden spell stash for nothing. These were just his backup self-defense spells. There was nothing here remotely suited for war. She sat back on her heels, disappointed but also somehow relieved. She didn’t understand her relief. She was happy she hadn’t found anything? What was the matter with her?
As her gaze passed over the room one more time, her breath caught. Another shimmer of magic where there should be none.
She scooched out from under the table, still holding the chain of mysterious illusions, and knelt at the base of the bookshelf. Light leaked from between heavy encyclopedias. She pulled them out of the way and leaned down, squinting at the base of the shelf. Another ward. An even scarier ward.
Nerves twisted in her belly. She studied the weave, hands pressed hard to the floor. There was no trigger on this ward—no way to turn it on or off. It was designed to be cast once and left in place, never to be removed. After another minute of analysis, she was certain she could unravel it without activating any of its lethal defenses. But if she broke the ward, she couldn’t replace it. He would know.
But would he notice? How often did he check the hidden spells in his workroom?
Spells to save Irida. That’s what she’d come here for. That was her priority. Not an incubus. Not a Chrysalis weaver.
She sent a flare of magic into the heart of the weave. The threads dissolved to nothing and the latent power released, whooshing over her like a hot breeze. Seams appeared in the solid wood shelf. She pried the cover up and found a second, much smaller compartment holding a single cloth bag with tied drawstrings.
She cautiously lifted it out, weighing it in her hand, then slid the object from the bag.
It was a clock—sort of. The flat timepiece was slightly larger than her palm, its casing removed and the gears exposed. Only its second hand remained, the minute and hour hands absent. Tiny gemstones were embedded in the gears, with a miniature ruby attached to the tip of the second hand and a matching one glittering where the twelve should have been.
Her skin crawled.
The weave in the clock was the most bizarre thing she’d ever seen. She didn’t recognize half the constructs. But what made her want to drop the thing and wipe her hands on her pants were the strange black shadows clinging to the golden threads of the weave. She’d seen the red stain of blood magic, but she had no idea what a black tinge meant.
What did the spell do? Why was it embedded in a clock of all things? Simple metal shapes were so much easier to work with. Why bother with something so complex?
She held it in both hands, searching it, but she couldn’t make sense of the shapes. Attempting to relax, she focused not on the specific constructs but on the feel of the magic. Her gift for seeing and mimicking worked whether she understood how the spell was made.
Seconds ticked by as she turned the weaving over and over in her mind. The spell was dark … hungry … thirsting for … magic. It wanted more magic. It wanted to devour it.
A spell that ate magic? A spell that could devour other spells?
Impossible. Magic could be used up, unraveled, shredded, deflected, or diffused. But it couldn’t be … undone. It couldn’t be unmade. There was no power in the three worlds that could uncreate a spell without the magical energy in it going somewhere. Magic couldn’t disappear.
But unless her instincts were wildly off-base, that’s exactly what this weaving did. She lifted the misshapen clock up to her nose, peering more closely to see exactly how it worked, how it “ate” other magic.
A ping went off in her head. Her trip ward.
Someone was coming.
She shoved the clock back in its bag, dropped it in the compartment, and jammed the books back on the shelves. She sprang to her feet—and realized she hadn’t put the compartment under the desk back together.
Grabbing the chain beside her, she bolted across the room, skidded on her knees, and dropped the chain back inside. A gem caught on the edge and popped off, skittering across the floor. Shoving the tile into place, she rekeyed the wards, grabbed the loose gem, and scrambled out from under the table.
Lyre stood in the center of the room.
She cringed, still crouched in front of the table. His face was blank, his eyes black—but not with lust. With fury.
He took a slow, precise step away from her. “Get out.”
“Lyre, I—”
“Get out.”
With trembling hands, she pushed to her feet and walked to the door. In the threshold, she turned back, wanting to say something, but her mind was blank.
He flicked his fingers. Light flashed on either side of her, and she threw herself backward. Magic burst across the doorway, filling it with three different spells—two lethal defensive wards and an illusion that blacked out the room beyond.
She picked herself up off the floor and blinked away the tears gathering in her eyes. Squeezing the loose gem in her hand, she stumbled down the corridor, at a complete loss for how to find the lobby. She didn’t dare go back to ask Lyre to show her the way.
She couldn’t ask him for anything ever again.
Clenching her hands until her fingernails dug into her palms, she broke into a run, fleeing the corridor, desperate to escape the building. To escape this place. To escape this world.





Chapter Twenty
  
Lying on her bed, Clio stared blankly at the ceiling. She rolled the small pink gemstone between her finger and thumb, feeling each imperfection in its surface.
In terms of skill, the smaller the receptacle of a weaving, the more difficult the spell was to create. After perfecting a spell’s design in a disk, Lyre would eventually compact the weaving into a smaller form to fit in a gemstone or steel marble. The weaver didn’t weave it that small, of course. They wove a layer at a reasonable size, condensed it into the lodestone, wove the next layer, condensed it, and so on.
The gem held layer upon layer of fine weaving. When she examined it with her asper, she didn’t see the literal tiny threads, but a version in her head she could parse piece by piece. Illusions were difficult, though. She couldn’t tell what the illusion would look like, only that it was an illusion.
This one was constructed so it could be activated and deactivated, and the threads recharged with magic by the creator as the stores inside the stone grew low. She could have activated it when she first brought it back to the inn, but she hadn’t—despite having more than enough time. Countless hours of darkness had passed, then most of the bright Underworld day. Outside the window, the flare of sunlight was drawing closer to the edge of the planet in the sky, and in another hour, it would slip out of sight—the beginning of the eclipse.
Her first cycle in the night realm was almost complete. Seventy-two hours. It felt like weeks had passed, not three days.
She turned the stone over again. The last half-cycle had crawled by in utter monotony. She, Kassia, and Eryx had been stuck at the inn while Madrigal worked on her commission. He wouldn’t have a functional weaving to show her for at least another cycle. After so long in their room, she was almost looking forward to the event at the Hades palace.
Rocking her head to one side, she scowled at her flowing nymph costume, carefully cleaned and spread across the bed covers, waiting for her to put it on. Seeing as she hadn’t thought to bring a formal evening gown on her spell-stealing hell trip, it would be her outfit for the event.
She held the gemstone up to the light and watched it sparkle. Curiosity burned, but she didn’t activate the spell to see what the illusion was. Beneath her curiosity, a leaden weight sat deep in her gut.
Closing her fingers over the stone, she rolled onto her stomach and pressed her face into the pillow. She shouldn’t have invaded Lyre’s privacy. Aside from Kassia and Eryx, he was the closest thing she’d had to an ally here. The tentative trust between them, the growing camaraderie … why had she ruined it?
Pushing herself up, she rubbed her face. It didn’t matter. She would never see him again anyway. She would go home to Irida, and he would have to figure out his own problems. Their worlds did not overlap—figuratively or literally. She needed to focus on what was important.
Tossing the gemstone onto the pillow, she stripped out of her clothes and donned her costume. She was fixing her braid into a bun at the back of her head when the main door to the suite opened and closed.
“Finally,” Kassia said, her impatient voice carrying through the closed bedroom door. “Where did you go?”
“Just wandering around,” Eryx answered nonchalantly.
“You do a lot of wandering whenever Clio is sleeping. Where have you been going?”
“Scoping the nearby area. In case of an emergency. It’s good to know your way around.”
“What kind of emergency are you expecting? If things go so wrong that we’re fleeing through the streets, we’re screwed anyway. We’d never make it out of Asphodel alive, and even if we did, we don’t know where to find a single ley line in this realm.”
Clio swallowed nervously at the bleak assessment.
“Your optimism is heartening, Kass,” Eryx said with cheerful sarcasm. “Don’t worry so much. I just like to know what sort of ground I’m standing on.”
Kassia grunted. “Are you ready for this event? I hope you can hold your tongue better than your first time in Chrysalis.”
“Of course I’m ready. We’ll have to keep our ears open for any interesting tidbits. A gathering of Underworld leaders—who knows if an Overworlder has ever been privy to such a thing. It’s exciting!”
“Not the word I would use. I’m already worried about Clio. A single Overworlder in that viper’s nest? No way she’ll go unnoticed.”
“We’ll be beside her the whole time. We can look threatening enough when we want to, you know.”
“What if we have to defend her? What happens then?”
“I doubt Samael would allow something like that. He invited her, after all.”
“Unless that’s exactly why he invited her—so something would happen.”
“That doesn’t even make sense. You’re being paranoid, Kass.”
Clio tied the last long, billowy sleeve into place and pushed the door open. Kassia and Eryx stood facing each other, their terse postures at odds with their seemingly casual conversation. Clio glanced between them in confusion.
Eryx stepped back and smiled. “Are you ready? There’s a carriage waiting for you at the front doors.”
“There is?” Clio yelped. “Why didn’t you say so?”
“It’s better to be fashionably late than early, isn’t it?”
Grumbling, she took a step toward them, then hesitated. “Just a second.”
Returning to the bedroom, she scooped the gemstone off her pillow and tucked it into the hidden pocket in the wide belt of fabric around her waist.
“Okay,” she said, rushing back into the main room. “I’m ready.”
Kassia and Eryx wore their red leather ensembles, and with their expressions equally grim, Clio had to agree with Eryx: they did look threatening. As they headed down to the waiting carriage, she was more grateful than ever that she had the two of them with her.
Sneaking around Chrysalis had been dangerous, but she suspected her visit to the Hades residence, even with an invitation, would be a whole new level of hazardous.

Clio had expected a room full of politicians. She hadn’t expected a room full of literal monsters.
Standing beside a long table, she tried not to fidget. Kassia and Eryx hovered on either side of her, glaring warningly at anyone who glanced her way. With her white, blue, and green outfit, she was impossible to miss in the dimly lit room full of muted colors. And she was more than ready for the Underworlders to stop trying to talk to her.
The rail-thin man with eerie champagne-pink eyes who’d introduced himself as the Warlord of Torngasuk—a territory she’d never heard of before—hadn’t been that bad. He was now speaking with a pair of women with leathery faces, tangled manes of gray hair, and huge feathered wings folded against their backs. Their feet ended in bird-like talons that clicked whenever they walked. Clio had already talked to them—matrons of the harpies, a notoriously mercenary caste.
They weren’t even scary compared to other castes. Like the towering black-furred beasts that resembled the human idea of werewolves. Or the trio of creatures with female torsos that changed to snake bodies below the waist—or Clio thought they were female. It was hard to tell.
Then there was the man with skin that looked like stone. And the man with bug eyes and a scorpion tail, complete with the stabby, venomous part on the end. Oh, and how could she forget the twelve-foot-tall minotaur with curving horns and hooves the size of dinner plates?
At this point, she was just trying not to stare too much.
To be fair, over half the guests were in glamour and appeared no more threatening than an odd bunch of humans. Many had introduced themselves with perfect manners and questioned her—politely—about her intentions. They wanted to get on the “political allies” bandwagon with Hades, a theory supported by several not-so-polite comments about the Ra family. The enemy of their enemy was their friend.
Wearing glamour wasn’t about good manners though. Like everything daemons did, it was a power play. The monstrous guests might look more frightening, but the truly powerful daemons were in glamour. Not only did they appear more reserved and sophisticated, but deliberately weakening themselves with glamour was a clear statement that they weren’t afraid of anyone at the event.
It was mostly those daemons who’d approached her, and she couldn’t fault their etiquette. But the guests were growing restless, and she knew why. Samael had yet to appear at his own party. According to other attendees, something had delayed him, but he would join them soon. She couldn’t decide whether she was anticipating his appearance—she wanted to see the face that went with the fearsome reputation—or dreading it.
“Well,” Eryx muttered, “this is boring.”
“Shush,” Kassia hissed under her breath. “Be glad it’s boring.”
“I haven’t heard a single interesting bit of gossip.” He glanced across Clio and Kassia. “I’m going to wander around. Find the bathroom, maybe.”
“Eryx—”
He grinned and slipped away, leaving Clio and Kassia standing alone.
“That chimera,” Kassia growled.
Turning to the table, Clio surveyed the spread of unfamiliar delicacies arranged on simple silver platters. She picked up a bite-size morsel that looked like chocolate and popped it in her mouth. A flavor like extra spicy cinnamon exploded across her tongue and she cringed, tears stinging her eyes. Swallowing hastily—it burned all the way down to her stomach—she considered the other foods with increased wariness.
“What do you think?” Kassia whispered.
“It’s not what I expected,” Clio admitted, peering around the hall.
The tall windows that lined one side of the spacious room offered an expansive view of Asphodel’s lights in the darkness. Intricate designs were carved into the round pillars, rich fabrics draped the walls, and beautiful food in artistic arrangements covered the long tables. A musician in the corner played a somber ballade on an unfamiliar string instrument.
Around the room’s shadowy perimeter, daemons of a different sort from the well-dressed guests lurked. Like Clio, some attendees had arrived with bodyguards, but unlike her, they’d mostly left their protectors to wait out of the way. Though none were visibly armed, they all carried an aura of careful watchfulness and suppressed threat.
In the shadowy gap between a pillar and the wall, two daemons dressed in black waited, their sleeveless shirts baring well-muscled arms adorned with dark bracers. At a glance, they didn’t seem much different from the other watching guards, but those two … they oozed danger.
Kassia followed her gaze, then nudged Clio with her elbow. “Don’t stare.”
Clio quickly focused on the table. “I wonder who they are?”
“I couldn’t tell you who anyone else here is, but I have a good idea about those two.”
“Really? How?”
“The older one with the scar on his face? Every chimera who does the Nereid apprenticeship knows about him: Raum, the draconian assassin.”
“An assassin?” A chill ran down her spine at the fearful hush in her friend’s voice. “Right here at the party?”
“Draconians are mercenary warriors. They do everything from killing people to covert ops to breaking kneecaps. ‘Jack of all trades’ soldiers-for-hire. Raum’s reputation is well known among Overworlders. We suspected he works for Hades, but I guess this confirms it.”
The older of the two daemons had wavy wine-red hair and a long scar down his left cheek, visible even at a distance. His expression was ice cold and harder than steel, more like a statue than a living person. His companion, a younger version of him without the scar, had darker hair braided against the side of his head with a red tie that hung over one shoulder. He was almost as expressionless.
“Why is he so well known?” she whispered.
Kassia flexed her shoulders. “Raum has killed at least six Ra family members in the last four years—that we’ve heard about. Probably more. The list of assassinations and attacks he’s tied to is about five pages long.”
“Holy crap. What about the other one?”
“My guess is that’s Ash, his protégé. A few years younger, not as much of a reputation yet, but he’s building a similar one even faster than his mentor.”
Clio squinted at them, then realized what she was doing and dropped her gaze back to the table. “I don’t think the second one can be who you think he is. He looks my age, maybe even a year younger. How could he be that notorious already?”
“It doesn’t take long when they start killing before they’re done training.”
Shuddering, Clio turned her back on the two assassins and chewed on her thumbnail nervously.
“It’s always bugged me,” Kassia muttered. “With their skills, they could work for anyone. Why the Hades family?”
“Why not?” Clio asked with a shrug. “Hades probably pays the best.”
“A few centuries ago, Hades exterminated the draconians’ ruling family and most of their population, assimilated their territory, and scattered the survivors across the Underworld.” Folding her arms, Kassia frowned disapprovingly. “The draconians must not have much pride as a caste if they’re taking money from the same family that almost wiped them out.”
Clio huffed. “Have I mentioned I hate this place?”
“Asphodel?”
“The Underworld. The darkness in this realm harbors so much ugliness.” Her thoughts drifted from the draconian mercenaries to a certain incubus. “Nothing here is what it seems.”
“Once Madrigal finishes your prototype, we’re gone. It’ll be enough for Bastian. It’s more than foul enough to suit him.”
Clio grimaced and adjusted the long sleeve of her costume. The design Madrigal had proposed made her feel dirty just thinking about it. A sacrificial soldier would carry the lethal spell into the enemy force. It would explode, killing enemy combatants and infecting others with the same weaving. Then, later, the infected soldiers would detonate as well, killing and infecting even more victims who’d then carry the lethal weave deeper into the enemy forces.
“It’s foul, that’s for sure,” Clio mumbled as she swallowed back faint nausea. “Not exactly war-ending, but definitely war-deterring. I’m glad Bastian probably won’t have to use it.”
Kassia gave her a strange look. “What do you mean he won’t have to use it?”
“The spells I bring home are supposed to give us enough of an advantage to deter Ra from attacking, and we wouldn’t have to fight a single battle. That’s what Bastian said, remember?”
Kassia pressed her lips together, then sighed. “Clio, that’s not how it works.”
“What do you mean?”
“In war, a deterrent only works if the enemy knows we have it. The only way they’ll know we have it is when we use it.” Sympathy softened her crimson eyes. “Whatever spells you give Bastian, Irida will use at least once. Probably more.”
“But …” Clio shook her head. “But Bastian said …”
“He might hope we won’t need it, but if Ra is serious about invading Irida, Bastian and the king will use every weapon at their disposal, including whatever spells you bring them.”
Clio’s hands clenched. How naive was she? Of course Irida would have to use the spell. Otherwise, how could it frighten Ra? It wasn’t like Irida could just send Ra a letter saying, “Hey, we have scary spells, so don’t mess with us!” Ra wouldn’t fear Irida’s magic until they saw it in action.
Her gorge rose. Would Bastian sacrifice one of his own people, a loyal soldier, to use Madrigal’s spell? Would he commit a war crime by killing wounded soldiers or civilians?
She knew the answer. To protect his homeland, Bastian would use any and every tool at his disposal—including his half-sister.
She slipped her fingers into the hidden pocket of her belt and pulled out Lyre’s small pink gemstone. If he had done her commission, would he have proposed a spell like Madrigal’s? He’d tried to get her to purchase more typical, straightforward battle spells.
“Incoming,” Kassia whispered.
A daemon, flanked by six flunkies, bore down on her with an oily grin. His huge bulk strained the buttons of his shirt. Daemons were naturally athletic and seeing one so overweight was a shock. It took extreme overindulgence for a daemon to end up that obese.
“You must be the Irida envoy,” the daemon said in a deep, unpleasantly husky voice. His dark eyes were like little pits of coal above his sagging cheeks. “Clio, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Clutching the gemstone, she tried not to stare as his three chins jiggled with each word he spoke.
“I am Suhul, warlord of the daeva. Are you familiar with our caste?”
She wanted to move away from him, but she was trapped between his entourage and the table behind her. “I’m afraid not.”
“Not to worry, my dear. There are over a thousand Underworld castes and nearly three hundred established territories, plus as many unofficial ones.”
“A thousand?” she repeated weakly.
“Many never cross worlds, so I wouldn’t imagine their names are ever spoken outside the Underworld.” His greasy smile returned. “Your experience tonight is unique for an Overworlder. Over seventy castes are represented here tonight, did you know?”
“Seventy?”
“Indeed.” He leaned closer and she struggled not to recoil as a sour smell wafted over her. “It’s a highly varied gathering, from esteemed reapers and daevas like myself, to the mercenary harpies and draconians.”
On the last word, his gaze darted to the two draconian assassins and he licked his lips before focusing on Clio again. “Have you been introduced to everyone yet, Clio, my dear? I would be happy to act as your guide and informant.”
Clio glanced pleadingly at Kassia, but her friend just stared stonily at Suhul, no more able to get Clio out of the conversation than she could herself.
“Who would you like to meet? I saw the harpies talking to you earlier—you can certainly do for better company than them.” He swiveled his round frame. “How about—oh, but you would have met them, since you’re here for business with Chrysalis.”
“Who?” she asked.
Shifting back a step, he gestured toward two men with pale blond hair speaking to a tall woman. One of the blond men turned and Clio’s breath caught. Lyre. But no, it was another doppelganger—another brother, this one with shorter, neater hair than Lyre’s and an expression like he’d never smiled in his life.
Then the second blond man turned, and Clio gasped. Not a doppelganger, because this incubus was distinctly older, his hair paler and tied in a short tail at the nape of his neck.
“Ah,” Suhul said, watching her. “So you haven’t met them yet.”
“Who …?”
“Lyceus Rysalis, and his eldest son, Andante.”
“Rysalis,” she muttered. “Chrysalis … Rysalis.”
“Exactly, yes.” Suhul tugged his shirt down his bulging belly. “Most incubi are worse than useless, but the Rysalis family is quite a different case. The bloodline has produced some of the most famous—and infamous—weavers in Underworld history. The family is very wealthy, though that wealth is tied to Hades now.”
“They didn’t always work for Hades?” she asked cautiously, watching Lyre’s father. Lyceus didn’t look old enough to have sired adult children—let alone seven of them—but daemons didn’t always age like humans. The family’s patriarch appeared to be in his late twenties, but on closer inspection, she realized that impression was based entirely on his demeanor. Physically, he looked no older than his son beside him. Did incubi age at all?
“Oh no.” Suhul rocked back on his heels, delighted to show off his knowledge. “With their wealth and unique magic, the Rysalis family used to rival the main families for political power. Then—oh, about six centuries ago? Seven?—the Hades warlord struck a deal with them, and the whole Rysalis clan moved here and set up shop as Chrysalis.”
“Why would they do that?” she asked. “Why give up their independence?”
“Back then, they didn’t specialize in militaristic spellcraft the way they do now. One small family, even with the best weavers in the three worlds, was vulnerable, and their wealth could only buy them so much protection. Hades provided a safe place to work and do business, and all the helpers they could need.”
“And in return, they make whatever magic Hades wants?”
“Precisely. Over the centuries, Chrysalis became more of an arm of Hades than its own entity, but it’s still powerful.” Suhul leaned toward her with another leer. “I can see you’re a clever one, my dear. I would be happy to educate you further on Underworld history and politics.”
“A—a generous offer,” she stammered, cringing back and bumping the table. The gemstone slipped from her hand, hit the floor, and rolled out of sight. “Who is the woman Lyceus is talking to?”
Annoyance at the change of subject rippled over Suhul’s face, but he glanced over at the female daemon speaking with the two incubi. Her raven-black hair was pulled into a severe ponytail, and her curvaceous figure was clad in a mix of black fabric and even blacker leather that didn’t seem appropriate for … well, for any occasion.
“That is Eisheth Hades, a cousin of Samael’s,” Suhul answered. “A high-ranking noblewoman. She’s also the bastille’s warden, and that position commands a certain … deference.”
“The bastille?” Clio repeated in confusion.
“The, ah, prison here in Asphodel. It has a reputation …” Giving his head a shake, he stepped closer, his swollen stomach almost touching her. “As I was saying, perhaps you might like to visit my territory before you leave the Underworld. Asphodel is rather lacking in luxuries, you know. You would enjoy a visit with my people, I am positive.”
Don’t blast a warlord. Don’t blast a warlord. She chanted the words in her head as she again looked at Kassia for help. Her bodyguard straightened and raised her voice.
“Warlord, sir, is that daemon hailing you?”
“Huh? Who?” Suhul stepped back from Clio and turned, searching for the nonexistent daemon.
Kassia tilted her head, urging Clio to duck behind her. But that wouldn’t stop Suhul. Looking wildly for an escape, Clio couldn’t see anywhere to hide. And she wasn’t leaving until she found Lyre’s gemstone. She couldn’t lose it, not here. She glanced at the table, draped in red fabric that almost touched the floor, and a stupid idea popped into her head.
Stupid, but the best idea she had.
With an apologetic grimace at Kassia, Clio dropped into a crouch and ducked behind the tablecloth just as Suhul’s feet pivoted back.
“Eh? Where did she go?”
“The Irida envoy had to step out for a moment,” Kassia answered stiffly, sounding irritated.
“But—but where …” His feet turned. “Hmph. Is this some kind of Overworld magic? Vanishing on the spot?”
Crouched uncomfortably, Clio pulled a face, grateful it hadn’t occurred to Suhul that she was under the table—probably because he wouldn’t fit. It would have been beyond embarrassing for him to catch her hiding like a child. Maybe this was a bad idea, but one more lascivious grin from that creep and she would have tossed her dinner on his feet.
Ignoring the conversation above, she searched around until a sparkle caught her eye. Retrieving Lyre’s gem, she stuffed it back into her hidden pocket and hunched her shoulders. How would she get out again without anyone noticing her? Maybe she would just stay here until the event was over.
With an annoyed grumble, Suhul stalked away, his heavy footsteps vibrating the floor. Clio huffed out a breath—and heard another small puff of breath.
She twisted around, staring in confusion. Barely audible over the competing conversations was another huffy sound and a faint scuffling. Brow furrowed, Clio crept along the floor and peered between the legs where one table butted up against another.
Her eyes widened. She wasn’t alone in her hiding spot.





Chapter Twenty-One
  
In the shadows near the opposite legs of the table, a dark lump the size of a house cat quivered. Then huge, almond-shaped golden eyes opened, blinking rapidly at Clio.
She gaped as the creature writhed, its long tail snapping back and forth, the end adorned with a dark tuft of fur. It was a miniature dragon with folded wings, a dark mane running down its long neck, and a delicate feline head with small horns.
And the little thing was wrapped from nose to rump in a shimmering web of red magic.
“Oh,” Clio breathed, her fear waning. The miniature dragon was caught in a spell. How could anyone attack something so cute?
As though to defy her thought about it being cute, the dragon bared its sharp teeth. It hissed warningly and scuffled backward, scarcely able to move its legs. Clio passed a hand over her eyes, focusing her asper. The weave that fueled the web appeared, revealing a simple binding. She could remove it if she could get close enough to touch the dragon.
“Can I help you?” she whispered, slowly extending one hand. “I can get that binding off in no time.”
The dragon hissed again, cowering against the table leg.
“I promise not to hurt you.” She shifted closer. “Let me help.”
She waited there, not moving, as the dragon hissed and shuffled backward. The creature’s golden eyes narrowed. Its snarl faded, and it huffed softly. With a grumble, it lowered its head in what Clio took as permission.
Cautiously shifting closer, she reached for the dragon and touched its scales just above its shoulder. A quick zap of magic broke apart the first half of the web. She touched the dragon’s rump and gave the spell another quick zap. It fizzled out and the dragon went limp with a startled whine.
“It’s okay,” Clio whispered. She cautiously stroked the creature’s silky mane. “It’s just the aftereffects of the spell. It’ll wear off in a minute.”
Heavy footsteps passed the table and Clio froze, watching several pairs of shoes stride by. This wasn’t safe. All it would take was one daemon standing too close and the helpless dragon might get kicked or stepped on.
She reached out. “I’m going to pick you up, okay?”
The dragon hissed, but Clio pulled the small body into her arms anyway. The creature squirmed weakly and Clio shushed it. Cradling it in one arm, she scuttled along under the row of tables toward the other end near the wall. It would be quieter there. A safer place for the dragon.
“What are you doing under here anyway?” she muttered, her ankles aching from crouching too long. “This isn’t a good place for little dragons.”
The creature chuffed quietly, a sound that made Clio think of a teenager rolling their eyes. She scooted along until she’d reached the end of the table. Hesitating, she wondered if she should leave the dragon here or …
Before she could make a decision, someone on the other side of the tablecloth swept it aside.
A daemon crouched in the opening, a foot away. Gray eyes like pale storm clouds cut right through her, his face cold and expressionless. Her heart stuttered, then launched into a panicked beat. The draconian mercenary. The one Kassia had called Ash.
Clio was still frozen when the draconian scooped the dragon from her arms. The tablecloth fell back into place, leaving her alone.
“Hey!” she gasped, her paralysis breaking. She dove out from under the table—and crashed headfirst into his legs. Her skull connected hard with his shins and she swallowed a yelp.
He stepped back. She scrambled to her feet and glanced around wildly to make sure no one had noticed her reappearance. Kassia stood at the other end of the long table, looking worried.
With her dignity safe for now, Clio whirled on the draconian. “What do you think you’re …”
She trailed off. Perched on his shoulders was the dragon, its tail curled lazily around his neck. The creature trilled in a friendly way and blinked peacefully at Clio.
“Oh,” she mumbled. “The dragon is … yours?”
He nodded, still expressionless. A couple inches taller than Lyre and noticeably broader in the shoulders, he towered over Clio. That aura of menace she’d sensed from across the room was almost overwhelming while standing right in front of him. At least the older draconian was nowhere in sight.
“Is it okay?” Clio asked.
“She’s fine.” His deep voice slid over her and she shivered as it rubbed along her bones in a way that wasn’t exactly unpleasant—but definitely unnerving.
Shaking off her reaction, she awkwardly brushed her hands together, clearing the dust she’d gathered under the table. “I’m glad she isn’t hurt.”
He said nothing. Did he know his little dragon had been caught in a spell? And that Clio had saved the creature? Either way, she should probably rejoin Kassia. Clio looked around again, intending to sneak back to her friend, but saw Suhul peering across the room. Without thinking, she ducked behind the draconian, putting him between her and the portly daeva warlord.
Ash didn’t react to her using him as a shield, but the little dragon peered down at Clio from over his shoulder. After a minute, she peeked around Ash’s arm. “Is he gone?”
He glanced at her. “He’s at the other end of the room.”
The long pause preceding his answer suggested he wasn’t sure he wanted to speak with her at all. She wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt and pretended he wasn’t that scary. Had she really hidden behind an assassin to avoid a sleazy warlord? She needed to get her priorities straight.
Then again, maybe the warlord was more of a threat than an assassin who probably wouldn’t stab her unless someone paid him to do it.
“Um.” She regarded Ash warily. “How … dangerous … would you say that Suhul guy is?”
“Everyone here is dangerous.”
Not a helpful answer. She didn’t know why she was even asking him. She should have been making fast excuses to get away, but his complete disinterest was better than all the other daemons who wanted something from her. Or maybe the adorable way the little dragon was snuggled around his neck made him less frightening.
“How soon is too soon to leave?” she asked instead. “Samael hasn’t even shown up.”
Ash waited almost a minute before answering, probably hoping she would leave if he didn’t respond. “Samael isn’t coming.”
“He’s not? But he invited me. I was told it would be a terrible insult if I didn’t meet him.”
Ash said nothing, and she frowned. His gray eyes followed another daemon for a few moments before refocusing on her. His attention carried a tangible weight that pressed her into the floor. She shivered again.
Irritation tightened his mouth when he saw her expectant stare and realized she was waiting for a response. “If Samael wanted to meet you,” he snapped, “he would have summoned you privately.”
“Oh, I see. So it’s just a political play.” She nodded to herself. Samael had invited her so the others would see her, not because he cared to meet her himself. “I’m glad. I was worried I was actually important or something.”
He looked across the room again, oozing “go away” vibes. She sighed, figuring she should probably return to Kassia. With a sharp chirp, the little dragon on Ash’s shoulders sprang off him and darted away, vanishing into the shadows.
“Ah, Clio, my dear! There you are!”
She swallowed a groan and turned. Suhul bore down on her, his coal-black eyes squinched with greedy relish.
“I thought you might have gotten lost.” Suhul glanced at Ash and his leering smile returned. “Ah, curious about the draconian, were you, my dear? Not the best company to be seen in, I must say.”
Clio scowled at his rudeness. Ash either didn’t care or was too used to similar remarks to react. He leveled his cutting stare on the warlord, who quickly broke eye contact.
“Clio, since our host is otherwise occupied, why don’t I give you a tour of the building? I’ve seen it all myself enough times to know almost as much as a Hades family member.”
She hid her alarm. “Thank you for the offer, but I need to find my bodyguards and—”
“Don’t worry, my dear, I have guards.” He nodded to the six henchmen who followed him everywhere in silence. “You’ll be perfectly safe with me.”
Shaking her head, she stepped away from him and almost backed into Ash. “No, thank you. I need to—”
“Don’t be silly, Clio.” He grabbed her wrist, his fingers cold and clammy. “It won’t take long. Don’t you want to see more than this one room?”
He dragged her a step forward and she saw a door between the pillars only a few paces away. He planned to tow her right out of the hall. She looked around in a panic, but Kassia—frantically searching for Clio—had gone the wrong way and was even farther across the room. Eryx was nowhere in sight.
She dug her heels in but he effortlessly dragged her closer. “No, I can’t. Let me go—”
Another hand, warm and strong, closed over her upper arm, holding her in place.
“Release her.”
Ash’s voice slid under her skin and vibrated against her bones. Suhul paled and opened his hand obediently. Clio stumbled backward, bumping into Ash, and he released her arm almost as quickly as Suhul had.
“What’s this?” Eisheth Hades sauntered over, her high ponytail swinging. She contemplated Clio, then performed the same examination of Ash, her reddish-black eyes burning with what was either loathing or lust. Lastly, she glanced at the daeva who was gawking at her with what was definitely lust.
“Suhul,” she purred, “are you monopolizing the Irida envoy? I haven’t even been introduced.”
“Not at all,” Suhul spluttered. “I was offering her a tour, but …”
Eisheth’s lips curved in a sickly sweet smile. “Is the draconian being troublesome?”
Clio craned her neck to look at Ash, who was watching the two daemons over the top of her head. He didn’t respond, his expression even more blank than before—but shadows gathered in his eyes, darkening the stormy gray.
Clio folded her arms. “Do people always talk about you like you aren’t there?”
His gaze flicked down to hers. Suhul stared gormlessly as though Clio had just questioned a piece of furniture.
Eisheth cocked one hip and planted her hand on it. “Talking to a draconian is rather like talking to a hound. Seems rather pointless, don’t you think?”
“That’s—that’s not … very polite.” Clio trailed off, shrinking under Eisheth’s patronizing smile. She would have loved to tell the woman off for comparing draconians to dogs, but insulting Hades nobility wasn’t smart.
“Really, Clio,” Suhul said. “I’m afraid you’ve gotten the wrong impression. Manners are lost on brutes like this.”
Eisheth glanced at the daeva warlord, and cruel delight lit her eyes. “Exactly so, Suhul,” she praised with sudden sincerity. “Samael’s draconians are well-trained guard dogs, nothing more.”
To Clio’s disbelief, Ash remained silent. He looked bored as if he’d heard it all a hundred times. Maybe this was normal. Maybe this was how things were done in the Underworld.
“Yes, yes,” the daeva warlord blustered. “You see, Clio? We should—”
“Oh no,” Eisheth interrupted. “Dear Clio looks frightened. This draconian is nothing to be feared, child.”
Clio blinked. She looked frightened? What?
“Suhul, you should show Clio that Samael’s pet draconians are harmless and would never lay a hand on one of his guests.” Eisheth gazed at the daeva with adoring expectancy.
“I—I should?” Suhul glanced from Eisheth to Ash, then at Clio. He puffed out his chest. “Yes, of course. Look, Clio.”
He reached right over Clio’s head, his fat fingers heading for Ash’s face.
She didn’t see where it came from, but suddenly there was a long, wicked dagger in Ash’s hand. And just as swiftly, he thrust the hooked blade right through Suhul’s wrist. Hot blood splattered her face.
“Actually,” Ash said, his arm curled around her, trapping her in place, “Samael’s other pet draconians would never harm his guests.”
Suhul’s flabby jaw hung open as he stared at the blade sticking out of his wrist and the wet crimson soaking his sleeve. Then Ash ripped the blade right through the daemon’s hand, splitting his palm in half. Suhul screamed.
His six guards charged Ash and Clio.
With his bloodied dagger in hand, Ash swung her out of the way of the charging daemons. He continued his graceful pivot, nonchalantly flicking his fingers, and black flames erupted in a wide arc that threw his attackers back. She staggered away from the draconian, shocked by the sight. Black magic. She’d never seen such a thing before. It wasn’t the shadow-tinged gold of Lyre’s magic-eating clock spell, but pure ebony power.
Over the cacophony of shouts and the thundering footsteps of daemons running toward or away from the fight, exuberant laughter chimed. Eisheth stepped back as a guard slammed to the floor at her feet.
“I’ll see you in the bastille later, Ash,” she called gleefully. “Don’t be tardy!”
Still laughing, she turned and sauntered off.
Jerking her attention away from the woman, Clio dove out of the way as Ash tore into the guards, now holding another long dagger. Where was he getting those? Black flames rippled down the blades, and he tore the steel right through the other daemons’ shields like they weren’t even casting. If she’d had the leisure, she would have loved to get a good look at what exactly he was doing with his strange magic.
As it was, she could barely keep clear of the battle. She scrambled out of the way as Ash tossed a daemon into the wall beside her. The guard hit with a sickening crack and slid down the wood panels, leaving a streak of blood in his wake. She cringed, desperate for an escape. Daemons were converging from around the room to watch, and trapped behind them was Kassia, trying in vain to force her way through.
Meeting Clio’s eyes, Kassia jerked her hand in an emphatic gesture. Clio looked around and saw the nearby door. Kassia was telling her to get out of the line of fire—to escape from the room.
As Ash unleashed a spiraling band of black magic that filled the air with the agonized screams of his assailants, she flung the door open, fell through, and slammed it shut behind her. Something crashed into the other side, and she sprinted away without glancing back.
Note to self: do not antagonize draconian assassins. She’d thought Ash wasn’t that bad, but the current slaughter suggested otherwise. Yeah, Suhul had insulted him and tried to grab him, but those guards hadn’t said a word. And now he was ripping them apart.
Ripping them apart effortlessly, despite those daemons being trained warriors too.
Clio shuddered and focused on where she was going. The paneled walls and glossy floors went on forever before she came upon a junction. She stood for a minute, looking in each direction, then picked one at random. Minutes stretched as she wandered down one corridor and up another, unable to find a staircase to take her down a level where she’d have a chance of locating the exit. Eventually, she found a hall lined with windows and stopped to peer outside, but the vista of lights offered no clues as to where she was or which direction she was walking.
She leaned on the sill, waiting for the shaky feeling of adrenaline to wane. She was lost, but sooner or later, she would find her way out of here or find someone to take her back to the entrance. Not the end of the world.
Her neck prickled warningly.
Before she could turn, hot breath washed over the top of her head and a hand slid around her neck in a lover’s caress—then tightened painfully.
“Hello again, Clio,” a voice purred in her ear.
Magic was already spinning into her body from the hand on her throat, and she couldn’t even scream as blurry darkness closed over her.





Chapter Twenty-Two
  
Lyre jerked awake with a gasp. Flinging the blankets aside, he bolted upright, eyes blurry with sleep.
A fist thudded against his front door, and he realized it was the second knock—the first had woken him. Rubbing his knuckles against one eye, he rolled off the bed and staggered in the general direction of the hall. He tripped on a pair of discarded pants, so he grabbed them off the floor and pulled them on as he stumbled into the main room. At the front entrance, he woke up enough to check through the peephole.
Reed stood on the porch, raising his hand to knock again. Lyre tapped the wood to forestall any more loud noises and disarmed his wards. Stifling a yawn, he pulled the door open.
“Hey, Reed. Trouble with a spell?”
His brother pushed inside and nudged the door shut. “Rekey the wards.”
Frowning, Lyre slapped a hand to the wood and rearmed the spells. Reed paced the length of the sitting room, then whirled around and paced back. Lyre’s sleepiness slipped away. Reed never got upset about anything, so what had him on edge?
“What’s the matter?”
Reed stopped and faced Lyre, his fists opening and closing repeatedly. With a loud exhalation, he dropped onto the kitchen chair and slumped forward, bracing his arms on his knees. “Why do you always cause so much trouble, Lyre?”
“What did I do now?”
“What didn’t you do? But, more significantly, why did you have to piss off Dulcet?”
Lyre perched on the arm of the sofa and folded his arms across his bare chest. “The slimy snake got in a tizzy over Clio and decided he wanted to play games with her. All I did was tell him to fuck off.”
“He was found unconscious in a corridor.”
“That wasn’t me. It was Clio. Mostly.”
“The envoy?”
Lyre smirked. “Hit him in the face with the business end of a sobol. I don’t think she knew what it would do to him.”
Reed rubbed his forehead. “This isn’t funny, Lyre.”
“Actually, it was pretty damn hilarious, if you ask—”
“Lyre! Would you shut up and listen?”
Lyre straightened where he sat. Reed’s eyes were darkening, but not with anger. With … fear?
“Dulcet went to our father,” Reed said tersely, “and spilled every secret he knows about you. Every bit of dirt he’s been gathering since you were an apprentice. He must have been stockpiling it, probably to blackmail you someday, but I guess he decided to get rid of you instead.”
Lyre pushed down his rising defensive instincts. “What did he tell our father?”
“I don’t know the details. I don’t even know if it’s all true. But you’ve done enough shit over the seasons that if Dulcet got even a quarter of it right … You’ve sabotaged too much Chrysalis business. Wrecking supplies, hiding things, destroying research, scaring off clients … A few incidents our father might look past, but not all of it.”
“Dulcet can’t prove anything. As far as our father knows, he could be spinning tall tales—”
“It doesn’t matter, Lyre. From what I overheard between Andante and Ariose, our father believes enough of it. The only question is what your punishment will be.” Reed’s irises dimmed to near black. “Andante is pushing for your disownment and immediate execution.”
Like a snapping safety line, Lyre plunged from shivering fear into cold, calculating calm. “Lyceus won’t do that. I’m too useful.”
“But you will be punished, and it’ll be ugly.”
Lyre knew what that meant. A real punishment, not a slap on the wrist like his demotion to a consultant for a few cycles. Meaning imprisonment. Pain. Torture. Eisheth and her minions excelled in all forms of the latter, and she would love to see Lyre in chains at her feet.
He’d been punished before when he was younger and more careless in his defiance. He was familiar with the inside of the bastille, and sometimes the nightmares kept him awake for a full cycle or more, driving him away from his bed almost as soon as he closed his eyes.
Reed pushed to his feet and started pacing again. “We’re different. You’re different. I’ve tried to understand why you rebel against our work, what makes you resist. I really have, but I can’t comprehend it.” He spun to face Lyre. “But I know it’s who you are, and you can’t change it. You’ll die before you’ll change.”
Lyre met his brother’s stare. “What are you saying?”
“Andante and Ariose don’t know I overheard them. Our father is at Samael’s event, so he won’t decide anything until the eclipse is over. As far as they know, you’re unaware Dulcet betrayed your secrets.”
“What are you saying?” he asked again. He knew exactly what his brother was suggesting, but he wanted Reed to speak the words they always danced around whenever they spoke of Lyre’s uncertain future in Asphodel.
Reed’s gaze shuttered. “Don’t be a fool this time, Lyre.”
Even now, he wouldn’t say it. Even fearing for Lyre’s life, Reed wouldn’t utter the treasonous word. Escape.
Jaw clenching, Reed strode to the door and waited impatiently for Lyre to disarm the spells again. Lyre placed two fingertips on the wood and let magic flow into it. The spells quieted and Reed put a hand on the doorknob.
He looked at Lyre, and his eyes were golden again, bright with worry. “Lyre, I hope …” He inhaled sharply through his nose. “I hope I never see you again.”
Lyre stepped back. “I don’t know, Reed. I don’t know if …”
Reed grabbed his shoulder, fingers digging in. “Don’t be a fool. Don’t.”
He nodded. Reed’s stare bored into him for a few more heartbeats, then he pulled the door open and strode outside, vanishing in a cloaking spell. Lyre shut the door and leaned back against it, his pulse thundering in his ears.
Dulcet, that bastard. Selling Lyre out to their father as payback for what he—and Clio—had done.
“Fucking hell,” he growled, gripping his head with both hands. Fingers fisted in his hair, he slid down the door until he was sitting on the floor.
Run away? Flee Asphodel? Escape the clutches of his father and brothers? It was impossible. Or, if not outright impossible, highly improbable. Beyond Asphodel, where would he go? What would he do? How would he survive alone on Earth? This was the only life he’d ever known.
Chrysalis had the magic, and Hades had the manpower—and a multitude of spies and moles—to monitor any locale daemons frequented. To avoid recapture, Lyre would have to isolate himself and abstain from contact with his own kind.
He shook his head. Who would ever help him anyway? He was a Chrysalis spell weaver. The only way anyone would consider helping him would be if he paid them in magic, and that would have Hades and Chrysalis on his ass in no time.
No, it was impossible. He couldn’t escape. He would be dead within a few days.
But would he fare any better if he stayed?
Shoving off the floor, he stalked into his bedroom and grabbed a shirt and shoes. He threw his usual chain of defensive spells around his neck, paused, then pulled two more chains out of a drawer and dropped them over his head. He also added lodestone bracelets around his wrists; the innocuous leather bands looked like masculine accessories, but each one was inlaid with hidden stones charged with magic to supplement his natural reserves. Just in case.
Vibrating with tension, he left his house and abandoned the small Rysalis complex. His family members—his father, brothers, cousins, a few uncles—inhabited the small homes. No women though. Succubi, the female version of incubi, had never and would never set foot in Asphodel regardless of whatever talents or skills they possessed.
He roamed the streets for an hour, moving fast, unable to slow his steps. Thoughts circled in his head like hunting wolves, nipping and tearing at his doubts, dragging his fears into the open, and relentlessly harrying them until he could think of nothing else.
Eventually, he found himself back at the top of the empty watchtower beside the canal. Instead of watching Clio’s inn—those thoughts he could avoid—he faced the opposite direction. Taking a page from Ash’s book, he climbed onto the curved rooftop and reclined against the shingles, staring with half-lidded eyes at the glowing lights of the main boulevard and the sprawling estate at the end of the street—the Hades residence.
His father was in there, schmoozing with Samael and his sycophants, maybe even getting the Hades warlord’s opinion on what to do with his rebel son. What if Lyceus handed Lyre over to Samael as punishment? He shuddered at the thought.
As he watched the flickering lights, a different, equally unwelcome thought crept in. Along with his father, Clio was also attending that event, wasn’t she?
He ruthlessly crushed that line of contemplation before it could get going. Thinking about her would just piss him off all over again. He’d run around after her like a damn puppy, and after all the trouble he’d gone through, she’d shown her gratitude by exposing his most dangerous spells the moment he’d left her alone. He was done.
He turned his face to the stars instead. They shimmered across the velvety sky in great swathes of sparkling light, and the eclipsing planet was visible only as a dark circle devoid of stars. Time slipped out of his awareness as he gazed upward, his mind miles away from this place.
Prickling ice crept up Lyre’s spine and the chill spread through his body. He froze in place, eyes wide. Sucking dread spawned in his chest and swallowed his pounding heart in a pit of frigid darkness. Why the hell was he suddenly too terrified to move?
A whooshing sound broke the silence, followed by boots thudding on the tiled roof. And still inexplicable panic petrified him too much to react.
Steps crunched across the other side of the roof, drawing closer, then a dark shape appeared above Lyre. Eyebrows rose above cool gray eyes, and Lyre let out an explosive breath, breaking through the clammy fear.
“Holy shit, Ash!” He jerked upright. “Where in the nine circles did you come from?”
Ash crouched beside Lyre, balancing easily on the balls of his feet despite the slippery tiles and the roof’s steep slope. “What are you doing up here?”
“Contemplating the meaning of life.” Clearly, he wasn’t getting an explanation on where the draconian had appeared from. He didn’t even bother asking about the unnatural dousing of terror.
A shout rang out from the streets below, and Ash muttered a curse.
“He went this way!” someone yelled. “I saw him over here!”
Ash shifted closer, putting himself shoulder to shoulder with Lyre as bobbing lights appeared from an alleyway a few streets over. The silhouettes of a dozen men jogged past, their movements suggesting a search party—and the shapes of their weapons suggesting guards or soldiers.
Lyre glanced at Ash crouched almost on top of him, positioned so his silhouette wouldn’t be visible on the skyline if anyone on the ground looked up. “Having a bad night?”
The draconian shrugged. As the search party spread throughout the surrounding streets, Lyre stuck a hand down his shirt and fished out a chain. Selecting a gemstone, he activated it with a touch of magic. The shadows around him and Ash darkened as though they were submerged in a thick smokescreen.
“I don’t need help,” Ash said flatly.
Lyre dropped the stone, letting the chain rest against his shirt. “This is so I don’t get caught up in whatever mess you have going on.”
Ash grunted and shifted to sit more comfortably. The two of them watched the soldiers for a few minutes, waiting in silence until the men had moved farther away.
“So,” Lyre drawled, “what did you do this time?”
Ash lifted a hand as though examining it. The starlight illuminated dark splatters running up his arm. “Killed some daemons.”
Lyre shivered at the casual response coupled with so much blood. “Just the usual sort of mayhem then?”
Ash absently rubbed his arm on his leg to clean it off. “I killed some daemons at Samael’s gathering.”
Lyre drew his knee up and propped his elbow on it. “That doesn’t sound good.”
“They were guards of another warlord, so no, not good.” Despite his words, Ash didn’t sound worried.
“You butchered another warlord’s escort?” Lyre repeated incredulously.
“I also maimed the warlord.” He frowned. “Or maybe I killed him too. It got kind of messy at the end.”
“You …” Lyre cleared his throat. “This isn’t … concerning for you? Won’t there be consequences?”
“Obviously.” Ash gestured in the direction of the searching soldiers. “But Samael won’t kill me. He’ll just send me back to the bastille again.”
“You’re awfully casual about impending torture.”
Another shrug. Nothing new, the gesture said. Been there, done that. How much pain and suffering did a person have to endure before they could shrug off weeks of torture?
“Bloody hell,” Lyre said on a rough exhale. “Why did you do it then? Kill those daemons?”
Gray eyes turned to Lyre, cutting right through all the bravado, sarcasm, and nonchalance he used to hide the fear and misery he lived with every day.
“Because I wanted to.”
And because he didn’t care. Ash literally did not care if they tortured him. Because if they didn’t throw him in the bastille for killing emissaries, they’d toss him in there for some other reason, so he might as well have his fun, or revenge, or whatever he got out of slaughtering those daemons.
Ash wasn’t a mercenary. No one would willingly work for a warlord who locked him in a dungeon so often he’d grown desensitized to pain. And Lyre knew, with absolute certainty, that Ash was as trapped as he was. They were both slaves who were too useful to kill, troublesome but kept alive by their masters. Lyre bound to Chrysalis, Ash bound to Hades.
Lyre rubbed his forehead, shaking on the inside and trying not to show it. “Ash, if you could escape this place and never return, would you?”
“In a heartbeat.”
No hesitation. No doubt.
“Even if it was risky? Even if you weren’t sure you could make it work?”
Ash nodded.
Lyre’s brow furrowed. “Why don’t you, then?”
The draconian stared back at him. If Ash was willing to risk it all on freedom, whatever held him here had to be compelling in the worst, most soul-destroying way.
“It’s not that simple, is it?” Lyre murmured. “It never is.”
Ash tilted his head back to take in the starry expanse, perhaps pondering the invisible chains that bound him to this place.
“What happened at the fancy to-do after you initiated a slaughter?” Lyre asked after a minute of quiet. “How did Samael take it?”
“He wasn’t there. Got dragged into negotiations over a border dispute up north. The rest of the guests dispersed, as far as I saw.” Ash’s mouth curved in a savage smirk. “No one wanted to carry on with socializing after I repainted the walls.”
“Did you see—” He bit off the question.
Ash glanced at him. “Your father? Or the envoy?”
Lyre sighed. “The envoy.” He didn’t give two shits about his father.
“It was amusing to watch all the bastards puzzling over why she was there. What Samael intended, I imagine.”
At least that was the extent of it, and nothing more ominous. Realizing the direction of his thoughts, he cringed. Was he still worried about that girl? If she required protection, her bodyguards could earn their pay for once. He needed to forget about her. He’d already lost enough sleep over it.
“How did she handle the bloodletting?” Damn it. Why had he asked that?
“Bolted immediately.”
Not surprising. Fiddling with his lodestone bracelet, he squinted at the road below. “You said the party broke up. How long ago was that?”
“Almost an hour.”
“That’s weird. Clio and the crimson duo should have passed by here on their way back to the inn.”
Ash’s lips quirked in a frown as he also glanced at the boulevard in plain view of their high perch. “You didn’t see them? Are you sure?”
“Definitely sure. It was dead quiet until you showed up, and I was here for at least an hour before that.” Sitting here for over an hour, moping. How pathetic.
Ash sat forward, scanning the streets. “Maybe she was delayed.”
“Yeah,” Lyre muttered, quashing his unwelcome apprehension. “As long as she has her guards, she’ll be fine.”
“Last I saw, she was alone.”
“What?” Lyre yelped, twisting to face Ash.
The draconian lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Like I said, she ran out of the hall. Her bodyguards weren’t with her.”
“Shit. I’m sure they found her. They wouldn’t let—”
He didn’t get to finish the sentence as voices carried through the quiet night. A low male voice, followed by a shriller female one. Lyre leaned forward to peer into the street, and Ash mirrored him.
“… never should have wandered off by yourself like that, you idiot,” the woman was snarling. “If you’d been there too—”
“Don’t blame this on me!” the male barked. “You were right beside her. How did you manage to—”
A man and woman sailed around a corner, running with the deliberate pace of trained athletes who knew how to conserve their strength. Torchlight from a streetlamp caught on their clothing, and the red leather gleamed like fresh blood.
“You should have been there!” the woman yelled, losing her composure. “It’s your job to protect her!”
“That’s your job!” the man snarled. “My job is to protect Bastian’s interests.”
“I knew it!” She skidded to a stop and grabbed his arm. “What did he order you to do? Because keeping Clio safe obviously wasn’t part of it!”
“Do you really want to do this now? While Clio is missing?”
The woman shoved the man away from her. “Let’s keep going. Maybe she made it back to the inn on her own.”
The two bodyguards ran on and vanished around another corner.
“Fuck,” Lyre snarled under his breath. He’d been saying that more than usual lately. “She’s missing. I should have bloody well known. That girl is a walking disaster. How she even crosses the street without causing mass havoc, I’ll never know.”
Clio was alone, in Asphodel, in the dark, and no one had a clue where she’d gone. She had no idea how vulnerable she was. Madrigal and Dulcet would both love to catch her alone. Any incubus would take one look at that soft, feminine body and go for it. And when it came to dangerous creatures that stalked the darkness, incubi weren’t even close to the worst of what was on the hunt in Asphodel.
He rumbled a few more choice epithets, then pushed to his feet. “Stupid girl. Idiot girl. Now I have to find her.”
“You do?” Ash asked, not moving.
“Unless you’re going to do it,” he snapped. “Aren’t you tracking her to make sure she’s not an Overworld assassin?”
“I was, for the most part. But I’m about to be arrested, remember?”
“You could evade those guards for cycles without even leaving Asphodel.”
“I could, but I’ll have to let them catch me eventually.” Those razor-sharp eyes narrowed. “Why do you need to find her?”
Lyre wanted to ask why Ash had to allow the soldiers to capture him, but he had more pressing matters to worry about. Like why did he need to find Clio? Hadn’t he decided he wanted nothing more to do with her?
He pressed a hand to his face, jaw clenched so hard his teeth ached. Hissing furiously, he jerked his hand away and met the draconian’s intense stare.
“Everything here is foul.” He swung his arm out, encompassing all the lights in one gesture. “This town. The daemons in it. Us. We’re black with the filth of this place. But she isn’t. And I can’t let them ruin her. I don’t want to see her end up like us.”
Ash considered him, then rose to his feet, balancing on the tiles with far less effort than Lyre. “Giving a damn about anyone but yourself is dangerous.”
“I know that.”
“It could get you killed.”
Lyre smirked. “Give me a little credit, draconian. I might not be able to break bones with my bare hands like you, but I’m not helpless.”
“But you need my help.”
Lyre swallowed his instinctive protest. “Yes.”
The draconian measured him from head to foot in a single glance, and Lyre had no idea what conclusion the daemon came to. “I’ll find her. That’s it.”
Relief swept through him. “That’s all I need.”
“Then let’s see just how ‘not helpless’ you are, weaver.” With no more warning than that, Ash grabbed Lyre around the middle and sprang off the rooftop.
They dropped two stories and landed on the crossbeam of another roof. Lyre bent his knees but the impact still jarred all the way up his back. At least his legs didn’t shatter like kindling; a human’s bones probably would have.
“Keep up,” Ash commanded, then launched forward.
Not wasting his breath on swearing, Lyre followed as Ash sped across the building, then jumped again. He landed neatly on another roof and kept going. Gritting his teeth, Lyre let his fear go and allowed instinct to take over. He leaped, landed, and ran after the draconian. He wasn’t getting left behind, not tonight.
They raced across rooftops, working their way toward the Hades residence. They returned to ground level and Ash led him into the dark alleyways at the heart of Asphodel. Getting over the wall around the grounds was as simple as using a cloaking spell and accepting a hand up from the draconian. Ash had gotten over the wall with a running head start, a powerful leap, and a quick scramble up the rough stone, as casual as though he ran up walls every damn day. Maybe he did.
They slipped past the guards, in through a side door, then coasted down long halls that Ash knew as well as the back alleys. On the second level, he took a servant’s passageway into a grand hall, the room still arrayed with long tables. Crumbs and debris littered the dark red tablecloths.
A handful of servants at the other end of the hall took one look at Ash, quietly set down their things, and left through the nearest exit. Ash ignored them, crossing to the long table at the opposite end.
Lyre’s steps hesitated. Ash hadn’t been kidding when he said he’d painted the walls. Wild crimson stains marred the paneling, and a gory puddle had spread across the polished floor. At least someone had already taken the bodies away.
Ash walked right past the bloodshed and opened another side door. “This is where I last saw her.”
He paused in the corridor beyond, and his nostrils flared as he searched for her scent. Lyre’s sense of smell was better than a human’s, but not that good. And as a sizzle of magic danced in the air, Lyre knew the draconian was using magical methods of tracking to supplement his natural senses.
Lyre hastened to follow as Ash tracked Clio down the corridor and into another. Her winding path betrayed her confusion; she’d been hopelessly lost, meandering deeper into the building with each wrong turn.
In a hallway lined with windows, Ash paused. He walked forward a few steps, then backtracked to a window. His nostrils flared, and he crouched, fingers brushing the floor.
“Someone else joined her here, and both scents continue down the hall.”
Lyre looked down the length of the corridor. “Who’s the second person?”
Rising to his feet, Ash rolled one shoulder. “Smells like an incubus.”
Lyre’s apprehension deepened into real fear. “Can you track them?”
Ash’s answer was to launch back into motion. Now that Clio wasn’t wandering alone, the path out of the building was swift and direct. As Ash sped away from the Hades grounds and through the streets, Lyre knew where they would end up.
He wasn’t surprised when Ash followed the trail into the Rysalis complex. And he wasn’t surprised when they passed the rows of houses, or when the draconian stopped in a patch of deep shadows near the enclosing wall that separated the complex from the rest of Asphodel. Across the narrow avenue, tucked against the wall and almost hidden by trees, was a short, windowless bunker with a heavy metal door.
“Dulcet,” Lyre growled. Menace slid through his veins like icy poison. Taking Clio to his personal “lab.” That crazy bastard knew nothing of caution or discretion.
“The sadistic Rysalis brother?” Ash murmured.
“That exact one. I see his reputation has spread outside the family.”
“Can you—” Ash broke off, his head tilting. “We were seen.”
A moment later, Lyre heard voices drawing nearer. “Who are they?”
“Soldiers hunting me.” His gaze flashed across the house, then back to Lyre. “This is as far as I go.”
Lyre nodded. “I wouldn’t have let you come in even if you’d wanted to. Dulcet is too dangerous.”
Ash stepped forward, closing the distance between them, and smiled with such savage malevolence that Lyre’s body went cold. Those gray eyes, darkening to black, locked on his, and a bolt of that paralyzing terror he’d felt on the rooftop struck him mute.
“Don’t underestimate me, incubus.”
A shout from the approaching squad of guards echoed between the houses, and Ash stepped back again. His lethal smile slid away, and black overtook his irises. He started to turn, but Lyre grabbed his wrist.
“Ash.” He shivered when the draconian glanced back at him with those black eyes that hungered to spill the blood of the unlucky guards. “I owe you for this. I’ll—”
“You don’t owe me anything.”
“But—”
“Forget it.”
Ash pulled his arm free. Without another word, he slipped into the shadows and disappeared as he cast a powerful cloaking spell on himself.
Lyre held perfectly still, waiting and listening. After a few minutes, the guards’ voices cut off—then a howl of agony. Shouting, running footsteps, another scream. The commotion faded as Ash baited the guards into chasing him—leading them away from the complex.
He pressed his lips together. How much would a few dead guards increase Ash’s inevitable imprisonment in the bastille? Not enough to deter the draconian.
“Good luck, Ash,” he murmured.
He turned to face his brother’s bunker, bitterly aware that there was no one to wish him luck in return. Which was too bad because, against the most gifted and ruthless of his brothers, Lyre would need it.





Chapter Twenty-Three
  
By the time Lyre reached the bunker door, cold calm flowed through him, sweeping away fear and doubt.
Humans thought daemon “shading” was a state akin to madness, where the daemon was so angry or afraid or aggressive that they lost control, but shading wasn’t a weakness or a liability. It was a tool. And while they could be provoked into shading, often daemons chose to trade the restraint of logic and reason for the faster reflexes, ruthless pragmatism, and aggression of their deepest instinctive nature.
It became a problem when the daemon’s life wasn’t in danger or when instincts that weren’t crucial to survival took the reins—like an incubus’s inherent drive to dominate females. Sometimes they killed innocent people. Sometimes they hurt friends or loved ones.
But a shaded daemon wasn’t incapable of judgment or decision-making. They were simply using a different part of their brain.
It was a dangerous tool, but one Lyre needed tonight. He examined the door and the faint shimmer of the ward layered across it. His skin prickled as he picked out runes and constructs he knew, as well as other unfamiliar shapes. The deeper layers of the ward blurred, and he stretched his senses out instead, feeling for the shape of the magic—an ability rooted in thousands of hours of practice and experience.
No way to disarm the weave without touching the door, and touching it would kill him first. No other way in. He could destroy the entire entrance, but that might injure Clio.
His eyes narrowed, and he crouched. Near the bottom of the door was the edge of a rune set Lyre knew well—a construct based in illusion weaving. Rising, he walked away from the door.
Because it wasn’t a door at all. It was a trap.
Taking his time, knowing better than to rush despite the pounding urgency at the back of his head, he circled the entire bunker at a distance. On his second round, he found it—the glimmer of a weave. Here. This was the real door, hidden behind another illusion.
He studied it, then snapped his fingers out. His magic sliced through a single rune, and the illusion dissolved in a shadowy ripple. The actual door was made of heavy steel without a handle or lock.
Lyre stepped closer. With the illusion gone, he should have been able to see the protective wards and lock spells. And he could … but the threads were dark. The spells were inactive.
He pushed on the door and it swung open without resistance. So … his brother was expecting him.
The dark interior should have felt spacious, but it was jammed full of junk—boxes, crates, shelves, and, near the back, an assortment of person-sized cages. Empty, at least. He paused again to consider his options, then dipped his hand into his shirt. He activated three different shield and defense spells, then popped off a handful of gems from his chains and slipped them into his pockets for easier access.
He didn’t need to look for the stairs to the lower level. He could feel the throb of power that had bled into the walls, the magical residue calling him toward it. Dulcet had disarmed the wards on the basement door, saving Lyre what could have been an hour of tinkering to get through them alive.
At the bottom of the steps, he turned to face his brother’s “evil laboratory.” Metal shelves lined one side and a long steel counter ran along the other. Several trollies on wheels held various tools, and in the center, a metal table that belonged in a morgue awaited its next victim.
Dulcet stood at the head of the table, wearing a lab coat, his face appearing more gaunt than usual in the harsh shadows. “Welcome, brother.”
Lyre’s upper lip curled. “Where is she?”
Dulcet tilted his head toward the door along the back wall. “In there. But she doesn’t matter right now.”
“No?”
“It’s such a tragedy that you can’t control your temper.” Dulcet hummed a sad note. “Why did you have to come charging down here in a rage, blindly determined to kill me for revealing your indiscretions to our father?”
“That’s not why I’m here.”
“Oh, I know.” Dulcet smiled widely. “But that’s what I’ll tell everyone after I kill you. Sounds good, doesn’t it?” He pulled his features into a mournful expression. “I didn’t want to, but I had to defend myself. He was mad with fury. I couldn’t reason with him.”
“Do you think anyone will believe that bullshit?”
Dulcet shrugged. “Since you’ll be dead, who will prove me wrong?”
Lyre scrutinized his brother. So that’s why Dulcet had made it so easy for him to get down here. “You seem awfully confident you can kill me.”
Dulcet blinked, then threw his head back in a laugh. “Really, Lyre. You’re too funny.”
Still laughing, he flicked his hand up.
The blast of magic hit Lyre in the sternum and shoved him back, but most of the force deflected off his defensive shields. He flung his hand out and a band of golden light launched for Dulcet. It hit the incubus and shattered.
Lyre had expected Dulcet’s shields to be just as good, so his failed attack wasn’t a surprise. Any spell intended to affect Dulcet physically—from explosions to bindings—would produce limited results. Direct attacks weren’t going to work. Lyre shoved his hands in his pockets, grasping for gems.
Dulcet smirked and golden light flashed from his chest—a spell ready to go. A band of magic launched at Lyre like a battering ram, and he sprang aside. It blasted past, barely missing him. Dropping to the floor, he slammed a gem down on the concrete.
Golden light flashed out, the weave in the stone expanding into a circle large enough to encompass Lyre’s body. Runes glowed around it, spinning slowly as the tangle of geometric lines rotated in the opposite direction. A shimmering dome of light snapped into existence over him.
“Ooh,” Dulcet breathed as Lyre climbed to his feet again. “Pretty. I haven’t seen that one before. You’ve been hoarding your creations, haven’t you, dear brother?”
He tsked and tossed a steel marble at the shield. It hit the barrier and exploded in a screaming whirlwind of slicing blades. Ignoring it—his barrier was too powerful for any attack that wouldn’t rip the bunker apart—Lyre pulled out a second gem and sent a dart of magic into it. Whispering the incantation, he lifted the stone.
Light glowed from his fist, then golden wires shot in every direction. Dulcet cast an additional shield as the blazing lines anchored to the walls, ceiling, and floor like a tangled spiderweb spanning the entire room. Standing in one of the few open gaps, Dulcet analyzed the wires.
“Another new spell! How intriguing.” Grinning, he pointed at Lyre’s glowing hand. “You have to give that one a constant flow of power, don’t you? What do the threads do?”
“Touch one and find out,” Lyre suggested.
“Hmm. No, I don’t think so. It would hurt a lot if I touched a thread, wouldn’t it?”
“I thought you liked pain.”
“But do you, Lyre?”
He pulled out another gem, and Lyre’s eyes narrowed. Protected by his barrier, with his second spell’s threads trapping Dulcet, Lyre was essentially invulnerable—he hoped. But he trusted nothing where his psychotic and frustratingly brilliant brother was concerned. Dulcet had accused Lyre of hoarding his inventions, but all the brothers were equally bad at sharing.
Dulcet raised a green gem. Light flickered in the stone and he threw it upward. It hit the ceiling and stuck there.
Another flash and runes swept across the ceiling, spinning too fast to read. Tiny points of light fell from the rotating runes like golden raindrops. Lyre tensed as the spots hit his barrier—and fell right through the shield like it didn’t exist.
The first “drops” landed on him—and seared like acid on his skin. He gasped as the spell rained on him, each touch of light like a burning needle thrust into his flesh. In seconds, his entire body was on fire as though his skin was melting off.
His knees hit the floor and, with pain overwhelming his senses, his concentration on his spell faltered. The glowing threads of the spiderweb binding flickered and faded away.
Smiling, Dulcet sauntered forward and stopped just outside Lyre’s shield weave.
“How long, Lyre?” he crooned. “How long can you endure it?”
Shuddering and panting for air, Lyre braced a hand on the floor, still on his knees. The rain continued to fall on him and agony built. He couldn’t take it. He couldn’t think, couldn’t see. The shield protected him from physical attacks, but it prevented him from casting all but a few specific weaves outside it.
With a furious snarl, he thrust his hand upward. The wild blast of magic tore through his shield and hit the ceiling. The rain spell’s fragile weave shredded under the onslaught.
Dulcet lunged for him.
Lyre threw himself backward and slammed his foot into his brother’s ribs. Dulcet staggered back, then pulled out another spell. Lyre cast a bubble shield, but the bands of magic that erupted from Dulcet’s gem splintered it on impact. The tentacle-like arms swept around his chest and constricted until his ribs creaked under the pressure. It lifted him off the floor, squeezing tighter and tighter.
“Have you ever seen ribs shatter like glass?” Dulcet whispered.
Crushed and unable to breathe, Lyre squinted frantically over the spell. There! His bolt of power ripped through the weak point in the weave. The tentacles dissolved in a flash, and Lyre snatched a new spell from his pocket.
As Dulcet cast again, Lyre threw his gemstone onto the floor.
Darkness swept through the room—black and impenetrable, as all-consuming as the oblivion that was the Void between worlds. Lyre jumped aside as Dulcet’s attack tore through the spot where he’d been. He caught himself on the counter and used it as a guide, moving swiftly away.
The problem with this cast: he couldn’t see any more than his enemy could.
“An illusion?” Dulcet’s croon drifted out of the blackness. “Fascinating. I really wish we could have worked together instead of all this, brother. You have such interesting ideas.”
Lyre pulled out another stone and pinched it between his finger and thumb as he tried to guess where his brother was standing.
“Well …” Dulcet murmured thoughtfully. “I don’t need to see you for this spell.”
Orienting toward Dulcet’s voice, Lyre activated the gem and threw it. It clattered across the floor and hit something with a metallic ping. Damn it. Had he missed?
Light appeared in the unnatural darkness, visible but failing to illuminate anything in the room. Red rings spiraled across the floor, gliding aimlessly like huge wandering insects. Lyre backed up rapidly as the rings slid in his direction. His back hit the counter.
A ring glided inches from his feet—then whipped toward him. The glowing band slid beneath him and its interior flashed to crimson.
Agony shot into Lyre, exploding up through his legs and into his torso. He hit the floor as a cry tore from his throat. The other circles rushed across the concrete and locked on him as he convulsed. Torment like a hundred sobols stabbing deep into his flesh blazed through every nerve.
The darkness vanished as Dulcet picked up the illusion spell and crushed the entire stone to dust with a flicker of magic.
“Ah, brother, how lovely it is to hear you sing.” He raised his hand. “Cry for me some more.”
The glowing circles under Lyre flashed even brighter, and agony hit him all over again, a lightning strike that rebounded through his limbs. He screamed, muscles seizing, vision going black.
Then another light flashed, and the spell Lyre had thrown toward Dulcet a minute before detonated.
The blast threw Dulcet down, blew the metal table over, and tore half the shelves from the walls. The concussion whipped across Lyre, hurling him into the counter. Along with the physical force, blades of power cut through the weave in the floor, shredding the spell.
Rolling over, Lyre staggered to his feet, scarcely able to keep upright. Dulcet, who’d been much closer, struggled to his knees. Still gasping for air, Lyre lunged across the distance between them and smashed his fist into Dulcet’s face.
His brother’s head snapped back, astonishment splashed across his features.
Lyre’s grenade had done more than tear apart the weave in the floor. It had shredded Dulcet’s defensive weaves as well, meaning his brother was now vulnerable to physical attacks.
Lyre gripped the front of Dulcet’s shirt and punched him again. And again. Dulcet grabbed for Lyre’s arm, but Lyre snatched his wrist instead. A quick twist, followed by a crunch. Dulcet roared in pain, clutching his elbow.
Lyre had told Ash he couldn’t break bone with his bare hands. He’d lied.
He slugged his brother in the face once more—damn, that was satisfying—then shoved him over backward. Dulcet hit the floor, blood running from his nose and mouth, and Lyre rammed his elbow into his brother’s sternum.
Dulcet convulsed, then his lips pulled back from his teeth.
He flung a cast into Lyre’s face. Blinding pain drove into his skull and he staggered back. Withdrawing something small from his pocket, Dulcet thrust it at Lyre.
Lyre blocked with his forearm and slammed his palm into Dulcet’s chest. His swift cast exploded, hurling Dulcet back into the shelving with bone-breaking force. The contents of the shelves crashed to the floor along with Dulcet, and an unexpected sound echoed over the cacophony.
Dulcet was laughing. With blood covering his face and one arm twisted the wrong way, he threw his head back, jaw gaping as he cackled like the maniac he was.
A chill slid through Lyre, and he lifted his arm. Shimmering liquid was splashed over his wrist and forearm where he’d blocked Dulcet’s hand. Glistening, red-tinted silver.
A quicksilver spell infused with blood magic.
Dulcet was still laughing, his feverish black eyes fixed on Lyre with sick glee. The quicksilver’s weave crept through his flesh, a wintry cold moving up his arm toward his elbow. He lifted his other hand toward his brother, magic swirling over his fingers as he cast.
The mangled shelves creaked and Dulcet’s laughter died as he looked up. With a shriek of tearing metal, the whole structure collapsed. Dulcet vanished beneath the tangled metal shelves and their remaining contents. Silence fell, and the pile of steel didn’t shift or stir.
Lyre let his cast disperse harmlessly. He’d have to unbury Dulcet to kill him, and he didn’t have time. He glanced at the glimmering stain on his arm and panic stirred deep inside.
He lurched away from his brother’s metal tomb and rushed to the room at the back of the bunker. The ward had been destroyed during their fight and he pushed the door open without resistance.
In the square space within, Clio lay on the floor, her white outfit smeared with dirt and blood, her blond hair splayed across the damp concrete. The long sleeves of her costume were missing, and Dulcet had torn off the skirts at the knee—to make it easier for him to carry her, probably.
She didn’t react to the door opening. Unconscious, but it didn’t look like Dulcet had done anything else.
Lyre heaved her into his arms and carried her across the bunker, up the stairs, and out into the cool darkness. Weakness shivered in his muscles and the deadly chill in his arm spread into his shoulder. He had to get Clio away from Dulcet and the bunker. He had to make sure she was safe, but he couldn’t take her back to the inn. He didn’t have that much time.
Staggering every few steps, he pushed past the lines of houses to where his home waited, the windows dark. He stumbled to the door, unkeyed the spells, and half fell inside. Clutching her with one arm, barely able to support her weight, he activated all the locks and wards he had on the building.
More dragging than carrying her, he pulled her to the only bedroom and dumped her onto his bed with less care than he would have liked, but it was the best he could do. He pressed his hands to her face and found the weave keeping her unconscious. He plucked the threads apart, but the frigid ice crawling through his veins had reached his chest and it was hard to breathe.
His concentration dissolved and he could do nothing more. He’d damaged the weave enough that it would break apart on its own. She would be okay, protected by the magic he had spent years creating and perfecting to keep himself safe.
He backed away from the bed, his vision clouding. The cold was in his lungs now and climbing his spine toward his head. Claws of ice were wrapping around his heart and squeezing.
He didn’t realize he’d stumbled out of the room until he bumped into a kitchen chair. He fell into it and slumped forward, head pillowed on one arm on the table as he desperately sucked in air. How could he be breathing so fast but getting no oxygen?
He was dying. He could feel it in every bone, every muscle, every tendon and nerve and organ. The ice was spreading faster and it burned, pain that seeped through his entire being. Death’s arctic touch was inside him, pulling him down, crushing him.
And it was … so … damn … slow.
“Fuck you, Dulcet,” he groaned.
Trust his death-obsessed brother to invent a weave that forced its victim to suffer the slowest demise possible while keeping him aware enough to experience each moment in excruciating detail.
As the crushing ice closed over him, he lost all awareness of the room, trapped in Death’s agonizing embrace. His heart hammered wildly in his chest and his muscles twisted and shuddered as his entire body rebelled against the coming end.
His fingers dug into the tabletop, nails scraping the wood. His head spun. His throat rasped. Shuddering with pain, choking on regrets, he felt his body die. Felt his final breath escape his lungs. Felt his heart stutter and stop.
And with his last conscious thought, he cursed Dulcet to the depths of whatever hell waited for them after this one.





Chapter Twenty-Four
  
An alluring fragrance drew Clio awake. She inhaled deeply and nuzzled her cheek into a soft pillow. The irresistible scent filled her head, an exotic blend of spices underlaid with an unexpected but delicious hint of cherry. It was heaven. She pulled in another breath as her eyelids fluttered open.
A bedroom? Anxiety pierced the silly cloud of contentment the scent had instilled in her and she pushed up on one elbow, trying to remember where she was. The unfamiliar room was a mess, with books piled by the wall, an unstrung bow standing in the corner, and clothing scattered around—male clothes.
A navy shirt hung half off the bed on the other side as though its owner had pulled it off and thrown it toward the floor. She picked it up, hesitated, then gingerly brought the fabric to her nose. That spicy cherry scent teased her, and a familiar face materialized in her mind’s eye.
Lyre. This shirt and the pillow smelled like him. This was … his bedroom? How had she gotten here?
She frowned at her nymph outfit, so much worse for wear than she remembered. Why was she wearing it? Wait. She’d put it on for Samael’s fancy event at the Hades residence—
Memories slammed through her. The little dragon under the table. The draconian mercenary. The warlord grabbing at him. Blood spraying everywhere. She’d fled, gotten lost in the halls, and wandered until—until someone had grabbed her from behind.
Dulcet.
She leaped from the bed and almost face-planted on the floor. Catching her balance, she looked around wildly. The last thing she remembered was Dulcet leaning over her in a dark cement room with a terrifying metal table in the center. She couldn’t recall anything beyond the cold touch of his magic.
But this wasn’t that room. And it smelled like Lyre, not Dulcet.
She dashed out of the bedroom and down a short hall. Barely seeing the cozy sitting room with a sofa and bookshelves, she locked on the table where a familiar figure was slumped, head resting on one arm, fast asleep.
“Lyre,” she gasped in relief, rushing toward him.
He didn’t react, and as she reached his side, unexpected fear stabbed her, so intense it cut like physical pain. She grabbed his upper arm and squeezed hard.
“Lyre? Lyre!”
She took in the dirt on his clothes, his split knuckles, the tears in his shirt with raw scrapes beneath. Completely losing her head, she gripped his shoulders and yanked him upright.
He slumped limply in the chair, head hanging over the back, arms dangling. Her heart jammed itself into her throat, and she put her cheek against his nose and mouth, waiting to feel his breath on her skin.
Nothing.
“No.” She pressed her fingers to his neck, searching for a pulse. “Lyre, don’t you dare be dead. Don’t you dare!”
She couldn’t find his pulse. He wasn’t breathing. Panic screamed inside her skull. What did she do? What was she supposed to do?
“Lyre!” she yelled.
Unfamiliar magic pulsated through him. With a violent gasp, his chest heaved outward. His eyes flew open, then rolled back in his head as he convulsed. She grabbed his shoulders and eased him to the floor. Laying his head back, she knelt beside him, tears blurring her vision.
“Lyre! Lyre, are you okay?”
He kept shuddering and gasping, unresponsive to her voice. Clearly, he was not okay. Remembering that throb of magic, she passed her hand across her eyes to bring her asper into focus.
Red-tinted magic spun through his body, the threads pulsing grotesquely in time with his rasping breaths. She’d never seen such a tangle of magic with so many fine lines woven deep through him, hooked into his flesh. She touched his throat just above his shirt collar and stretched her senses out, feeling the shape and purpose of the magic.
A death spell.
But not just a death spell. It was so much worse than that.
Lyre’s lungs heaved, then his breathing weakened. His fingers contorted, dragging across the floor, and his whole body arched. The tendons in his neck stood out, straining against skin that had lost its golden warmth. His breath hissed through his clenched teeth.
Then he slumped to the floor and stopped breathing.
Quaking from head to toe, she kept her hand on his motionless chest and watched the threads of the spell flicker with reddish-gold power. The seconds crawled by, each one more agonizing than the last. Finally, at exactly thirty, the magic pulsed through his body.
He came back to life under her hand, heart hammering and lungs straining. Her fingers tightened around his shirt in furious despair.
A death spell that killed its victim, then brought him back to life to die all over again. And again. And again. It would keep killing and reviving him until his body gave out and his heart could no longer beat.
It was the most revolting magic she’d ever seen. And she didn’t know how to save him from it.
Staring intently, she analyzed the weave. Under her touch, he gasped and trembled as the magic wrung the life from him once more. It was woven into him in a way she’d never seen before, as though his body had absorbed it into his very essence. Her fingers slid down his left arm, following the threads to their source.
She stopped at his wrist. A chalky substance had dried on his skin, something that glistened like silvery powder. A wave of dizziness washed over her. Quicksilver. He’d been doused in a spell woven into quicksilver.
Dulcet must have done this. Lyre had gotten her away from the psychotic incubus, but now … now …
She searched through the weave, desperately seeking a trigger or a flaw or a way to stop it. Lyre slowly, so very slowly, slipped toward death again, and when he quit breathing, she couldn’t stop the tears from flooding her cheeks. She clutched his hand for the soul-rending thirty seconds until his heart launched back to life and he gasped for air.
“Lyre,” she wept softly. “I’m so sorry.”
She couldn’t remove the spell. There was no trigger. No way to disengage or unkey it. It was buried deep in his body, and though she could have torn the magic from his flesh, it wouldn’t save him.
The spell was killing him, but it was also keeping him alive. If she ripped the magic out, she would rip his life out with it. He would die.
Denial spun through her as she again searched the weaving for a different answer. If only she could stop the spell without removing it. If only she could destroy it in an instant, unmake it before it could take his life, erase it—
She jerked upright. Erase it. Unmake it. She didn’t possess that kind of magic. No one did.
But somehow, Lyre had created it.
The spell in the clock, hidden in his workroom. The one sealed under the bookshelf. It ate magic. It could devour the magic from his body without lifting the spell from his flesh first.
“Lyre.” She put her mouth beside his ear. “I know what to do. I can save you. But you have to hold on, okay? You can’t die. You have to hold on until I come back.”
As she leaned over him, his eyelids flicked open. Clouded eyes, amber hazed with dark shadows, met hers and his fingers squeezed her hand painfully. Then his eyes rolled back, and he went limp, panting and shaking.
Letting go of him was the hardest thing she’d ever done. She darted into the bedroom, grabbed a pillow, and tucked it under his head. Crouching, she stroked his cheek, then his lips, feeling his hot breath on her fingers.
“Keep breathing, Lyre,” she whispered. “Keep living. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
She ran to the door and found the whole house locked down in heavy wards. Locating the triggers, she unkeyed them one by one, slipped outside, closed the door, and rearmed the wards. She hesitated, terrified he would die while she was gone—die for good.
But if she stayed, he’d have no chance at all.
Whirling around, she sprinted away from the house and into the darkness of Asphodel, counting each passing minute in her head, knowing Lyre had far too few left.

Asphodel was a maze, but there was one landmark she knew—a tall tower she could see from the inn balcony, that she had viewed up close on the carriage ride to the Hades palace. It rose above the other buildings, and using it as her guide, she ran through the empty streets.
She’d never been alone in the town before, and the eclipse’s deep darkness sucked away the lights of the buildings. Shadows pressed close, shifting and eddying like living things. She ran down a short alley and into a wider street, orienting herself toward the tower again. If she could reach the tower, she could navigate from there. At the gate of the housing complex where Lyre lived, she had cleared her head enough to realize she would never find her way back, so she’d woven a simple tracking beacon into a rock, a spell to guide her return.
A stitch cut into her side but she didn’t slow. She had no idea how much time Lyre had left. The blood magic weave would keep killing him every ten or twenty minutes until he died for good. Who knew how long that would take?
Dulcet, that sick freak. She’d recognized him as a psycho right off, but she would never have imagined such a vile spell. Making your enemy suffer death over and over before actually dying …
“Hey, you!”
At the sudden shout, she stumbled and almost fell. Whirling around, she discovered two daemons standing a dozen feet away from her, dressed in black fatigues with short-cropped hair and reddish-black eyes. Reaper soldiers, though unlike the ones outside Asphodel, these daemons were in glamour. How had they gotten so close?
“A girl?” one muttered as he studied her.
“At least it’s not that damn draconian. The sound of running made me think he’d come back this way.”
The soldier snorted. “You wouldn’t hear him on the move. Besides, he took off clear across the estate toward the nobles’ district.” He focused on Clio. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
“I—I’m an envoy. I got lost after the party at the palace—”
“That ended hours ago. You’re the envoy of what territory, exactly?”
“Of—of Irida.”
“That’s not a territory.” He glanced questioningly at his comrade, who shook his head.
“It’s …” She gulped. “It’s an … an Overworld … territory.”
They exchanged sharp grins. “I heard we had an Overworlder visiting. So it’s you.”
“I—I need to return to my inn—”
“No, I think we’ll take you back to the Hades residence. Can’t have Overworlders running around in the dark.”
She inched backward. She’d hoped that revealing she was a supposedly important envoy would convince them not to mess with her. Obviously not. She spun on her heel and bolted.
Darkness flashed across her path and she slammed into something hard that hadn’t been there a moment before. Bouncing off, she landed on her backside in the middle of the road.
The guard stood directly in front of her, smirking.
She scrambled to her feet and looked back. The second guard was right behind her. But they’d been a dozen paces away just seconds ago. That guard had appeared in her path out of thin air, materializing as though he’d—
—teleported. Reapers’ caste ability. Teleportation.
Outrunning the soldiers was not going to happen. She lifted her chin with determination.
“Don’t get any ideas,” a soldier said. “We don’t want to hurt you.”
“We don’t want to seriously hurt her,” the other corrected.
A spark of red magic flashed across his fingers, and Clio had a mere heartbeat to make the most difficult choice of her life: her half-brother or the incubus who’d saved her.
If she let the soldiers capture her and take her back to the Hades palace, Lyre would die. But if she fought back, she would be sacrificing any chance of accomplishing the mission Bastian had given her. Assuming she survived attacking these soldiers, Hades would eject her from Asphodel and the Underworld. Or they’d imprison, punish, or kill her. Either way, she would fail to get a spell of any kind for Bastian.
As magic spiraled over the soldier’s hand and she blinked her asper into focus, she couldn’t move, torn with indecision. She had to decide now, before that binding spell was ready.
The red light blazed toward her, and she flung her hands up and cast.
The fancy shield spell she’d mimicked from Viol snapped around her, and the soldier’s binding hit it in a sizzle of sparks. Magic twirled around her fingers and she thrust her hand out. With a flash of green light, an identical copy of the soldier’s red binding hit him in the torso. The threads spun around him and he toppled over backward with a surprised yelp.
“The hell—”
She whirled on the second reaper. He sprang back a step, then darkness flashed over him. He disappeared and reappeared again a dozen yards down the street, already casting.
Clio imitated his gestures, following half a second behind and mimicking each thread as it formed. Magic burst from his hands in a swirling discharge, and hers erupted immediately after. The two spells collided in the space between them and exploded. The boom rocked the surrounding buildings.
Shouts echoed from nearby. Daemons were coming to investigate.
She needed to get away. She needed to move fast—and that reaper had just shown her the fastest possible way to travel.
She slapped her palms to her chest and focused on the reaper across from her as he began another spell. But she wasn’t watching that. She fixed her attention on the shimmer of red magic over his body, the essence of his energy invisible to everyone but a nymph.
Digging her fingers into her sternum, she gathered the look and feel of that energy. And she mimicked it.
Her aura flashed from green to red, and cold shivered across her skin as her energy shifted, becoming that of the reaper’s. Unaware of what she’d done, the soldier lifted his hands to bring them down in an explosive cast that would inflict serious damage.
She stepped forward. Icy magic plunged over her body, and the world vanished. Airless black oblivion closed around her, then the world returned in a pop of light and sound. The guard’s broad back filled her vision, his arms still raised, ready to cast—except his target had disappeared.
She slammed both hands into his back and cast the same binding spell she’d learned from the other soldier. Bands of magic whipped over him and he fell on his face with a muffled curse.
Holding tight to the cold energy of her new aura, she teleported again. It was ridiculously simple, at least when she could see where she wanted to go. She just picked the spot, stepped forward into that nothingness, and appeared where she wanted to be.
She teleported fifty yards at a time, flashing down the streets until she reached the base of the tower. Stopping there, she gasped for air, trembling as exhaustion dragged at her limbs. Her aura shivered back to green as she lost her hold on the mimicked energy. Mimicking a caste ability wasn’t something she could memorize and use again like a spell, because a caste ability wasn’t a spell at all, but inherent magic. If she couldn’t see and sense the other daemon’s aura, she couldn’t match her energy to his.
She braced an arm on a wall, breathing heavily. Damn. Teleporting was even more tiring than sprinting the same distance. A fuzzy ache in her head warned she’d depleted much of her magic reserves.
Pushing away from the wall, she jogged along the canal’s edge. Somewhere behind her, the fallen soldiers had probably been discovered. Would the second guard understand what she had done?
Reaching an intersection of streets, she looked around. A few blocks away on her left was the inn. On her right was the bridge to the business district of Asphodel—to Chrysalis.
She didn’t have time to go back to the inn to look for Kassia and Eryx. Her bodyguards could be anywhere. She was on her own—but no sooner did she turn toward the bridge than someone shouted, “Clio! Clio!”
Kassia came charging down the street, Eryx on her heels. Her friend’s eyes were black and her expression was a mixture of fury and relief.
“Clio!” Kassia skidded to a stop in front of her. “We saw you from the balcony. Where were you? Where did you go? What happened?”
“We can talk about that later. Come on!” Gesturing for them to follow, Clio ran across the bridge and into the business district.
Increasing his pace, Eryx jogged alongside her. “Where are we going?”
“We’re breaking into Chrysalis.”
Kassia gasped.
“To steal magic?” Eryx demanded eagerly. “Yes! It’s about damn time!”
“No!” Kassia grabbed Clio’s arm and stopped her in the middle of the street. “Are you insane? You can’t break into Chrysalis!”
Eryx slid to a halt and sprang back to Clio’s side. “She obviously has a plan, and I’m all for lifting their best magic instead of waiting for one measly death spell.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Kassia snarled. “We’re trapped in the Underworld. If we break into Chrysalis—”
Clio was about to drag them both back into motion when Eryx held up his hand, the gesture startling Kassia into silence.
“We aren’t trapped here, Kass.” He fixed somber crimson eyes on his cousin. “I wasn’t supposed to reveal this short of an emergency, but I know of a ley line in the valley. Not the one we came through, but a different one.”
Clio’s jaw dropped. “How do you know that?”
He pointed toward the unseen mountains. “The ley line we came through is small and heavily guarded, but there’s another ley line at the opposite end of the valley. So we can break into Chrysalis, get some spells, then head straight out of Asphodel.”
“That’s perfect,” Clio said before Kassia could fire questions at Eryx. “Let’s go!”
She launched back into a sprint, urgency pounding in her head. How long had it been since she’d left Lyre?
Kassia fell into stride beside Clio, Eryx a step behind her. “What exactly is your plan?”
“I’m stealing a spell, but it isn’t for Bastian. It’s for Lyre.”
“What?” they both yelled.
“Keep your voices down!” Clio glared at them over her shoulder, slowing to a jog as Chrysalis came into sight. In a hurried whisper, she told them about Dulcet abducting her, Lyre rescuing her, and the spell that was killing him. “He has a special weave in his workroom that can save his life. I’m getting it for him.”
“This is all to save that worthless incubus?” Eryx growled, fury darkening his irises. “What about your mission? If we break in now, we can’t do it again later.”
“I know, but he saved my life. He fought his own brother for me.”
“Bastian’s mission doesn’t matter anymore,” Kassia cut in before Eryx could respond. “A Chrysalis weaver kidnapped Clio. It’s obviously not safe here.”
He bared his teeth but Clio hushed them both as she led them through the shadows. The front entrance of Chrysalis was dark and only a few windows glowed with lights. The building was closed. Good.
She led them to a side door and reached for the metal.
“Clio,” Kassia whispered. “Are you sure about this? He’s an Underworlder. An enemy.”
“He was never an enemy. He’s just another victim of this evil place.” She pressed her hand to the door and dissolved the ward with a single shot of magic. She was getting better at parsing Chrysalis’s weaves as her instincts tuned to the common patterns and constructs they used.
They slipped into the dim corridor, and Clio cast a cloaking spell over herself. Kassia and Eryx copied her, following in silence. She was kind of surprised Eryx was still accompanying her. She half expected him to storm off.
Slinking through the halls as swiftly as she dared, Clio headed in the general direction of the lobby. They found it empty and silent, the reception desk abandoned. A sleepy quiet filled the building, lulling her into a false sense of security, but she didn’t relax. She had seen lights in the windows. Some weavers were still working tonight.
They hastened toward the stairs and up to the second level, then down another hall. With her asper, Clio could see any spells that might stop them. Chrysalis was too reliant on their magic. They didn’t even have security guards.
After three wrong turns, Clio found the right corridor. She remembered it well—mainly, hitting the floor on her butt after Lyre had activated his wards. He’d been so furious. She hoped he would forgive her for breaking into his spell cache a second time.
The door to his workroom glowed bright gold, layered with weavings. Eryx and Kassia spread out to stand guard while Clio worked. Two she disarmed, but the third one was blood magic—keyed to his blood to prevent anyone else from disarming it. She had no choice but to destroy it instead, pulling apart the weak spots in the weave that only she could see. Lyre really didn’t want anyone in his workroom while he was gone.
As she pushed the door open, Eryx and Kassia rejoined her. They exchanged a few quick words, then Kassia turned and went back down the hall.
“Where’s she going?” Clio asked distractedly as she stepped into the dark room and felt along the wall for the light switch.
“She’s standing guard for us. The other direction is a dead end, so I’m staying with you.”
She found the switch and smacked it. Light bloomed. She almost asked Eryx why Kassia was acting as a sentry and not him, then she realized Kassia was probably equally worried about Eryx taking off on his own.
“Don’t touch anything,” she told him. “There are defensive wards everywhere.”
Leaving him in the middle of the room, she rushed to the bookshelf and pulled the books out. The panel was visible, devoid of any wards just as she’d left it. She popped it off and shoved her hand inside.
It was empty.
No! She’d assumed the lack of spells meant Lyre hadn’t noticed she’d broken them. But he had. And instead of respelling the hiding place, he’d moved the clock.
She lurched backward, head whipping side to side as she fought to keep her panic under control. Where had he moved it? Where would he have put it? She raced to the desk, crawled under it, and disarmed the spell on the tile, but the clock wasn’t among his cache of emergency magic either.
She almost backed out, leaving the tile open, when she realized Eryx was crouched a few steps behind her, watching. She pushed the tile back into place and rearmed it, then scrambled out.
“What’s in there?”
“Just some basic defensive magic,” she lied as she circled the room. “The spell I need eats magic—destroys weavings.”
“Is that different from dissolving a spell?”
“It’s the difference between dousing a fire and making the fire vanish like it was never there.”
“Why didn’t you mention a spell like that before now?”
She stiffened at his accusatory tone. “It’s not a weapon, let alone a war spell. It would hardly scare Ra into leaving Irida alone.” She pressed her hands to her forehead, unable to think through the burning urgency in her head. “I can’t find it. He moved it. I can’t see any weavings where he might have hidden something.”
“Well, if you can’t see it, then the magic isn’t here.”
Eryx was right. She wasn’t missing the magic—there was no magic. Lyre knew she could see any ward he created, so he must have hidden the clock in a way that wouldn’t tip her off. Something that didn’t require a protective ward.
She stared around the room again. Where could he have hidden it? She scanned the table, the bookshelves, the sofa and coffee table, the heaps of junk in the corners—
Her attention hooked on a pile of books. It looked different from what she remembered. Rushing over, she shoved books aside, tossing them carelessly to the floor until she reached the bottom of the pile where a metal box was buried.
Grinning—that sneaky incubus wasn’t sneaky enough to foil her—she gave the box a quick examination. Seeing no magic, not even a lock, she popped the lid open. A puff of white powder erupted from the interior.
She gasped in surprise—then Eryx grabbed her by the hair and clamped his hand over her mouth and nose. The box tumbled to the floor, spilling more powder as he dragged her to the center of the room.
He removed his hand, letting her breathe. Dizziness rolled through her and she felt like her head was stuffed with cotton.
“Clio, are you okay? Can you hear me?”
She nodded woozily. “What was that?”
“Some kind of drug in the box—probably intended to knock you unconscious. You should be fine in a minute.”
“Holy crap,” she muttered, rubbing her palms on her skirt in case they had powder on them. “Lyre is serious about keeping that spell locked up.”
Eryx grunted. Holding an arm over his face, he plucked out the cloth bag. He shook it off, wiped it on his pants a few times, then handed it to her. She opened it and peeked inside. The altered clock lay within, its gemstones gleaming.
“This is it.” She rose to her feet, wobbled, then steadied. The powder’s effects were already wearing off, though she hated to imagine what would have happened if Eryx hadn’t been so quick. “Let’s go.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
She nodded. “Yes, I—”
He grabbed her shoulder and spun her around to face the door. Stepping close behind her, he gripped her upper arms, squeezing painfully, and lowered his face close to hers.
“Good. Now that we have the spell you want, you’re going to find magic for Prince Bastian.”
“W-what? No, we—”
His fingers bit into her arms. “We came here for Chrysalis’s best warfare spells, and we aren’t leaving without them.”
“We don’t have time to—”
“Look at it this way, Clio. If you find good weavings for Bastian fast enough, we can save your boy-toy. Otherwise, I’ll make sure you never get this spell to him.”
“You wouldn’t!”
“We aren’t leaving Asphodel empty-handed.”
She jerked her arms and he let her go. Jamming the clock spell into her wide fabric belt, she faced Eryx. “You are my bodyguard, Eryx, and I will not be bullied by—”
His crimson eyes were like bloodstained ice. “My loyalty belongs to Prince Bastian, not the king’s bastard daughter of a whore.”
She stumbled back as though he’d physically hit her, pain ricocheting through her chest.
Light exploded from the doorway—a fiery line that blazed across the floor straight for Eryx. The spell hit him square on and solidified into glowing ropes that sizzled with electric power. They rushed over him and he hit the floor, unconscious and bound in magic.
“I almost wish I’d heard more,” a deep voice purred. “That sounded like a fascinating conversation.”
Clio took an alarmed step back as Madrigal strolled into the room, his hands tucked in the pockets of his lab coat, a smile playing on his perfect lips. Shadows slid across his amber irises.
“Bastard daughter of a whore,” he repeated in a croon, “fathered by an indiscreet king. So that would make you … a little nymph princess.”





Chapter Twenty-Five
  
Clio stared at Madrigal, at those darkening eyes, then jerked her gaze down, focusing on his chin instead. Golden magic unraveled around him, spreading through the room like a fine mist. Aphrodesia. And he wasn’t playing around this time.
She took shallow breaths, though she knew his magic didn’t work through inhalation. Warmth coiled in her center, and her limbs felt weak and tingly.
“What are you doing in here, little princess?” His attention shifted around the room and stopped on the mess she’d made of Lyre’s books. “Looking for something, hmm?”
She shook her head and backed up another step. Glowing threads encased his body—several defensive weaves that would deflect any attack. She had no magic that could pierce those protections. Just like with Dulcet, any spell she cast would slough off the weaves.
The haze of aphrodesia in the room thickened, and her head got fuzzier with each passing moment. It was so hard to ignore his eyes. They called to her, black magnets she could see in her peripheral vision.
“Why are you here, Clio?” His voice wrapped around her like irresistible music.
Get angry, Lyre had told her.
“Stop using aphrodesia on me!” she screamed.
He smiled and her gaze locked on his mouth, on those soft, full lips and the flash of white teeth. The heat inside her reached a boiling point, and her skin burned with the need to be touched. Her knees were shaking.
“Look at my eyes, Clio,” he commanded softly.
“N-no.”
“Look at my eyes.”
She stumbled another step and her legs hit the edge of the coffee table.
“Virgins,” he sighed. “Your resistance has amused me so far, but I’m losing patience.”
“Leave me alone,” she quavered, hating how weak she sounded.
“Oh no. I won’t be doing that.” He stepped closer and she had no room to retreat.
Her pulse careened in her ears. She could smell him, spices and citrus that clouded her thoughts like a potent drug. She wanted him. She needed to touch him, to melt into his arms, to feel him on every inch of her skin—
“Don’t cry, little princess,” he crooned. “I won’t hurt you.”
Until he said the words, she hadn’t realized tears were streaming down her face. She kept her stare locked on his jaw, stubbornly fighting the pull of his eyes even as resisting became physically painful.
“It won’t hurt at all.” His hypnotic tones enveloped her like an invisible spell. “That’s the catch though, you know. A girl as inexperienced as you …” He smiled. “I’m going to destroy you with pleasure, my love.”
Fear burst through her, but it fizzled out as need burned in every nerve.
His fingers closed gently around her chin. At his touch, shivering thrills ran across her skin and weakened her legs. Then he tilted her face up, and her eyes met his.
Black pools of lust sucked her in, and in an instant, she was drowning.
Her knees gave out. He caught her, sweeping her up against his body, and citrus spice filled her nose. Her arms snaked around him of their own accord, and hot need throbbed more painfully. She couldn’t stand it. She was losing her mind with a longing so potent it eclipsed even the need for air.
Gaze locked on hers, he leaned her back until she was lying across the coffee table. His fingers slid down her arms and she almost screamed at the blend of pleasure and agonizing yearning. A moan slipped from her.
“Ah,” he breathed. “Now I have you. Now you’re mine, little princess.”
A distant voice inside her howled in denial, but she couldn’t think. Her heart would surely give out if he stopped touching her.
“Tell me, my love. What were you doing in this room?”
His crooning words wrapped around her like silken chains, gently cocooning her will until it didn’t occur to her she shouldn’t answer.
“We came to steal a spell.”
“What spell is that?” His warm hands glided up her shoulders.
She shuddered with each touch. “Lyre’s special spell.”
“What is his special spell?”
“It …” A flicker of warning penetrated the haze, and a different pair of blackened gold eyes flashed in her vision—full of fury at her betrayal. “It’s a secret.”
He leaned down until his breath warmed her lips. His hands caressed her shoulders and slid up the sides of her neck. She trembled, her body straining upward, needing more contact.
“Tell me the secret, Clio,” he purred.
She squirmed, one arm flopping off the coffee table as she tried to wiggle free from his hold on her mind. Her hand hit the sharp edge of something on the floor and a shock of pain bit into her flesh.
His fingers stroked her throat, then across her jaw and up her cheek, those mesmerizing eyes pulling her deeper. “Tell me, Clio.”
“The spell is …” She tried to swallow the words but his command had sunk claws deep into her will. “It’s a … a clock.”
His brow furrowed. “A clock?”
Her fingers closed around the metal lip of the object beside the coffee table, and she gripped tighter and tighter until sharp, cold pain cut through the soft heat that had taken over her body.
As he opened his mouth to deliver another command, she sucked in a breath and held it. Then she whipped her arm up and slammed the metal box into the side of his skull. Powder puffed outward in a snowy cloud that engulfed his head.
Madrigal gasped in pain, then doubled over in a fit of coughing, inhaling more powder. Clio yanked her legs up and jammed both feet into his gut. He keeled over backward and crumpled. His limbs stirred weakly as he tried to roll over.
Still holding her breath, Clio lurched to the cupboard, yanked it open, and pulled out one of Lyre’s spare shirts. Wrapping the clean fabric over her face to filter the air, she rushed back to the metal box and dumped the remaining powder on Madrigal’s face. He wheezed, then went limp.
Leaving him on the floor, she grabbed Eryx by the ankles and dragged him into the hallway. After a moment of study, she unraveled the binding with a deft slice of magic. He stirred, eyelids fluttering as he regained consciousness.
Discarding the shirt around her face, she darted down the corridor and found Kassia slumped against the wall near the end, bound in the same weaving. Clio swiftly broke it apart and gripped her friend’s arm as she struggled to wake.
“Clio?” Kassia muttered. “Clio! An incubus came—you—what happened?”
“The incubus is down. Eryx should be—” She paused as the chimera in question half ran, half stumbled to join them. “Eryx is here.”
Kassia’s eyes clouded. “I failed you. I’m sorry.”
“None of us are a match for those master weavers.” Rising, she shot Eryx an icy look. “We’re leaving now.”
He didn’t argue, his face pale. Kassia clambered up, and the three of them sped back through the building, encountering no one. Clio tried to hide the way her legs were shaking. Her body ached, her skin flashed hot and cold, and throbbing warmth lingered inside her. A shadow of the need he had woken in her still thirsted for his touch.
Maybe she should have done something else to incapacitate him. Fear had driven her away, but if he woke too soon, he could raise the alarm. Then again, to bind him with another spell, she would have had to first unravel all his defensive weavings.
The powder would have to be enough. Presumably, Lyre knew what he’d been doing when he’d rigged the box. It would keep Madrigal unconscious for a while—she hoped.
They slipped out of Chrysalis and back into the streets. Keeping an ear out for soldiers, Clio led her bodyguards back to the beacon she’d left at the entrance of the housing complex, then raced through the rows of houses to Lyre’s. Eryx and Kassia guarded her back while she disarmed the stack of wards.
As she flung the door open, her heart was beating so hard it hurt. She didn’t stop to rearm the spells and instead flew across the room.
Lyre lay where she’d left him, and as she dropped to her knees at his side, a fraction of her panic eased. His chest rose and fell with harsh breaths. She touched the base of his throat, looking across the pulsing death spell, and her blood chilled. The threads had thickened, and he was almost as pale as her, all color leeched from his skin. He didn’t have long.
She pulled the bag out of her belt and dumped the clock into her palm. Shuffling sounds at her back told her Kassia and Eryx had joined her. They leaned over her shoulder as she held up the bizarre clock, the gears shining in the faint light leaking through the windows. To her eyes, the gemstones set in the metal shone brightly with black-tinted golden light.
“What does it do?” Kassia whispered.
“It will erase the death spell,” Clio answered tersely. “If I remove the spell, it will kill him. But this can make the weave … stop existing. Without killing him. I think.”
“How does it work?”
Clio held the clock up to her face. “I don’t know.”
“But you can see how all magic works, can’t you?”
A tremor ran through her. Kassia was right—Clio could see and understand all magic—but somehow, not this. Studying it again, she didn’t understand it any better. She could tell what it did, but not how. The weaves, the shapes and constructs in the different gemstones, seemed disconnected as though something was missing.
“It looks incomplete,” she whispered in horror. “Like the pieces of the weave aren’t lined up. I don’t see any way to activate it. It must be broken. He must not have finished the spell.”
“If it was broken or incomplete,” Eryx said unexpectedly, “he wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to protect it.”
“But—but then … how does it …” She turned it over, but the back offered no clues, just a small rectangular hole in the center of the gears. “I can’t see how to make it work. Everything is all … weird.”
“You can figure it out,” Kassia reassured her. “Take your time.”
But Lyre didn’t have time. Even as the thought sounded in her head, he arched up from the floor with a rasp, then slumped, his chest still and silent. Holding the clock in one hand, Clio clutched the front of his shirt.
Kassia squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Clio.”
“Wait.” She stared at him, every muscle tensed. “This is what the spell does.”
“It killed him,” Eryx muttered. “What’s there to wait for?”
Kassia hissed at him to shut up. Clio counted in her head. Twenty seconds. Thirty. Thirty-five. She held her breath as the seconds dragged on. No. No, no, no—
At forty-two seconds, his chest heaved.
“What?” Eryx surged to his feet. “He came back from the dead—”
“It’s the spell.” Clio touched his sternum as he labored for air. “It kills its victim, then revives them, then kills them again. Over and over and over until their body gives out and they die for good.”
A pulse of silence.
“That’s … horrible,” Kassia whispered almost soundlessly.
“And Lyre has been dying for—for I don’t know how long. I have to get that spell off him.” Clio gripped the palm-sized clock. “But I don’t know how to make this stupid piece of junk work.”
Kassia shifted forward to kneel beside Clio. “If you don’t know how to use it, then we need him to tell you how.”
“But he’s unconscious—”
Kassia put a hand on Lyre’s forehead and a sharp flash of magic erupted under her palm. With a choked gasp, his eyes flew open.
“Lyre!” Clio cried.
His features went slack and his eyes, hazed with pain and exhaustion, rolled back. Kassia grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him into a sitting position. His head lolled, breath rasping. Clio cupped his chin and lifted his head.
“Lyre,” she said. “I need your help to save you. How does your clock spell work?”
His eyelids flickered and his gaze sharpened. “What?” he croaked.
She held up the clock so he could see it. “This can save you. How do I—”
His eyes widened with alarm. He lurched forward, almost falling over, and Kassia hooked her arms under his, bracing him from behind.
“How did you—” He broke off, gasping for air. “Put it back, you idiot.”
She stiffened. “It can save you.”
“Too dangerous,” he rasped. “Never use it. Never again. Put it back.”
“You’re dying!” she yelled. “This is the only thing that can save you. Either tell me how, or I’ll mess with it until I figure it out.”
His eyes widened again. “No, you can’t—”
“Then tell me how it works!”
The strength went out of him and he slumped forward. Kassia pulled him up, using her body as a backrest to keep him facing Clio.
She held the clock under his nose. “I won’t let you die, Lyre. I attacked Hades soldiers, broke into Chrysalis, and knocked Madrigal unconscious to get this, and I’m not leaving until I use it to save you.”
“Stubborn … little … fool.” He pulled himself together with visible effort. “Bathroom.”
“You need to go to the bathroom now?”
“For the spell,” he growled breathlessly. “Fill the bath. Needs water.”
Clio exchanged a confused look with Kassia. A spell that needed water? But water couldn’t hold a weave. In fact, water was a terrible conductor for magic of any kind. But they didn’t have time to argue, so Clio shot to her feet. Kassia heaved Lyre up and Clio pulled his arm over her shoulder so they were supporting him between them.
“Eryx, secure the house and set up tripwire spells,” Kassia ordered over her shoulder.
Eryx grumbled but obediently headed for the door.
Clio and Kassia carried Lyre to the bathroom, a more spacious and well-appointed version of the one at the inn. They lowered him to the floor and leaned him against the wall, then Kassia turned the taps on full blast, filling the large soaker tub with icy water.
“Get rid of the amenity spells,” Lyre instructed between pants of air. “All of them.”
Clio pulled out all the gemstones set around the tub and shower, including the warming spells that would have heated the water. She tossed them out of the bathroom and they clattered across the floor.
He pulled three chains out from under his shirt. When he tried to take them off, scarcely able to raise his arms, Clio lifted them over his head. Two were lined with gemstones, while the third—the one she had seen before—had both stones and that silver skeleton key with the ruby. He fumbled at his wrists and she helped him remove the bracelets too, each one sporting several hidden lodestones.
“Pockets,” he whispered weakly.
She ran her hands over his hips until she found his pockets and pulled out more stones, leaving him devoid of all magic—the first time she’d seen him naked of his usual weavings. Only the death spell and the shimmer of golden power—his aura, visible to her alone—remained.
“Keep a bracelet and the key,” he told her. “Get the rest out of here.”
Clio separated a lodestone bracelet and the chain with the key, and handed the others to Kassia. She took them out of the bathroom while Clio knelt in front of Lyre.
“No magic near the tub.” He grasped her hand where she held his bracelet and chain. There was no strength in his grip and his breath came fast and shallow. “Keep the lodestones for me. I’ll need them.”
“The clock will eat your magic too?” Not just the weave inside him?
“It eats all magic. Everything.” His fingers tightened. “Is the tub full?”
She turned off the faucet. “Yes, it’s ready.”
“Help me.”
She pulled his arm over her shoulder. Kassia returned and they lifted Lyre to the edge of the tub. He leaned heavily against Clio.
“Use the key to wind the clock,” he told her, barely managing a whisper. “It will count down one minute, then …”
He slumped forward and Kassia caught his arm, pulling him straight again. His chest heaved.
“I’ll go in the water,” he rasped. “With the clock. Water will keep it … from traveling … too far.”
“Traveling?” Clio echoed.
“Wind it.”
She fumbled for the skeleton key, the ruby at its end gleaming, and inserted it into the back of the device. The gears ground as she turned the second hand in a counterclockwise circle. The key lodged in place and she pulled it out.
Magic shimmered across the clock and the second hand began ticking down. The black-tinted weaves turned, carried on the gears, and the spinning constructs passed over each other, winding the magic in the same way she’d wound the clock.
“Help me down,” Lyre said.
Kassia lowered him into the tub, water sloshing over the sides, and held the front of his shirt to keep his head above water. Throwing the chain around her neck for safekeeping, Clio clutched the clock. The second hand passed the halfway mark. Thirty seconds.
“Give me the clock, then get back.” He squinted, fighting to stay aware. “Clio?”
“What is it?” She placed the clock on his chest and he weakly grasped it.
“Don’t let me drown, okay?”
She smiled feebly, but there were only ten seconds left and she didn’t have time to answer. Kassia let him go and he slipped under the surface. Then she grabbed Clio and hauled her out of the bathroom. In the hallway, Clio stared at the water’s still surface, not sure if Lyre was holding his breath—or if he’d stopped breathing.
Three … two … one.
A soundless concussion erupted from the water. It boomed outward, a feeling rather than a sound, and hit Clio like a punch to the diaphragm. She wheezed and grabbed the wall. The house rattled as the wave of force swept through it, then all went still.
Including the water in the tub.
Clio sprinted into the bathroom and plunged her arms into the frigid water. Grabbing the front of Lyre’s shirt, she hauled his torso up and out of the tub in a cascade of liquid.
Her foot slipped and she fell backward, dragging him with her.
In the instant she fell, her brain fizzled with confusion, because for that one instant, it looked like she’d pulled someone else from the tub. Someone wearing different clothes—fitted blue and silver garb unlike anything she’d ever seen. Someone with a bow strapped to his back and a quiver of arrows over his shoulder. Someone with a dark tattoo on one cheekbone, and a face more beautiful than words could describe.
Someone whose ebony-dusted amber eyes called to her soul.
Then she hit the floor on her back and he landed on top of her, crushing the air from her lungs. His hand clamped around the bracelet she held, and magic sizzled against her palm as he pulled the stored power from the lodestones, draining them completely.
Tingling magic ran over him, teasing her skin, and he went limp on top of her.
Kassia appeared above Clio and grabbed the back of his shirt. She pulled him off, and Clio sat up, her gaze snapping over him. He looked exactly as he should—his regular clothes sopping wet, shirt plastered to his skin, and no tattoos on his strikingly handsome but still human face.
He was himself again, his real face hidden beneath glamour once more.





Chapter Twenty-Six
  
Shaking off her shock, Clio blinked her asper into focus and checked him. No lethal weave twined through his flesh. The death spell was gone—but so was the rest of his magic. His aura was the barest shimmer of golden light, and he only possessed that much because he’d refueled a fraction of his power using the lodestones.
“Lyre?” She lightly touched his face.
His chest rose and fell, then his eyes opened, dim with fatigue. “Clio.”
Tears of relief threatened to spill down her cheeks. He was alive. The death spell was no more. He would be okay.
“Are we done with the bathroom?” Kassia asked him.
“Yeah,” he mumbled. “Only showers for me for at least a decade.”
Supporting him between them, Clio and Kassia pulled him into the bedroom. Kassia helped him sit on the edge of the bed, then turned to Clio.
“I’m going to check on Eryx and help secure the house. I’ll be a few minutes. Make sure he’s okay, then we need to figure out our plan.”
Clio nodded, and Kassia hastened out of the bedroom. She reappeared two seconds later, handed Clio the clock they’d forgotten in the tub, then vanished again. The front door banged open then closed.
Setting the clock on the nightstand, Clio knelt in front of Lyre where he sat on the low bed, putting her face almost level with his. He was slouched forward, elbows braced on his knees as he breathed deeply.
“Lyre?” she asked. “How do you feel?”
His eyes flicked up, shadows sliding across the amber. “Pretty pathetic,” he admitted, his normally lyrical tones still hoarse.
She hesitated, then touched his arm, his sleeve wet and cold. “You went through a lot. But you’ll be okay. It’ll just take time for your magic to regenerate.”
He nodded. “Remind me to kill Dulcet later.”
“You didn’t—” She broke off as she realized he was shivering. Dulcet being alive was a problem for later. First, she needed to take care of Lyre.
“Hold on,” she told him and hurried out into the hall where she’d seen a small closet. She selected a couple fluffy towels and returned to the bedroom. Shaking one out, she dropped it over his head and scrubbed his hair.
“Clio,” he protested, voice muffled by the towel as he tried to push her away. “I don’t need—”
“Shut up and sit there,” she ordered. “I watched you die three times. You owe me this.”
Surprisingly, he let his arms fall and she finished rubbing the worst of the water out of his hair. She pulled the towel away, his hair mussed into a wild tousle and the damp locks appearing more golden than white-blond.
Tossing the towel aside, she stood in front of him and pursed her lips. A sizzle of heat rose in her cheeks. Tamping down on her rising blush, she crouched and reached around him. She’d grabbed the hem of his dripping shirt and pulled it halfway over his head before he realized what she was doing. He grumbled something unintelligible as she dragged the garment off him and threw it in a corner with the towel.
Trying hard not to gawk at the view she’d been imagining for weeks now, she unfolded the second towel and draped it over his back. Her face was burning despite her best efforts. She knelt again and pulled the towel over his shoulders, fighting to keep her hands from wandering across those sculpted biceps.
“Why is that clock spell so dangerous?” she asked to distract herself. “Why did you say you would never—”
He caught her wrists, stilling her movements.
“Clio.” An odd, hollow note tinged his voice. His head was hanging down, his hair hiding his eyes. “Why did you steal the clock?”
“‘Steal’ is a little harsh,” she complained. “I got it for you.”
“Why?”
“To … to save you.” She frowned in confusion. “It was the only way.”
His hands tensed around her wrists. “But why … would you want to save me?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” She ducked her head to get a better look at him. “Lyre, you saved my life. You were dying because of me. I couldn’t let that happen.”
He lifted his head and when his shadowed eyes met hers, the air vanished from her lungs. Utterly hypnotized, she couldn’t look away. Emotion tightened his features but she had no idea what he was feeling.
“Why do you seem so bewildered?” she asked with a huff. “Of course I couldn’t let you die. I could never live with myself if I—”
She was still talking when he hooked his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her mouth to his.
She gasped as his lips melded against hers, then her arms wrapped around his neck as though they had a will of their own. His other arm slid around the small of her back and pulled her against his bare chest, his skin hot but the water droplets clinging to him cold. He kissed her, slow and intense, as soft tides of desire rose through her, growing stronger and stronger. Her mind was empty, all thought gone as sensation spiraled down her spine and gathered deep in her belly.
A teasing touch of his tongue sent a shock of heat shooting through her, and she parted her lips without thinking. Then his tongue was in her mouth and her hands were tangled in his hair but it wasn’t enough. Her skin was burning and his arms were around her and she needed more.
Cold air hit her lips as he jerked away, then listed sideways like he was about to pass out. She grabbed his shoulders and guided him backward onto the bed. Her breath was coming embarrassingly fast as she stood beside the bed, leaning over him.
“Lyre? Lyre, are you okay?”
His eyes squinted open, dark and hot and blurry with exhaustion. “Dizzy,” he mumbled.
“Oh.” She swallowed hard, trying to regain control of herself. Her pulse was racing, and heat swept through her middle. She discreetly pressed a hand to her lower abdomen where it kind of felt like her insides had turned to bubbling lava—in a good way. “Holy crap.”
He blinked his eyes open and pushed himself up the mattress so his head was on a pillow. “Holy crap what?”
She rubbed her arms to dispel her gooseflesh, unable to tear her eyes away from his bare chest—all those dips and curves of muscle, sheathed in smooth golden skin and calling for her touch.
She inched backward, fearing her self-control wasn’t what it needed to be. “Aphrodesia is scary stuff.”
He blinked again, then a soft laugh rumbled through him. Another swoop in her center made her clench her teeth.
“What’s so funny?” she demanded, her cheeks warming again.
A crooked smile pulled at his lips. “Clio, I have no magic right now.”
“You don’t … Wait. You mean …”
“I didn’t use aphrodesia on you. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.”
Her eyes widened and her blush went from “barely there” to a fiery inferno in an instant. She covered her face with her arm to hide it. “I—I mean, I didn’t …”
Amusement turned his irises to buttery gold. Before she could implode from mortification, he caught her hand with his, fingers warm and reassuring.
“I take it as a compliment,” he murmured, and holy crap, her heart was galloping again at the heat in his gaze—the promise of more.
Suddenly, her knees were embarrassingly weak and she sat on the edge of the bed. How could he affect her like this without aphrodesia? That one kiss had been unlike any kiss she’d ever had—not that she’d had many. She cleared her throat and decided to change the subject before she embarrassed herself even more.
“So.” She cleared her throat again. “The clock spell. What is it exactly?”
The ghost of humor in his expression slid away, replaced with something much darker. “I wanted something to clear lodestones of remnant weavings. A simple tool to make my life easier. But the spell …” His jaw flexed. “I didn’t realize what I was creating. That it would be so dangerous. It devours magic—all magic. Whatever it touches. But what I didn’t realize was the way it would travel … that the more magic it ate, the greater its reach would grow.”
He was still holding her hand, and she twisted their fingers together. “I don’t understand.”
“Like throwing oil on a fire,” he whispered. “The more magic it feeds on, the greater the radius of its power. On activation, it devours whatever it’s touching, then it travels, touches more magic, devours that, travels farther … It keeps expanding and expanding. I didn’t design it that way, but it’s an inherent quality.”
“It expands indefinitely?” she asked with a slight quaver in her voice.
“As far as I can tell. Obviously, I don’t want to test its limits. Water is the only thing that slows it down, but submerging it only works when there’s enough water to muffle its expansion.”
“That’s why you had us remove all the weavings from the bathroom.”
He nodded. “If it caught another weaving outside the water, it would have expanded again and reached the wards on the house. After devouring those … Asphodel is full of magic.”
Her blood chilled. “It would have wiped out every drop of magic in the whole town.”
“Including the power reserves of every daemon caught in the radius, and even worse—”
A scuff of sound outside the bedroom window brought her head up. She swiped a hand across her eyes, squinting with her asper, but saw nothing but the dark wards around the house, waiting to be reengaged.
“What is it?” he murmured.
“Thought I heard something, but it was probably just Kassia and Eryx securing the house.”
“It doesn’t need securing,” he said with a frown. “Just arm my wards.”
“I’ll do that once Kass and Eryx are back.” She squeezed his hand again. “What’s it called?”
“What’s what called?”
“Your clock spell of doom.”
He snorted. “Why would it have a name?”
“Everyone names their special spells. It’s a daemon thing. Or maybe a magic thing.”
A wry smile twitched his lips. “Okay, I did name it.”
“What then?”
“It’s called the Kinetic Lodestone Obversion Construct. But I prefer the acronym.”
“The acronym?” She frowned, sorting it out in her head. “K—L—O—C. So …” A giggle bubbled up in her throat but she swallowed it down and gave him a long, severe look. “KLOC. The acronym is ‘clock,’ for the spell you put in a clock.”
He grinned, supremely pleased with his cleverness, and she burst out laughing. Getting herself under control, she couldn’t help the way her smile grew to match his or the way her insides melted as his face softened with humor.
The front door banged and she jumped. Standing, she reluctantly slipped her hand from his. “Rest for now, Lyre. I’m going to talk to Kass about what the plan is.”
His gaze shuttered. “Yes. You need to sort out your plan quickly.”
Your plan. Not our plan. “What will you do?”
He closed his eyes, exhaling with such heavy weariness that her heart ached. “I’ll figure something out.”
She pressed her lips together, then left him to relax. Daemons didn’t normally lose all their power reserves in one shot, and he would need days to recover. Maybe even longer. Magical energy and physical energy were closely tied, and he would be weak on both counts.
Weak—and vulnerable.
She slipped into the main room where Kassia and Eryx were waiting. Exhausted herself, she dropped onto the sofa. The room looked a lot like Lyre’s workroom—widespread untidiness with an excessive number of books and an odd assortment of junk. A bow leaned in the corner, shorter and curvier than the one in his bedroom, and she remembered the dark wood of the weapon strapped to his back beneath his glamour.
“Eryx set up tripwires around the complex,” Kassia said, breaking into Clio’s reverie. “I warded the house—on top of Lyre’s spells. But we can’t stay here long. That other incubus could wake up and sound the alarm at any point. Since he caught you in Lyre’s workroom, checking this house will be a logical next step.”
Clio nodded. They didn’t have long. “Eryx, can you get us out of the town?”
“Of course. What do you think I’ve been doing since we got here?” He glanced smugly at Kassia. “I told you I like to know my way around.”
Deciding not to comment on that, Clio pulled the tangled mess of her hair over her shoulder and combed her fingers through it. “Do we need to make any preparations?”
“Nope. I’ve already mapped the best route.” Eryx folded his arms. “The only thing we’re missing is, you know, Chrysalis magic.”
Kassia’s eyes flashed with anger, and Clio paused in the midst of braiding her hair.
“Are you still harping on that?” Kassia growled. “Forget it, Eryx. It’s too late.”
“Is it?” He looked around, brows raised. “We might not have gotten anything from Chrysalis, but isn’t this a master weaver’s house? We can at least stock up on what’s available.”
“We are not stealing Lyre’s spellwork,” Clio said firmly. “And if Bastian wants Lyre’s spells, then he can ask himself if Lyre is willing.”
“What are you saying?”
She lifted her chin. “We’re taking Lyre with us.”
He stared at her, then roared so suddenly that she started, “Like hell we are!”
She held her ground, Kassia at her back. “Lyre is as good as dead if he stays here. I won’t leave him behind.”
“I don’t give a damn what—”
“We’ll take him to Earth. Get him out of the Underworld.” She raised her voice over Eryx’s next protest. “And we can use his help. He’s more familiar with—”
“He can’t even walk right now,” Eryx snarled. “He’ll slow us down.”
“We’ll make it work.” She crossed her arms. “I am not leaving without him.”
“Useless,” Eryx spat at her. “A useless, incompetent idiot. I told him. I told him you would ruin every—”
“Enough!” Kassia barked. “We don’t have long before someone comes looking for us. Eryx, you can rage all you want when we’re back on Earth. Clio, sit down and relax for a moment. We’ll give Lyre five more minutes to gather his strength, then we’ll go.”
Eryx glared at them, then snarled about using the bathroom and stalked down the hall. The door slammed, and Clio exhaled shakily.
Kassia put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Clio.”
She blinked. “Me? For standing up to Eryx, you mean?”
“No,” she said softly. “For standing up to Bastian.”
“Bastian? But I haven’t …”
“You have. He just doesn’t know it yet.” She smiled. “Choose your own path, not the one he sets for you, or you’ll always be dancing to the strings he’s pulling.”
Clio bit her lip. What was it about Lyre that had tipped the scales? Why had she abandoned Bastian’s mission to save the incubus instead?
She turned toward the bedroom door and studied the dark wood. Maybe it was because Lyre had helped her, had saved her more than once, and had never asked anything in return. But Bastian … Bastian always wanted something in exchange for his help—for his acceptance.
She frowned. The bedroom door was shut. She didn’t remember closing it when she’d left Lyre to rest. Had he closed it? But he could hardly walk.
Her stinging apprehension sharpened into fear, and she hurried toward the door.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
  
Lyre stared at the ceiling, Clio’s voice echoing in his ears. I am not leaving without him. No one had ever cared about leaving him behind. No one had ever risked anything on his account. No one had ever saved him from anything in his entire life.
Yet this girl he barely knew was putting her life on the line to get him out—the one thing no one would ever do, not even Reed, who wanted him to live.
He blinked rapidly, confused by the unfamiliar sting in his eyes. His emotions were out of control. Exhaustion was making him stupid.
Like kissing Clio. That had been stupid. Because now the fire was churning deep inside, the dark instincts dragging him down, her taste on his lips making his mouth water. He hungered for her, the driving emptiness demanding to be filled. He couldn’t risk kissing her again.
He shook his head sharply, banishing the thought. It didn’t matter. That was a problem for his future self. First, he needed to survive the night.
Before Clio had spoken of taking him with them, he’d been agonizing over what the hell he was supposed to do. Dulcet wasn’t dead, which meant he would be thirsting for revenge in no time at all. That aside, their father’s judgment was looming. Reed had told Lyre he had to escape immediately, but with his strength so drained, he wasn’t sure he could walk, let alone fight. He wasn’t going anywhere. The best he could do was arm his wards and hope no one came for him before he recovered enough to defend himself.
But if Clio took him with her …
Something banged loudly and Lyre jolted in surprise. He turned his head.
Eryx stood in the bedroom doorway. Smiling, he closed the door with a quiet click.
Cold slipped through Lyre, and he propped himself up on one elbow, the muscles in his arm and back aching from the small movement. Eryx’s weight shifted as he prepared to step forward, and Lyre’s gaze darted toward the nightstand where his chains of spells and the KLOC sat.
With the lightning-fast movements of a trained fighter, Eryx had a knife in his hand and the blade pressed against Lyre’s throat before he could complete his reach for the chains.
“Keep your mouth shut,” the daemon said pleasantly, sliding the knife sideways. Skin parted beneath the deadly edge and wetness ran down Lyre’s neck. “One sound and we see how pretty you look with your throat slit.”
Eryx scooped up the silver clock. He turned it over in a cursory examination, then slipped it into his pocket. “I think my employer will find this very useful, especially the bit about wiping out all the magic in a city.”
Lyre didn’t say a word, all too aware of the dagger at his unprotected neck. His arm shook from holding up his weight, and his magic reserves were so low he’d be lucky to conjure a light, let alone cast an actual defensive spell.
Eryx lifted the dagger—and in the next instant, his other hand closed around Lyre’s throat. He shoved Lyre down onto the bed and leaned into the choke hold.
Lyre grabbed the daemon’s wrists, but he had no hope of breaking free. No magic. No strength. He couldn’t even make a sound, his windpipe crushed by Eryx’s weight.
“Too easy,” Eryx murmured. “You master weavers aren’t as tough as Clio made it seem. She bashed that other one’s head in with a box, and here you are, being strangled to death in your own bed. Pathetic.”
Lyre dug his fingers into the daemon’s wrists, unable to shift his grip. Black spots burst across his vision and buzzing filled his ears. As aching pain spread from his lungs into his body, he bared his teeth. He’d died how many times under Dulcet’s spell, and now he was going to die again?
“Lyre?” Clio called from the other side of the door, her footsteps thudding closer. “Lyre, did you close the—”
Eryx released Lyre as he spun to face the door, and dim light gleamed across the knife. Air rushed into Lyre’s lungs and violent coughing overtook him, convulsing his body and stealing his voice as he tried to cry out a warning.
The doorknob turned. Eryx lunged across the room, dagger held low, positioned for a lethal strike. Clutching his middle, Lyre scrabbled to pull himself up, a strangled croak rasping from his abused throat.
The door swung open, and Eryx thrust his dagger into the body on the other side. Blood sprayed across the floor. Lyre hung partway off the bed, his hand outstretched as though he could have reached across the distance and stopped the daemon’s strike.
Eryx yanked the dagger out of the woman’s chest. With shock stamped across her face, she dropped to her knees, revealing Clio standing behind her. Clio stared, her eyes glassy and wide.
Teeth bared in a vicious grin, Eryx shoved Kassia aside. She hit the wall and crumpled, weakly grasping at her chest.
“Always getting in my way, Kass,” he mocked. “But that was the last time.”
Clio stared at Eryx, at the bloody blade in his hand, then looked down at Kassia. Clio’s face was white and she wasn’t breathing. She was in shock. Eryx focused on her and he turned the dagger.
“Clio!” Lyre yelled.
Eryx lunged and Clio’s huge, beautiful summer-sky eyes plunged to pitch black. Her hand snapped out, and whatever spell she cast exploded against Eryx in a swirl of green light. He flew backward and smashed into the wall so hard his body punched a hole in the wood. He slumped down, shaking his head in a daze.
Just as fast as they’d darkened, Clio’s irises lightened to the color of stormy seas. Tears spilled over her cheeks as she threw herself down at Kassia’s side with an anguished wail.
Swearing, Lyre pulled himself up but fell off the bed. Rolling onto his hands and knees, he reached for his chain of spells on the nightstand, hoping desperately he had enough magic to trigger a weave.
Eryx climbed to his feet and took one furious step toward Clio, then jerked straight. He whipped his head around as though a soundless voice had called his name. With a nasty smile, he looked at the three daemons, then launched across the room, jumped over Kassia’s legs, and wheeled through the doorway. Lyre stretched his hand toward the wall to engage his wards and trap the daemon inside, but the door slammed before he got his fingers to the wood.
Clio didn’t react at all, hunched over Kassia with both hands on the woman’s chest and magic glowing under her palms.
Lyre swallowed down his heart and shut off his emotions. Since standing was too much effort, he crawled across the floor to kneel in front of Clio, Kassia between them. He placed his hands gently on top of Clio’s.
“Clio,” he whispered. “Stop.”
“N-n-n-no.” Her staring eyes were fixed on Kassia. “H-h-have to—”
“Clio.” He tightened his hands over hers. “It’s too late. She’s gone.”
“No. No, she’s not.” Clio’s head came up, the useless healing magic sputtering out. “She isn’t gone. She isn’t.”
“I’m sorry, Clio,” he whispered, sliding his thumb gently over her wet cheek. “I’m so sorry.”
“She’s not gone.” Fresh tears spilled down her face. “She’s not. She’s not!”
He gathered his strength and pushed to his feet. When he tried to pull her off the floor, she resisted and he almost fell on her. Clenching his jaw and not allowing himself to falter again, he forced her up. The moment he gathered her into his arms, a screaming sob racked her entire body. She collapsed against him, and he staggered against the doorframe, holding her tight.
“He killed her,” she wept. “How could he? How could he kill his own cousin?”
He pressed his cheek against her hair and didn’t tell her that for some—for too many—blood ties meant nothing in the face of ambition. She didn’t need to hear that right now.
Ignoring the fatigue dragging at his limbs, he guided her out of the bedroom and into the main room, keeping her close with each step. Eryx had left with the KLOC and Lyre was in no condition to chase him down. For now, his priority was keeping himself and Clio safe. And that meant getting out of the house.
Putting his hands on her shoulders, he stepped back so he could look down at her. She lifted her face, tears shining on her cheeks, her eyes pools of torment and grief that wrenched at something deep inside him.
“Clio, we need to leave.”
“But Kassia—”
“She would want you to be safe. That’s most important.”
Clio sucked in a breath that shuddered through her small frame from head to toe. She rubbed the tears off her face, then nodded.
“I need to get my spells,” he told her. “Then we run for it.”
She lifted the chain from around her neck, lined with his best defensive weavings and the key for the KLOC. He stopped her before she could remove it.
“Hang on to that one for me, okay?” He tucked the chain under the neckline of her shirt. “I have lots more that—”
The front door swung open. Lyre’s head snapped around—and then the spell hit him.
The room reeled and he crashed into the kitchen table. The legs broke and the entire thing collapsed, Lyre crumpled on top of it. Hot liquid ran down his forehead and into his eyes, blinding him.
Someone hauled him up. His vision blurred, then steadied, bringing the face in front of his into focus.
Ariose’s eyes were chips of topaz, hard and ruthless.
His brother spun him around and pushed him down on his knees. Facing the rest of the room, Lyre lifted his throbbing head. Clio was on her knees too, a hand pressed to her temple. Standing in a half circle in front of her were three more daemons. Three more incubi.
Madrigal stood on the right, Andante stood on the left, and in the center, Lyceus regarded Clio with that calculating stare that never, ever faltered.
“Check the rest of the house,” Lyceus commanded, his attention on Clio.
Andante obeyed their father’s order without question, sweeping across the main room and down the short hall to check the bedroom and bathroom. The house was small, so he was back in only a minute.
“One of the bodyguards is dead in the bedroom. Stab wound.” He glanced at Clio, clearly wondering who the killer was. “The other isn’t here.”
“And the ‘secret’ spell?” Madrigal asked. “Is that here?”
Lyre kept his expression blank. Was Madrigal referring to the KLOC? How would he know about it? Lyre remembered Clio telling him she’d knocked Madrigal unconscious—had he witnessed her stealing the spell from Lyre’s workroom?
His brothers couldn’t know about it. Chrysalis could never know it existed. Hades could never know.
“Where is your other guard?” Andante asked Clio.
She pulled her head up with effort, fresh blood staining her hair. “I don’t know. He betrayed us and fled.”
“Where is the weave you stole from Lyre’s workroom?” Madrigal demanded.
Clio pressed her lips together and said nothing.
“I can sense the residue of foreign magic, but the source isn’t here.” Andante looked at their father. “Lyre knows far better ways to kill people than with daggers, so I suspect she’s speaking the truth about her companion’s betrayal. If he fled alone and the spell is not here, then—”
Madrigal hissed. “Then the other bodyguard must have it.”
Lyceus considered Clio, then turned away. “Andante, find out what the spell is. I will begin the search for the bodyguard.”
Without a backward glance, he strode out of the house and into the heavy darkness.
Ariose grabbed Lyre’s hair and bent his head back. “So, brother, care to tell us what special weaving you’ve been hiding? Something that would leave such a fascinating residue throughout your house?”
“I’ve never sensed anything like it,” Andante murmured.
Clio twisted toward Lyre and their gazes met, reflecting their shared despair. They’d been captured and there was no escape. He had no magic and no weavings, and even if he did, he was powerless to use them. And Clio … what could Clio do against incubus master weavers?
Her hopelessness and grief ripped at him. Unable to bear it, he had to close his eyes.
Ariose yanked on his hair again. “Well, Lyre? Will you talk, or do we need to force it out of you?”
He clenched his jaw. He wouldn’t say a word to those bastards. They couldn’t know what he had created. The secret of the KLOC would die with him.
“Don’t waste your time,” Madrigal crooned. “There’s a much easier source of information right here.”
Lyre’s eyes flew open. Madrigal stared at Clio and his irises were already darkening. She scrambled backward on her knees, panic paling her face.
“I can make her tell us everything,” he purred. “We don’t need her for anything else, so any … damage … won’t matter.”
Andante glanced at Ariose, then shrugged. “Be quick about it.”
“That’s no fun,” Madrigal whispered. His night-black eyes burned with awakening lust. “But I can play with her more later, yes?”
Sharp fear cut into Lyre. No. No, Madrigal couldn’t do that to her. She was too inexperienced, too innocent. That amount of aphrodesia could tear her mind apart.
Her gaze was already fogging as his seduction magic infected her.
Then Madrigal’s body shimmered. He was dropping glamour. He was going to hit her with the full destructive power an incubus could unleash on another person’s very soul.
Lyre lunged forward so violently he tore from Ariose’s grip. He slammed into Clio, knocking her over, and his hand clamped over the back of her head. With the last dregs of magic he possessed, he sent a rough bolt of power into her skull. She went limp under him.
Ariose grabbed him and threw him backward into the table’s remains. Lyre slumped back, not even attempting to get up. Clio lay on the floor, unconscious. He’d used the magical equivalent of hitting her over the head, not a spell they could remove. Until she woke, her mind would be safe from Madrigal and the other incubi.
Madrigal knelt beside her, prodding her head and pulling her eyelids back.
“Unconscious. Probably for a few hours.” He turned a sneer on Lyre. “Ruining my fun again, brother?”
Andante stepped up to the edge of the table. Ariose joined him on one side, Madrigal on the other. His three brothers stared down at him with identical, merciless eyes.
“Well, Lyre,” Andante murmured. “If we can’t interrogate her, I guess we’ll have to make do with you.”
As he lifted his hand, magic sparking over his fingers in the beginnings of a cast, Lyre closed his eyes. Don’t be a fool, Reed had begged him.
He couldn’t help it. He’d been a fool his entire life. Why change now?
But still, he wished Dulcet had done a proper job killing him. It would have worked out better for everyone, himself included.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
  
Clio came awake all at once, aching in every limb. She would have given anything to return to consciousness slowly, to drift back to reality like rousing from a deep sleep where memories and awareness gathered one by one, but her brain snapped back to the present without any reprieve.
Grief, as tangible as a blade lodged in her heart, was waiting for her upon waking. An impossible heaviness dragged at her chest, crushing her lungs. She couldn’t breathe properly. All she could do was cry—horrible, body-wrenching sobs.
Kassia was dead. She was dead.
That inescapable, soul-tearing truth blazed inside her. Her best friend. The one person in the world who’d cared about Clio with no strings attached. With only a half-brother who wouldn’t let her come home, Kassia had been her family for the last two years.
And she was dead. Murdered by her cousin. Betrayed and killed without a chance to defend herself. Why had Clio let Kassia step in front of her? Why hadn’t she pushed ahead, gone through the door first?
Through her sorrow, Clio took in her surroundings. A cold stone floor. A matching stone wall behind her. Dull steel bars formed the other three walls of the small cube. Five identical cells were lined up next to hers, filled with shadows barely touched by the dim light leaking from a narrow window above the only door into the room.
A prison. A dungeon.
But she didn’t care. Fear failed to penetrate her anguish, and she huddled against the wall and cried until exhaustion scraped across her nerves and no more tears fell. Too weary to move, she stared dully at the row of empty cells. So this was it. This was where she would die. Somehow, it was comforting to know she would be gone soon and this pain would end. She wouldn’t have to keep going without Kassia.
Slowly, the sharpest edge of grief lessened enough that she could feel the first whisper of fear. Again, she looked at the other cells. Empty. Where was Lyre?
Her last sight of him flashed through her mind: held on his knees by his brother, blood running down his face, his black eyes dull with despair. Bereft of magic, completely helpless.
She touched the back of her head where pain had stabbed so deeply. Lyre had hit her with a spell—knocking her unconscious. To protect her. To stop Madrigal from using aphrodesia to force her to answer their questions. How much had that act of mercy cost Lyre?
Her hand slid down, and her fingers brushed the cold steel band around her neck. A collar. She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the growing terror. It was a magic-dampening collar, one of Chrysalis’s principal inventions that blocked daemons from accessing their magic. She couldn’t cast spells or activate weaves. She couldn’t even use her asper.
Beneath her shirt, Lyre’s chain of spells and the clock key rested against her skin. They hadn’t taken it from her? Maybe no one had checked to see if she was armed. They wouldn’t have expected her to be carrying Lyre’s weavings, and with the magic-dampening collar, it didn’t matter what lodestones she had.
Pressing her back to the wall, she drew her knees up to her chest and let the despair roll through her in dark, icy waves. Was Lyre dead? Or was his family interrogating him for information on his clock spell—the existence of which she’d revealed to Madrigal? Were they hurting him?
What would they do to Clio? Kill her? Torture her? Would they blame her for Eryx stealing a one-of-a-kind weaving with devastating power?
She bit down on her lower lip until she tasted blood. Eryx had stolen the clock spell. The KLOC, as Lyre called it. Did Eryx understand what it could do? How dangerous it was? If he brought it to Bastian, would they use it and accidentally wipe out all the magic in Irida’s capital?
No, they couldn’t use it. Not without the key. Eryx didn’t know about the key, or he would have stolen that too.
Given enough time, Bastian would deduce that he needed to wind the clock. He was smarter and better educated than Clio. If he figured out how to use the spell, he would unleash it and do untold amounts of damage before he realized what he held.
The door clattered and she shot to her feet—or she tried to. Her stiff legs buckled and she ended up in a heap in the far corner of her cell. Terrified, she curled into the smallest ball possible.
Two daemons clad in black uniforms walked through the door. Two more followed, moving sideways with a third man between them—a prisoner with his arms chained in front of him. A final pair of guards followed the others into the space adjacent to the six cells.
Light cut across their faces, illuminating the new prisoner—the dried blood streaking his face, the angry red bruise darkening his cheek, the stormy gray eyes.
Clio gasped in recognition and huddled even farther into her corner.
The guards led Ash to the cell beside hers and pulled the door open. One roughly shoved the draconian forward. He stumbled a step as though losing his balance—then slammed his shoulder into the nearest guard. The daemon hit the bars with a clang.
Swearing furiously, two more guards grabbed Ash and pulled him away from the one he’d body-checked. Ash snapped his head back, his skull crunching against a daemon’s face. Wrists still chained, he wrenched free, spun, and slammed a roundhouse kick into the belly of a third man. He flew backward and bowled over two others, leaving only one guard standing.
Then, with an icy, taunting smirk, Ash strolled into his cell and sat back against the far wall.
“Bastard,” the uninjured guard muttered.
Hauling his comrade out of the way, the daemon slammed the cell shut and locked it with a flash of magic. Gathering themselves and muttering profanities, the six guards left the room with more haste than dignity. The door shut again and the lock clanked loudly, the sound echoing with finality.
Clio pressed into her corner. Ash was wearing the same clothes she’d last seen him in, and the only change in his appearance was the blood and bruises on his face. It looked like someone had hit him. Maybe multiple someones.
He adjusted his chained wrists, then turned to study her.
She shrank like a mouse caught under a cat’s paw. They stared at each other in silence, his dark eyes unreadable, his expression empty of emotion—no pain, no fear, no despair. She wondered what he saw on her face. Finally, he looked away, gazing at the blank wall instead.
“You did something stupid.” His deep voice shivered through her.
“What?” she whispered hoarsely.
“You did something stupid,” he repeated, “to end up in here.”
She sucked in a trembling breath. “Something stupid … like murdering a warlord’s bodyguards at Samael’s fancy party?”
A corner of his mouth lifted in a faint smile. Not even a flicker of remorse touched his features.
She relaxed her tight, defensive ball and stretched her legs out. “Where is here, exactly? Is this a dungeon?”
“It’s part of the bastille. A holding room where new inmates wait.”
“Wait for what?”
“For their sentence to be determined.”
She swallowed back her terror. “How do you know that? Have you been here before?”
A shadow of emotion crossed his face, something dark and hard and seething with hatred. “Many times.”
She rested her chin on her knees and whispered, “I’ve never been in a prison before.”
He said nothing, closing his eyes. His calm somehow worsened her fear, as though her heart needed to beat twice as fast to make up for his lack of panic.
“How long will we have to wait?”
“Don’t know.”
“What sort of—of sentence … will they …”
“It depends on how stupid you were.”
She bit down on her sore lower lip to contain her protest. The Rysalis brothers might have captured her because of Eryx, but no matter how she looked at it, breaking into Chrysalis had been stupid. She should have escaped instead of saving Lyre. Then Kassia would be alive. And Lyre … Lyre would probably die anyway. It had all been for nothing.
“Why did you attack those guards?” she whispered.
“Which ones?”
“At the palace … and the ones just now, I guess.”
He twitched his shoulder in a shrug. “Why not?”
“W-what?” She stared at him. “Don’t you care that they’ll punish you?”
“No.”
“Aren’t you afraid of pain?”
“No.”
“Aren’t you afraid to die?”
“No.”
Her head spun. “Does anything frighten you?”
His eyes opened, his head turning toward her again. “Are you going to ask irritating questions the entire time we’re in here?”
She met his stormy gaze and knew something had the power to frighten him. But he wasn’t about to tell her what.
“How else will we pass the time?” she asked, managing to sound just a little arch.
He thumped his head back into the wall, even though the impact must have hurt. “I’m not answering any more questions.”
“Where’s your little dragon?”
He said nothing, holding to his declaration.
“Why have you been here so many times before?” She waited a beat. “What kind of mercenary are you? Why do you work for Hades if they lock you up in here? Don’t draconians hate reapers? Who’s that Raum guy you were with at the—”
He growled, the low, vicious sound sending a violent quiver through her.
“Okay, answer one more question, and I won’t ask anything else.”
His glower turned on her and she involuntarily shrank back before catching herself. He couldn’t reach her. Heavy steel bars separated them, and a magic-dampening collar even thicker than hers glinted around his neck.
“Just one,” she cajoled.
“No.”
“I just want to know … you had those guards beat, so why did you walk into your cell on your own? You could have escaped.”
“Escaped to where?”
She frowned. “Huh?”
He said nothing more, and she gave up. Silence fell over the room, broken only by the slow drip of water from somewhere. Without conversation to distract her, the terror and despair crept in again, chilling her until she was shaking. Wrapping her arms around herself and squeezing hard, she again looked at Ash.
“One more questi—”
“No.”
Her gaze fell and she lowered her face, resting her forehead on her knees. “Are they going to kill me?” she whispered to her lap.
A moment of silence, then an aggravated sigh. “I told you, it depends on what you did.”
“I broke into Chrysalis and stole a secret spell from Lyre’s workroom.”
Another minute passed, and she could feel his focus on her, but she didn’t raise her head.
“Tell me everything,” he murmured.
She wasn’t sure why, but she did. The words tumbled out, a halting rendition of events from Dulcet kidnapping her up to Eryx fleeing with the spell, leaving her and Lyre to be captured by the Rysalis family. She didn’t mention how Lyre’s spell worked or the details he’d shared about its potential destructive power. Or their kiss.
Ash was silent for so long that she eventually looked up. He was watching her with a hint of a frown. “Chrysalis probably dumped you in here for safekeeping while they work on Lyre.”
“Work on—”
“That spell he made—they’ll want it. They’ll force him to give up the secret, then they’ll probably kill him. You …” He pondered silently. “To Chrysalis, you’re inconsequential, important to them only as the catalyst that revealed Lyre’s hidden weaving.”
A flicker of hope cut through her horror at Lyre’s fate. “If I’m not important, then they might—”
“They’ll kill you. Probably as soon as they’re done with Lyre.”
Her stomach dropped. “Are you sure?”
“Unless they want to use your astral perception for their own purposes.”
“You know … how do you know about my …?”
He shifted his shoulders, the chains on his wrists rattling. His stare fixed on her and the fierce, demanding challenge in his eyes froze her lungs. “What will you do now?”
“D-do?”
“What do you want to do?”
“I—I want to escape. But I can’t. I can’t get out of this cell, and the guards …” She tugged at the collar around her neck, bruising her skin. “I can’t. There’s no way.”
“And if you escaped the bastille, what then?”
“I can’t escape.” She pressed her lips together. “But if I could, I would find Lyre. I would get to him and find a way for both of us to escape this place.”
Ash nodded as though she’d proposed an entirely plausible plan. He rose, the sudden movement startling her, and crossed two steps to the bars that separated them. Crouching, he gestured. “Come here.”
Her mouth went dry. He loomed in the shadows, blood splattered on his face, his dark stare challenging her, daring her to back down, to succumb to cowardice.
Pushing to her feet, she walked to the steel barrier and knelt in front of him. He slipped his hands through the bars, the chains on his wrists clanging, and hooked two fingers under the collar around her neck.
When he whispered foreign words in an unknown language, disbelief rose through her. The phrases rose and fell in the measured syntax of an incantation, and she couldn’t understand what he was doing. He was wearing a magic-dampening collar. He couldn’t use magic, incantations included.
But apparently the rules didn’t apply to him, because the air sizzled around him and the collar burned hot against her skin. Then, with a flash of heat and a crackling hiss, the weight of the collar disappeared. Gray dust fell over her shoulders and chest, all that remained of the spelled steel.
She could feel her magic again, the hot pulse of power in her head that had been missing since she’d woken. She wiped at the dust on her shoulder and stared at the gray stain on her fingertips.
“Why are you helping me?”
He sat back against the wall and leaned his head on the stone. “The main exit is heavily guarded,” he said in the tone of someone commenting on the weather.
She studied him, struggling to understand his motivation. “Then how will I …”
“There are windows at the opposite end of the building,” he observed, settling in as though ready to take a nap. “Too small for most daemons to fit through.”
But Clio was small enough to fit. Was that what he was saying?
“The guards could return at any time.” He gave her a sharp look. “What are you waiting for?”
She rose to her feet and glanced down at him, at the blood and bruises. “Come with me.”
He lifted his head, stormy irises unreadable.
“Come with me. We’ll get Lyre, and the three of us can escape together.”
His gaze dropped from hers, and he closed his eyes—a clear answer.
“Ash …” Her forehead scrunched, and she remembered him walking into the cell. He could have escaped. He could escape right now if he wanted to. He didn’t need any help. The collar around his neck wouldn’t stop him, not when he could break them. The chains and bars couldn’t stop him either.
Something else was holding him prisoner, and that was what he couldn’t escape.
Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away. He would appreciate neither sympathy nor pity. He was risking further punishment by helping her, and she wouldn’t repay that by disrespecting his choice with tears or begging.
Straightening her shoulders, she strode to her cell door. The lock was a simple weave, and she broke it with a stroke of magic. She pushed the door open, then paused and looked back.
Ash watched her, that fiery challenge burning in his stare, daring her to fail, pushing her to fight.
“Thank you, Ash,” she whispered. “Good luck.”
He nodded.
Swallowing back her sorrow for him, she rushed to the door, broke the lock spell, and slipped into the dim hallway on the other side. Ahead, lights glowed and she glimpsed a large room. A murmur of voices warned of waiting guards.
She lifted her chin, gathering her strength and resolve. She would not fail. Lyre’s life, and hers, counted on this last chance Ash had given them.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
  
Clio pressed her back to the wall and breathed deeply.
Most of the bastille lay behind her, endless corridors with dark cells that stank of terror and machine-filled rooms that reeked of blood. The haunting sounds were worse than the smells—the broken whispers, the hoarse weeping, the piercing screams. It was a place of nightmares and death, and she wished she had the power to burn the entire building to the ground. It shouldn’t exist. It shouldn’t be allowed. But who could stop Hades from doing whatever they wanted?
Ahead of her, the halls changed. Clean steel walls inlaid with spelled crystals that emitted a soft white glow replaced the dank stone and smothering darkness she’d already passed. She could hear murmured conversations, far different from the weak, despairing cries in the rest of the bastille. These voices were conversational, sometimes jeering, sometimes laughing.
Not prisoners, but guards.
She’d already cast her best cloaking spell, but she wasn’t sure it would be enough. Her hand slid to Lyre’s chain of spells hanging around her neck. She’d checked each gemstone, figuring out what its weaving did in case she needed it. The spell he’d used to hide them from Dulcet was there, but that wouldn’t help her unless she was in a similar dead-end.
With one more deep breath, she crept down the hall. Ahead, one side of the corridor opened into a larger space, and that’s where the voices and light were coming from. Her path intersected the edge of the open room, then continued on.
Her back tight against the wall, she minced to the corner and peeked around it into the room.
Four large tables with stools, a counter along one side, and an icebox. A dozen uniformed guards lounged in the room, talking quietly, some with food, others just relaxing. A break room where guards could enjoy a respite from all the blood, torture, and death. Charming.
The room was well lit and she would be crossing it without cover. A cloaking spell made her difficult to notice, but it wasn’t foolproof. The chances they would spot her were too high. Should she backtrack and search for a different route to the exterior wall where Ash had promised she would find windows? How long would that take? She’d already taken too long, and it was so easy to get lost in the dark, winding halls.
Sliding her hand across Lyre’s chain, she considered her options. She could blast them and make a run for it, but that wouldn’t get her much of a head start. Her fingers dug into the front of her shirt as desperation clouded her thoughts.
A clink startled her. She jumped back, then saw the shining pink gemstone at her feet. She’d accidentally dislodged it from the pocket in her belt. She scooped up the mysterious illusion weaving. She still had no idea what it was, only that it was an area-affect spell—something that would involve everyone within its radius in the illusion.
She rolled it between her fingers—then a guard called a farewell to the others. Footsteps started toward her hiding spot. A guard was coming her way, and she had nowhere to hide.
With no better ideas, she crouched, activated the gem, and tossed it into the break room. It rolled across the floor with a skittering noise lost beneath the murmur of conversation. She peeked around the corner to find a guard standing three steps away, looking back over his shoulder at his comrades.
The gemstone stopped under a table and blinked three times, then golden light burst out of it. The glow raced across the floor and up the walls to the ceiling, coating everything. The guards launched to their feet, all shouting at once—then fell into speechless silence. Clio stared too, her mouth hanging open.
The room was gone. Instead, four tables and twelve guards stood in the middle of a sunny meadow. Gentle hills rolled toward the distant horizon, and the sky stretched even farther, dotted with fluffy clouds. Long grass swayed in waves, and a pair of songbirds flitted above the stalks, chasing each other. Everything was cast in a golden hue, the greens and blues awash in amber and tangerine shades.
Clio finally remembered to breathe. She inhaled sharply—and tasted the fresh, sweet air of a spring meadow. Lyre had made this? He had woven this spectacular vision of untouched nature, devoting what must have been countless hours to creating an illusion more complex and encompassing than anything she’d ever seen?
A spell hidden in his secret cache, but not a weapon. Not a defense. It was a weaving with no purpose other than a beautiful escape to a different place far from this town. Without Chrysalis demanding he weave weapons and death spells, was this the kind of magic he would create?
A guard swore quietly, the epithet hushed with either awe or fear. Urgency sparked through her and she scanned the meadow again, searching for a sign of the corridor. Her eyes were absolutely convinced that the illusion was real and there wasn’t a single wall within a hundred miles.
But she knew where she was supposed to go. As the guards muttered in apprehensive bewilderment, she darted out of her hiding spot. Keeping low, she rushed through the grass, surprised she couldn’t feel the blades under her palms. Too absorbed in the illusion, no one even glanced her way.
Between one step and the next, it all vanished. The dark corridor reappeared just as her shoulder hit a wall—she’d been running at an angle. But she was past the room, and she broke into a sprint.
The corridor ended at a perpendicular junction, and another hall was lined with doors that hung open, waiting for occupants. The nearest room contained nothing but a table and two chairs—an interrogation room? High on the back wall, a square window with two bars across it glowed with faint yellow light.
Gasping in relief, she sped across the room, pushed the chair out of the way, and dragged the table to the wall. Climbing on top of it, she focused her asper and examined the wards on the glass and frame. She traced the arc of a construct, then tapped a thread. A spark of magic, and the ward dissolved.
She glanced back at the door she’d left mostly closed, then focused on the last weave, one that would paralyze anyone who tried to pass through the window. After a brief examination, she destroyed the weave, leaving just the bars with a pane of glass behind them.
Urgency spiraled through her head. The bars were fused right into the steel wall and though they weren’t thick, they were more than enough to stop her. With no other choice, she jumped off the table, backed up a few steps, and gathered her magic.
Her blast hit the bars and exploded with a sound like a gunshot. The glass and bars shattered. She leaped onto the table and heaved herself up. The window was tiny, and her petite frame almost didn’t fit. She jammed her shoulders in, the jagged stubs of the bars tearing at her clothes, and wiggled through. The ground outside was almost level with the bottom of the window, and she scrabbled at the damp moss carpet for purchase as she squeezed her hips through the frame.
A hand closed around her ankle and yanked her back.
The stubs of the bars scraped her torso and her chin hit the sill as she was pulled back into the room. She fell, landing on her stomach on the table amid shards of glass. Twisting around, she looked back and choked on a scream.
Three guards stood right behind her, one still holding her ankle.
In the instant she stared at them, her terror and despair vanished. Cold tranquility swept through her, and her mind cleared of emotion except for the ruthless, instinctive need to survive. To escape.
She slashed her hand out. The band of force struck the closest guard in the chest, flinging him back into his comrades.
They all pulled out black rods, the looped ends crackling with power—the same weapon Dulcet had used on Lyre and that Clio had slammed into the psycho incubus’s face. The guards lunged for her and she cast the shield she had learned from Viol.
Their weapons bounced off the barrier. Snarling, a guard raised his free hand and began to cast.
Clio raised her hand, mimicking his movements. Magic spun out from his fingers, and she followed. At the same time, she lifted her other hand and began a second, different cast.
He flung out his spell—an attack that would have blasted her back into the wall and bound her in place. She cast her identical spell and the two collided, exploding on contact. Then she snapped her other hand down, and the binding she’d created closed around the guard, locking his arms and legs together. He toppled over backward.
The other guards retreated toward the door, weapons raised and shields popping over them. Clio slid her fingers down Lyre’s chain, selected a gem by memory, and broke it off. A touch of magic activated it, and she tossed it at their feet.
A circle of light expanded from the stone, catching both guards in its radius. Soundless lightning erupted from the circle, raging across the guards’ bodies. They arched in agony, eyes bulging, and collapsed onto the floor, still in the circle. The paralyzing weave crackled over them, keeping them down.
Clio grabbed the window again. She squeezed into it, dragged her legs through, then scrambled free. Not wasting time glancing back, she bolted across the stretch of moss toward the wall surrounding the property. Darkness lay thick and heavy over the land, the long eclipse unbroken. The ground squished underfoot, wet with recent rain.
A flash of glowing light shot toward her.
She twisted to one side, and something grazed her upper arm. She hit the ground on her knees, and the arrow pierced the dirt behind her, the spell on its head sputtering out. Blood gushed down her arm where the arrow had cut across her bicep.
She scrabbled for the chain around her neck. Touching a gem, she activated the spell as she sprang to her feet. A thick cloud of darkness surrounded her, shadows that blended with the night. Another arrow whizzed through the air, missing her by a foot. She ran. Guards fired a few more bolts from the narrow towers interspersed along the wall, but they missed her by wider and wider margins, the illusory darkness hiding her movements.
She ran to the wall and pressed against it. The illusion weave moved with her, bound to the gem around her neck. While sheltered, she tore a strip off her skirt and bound it around her arm, tying it as tight as possible to staunch the flow of blood. Then she craned her neck to see the top of the stone barrier.
Too tall to jump. No rope or ladder.
She backed up a few steps to give herself a running start. Then, briefly closing her eyes, she let her glamour fall. It resisted as though this world was rejecting her true form, then tingles rushed over her body and strength filled her limbs.
She charged the wall and leaped, using a pulse of magic to launch her even higher. She grabbed the walls, hooking her claws into the rough stone. Her feet, bare without the shoes she’d been wearing in glamoured form, dug into the wall, and she climbed. Slipping and scrabbling for purchase, she hauled herself over the top, then dropped twelve feet to the cobblestones on the other side.
The moment her feet hit the ground she was sprinting, nearly flying, with the wind whipping over her skin and tugging at her hair. With the strength and agility of her true form, hidden by Lyre’s shadow illusion, she raced away from the bastille and into the dark streets of Asphodel.

Clio slowed from her breakneck run to an easy lope. Water sloshed in the canal beside her, and just ahead was a bridge spanning its width. Chrysalis was near. For the second time in one night—or rather, in one eclipse—she would break into the building.
She didn’t know for sure Lyre was in there. But if the Rysalis weavers hadn’t sent him to the bastille with her, where else would they be keeping him?
Lyre’s shadow illusion had sputtered out two blocks ago. She was sure there was a way to recharge it and reengage the illusion, but she didn’t have time to figure it out. Luckily, Asphodel was quiet, its streets empty. The darkness of the eclipse seemed to soothe the denizens of this world into a restful state, and so far, the bastille hadn’t raised any alarms over her escape—at least, not that she could tell.
She trotted onto the bridge. The cobblestones shone with moisture, and the air had the cool bite of a recent rainfall, its freshness clearing the bastille’s stench from her nose. As she rushed off the bridge, a pale flash in her peripheral vision had her spinning around, her hands raised defensively. But there was no one there—only her reflection in a large puddle.
She stared at herself—at her true face she’d rarely seen in the last two years. In Irida, she had never used glamour. In fact, she hadn’t learned how until two years ago. But on Earth, she’d rarely lifted it, binding herself in a human form so she could blend in.
Now her face looked like a stranger’s … or perhaps a long-lost friend’s. Her skin, already fair, was now a glistening ivory. Pale greenish-gold markings ran across her cheeks and around the edges of her face, across her arms, and down her legs, hugging her hips and waist. She could see it all because, as was traditional for nymphs, she was clad in a simple white hip wrap and a matching band of fabric to bind her breasts. Barefoot and weaponless, she wore only her minimal garments and the fine, sparkling chains of gemstones looped around her neck, waist, wrists, and ankles.
They jingled with every movement—not helpful for stealth. Unlike Lyre’s chain lying atop hers, her collection of lodestones was useless. None of them held magic or weavings—they were purely decorative, though not all nymphs failed to make use of theirs.
She focused on her face again, on the waist-length waves of hair falling down her back. Her hair was still a soft golden blond, but in this form, it shimmered silvery white like sunlight reflecting on ripples of water. With her fair skin and shimmering hair, she looked like a creature of light that had no place in the darkness of the night realm.
The only spot that wasn’t pale was the stained cloth tied around her arm and the lines of dark blood dribbling from the drenched fabric.
Closing her eyes, she pulled her glamour back over her body. Tingles raced across her skin, then weakness dragged at her and the pain in her arm increased tenfold. She tore another strip off her skirt and tied it over the first bandage, using her teeth to get a good, tight knot. Blood soaked through it.
Shaking off the woozy weakness she always felt when switching back to her human form, she started forward again. When she reached Chrysalis, she angled around the building in the opposite direction as last time, not daring to use the same door. She found a different entrance, destroyed its wards, and slipped inside. A voice in the back of her head kept reminding her Kassia wasn’t with her. Kassia should have been there.
The building was as quiet as it had been last time, and that made her extra nervous. She wandered the maze of halls until she found her way to the lobby. There she paused in the shadows, staring across the abandoned space.
Too quiet.
Where had they taken Lyre?
Her desire to save him wasn’t merely altruistic. She needed his help to escape. Without knowing where the ley lines near Asphodel were located, she was trapped here without a guide. Saving him was a crucial step in her survival—not that she would have left him behind either way. But how was she supposed to find him in here?
She rushed into motion—toward the back of the building, up the stairs, and into a familiar hallway. She didn’t know where to find Lyre, but while she figured that out, she would stock up on supplies. Lyre’s magic was severely depleted. He would want to arm himself—meaning he’d need everything from his hidden cache of emergency spells.
Reaching his workroom without encountering anyone, she found the door open. The room inside was empty, but it didn’t look the same as when she’d left it however many hours ago. All his weavings-in-progress were piled in the middle of the room. His tools and supplies were heaped next to them. His books had been ransacked, his sofa torn open, his cupboards emptied onto the floor. Someone had searched the room.
She hurried to the table and crouched, then breathed a sigh of relief. The untouched wards on his hidden nook glowed in her asper. He’d concealed the spot well.
Crawling under the table, she silenced his wards, opened the tile, and emptied it out. The quiver of arrows went over her shoulder, the chains went around her neck, and the pouch of charged lodestones went into the fabric belt around her waist.
She crawled out from under the table, adjusted the unfamiliar weight of the quiver—it was heavy, the leather case jammed with arrows—and frowned at the corner beside the bookshelves where two bows leaned—one taller than her and almost straight, the other shorter with elegant curves. How many bows did he have? And which should she take?
With a mental shrug, she grabbed the taller one, figuring that when it came to weapons, bigger was usually better. She hefted it in her hand. It wasn’t strung. That was bad, wasn’t it? He would need to string it. Chewing on her lip with worry, she turned around—and froze.
An incubus stood in the doorway. Silent, unmoving. Watching her.
For a second, she thought he was a stranger, but then she realized she’d seen him once before: the level-headed brother who’d joined Lyre in the spell shop back on Earth. His name was … Reed?
He stared at her, and she stared back, mentally preparing for another fight for her life. Protective weaves glowed over him, and they were as complex as Dulcet’s had been. Hitting him wouldn’t work, and she didn’t have a convenient box of powder to drug him with.
Reed’s gaze moved from Lyre’s chains around her neck, to the quiver on her shoulder, then to the bow she held.
“Not that one.”
She blinked, unsure if she’d heard him correctly. The words made no sense. “Huh?”
“Not that one,” he repeated.
He stepped into the room and she jerked back defensively, but he walked right past her. No aphrodesia hazed his aura, and he wasn’t prepping a cast. She backed up another step, confusion battling with suspicion.
He walked to the corner and picked up the shorter bow, then rooted around the nearby shelves until he found a cloth bag. Retrieving a smooth, heavy string from it, he braced the bow with his legs, bent it slowly with one hand, and hooked the string into place.
Finally, he turned to her and held up the newly strung bow. “This one. That’s a longbow. This is a recurve. Better for close quarters.”
Her heart pounded in the back of her throat. Watching with her asper for any tricks or deceptions, she cautiously approached. He extended the bow and she took it. Not knowing what else to do, she handed him the other one. He leaned the longbow back in its spot, then returned to the doorway.
He paused, glancing back. His amber eyes darkened, and emotion she couldn’t name ghosted across his features.
“They have him on the lower level,” he whispered.
Then he was gone, striding away from the room as though desperate to flee her presence.
She clutched Lyre’s bow. The lower level.
Was it a trap? An ambush? No, that didn’t make sense. Why waste time and effort on an elaborate ambush when any of the master weavers could easily best her in a confrontation?
The lower level. Reed could have been referring to the basement where Lyre had shown her Chrysalis’s offensive spell collection during her tour, but she knew that wasn’t what he’d meant.
She knew exactly what “lower level” the Rysalis weavers would have taken Lyre to for questioning.





Chapter Thirty
  
In the basement—the regular basement—Clio stopped in front of a door. With a quick glance at the familiar sign above it that read OF – AA
EXPLOSIVE 1-5 SURPLUS, she broke the lock spell, pushed the door open, and hit the light switch. Fluorescent bulbs flickered to life overhead, illuminating rows of shelving laden with small crates.
Each crate held hundreds of steel balls. And each steel ball held an explosive spell waiting to be triggered.
She shook open the cloth bag she’d taken from Lyre’s workroom and loaded it with a few handfuls of the lowest-level spells and a scoop of medium-level ones. Then she selected three high-level weavings that would do major damage.
Smiling grimly, she exited the room, crossed the hall, and opened the door to the workroom where she’d accidentally startled a weaver into blowing himself up. Plucking out a low-level orb, she activated the timed trigger to its maximum delay—what she hoped was at least a few minutes—and tossed it into the room.
Then she ran. Every hall or two, she broke into a room and threw in an activated spell. Through the corridors and up the stairs to the second level, she tossed around another dozen steel marbles. Then she raced back down to the lobby and activated the three high-level explosives. She threw two in the farthest corners and the last one toward the double doors leading outside.
She sprinted into the hall with the entrance to the forbidden underground level where she’d first encountered Dulcet. Shooting right past the door, she fled around the corner and cast a shield over herself. She was reasonably sure she hadn’t set any explosives on the floor directly overhead, but the building was a maze.
She crouched, grimacing as she tore off a third strip of her skirt and tied it around her arm. Adrenaline kept her alert, but wooziness gathered in the corners of her mind. She wished she could heal herself, but that magic couldn’t be used reliably on a daemon’s own body. As long as she didn’t pass out from blood loss, that’s all that mattered. Daemons were much tougher than humans.
The seconds dragged past and panic chattered in her head. Why was nothing happening? Had she set the delay for too long? Or had the spells failed to—
The first detonation boomed from the other wing. Then the next blast. Then the next. One after the other, some only seconds apart, the spells exploded throughout the building. The walls shook and the floor bucked until the entire structure was rocking. She clamped her hands over her ears, back braced against the wall, and hoped desperately she hadn’t overdone it.
Then the spells in the lobby went off, and she knew she’d definitely overdone it.
Explosions screamed through the reception area and debris blasted down the hall past her hiding spot. The racket of snapping and tearing metal that followed had the building shaking even worse, and it sounded like part of the upper level had collapsed into the lobby—or had the lobby collapsed into the basement?
She winced at another earsplitting crash. Maybe both.
All the lights blinked out, and as the sounds quieted, a door slammed. Holding her breath, she peeked around the corner. An incubus flew out of the door to the underground level—Lyceus, the Rysalis family’s patriarch. He headed toward the reception area. Another incubus followed—Andante, the oldest sibling—and then another brother—Ariose, the one she’d met during her tour.
The three of them disappeared into the clouds of dust filling the lobby. Clio rose to her feet but found herself clutching the wall, her legs weak and her head spinning. She leaned forward to check one more time that the coast was clear.
The door to the underground level swung open, and Dulcet walked out.
Clio gasped and lurched back, grateful her weakness had kept her in place for those extra seconds. She peeked around again. Dulcet stood outside the door, peering in the direction his brothers had disappeared—then he looked the opposite way.
She lunged back around the corner and pressed against the wall, trying not to hyperventilate. Had he seen her?
Knees shaking, she waited as the seconds dragged into a full minute. When he didn’t appear, smiling that crazy, sadistic smile, she braved another peek. The hall was empty, the door closed, and she could just make out his back vanishing into the haze after his brothers.
Holy crap. She pushed away from the wall and jogged to the door. Swinging it open, she squinted down the dark stairwell. A weaving on the third step glowed in her asper: a tripwire spell to alert the caster when someone passed.
She allowed herself a moment of smugness as she stepped over the glowing “wire” that a careless daemon would have walked right through, then hurried down the stairs to the landing at the bottom. The lethal ward on the heavy steel door was unchanged, and she disarmed it the same way she had before.
Another tripwire was set in the hall on the other side, but she stepped over that one too. The door at the end was unlocked, and she cracked it open and peered into the room on the other side. The desk was exactly as she remembered, the lamp dark. The ward on the wall behind it revolved menacingly.
She slipped into the room, her gaze darting across the signs above the three halls, almost invisible in the darkness. Examination Rooms or Subject Occupancy. Which—
The murmur of a voice had her ducking for cover behind the desk. When no one appeared, she hitched the bow and quiver higher on her shoulder and crept toward the Examination Rooms corridor.
“… unfortunate for you that Dulcet recovered from his healing so quickly,” an incubus was saying with mocking sympathy. “He’s eager to persuade you to tell us all about your secret weaving.”
She was reasonably certain the speaker was Madrigal, though all the brothers sounded alike. The only incubi she could unfailingly identify by voice alone was Lyre. She slunk down the hall toward an open door.
“You know he can break you,” Madrigal continued. “That’s Dulcet’s specialty. And our father won’t spare you this time. He wants to know what you created. What did you do to bind that taste of shadow into the weave?”
She snuck a look around the corner. Whatever the room’s purpose, it had been cleared out. Now all it contained was a chain hanging from the ceiling—and the end of that chain was bound around Lyre’s wrists. He was on his knees, a metal collar glinting around his neck, his arms pulled above his head.
Madrigal stood in front of him, his back to the door. “Tell me, Lyre, and I’ll put you out of your misery.”
Dried blood streaked Lyre’s face, and a bruise was rising in his left cheek. His eyes, though, showed no sign of fear. That black stare was brutally emotionless.
“So generous, brother,” he said hoarsely. “Keep talking like that and I might think you actually care.”
Madrigal made an irritated sound. “No one cares, Lyre. No one outside our family will so much as notice when you’re nothing but a rotting corpse. Not even Reed could be bothered to stand up for you.”
Clio’s hands clenched. Madrigal was wrong. Reed did care—he’d cared enough to help Clio. And considering the punishment he’d face if his family caught him helping her or Lyre, his small gesture meant a lot.
She focused her asper on Madrigal. Two robust weaves shielded him—one to deflect magical attacks, one to deflect physical attacks. She had no weapons that could harm him without harming Lyre, who was unprotected. Squinting, she analyzed the constructs, searching … searching …
There. The weakest point in the weave. If she could damage that one spot, she would destroy the whole thing.
“You’re nobody, Lyre,” Madrigal taunted. “Absolutely nobody. We’re the only ones who know you exist, and—”
As he spoke, Clio dashed across the open doorway to the other side. Madrigal didn’t see her, but Lyre did. His jaw fell open.
“—we’ll be more than happy to forget about you the moment you’re dead,” Madrigal finished triumphantly, misinterpreting Lyre’s shock.
Pressed against the wall, she slid the quiver and bow off her shoulder and set them on the floor, then pulled out a spare explosive steel marble. She used a dash of magic to shred the weave—she did not want any explosions down here—then she drew her arm back and hurled the ball down the corridor. It bounced off the side of the desk with a loud thunk and clattered noisily across the floor.
Madrigal broke off in mid-taunt and strode to the doorway. Clio pressed closer to the wall as he stepped out, facing the desk.
She lunged at his back and slapped her palm against his lower spine. All it took was one cutting dart of magic to shred the weak point in his weave, and the entire thing dissolved, leaving only one shield protecting him.
As he jerked around to face her, she flung her hand out and cast a raw blast of power right into his chest.
The force rolled right off him, barely pushing him back a step.
Her eyes popped wide, and in that horrifying instant, she realized she’d destroyed the wrong weave. He’d layered his magical- and physical-defense shields atop one another, and she’d identified a weakness in the wrong one. He was vulnerable to physical hits now—but not magic.
He casually flicked his fingers. The return blast sent her flying and she slammed onto her back ten feet from where she’d been standing. Winded, her lungs seizing from the impact, she couldn’t make her limbs so much as twitch as he stalked over, grabbed the front of her shirt, and spun a binding around her arms and legs.
“Well, fancy seeing you again, princess,” he crooned. “Should I be thanking you for all those explosions? You’ve caused more damage than one little girl should be capable of. My brothers will be very annoyed when they get back and find out it was you.”
He dragged her into the room where Lyre was chained.
“Clio!” he half gasped, half snarled. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Escaping,” she wheezed.
“You—”
“Shut up, Lyre,” Madrigal snapped. He dropped Clio and slapped his hand over Lyre’s lower face. Light flashed under his palm, and when he turned back to Clio, she could see the weave over Lyre’s mouth and jaw, sealing his voice so he couldn’t speak.
Madrigal smiled down at her and she writhed, struggling to free her arms and legs. Craning her neck, she examined the binding to figure out how to break it.
“Isn’t this fortuitous,” Madrigal purred. “Clio is here to tell us what she knows. And this time, you can’t stop me.”
He glanced at his brother and his smile sharpened with cruelty. Wisps of golden light unraveled around him, spreading through the room, and heat tingled through Clio’s center.
“I’ll tell you what, brother,” Madrigal whispered. His tongue slid across his upper lip as he stared at Clio with black eyes. “Just for you, I’ll fuck her first. Then, after I take her body, I’ll take her will and make her tell me everything. And you can watch.”
Aphrodesia clouded the room and Clio panted as the hot yearning inside her built into pain. Her skin ached for stimulation and she couldn’t stop staring at his mouth. He stepped closer, towering over her, and watched her chest heave.
Lyre jerked his chained arms and the sharp crack jarred through her. She tore her attention away from Madrigal to Lyre. Their eyes met, his as black as his brother’s, but with fear and rage instead of lust.
She struggled to think through the panic rapidly fading into crazed yearning. Her mouth was dry and she realized she was writhing with discomfort, her body throbbing from head to toe, needing him to touch her. Needing relief from the ever-building desire.
He crouched beside her, gaze drifting over her body as he enjoyed the effect his magic was having on her. Her nails dug into her palms, and she used the pain to clear her head. She had to stop him. But how? That damn magic-deflecting shield still protected him. If only she knew a kind of magic that could go right through shields, something like—
—like aphrodesia.
She didn’t stop to think if it was a good idea. She didn’t think at all. She focused on his shimmering gold aura, the essence of his power, and mimicked it.
Her aura flashed to gold, and a sensation both warm and sharp slid through her—a new power waiting to be unleashed. Gritting her teeth, she pushed her energy outward, letting it flood the room the way Madrigal’s aphrodesia had.
He paused, hand stretched toward her. Confusion scrunched his forehead as his eyes glazed. And suddenly she could feel him there—feel his very presence. It was faint but growing stronger. A strange pull, like she was a magnet drawing him toward her, even though he hadn’t physically moved.
Her new aphrodesia, infecting him. That’s what she was sensing.
She could feel a second presence too, almost as strong. Turning her head, she met Lyre’s black stare, blazing with hunger. She hadn’t meant to catch him too, but she didn’t know how to target the seduction magic—or if that was even possible—so she kept flooding the room with her energy as fast as she could.
A ravenous growl ripped from Madrigal’s throat and he reached for her.
“Stop!” she cried.
He stopped, his eyes blank and empty—empty of his own will.
“Stop using your aphrodesia,” she commanded.
The haze of gold around him lightened.
“Take this binding off me.”
He touched her stomach and the weaving dissolved. Then his fingers curled around her shirt and he lunged at her.
“Stop! Back up!”
Fighting the movements, he jerked back on his knees, teeth bared. She was losing control of him. Pushing herself up, she examined his remaining shield, found its weakness, and used a sharp snap of magic to break it apart. Then, before he could assault her again, she cast a sleep spell over him. His eyes dulled and he keeled over, unconscious.
She let out a relieved breath, then turned to her second problem.
Lyre stared at her, lust burning in his black eyes.
Madrigal had almost taken her will multiple times, but she had taken control of his will in only a few moments. Lyre, too, had been helpless to resist her mimicked aphrodesia. It seemed the virile incubi were more susceptible to their own breed of magic than anyone else.
She dispelled the mimicked aura, letting her natural green energy return. The haze in the room disappeared, but Lyre’s expression didn’t change. Crap. How long until the effects wore off? She cautiously approached him, and his gaze followed her every movement with the watchful intensity of a hunter. A shimmer of aphrodesia unraveled around him, though he had recovered only a little magic in the hours they’d been apart.
Problem was, weak or not, his aphrodesia was enough to make her heart rate pick up again. Tantalizing heat whispered through her.
Not knowing what else to do, she placed her fingertips on his forehead and sent the same sleep spell rushing into him. He slumped forward, the chains snapping taut as his weight pulled on his arms. She quickly broke the lock spell on the cuffs and he fell into her. She laid him back, removed the silencing spell on his mouth, then broke the magic-dampening weave on the collar. Once the weave was gone, she wrestled the collar off him.
Knowing the rest of the Rysalis family could return any second, she touched Lyre’s forehead again and lifted the spell. His eyes flicked open, still black as pitch, but they focused on her face without that predatory intensity.
“Clio,” he croaked. “What the hell did you do?”
“I’ll explain later. We have to get out of here.” She grabbed his arm and started to heave him up. To her surprise, she ended up sprawled on his chest instead, her arms trembling.
He pushed up, lifting her with him, and helped her straighten. “How much blood have you lost?”
She glanced at the wet bandage. Streaks of drying blood marked the entire length of her arm. “A bit? But I’m only a little dizzy.” So far.
He swore and heaved himself to his feet, then pulled her up. With fumbling fingers, she lifted his spare chains from around her neck and dropped them over his head.
“Your bow and arrows are just outside the door.”
He hauled her across the room and into the hall, holding her good elbow to keep her steady. Were her knees so weak and shaky from the blood loss or from the adrenaline?
“Hang in there, Clio,” he muttered as he slung the quiver over his shoulder. “We’ll be gone soon.”
“I’m fine,” she said, but her voice fluttered breathlessly. “How will we get out of Asphodel? Do you know where the ley line in the valley is?”
He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her down the corridor. “We aren’t going to that ley line.”
“But Eryx said the other one is heavily guarded.”
“We aren’t going to that one either. Let me handle this part, Clio. You’ve done more than enough.”
Gently leaning her against the desk, he turned not toward the staircase leading upward or the door to the underground tunnel where he’d shown her the Underworld’s sun for the first time, but to the wall behind the desk—the one with the deadly blood-magic ward.
“Lyre?” she whispered. “What are—”
“Shh. I need to concentrate.” He traced part of the weave, not quite touching the wall. Almost absently, he reached over his shoulder, pulled out an arrow, and used it to nick the fleshy side of his thumb. Blood ran down his wrist.
She brought her asper into focus, but the room got fuzzy around the edges and she couldn’t make it work. Lyre touched the wall. A five-foot-wide circle of glowing lines appeared, filled with runes and geometric shapes that revolved around the center point. He wiped his fingers through the fresh blood on his hand, then tapped a rune.
All the runes stopped spinning, then turned in the opposite direction. He rewet his fingers and touched another rune. Everything stopped again. He touched a third rune, and the circle vanished. A whoosh of stale air blew across them, and cracks appeared in the wall, forming the shape of a broad door.
Lyre pushed on it and the panel slid backward, then glided to the side, vanishing from sight. A dark corridor yawned in front of them, beckoning them onward.
“Lyre,” she began, “where—”
A soft scuff—a footstep—had both Clio and Lyre whirling around.
Dulcet stood in the doorway leading from the upper level, and a gemstone resting on his upturned palm sparkled ominously. Smiling with eerie serenity, he turned his hand, letting the gem fall. It hit the stone floor with a quiet clink.
Lines of golden light flashed across the concrete, shooting straight for her and Lyre. She didn’t have a chance to shield before they reached her. Glowing bands snaked up her legs, binding her to the floor. Then the wires crackled—and horrific pain flooded her lower body.
A scream tore out of her throat. Lyre cried out at the same time. Her legs buckled but the binding held her in place as more agony raged through her limbs. With tears streaming down her face, she squinted at the spell, forcing her asper into focus. The weave was climbing her thighs, the pain increasing with each second.
Lyre plucked an arrow from his quiver. He nocked it on the bowstring as the wires snaked up his thighs and wound around his waist. Pulling the string back to his cheek, he let the arrow fly.
It whipped across the room and hit the floor at Dulcet’s feet. The arrow shattered on impact and debris flew in every direction.
The spell vanished. Clio’s knees hit the floor, her lower body aching with phantom pain. She stared, confused. Hadn’t Lyre missed? Why had the spell disappeared?
She blinked at the spot on the floor in front of Dulcet and realized with a shock of disbelief that Lyre hadn’t missed at all. He’d hit the gemstone—the marble-sized gemstone—shattering it with his arrow. How? How was that kind of accuracy possible?
He pulled out another arrow and nocked it, the motion so smooth and graceful it would have been utterly mesmerizing under different circumstances. The moment the string reached his cheek, he loosed the arrow.
Dulcet cast a shield and the bolt struck it in an explosion of sparks.
“Clio,” Lyre said, strangely calm. “Go through the doorway. At the bottom is a ward—a dangerous one. Can you disable it?”
At the bottom? The bottom of what?
“Lyre,” she whispered, “we need to get out of the building and—”
“Trust me. Disable the ward and I’ll be right behind you.”
Dulcet ran his hand down the chain of spells around his neck and selected a new one.
“Go!” Lyre barked.
With a final agonized glance at him as he drew a third arrow, she dove into the dark corridor. She cast a faint light, illuminating rusted metal walls, and sprinted deeper into the blackness.
She came upon the stairs so unexpectedly she couldn’t stop her momentum. She jumped and flew down half a dozen steps before landing. Catching her balance and pushing away her growing dizziness, she continued. The stairs turned and kept going. Down, down, down. She lost track of the steps, but they went on forever.
Somewhere above, something exploded and dust rained from the ceiling.
She ran until the stairs leveled out. How far below Asphodel was she? Why were they fleeing underground? There’d better be a super-secret escape tunnel down here.
The small landing ended with another massive security door. As soon as her feet touched the floor, the ward lit up—an enormous circle filled with complex runes and constructs that began to spin.
The real problem, though, was the way the room was spinning too.
She staggered into the wall, catching herself before she pitched face-first into the floor. Everything spun around and around in her head, and her vision blurred. Breathing fast, she touched her bandaged arm and found it wet with blood. Her wound had reopened—if it had ever stopped bleeding.
The ward on the door shifted from green to yellow. With painful effort, she brought her asper into focus. The complexity of the runes, combined with the multi-directional rotations, almost had her on her knees. She swallowed down her stomach and stumbled closer.
The weaves were pulsing, and she saw that it was counting down. As the color shifted from yellow to orange, the spell prepared to strike. It had to be disarmed within a set time, or it would kill whoever had approached it.
Knowing her time was running out, she scanned the constructs, searching for the key, for the trigger to turn it off. She just needed her head to stop swimming for one damn minute so she could concentrate!
The glowing lines deepened from orange to the color of fire.
She leaped forward and slapped her hand on a rune. A shot of her magic cut through the lines, and the entire ward went dark. Gasping in relief, she leaned against the wall. She was so dizzy. And thirsty. Why was she so thirsty?
A boom rattled the ceiling and she looked up, knowing she should go back to help Lyre defeat Dulcet—and knowing by the time she climbed back up all those stairs, she’d be useless. She needed to rest for a minute and regain her strength.
She closed her hand over her wounded arm and squeezed hard despite the pain.
“Hurry, Lyre,” she whispered. “Please hurry.”





Chapter Thirty-One
  
Lyre ducked behind the overturned desk as Dulcet’s spell blasted it like a spray of gunfire. Clutching his bow, he gritted his teeth and tried to think through the burning pain and exhaustion.
How long had his brothers had him chained in that room? He wasn’t sure. He’d lost consciousness during the first round of questioning, only to wake in the lower level examination room where Dulcet had arrived to begin the next round. But they’d barely begun when a series of explosions had rocked the building.
Lyre wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but Clio’s appearance had almost given him a heart attack.
He glanced at the yawning doorway, filled with darkness, and hoped he hadn’t made a mistake by sending her down there. But disarming the ward was a safer task than facing down Dulcet. He pressed his back to the makeshift barricade and wondered how the hell he was going to win this fight. His magic reserves were pathetically diminished, and physically, he wasn’t doing much better.
“Hiding, Lyre?” Dulcet called in a singsong voice. “Come out and play with me. I want to know how you survived my death spell.”
A magic spark pulsed through the room as his brother activated a new weaving.
“I worked so hard to make that spell irreversible,” Dulcet continued in a pout. “On the plus side, since you survived, I can test the next version on you. And this time I’ll get to see what happens.”
Lyre snarled silently. His fingers brushed over the fletching of his arrows, searching for something that could pierce Dulcet’s shields.
Another pulse rippled through the room. Soft spots of gold bloomed everywhere as though they were standing in a field of stars. The orbs drifted randomly and Lyre shrunk back even though none were nearby.
An orb floated close to the wall and touched the stone. The sphere ruptured, spikes shooting from its center. A lethal golden starburst pierced the stone and lodged there.
Well, shit. Lyre pulled his limbs in tighter, but he couldn’t see what was behind him and if one of those lights touched the other side of the desk, it would impale him right through the steel. Grabbing the chain around his neck, he used a precious drop of magic to activate a spell.
Yellow light flashed out, taking the shape of a dome that passed through the desk and floor, protecting him from every angle. Once it had formed, the light solidified into a transparent barrier.
An orb drifted closer and touched his shield. It splintered into spikes that tore right through the barrier. The starburst hung in place, its longest spears only a foot away from Lyre’s flesh.
Dulcet laughed softly.
Lyre hunched his shoulders as a second, third, then fourth orb connected with his shield and burst open, tearing more holes. The barrier wouldn’t last much longer. He gripped the chain around his neck. He couldn’t defeat Dulcet, not like this. But he didn’t need to beat his brother. He just needed to delay Dulcet long enough to make a break for it.
His fingers closed over a gemstone. It would require a lot of magic to activate—most of his pathetic reserves. But it would delay Dulcet. For how long, he couldn’t be sure. With no better plan, he snapped the gem off and flooded the weave with power. A fierce glow lit the stone.
In the same motion, he dispelled his barrier and flung the gem into the center of the room. It hit the concrete and light raced across the floor and up over the walls. From the gem, a larger bloom of light rose like a cloud, materializing into a rough shape. With a final flash, the spell manifested.
A beast rose onto its short hind legs, drool hanging from its jowls. Its massive shoulders bulged, its white mane shifting against the dark fur that covered the rest of its body. It swung its thick arms wide, giant claws spread. It was identical to the rock bears that inhabited the desolate peaks of the northern mountains, except the creature shimmered with a golden hue.
Dulcet cackled. “Impressive illusion, brother. Do you think I’m so easily frightened?”
The bear lumbered forward, fangs exposed. It passed right through the glowing orbs without touching them, heading straight for Dulcet. His brother folded his arms and smirked when the bear raised a bulging arm and swung it.
The giant paw hit with a bone-cracking thud and Dulcet flew into the wall.
Not just an illusion. An illusion and a hell of a lot more.
It wasn’t a match for a master weaver—or even most warriors since it followed a choreographed set of simple movements—but Lyre hoped it would keep Dulcet busy for a few minutes. Leaving his creation to do its job, he crawled beneath the drifting orbs and into the dark threshold. Jumping up, he sprinted into the darkness.
The stairs went on and on, descending deep beneath the building. When he whipped around the last corner and saw Clio slumped against the wall beside the door, his heart seized in his chest. But before he could panic, she tilted her head and squinted at him. His heart stuttered back to life and he rushed to her side. Her face was ghostly pale and her smile didn’t reach her dull eyes. He glanced at her arm. The wound under the strips of fabric had to be deep, but he didn’t have the time or the magic to heal it.
They didn’t speak as he helped her up and wrapped an arm around her waist. Kicking the heavy door open, he pulled her into the space beyond.
Her steps faltered. “What … is this place?”
It wasn’t a room so much as a cavernous chamber of stone and steel, the rough walls supported by lines of rusting pillars. A handful of iron doors were embedded in the rock on one side, but it was the structure dominating the space that held Clio’s attention.
Steel beams and heavy cables in coiled bunches formed two towers twenty feet apart. Between them, a band of bluish-green light crackled and danced like arcing electricity.
“This,” Lyre muttered, “is Hades’s most dangerous secret.”
“But that looks like …” Disbelief crept into her tone. “Is that ley line energy?”
He nodded and steered her past the towers, giving them a wide berth, then pushed her into a jog, heading into the pitch-black emptiness of the chamber’s farthest end.
“How can there be ley line energy down here?” she demanded, clutching his arm. “Why is it going through that—that machine? How is it even possible to—”
“Can we talk about it later?” he asked, increasing their pace. The cavern’s back wall loomed, a darker shadow in their path. “I could only delay Dulcet, and I have no idea how long before he—”
A metallic bang reverberated through the chamber. Lyre jerked to a stop so fast that Clio fell. He couldn’t pause to help her as he spun around.
Dulcet charged toward them, moving unnaturally fast. Shimmering light coated his legs—a speed-enhancing weave.
Lyre snatched three arrows from his quiver and nocked one, the other two pinched against his palm as he drew the string back. A pulse of magic down the shaft activated the spell on the head, and he loosed the arrow.
It shot through the darkness, hit Dulcet directly over the heart, and shattered against his defensive shields.
Lyre nocked the second arrow, activated the spell, and loosed it. Dulcet laughed as the spell hit the exact same spot and splintered in the exact same way. He stormed toward Lyre, closing the distance fast.
Flipping up the third arrow, he activated the spell, took aim, and shot again. The bolt flashed across the mere twenty yards between them and struck Dulcet in the same spot for a third time—and the arrow lodged in his chest. Light flashed, and electricity erupted over Dulcet’s body. He crashed to the ground, convulsing and paralyzed.
Lyre grabbed Clio’s arm and hauled her up again, already running for the back of the cavern.
“You hit the same spot,” she babbled, “three times!”
He shook his head. It hadn’t been that difficult. Dulcet, trusting his protective weaves, hadn’t tried to evade, but Lyre had developed his arrows to pierce shields. It might have taken three bolts to the same spot to break the weave, but it had been enough to get that one spell through Dulcet’s defenses.
Knowing it would identify their location but with no choice, Lyre cast a small light to illuminate their path. The cavern wall loomed, rising fifty feet before it was lost in ancient stalactites.
“A dead end?” Clio yelped.
“No, this way.” He yanked her to the left and there, ahead of them, was an irregular opening—the entrance to the underground cave system. More strength energized her steps as they ran into the tunnel.
“Where does this go?” she asked, panting for air. “What’s down—”
They whipped around a bend and her voice died, her question left unspoken—because the answer was obvious.
A streak of rippling green and blue light danced along the cave floor, following a jagged wall for ten yards before disappearing into solid rock. Various contraptions and machines straddled the ley line, and cords and cables ran back into the main chamber.
“What’s wrong with it?” Clio whispered.
She could feel it too: the way the line’s energy, which should have felt like a warm, rushing river of power, stuttered and buzzed like flames in a downpour. A bizarre sensation, like a blaring screech too high-pitched to hear, scraped at the inside of his skull.
“It’s unstable here,” he answered, guiding her past the undulating light. “We have to go deeper. The line continues farther down.”
“A ley line beneath Asphodel.” She clutched his arm, struggling to keep pace. “And Hades knows it’s here? But the danger of a line right under the town …”
“I told you I know too many secrets to ever leave this place.”
Her fingers dug into his arm, and she reached into the fabric belt around her waist. Her hand reemerged holding a small fabric bag—one he recognized.
“Here,” she said breathlessly. “You’ll need this to travel the line.”
He grabbed the bag and pulled it open with grateful urgency. His lodestones. Damn, the girl came prepared. He dumped them into his palm—a dozen sparkling diamonds, the best precious stone available to store magic.
He clenched his hand around the stones and drained them all, drinking the magic into his exhausted body. Power burned through him, too much at once, but he embraced the pain as strength followed. For the first time since Dulcet had hit him with the death spell, he felt steady. Not at full strength, but no longer on the verge of collapse either.
He shoved the empty lodestones into his pocket and took Clio’s arm again. They followed the twisting cave around another bend, and the gurgle of flowing water joined their thundering footsteps and labored breathing. A narrow river flowed alongside the uneven cave floor, its surface black—but not dark enough to hide the flash of movement beneath the water.
But he didn’t care what might or might not be lurking in the water, because fifty yards ahead, the ley line emerged from the rock and crossed the cave, stopping at the river’s edge. It rippled and danced, beckoning them closer. Escape. All they had to do was reach the line, and they could jump between worlds.
Freedom was fifty yards ahead, and he could almost taste it.
Clio pushed her shoulders straight, gathering the last of her strength for the final sprint. With his arm around her waist and her arm hooked through his, they ran side by side for the wall of light. Its warm, rushing energy whispered across his senses.
An ugly stutter cut through the flowing energy.
Dulcet burst out of the line, blood running down his chest and black eyes blazing with triumph. Lyre skidded, dragging Clio to a stop, unable to believe what he was seeing. Dulcet had jumped down the line—using the unstable patch hooked up to the experimental machinery. Was he insane?
Of course he was. Lyre already knew that. But he still wasn’t fast enough to cast a shield.
Dulcet’s wild blast slammed into Lyre and Clio, hurling them backward. Lyre hit the ground hard, his bow flying out of his hand. It clattered on the stones as he rolled to a stop, ribs aching and lungs empty. His quiver fell off his shoulder as he shoved up onto his knees and looked around wildly for Clio and Dulcet.
The second blast struck him in the side, and he was airborne again. But this time he didn’t land on a rocky floor.
He plunged into icy water and accidentally swallowed a mouthful. Flailing as the sluggish current dragged him away from the rocky ledge, he kicked violently, pushing himself toward the shimmer of light that marked the river’s surface. His head broke free and he gasped for air.
Clio was screaming.
Her cries echoed off the walls, magnified and full of terror and pain. The sound tore through him like a knife, and he lurched toward the rock. Grabbing the edge, he heaved himself up.
Something wrapped around his leg and constricted tightly. Then he was ripped off the ledge and back into the water.
For a second time, he went under. A crushing grip wound around his other leg, then something enclosed his waist, squeezing hard. Blind in the dark water, he grabbed at the thing around his waist, his fingers digging into slimy scales.
Bloody hell. Of all the times to get tangled up with local wildlife. As the aquatic creature dragged him down to the riverbed, he struggled to pry himself free. His weavings were of no use underwater.
Magic couldn’t save him. He needed a weapon.
Dropping his glamour was only too easy. Tingles rushed across his skin, then strength saturated his muscles. The tentacles writhed around him, disliking the pulse of magic. Another one caught his wrist and coiled up his arm.
He hadn’t been carrying any weapons in his glamoured form, but that was no longer the case. With his free hand, he pulled a throwing knife from the sheath on his forearm and jammed the blade into the tentacle holding his other arm. The scaled limb jerked away. Pulling another knife, he stabbed both into the creature and dragged them through the tough flesh.
The squeezing pressure disappeared, and he could feel the current pulling him again. Uninterested in prey that fought back, the creature had abandoned him.
Knives at the ready, Lyre shot for the surface. His head burst out of the water, and this time the cavern was quiet—and that terrified him. He swam for the ledge and dragged himself out of the river.
Twenty feet away, Dulcet crouched over Clio. He held her by the front of her shirt, watching her slack face with rapturous intensity.
Lyre drew his arm back and flung the knife. With Dulcet’s shields, it would merely bounce off, but anything to distract him from Clio. The knife whipped through the darkness—and impaled Dulcet’s lower back.
Dulcet shrieked in pain and shock, dropping Clio. Surprise cut through Lyre too. He had damaged one spot in Dulcet’s shield, but the rest of it should have been near full strength. So how …
His gaze darted to Clio, slumped on the ground, unmoving. Had she broken Dulcet’s weave while Lyre was underwater?
Dulcet yanked the blade from his back and spun around. Lyre hurled the second dagger. Dulcet flicked his fingers in a simple cast, knocking it out of the air, but Lyre was already charging in after it. Out of glamour, with his daemon strength to aid him, he flew across the distance and slammed his fist into Dulcet’s face.
Dulcet staggered back, then his body shimmered as he too dropped glamour. His hair paled further, glistening radiantly in the dim light, but his face changed for the worse. Ragged scars dragged down the left side of his face, mangling his features. But his smile was just as deranged as usual.
Lyre threw another punch and Dulcet caught it. For a moment, they stared at each other with equally black eyes.
Then they attacked. Magic burst from them, casts and shields flying as fast as their blows. With unbridled violence, they hammered on each other, too close to use weaves or lodestones. Lyre drove into his brother, pushing him farther and farther from Clio, who still hadn’t moved. Dulcet roared and snarled, feet digging into the floor.
Lyre swung his fist, coated in magic. Dulcet threw up an arm, the limb shielded, and Lyre hit the barrier in a fiery blaze. He kicked Dulcet in the gut. His brother staggered backward, and Lyre thrust out his hand, magic sparking over his skin.
His palm hit Dulcet’s sternum—no shield between his blast and his brother’s chest. Dulcet crashed to the floor. For an instant, Lyre was confused as to why Dulcet hadn’t shielded against that blow.
Then, from the ground, Dulcet grinned as he grabbed at the chains around his neck, and Lyre realized his mistake.
He launched forward, but too late. With the time and space to use a lodestone, Dulcet activated a skin-tight shield spell to replace the one Clio had destroyed. Lyre skidded to a stop, reaching for his chains, but Dulcet was already lunging up, and another gem flashed.
An invisible force rammed into Lyre. He sailed through the air, hit the ground, and tumbled across the ground.
“A good fight, Lyre,” Dulcet called. “But now … by what method would you like to die?”
Lyre shook his head, struggling to focus his eyes and unsure if all his bones were still intact. Laboring for every movement, he pushed onto his knees. His brother stood remarkably far away. How far had the spell thrown him?
Dulcet sorted through his chain of spells. “I’m feeling rather generous since I get you and the girl, so I’ll let you choose how you’d like to meet your death.”
A few feet away, his bow lay on the rocks, miraculously in one piece. Three yards behind him, Clio was still unconscious. Lyre glanced back at the ley line, measuring the distance. Then he stretched his arm out and grabbed the bow. Each movement stiff with pain, he staggered to his feet.
“Oh?” Dulcet smiled. “You still want to play with me?”
Lyre reached over his shoulder. All his arrows were safely lodged in the quiver, held in place by a spell that kept them from falling out. His fingers brushed across the fletching.
“Really, Lyre. You already know a single arrow can’t break my shields. And this time I won’t let you keep shooting me.” He plucked a gemstone off his chain. “This one, I think. I’ll get to hear your screams for quite a while with this one.”
Lyre drew an arrow with black fletching and laid it against the bow, cradling the shaft between his hand and the leather-wrapped grip. Dulcet raised his arm over his head as light flashed over his gem. Magic erupted around him, spiraling out from his feet in blades of red-tinted gold.
“You can’t defeat me, Lyre,” Dulcet cackled as the weaving blazed even brighter. “You’re too soft, too timid. You don’t have a single truly destructive spell, and that will be your undoing.”
Still laughing, he wiped his fingers across his bleeding back, painting his skin red. He clapped his bloody hand over the gemstone and the blades of magic flashed from rose to eerie crimson.
“You won’t even weave blood magic!” he trumpeted.
Lyre lifted the bow, and as he drew the string back, he pulled it farther than needed—pulled it until the arrowhead cut into his hand. As he flooded the arrow with magic, he relaxed his arm, bringing the bow back to proper draw, and aimed at his brother.
The pointed tip, glistening with his blood, glowed crimson.
Dulcet’s triumph faltered as he stared at the arrow—and realized how wrong his last statement had been.
Lyre relaxed his fingers and the arrow snapped away. It flashed across the distance between them, speeding toward Dulcet. Crimson light blazed as the arrow reached him, then it blasted onward down the long cave, unhindered.
Dulcet stood for a moment longer, jaw hanging open and arms still raised as though unable to comprehend the gaping hole in his chest where his heart, lungs, and ribs had once been.
Lyre whirled around, already running as his arrow hit the cave’s far wall.
The detonation screamed back up the tunnel and the floor bucked. Red blades of power launched in every direction, slicing through stone like butter. Lyre stumbled and fell as the first concussive wave slammed across him, but he sprang up. It wasn’t over yet.
He snatched his fallen quiver and threw Clio over his shoulder, then bolted for the ley line.
The howling explosion charged after him, racing him toward the line. Giant chunks of stone plunged into the river and crashed down all around him. He pushed even harder, the line so close, so close!
The blast hit him in the back, throwing him forward. Green light filled his vision and the line’s warmth engulfed him. Rock screamed above his head and the cavern ceiling dropped in a wave of crumbling earth.
Casting a shield over Clio, he flung them both into the screaming oblivion between worlds.





Chapter Thirty-Two
  
Aching pain dragged Lyre back to consciousness. He groaned and forced his eyes open, squinting. The air tasted different.
It tasted like Earth.
Soft light glowed through the overcast sky. Pine trees struggled for life in the rocky soil, and leafy ferns covered the small clearing. Behind him, the ley line’s smooth power rushed by, whispering to his senses.
Earth. He had made it to Earth.
Pushing himself up on his elbows, he looked down at Clio, half underneath him where he’d fallen after exiting the ley line.
They had made it to Earth. Together. He would never have escaped on his own.
Drawing in a shaky breath, he sat up and pulled Clio’s head and shoulders into his lap. Closing his eyes, he used the lightest touch of healing magic to ascertain her injuries, then exhaled in relief. The cut on her arm, blood loss, and a shocking amount of bruising, but otherwise, she was okay. She would recover.
He checked her arm to make sure the bleeding had stopped. Later, when he had recovered enough power, he would heal the wound as best he could, but for now, it was better to leave it. Almost all the magic he had drawn from his lodestones was gone—consumed in his battle with Dulcet, in the triggering of his blood-magic arrow, and in the passage through the ley line. With his lodestones depleted, his power would be slow to rejuvenate.
He climbed to his feet, frowned at the second quiver, then shrugged it onto his shoulder beside the first—the one he always carried beneath his glamour. Until he shifted back to his human form, which he didn’t dare do with his legs so weak, he was stuck carrying both. Same for his two bows.
He scooped Clio into his arms, wheezing even though she hardly weighed anything. With a final glance at the ley line, he walked into the trees.
The best thing about ley line travel was its untraceable nature. There was no way anyone could identify his destination without blindly checking every line they thought he might have used. Eventually, his brothers would investigate this one for signs of his passage, but he’d be long gone by then.
He pushed through the foliage until he found the road, its pavement cracked and sprouting weeds. Pausing at the edge of the asphalt, he stared gloomily at the long, straight highway that stretched all the way to the horizon. This was going to suck.
Heaving a sigh, he started forward, arms already tired from carrying Clio. But what other option did he have? If he had to walk, then he would walk all damn day.

The sun was blazing low on the horizon when Lyre finally felt it—the quiet pulse of distant magic calling to him.
He trudged onward, Clio’s dead weight in his arms, his legs burning with exhaustion. Shadows bathed the uneven pavement, and he stumbled often as the uncertain light disguised the dips and cracks. Breathing deeply, he continued forward, following the familiar beacon.
Ahead, the silhouettes of skyscrapers jutted toward the orange and pink clouds. The city beckoned, but that wasn’t where he was headed. Not yet. He was too exhausted, too unprepared, and not ready to face the dangers that came with a large populace of humans and daemons.
Without the beacon, he would have missed the dirt road, obscured by the shadows of overgrown bushes, that veered off the highway. Gravel crunched underfoot as he followed the road—a driveway, actually—into the trees. He passed the beacon: a metal ring around a tree trunk woven with a spell that any daemon who visited Earth had been taught to recognize.
Half a mile later, he walked out of the trees and onto the sprawling lawn of a huge manor house. He paused, blinking in surprise. It was larger than he’d expected.
Though it looked like a wealthy recluse’s hidden mansion, the reality was far different. Like the hundreds of others scattered across the continent, this was a Consulate—a sanctuary for daemons visiting Earth. With a strict policy against bloodshed, free accommodations and food, and well-trained Consuls to prevent conflicts between “guests,” it was the safest place for him and Clio to recover their strength.
Closing his eyes, he pulled his glamour back into place. Tingles washed over his skin, and the last of his strength vanished. His knees almost buckled and he braced his shoulder against a tree. When he was steady again, he staggered across the lawn and climbed the front steps.
He shoved the large front door open with his elbow and stumbled inside. A grand foyer met him, with polished wood floors and a curved staircase sweeping up to the second level. A reception desk nestled beside the stairs, where a man with a shaved head and neat goatee read a thick book. The man glanced up at the opening door.
Lyre took one step and his legs gave out.
He crashed to the floor, barely keeping Clio’s head from smacking against the wood. The Consul launched right over his desk, shouting for help, and rushed to Lyre’s side. He tried to find the strength—and the dignity—to get up again, but his abused body refused to obey.
An hour later, he was still mourning his lost dignity as the Consul left him alone in the small room. Wishing his legs felt steadier, he limped to the door and wove two wards into it—one to seal it shut, and one to kill anyone who broke the magical lock. He trudged to the room’s opposite end and gave the window the same treatment, then turned to the bed.
Clio lay across it, her face haggard but clean, the blood washed away. A fresh bandage was wrapped around her arm. He and the Consul had stripped off her ruined clothes and pulled an oversized shirt, donated by the Consulate, over her slight frame. The man had helped Lyre care for her with amicable efficiency, never once remarking on their wretched state. Lyre didn’t much like Consuls, but at least they never asked questions. Another daemon-friendly policy.
His clothes were almost as bad as Clio’s had been, but he would worry about changing after he rested.
The small room sported only a double bed, a dresser/desk combo with a wooden chair, and an attached bathroom. Sleeping in the chair wasn’t happening, but the floor didn’t hold much appeal either.
Yeah, screw that. Clio would just have to share.
He nudged her to one side of the bed, then collapsed onto it. Fatigue rolled over him in painful waves and his muscles ached after so much abuse. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been this tired or sore in his life.
The sweet oblivion of sleep called to him, but anxiety bubbled through his chest. He had escaped Asphodel, and now … now the real hell began. The hunters would come—not just for him, but for Clio too. There was no safe place for them to go. They would have to run, hide, run again. It would never end.
But that wasn’t the only thing spurring the sick fear creeping through him. For the first time since its theft, he allowed himself to think about the KLOC. That bodyguard had stolen a spell he didn’t understand. If he figured out how to trigger it without the key … if he unleashed it in the wrong place …
The KLOC was the biggest mistake Lyre had ever made, and he could never allow anyone to use it again. He’d told Clio some of its potential to inflict devastation, but he hadn’t told her the worst of it.
Squeezing his eyes closed, he rolled onto his side and curled an arm over Clio, pulling her warmth closer. A soft sound slipped from her, a murmur that might have been contentment. He buried his face in her hair, filling his nose with her sweet scent, and a moment later, he was asleep.

Clio scrunched her eyes more tightly closed to block out the light. Grumbling, she attempted to roll away, but a warm weight across her middle held her down. Huffing, she opened her eyes.
Yellow light blazed, and she turned her head toward the small window, staring in awe. Sun. The warm, brilliant Earth sun. Was she dreaming?
Then she glanced down and figured she must be dreaming. Because a gorgeous incubus, too perfect for words, was curled against her side, his arm across her middle and his face tucked against her shoulder. His breath warmed her skin, his chest shifting in a slow rhythm.
Although it looked like he’d washed his face, his clothes were splattered with blood and dirt, and she was glad he was on top of the blankets and not under them with her. He was too dirty. Later, she would worry about how she’d ended up in an unfamiliar but clean shirt.
Her hand crept toward his face and she brushed his hair away from his eyes. He didn’t stir, deeply asleep. Her fingers slid down his cheek and traced his jaw where a dark bruise had formed. But he was breathing easily, so she had to assume he wasn’t badly hurt.
She remembered him falling into the underground river. She remembered Dulcet grabbing her, and she remembered desperately trying to break through his defensive weaves as he sent waves of agonizing pain through her body. But she didn’t remember anything else.
They must have escaped. Lyre must have gotten them away somehow. Where were they? She looked around at the plain, hostel-like room, then squinted her asper into focus. Aside from Lyre’s weapons leaning against the wall and the wards on the door and window, the room was devoid of magic. She had no idea where they were, but she knew one thing.
She was back on Earth. She had escaped the night realm, and she was never ever going back.
Tears welled in her eyes. She had escaped … but Kassia hadn’t.
Anguish ripped through her, abrupt and overwhelming. Sobs built in her chest, and she put her arm over her face, muffling her cries as they broke free. Her body trembled and she sucked in air to get herself under control.
Lyre mumbled something unintelligible. His arm tightened, and he pulled her against him.
She didn’t move, too startled to react. Then she turned and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She held him as she cried silently. Grief twined with loneliness until the darkness inside her threatened to drag her down, but she huddled against him like he was her only shelter in a violent storm.
When her tears abated, she slumped against him, exhausted. His arm was a heavy, relaxed weight around her. Despite pulling her closer, he hadn’t woken.
Tucked against him, she tilted her face toward the sun she had missed so much.
They had escaped. Now that she was free of Asphodel and the Underworld, she could focus on her next problem: finding Eryx and stopping him from unleashing Lyre’s magic-eating clock spell on Irida. And she wouldn’t pass up a chance to avenge Kassia either. But that task wouldn’t be as simple as merely tracking down Eryx—not after the way she’d escaped Asphodel.
Her bodyguard had stolen a deadly spell from Chrysalis, but Clio had gone one step further. Instead of a spell, she had stolen one of their most gifted master weavers. And Chrysalis and Hades would stop at nothing to get him back.
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THE SHADOW WEAVE
Spell Weaver: Book 2





Clio might be a nymph living in exile among humans. And she might possess the rare ability to mimic any magic she sees. And she might have just seriously ticked off the most powerful family of spell weavers in the Underworld.
But she is not in love with an incubus.
Lyre is the rebellious black sheep of said weaver family, and he’s the only reason she survived her recent Underworld “vacation.” He’s also the sexiest thing she’s ever seen. Together, they have to track down a catastrophically dangerous magic—a magic he created, she sort of stole, and they both lost—before his family gets their hands on it. And that means fighting alongside him in a desperate attempt to avert complete disaster.
But she is definitely not in love with him. At least, she’s pretty sure she’s not.
Mostly sure.
Maybe sure?
…Crap.
- Get The Shadow Weave on Amazon -



THE STEEL & STONE SERIES
YA urban fantasy by Annette Marie




Five years after the events of the Spell Weaver trilogy …
Piper knows the first rule for an apprentice Consul is don’t trust daemons. But when she’s framed for the theft of the deadly Sahar Stone, she ends up with two troublesome daemons as her only allies: Lyre, a hotter-than-hell incubus who isn’t as harmless as he seems, and Ash, a draconian mercenary with a seriously bad reputation. Trusting them might be her biggest mistake yet.
- See the Steel & Stone Series on Amazon -



THE RED WINTER TRILOGY
YA romantic fantasy by Annette Marie




A destiny written by the gods.
A fate forged by lies.
Emi has spent her life hiding from the creatures that hunt her. The savage earth spirits are determined to kill her before she can become the living host of a goddess, so she stays hidden—until the day she saves the life of one of her hunters.
Shiro isn’t the harmless fox spirit she thought he was. He’s mysterious, cunning, unpredictable … and now hers to command. He’s sworn to pay his debt to her, but he doesn’t know who she is. If he finds out, he’ll kill her.
But she can’t send him away—not yet. Her future isn’t what she thought. The lies surrounding her fate have begun to unravel, and she needs answers before time runs out—answers that lie in the spirit realm. Shiro can take her there … if she dares to trust him.
And only then will she find out how deep the gods’ treachery runs.
- See the Red Winter Trilogy on Amazon -
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