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Note from the Author



Welcome to the 10th Anniversary Edition of the Steel & Stone series!

Chase the Dark was my debut novel, and to celebrate ten years of fantasy adventures and support from my amazing fans, I’m returning with revised and expanded editions—as well as stunning special edition hardcovers.

While preserving the story and characters that won readers’ hearts, I’m revising each book to elevate the prose and add new scenes and POVs. I went through every detail and updated almost every scene. I’m so excited to share Piper, Ash, and Lyre’s extra epic adventure.

Also part of the Steel & Stone universe is the Spell Weaver trilogy, which takes place five years earlier. I recommend it as the ideal starting place; however, both can be read as standalone series.

Thank you for reading, and for my long time S&S fans, thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading and championing an unknown debut author.

Annette Marie

P.S. The second editions of the Steel & Stone series are different enough from the legacy editions that I don’t recommend jumping between them.
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Prologue


ASH


The teardrop stone, no larger than a grape, glistened with shades of silver. Crafted five centuries ago by master spell weavers long lost to history, the Sahar Stone was reputed to gift its wielder with unlimited power.

Ash studied the shiny jewel on his palm. It was light—too light—with the feel of glass. His skin tingled faintly where it touched the smooth surface, the result of someone’s attempt to make the artifact seem enchanted, but it was a laughable imitation of the Sahar’s alleged power.

His lips pulled back from his teeth in a silent snarl. A fake. This pathetic counterfeit was worthless.

He dropped it back into the steel box, bolted to the concrete shelf molded from the wall of the tiny room. The walls of the underground vault pressed in from all sides. The stale, damp air was thick with mold, and the weight of the earth above dragged at his senses.

If the Sahar Stone wasn’t here, where the hell was it?

He slammed the metal box shut. A thief would have no reason to leave a counterfeit artifact behind, which meant this was a decoy. The real artifact couldn’t be far. The exchange was too close for it to be stored anywhere else.

Ash stepped back from the shelf. Humans tended to overestimate the reliability of magic, but perhaps the Sahar’s keeper knew better than to trust a handful of wards to protect a legendary treasure. Magic was only as good as its weaver, and there was almost always a better weaver.

Sharp steel, on the other hand, had yet to fail him.

He inhaled, his senses stretching out. The cramped space around him, the larger section of the vault behind him, the unyielding earth overhead. His breath slid between his parted lips, his eyes half closed.

To his left.

He pivoted. From the shadows in the corner of the small room, darkness surged upward, taking the form of a man. A blade flashed.

Ash caught his attacker’s wrist, halting the dagger with its point an inch from his throat.

His assailant twisted his mouth with disdain, but fear tinged his scent.

“Looks like I’m just in time,” the jinn hissed. “Thanks for breaking all the wards for me.”

Ash didn’t bother to reply. Power sizzled in the air as he tightened his fingers around the jinn’s wrist until bones ground together.

Fear turned to realization, and the jinn’s irises flashed from brown to black. Shadows writhed across him as his body morphed back into darkness—but not fast enough.

Ash’s free hand plunged into the softening shape of the jinn’s body, and ebony flames exploded from his fingers. The fire ripped through the jinn, and his body resolidified in a splatter of blood and blackened flesh.

Face contorted in a mask of horror, the jinn staggered sideways, fell against the concrete shelf, and slid down to the floor. He went still, leaning against the wall, his dropped dagger inches from his limp hand and a smoking crater in his chest.

Ash studied the corpse, then stepped closer, opened the metal box, and plucked out the fake stone. With a final glance at the counterfeit, he dropped it on the jinn. It glinted prettily against his charred flesh.

Turning, Ash walked out. He passed through the main vault, the walls lined with shelves bearing dozens of carefully labeled crates and containers. His gaze didn’t drift from the exit. He had no interest in artifacts, treasures, or relics of bygone eras.

Except one.

Ascending the stairs, he came out in the toolshed that hid the vault’s entrance. A cool breeze whisked away the stench of burnt skin, and Ash rolled his shoulders, wishing for the dry wind of barren mountain peaks instead of the flat, chemical-tainted air of this realm.

As he strode away from the shed, a quick twist of his power concealed his body in a shadowy cloaking spell. Unnoticeable to anyone who might be looking, he studied the brick manor that sprawled across the property, its dozens of windows lit with yellow electric lights in the fading evening light. Tall peaked roofs, wooden shutters, manicured lawns. The building’s grand facade, so different from the dark, dangerous city it bordered, fortified its veneer of power and authority.

The Brinford Consulate, home to the Head Consul who oversaw all Consulates across the continent. Once the Head Consul discovered that his decoy stone had been disturbed and the unexplained corpse abandoned in his vault, what would he do?

Ash scanned the windows one by one.

The Head Consul would panic. He would rush to check that the real Sahar Stone was still safe, unwittingly showing Ash where it was hidden.

All Ash had to do was wait.


Chapter One


PIPER


Attempted murder was not how Piper liked to start her evenings.

Shouts were the first thing she heard when she walked through the Consulate’s front door. The polished oak reception desk, nestled beside the grand staircase that swept up to the second floor, was empty. Was the on-duty Consul already intervening in what sounded like an imminent fight between oversized, overmuscled idiots?

Speed walking and projecting unfazed confidence—she hoped—she homed in on the ruckus. Other guests of the Consulate made a beeline in the opposite direction, varying degrees of irritation on their faces as they cleared the scene. Piper zoomed past them and straight down the stairs to the basement. At the bottom, she drew up short.

The would-be combatants stood in the center of the common room. The one with the bone-rumbling voice that she’d heard shouting was almost seven feet tall, broad and beefy, with tattooed arms, a shaved head, and mean eyes.

His opponent was the polar opposite. If he was taller than Piper’s five foot five, she’d eat her boots. And that would suck because she loved her boots. They had steel toes and steel-plated shins, all the better to kick ass with.

“Where,” the smaller guy demanded, “is he?”

The short guy clearly wasn’t the fighting type, with clean-cut good looks and a sweater vest over his polo shirt. Who wore sweater vests? He was going to get shmooshed—and with no consuls in sight, it fell to Piper to prevent said shmooshing.

The hulking man-mountain gave his adversary a shit-eating grin. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Ether. Where’s who?”

Ether’s hands balled into fists.

“Hey!” Piper shouted, sprinting across the room.

Ether’s eyes snapped to her. His irises were black as pitch. Her heart jumped in her chest, and she threw on the brakes. Skidding gracelessly, she halted a long step away from the two males and tried to look calm.

“Gentlemen,” she said, not that either of them could ever be considered a gentleman. “What’s the problem here?”

Ether’s expression didn’t shift from barely contained fury, but his counterpart sneered as he looked Piper up and down. So maybe her tight jeans, black halter top, and ponytail of choppy auburn hair didn’t scream “mediation specialist.” Too bad for him, consuls didn’t have a dress code—or in her case, an apprentice consul. She could boot his ass to the curb no matter what she looked like. Theoretically, anyway.

She turned to Ether. “Tell me what the problem is, and we can get this all sorted out.”

He unclenched his hands, which seemed like a good sign until he curled his fingers like claws. “Shishu is missing, and Ozar knows where she is.”

Piper held back a relieved sigh. If Ether was composed enough to talk to her, maybe she could get through this without anyone dying.

“Who is Shishu?” she asked.

Ozar grinned nastily. “Frog.”

Piper’s head swung toward the man-mountain. “I beg your pardon?”

“Shishu is Ether’s cute little froggy.”

She swiveled back to Ether. “You have a pet frog?”

Ether gave a jerky nod, his ebony glare locked on Ozar. Piper cleared her throat. Ether was one wrong word away from attempting to tear Ozar to shreds over a pet frog?

Clearing her throat again, she asked Ozar, “Do you know where Shishu the frog is?”

Ozar nodded, flashing his teeth at Ether.

She waited a moment. “Where?”

Another grin. Ozar patted his stomach.

Piper blinked. She glanced at Ether, who stared back at her with an equally blank expression. They both looked at Ozar.

“I’m sorry?” she asked tentatively.

“The frog was annoying. Ribbit ribbit. It wouldn’t shut up, so I had a snack before dinner.”

“You … you ate his frog?”

“I didn’t break any rules. No bloodshed.” He smirked. “I swallowed it whole. Wriggled all the way down.”

“You—Ether, no!”

Ether sprang at Ozar. Piper whipped a leg up and slammed her shin into Ether’s belly. He grunted as he went over backward. He’d scarcely touched the floor before he lunged up again. An animal snarl tore from his throat as his black eyes locked on Piper.

She froze. “Ether, let’s not⁠—”

He rammed into her with enough force to throw her onto her back and send her skidding several feet. As she rolled onto her hands and knees, Ether leaped again—straight at Ozar. With a roar of laughter, Ozar swung a massive fist, just missing Ether’s skull.

Jumping up, Piper grabbed Ether’s sweater vest, hauled him out of Ozar’s reach, and slammed her boot into the back of his knee. His leg buckled, and as he dropped, she looked up to find Ozar looming over her, lips peeled away from his teeth in an expression of eager bloodlust.

His hand shot out, and whether he intended to shove her away or crush her skull like a melon, she didn’t wait to find out. She dove forward under his arm and threw her full weight into his left hip while locking his ankle in place.

Thrown off balance, his monstrous frame keeled over. She straightened, half turning—and Ether’s hand closed around her ponytail. The next thing she knew, the scrawny, sweater-vest-wearing pushover had thrown her with the equivalent effort of tossing a sofa cushion. She hit the coffee table and the legs snapped, dumping her onto the floor.

Ether whirled back toward Ozar, who’d lumbered to his oversized feet. Ether raised his hands, his fingers curled. A sizzle crackled through the air—the feeling of magic about to be unleashed.

“Don’t!” she yelled desperately.

Ether went rigid. So did Ozar.

Halfway to her feet, Piper paused, wary of their reactions. Murderous berserkers didn’t normally freeze at her command.

Ether and Ozar turned, facing the other end of the room. Piper followed their gazes.

A man stood in the doorway. Menace clung to him like dark shadows, underscored by black clothing with leather accents.

“What are you doing?”

His voice slid through Piper like cool silk, rubbing against her bones in a distinctly inhuman way. His question was low, quiet, almost neutral—except all the hair on her body stood on end and a fresh dose of adrenaline dumped into her bloodstream.

Ether cleared his throat. “Ozar ate Shishu, and I⁠—”

“You shouldn’t bring anything here that you can’t protect. Don’t break the rules because you screwed up. No bloodshed.”

Ether dropped his gaze, not daring to argue.

The newcomer’s attention shifted to Ozar. “You’re leaving the Consulate.”

Ozar blinked vacantly. “What? No, I⁠—”

“You’re leaving. Both of you. Now.”

Ether nodded, not bothering to protest.

Ozar hunched his shoulders. “Yes … right away.”

Piper kept her gaze on the floor. She knew who this was. He didn’t need an introduction.

Ash. A mercenary. He was unpredictable, unstoppable, and extremely dangerous. Ether and Ozar knew it too.

She felt Ash’s stare sweep over her, but she didn’t look up. If she did, he would see her fury, and that would be bad. This was her job, not his. He’d prevented Ether and Ozar from murdering each other with nothing more than his presence.

It wasn’t until Ozar heaved a sigh that Piper dared to lift her gaze. Ash was gone. Ether shot a dagger-filled look at Ozar—his irises pale blue now instead of black—before stalking away. Ozar followed, neither of them giving Piper so much as a glance.

Alone in the room, Piper stepped over the flattened coffee table and surveyed the damage. Consuls were supposed to prevent fights, mediate disputes, and enforce the Consulate’s rules—chief among them being no fighting, no bloodshed, and no killing other guests.

Dropping onto the nearby sofa to wait out the fading adrenaline, she lifted her arm and touched two fingers to her elbow. They came away smeared with blood where the edge of the coffee table had scraped her.

Her father was going to be pissed.
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Piper leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms—anything to keep from cowering. On the other side of the wide mahogany desk, her father didn’t soften his scowl. He was always scowling, especially when she was in his office.

The desk lamp lit half his face with yellow light and glinted off his shaved scalp, the other half obscured by shadows. He tented his fingers over the desk. “Explain yourself, Piperel.”

No one but her father called her Piperel.

“When I got home,” she began promptly, “I heard an escalating verbal altercation. There was no consul at the front desk, so I went to the basement⁠—”

“Why?” he interrupted.

She hesitated, then plowed on. “To approach the involved guests and ascertain the situation. When I found Ether and Ozar in a confrontation, I initiated a discussion of the issue at hand.”

A muscle ticked in her father’s jaw as he gazed at her with shadowed eyes. “Did your assessment note the likelihood of violence?”

“Yes,” she admitted, then hastened to add, “but it hadn’t gotten physical yet, so I had a chance to de-escalate the confrontation.”

“You attempted mediation.”

Her shoulders tried to wilt, and she forced them to straighten. “Yes.”

A long pause. “And then?”

“Uh, well …” Her voice lost confidence. “Ether attacked Ozar.”

“And you?”

“I … tried to stop him.”

An even longer moment of silence passed. She bit her tongue against the defensive explanations that wanted to bubble out of her.

Someday she would love to have an actual personal conversation with her father. But Quinn Griffiths didn’t do personal. He only did business. He was the Head Consul, the ultimate authority in all Consulate matters, and “parenting” came in on his skills list somewhere below unarmed combat and above flower arrangement. Not that far above.

“Piperel.” He leaned back in his seat and pressed his fingers into his temples, eyes closing and mouth thinning into a severe line. “Why did you jump into the middle of a fight between two daemons?”

“Because it’s a consul’s job to enforce the Consulate’s rules, which includes no bloodshed.”

He opened his eyes, and the weight of his disapproval pushed down on her limbs, making her feel trapped.

“The Consulate isn’t just an embassy for daemons,” she rushed to add. “It’s also a sanctuary, and that’s why consuls have to ensure daemons aren’t attacked while they’re here.”

“But you are not a consul.”

His cold statement was like a hammer coming down on her sternum. She sucked in a rough breath.

“Not only are you not a consul,” he went on, “but you are also a seventeen-year-old girl who inserted herself into a fight between two enraged daemons who were fully capable of defending themselves without your help.”

“But consuls are supposed to⁠—”

“You are not a consul, and you must never engage in combat with daemons under any circumstances. You cannot defend yourself.”

She stiffened. “I didn’t do that bad at⁠—”

“You have no magic.”

Another verbal blow, this one cracking her ribs and leaving her chest hollow and empty.

“You have no magic,” he repeated, as though this fact might not have sunk into her brain—as though her lack of magical power hadn’t been sabotaging her every effort to become a consul for years. “Did your reckless attempt to end the altercation succeed?”

This time she couldn’t stop her shoulders from sagging forward. “No.”

“How did it end?”

Admitting it was physically painful, but she forced the words out. “Another daemon stopped it.”

“Another daemon,” he echoed, letting the words simmer in the air.

“Daemons often police themselves,” she reminded him, trying not to sound desperate. “It’s one of the reasons⁠—”

Quinn spoke right over her. “Not just any daemon, but one of the daemons the Consulates exist to protect the community from.” He let out a long, weary breath. “You claim you want nothing more than to be a consul, but the only skill you’ve mastered is jumping blindly into fights. A consul’s job is to prevent fights. We are mediators, not ruffians.”

Jaw clenched, Piper stared at her knees.

“Please refrain from starting fights with any more guests today. I have enough to deal with already.” He drummed his fingers on the desk. “Speaking of which, the daemon delegates will arrive in less than two hours. As we discussed, I expect you to be upstairs before they arrive—and to remain upstairs.”

“Okay,” she muttered, knowing better than to protest.

“I will also be—” A loud rap on the office door interrupted Quinn. His mouth thinned again. “Yes?”

The door opened, revealing Consul Wade. His skin was bleached of color. “Sir, we have a problem.”

“I’ll be finished here in⁠—”

“You need to see this now.”

Quinn’s eyes narrowed. He pushed back from his desk. “Piperel, you should head to the sparring gym. Your session with Calder starts soon.”

Just like that, she’d been dismissed.

She didn’t bother to reply as Quinn strode out, leaving her alone in his office. She stared broodingly at the tall bookshelves behind his desk. Anxiety churned through her.

You have no magic.

The words ricocheted inside her head, puncturing every hope and dream of a future here at the Consulate. It didn’t matter how many black belts she had, how many weapons she could wield, or even how amazing—or not so amazing—her mediation skills were. All Quinn saw was a weak, helpless, magicless daughter who couldn’t defend herself.

Teeth grinding, she shoved to her feet and stalked out of the office. Magic or no magic, she would prove to her father that she was fit for the role of a consul. No more mistakes, no more unnecessary fights, and no more bullshit interventions from Ash or any other daemon. She couldn’t give her father another reason to strip her apprenticeship away and crush her dreams forever.


Chapter Two


PIPER


As the seat of the Head Consul, the Brinford Consulate set itself apart from the rest of the city it served. The classic French provincial architecture was meticulously maintained, from its brick exterior with numerous tall windows framed by wooden shutters to the interior’s polished hardwood floors, arched doorways, and many stone-mantled fireplaces. The oil paintings on the walls were carefully preserved and the entire building was religiously cleaned.

Every room was furnished and decorated. The main level alone had two spacious sitting rooms, several offices, a large kitchen, parlor, meeting room, library, sparring gym, and infirmary. The marble-floored foyer off the double front doors featured a grand staircase to the upper level, a sitting area off to one side, and a polished reception desk.

Best of all, the Consulate had its own generator to ensure continual electricity, central heating, and hot water on demand.

Piper’s current destination was the kitchen. Somewhere in the cavernous walk-in pantry, a chocolate cure for her anxiety waited. It was always stocked with food, and a cook from the city prepared a hot meal and snacks for the Consulate’s guests and employees every day. Daemons rarely sat down for communal meals at the long, heavy wood table that seated twelve, but the consuls made good use of it.

A warm glow from the recessed lights under the kitchen cupboards offered the only illumination, softly shining on the white granite counters and long island with a row of stools. The tall windows filling the west wall showed a faint bluish glow on the horizon, silhouetting the trees that bordered the property.

Piper paused halfway to the pantry. The door, tucked in the corner, was gaping open like a hungry mouth.

She squinted into the partially visible interior, but it was too dark to make out anything. Circling the island, she reached cautiously for the door handle.

Warm hands landed on her waist, curled over her hips, and pulled her back into a hard body. Warm breath bathed her ear.

“Hello, beautiful,” a male voice purred.

Piper flung an elbow back with enough force to crack a rib. Her assailant slid away with a chuckle, his fingers trailing across the small of her back as he retreated.

She whirled around with her fists ready to strike, her recent promise to herself not to get into more fights forgotten.

The man with wandering hands casually stepped out of easy reach and leaned a hip against the counter. If sex appeal were an artist, he was its masterpiece. Golden-brown skin flowed over the sharp planes of his cheekbones and clean edges of his jaw. His hair was an impossible platinum blond, just long enough to fall messily over his forehead, and his eyelashes were thicker than any man should have. They framed eyes of an arresting amber shade, like a dark patina brushed over pure gold.

Relaxing her stance, she gave him an insulting once-over. His gray shirt clung to his sculpted chest, the long sleeves pushed partway up his muscular forearms. A fine silver chain peeked out from the neckline, most of it hidden beneath his shirt, and the loop of another chain hung from one pocket of his fitted black jeans.

Fit, charming, and approachable, but with that oh-so-sexy hint of bad boy—exactly the kind of guy who would appeal to almost any girl. And that body packaged with that face? Very few women said no to Lyre.

Surprisingly, he didn’t seem offended that Piper was one of those few. While he never missed a chance to flaunt his availability, he’d never seriously attempted to seduce her—which she appreciated, considering he was an incubus who could enthrall any woman he wanted.

But that didn’t mean she had to tolerate his flirtatious lack of respect for her personal space.

“Find someone else to harass,” she told him coldly. “I’m not in the mood.”

His mouth quirked up. “I’m always in the mood.”

His voice was rich and deliciously smooth, which had the unfortunate side effect of scrambling her brain every time he spoke. Before she could come up with a retort, the second half of the daemon duo stepped out of the pantry, a box of crackers in his hand. Piper’s back stiffened.

Ash barely spared her a glance as he crossed the kitchen to the fridge. Now that he wasn’t aiming to terrify two bloodthirsty daemons, the aura of intimidation he carried was muted but still undeniable.

Unlike Lyre, Ash didn’t have that cultivated appeal of “I’m a little bad, but you can trust me.” He was all bad. Dressed in black from head to toe, he was a few inches taller than Lyre and his shoulders noticeably broader. He was more muscular, his t-shirt taut over his biceps. His hair looked black at first glance, but wherever it caught the light, it gleamed with a wine-red sheen. Locks of it hung in his eyes, and the left side was pulled into a tight plait against his head, similar to a French braid.

Woven into the braid was a blood-red strip of silk. The loose end hung to his shoulder, and it was the only color in his whole ensemble. Even his eyes were a cool, storm-cloud gray.

“Ash,” she greeted. She’d been aiming for a polite tone, but his name came out flat and angry.

His slow, sharp gaze turned. She hardly dared to breathe as he seemed to look right into her, taking her apart piece by piece as though he knew her every secret. Then he popped a cracker into his mouth and nodded an oh-so-casual return greeting, as if he hadn’t made her look like an incompetent idiot less than an hour earlier.

Taking advantage of her distraction, Lyre walked his fingers suggestively up her side.

“Would you knock it off?” She glared as he laughed and leaned against the counter again. “I just got in serious trouble, and I’d love an excuse to punch someone.”

His eyebrows rose. “I’m guessing the frog thing didn’t go down well with the Head Consul.”

“You know?”

“Everyone knows.”

She scrunched her face. “Why did Ether even have a pet frog?”

Lyre shrugged. “He’s pretty amphibious himself, you know. Bringing a pet here wasn’t his smartest moment. Consulate rules or not, assholes like Ozar never pass up a chance to show off.”

Speaking of assholes, Ash had opened the fridge and was pondering its contents with his back to her, paying zero attention to the conversation. In a quiet moment like this, where he wasn’t inspiring terror, she couldn’t help but wonder what his deal was. He’d only visited the Consulate half a dozen times that she could recall, and it was always when Lyre was also present.

Her gaze flicked between the two daemons. They looked to be in their early twenties, but that was where the similarities ended—one was all shades of sunlight, the other shades of black. Lyre was charming and friendly, while Ash rarely had anything to say. What brought them together at the Consulate?

Looking away before they noticed, she ducked past Lyre into the pantry and reached for the back corner of a high shelf where she’d stashed a bar of dark chocolate. It was technically supposed to be for any Consulate guest to enjoy, but if they didn’t notice it back there, well, that wasn’t her fault, was it?

Returning to the island, she unfolded the wax paper and broke off a square.

“Did the Head Consul punish you?” Lyre asked, tracking the chocolate square from her hand to her mouth. “It’s not like you could’ve stopped Ozar. Also, can I convince you to share that?”

All things considered, he absolutely could convince her. She broke off another square and handed it to him before he was tempted to try. “Not specifically. But considering his extra fun attitude today, he might still come up with a punishment.”

“Is there something special about today?” Lyre asked, gazing reverently at the chocolate square between his fingers.

“It’s just … there’s a lot going on right now,” she concluded lamely, trying to avoid revealing anything she shouldn’t while also unable to look away from Lyre as he placed the chocolate in his mouth.

His eyes rolled up, his tongue slipping across his lower lip. Piper jerked her gaze away, her cheeks heating slightly.

Ash reappeared from the fridge with a glass drink bottle, its handmade label identifying it as cream soda. It wasn’t fair. Even with a pink soda and crackers, he was still a hundred times more intimidating than she could ever be.

“Is it happening tonight?” he asked.

Piper stiffened, instantly on guard. “Is what happening?”

Ash met her guarded stare, expressionless. He couldn’t possibly know about the daemon delegates and the meeting tonight, could he? Those details, as well as the location of the artifact hidden in the Consulate, were known to only a handful of the realms’ most influential elites. And her, but that was because the Head Consul was her father and she was very good at eavesdropping.

Piper tried to rearrange her features into an expression of mild curiosity, hoping she hadn’t given anything away. Ash watched her for a moment longer—then popped another cracker into his mouth.

“I have to get to my lesson,” she muttered, shoving another square of chocolate into her mouth and handing the remainder to a delighted Lyre.

As she walked out of the kitchen, she snuck a glance over her shoulder. Ash stood at the counter, watching her leave, his cold eyes the color of thunderclouds.


Chapter Three


PIPER


Piper leaned back into a stretch, her legs bent at the knee and feet under her butt. Tired muscles complained as her thighs went taut.

“What really bothers me,” she said with a huff, “is how he acted like I shouldn’t have even gone downstairs to see what was happening.”

Bent backward in the same stretch, her uncle arched his eyebrows, his forehead wrinkling up toward his shaved head. His skin glistened with moisture from their sparring session.

“Inserting yourself into a violent confrontation was dangerous,” he pointed out reasonably.

“Yeah, I know. I should have backed off when they started fighting.” She wrinkled her nose. “But I wasn’t wrong to go investigate. There were no other consuls around to intervene, and I am an apprentice.”

Calder lifted his eyebrows higher. Her father and uncle were identical twins, but they were easy to tell apart. Quinn always looked angry, while Calder looked perpetually amused.

“What about the last time a situation got out of your control? Or the time before that?” He slanted a look at her. “When have you ever backed off or had a consul take over?”

Scowling, Piper sat up and stretched her legs out in front of her, reaching forward to grip the arches of her feet.

Calder mirrored her. “More than any other apprentice, you need to be cautious when there’s the possibility of violence. You know that—you admit to knowing that—but you always do the opposite.”

She gritted her teeth, no logical rebuttals jumping to mind. What point was there in explaining that running away from every daemon who growled at her would only reinforce her father’s lack of faith in her capabilities?

“Inside this house, you have the Consulate rules and your father’s position as a shield, but you can’t rely on that. You’ll always be at a disadvantage, so you need to be smart, not brave.”

Jaw still clenched, Piper began another stretch. Everything came back to her “disadvantage.” Unlike every daemon and every consul, she had no magic.

All consuls were haemons—half human, half daemon. They looked entirely human but inherited magic from their daemon parent, giving them the power to stand up to their supernatural relatives.

For whatever stupid reason, Piper hadn’t inherited any magic. She technically didn’t have a daemon parent—her mom had been a haemon as well as her father—but that still added up to just as much daemon blood or genes or whatever as any other haemon. Piper should have inherited something. Both her parents were perfectly capable of wielding magic, yet here Piper was, a magic-less aberration unfit to live in a Consulate, let alone become a consul.

Not interested in hearing more reasons why she was unfit for the only future she’d ever wanted, she changed the subject. “When are the delegates arriving?”

“In about an hour.” Calder angled his legs into a split. “While the meeting is ongoing, you’ll need to stay⁠—”

“—upstairs,” she grumbled. “Yes, Father already told me.”

“We don’t know how long the arbitration will last—hours, maybe days. There are centuries of bad history to get past to reach any kind of agreement. We’re reserving all the guest rooms in the basement for the delegates.”

Piper’s lips quirked down. “What about the other daemons already staying the night?”

“Most of them have left. I’m not sure what Quinn’s plans are for any remaining.”

The current guests had left? The Consulate always had at least a few daemons spending the night. Had something happened to make them want to leave? Like, say, a notorious mercenary telling them to get lost like he had to Ether and Ozar?

A mercenary who might or might not know about the secret meeting tonight?

A chill rippled through her, and she sat up to rub her arms. Glancing at Calder, she opened her mouth, then closed it again. She didn’t have proof of anything, and she didn’t want to be accused of “inserting herself” into another controversial situation.

“Are you expecting any trouble?” she asked instead.

Calder used his right elbow to pull his left arm across his chest in a shoulder stretch. “From the delegates? Unlikely. Your father and I will be attending the meeting, along with two other consuls, and Consul Owen will be manning the desk all night.”

He accompanied that last detail with a knowing look at Piper, and she wrinkled her nose back at him. Seemed like she wouldn’t be able to sneak downstairs to attempt any eavesdropping—which was a shame because she’d love some actual details about this supposedly legendary artifact that daemons had been warring over for centuries.

“What about … other trouble?” she asked, skirting around any reference to a certain mercenary. “Outside interference, maybe?”

Calder switched his arms to stretch the other side. “Quinn leaked several fake locations and sent the rest of our consuls to them as decoys. The delegates themselves should also dissuade any would-be troublemakers who actually figure out where the meeting is happening.”

She didn’t find his last point reassuring. Even if other daemons would hesitate to attack the delegates, that didn’t mean the delegates wouldn’t attack each other—while her father and uncle were in the same room.

She and Calder finished their stretches in silence. Piper stared broodily at the wall of weapons across from her, everything from swords to throwing knives to a few guns. If she had magic, if she were a “proper” apprentice, would her father still insist she wasn’t capable of defending herself and shouldn’t be involved in consul business?

She could wield every weapon on that wall. She was even more skilled with her bare hands. But knowing twenty different ways to break someone’s arm wasn’t impressive, not when a single blast of magic could knock her ten feet across a room.

There was no training or study she could undertake that would give her magical power. All she could do was devote herself to combat training and become so unassailable that it wouldn’t matter whether she had magic.

She and Calder left the sparring gym soon after. With most of the consuls playing decoy and their daemon guests gone—or evicted by Ash—the hall was eerily quiet and empty as she headed upstairs to shower.

Less than an hour later, she was dressed in tight black jeans and a dark purple corset-style top that laced up in the front, her hair was tied up in a high ponytail, and she was leaning against the railing at the top of the stairs.

Six daemons were gathered on the marble floor of the foyer below, accompanied by Calder and two other consuls. So these were the delegates. Piper leaned farther over the railing, burning with curiosity.

Two willowy women with wildly curly chestnut hair a few shades lighter than their umber skin stood side by side. They wore flowy pants patterned in beige and brown, as well as fitted tops that wrapped tightly around their throats but left their toned arms bare.

A man and a woman dressed in black stood on the opposite side of the foyer, positioned at the base of the sweeping staircase. They both had olive skin, dark eyes that might’ve been purple—it was difficult to tell from where Piper stood—and long raven hair tied at the back of their necks.

The last pair was in conversation with Calder. They were both blond, one older, the other young and extremely handsome—broad shoulders, ochre complexion, aristocratic features, tousled hair the color of sunlit honey, and green eyes so intense she had no trouble seeing the vivid color.

Both blond daemons wore dark red with gold accents. The cuts of the clothing were unfamiliar. Most daemons visiting the Consulate tried to blend in, but despite being in glamour, all six delegates had taken the opposite approach: they were obviously and blatantly not from this world.

The Consulate’s double front doors swung open, and everyone turned toward the incoming pair—the final pair of delegates.

Black cloaks, rail thin builds. The slightly taller one pushed his hood off, revealing pale, ashy hair tied back from his equally pale face. His skin was strangely thin and tight, as though it’d been suctioned against his skull.

The daemon faced the younger of the delegates in red. “I wondered who your queen would send. Should I bow?”

The question was heavy with sneering sarcasm.

“No need,” the younger daemon replied, his voice as melodic as it was scathing. “I’m sure you do enough groveling in Asphodel.”

The cloaked daemon twisted his lips—and a hand landed on Piper’s shoulder.

She barely managed not to shriek in surprise. Whirling around, she found her father standing behind her, his expression flat with disapproval. She quashed a guilty expression. She hadn’t disobeyed him; she was staying upstairs as ordered.

Quinn drew her away from the railing and the terse group below, shuffling her toward her bedroom.

“The meeting will begin shortly,” he said in a low voice. “Calder or I will check in with you later. Stay upstairs at all times.”

She nodded, distracted by the deep lines of stress around his mouth and creasing his forehead. He’d added a black suit jacket to his dress shirt and slacks, and she wasn’t sure if the dark clothing was making him seem paler than he’d been a few hours ago. She hadn’t seen him since Consul Wade had called him out of his office for something urgent.

“All but two of our regular guests have left,” he continued. “Once the meeting is underway, Consul Owen will escort them up here to the spare bedrooms.”

“Up here?” she repeated disbelievingly. As in, the second floor, which was reserved for consuls and forbidden to all daemon guests?

“Just for one night, Piperel. Consul Owen will be stationed at the front desk. He’ll periodically check on them and handle any issues. You”—Quinn put heavy emphasis on the word—“will remain in your bedroom. There’s no need for you to interact with them.”

She pressed her lips into a thin, rebellious line.

“I need to join the delegates.” Quinn dipped a hand into his pocket and pulled out a small black cube. “Hold on to this for me. I forgot to put it in the safe.”

He set the item on her palm—a tiny velvet ring box. She peered at it curiously. Since he was still watching, she tried to force it into the pocket of her jeans, but they were too tight. With a shrug, she stuck it down the front of her shirt and wedged it between her breasts.

Quinn looked momentarily appalled before recovering his composure. “Keep that with you until I check in with you later tonight. And stay⁠—”

“—in my room. Yes, I know.”

He gave her a final, oddly searching look, then turned on his heel and strode toward the stairs. She watched until he was out of sight, absently adjusting the ties on her top. The rumble of voices from the foyer rose in volume as he joined them.

She turned, looking down the hall toward her bedroom. An uneasy weight sank through her. Two guests had remained at the Consulate—and she could guess with uncomfortable certainty which two daemons would be spending the night up here with her.


Chapter Four


PIPER


Piper turned the teardrop gemstone over in her hands, watching the dim light from her bedside lamp gather inside its bluish-silver depths. It was the size of the end of her thumb and heavier than it looked. Other than that, it was nothing special.

So why had her father been carrying it around in a ring box?

Quinn wasn’t a trinkets person. He wasn’t sentimental either. He’d said he’d meant to lock the gemstone in “the safe”—the one in his office, she assumed. Was this thing valuable? Diamond and corundum were the most precious materials she knew of, and this gemstone was neither.

She rubbed her thumb across its smooth surface. Could it have belonged to her mother? Her parents had split up when she was eight. Piper remembered her mother departing in a storm of tears and shouts. Her father had slammed the door behind his wife, turned to Piper—who’d been hiding around the corner—and said, “That was goodbye.”

Piper had never seen her mother again. One year later, Quinn had brought home the news that Mona had died in an accident.

Grimacing, Piper stuck the stone back in the ring box and dropped it on her dresser. The ticking clock beside it read one in the morning. Stepping backward until her legs bumped her bed, she let herself fall onto the covers with a jaw-popping yawn. Tired as she was, she had no intention of sleeping.

Not with an incubus and a mercenary sharing the same floor as her.

She hadn’t been the least bit surprised that Lyre and Ash were the two daemon guests staying the night at the Consulate. Her suspicion that Ash had “encouraged” the other guests to leave was still percolating in the back of her head, but so far, she couldn’t accuse him or Lyre of any funny business. Every time she’d crept down the hall to check on them, they’d been locked in their own rooms, the doors closed.

Gazing absently at the ceiling, she considered the two daemons. Lyre was mostly harmless. He spent a night or two at the Consulate every month, taking advantage of their free room and board while also using it as a meeting place; the no-bloodshed rule was like an extra insurance policy for him while dealing with more powerful daemons.

Ash, on the other hand, was the kind of trouble other daemons came to the Consulate to escape. As much as she tried to pretend otherwise, he frightened her. It wasn’t just his threatening aura; loads of daemons radiated violence. What scared her was that Ash was a draconian, and draconians were reputed to be one of the most magically powerful castes in the realms.

She couldn’t even imagine what that kind of power was like. She had no magic, and he had all the magic a daemon could ever hope for.

Despite Ash’s unsavory reputation, the Consulate wouldn’t deny him entry as long as he obeyed the rules. Seventy years ago, before the existence of daemons became common knowledge, Consulates had provided daemons with secret sanctuaries. Nowadays, Consulates did more to mediate human-daemon conflicts than protect visiting daemons.

Piper let out a long sigh. The meeting had been going on for three hours, and it would probably continue through the night.

Swallowing another yawn, she sat up. Halfway through a sleepy stretch, she froze.

There was a cat crouched on her dresser.

No, not a cat. The creature unfurled its bat-like wings, stretching them wider than her dresser until they dwarfed its slim body. Its mottled, dark gray scales gleamed in the dim light, and a short black mane ran from the center of its forehead, down its back, and ended in a tuft at the tip of its tail.

The miniature dragon furled its wings tight to its sides again and cocked its head, large golden eyes blinking slowly.

Piper stared at it. The creature was a dragonet, and it belonged to Ash. According to her consul training, all draconians had a dragonet companion. She’d only spotted Ash’s once before. It usually stayed out of sight.

“What are you doing in here?” she whispered as she slid off her bed. “You’re very cute, but why are you in my room?”

The dragonet scrutinized Piper, tilting its head from side to side like a puzzled animal. Its folded wings quivered, and as it shuffled its small paws, Piper realized her father’s ring box was sitting between its feet.

She took a slow step closer. “Let’s get away from that, okay?”

The dragonet chirped. It opened its jaw, flashing rows of sharp teeth, and snatched the ring box with its mouth.

Piper launched at the creature. “Put that down!”

The dragonet leaped off her dresser, grabbed the wall, and ran along it like a huge bug.

“Hey!” she yelled. “Get back here with that!”

She dove for the dragonet, but it was way ahead of her. It jumped off the wall and landed in front of her bedroom door, now open a few inches. The tufted end of its tail vanished through the gap.

Piper flung the door open to see the dragonet streaking down the hall. With a furious growl, Piper charged after the creature. The hall opened into a sitting room that sat between two sets of bedrooms, and as Piper raced past, she grabbed an old paperback book from an end table. She took aim and hurled it across the room without breaking stride.

The book smacked the dragonet in the back. It did a dragon-style face-plant, yelping as it tumbled head over rump with wings and tail flailing. Piper felt instant guilt for hurting it.

The dragonet righted itself. Spotting the ring box behind the dragonet, Piper lunged for it—and almost did her own face-plant when the dragonet sprang at her. The dragonet’s little feet thumped into her head as it launched off her. It landed lightly on the floor, caught the ring box in its mouth again, and dove into an air vent, which for some stupid reason was missing its cover.

Piper dropped to her knees beside the vent and listened to the sound of claws on metal. A soft thump came from the other side of the wall.

She looked up. She was sitting right outside Ash’s room. The dragonet had run straight to Daddy.

Unmoving, Piper contemplated the door. Ash was somewhere behind it. Was he asleep? What were the chances she could sneak in and retrieve the ring box without him noticing?

She considered it for half a second. Yeah, zero.

Before she could come up with a better plan, the door popped open. Framed in the threshold, Ash looked toward the sitting room. Then he glanced down, saw her sitting at his feet, and blinked.

Piper shot up, struggling to keep her gaze on his face. He wore a sleeveless shirt that clung to the planes of his chest and left the sweep of heavy muscles on his arms bare, his fair skin flawlessly smooth in the shadows. The only other thing he wore was black cotton pants.

With a soft chirp, the dragonet hopped off the doorframe and landed on his shoulder, its golden eyes trained on Piper.

“What are you doing?” Ash asked, breaking the oh-so-awkward silence.

Piper shivered as his deep tones slid through her. How did his voice do that? Fear tickled her stomach, reminding her that she’d never been alone with him before.

Drawing herself up, she looked him square in the eye. “Your dragonet snuck into my room and stole something from me.”

His eyes held hers, and his gray irises dimmed to the color of thunderclouds. Piper was abruptly aware of how dangerously close she was standing, barely a foot of space between their bodies. She was also aware of how much taller he was, the top of her head barely reaching his chin, and how his biceps were double the circumference of her arms.

The air felt hot and electric, the hallway darker than it’d been a moment before, and adrenaline flooded her bloodstream.

She was an idiot. Such an idiot.

Daemons were territorial and hierarchical—and in her rash attempt to seem unintimidated, Piper had gotten in Ash’s space, asserted eye contact, and challenged him.

Giving in now seemed like an even worse idea, so she pushed her shoulders back, held his unblinking stare, and clenched her faintly trembling hands into fists.

Something flickered in his eyes—an emotion she couldn’t name—and he canted his head in silent question. The feeling of impending violence faded.

Relieved, Piper took two steps back to open a gap between them and said in a much more neutral tone, “Your dragonet took something from my room.”

“Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know, but I’d like it back.”

His attention turned to the dragonet.

The creature widened its golden eyes, projecting total innocence.

“Go get it,” he ordered.

Piper watched them warily. Did the dragonet understand what he was saying? How intelligent was it?

The dragonet hopped off his shoulder and disappeared into the dark room. Seconds later, it scuttled up his back to perch on his shoulder again, the ring box in its mouth. It gave Piper a resentful look as Ash held out his hand. The dragonet grudgingly dropped its prize.

Ash looked at the ring box on his palm—and his eyes darkened to rain-slicked slate in an instant. If he’d seemed dangerous a moment before, now she could scarcely breathe as the air turned heavy and suffocating. It was like she’d been submerged in power so tangible it had the crushing weight of water.

Panic sparked through her. She snatched the box off his palm and stepped back again, desperate to get away from him. He tracked her unsubtle retreat with a wolflike stare.

Predators attacked prey that ran from them.

She forced herself to stop and stand her ground, but this time, she kept her gaze on his chin. The seconds stretched, and she desperately wished she had a weapon—not that a weapon would save her.

A muscle in his cheek pulsed. “What’s in the box?”

His voice shivered all the way down her spine, deep and rumbling and dangerous.

“Nothing important,” she muttered, though she’d have preferred to say, “None of your damn business.”

Aware that he was watching her every move, she stuck the ring box back in her shirt for safe keeping. She really needed jeans with functional pockets.

He raised his eyebrows at her storage choice. She glared, daring him to comment. The silence stretched again.

Fingers whispered down her sides, then grabbed her hips and pulled them backward into a warm body. Piper wrenched forward with so much force she almost crashed into Ash. Whirling around, she let her fist fly.

It smacked solidly into Lyre’s palm, and he grinned.

“Feisty tonight,” he approved, stroking his fingers across the back of her hand. He was wearing the same t-shirt and jeans as earlier, but his feet were bare and his clothing rumpled, as though he’d been lying down moments before.

Lyre glanced at Ash. “Is this what it looks like? A midnight tryst?” He pouted. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

Recovering her wits, Piper pulled her fist out of his grip. “What are you doing? Go back to your room.”

“Would you like to come with me?” he breathed, shifting closer. His eyes darkened to shadow-dusted bronze as his gaze roved down her body and back up again, lingering in obvious places before coming to rest on her mouth.

Piper stepped back—and bumped into Ash, still standing in the doorway to his room. She was caught between him and Lyre with nowhere to go.

Oh, hell no. This was not going to happen.

Baring her teeth, she balled up her hand and drove it into Lyre’s stomach. He gasped and took a step backward. She shifted into a fighting stance and raised her fist for another strike.

Ash’s hand closed around her wrist, and he pushed her sideways. She whipped around again, but Ash now stood between her and Lyre.

Lyre’s eyes were amber again, the dark heat gone. A grimace twisted his sensual mouth as he massaged his stomach. “Was that necessary? We do in fact speak the same language. You could use words instead of your fist.”

She gave him a killing look. “Then here are some words: Don’t touch me like that. Ever.”

His gaze flicked questioningly across her face. “All right.”

She looked away. He was obviously wondering why, after all the times he’d flirted with her or teased her, she was suddenly setting a hard boundary.

It had been fun before, harmless and kind of an ego boost. It didn’t feel that way anymore.

Uncrossing her arms, she pointed at Ash’s open bedroom door. “It’s the middle of the night. Would you please go back to⁠—”

A deafening boom hit Piper so hard that the sound turned into an unidentifiable scream in her ears. The floor quaked beneath her feet as the entire Consulate rocked on its foundation. Dust drifted from the ceiling, and fine cracks webbed across the walls.

The noise died to intermittent crashes and clatters from somewhere below. Piper, Lyre, and Ash stood frozen in the hallway, their faces matching expressions of shock.

What the hell had just happened?


Chapter Five


PIPER


A single thought penetrated Piper’s shock: Downstairs, at the other end of the manor, something had exploded.

Lyre and Ash were both facing the stairs, listening.

For a few terrifying moments, silence had settled over the Consulate—but now, noise was rising again. Clatters, clunks, footsteps, voices. It was an unintelligible jumble, but it sent a spike of panic through Piper’s chest.

Her father and uncle were down there somewhere.

She took a lunging step forward—and another crash shook the house. Not an explosion, but a shrieking bang like a bulldozer driving through a wall. The Consulate’s front wall, judging by the direction of the sound.

“What was that?” she whispered. She wasn’t sure why, but a scared little corner of her brain did not want to make any loud noises.

More clatters, clangs, and slams echoed from the foyer. A loud thump, then another crash. Was a daemon delegate on a rampage? Where were Quinn and Calder? All she could hear was crunching and thudding.

A sudden movement—Ash’s dragonet sweeping past the three of them, wings beating as it soared down the hall toward the stairs. Ash followed.

Piper’s paralysis snapped. “Wait!”

Ash didn’t stop. Piper took two running steps to catch up to him, almost reaching out to grab his arm before stopping herself.

“You’re supposed to stay up here,” she said as his gaze cut to her. “I’ll go see what⁠—”

Her voice broke off, the rest of her sentence forgotten as their eyes met.

His irises were black. Not stormy, not dark gray, but solid, light-devouring ebony. There was nothing human or civilized about those eyes, and the hard, merciless lines of his face were just as terrifying.

Her feet rooted to the floor, and he kept walking. Another crash on the main level shook the floor.

Trying to stop Ash would get her killed, so she’d just have to beat him down there instead. She launched into a sprint. He was almost at the end of the hall, where the stairs and an unobstructed view down into the foyer waited.

She barreled toward him, intending to brush past him—but he pivoted. Inhumanly fast, he grabbed her arm, almost yanking her off her feet, and swung her behind him. As she caught her balance from the violent relocation, he backed up, forcing her away from the stairs with him.

“What are you doing?” she demanded, trying to step past only for him to block her with an outstretched arm.

“You don’t want to go down there,” he growled. “There’s a choronzon.”

“A choronzon?” Lyre repeated, catching up to them. “What the hell is a choronzon doing here?”

Piper tried to sidestep around Ash. How did he know what was down there? He hadn’t gotten close enough to the stairs to see anything. “What’s a choronzon? Is that a daemon caste?”

Another bang erupted from the main level, followed by the sound of snapping wood—like the railing being ripped off the staircase.

“It’s a beast,” Lyre said tersely. “From the Underworld.”

Piper’s blood chilled.

“They’re big and nasty,” he added as he turned to Ash. “Fighting it is a bad idea—a very bad idea.”

Ash hesitated, the air around him sizzling with the growing weight of power.

A deep, wet-sounding grunt echoed up the stairs.

Sucking in a breath, Piper grabbed Lyre’s arm. “I know a different way to get downstairs. Come on!”

Lyre seized Ash’s arm and yanked the draconian after him as Piper dragged them back through the sitting room and into the far hall. There were three bedroom doors—hers, her father’s, and her uncle’s. She swerved into her room. The two daemons piled in after her, and she locked the door.

With the two daemons watching expectantly, she threw open her closet doors and started flinging clothes out. Assorted shoes followed, then an armload of old stuffed animals.

“What are you doing?” Lyre asked, pulling a pink bra off his shoulder and tossing it onto her bed. Ash edged behind Lyre to get out of the path of flying clothes, his attention on the door.

Piper threw another handful of laundry out of her way and found the tiny panel where the floor joined the wall at the back of the closet. She pressed it. A loud click echoed through the closet and a section of wall popped inward. She shoved it open to reveal a tall, narrow passage.

“Secret escape route,” she said shortly.

Her bedroom door clunked, the sound making her jump. Wood groaned as it bowed inward, and cracks splintered down the length of the door. Something was pushing against it—something really big and really strong.

Heart hammering in her throat, Piper turned sideways and shuffled into the passage as fast as she could, trusting the daemons to follow. Lyre squeezed in after her, swearing under his breath at the sound of tearing fabric. The faint light of the bedroom vanished with a click as Ash closed the hidden panel.

Wood split loudly, the sound muffled by the walls. The choronzon was in her room.

She scuttled down the passage until her foot met the edge of a drop-off in the darkness. Lyre was right behind her, his breathing loud in the cramped space.

Feeling around with her foot, she searched for the first rung of the ladder—only then remembering that Quinn had removed the ladder last year to stop her from sneaking downstairs. Why hadn’t she remembered that two minutes ago?

“The ladder is gone,” she hissed in dismay.

An ear-splitting bang made Lyre jolt into her, almost knocking her in headfirst. The hideous sound of tearing wood filled the tunnel, and light from her bedroom illuminated the drop in front of Piper.

More cracks, snaps, and thuds. It sounded like the choronzon was cramming itself into the narrow passage—and destroying the walls in the process. How freakishly large was this thing?

“Hurry up!” Ash barked.

Piper jumped, her knees bent for the impact. Her feet hit the floor, and pain shot through her heels.

A whoosh of air overhead was her only warning, and she scrambled out of the way as Lyre landed beside her.

“Go!” he said urgently.

The passage was slightly wider on this level and ran the length of the manor. She dashed down it, desperate to get out of the confined space before the choronzon caught up to them. A faint light shone around the edges of a panel set in the passage wall—an exit into the foyer.

Behind her, the crashing and snapping was as deafening as a landslide. She couldn’t tell whether the choronzon was on their level.

She reached the panel. Panic gripped her as she felt around wildly for the release latch. Lyre crowded in behind her, Ash right behind him.

Where was the latch? Her hands slid all around the edges, picking up slivers from the rough wood. The walls trembled, wood groaning.

Pushing her aside, Ash slapped his hand to the panel. The air crackled, and then the panel burst apart, shards of wood flying across the foyer.

Lyre sprang out ahead of her and into the front foyer. He spun and snatched Piper’s arm, hauling her out, then reached back for Ash as the draconian filled the opening.

Ash’s feet went out from under him. He pitched forward as his legs were yanked backward. A blood-red tentacle as thick as an arm spun around his neck and dragged him into the dark passageway.

“Ash!” she shouted.

“Go find your father.” Lyre shoved Piper away from the passage. “Now!”

Without a backward glance, he dove in after Ash. A soundless concussion from inside made dust sift from the ceiling.

Piper spun, taking in the foyer in a single panicked sweep—the arched double doors obliterated, debris littering the floor, half the railing posts bent or broken on the grand staircase. The chair behind the reception desk had been crushed into kindling, and dramatic smears of blood streaked the white marble floor. There was no other sign of Consul Owen.

She sprinted out of the foyer. The meeting room was near the back of the manor, and as she raced down the hall toward it, the acrid odor of burnt things assaulted her.

The meeting room door was no longer on its hinges and lay in the hallway. With panic jolting through every synapse of her brain, Piper careened across the threshold.

Her limbs locked. She slid to a halt, struggling to process the scene before her.

The exterior wall had been turned into a jagged, gaping hole. The heavy wooden table had been flipped onto its side. Chairs had been obliterated. Chunks of the wall and ceiling littered the floor. Blackened, charred surfaces glowed with live embers.

And bodies. Dead bodies were scattered amongst the destruction, blistered, scorched, and broken.

Somewhere among them were her father and uncle.


Chapter Six


ASH


Entering the cramped secret passage had been a mistake. He should have jumped out the window instead.

The cold, slimy grip of a tentacle constricted around Ash’s bare ankle with bruising force and pulled his foot out from under him. He fell forward, inches from the escape into the foyer.

A second tentacle, as thick as his forearm, coiled around his neck and squeezed.

The choronzon dragged him into the shadowy passage. Twisting, Ash glimpsed a gaping mouth large enough to engulf his torso, lined with rows of hooked teeth and framed by thick, writhing tentacles. The beast’s boneless body was crammed into the narrow space, the walls creaking and splitting from the pressure.

The creature pulled Ash closer, and he grabbed its upper and lower jaws before it could shove him down its pulsing throat. More tentacles wrapped around his limbs, trying to force him inside, and the appendage around his neck squeezed harder. The beast heaved on top of him, crushing him beneath its weight, and his hand slipped on the slimy teeth.

The huge mouth engulfed his arm, and three rows of fangs sank into his flesh.

Fist clenched inside the beast’s mouth, Ash snapped his fingers open. Power surged down his arm and exploded from his hand in a blast of black flames. The choronzon reared back, yellow blood smearing the walls.

It was barely a scratch—choronzons were difficult to kill—but Ash couldn’t unleash a proper attack any more than he could drop glamour in such a small space.

He sensed movement behind him.

Lyre appeared, golden magic swirling across both hands. With a flash, his first spell sliced into the tentacles binding Ash, severing three and damaging more. Lyre’s second cast burst against the choronzon’s face—or its bulbous approximation of one.

Ash tore free of the beast’s hold. Pushing Lyre backward with one hand, he unleashed another wave of ebony fire, filling the passage with heat and smoke.

He and Lyre scrambled into the Consulate’s front foyer. The apprentice girl was nowhere in sight.

Facing the passage, Ash widened his stance, prepared to drop glamour and take this fight to the next level.

Beside him, Lyre pulled a silver chain out from under the neckline of his shirt and ran his fingers along the dozen colorful, pea-sized gemstones hanging from it. He snapped an emerald free.

Magic sparked over his fingers. Then he tossed the gem into the passage.

They waited. Within the darkness of the passage, wood creaked as the choronzon shifted its massive weight—then a blaze of golden light erupted. The walls vibrated and the floor shuddered.

The light died away. Silence.

“Think it’s dead?” Lyre asked.

“Maybe.” Ash couldn’t sense any movement inside the passage. “Let’s get out of the house.”

If the choronzon was still alive, they’d have a better chance of killing it out in the open. He and Lyre hastened through the rubble of the entryway and out the gap where the double doors used to be.

The cool night breeze hit the open wounds on Ash’s arm, but he ignored the searing pain as he angled toward the rear of the property. “Which way did the apprentice go?”

Lyre caught his wrist. “Not sure, but your arm⁠—”

Ash pulled away, impatience burning through him. “We need to find the girl.”

“What you need is to stop bleeding. Stand still for one minute, would you?”

Teeth gritted, Ash waited as Lyre sent a hot wave of healing magic into his arm. The wounds burned excruciatingly, and the bleeding slowed to a trickle.

Lyre released him. “I’ll do more later, but you know I’m shit at healing.”

“I’m not any better. This is enough.” Ash powered forward, lengthening his stride.

Where was the apprentice?

Zwi flew out of the darkness and swept past Ash on silent wings, circling the house to watch for the choronzon. The breeze shifted, carrying a foul odor of charred wood, flesh, and death to his nose. He broke into a run, racing toward the back of the house.

A smoking hole yawned in the side of the manor. Hunks of debris littered the lawn. Scents crisscrossed the grass—far too many for the number of delegates and consuls.

The scene was unnaturally quiet, broken only by the soft pop and crackle of burning wood and the muffled sound of harsh, panting female breaths coming from somewhere inside.

Ash stepped over the rubble, Lyre a few feet behind him. Just inside were the bloody, blackened remains of whoever had been sitting closest to the explosion. They were scarcely recognizable, but Ash picked out two haemon consuls by scent. Half buried in rubble was a pair of female daemons, their chestnut curls charred and crumbling.

He crunched across the ruins of the room. There, an older griffin in red. Thrown against the wall with killing force, a dark-haired daeva stared with dim, lifeless violet eyes. A pair of legs and the bottom of a black cloak stuck out beneath a heavy block of exterior wall, the bricks blackened with soot.

The meeting room had become a tomb, and there was only one living person inside it. The heavy table the daemons had been sitting around was on its side, peppered with shrapnel, two legs broken off. Ash stepped around it.

Kneeling on the other side, clutching the arm of a burnt corpse, was the apprentice.


Chapter Seven


PIPER


She found him behind the table, half buried under broken wood slats from the ceiling. She flung the rubble aside with numb, trembling fingers. She couldn’t see properly. Tears were flooding her eyes.

“No.” The word scraped her raw throat. “Please no.”

She shoved shards of wood off him and gently turned his face toward her. Blistering burns ravaged one cheek. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. His face was slack and lifeless, and without a telltale scowl or smile, she didn’t know if she was looking at her father or uncle.

Footsteps crunched, the sound coming closer. Piper didn’t move. She was paralyzed, her brain locked, unable to process, unable to accept what she was seeing.

“Piper.” That soft voice—it belonged to Lyre. He was crouched beside her, reaching out to grip her upper arms with careful hands. “Come on, Piper. Let him go.”

She realized she was clutching the man’s arm. Father. Uncle. She didn’t know, and that made it so much worse. When Lyre tried to draw her away, she held on even tighter.

Ash’s dark presence slid past her. He sank to sit on his heels across from her, the body between them. He touched two fingers to the charred shirt.

“He’s alive.”

Those two words were like a lightning strike through her chest. Her whole body jerked, a different tension tightening her muscles until they felt like they might snap.

“Can you help him?” she asked, voice shaking.

His dark eyes skimmed across the injuries. “I’m not good at healing magic.”

“You have to try!”

“I am,” he growled.

A sizzle of magic heated the air. She couldn’t see what Ash was doing, but now that she was looking for it, she could see the faint rise and fall of the man’s chest.

He was alive. The words repeated over and over in her head.

Lyre rose and moved toward another victim, checking their vitals. She waited where she was, afraid to move and distract Ash, her focus wholly consumed with watching for each tiny sign of life.

A low, rasping groan. A pained contortion. A flutter of one eyelid. His eye opened, blinked, focused—and found her face.

“Pi … per,” he rasped, scarcely making a sound.

Uncle Calder. This was Uncle Calder.

“I’m here,” she whispered, lightly squeezing his hand. “You’re—you’re going to be okay.”

Was she lying? No, he would be okay. He had to be. Tears streamed down her cheeks, blurring her vision.

“They took …” His lips moved, but only unintelligible puffs of air escaped his ravaged throat. “… Stone …”

“That doesn’t matter right now.”

His one working eye widened with emphasis. His throat rasped as he struggled to get the words out. “… can’t let them have it …”

“Okay,” she reassured him, giving zero shits about anything besides him not dying. “Just save your strength, okay?”

His eyelid fluttered, and the pained tightness in his face went slack. Her heart leaped with terror.

“Is he all right?” she demanded frantically. “What⁠—”

“Quiet,” Ash hissed.

She thought he wanted silence to concentrate—but then she heard the rumble of male voices and thudding footsteps drawing closer. She looked up.

A man in a black tactical vest and gray fatigues stood in the doorway. A large rifle rested in his hands, a white skull painted on the magazine. The red badge on his sleeve shone like a smear of fresh blood.

Half a dozen similarly dressed and armed men crowded in behind him, matching badges on each one. They were city prefects—and she harbored no delusions that they were here to help.

“Stand up and cross your arms over your chests,” the first man ordered. “Slowly now.”

On the other side of the overturned table, Lyre crossed his arms as instructed, pressing his palms against his opposite shoulders in a position that made it nearly impossible to cast magic without hitting himself. Piper didn’t move, her gaze swinging back to Ash.

His hand was still on Calder’s chest, his mouth tight with concentration.

“Last chance!” the man barked, hefting his weapon.

Ash finally looked up. Withdrawing his hand, he rose to his full height. The movement was more reminiscent of a cobra preparing to strike than a surrender.

Perspiration shone on the prefects’ foreheads, and they gripped their weapons, knuckles white and the barrels aimed at the draconian. Piper’s gaze caught on the nearest gun—on the fire-rate switch, which was set to “auto.”

She didn’t dare to so much as breathe.

Ash’s upper lip curled with disdain. Then he lifted his hands and pressed them to his chest as ordered.

The lead prefect smiled smugly, his rifle still aimed at Ash’s sternum, and cocked his head at the men behind him. “Arrest them.”
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Sitting cross-legged on the cool grass of the Consulate’s lawn, Piper stared at the steel handcuffs locked around her wrists. Fear boiled inside her, making her limbs quiver. Beside her, Lyre sat with his shoulders hunched and his wrists cuffed as well.

Ash was last in their sad little row. Not only were his wrists locked behind his back, but a magic-suppressing collar glinted around his neck—and it was clear the draconian very much disliked being collared. His posture was neutral, but his eyes had turned pitch black.

The darker a daemon’s eyes got, the closer they were to unchecked violence—a fun little quirk called “shading.” By the time their irises hit solid black, a smart person would be as far away as possible.

Unfortunately for Piper, she couldn’t go anywhere. Four prefects surrounded them, weapons ready to fire. Their attention—and aim—was primarily directed at Ash, but she didn’t plan to test them. Their old military M4A1 assault rifles might be seventy years old, but the bullets could still kill her.

She’d practiced with handguns and hunting rifles enough to learn the basics, but consuls relied on other weapons—ones that didn’t require constant maintenance, sketchy replacement parts, or difficult-to-acquire ammunition. Plus, a nice shiny dagger wouldn’t jam at the worst possible moment.

A voice called something, pulling Piper’s attention toward the gaping hole in the side of the Consulate. Inside the decimated meeting room, half a dozen prefects moved about, their flashlights flickering. A pair of men stumped out of the wreckage, carrying a stretcher between them.

Piper lurched forward, almost rising until a guard swung his rifle toward her. She craned her neck. As the stretcher passed, she glimpsed Calder’s burnt face.

“Where are they taking him?” she demanded.

The four prefect guards ignored her.

“That’s my uncle.” Her voice rose in volume and pitch. “Tell me where they’re taking him!”

Two of the men, one with a black bandana tied over his hair and the other wearing a backward ball cap, glanced at each other.

“Medical center,” the bandana guy grunted.

She sagged toward the ground, a tiny notch of panicky tension easing in her chest. Calder was going to get medical attention. He was going to survive. But what about her father?

A trio of prefects traipsed through the hole in the wall, making a beeline for Piper, Lyre, and Ash. She recognized the leader who’d given the order to arrest them, his hair cropped short and a grenade tattooed on the side of his neck.

He stopped in front of Piper, towering over her. “So.”

“So what?” she snapped, straightening her spine again. “Uncuff me. Head Consul Griffiths is my father, and you have no right to arrest me or invade Consulate grounds.”

Unsurprisingly, he didn’t bow to her demand. “If you want to tell me where your daddy is, I might consider uncuffing you.”

Her eyes darted toward the meeting room remains.

“Don’t pretend he’s in there,” the prefect said, catching her glance. “We already checked. Two dead consuls, neither of which are Quinn Griffiths, and five dead daemons.”

Her father wasn’t among the corpses in the meeting room? But he’d been leading the meeting. Had he escaped? No, he wouldn’t have abandoned Calder like that. And why were there only five daemon bodies? There had been eight delegates.

“Six dead daemons in total,” the prefect added with a smirk. “We found the last one on our way here to investigate the explosion. He was staggering around, blood all over him, raving mindlessly about ‘thieves.’”

Cold seeped into Piper’s skin, sharper than the night breeze.

“He mentioned something interesting before he died.” The prefect’s eyes glittered in the glare of nearby flashlights. “The Sahar Stone.”

Piper opened her mouth, but no sound came out.

“Is it here?” the prefect asked, his voice thick with greed. “Or did Quinn take it? All those dead consuls and daemons, but the Head Consul is missing. Well, little girl? Where did your dad disappear to?”

She clamped her jaw tight and snuck a glance at Lyre and Ash. They made no move to speak, their faces grim.

The prefect propped his rifle on his shoulder. “If the Sahar is here, we’ll find it. And if it isn’t”—his gaze raked over Piper before dragging across Lyre and Ash—“we’ll have plenty of opportunity to find out everything you three know.”

Nauseating fear curdled in Piper’s stomach.

The prefect waved at the four men standing guard. “Take them to the van.”

As the leader and his two cronies headed back toward the Consulate, bandana guy jerked his rifle in a “get up” gesture. She really wished they would be more careful where they pointed those things.

Piper ended up taking the lead, Lyre behind her, bandana prefect behind him. The other three guards surrounded Ash—two flanking him, one behind—and kept their rifles trained on him every step of the way.

Parked haphazardly on the Consulate’s front lawn, a motley collection of vehicles waited—two jeeps, two pickup trucks, and a large van, all black or crudely painted with black and gray camo.

The prefects directed her into the back of the van. Once Lyre and Ash were inside with her, bandana guy slammed the door shut, submerging the vehicle’s interior in darkness. Footfalls crunched back toward the manor, and silence fell.

“Well,” Lyre muttered, “this is fun.”

Homing in on his voice, Piper leaned close and whispered as quietly as she could, “Do you know what the Sahar Stone looks like?”

“No clue,” Lyre replied.

Piper bit her lower lip, her nerves clanging with dread.

“The Sahar is small.” Ash’s low, husky voice took her by surprise. “About the size of a grape, silver, and heavier than it looks.”

Piper struggled to breathe normally.

“Silver?” Lyre repeated, sounding mildly curious.

“It’s supposedly made from quicksilver.”

“Interesting. I wonder how the weaver solidified it?”

As the two daemons conversed, oh-so-casual as if they weren’t both handcuffed and locked in a prefect van, Piper pressed her upper arms against her breasts to squeeze them together. Her father’s ring box dug uncomfortably into her flesh.

And inside it was a mysterious gem that could only be the Sahar Stone.


Chapter Eight


PIPER


“We have to get out of here,” Piper hissed.

“Obviously,” Lyre replied, invisible in the darkness. “I’d prefer not to end up in a warehouse somewhere with a dirty sack over my head.”

Piper gritted her teeth. “They think we helped steal the Sahar Stone.”

“Oh, is it stolen? How do you know that?”

It hadn’t actually been stolen—but it was missing. Because she had it.

“Calder said ‘they’ took the Sahar,” Ash revealed unexpectedly.

Piper blinked. Calder had said that, hadn’t he? But he couldn’t have witnessed the Sahar’s theft when the Sahar hadn’t been in the meeting room.

Still, whatever Calder had meant, it worked in her favor.

“Exactly,” she said. “The Sahar was stolen, and we’re going to take the blame. Don’t you realize what that means?”

“Sure.” Lyre’s voice was full of dry nonchalance. “As soon as it gets out to the daemon community that we might have the Sahar, every greedy bastard in the three realms will hunt us down and flay the flesh from our bones in the hope of claiming its power for themselves.”

She grimaced at that colorful imagery. “So,” she said emphatically, “we should escape. Like, right now.”

She needed to get out of this van and away from the prefects before anyone got the idea of stripping the prisoners of their belongings. Once they found the Sahar Stone on her, it was game over.

“Do you have a plan for escaping?” Lyre asked, still sounding infuriatingly unbothered.

Piper jangled her handcuffs. “Get out of the van and run like hell?”

Lyre’s sigh fluttered through the pitch-black interior. A pinprick of golden light appeared, illuminating the palm of his hand and casting a soft glow over the barren interior and plexiglass wall that separated the driver’s compartment. He was sitting cross-legged, and with a jolt, she realized his wrists were handcuff-free.

“When—I mean, how …” She trailed off, not sure what question to ask first.

Lyre shrugged. “Everyone always assumes incubi are useless, but not even putting a magic-dampening collar on me? It’s kind of insulting.”

Raising his light spell a little higher, he glanced to his right. Piper followed his gaze and stiffened with a thrill of fear when her eyes found Ash’s silhouette in the darkness, only the faintest glimmer of golden light catching on his hair. Even sitting with his arms bent behind him, he loomed like a living shadow.

“Need some help?” Lyre asked him.

Ash made a scoffing noise. He flexed his shoulders, and the chain between his handcuffs rattled as it pulled taut. The muscles in his arms bunched with strength.

Pop.

He relaxed his arms and pulled his hands in front of him. The broken chain hung from his bent cuffs.

Piper stared. “How did you do that?”

“With effort.” He shook his wrists, a few trickles of blood running down his skin where the metal had cut him, then raised both hands to grip the collar around his neck.

No way. He might be freakishly strong and capable of snapping metal links, but he couldn’t break that solid steel ring with brute force … could he?

He didn’t wrench at the collar. He simply held it, his eyes closed. The air grew hot and dense around him, and with a hissing crackle, the collar crumbled to dust. Piper’s jaw unhinged, her face slack with disbelief. Had he used magic to break a magic-dampening collar? How was that possible?

“Aside from escaping the van,” Lyre said conversationally, “what’s the larger plan? Fleeing the scene of a crime won’t convince anyone we didn’t steal the Sahar.”

She tried to come up with an answer that didn’t involve the words “Sahar Stone” and “in my shirt.”

“The only way anyone will believe we aren’t the thieves,” Ash said, “is if the real thieves are caught red-handed. We can deal with that problem once we’re away from the prefects.”

Piper nodded eagerly. “Any ideas on how to get out of this stupid van?”

Ash tilted his head toward the rear doors as though listening to something. Lyre extinguished his minuscule light spell.

A soft click, then a clunk. One of the doors cracked open. Ash nudged it a few more inches, and a pair of golden eyes appeared in the gap—Ash’s dragonet. A set of keys hung from her mouth.

Ash slipped out the door, and with jangling handcuffs, Piper scooted hastily after him—and promptly collided with his back. He’d stopped in the van’s shadow, his dragonet curled over his shoulders like a cat and her mane ruffled with self-importance.

Lyre squeezed out of the van to join them. A dozen yards away, the Consulate was lit up like a party house, light spilling from the windows, broken wall, and choronzon-smashed front doors. Dark figures moved in and out of the destroyed front entrance.

Ash rounded the corner of the van into the deeper shadows on its far side. Piper took one last longing look at the Consulate and followed him, Lyre on her heels. Ash peeked into the passenger window, then opened the door and gestured for Piper to get in.

Breathing fast, she crawled onto the stained fabric seat, keeping below the windows. Lyre squished in beside her, pushing her hip uncomfortably into the padded armrest. Ash shut the door with barely a sound and vanished from the window.

A few seconds later, the driver’s door opened and Ash slid into the seat. The key was in the ignition the next second. The engine started with a cough of protest. He shifted the vehicle into gear, and with more restraint than Piper could have managed, let the van roll forward. No one looked twice at the slowly passing van.

Only when Ash turned off the Consulate’s long drive and onto the cracked pavement of the highway did he put his foot down. The engine roared, and he switched off the vehicle’s lights. The road and bordering trees vanished in the darkness.

Piper stared at her handcuffs so she didn’t have to look at the invisible road whipping beneath the van. She assumed Ash could see well enough to navigate, but that didn’t make it any easier to watch. Lyre propped his elbow on the door, saying nothing, his nonchalant humor snuffed by the gravity of their escape.

The silence pressed in on the cab, and Piper couldn’t bring herself to break it. She didn’t want to ask Ash where they were going in case he said he didn’t know.

Now that they’d escaped, the prefects would be doubly certain that she, Lyre, and Ash had been involved in the explosion, murdered all those daemon delegates, and stolen the Sahar Stone. Once news of the Sahar’s presence in the city and subsequent disappearance spread, prefects would become the least of Piper’s worries. There was nowhere safe to go.

And the fact she had the Sahar only made it worse.

Pinpricks of light grew visible against the black sky, giving shape to Brinford’s skyscrapers. Some structures were lit with dozens of glowing windows. Some were dark, scarcely visible in the night. And some were crumbling skeletons with gaping holes revealed by the hazy light pollution.

Piper pressed her hands to her thighs as the van passed the gated, guarded entrance to the suburb where she attended high school. The guardhouses were brightly lit, the security personnel slightly more reputable than the city prefects.

Beyond the suburb, crumbling commercial buildings took over. Ash slowed his reckless speed as the van’s tires bumped over pits, cracks, and holes in the road. The bones of broken-down vehicles dissolved into rust in front of boarded-up businesses. Half the streetlamps were bent, broken, or missing, and of the ones still standing, only a third cast a sickly yellow beam down onto the dilapidated street.

Stray dogs scuttled along the trash-littered sidewalk, and the occasional shape of a person could be glimpsed in the patchy light. Daemons, most likely. Humans stayed home and locked their doors after dark.

There were better areas in Brinford, and ones that were much worse. Most cities were like this: half empty and slowly collapsing, with a few havens of almost functional societies that were zealously guarded by their inhabitants or by the city prefects or, rarely, by both.

The world had been like this for the past seventy years, irreparably changed by the bombs, biological warfare, and weapons of mass destruction that had nearly wiped humanity out of existence. Her history lessons weren’t clear about what had started the war. Mankind had only bothered to remember what had ended it.

Piper surreptitiously glanced at Ash, with a reddish-purple sheen to his dark hair and strength that could snap a handcuff chain, then at Lyre, with his pale blond hair and arresting amber eyes, who’d escaped his handcuffs without Piper even noticing.

Those feats were mere party tricks compared to what daemons could do when they let loose.

She, Ash, and Lyre had ended up in this mess together, united by their common goal of survival. But she couldn’t let her guard down. If they knew she had the Sahar Stone—no, if Ash knew, he would kill her, take the Sahar, and head straight back to his home realm: the Underworld.

Which meant when push came to shove, she was completely on her own.


Chapter Nine


ASH


He should kill the apprentice, take the Sahar Stone, and return to the Underworld.

Ash drummed his fingers on his knee, his gaze sweeping across the skyline before dropping to the car he’d stolen after dumping the prefect van. The rusting sedan was parked between two vehicle skeletons in a graveyard of old cars, the dead machinery scattered randomly or stacked in flattened piles.

He’d chosen one of the tallest piles of crushed automobiles as a lookout spot, where he could surveil their surroundings while keeping an eye on the car. Not that he cared about the car. It was the apprentice inside it that he didn’t want out of his sight.

The apprentice and the Sahar Stone.

A low growl of frustration rumbled in his chest. He slashed his gaze across the city block again. The only sign of life was a scrawny cat slinking among the trash. Zwi, who was gliding in lazy circles on the heat rising from the miles of concrete, hadn’t reported anything of concern.

Scuffing sounds preceded a muttered curse as Lyre climbed the stack of twisted metal. Reaching Ash’s narrow perch a few feet below the top of the stack, Lyre sat beside him and squinted against the midmorning light. He was wearing a pair of shoes stolen from a nearby shop when they’d switched vehicles. They didn’t look comfortable.

Ash wasn’t particularly comfortable either, the sturdy pants and shoes he’d stolen from the same shop fitting him just as poorly. He deeply regretted changing into sleep clothes in an attempt to convince the apprentice he had been obliviously slumbering in his bedroom instead of waiting for Quinn to give away the Sahar’s location. If only Ash had realized that Quinn had already passed the Sahar off to such an illogical recipient that Ash had missed it entirely.

“So,” Lyre said. “The Sahar Stone.”

His words were heavy with implication. Ash didn’t reply, keeping watch for danger he knew wasn’t there—yet.

“Is that your assignment?”

Again, Ash said nothing.

“When are you planning to take it from Piper?”

Ash’s attention snapped to Lyre, who gazed back at him steadily. Ash shouldn’t have been surprised. Very little slipped past Lyre.

With a rough exhale, he shook his head. “Not yet.”

Lyre propped his chin on his hand. “Assignment or not, you know the Sahar’s reputation—what it’s supposed to be capable of. That isn’t something we want in the hands of your ‘employer.’” Mocking distaste filled his voice on the last word.

“Obviously not,” Ash replied.

“But you’re still trying to steal it for him?” Lyre waited for a beat. “You’ve disobeyed orders before.”

“That isn’t an option this time.”

“Handing a weapon like that to the most powerful warlord in the three realms isn’t an option either.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

Ash cast a glare at Lyre, but the incubus didn’t flinch.

“We’ve made impossible things happen before.” Lyre pointed at his own chest. “For example, I’ve been alive for the past five years.”

Ash ran a hand over his face and into his hair, pushing the tangled locks off his forehead. He should just kill the apprentice and take the Sahar to the Underworld. It would solve half his problems immediately … but leave him exponentially more fucked by the rest.

With a muffled clunk, the sedan’s passenger door opened. An auburn ponytail appeared as the apprentice climbed out of the car.

“I thought she was sleeping,” Ash growled.

Lyre shrugged one shoulder. “Guess not.”

They waited silently as the girl climbed up to join them. She sat beside Lyre, her gaze darting over Ash with wary consideration.

Human or daemon, they all made the same mistake. Ash was the more obvious predator, so Lyre was labeled as harmless and then ignored. A foolish mistake.

“We need to talk,” she said firmly, rubbing her bruised wrists. Lyre had removed her handcuffs while Ash had been stealing shoes.

Ash studied the girl. For a human who’d been attacked by an Underworld beast, found her dying uncle in a room full of mangled corpses, didn’t know if her father was alive, and was on the run with an incubus and a draconian, she was remarkably calm.

“I’ve been thinking,” she went on without waiting for a response, “about what you said, Ash.”

His eyebrows crept up. “What did I say?”

“That the only way anyone will believe we didn’t steal the Sahar is if the real thieves are caught red-handed.” Her eyes, brown-specked green, blazed with determination. “That’s what we need to do.”

Lyre propped his arm on his knee. “You’ve lost me.”

“We need to find the real thieves and make sure they get caught with the Sahar,” she explained impatiently. “It’s the only way we won’t be hunted for the rest of our lives by daemons who think we have it.”

Lyre gazed at her for a moment, flicked a glance at Ash, then said, “Ah, of course. Find the real thieves. That makes perfect sense.”

She frowned at his dry tone, unaware both he and Ash knew the Sahar hadn’t been stolen. Regardless of whatever pain-fevered babble had escaped Calder, there were no “real thieves” to catch.

When Ash had described the Sahar for her, fear had tinged her scent. He was certain that was the moment she’d realized what she was carrying, but it also begged the question of why she had the Sahar if she hadn’t known what it was. Had Quinn handed it to her with no explanation?

“Going back to the Consulate to look for clues isn’t smart,” she plowed on as though Lyre and Ash had agreed with her idea. “But Uncle Calder knows what happened. He can tell us everything.”

“He might not be in any condition to answer questions,” Lyre pointed out. “And the prefects will expect you to try to reach him. It would be smarter to lie low.”

The apprentice shook her head vehemently. “Finding the thieves is the only way. Even if Uncle Calder can’t point us toward whoever attacked the Consulate, he should know what happened to my father.”

Ah. So that’s what she wanted. Not the Sahar Stone—which she already had—and not the nonexistent thieves. She wanted to find her father.

And the little apprentice was using Ash to make it happen.

Looking away from her determined expression—more of a glare—he scanned the drab urban vista. He didn’t care about the Head Consul or where he’d disappeared to. He didn’t care who had attacked the Consulate, killed the delegates, set a choronzon on him, and attempted to steal the Sahar.

However, only four people knew for certain that the Sahar hadn’t been stolen: Ash, Lyre, Quinn, and the apprentice. To everyone else, whoever had attacked the Consulate had also stolen the Sahar. And that false assumption might be enough for Ash to salvage this mess.

He pushed to his feet. “Let’s go, then.”

The girl blinked up at him. “Go where?”

Ash glanced once more across the decrepit, crumbling maze of concrete, shadows, and trouble. “To find your uncle.”


Chapter Ten


PIPER


The medical center was a boxy gray structure, four stories tall, squashed between a dry goods shop and a shabby apartment building. The glow of its windows was harsh and bright in the fading evening light, illuminating two armed prefects standing guard outside. A handful of miserable-looking civilians loitered nearby, either waiting for someone inside or waiting for permission to enter.

Prefect guards were standard for medical centers, which had life-saving medications—and not-so-critical drugs—stashed inside. But it made infiltrating the building a lot more difficult.

Piper stood behind a dumpster across the street, Ash beside her. His attention was on Lyre, who was walking up the sidewalk toward the prefects, arm pressed to his face in a very convincing coughing fit. The main entrance of the center was closed for the night—a metal security shutter drawn down over it—and the only way in was through a single metal door.

Piper bit the inside of her cheek as Lyre neared the guards. He half lowered his arm, said something she couldn’t hear, then stepped back as another coughing fit overtook him.

Looking grossed out, a prefect waved him inside. He disappeared through the door, and Piper let out the breath she’d been holding.

“Come on,” Ash said as he reversed direction, moving deeper into the alley.

Piper followed as the draconian led her in a wide circle around the medical center, keeping out of sight of the guards. When she’d suggested they find her uncle, she’d been prepared to beg and plead for Ash’s help. She was equal parts relieved and troubled that he’d agreed so easily. Did he want to clear his name before the rest of the daemon community found out he supposedly had the Sahar? Or was he hoping for a chance to make the artifact his?

She surreptitiously pressed her hand to the front of her shirt. The ring box dug into her skin. At this rate, she would have a permanent dent in her boobs, but she wasn’t removing it from her bra for anything short of imminent death. It had been frightening enough to wake up from a quick nap in the back of their stolen car to find the ring box half out of her shirt. Maybe she should duct-tape it in place.

A few minutes later, she and Ash were lurking in another alley, watching the rear door of the medical center—a solid steel barrier with no exterior handle.

Turning her head slightly, she brought Ash into her peripheral vision. Something about the way he always seemed to be in shadow was unnatural. His inscrutable expression was even more unnerving. Aside from a general air of menace, he was impossible to read. She couldn’t tell if he was apprehensive, angry, mildly annoyed, or moments away from killing her.

Refocusing on the door, she chewed her lower lip. How long should they wait? Lyre was an incubus with supernatural skills in persuasion, but that didn’t mean he could get past prefect guards, sweet talk his way through multiple security doors, sneak away from any witnesses, and make it all the way to⁠—

The metal door cracked open, and Lyre’s blond head appeared. He glanced around the alley expectantly.

Ash strode forward to meet the incubus, and Piper hurried to catch up, trying not to look too disbelieving. As they reached the door, Ash’s dragonet swooped out of the darkness and landed on her master’s shoulder.

“Any trouble?” Ash murmured as he and Piper stepped into the eye-watering fluorescent lights of an otherwise empty hallway. Though no one else was in sight, a muffled cacophony of voices, beeping, clattering, and footfalls warned of nearby throngs of people.

“One of the nurses got overly handsy with me.” Lyre tsked. “Hardly professional. But I did find out that the consul with burns brought in last night is on the third floor.”

Piper squinted at Lyre. How had he had time to find that out while also navigating all the way through the building without arousing suspicion?

“Do you know where the stairs are?” Ash asked Lyre, already striding down the hall.

“I saw a sign near the⁠—”

Lyre broke off as a pair of women in scrubs hastened around the corner just ahead, both looking harried and exhausted.

“What are you three doing back here?” the older one demanded, wariness tightening her face.

Piper opened her mouth, but before she could begin to come up with a plausible explanation that wouldn’t have them screaming for a prefect, Lyre swept ahead of her.

“A beautiful apparition,” he purred. “Tell me you’re here to save me from this maze of hallways.”

The women’s eyes widened as he swooped down on them, their cheeks instantly reddening. His voice lowered, his words no longer audible, but the notes of thrumming seduction were undeniable. The women looked ready to save him from literally anything as long as he kept talking.

Piper stared at his back, unable to look away, as though he were exuding a magnetic force. A slow flush spread through her body, making her fingers and toes tingle. A warm, heavy longing settled in her lower belly like smoldering coals that needed a single breath to burst into flame.

Cool fingers closed around her hand. Piper jolted. Ash towed her in the opposite direction, and she stumbled after him before getting her legs moving. Embarrassment burned in her cheeks.

She knew better than to look at an incubus on the hunt. Supernatural good looks weren’t Lyre’s only weapon. All incubi packed a magical seduction punch, aptly called “aphrodesia,” that could turn any woman into a helpless puddle of desire. It didn’t matter how unlikely his attention, how exaggerated his compliments, or how farfetched his promises. No girl was immune.

All daemons had unique abilities inherent to their castes. There were hundreds of castes—which were less like ethnic variations and more like different species on the same “daemon” branch of the evolutionary tree—and hundreds of caste abilities. And many castes weren’t all that keen on sharing details of their powers.

Draconians like Ash, as an example. All she knew was they were considered one of the most powerful castes in the Underworld.

Still pulling her by the hand as though she might bolt back toward Lyre, Ash navigated past a series of storage rooms before rounding a corner into chaos.

Stretchers and wheeled beds lined one wall. Exam rooms with curtains filled the hallway’s other side. Nurses and doctors were either bent over patients or zipping from one location to another, half of them pushing small rolling carts of medical supplies with them.

Ash plunged straight in, and since he walked like he knew where he was going and was in a hurry to get there, no one stopped him or Piper. With a slight start, she realized his dragonet had vanished from his shoulders at some point.

Passing two rooms with crying children and a stretcher with a man shouting profanity at a nurse, Ash swerved toward a door with a staircase symbol on it. Piper breathed a sigh of relief as the door clanked shut behind them, reducing the volume of hallway noise by half.

Keeping right behind Ash, Piper jogged up two flights. At the heavy fire door, Ash paused to listen before cracking it open to look into the hallway.

His shoulders went rigid. He didn’t move, tension radiating off him.

“What’s wrong?” Piper hissed. “Ash? Hello?”

He didn’t react for another long moment, then withdrew and silently shut the door. His jaw was tight, eyes shadowed and that intangible feeling of danger saturating the air around him again.

“Ash?” she whispered cautiously.

He finally glanced at her. “There’s a man in the hallway.”

“Okay,” she said slowly. “A prefect?”

“A doctor.”

She narrowed her eyes. They’d passed multiple doctors on the main floor with no issues. “So what’s the problem?”

“He’s a daemon. He’ll recognize me if he sees me.”

“What do we do, then?”

“Wait.”

Wait? How long were they supposed to stand here?

As Piper shifted impatiently, a slight motion near her head made her turn. A coin-sized spider was creeping along the wall two feet from her face. She sucked in a breath and held it, her stare locked on the creepy crawler.

“What are you doing?” Ash growled.

Startled by the closeness of his voice, Piper realized she’d backed into him to get away from the spider. She was pressed against his side, and he had a hand braced on the stairwell door to keep himself upright.

She jerked away from him. “Uh—what are we waiting for?”

“Zwi is distracting the daemon.”

“Zwi?”

“My dragonet.”

Oh, so that was her name. It was unexpectedly cute, and Piper was tempted to ask if Ash had chosen it.

“Where are my keys?” a male voice asked, sounding as though it were right on the other side of the door. “They were in my pocket a minute ago.”

A muffled voice responded, and then the man said, “I must have left them in my office.”

Ash waited a few more seconds before pulling the door open and stepping into a sterile white hall with a worn linoleum floor. A man in green scrubs with dark hair in a low, short ponytail and a brunette in purple scrubs were just disappearing around a corner at the other end.

With a quiet trilling sound, Zwi landed on Ash’s shoulder, a ring of keys hanging from her mouth. She dropped them into Ash’s hand before flying off down the hall after the doctor/nurse pair.

Ash pocketed the stolen keys, and Piper let him take the lead again. She wasn’t normally a follow-the-leader type, but she didn’t like Ash behind her. Her experiences with daemons had always been within the rule-bound confines of the Consulate. Out here, she had no idea what to expect.

This floor was quiet compared to the unbridled madhouse that was the main level. Piper and Ash were able to avoid the staff as they zipped down the halls, checking the names on the folders clipped to each door.

At room 344, Ash stopped. He detached the folder and passed it to Piper. “Calder Griffiths” was written at the top.

With her heart in her throat, Piper flipped it open and skimmed the first page. “Burns … damage to left eye … broken ribs … oh no. It says his throat was damaged.” She looked up at Ash. “What if Uncle Calder can’t talk?”

Ash didn’t reply. His gaze swept along the hall, and his nostrils flared as he inhaled.

Trepidation danced along Piper’s spine. It was too quiet. Wouldn’t the prefects have stationed a guard in front of Calder’s room, knowing Piper might try to see him? Why was there no one here? Was her uncle even in the room?

Needing to know, she stepped past Ash and reached for the doorknob.

The door swung open before she could touch the handle.


Chapter Eleven


PIPER


As the door handle disappeared from under Piper’s hand, Ash grabbed her arm. He swung her behind him and backed up so swiftly that Piper had to grab his shirt for balance as she stumbled to keep pace.

A tall, muscular man in black leather stood in the open doorway, grinning—no, leering. Two even taller men flanked him.

All three were daemons.

Even though glamour made daemons nearly indistinguishable from humans, Piper had developed a gut instinct for when she was looking at a daemon. They had this feeling to them.

These three were big, mean, and radiated arrogant power. The taller pair had tightly curled black hair and thick beards, while the one in the middle had shoulder-length blond hair tucked behind his ears.

“Well, well, well,” the blond one drawled, as though that one word said everything. His attention was on Ash. “Are you here to finish off the consul? You should’ve killed him properly the first time.”

Panic bubbled under the surface of Piper’s skin, and she knew she should keep her mouth shut—but she couldn’t, not when her uncle might be in that room.

“What were you doing in there?” she demanded.

They ignored her.

“You really fucked things up good, didn’t you?” the blond daemon went on in his gravelly voice. “That’s fine with me. I’ve been waiting years for permission to rip you apart limb by limb.”

One of the taller daemons grinned eagerly. “It’s been a long time coming.”

Piper gritted her teeth. Had these daemons heard that Ash had stolen the Sahar? Or did they have some other beef with the draconian mercenary?

Ash gazed inscrutably at the trio of daemons, all of whom outweighed and outmuscled him. His eyes flicked to Piper—and his irises were pitch black.

Her stomach flipped. This was the third time she’d seen him fully shade, and once again, he seemed unnaturally calm instead of aggressive—but a frightened voice in the back of her head warned that he could switch from calm to vicious in the instant between heartbeats.

He looked from her to the doorway, his stare pointed and his message clear. Then he turned and walked away.

“Where are you going?” the blond daemon snapped. “Ash!”

The draconian kept walking. Snarling, the blond daemon strode after Ash, his buddies right on his heels and all of them completely ignoring Piper as though she didn’t exist.

She stared after them. Wasn’t it customary to taunt your enemies to make them follow you?

Remembering what she was supposed to be doing, she rushed through the open door and snapped it shut behind her. Ash could deal with those daemons on his own.

The room held a single bed, and the man lying across it was wrapped in so many bandages he was scarcely recognizable. Beeping equipment, old and patched together, surrounded him, and the overhead lights were dimmed, leaving everything in shadows.

Piper crept to the side of the bed, her heart squeezing. White gauze was wrapped around her uncle’s head and over his left eye.

In typical Calder fashion, he seemed to sense her presence. His right eye cracked open. The green orb, exactly like hers, gazed at the ceiling before drifting over to her. It widened in shocked recognition.

“Uncle Calder,” she gasped, and to her horror, she burst into tears.

With shaking fingers, she found his hand under the blankets and clutched it. It took her several deep breaths to get herself under control. Sniffling, she tried to smile.

“Sorry.” She swallowed repeatedly against the lump in her throat. “I was so afraid you’d died.”

Calder managed a bit of a smile, impressive with tape all over his face and a tube in his nose.

With a final sniff, she focused on what she needed. “Can you talk?”

He twisted his lips in a grimace.

“Okay,” she muttered, thinking fast. “Okay, just listen, then.” As succinctly as she could, she outlined everything that had happened since the explosion at the Consulate. “So I have the Sahar, but Ash and Lyre don’t know that. They want to clear their names, so I think they’ll help me find whoever attacked you and Father.”

Calder’s mouth hung open, whether with shock or horror she couldn’t tell. Was he as befuddled as she was over why Quinn had given her the Sahar Stone before the meeting?

Piper hesitated. “Do you know what happened to Father? Is he alive?”

Smoothing his expression, Calder gave a small, firm nod.

Her shoulders sagged in relief. “He was captured, wasn’t he? It’s the only thing that makes sense. They took Father to force the Sahar’s location out of him.”

Calder nodded again, confirming her theory. Her gut twisted nauseatingly at the thought of her father helpless in the hands of whoever had captured him.

“Do you know who attacked you?” She gripped his hand under the blanket. “Did you recognize them?”

Calder didn’t respond, gazing at her with a strange look on his bandaged face—almost like he was afraid to answer. After a moment, he gave the tiniest nod.

She leaned forward, her heart pounding. “Who was it?”

His lips formed silent words, but she’d always sucked at lip-reading. Swearing under her breath, she thought fast.

“I’ll recite the alphabet,” she told Calder. “Close your eye, and when I hit the first letter, open it. We’ll spell out a name.”

He nodded his agreement. She began, making it all the way to S before his eye opened. The next letter was A. Then F. The letter E followed, but Calder wouldn’t close his eye after that.

“Safe?” She scrunched her face. “‘Safe’ isn’t a name. Are you telling me to be safe?”

He shook his head slightly.

“Safe,” she muttered again, trying to connect that word with something, anything, that would give her answers. “Oh! The safe in Father’s office!”

Calder smiled faintly.

“I don’t know the combination.”

He closed his eye, and they started the spelling game again, this time with numbers. Fourteen, twenty-five, nine.

“Thank you, Uncle Calder,” she whispered, leaning down to give him a gentle hug. “I’ll find out who these people are, and I’ll get Father back. I promise.”

He slowly mouthed two words, and this time she could read them. “Be careful.”

Tightness banded across her chest. She wanted to crawl onto the bed beside him and curl up like a child, safe beside an adult who would protect her. She didn’t want to go back out into the dark city streets with two daemons she couldn’t trust and danger around every corner.

But she’d grown up in a house of daemons and danger. She wouldn’t cower.

Forcing a smile, she pushed to her feet. “I’ll be careful. You focus on getting better.”

Calder’s face crinkled with worry. He looked at her chest, then back to her face. His mouth moved again, forming a single word—“Stone.” He was asking about the Sahar.

She patted her chest. “It’s right here.”

His mouth opened again—and an explosion rocked the hospital.

Piper grabbed the bed frame as the floor quaked. Equipment rocked dangerously, and Calder’s IV pole almost toppled. A wave of hot, low-level electricity pulsed through the air—magic.

It had to be Ash’s magic. Was he trying to level the whole building?

She launched to her feet and dashed to Calder’s side. Seeing he was okay, she briefly considered trying to get him out of here, but where would she take him? He needed medical care.

“I have to go.” She gave him a brief hug. “I love you.”

When she burst out of the room, nurses were running everywhere and patients had come out of their rooms, adding to the pandemonium. The prefect security detail would probably arrive at any moment. What the hell was Ash doing? If he caused the building to collapse with her uncle inside, she would kill him herself. Somehow.

A piercing scream cut through all the noise, and a woman came tearing down the hall at full pelt.

“Monsters!” she shrieked hysterically. “Monsters in the lounge!”

Another boom shook the building, causing half the people in the hall to duck and cover their heads with their arms. “Monsters” meant daemons without glamour. Had Ash dropped glamour?

That would be very, very bad.

Piper ran in the direction the screaming lady had come from, unsure if she could do anything to end whatever violent melee Ash was involved in but desperate to try before the building was destroyed.

At the end of the hall, a sliver of a waiting room with chairs was visible. As she rushed over the threshold, she craned her neck in search of Ash—but her view was blocked by something else. Something huge.

The seven-foot-tall creature turned toward her. Tightly curled black fur covered its body, and though it wore a leather loincloth, its hooved feet and horned, bull-like face screamed “beast.”

A minotaur.

Piper had read descriptions and even seen a diagram or two, but drawings completely failed to portray the way its massive muscles bulged beneath its fur or the thundering weight of its hooves hitting the floor with each step.

A gaping wound across its belly wept blood, wetting its fur and splattering over the floor. Rage and pain curled its muzzle, and its eyes rolled with bloodlust. Its irises were pitch black.

This was the kind of shading Piper had been taught to fear. Not Ash’s controlled calm, but mindless violence seeking a target.

And standing stupidly in its path, Piper had just become that target.


Chapter Twelve


ASH


As expected, the three daemons followed Ash away from the apprentice.

He headed for the open space he could sense at the end of the corridor, which turned out to be a waiting room. Metal chairs were scattered in messy lines, and a dozen ill or injured humans were slumped in them, waiting for care.

Ignoring the witnesses, Ash strode into the largest open gap in the room and turned to face his adversaries.

Cottus the Striker shoved his dirty blond hair out of his face as he grinned at Ash. Flanking him, the two minotaurs—Ash didn’t know them, but they reeked of bovine—peeled their lips back from their teeth in matching leers, one a few inches taller and a decade older than the other.

The observing humans stared at the four daemons. The smart ones got out of their seats and hastened toward the exit.

Cottus looked around the waiting room with mock exaggeration. “What do you plan to do now, dragon boy?”

“Simple,” Ash replied. “Kill you.”

“Oh, really.” Cottus smirked. “I have a very important question for you first. Do you have it?”

Ash canted his head. “Why would I tell you?”

“Because Samael wants to know.”

“Then he can ask me himself when I return.”

Vicious delight sharpened Cottus’s grin as his eyes darkened. “That’s the problem, Ash. Samael doesn’t want you to come back. In fact, he no longer wants you alive.”

Ash kept his expression stony, but a chill ran along his nerves.

“You were supposed to make the Stone disappear without your name—and therefore his—ever coming up. A few too many daemons know who you take orders from, so now I’m here to tie up all the loose ends you created.”

Ash let a ripple of black fire race up his arms, power shimmering in the air around him. Cottus didn’t flinch, but the minotaurs shifted slightly backward, their leers replaced with frowns. The last of the humans in the room raced for the hallway.

“I don’t have it,” Ash told Cottus. “But I know who does. So trot on back to Samael and tell him to wait until I return.”

“Who has it?” Cottus demanded.

“Take my message to Samael.” Ash let his voice sink into a low, rumbling growl. “If you refuse, I have no reason to let you live.”

The assassin laughed.

“You, on the other hand, can’t kill me,” Ash added. “Samael will lock you in the bastille for a year if you kill me before you find the Stone.”

Cottus’s amusement faded, and a mean glint sharpened his darkening eyes. The two minotaurs exchanged looks.

“Fine,” the older daemon said. “I’ll deliver your message to Samael.” He glanced at Cottus. “If the draconian knows where⁠—”

Cottus’s hand flashed out. Ash sprang back, though he knew the attack wasn’t aimed at him.

The assassin’s blade, pulled from beneath his sleeve, slashed across the minotaur’s unprotected throat. The daemon staggered backward, blood spraying and shock heaving across his features. The light in his eyes dulled, and he toppled to the floor.

Cottus half turned toward the younger minotaur, beads of blood dripping from his dagger. The minotaur’s black eyes bulged. He said nothing.

Cottus pivoted back to Ash. “Now you⁠—”

Ash rammed a swift kick into Cottus’s knee, destabilizing him, then grabbed the assassin’s hand. Digging his fingers in with bruising force, Ash wrenched the dagger from his enemy’s grip. A quick flip of the blade to catch the hilt, and Ash slashed it at Cottus’s chest.

The assassin evaded the blade, simultaneously producing another in his other hand. He lunged, and Ash shifted back.

Power scented the air. Reality distorted around the minotaur in a shimmering cascade. His body blurred—and stretched taller. The distortion faded as rapidly as it had appeared, revealing the minotaur’s true body: seven feet tall, black fur, curling horns, and the head of a bull.

Lifting his beastly head, he let out a bellowing roar and charged at Ash.

Ash flung out his hand. Power surged through his body and up his arm before exploding from his palm in a whirlwind of black flames. The impact of magic shoved Cottus back, maroon magic flickering across the assassin as he shielded.

The minotaur didn’t shield. Trusting his near impenetrable hide to protect him, he burst through the ebony inferno, massive fists that could crush bone swinging at Ash.

Ash was already ducking beneath the attack. Black flames licked across his stolen dagger as he plunged it through the minotaur’s hide and into his belly.

The minotaur recoiled in shock, and the blade stuck in place. Releasing it, Ash pivoted toward Cottus.

The assassin grinned eagerly as he closed in, his dagger gleaming. Terrified screams had filled the nearby halls, voices shrieking about monsters.

Cottus lunged, dagger whipping toward Ash.

With a twist of magic, Ash coated his hand in a protective weave and caught Cottus’s blade on his palm. Surprise flickered over the assassin’s features that Ash could weave magic in the middle of a fight—then Ash slammed his foot into Cottus’s lower gut.

As the assassin stumbled back, Ash continued his turn, spinning to catch the hilt of the dagger he’d embedded in the unprepared minotaur’s stomach. He wrenched the dagger sideways through the daemon’s belly, tearing it free.

Blood showered the floor. The minotaur staggered backward, his bovine face slack and disbelieving.

Gripping the stolen dagger, Ash faced Cottus. The assassin stood dangerously close, studying his opponent. Recalculating.

Letting Cottus live was pointless. He wasn’t likely to deliver Ash’s message to Samael, so better to just kill him.

Maroon power swirled over Cottus’s free hand. He flung the spell point-blank at Ash.

Dark fire erupted over Ash, and the incoming attack met his protective barrier with an electric boom that shook the floor. Metal chairs were blasted away from them, twisted and broken. More shouts and screams erupted, but the voices were growing muffled and distant as the humans fled farther from danger.

Cottus’s fingers curled as he conjured a different spell. Ash didn’t bother to form his power into a counterattack.

He hurled it, raw and uncontrolled.

Cottus snarled as he abandoned his cast to shield. Ash channeled more power down his arm, unleashing another blast. It exploded against Cottus’s hasty shield, black flames raining down on the furniture. Orange light flickered to life as flammable books and papers caught fire.

The majority of Underworlders knew that draconians were the most powerful caste in their realm—but they didn’t always understand how big the power gap was. No one could defeat Ash in brute magical force, and Cottus had just realized that.

As the assassin’s eyes narrowed, a bestial roar shook the walls. Ash snapped a glance toward the minotaur.

The beast had retreated toward the exit, and in the threshold, half hidden behind his giant form, a girl stood. An auburn-haired girl.

What the hell was the apprentice doing?

Ash closed his hand into a fist, channeling power, shaping it, then snapped his fingers open. His cast shot across the room in the form of a razor-edged blade.

It struck the minotaur’s back in a spray of gore, tearing through hide, thick muscle, and heavy bone. The daemon faltered, his grasping hands barely missing the apprentice as she raced down the hall.

But he couldn’t worry about her safety. He’d already looked away from Cottus for too long.

Ash whipped back around, summoning another raw blast of power. Fire whooshed across his body—and Cottus burst through the flames.

The assassin was no longer in glamour. His skin had paled to scaly white, his torso was bare, and four arms protruded from his bulging shoulders, three of them wielding curved daggers.

The assassin slammed into Ash, and the blades sank into his flesh. Grabbing Ash by the throat with one of his four hands, he pulled Ash’s face close to his, grinning nastily.

“Ready to die, dragon boy?”

Ash wrapped his hand around Cottus’s wrist. His arm shimmered—and his talons sank into the assassin’s flesh.

Ash’s glamour fell away, and ebony flames engulfed everything in a roaring inferno.


Chapter Thirteen


PIPER


She was going to be smashed into goo by a minotaur.

Piper dove for the floor as the daemon’s arm swung over her head, so close she felt its massive limb catch on her ponytail. She hit the dingy linoleum and rolled.

Magic exploded against a nearby wall with a violent crack.

Piper came out of her roll and whirled around. A new gouge, five feet across, had sliced clean through the drywall and into the metal studs, leaving bits of debris scattered across the hall.

The minotaur sagged, blood splattering the floor all around it—a lot of blood. But mortally wounded or not, it wasn’t dead yet.

She backed away as it took a stomping step closer. Seven feet of muscle, hoof, and horn. How the hell was she supposed to survive this?

With a snarl, it charged her.

She darted sideways. Its hooves clattered as it changed direction to follow. Grabbing a metal chair sitting outside an exam room, she swung it with all her strength into the side of the minotaur’s knee.

The chair bounced off with a clang. The beast didn’t even flinch.

Abandoning the chair, Piper made another rapid direction change, her boots offering way better traction on the linoleum than hooves. If gory wounds weren’t enough to incapacitate this thing, nothing she could do would stop it. Better to just get away.

She spun around, bolted five steps down the hall—and skidded to a stop.

A pack of eight armed prefects blocked the corridor, each one holding a raised rifle, the barrels pointed in her direction.

“Is that the Griffiths girl?” a prefect shouted.

The Griffiths girl? Why was he worrying about any girl when there was a seven-foot-tall bull daemon right behind her?

The thundering clack of the minotaur’s hooves shook the floor. She pivoted back around to find the minotaur feet away, blood all over it, beastly hands reaching for her.

She ducked between the minotaur’s legs. It charged past her, its attention jumping to the armed prefects.

The thing about shaded daemons was that they weren’t picky about who they murdered. Everyone was an enemy when they were in that state.

Roaring, the minotaur rampaged straight toward the prefects. Rifles fired, and Piper pressed into the floor, arms clamped over her ears.

The nonstop gunfire petered out, and the screaming started. Another roar from the minotaur, and more rifle shots.

Piper pushed up on her elbows and peeked over her shoulder. The minotaur was smashing prefects around like ceramic dinnerware, but with so many of them—and a lot of bullets in the daemon—it wouldn’t last much longer.

She hopped to her feet, head swiveling one direction, then the other. Go in the waiting room or get past the prefects to escape?

A boom of exploding magic erupted from within the waiting room. Chunks of obliterated metal chairs hurtled into the wall, embedding themselves into the drywall.

The hallway and the prefects it was.

She turned back—and found two prefects bearing down on her. They’d swung their rifles over their shoulders, clearly intending to take her alive while their comrades finished off the minotaur. Piper didn’t move as they reached her. The nearer one tried to grab her wrist.

Piper’s fist snapped out, hitting him in the diaphragm.

As he doubled over, she spun, foot flying, and slammed her boot into the thigh of the second guy. He stumbled, then lunged for her. She dodged him, caught his arm, and twisted it. With a yelp, he went down, yielding to the pressure before his limb dislocated. She stomped on his belly. He rolled sideways, spewing his supper.

The other guy was moving again, his face tight with anger. She dropped low and swung out a leg, sweeping his feet out from under him. A third prefect rushed in on her left. She rolled onto her back and slammed a double-footed kick right into his groin. His face went bloodless, and he sank to his knees.

Piper flipped off the floor and onto her feet in a single movement, just in time to meet prefect number one again as he let a punch fly at her face.

She stepped inside his swing and ducked to shove her forearm into his hip. She grabbed his ankle with her other hand and shoved the two-hundred-pound man off his feet. Amazing what a little leverage in the right spot could do.

Dancing away, she looked past her downed opponents—and froze.

“Steady,” a prefect called.

The minotaur lay unmoving in a puddle of blood. The rest of the prefects had formed up again, and every gun was pointed at her.

“Hit one more of my men and we’ll open fire,” the man at the back called. “Lie on the floor with your hands on the back of your head. Now!”

Piper hesitated. Getting a hundred holes blown into her would end any escape attempt, but if she obeyed, they’d take her prisoner.

The air crackled like lightning was about to strike. She could suddenly sense someone directly behind her, their breath stirring the fine hairs that had escaped from her ponytail.

“Go ahead and shoot—if you all want to die.”

The voice was deep and resonant, shivering through her skin and sliding across her bones like silk. It sounded familiar but undeniably alien.

Every gun was now aimed at a point just over Piper’s right shoulder. Terror tightened the prefects’ faces, their complexions bleached of color and their hands shaking on their rifles.

Fear bordering on panic built in Piper’s gut. “Ash?”

He shifted closer, so close she could feel his heat.

“Do you have what we need?” he breathed.

“Yes,” she replied.

He huffed, sounding almost normal for a second. Then he slid an arm around her waist, the movement oddly careful, as though he were afraid of accidentally crushing her.

“Don’t move!” the prefect leader yelled shakily. “Not even daemons are bulletproof!”

“Are you sure about that?” Ash asked as he extended one hand in front of Piper.

She stared at his hand, too shocked to react. His outspread fingers were black with a dull gleam like leather, the tips smoothly transitioning into pointed claws. Large black scales covered the back of his hand and ran up the top of his arm like plates of armor. The scales gave way to skin, leaving the underside of his arm disconcertingly normal. Somehow, that was even freakier.

The air sizzled around them. The lead prefect jerked like he was about to yell the word that would riddle Piper and Ash with bullets, then dark power flashed in Ash’s palm and everything exploded again.

A whirlwind of magic that looked like flames—except it was all shades of ghostly black—blasted the prefects off their feet. Ash scooped Piper against his chest, and he launched forward with so much force it felt like she’d been shot out of a cannon.

They whipped past the prefects. A solid wall at the end of the corridor rushed to meet them, but Ash wasn’t slowing.

His hand snapped outward, and he unleashed another blast of dark power. They burst out of a brand-new hole in the wall in a rush of cool night air and flying debris, three stories above the road—but they didn’t fall.

Somehow, they glided in a wide curve toward the ground. As they touched down, Piper looked over her shoulder and saw giant, graceful, black leathery wings folding against Ash’s back. A shimmer rippled over him, and magic crackled along her skin.

She wrenched away and spun to face him, but his glamour was back in place.

A small shape flew out of the darkness. Zwi landed on Ash’s shoulder, and Piper watched the little dragonet’s wings fold flat against her back, miniature versions of her master’s hidden appendages.

“Come on,” Ash said roughly. “Lyre is this way.”

Piper shivered as his voice rubbed against the inside of her skin, but he didn’t sound as inhuman as he had while out of glamour.

Ash started in the direction Zwi had come from, his steps lurching. The dragonet clung to his shoulder, chattering in a low, distressed way.

“Ash?” Piper rushed to his side. “Are you okay?”

His mouth thinned. “Just keep moving.”

He said that as though she was holding them up, but he was the one limping.

She leaned forward to look at his left leg. In the darkness, all she could see was the wet gleam of blood—a lot of blood—drenching his pants.

“Holy shit,” she hissed. “You’re bleeding.”

“I’m aware,” he gritted out. “Lyre can⁠—”

His knee buckled. Zwi flapped wildly to stay on his shoulder as Piper grabbed his arm. His weight almost dragged her down before he caught his balance and straightened, keeping his weight off his injured limb.

“Fuck,” he snarled.

“We should wait for Lyre,” she said. “I can bind the wound⁠—”

“No.” He managed another step—barely. “Cottus is still alive. We have to keep moving.”

“Cottus” must be one of the daemons he’d fought. She scooted around Ash to his other side and grabbed his wrist. A low, clipped growl vibrated his throat, but she ignored it as she pulled his arm over her shoulders.

“Come on,” she said, sounding a lot braver than she felt.

She kept her gaze on the alley ahead, not wanting to look at his face and see his black eyes. Standing within fifteen feet of a shaded daemon was dangerous enough. She really hoped Ash’s unusual self-control while shaded would last.

He leaned on her as they hobbled down the alley. Zwi jumped off his shoulder and flew ahead, her mottled gray scales vanishing in the darkness.

Footsteps crunched ahead. Lyre appeared from the gloom with Zwi clinging to him. He sped straight to them and pulled Ash’s other arm over his shoulder.

Together, he and Piper hauled Ash to the end of the alley, across a barren street, and through a few more alleys before ducking into an abandoned mechanic’s shop. Piper pushed the rusty door closed and shoved a metal shelving unit in front of it, then hurried to where Lyre was helping Ash sit against a wall.

The space was empty except for one sedan propped on cinder blocks, its wheels and engine parts stripped away. There were no tools—anything remotely useful had been stolen decades ago—and all that remained were scattered, broken auto body parts for vehicles that didn’t exist anymore.

Lyre flicked his fingers toward the ceiling. A tiny golden light shot off his fingertips like a glowing drop of water. Instead of falling, it hung in the air above their heads, illuminating Ash’s bloody leg.

“Stop the bleeding,” Ash ground out.

Lyre pushed his hands down hard on what looked like multiple knife wounds in Ash’s thigh, and Piper assumed the incubus was using healing magic. Her jaw clenched. Once again, she was useless—not that haemons were capable of healing wounds the way some daemons could. But she didn’t even know how magic worked. You had to experience it to understand it, or so every haemon claimed.

“This is bad, Ash,” Lyre muttered. “I can stop the bleeding, but there’s too much damage. You need a real healer if you plan to walk anywhere in the next several months.”

Ash swore.

“What happened?”

“Cottus,” Ash growled. “He was waiting for me.”

“Cottus?” Lyre repeated, obviously recognizing the name. “Why would he attack you? Unless⁠—”

Ash made a hissing sound that silenced Lyre. The incubus glanced at Piper, then looked back to Ash. “You need a healer.”

“We can’t go to a healer. Cottus thought I had the Sahar. Any daemon in the city might have heard the same rumor.”

“But—”

“Just stop the bleeding, Lyre. I’ll deal with the rest later.”

Lyre clenched his jaw. His attention dropped back to Ash’s leg, blood oozing between his fingers as he kept pressure on the wounds.

Zwi, perched on a rusted lift a few feet away, let out a sudden chirp.

The door Piper had barricaded rattled.

Shooting to her feet, she whirled toward it. Had that Cottus guy followed them here? A weapon would be really handy right about now—not that any weapon would help her much against a daemon powerful enough to injure Ash.

The door clattered again. Lyre stepped up beside Piper, and his eyes were dark, almost black. There was no sign of the flirty, kind of foolish incubus she knew—only calm, dangerous calculation.

A blast of magic slammed the door open. The shelves crashed to the floor, and a daemon stepped over the threshold.


Chapter Fourteen


PIPER


“Get the hell out of here!” Piper yelled threateningly.

To no one’s surprise, the daemon didn’t listen. He wasn’t the blond daemon who’d injured Ash or one of the tall, dark-haired guys either. This man was medium height, lean, and dressed in green scrubs, with brown hair tied back in a low ponytail. He stepped inside and touched one hand to the doorframe. The air crackled with magic as he did something to it, probably casting a ward across the opening to seal them in.

“Take one more step,” Lyre said, “and you’ll be dead before you can take another.”

Piper shot him a disbelieving look—not only because he’d sounded tenfold more menacing than her, which she hadn’t realized was possible, but because she was also surprised by the threat. Incubi weren’t powerful daemons. He was only slightly more dangerous than her.

Well, maybe more than “slightly.” But not that much.

The daemon, still in his scrubs, held his place in front of the door. “The prefects are searching for you. So is the assassin. We shouldn’t waste time.”

Assassin? Did he mean that Cottus guy?

“Get lost.”

The ornery snap came from Ash. Piper glanced back to see his black eyes fixed on the daemon with obvious hatred.

“I can help you, Ash.”

“Fuck off.”

“Uh.” Lyre looked between Ash and the doctor daemon. “Do you know him?”

Ash’s upper lip curled in disgust. “He’s Vejovis.”

Piper whipped back to study the man. Few daemons were renowned or notorious enough for consuls to swap tall tales about, but she’d heard more than one story about the supposed “best healer in the realms.” Some of the stories originated from before the war, which didn’t seem plausible since that would make this guy at least a hundred years old.

He looked maybe forty. Then again, he was in glamour.

“You need proper healing for that wound,” Vejovis said. “Or you may suffer permanent damage.”

“I’ll risk it,” Ash growled. “Go away.”

Piper looked between them—and it clicked. This daemon’s dark ponytail and green scrubs matched the “daemon doctor” Ash had avoided on the medical center’s third floor. Was Vejovis masquerading as a human doctor?

With a questioning glance at Ash, Lyre stepped aside. Vejovis slowly approached, his attention flicking over Piper before returning to the wounded draconian.

Ash’s jaw clenched. His face was pale, his eyes black. He was squeezing his thigh with white-knuckled fingers to slow the bleeding.

“Ash,” she muttered, keeping her voice low even though there was no way Vejovis wouldn’t hear. “Wouldn’t it be better to take advantage of his offer? You need to be able to walk if we’re going to make it through this alive.”

Ash’s expression went even stonier. He said nothing.

Apparently taking his silence as permission, Vejovis walked to Ash’s side and knelt, his gaze already skimming over the wound. “Release your glamour so I can assess your condition.”

Despite the dire circumstances, Piper perked up with curiosity. The scales she’d glimpsed on Ash’s arm, his huge black wings—she wanted to see what he really looked like.

Lyre seized her elbow and dragged her away from Ash and Vejovis.

“Hey!” She twisted to free her arm, but he held on tightly, hauling her through a doorway and into a small, musty office that hadn’t seen human habitation in a long time. It was well populated with small, four-legged tenants, though. Mouse shit peppered the floor along the walls.

Lyre released her, then leaned a shoulder against the doorframe, ensuring she couldn’t peek out.

“Do you mind?” she complained angrily. “Why⁠—”

“You don’t want to see.” Lyre shrugged and smiled, but his expression held a subtle edge. “Trust me.”

She folded her arms. “Give me a little credit, Lyre. I’m an apprentice consul, not a random human. I know what to expect.”

He shrugged again but didn’t move away from the door. “How many daemons have you seen without glamour? Some of us have true forms that are alien or ugly or frightening. We don’t show you what we look like because after you see, you’ll never again believe we’re human.”

“You’re not human.”

“Your head knows that, but once you see us without this disguise”—he gestured to his body—“your gut will know it too. Some daemons you can’t help but fear.”

Piper set her jaw. “I’m not that easily frightened.”

“I’m not insulting your courage, Piper. I’m explaining the facts. You will fear Ash.” Lyre’s tone lightened with a hint of humor. “And he doesn’t need you screaming or fainting⁠—”

“I wouldn’t faint⁠—”

“—or any other distracting reaction that will make it harder for him to sit still and let a daemon he doesn’t trust heal his wounds.”

Piper narrowed her eyes. The minotaur had frightened her, yes. And she was still trying to wrap her head around the fact that glamour could make a creature like that appear human. But she could handle Ash’s daemon form. She was hardly going to run screaming just because he had wings.

Speaking of which, how did his glamour hide his wings? She’d run into his back a couple of times now, and there definitely hadn’t been any wings hidden by illusion magic.

Lyre tilted his head, angling one ear toward the garage behind him. He was listening to Vejovis and Ash. It seemed the draconian wasn’t the only one who didn’t trust Vejovis.

“Does Ash hate Vejovis for a particular reason?” Piper asked. “Or is it just because Vejovis is from the Overworld?”

A corner of Lyre’s mouth quirked up. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those humans who think all Underworld daemons are bad and all Overworld daemons are little angels.”

She scoffed. “Don’t tell me you and Ash are the kind of Underworlders who hate Overworld daemons on principle.”

“I happen to be close friends with two Overworlders.”

“Close … friends?”

“What are you suggesting?” He shook his head in mock affront. “I’ve only slept with one of them.”

“Did the second one turn you down?”

Lyre canted his head thoughtfully. “No, that’s not really how it went.”

She rolled her eyes. The soft tones of Vejovis’s voice drifted from the other room, but she couldn’t make out any words. Restless energy burned in her muscles, and she paced a circle around the empty office before turning back to Lyre.

“Why does everyone want the Stone so badly?” she asked. “What does it even do? All I know is that it’s supposed to be super powerful.”

Lyre folded his arms, his expression thoughtful. “It’s a lodestone.”

“A lodestone? As in a bit of rock or gemstone with magic reserves or a spell stored in it? That kind of lodestone?”

“Yep.” He arched his eyebrows. “Except the Sahar Stone is supposedly an unlimited lodestone. It contains a reserve of magic that never runs out.”

Piper frowned. “How is that possible? Don’t lodestones have to be charged?”

“Not the Sahar. Whoever possesses it has infinite power at their disposal.”

Little did Lyre realize that Piper possessed the Sahar at this very moment—but if it did bestow infinite power, it was of no use to her, the only haemon in the world with zero magical ability.

“At least that’s what the legend says,” Lyre added with a shrug. “The legend also says the Sahar was only ever used once, and no one has been able to wield its power since.”

“Wait.” Piper planted her hands on her hips. “Daemons have been fighting over the Stone for how many years—like, five hundred or something? And no one can even use it?”

“But the potential of having unlimited power—that’s power in itself.”

Piper paced another circle around the room, trying not to think too much about the magical equivalent of a nuclear reactor stuffed in her shirt.

“The Ra family claims the Stone belongs to them,” she muttered, mostly thinking out loud. She only knew bits and pieces of how the Sahar had ended up at the Consulate.

“The Ra family can claim anything they want,” Lyre pointed out. “Who’s going to disagree? They’re the most powerful ruling family in the Overworld.”

She nodded. “The Hades family says it’s theirs.”

“Which they can also do, being the most powerful ruling family in the Underworld,” he said dryly.

She nodded again. “But they actually had it.”

Lyre stilled, his attention sharpening. “What do you mean?”

“The Hades family had the Stone, but with all the pressure from Ra and other daemon warlords, Hades turned it over to the Consulates⁠—”

“Hades is more powerful than Ra,” Lyre interrupted flatly. “Ra can’t pressure them into anything. No one can.”

Piper raised her hands helplessly. “That’s just what I heard. Hades gave up the Stone so the Head Consul could arbitrate on who the proper owner is and what to do with the Stone.”

Lyre shook his head. He looked outright disturbed. “He gave it up? Why? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Do you mean the Hades warlord?”

Lyre didn’t answer, his brow furrowed and faint lines of tension around his mouth. Even brooding in silence, he was impossibly handsome.

Piper knew little about the Hades warlord, but what she had heard was enough to send a shiver down her spine. Most inhabitants of Earth didn’t realize it, but gods, deities, folklore, and fairy tales from all across human history were inspired by real daemon castes and bloodlines. It was no coincidence that the Greek god of the dead shared a name with the most feared bloodline in the Underworld.

Falling into her own brooding silence, Piper paced back and forth as the minutes dragged by. Lyre maintained his position at the door, his eyes distant. Every few minutes, he canted his head toward the faint voices coming from the garage.

After thirty minutes—minutes that had felt like hours—Lyre straightened and stepped away from the door.

Vejovis appeared in the threshold. “I’ve repaired the damage to Ash’s leg. It would be best to ensure he doesn’t strain the limb for the next forty-eight hours at least—if you can.”

He didn’t sound confident that Piper and Lyre could slow the draconian down.

“How do you know Ash?” Piper asked.

Vejovis made a delicate, thoughtful sound. “We do not know each other well.”

“But you do know each other,” she pressed. “How?”

Was it her business? No. Was she dying of curiosity anyway? Absolutely.

Vejovis studied her, seeming to weigh whether he wanted to respond. “I saved Ash’s life once, years ago.”

“He hates you for saving his life?”

Vejovis’s dark eyes drifted across Piper’s face, and she suddenly felt young and naïve, as though this daemon really had been wandering the three realms for a century or more.

“Ash has been driven to unbearable extremes,” the daemon said softly, not with judgment but with compassion. “He will either break, or he will betray you. It is inevitable.”

Piper stared at him, no idea how to respond. With a final look she couldn’t read, Vejovis turned away. Lyre followed him out of the room, presumably to check on Ash.

Drawing in a deep breath, she pressed a hand to her chest where the ring box and its priceless contents were hidden. What did Vejovis know that made him so certain Ash would betray her?

She knew perfectly well that some daemons could never be trusted. But when Ash had carefully wrapped his arm around her in the medical center, a tiny part of her had felt safe and protected in his hold, even while fear had been coursing through her.

She rolled her shoulders. She had to be smart. The Sahar Stone represented unlimited power for whoever held it—excluding her—and she couldn’t trust anyone while she possessed it.

“Fourteen, twenty-five, nine,” she whispered. The combination to her father’s safe.

Inevitable betrayal or not, all she could do was move forward—and thanks to Uncle Calder, she knew exactly where to go next.


Chapter Fifteen


LYRE


“We need to get to the safe inside the Consulate,” Piper said, her green eyes blazing with determination, “and we need to do it now. We can’t wait for Ash to get his strength back.”

Lyre drummed his fingers on the steering wheel of their stolen sedan. He’d parked the vehicle in a dense patch of trees on the Consulate grounds, far enough from the manor that they wouldn’t easily be discovered. It was still too close for comfort.

“We have to move quickly,” Piper continued emphatically from the passenger seat. “This won’t be like the medical center. No one will expect us to go back to the scene of the crime.”

“Isn’t it the other way around?” Lyre asked skeptically. “I thought criminals did go back to the scene of the crime.”

“Well, we are, but only because we need the information in that safe.”

“But without Ash …”

Lyre glanced over his shoulder, and Piper mirrored him. Ash lay comatose on the back seat. Dried blood covered the leg of his dark pants, disguising the ragged tears where he’d been gouged with knives. Zwi was curled in a ball on his chest, watching them with wary golden eyes.

As far as Piper knew, Ash was fast asleep due to exhaustion from the fight and his subsequent healing. But Ash was actually fast asleep because Lyre had put a sleep spell on him the moment he’d drifted off.

A little underhanded, yes, but Lyre knew Ash well. The draconian wouldn’t give himself time to recover, and everything about their current predicament was too dangerous for him to be at anything less than his best.

The Sahar Stone. Of all the messes Lyre could’ve gotten dragged into, this was pretty close to the bottom of his list.

“Look,” Piper said, drawing Lyre’s attention back to her. “Sitting here for hours is way riskier than getting what we need and leaving. Aside from the information in the safe, we also need clean clothes, food, and water. The Consulate is the easiest way to get everything at once.”

Lyre didn’t disagree, but he wasn’t keen to make any moves without knowing what Ash was really up to—and what exactly was on the line. Something more than the Sahar, of that much he was certain.

Piper shifted restlessly in her seat. “Even if Ash woke this minute, he’d need more time to recover. He probably used a lot of magic in that fight.”

“A lot of magic for most daemons,” Lyre said dryly, “but a lot of magic for Ash?”

Considering the medical center was still standing, Lyre could confidently assume Ash had plenty of magic left to burn. Lyre wasn’t jealous at all.

“Does Ash have any lodestones?” she asked. “Would charging them help him recover faster?”

Ash had lodestones under his glamour, but Lyre didn’t say that. “If he does, how are you planning to charge them?”

“Uh, you would charge them? Isn’t that what you do for a living?”

He propped an elbow on the steering wheel and gave her a slow, sultry smile. “Are you volunteering to charge a lodestone with me?”

A pink flush stained her cheeks. “If … necessary.”

His eyebrows crept up. She sounded distinctly unenthusiastic about the idea. It was a rare day when someone cringed at the thought of sleeping with him.

He held up a finger. “First, I can siphon a woman’s energy without getting her naked. Arousal is enough.”

Piper’s whole face was glowing now. “I know that.”

Uh-huh. He held up another finger. “Second, daemons can only steal energy from humans. For daemons—or haemons—their energy is already tied to their magic.”

“I know that too,” she muttered.

“So,” he drawled, “you, being a haemon, can’t donate your energy to Ash’s lodestones. Though”—he dropped his voice into a purr—“I’m willing to try if you want to experiment.”

She scoffed. Her eyes darted from his to the windshield and back in clear conflict.

“I’m a haemon,” she repeated as though he hadn’t just said that. “But I don’t have any magic. So … I’m basically a human.”

The last few words sounded like she’d peeled them off her tongue with great reluctance. Lyre had heard that the Head Consul’s daughter was magicless, but it wasn’t something he’d discussed with her—not that they’d ever discussed any personal topics in the years he’d been visiting the Consulate.

He reached across the center console and touched two fingertips to her chin. Lifting her face so that their eyes met, he let a whisper of his aphrodesia unfurl. The invisible power saturated the car, and Piper’s eyes lost focus. Her lips parted, her breath quickened, and her pupils dilated. Her hazy focus dropped to his mouth, and she leaned closer.

He pulled his hand back and reclined in his seat. “Nope.”

She blinked slowly. “Huh?”

“I can’t siphon energy from you.”

Her body went rigid, and she gave her head a sharp shake as though the motion would throw his aphrodesia off her. “Did you just seduce me?”

Fury burned in her glare, but beneath it was a cold gleam of fear.

“Just a little,” he admitted with a small shrug. “But you’re more haemon than human as far as your energy goes.”

Her glower shifted into a frown. “But how is that possible when I don’t have any magic?”

“No idea. Either way, we can’t charge Ash’s lodestones.” Lyre glanced at the draconian in the back. “I think you’re right that waiting is too risky. Let’s get in and out as quickly as we can.”

Distracted from his brief “seduction,” Piper shoved her door open. She hopped out at top speed, as though he might change his mind if she delayed.

Lyre twisted to look at Zwi. “Keep an eye on him.”

The dragonet chirped an affirmative, and Lyre climbed out of his seat and stretched his arms over his head. He didn’t miss Piper surreptitiously checking him out where she waited at the nose of the car.

Grinning, he strolled over to her. “So, change your mind about letting me touch you?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?” he teased, following as she strode into the trees. “You don’t even know what you’re missing out on.”

“Actually, I do, and it’s a hard pass—so don’t ever use your aphrodesia on me again.”

He narrowed his eyes at the back of her head as she marched ahead of him. Her acerbic tone was hiding something else. He’d playfully flirted with her dozens of times while visiting the Consulate without triggering this defensive reaction. What had changed? Had he made her feel unsafe? He had no intention of seducing or sleeping with her, but he may have leaned too hard into his flirtatious womanizer persona.

Lengthening his stride, he fell into step beside her. She kept her attention on the trees, avoiding his gaze. In silence, they approached the edge of the Consulate grounds. A span of wide-open lawn stretched between them and their destination.

The sprawling manor appeared empty, its windows dark, but he didn’t trust the apparent lack of life. Enough time had passed for news of the Sahar’s presence in the city to spread and for all kinds of unpleasant daemons to show up and start hunting for it.

The most obvious point of entry was the demolished front door, but someone had boarded up the opening. They could smash a window to get in, but if his suspicion about the Consulate’s abandonment—or lack thereof—was correct, a noisy break-in would draw attention.

Piper seemed to be thinking the same thing. Keeping to the trees, she led the way around the edge of the lawn until they could see the second, much larger breach in the Consulate’s exterior.

The exploded meeting room looked more or less as he remembered it, but some overly diligent person had gone and boarded up the doorway that led into the hall.

“Walking straight in doesn’t appear to be an option,” he observed in a whisper. “Any other ideas?”

Piper pointed toward the far end of the building’s south wing, where a tall maple rose above the peaked roof.

“You want to climb a tree?”

“Yep. My bedroom window is right there, and I always leave it unlocked.”

Crossing the lawn and scaling a tree would leave them dangerously exposed for too long. Reaching behind her, Lyre lightly pinched the back of her shirt. Magic spun out from his fingers and slid over her, unnoticed.

“There are plenty of windows on the ground level,” he pointed out, buying himself another moment to finish the cloaking spell. “Should we check if any of them are unlocked first?”

It was tricky to weave a spell over her clothes instead of into her body, but that she would have noticed. The list of daemons who knew what Lyre could or couldn’t do with magic was very small and didn’t include any haemons, humans, or apprentice consuls. He planned to keep it that way.

“I used to get in and out of my room all the time using that tree,” Piper told him impatiently. “Let’s go.”

She launched forward, her shirt pulling out from his fingers just as he activated the weaving. She didn’t notice the rush of magic over her skin, indistinguishable from a cool breeze.

Grumbling about her impetuousness, he cast a much faster cloaking spell over himself and rushed out after her. She grabbed the lowest branch of the maple and swung onto it. He followed as she hauled herself into the upper boughs. When she paused at roof height and glanced down at him, he grimaced at the ground, not liking the drop all that much.

“How will this get us inside?” he asked. “We’re too high.”

She gestured toward her bedroom window. “We have to jump onto the roof.”

“Oh, of course.” He rolled his eyes. “That makes perfect sense.”

She sprang onto the eaves. He jumped after her and shuffled down the roof, then waited as she popped out the window screen and climbed inside. He swung in after her.

She stood beside her bed, taking in the scene.

The room was a disaster. All of her worldly belongings were strewn around in various states of destruction.

Her face tightened with pain, but she said nothing. At every step of this oh-so-fun adventure, Lyre had expected Piper to melt down—hysterical tears or vacant stares or trembling anxiety attacks. She was a magicless teenage girl who’d probably never seen a dead body before all this. But the only tears she’d shed had been in the meeting room, surrounded by corpses and her wounded uncle. Everything since she’d endured with steely determination.

“The choronzon didn’t do all this,” she whispered.

He refocused on the room. “I imagine it was the prefects searching for the Sahar.”

With a rough exhalation, she gave him a small push toward the doorway. “Go get your and Ash’s things. I’ll change and pack some stuff.”

Lyre cautiously entered the hallway and scanned for signs of life before hastening to his room. It had been ransacked almost as thoroughly as Piper’s, his pack dumped out and his clothing thrown around.

Grabbing a black t-shirt, jeans, and his shoes, he stripped down and redressed. He stuffed the rest of his clothes into his pack—minus the garments he’d just removed. No need to add dirt and blood to the mix.

Slinging his bag over one shoulder, he crossed the hall to Ash’s room and found it in a similar state. He crouched beside the bed and checked underneath it, then tugged the mattress away from the wooden headboard and ran his fingers across the gap.

Magic buzzed against his skin in warning. He smirked. Those useless prefects probably hadn’t even discovered Ash’s wards, let alone broken them.

Lyre disarmed the protections with a press of his fingers, then pulled out a pair of curved daggers, two smaller knives, and a leather wristband with charged lodestones hidden in the inner lining.

Lyre threw them into Ash’s pack along with his clothes. He was about to zip it shut when he spotted the heavy black boots in the corner. He shoved those in too. He was pretty sure Ash, like him, would’ve rather escaped the Consulate buck naked with just his boots on than have to wear the crap shoes they’d stolen.

With the two packs in hand, Lyre ventured back into the hall. Halfway across the sitting room, he paused and held his breath. A muffled, almost inaudible rumble reached his ears. Someone speaking? It definitely wasn’t Piper.

At Piper’s bedroom door, he reached for the handle. It swung open before he could touch it, and she waved him inside. A new dark umber top with long sleeves covered her lean form, and it looked like she’d layered on several shirts—presumably in case she lost the backpack she held in one hand.

“Got everything?” she asked, pretending she wasn’t checking out his new clothes. When she realized he’d noticed her noticing him, she hastily grabbed his and Ash’s bags and unceremoniously shoved all three out the window.

He winced at the muffled crash of their belongings hitting the ground. Whoever was talking on the main level had probably heard that.

“Any sign of people?” she asked.

“There are at least two downstairs.”

Her mouth thinned. “We can’t quit now. We’ll just have to be careful.”

He didn’t argue, letting her take the lead back across the south wing toward the stairs. Slipping two fingers under the neckline of his shirt, he touched one of the gemstones hanging from a silver chain. A spark of magic activated the weaving embedded in it. A skintight shield against magical attacks enveloped his body, invisible to Piper and difficult for other daemons to spot.

After a cautious pause at the top of the stairs, they descended to the foyer, which was adorned with pieces of the shattered front doors and smears of Ash’s blood. Lyre’s nostrils flared. He didn’t have a draconian’s sense of smell, but he could pick out an alarming number of scents crisscrossing the space—including some distinctly daemon ones.

Then he heard more voices, these ones much closer.

“Piper,” he warned in an undertone.

Her eyes widened as she heard it too—a man and a woman talking. And they were heading this way.

“Quick,” Piper hissed. “In here.”

Seizing his arm, she shoved him into the front closet and backed in after him, forcing him into the farthest corner from the open door.

“… imagining things,” a male voice complained.

“I definitely heard something,” a woman shot back.

“There hasn’t been a single sign of anyone in here since the prefects left.”

Their voices grew louder as they entered the foyer and stopped. Piper pressed back against Lyre, and he put his hands on her hips, holding her still before he got too distracted.

“This is a complete waste of time,” the man continued crankily. “I should have turned this assignment down.”

“You can leave,” the woman grunted. “Then I won’t have to listen to you whine nonstop.” She turned her back on him. “I’m going to stand watch for a bit.”

“Suit yourself.”

Lyre listened as the two interlopers shifted around. Then the woman passed close enough to the closet door that he could sense the faint presence of magic. Too weak for a daemon, which meant she was a haemon.

Why would a haemon be watching the Consulate as an “assignment”?

Piper leaned back into Lyre. Did she realize where she was pressing her ass? Not that he would ever complain, but this wasn’t a great time.

“Not daemons,” she whispered. “Not prefects either. The woman is standing by the window right beside us. The man is sitting on the stairs.”

Lyre didn’t tell her the two strangers were haemons. No need to advertise daemons’ enhanced senses. Tightening his grip on her hips, he put his lips to her ear. “Do they look like they’ll be leaving soon?”

She shook her head.

“Damn,” he grumbled.

“What do we do?”

He considered their options. Cloaking spells or not, if he and Piper waltzed out of the closet, the two haemons would notice them. And those two haemons might swiftly multiply depending on who else was on “assignment” here. There were also the daemon scents he’d picked up. He didn’t want to draw any attention.

He could simply kill the haemons, but that fell into the “drawing attention” category. So that left …

“I have an idea,” he whispered.

“What is it?”

“Umm.” He pursed his lips. “Well, she’s female.”

“So?”

“Aphrodesia will work on her.”

A moment of silence.

“You want to seduce her?” Piper whispered incredulously. “How does that keep them from discovering us?”

“You don’t understand.” He absently massaged her waist. “If I hit that woman with aphrodesia, at the very least she won’t keep standing there. And with her male companion five feet away …” He smirked in the darkness.

“Oh,” Piper breathed in understanding.

Realizing he was still caressing her waist, he stopped the movement. “There’s a catch, though.”

“What’s that?”

“I can’t really aim my aphrodesia. So …” He smiled with grim humor. “I suggest you think unsexy thoughts.”

She stiffened in realization, and he hoped she had good self-control—because he was about to test his own.


Chapter Sixteen


PIPER


There was one big problem with Lyre’s suggestion that Piper think unsexy thoughts: the simple fact that he was supernaturally, undeniably, and irresistibly sexy.

She felt it the moment he unleashed his seduction magic. Heat tingled through her body, making her skin flush like she had a fever. Swooping warmth danced in her lower belly, and her limbs quivered with electric anticipation.

Clenching her jaw, Piper peeked through the crack in the closet door she and Lyre were hiding behind. She could only see the woman’s dark silhouette, but the man was visible—thin and average looking with brown hair and a scraggly goatee. Who the hell were these two, and why were they “guarding” the Consulate?

The woman’s silhouette was having trouble standing still. She fanned herself, then pressed her fingers to the top of her chest. Her weight shifted from foot to foot, and she inhaled loudly.

Piper was having difficulty thinking of anything besides Lyre’s hands on her waist. Her skin was so hot that his hands felt cool even through her clothes.

She didn’t realize she’d pressed back into him until his fingers tightened, keeping an inch of space between them. She needed to focus. Lyre had said to think unsexy thoughts. What was an unsexy thought?

“There she goes,” Lyre said, his whisper bubbling with amusement.

The woman, a tall brunette, strode past the crack in the door, making a beeline for the guy sitting on the stairs.

He looked up. “What⁠—”

She grabbed his face and kissed him—fully open mouth, tongue and everything. The guy was so surprised he fell into the stairs. The woman straddled him as she kissed him. It took exactly two seconds for the guy to get over his surprise and reciprocate. Their clothes would start flying soon.

Lyre leaned against Piper’s back, presumably to get a better view of what was going on outside the closet. His warm, hard body was pressed into her back, and his breath teased her ear, sending shivers down her neck. The swooping heat in her belly was starting to burn.

She reached up and back, her fingers finding the silky strands of his hair and tangling in them as she arched into him.

“Uh, Piper …”

“Shut up,” she breathed. “You’re a mean, mean incubus, you know that?”

His thumbs massaged tiny circles on her waist as he held her in place. “I have a great many shortcomings, but regardless, we can’t waste our chance to get out of the closet.”

“What’s wrong with the closet?” she mumbled, pushing her ass back into his hips.

He nudged her forward, but she tightened her grip on his hair. “Piper, let me go. We have to get out of here before they finish, which, considering that guy’s enthusiasm, won’t take long.”

She blinked, struggling to clear the haze from her mind. “Right. Let’s go.”

He waited a moment. “You’re not moving.”

She unclenched her hands and dropped her arms to her sides. Lyre let out a long sigh that could’ve been relief or disappointment.

“See if the coast is clear,” he murmured.

Feeling feverish, Piper stepped to the edge of their hiding spot and looked around the door. Ew. Yeah, those two weren’t about to notice her and Lyre. They probably wouldn’t notice the roof falling on their heads. Piper gestured for Lyre to follow, and they crept out of the closet and across the foyer, taking care not to trip over any debris. The distracted couple didn’t so much as glance their way.

Once she and Lyre were in the hallway, Piper hastened straight to her father’s office. They had no time for dawdling. Where two mysterious interlopers lurked, more might be found.

“I’ll get some food,” Lyre whispered as she opened the office door. “Meet me in the kitchen.”

Nodding, she stepped into the office and closed the door.

The familiar smell of leather was comforting, but the sight of the room wasn’t. Like her bedroom, it had been ransacked. The desk had been broken in half, probably in search of hidden compartments. The leather chair had been cut open and the stuffing scattered everywhere. Papers covered the floor.

Lips pressed tight, Piper strode across the carpet of papers to the built-in bookshelves, the contents of which were heaped at its base. The painting that used to hang beside them was three feet away with a slash through the canvas. She knelt and pressed the tiny button in the corner above the baseboard. A metallic clack sounded from behind the wood.

Standing, she swung an entire panel of the wall open like a door. Behind it was a steel safe, its black metal gleaming and the lock lined up perfectly at zero.

With a deep breath, she began to turn it. Fourteen, twenty-five, nine. She lifted her fingers from the cool metal, grabbed the handle, and pulled.

The door swung silently open.

The safe contained three shelves full of file folders. Which one did she need? She looked around the office and spotted her father’s briefcase half buried under the desk’s remains. She grabbed it and pulled. It slid free, and the desk hit the floor with a thump.

Swearing under her breath, she rushed back to the safe, scooped out handfuls of folders, and stacked them in the briefcase. When the safe was empty, she forced the briefcase shut.

The ceiling creaked overhead. Footsteps padded toward the stairs.

Knowing she had less than a minute, she dashed to the window and slid it open. The screen refused to pop off, so she reached for her boot. When she’d changed her clothes in her bedroom, she hadn’t missed the opportunity to arm herself. Two knives were tucked in hidden sheaths down the sides of her calf-high leather boots.

She pulled out a blade and cut the screen. Watching the office door out of the corner of her eye, she forced the briefcase through the gap in the screen and let it fall into the shadows beside the manor. She shut the safe door, then the panel that hid the compartment. It clunked into place a moment before the door clattered and flew open.

Piper spun around, her back pressed to the wall panel. Two men stood in the threshold, both total strangers.

“Oho,” the older one exclaimed with a grin. “The girl did come back.”

“Finally,” his companion chimed in. “I was sick of waiting.”

The older guy was tall and wiry, the other tall and beefy. They were dressed casually in jeans and jackets, with stubble on their jaws and the rumpled look of people who hadn’t brushed their hair or changed their clothes in days.

“Who the hell are you?” Piper demanded. Not daemons, she was sure of that.

“We know who you are, Piperel.” The older guy gave her a swift once-over. “This is how it’s going to work. Come quietly or we will use force.”

“Come with you?” Piper repeated, taken aback. If these guys were after the Sahar, they didn’t need to take her anywhere. “Where?”

The younger guy smirked. “Don’t you want to see your dad?”

Whatever Piper had been expecting, that wasn’t it. Her mouth opened, but she didn’t know what to say first.

The older guy crooked a long finger, gesturing her closer. “We’ll take you to him. Just promise to cooperate. Maybe you can even spare him some suffering. He doesn’t want to tell us where the Sahar Stone is.”

“What makes you think I know something he doesn’t?” she bluffed, her tone aggressive.

“You could convince him to tell us.”

“That’s a great idea. Then you won’t need either of us alive.”

“We won’t hurt you.” He forced a smile. “You belong with us, Piperel.”

She clenched her hands. Her creep meter was off the scale. She belonged with them?

“I don’t think she’s going to come willingly,” the younger guy observed.

The older guy raised one hand. “Don’t say we didn’t warn you.”

He made a violent chopping gesture. The air crackled, and an invisible spell smacked Piper in the face. She slammed into the wall so hard that all the air left her lungs, and she slumped to the floor as her diaphragm attempted to merge with her liver.

“You idiot,” a voice snapped. “We weren’t supposed to hurt her.”

“She’ll be okay,” the other grumbled.

His face appeared as he leaned over her. Haemons. Stupid haemons with stupid magic attacking her. Her lungs finally started to work again, and as she gasped in a breath, she squinted up at her assailant. She wiggled her fingers to make sure they were working—then punched the guy in the nose.

He jerked back with a yelp. Before the other guy could react, Piper’s boot hit him square in the groin. He sank to the floor without a sound, his eyes bulging and his face turning purple.

Sucking in air, she rolled to her feet. The older guy pulled a hand away from his bleeding nose and lifted it. Piper jumped forward and grabbed his wrist before he could hit her with magic again. A twist, a shove, and down he went, roaring in pain as his elbow dislocated.

She jumped over him, streaking for the door. She careened into the hall—and found two more people waiting for her.

“Ugh,” she groaned in recognition. The passion pair. Their clothes were back on, and the woman had a stunned, slightly appalled look on her face.

“It’s her!” the guy exclaimed. “Look!”

“I’m not blind,” the woman muttered.

They were four paces away. Before Piper could decide whether to run for it or attack, the woman made a circular motion with her hand. The air buzzed with power and an invisible spell snapped around Piper’s arms, binding them against her sides. She wrenched at the spell, but it was too strong to break.

“Okay, girlie,” the guy said, his tone patronizing, “we’ve got you now. You⁠—”

“Got me?” Piper hissed. “You think?”

His mouth hung open stupidly. Piper strode forward. So her hands were tied with magic. Big freaking deal.

She swung her leg out in a roundhouse kick that slammed into the woman’s side. She crashed into the wall. Piper whirled around, bent forward, and rammed her elbow into the guy’s gut. As he doubled over on top of her, she straightened her legs and pitched him headfirst over her shoulder.

He landed with a crunch and collapsed, moaning faintly.

Arms still bound, Piper tilted her head to pop her neck. Haemons. Always relying on their magic. As if one little spell would make her surrender without a fight.

She rolled her shoulders, using the motion to ensure the Sahar’s ring box was still firmly lodged in her shirt, then hopped over the moaning loser and trotted into the kitchen. By some miracle, the long, glossy wood table was still standing, but half the chairs were broken. The cupboards all hung open, dishes shattered all over the floor. The pantry door gaped wide as well, and most of its contents had been dumped on the floor.

Had the prefects done this? Would they have smashed everything in a rushed, frantic search? Or had other trespassers sifted through every inch of the Consulate in search of the Sahar Stone?

Piper’s skin prickled with unease. She looked around the kitchen again, her gaze darting over the mess and destruction.

There was no sign of Lyre anywhere.


Chapter Seventeen


LYRE


As the Head Consul’s office door closed behind Piper, Lyre inhaled, his nostrils flaring.

The daemon scent was stronger here.

With Piper sequestered in the empty and relatively safe office, he slunk down the hall to the kitchen. Pausing there, he scanned the room, his senses stretching for any sign of danger.

He could smell more than a single daemon—one male and one female.

Wherever they were, it wasn’t in the kitchen. Lyre hastened to the pantry, his shoes crunching over splinters of wood and broken dishware. The door hung open and the shelves were a lot barer than he remembered. From the bottom shelf, he pulled out a plastic bin and filled it with crackers, jars of preserves, granola bars wrapped in wax paper, and bottled drinks.

Heaving the tote up, he carried it to the back door. He shoved the door open with his foot and stepped into the fresh, cool air outside.

With a touch of magic, Lyre strengthened his cloaking spell and started across the lawn. After only a few steps, the back of his neck prickled. Someone was watching him. Cloaking spells only disguised a daemon’s presence. They didn’t do shit when your enemy had already spotted you.

He kept walking, heading for the tree line where he could hide the tote. His nerves wound tighter with each step, but he reached the edge of the lawn without issue. He shoved the tote into a bush, and as he turned back toward the manor, he reached for his hidden spell chain to activate another defensive weaving.

Movement flashed in his peripheral vision—someone shooting out of the trees. A blast of magic caught him in the chest and sloughed off his defensive weave. But the caster charged in right behind his spell, and Lyre hadn’t activated his second defensive shield yet—the one that protected him from physical harm.

The larger daemon slammed Lyre into a tree, seized him by the throat, and lifted him off his feet before smashing him into the trunk a second time. Lyre grabbed the daemon’s wrist, fingers digging in as he tried to ease the pressure on his windpipe.

“What do we have here?” His attacker cocked his head, his stringy blond hair hanging in his face. “It’s a little incubus bitch. Has dragon-boy been fooling around with you instead of doing his job?”

Lyre opened and closed his mouth, unable to make a sound. The daemon relaxed his grip enough for Lyre to wheeze in a desperate breath. His head swam.

“Tell me where he is,” the daemon ordered.

“Where who is?” Lyre choked.

“Your boyfriend, Ash.” The daemon curled his upper lip derisively. “He’s around here somewhere, and after what I did to his leg, he won’t be moving fast.”

Ah, so this was Cottus. Lyre had heard of the assassin but never met him before. How tragic that their first meeting would also be their last.

“So, here are your options,” Cottus continued. “Tell me where Ash is, and⁠—”

Lyre squeezed his eyes shut and flicked his fingers, unleashing a swift spell. Magic erupted in a blinding flash.

Cottus recoiled with a curse. Lyre broke free from his grip and ducked sideways. Recovering quickly, Cottus flung a blade of maroon magic. It caught the tree trunk as Lyre ducked behind it, wood chips exploding in every direction.

With another flare of maroon light, the trunk split. The tree toppled sideways as Lyre backed hastily away, his trembling hands raised in a pointless defensive gesture.

“You know I’m going easy on you, don’t you?” Cottus sneered. “You’re only alive because I’m sick of chasing Ash. Tell me where he is, or”—he raised his hand, conjuring a spinning orb of power—“my next attack will splatter you all over the ground.”

Lyre shuffled back another two steps, his wide eyes darting between Cottus’s face and the spinning red spell. Deciding he’d opened enough of a gap, he whipped a dart of power at Cottus. The assassin cast a shield with his free hand—and Lyre’s spell shattered it.

Lyre pitched his second spell in the next instant. The binding encased Cottus in sizzling power, paralyzing him with his red spell still swirling above his palm.

Strength swept through Lyre as he shed his glamour. Before the transformation had even completed, he was reaching over his shoulder. His fingers found an arrow and slid it from his quiver while his other hand closed around the smooth, glossy wood of his recurve bow.

He nocked the arrow and raised his bow as he drew the string back to his cheek. Taking aim with steady hands, he leveled the arrowhead at the assassin’s forehead from five paces away.

Fear lit Cottus’s eyes, but shock dominated his expression—disbelief at the sudden calm of his supposedly terrified adversary.

Lyre smiled.

The arrow went clean through Cottus’s skull. The daemon’s orb spell exploded, blasting a chunk out of the body before it hit the ground. Lyre covered his face with one arm as blood spattered him.

Passing the mutilated corpse, he retrieved his arrow, wiped it off on his already stained shirt, and dropped it back into the quiver. Power slid over him as he shifted back into glamour, and he sighed wistfully as familiar weakness settled into his muscles. No one liked being around incubi in their true forms. He’d spent most of his life in glamour.

He rolled Cottus over with one foot. It would’ve been a different fight had Cottus not underestimated the seemingly helpless incubus. Next to Ash, Lyre looked even more harmless.

He smirked. He’d have to tell Ash about the “boyfriend” comment, just because it would tick him off.

Abandoning his dead foe, Lyre grabbed the food tote and carried it twenty paces away from the body before hiding it again. Then he broke into a jog, hoping Piper hadn’t gotten into any trouble while he’d been busy.

As he darted through the back door, something thumped loudly—a sound like a body hitting the floor. He shot across the kitchen but pulled up short as Piper careened out of the hallway, breezing right past him with her eyes on the open pantry.

“Lyre?” she called.

Right. He’d strengthened his cloaking spell. Grinning, he slipped around behind her.

“Hey there, pretty thing,” he crooned in her ear.

She yelped and spun around with a glare. “Where have you been? I was almost kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped?” He glanced over her, taking in the sloppy binding spell trapping her arms against her sides. He poked her shoulder, using a drop of magic to snap the spell. “Did you find⁠—”

Footsteps thundered up to the open door Lyre had come through. Three haemons stumbled to a stop in the threshold.

“There they are!” one shouted.

“Shoot them!”

The middlemost haemon raised a gun. Lyre snatched Piper around the waist and lunged behind the kitchen island. With a bang, a shot flashed over their heads and pinged against a cupboard. Something small hit the floor with a clatter.

Lyre frowned at the projectile and its fuzzy pink top. “Is that a tranquilizer dart?”

“I did say they tried to kidnap me.”

“Why?”

“No idea.”

“Show yourselves!” a haemon called. “Or we’ll come back there!”

“What’s the plan?” Lyre asked Piper. The only ideas he had involved more magic and murder than were wise.

“Um.” She glanced over her shoulder and gestured. “In here.”

She darted into the pantry, and he followed on her heels, slamming the door once he was inside. Gripping the knob, he wove a spell through the metal, locking the handle so it couldn’t be turned. The haemons would have to rip the door off its hinges to get in.

But that left him and Piper standing in a pantry with no other exit.

He lifted his eyebrows. “I hope there’s a step two to this plan.”

She pulled a box out from under the lowermost shelf and opened a sliding panel. Another secret passageway? How many hidden rooms were there in this house?

Shaking his head, he followed her in and closed the panel. The passage was even smaller than the one connected to her bedroom. He squeezed through the tight space, trying not to pick up any slivers as his shoulders scraped the walls. This wasn’t fun at all. Why couldn’t the manor have a nice secret sex dungeon instead?

The passage connected to a vertical shaft with a wooden ladder, and at the top, they came out into a linen closet illuminated by a strip of light under the door. Lyre squashed himself into the space, standing almost nose to nose with Piper.

“Another closet,” he pointed out.

She cleared her throat. “Escaping, remember?”

“Ladies first,” he replied, adding a heavy note of innuendo to the words.

With another faint cough, she cracked the door open, checked the hallway, then scooted out. He followed, and they silently headed for her bedroom where they could escape out the window and get off the property. On the level below, the inexplicable gathering of haemons argued loudly, then a loud crash sounded—their attempt to break down the pantry door, he assumed.

Another bang—then a loud pop much closer than the main-floor kitchen.

A sharp sting erupted in the side of his neck, and he clapped a hand over the spot as he whirled around. He pulled a tranquilizer dart free from his skin and bared his teeth at the daemon half hidden behind a partially closed bedroom door.

Why was he only remembering now that he still hadn’t engaged his physical defense shield?

The hallway tilted under his feet, and as a buzzing daze engulfed his mind, he hoped his idiotic oversight wouldn’t cost him and Piper their lives.


Chapter Eighteen


PIPER


Piper lunged to catch Lyre’s shoulders as he crumpled. She eased him onto the carpet.

“Well, well, well,” a sweet female voice purred. “Isn’t that adorable?”

Piper jerked upright. At the other end of the hall, halfway inside a bedroom, a beautiful woman stood. She had a tranquilizer gun in her hands, the same kind as the haemons downstairs, but the predatory glint in her blue eyes was all daemon.

Piper rose to her feet, stepped over Lyre’s still form, and assumed a defensive stance.

Tossing the tranquilizer gun aside, the woman smiled cattily at Piper. “So you’re the Head Consul’s daughter. My, you really do have a weakness for incubi, don’t you?”

Piper stiffened.

“Micah told me all about you,” the daemon added. “But that’s not why I’m here. I want the Sahar.”

Piper struggled to keep her derisive expression in place. “Doesn’t everyone?”

“Where is it?”

“Haven’t got a clue.”

The daemon smirked. “Is that so? If you’re being truthful, I’ll be very disappointed. You don’t want that.”

“What’s really disappointing is how stupid you are to think that whoever stole the Sahar from the Consulate would bring it back.”

The daemon’s mouth flattened. “Give me the Sahar, and I promise not to hurt you.”

Piper snorted, concealing the zing of fear in her gut. She’d faced off with daemons in the Consulate dozens of times—but always with the rules of the Consulate protecting her. There was nothing protecting her now.

She nudged Lyre with the toe of her boot, but he didn’t so much as twitch. Since the female daemon didn’t seem interested in him, Piper did the only thing that made sense: she turned and ran.

The daemon hissed like an angry cat and charged after Piper. Bolting to the stairs, Piper jumped them two at a time and landed amidst the debris in the foyer—and the daemon leaped the last six steps.

Piper reeled out of the way. As she scrambled back, she stooped and yanked a dagger from the hidden sheath in her boot.

The woman smiled tightly as Piper adjusted her grip on the hilt. Her heart pounded. She’d trained with daggers for years, but she’d never used a live blade on another person.

She and the daemon circled each other slowly, footsteps crunching on the rubble. Piper’s ankle wobbled on a piece of wood.

The daemon sprang. Piper slashed the knife defensively, forcing the daemon to evade left. In a move she’d practiced a hundred times, Piper flipped the blade in her hand and plunged it toward the woman’s open flank.

A strike that could kill.

Hesitation flooded her in an icy wave that numbed her muscles, and her attack faltered. The tip of the blade caught the daemon’s shirt, tearing the fabric as she jumped clear.

Cursing under her breath, Piper rushed in again to maintain her advantage. The woman raised an arm to block the dagger, and this time, Piper swung her blade with all her strength. It slammed against an invisible barrier. The unexpected impact jarred the hilt out of her hand, and the dagger clattered to the floor.

With magic sizzling in the air from her shield spell, the daemon tsked mockingly. “Do you think a little toy like that will save you?”

An excellent point. Piper needed a bigger weapon.

She kicked a hunk of wood at the daemon, then turned and sprinted into the north wing, whipping past the parlor and infirmary. She ran into the next door, turned the handle, and fell onto the mats on the other side. She rolled as the daemon pounced, landing right where Piper had been.

Piper scrambled up, the familiar scent of wood, leather, and sweat filling her nose. The sparring gym was the size of a swimming pool, covered in mats—and, most importantly, the nearest wall was lined with various weapons and sparring tools.

The guns weren’t loaded, so she reached for a bladed staff, but the daemon pounced again. Piper dove, rolling away, and came to her feet right beside a rack of practice swords. She grabbed a bokken and whirled to face the daemon.

The woman stopped a few feet away, eyebrows shooting up at Piper’s choice. “A wooden sword?”

“A wooden katana,” Piper corrected. She hefted the weapon. It might not cut, but it was solid, heavy wood. Better than a short dagger. Also, she could bash the daemon unconscious without killing her. Probably.

The woman raised her hand and flicked her fingers casually.

The spell knocked Piper on her ass, but she scrambled onto her feet and charged. The daemon smirked and lifted one hand to catch the bokken. Piper changed direction and swung low, slamming the wooden blade into the daemon’s upper thigh. She yelped and staggered back.

Piper swung again, aiming for the woman’s head, but even incompetent daemons had faster reflexes than humans. The woman ducked and snapped out an arm. Her fist hit Piper in the shoulder, knocking her sideways. Before Piper could recover, the daemon kicked the back of her knee. Piper fell into a roll and came up again facing the daemon.

The woman slowly advanced. “Not good enough, little girl.”

Silently agreeing, Piper twisted her mouth in a sneer. “What would you know? You’ve probably never had a real fight in your life.” She made her voice go high-pitched. “What if you broke a nail? Oh no!”

The daemon stopped and smiled slowly. “Why don’t I show you my real nails?”

She raised both hands. Her body shimmered, her clothing melting away, her skin changing, her hair lengthening. Then her glamour was gone, revealing a daemon with a wild mane of tawny hair, a spotted pattern running across her skin, and pelts of fur for clothing—skimpy clothing. Below the knee, her legs turned into paws covered in golden, black-spotted fur.

And, of course, long, curved claws tipped each of her fingers.

“Umm,” Piper breathed, licking her lips nervously. “Sphinx?”

The daemon grinned, showing off her feline fangs. Then she sprang—and she was fast. Way faster than before. Piper swung her sword, but it barely clipped the sphinx’s shoulder before Piper was bowled over. She landed hard on the mats and rolled frantically as the sphinx tried to stomp on her with a clawed foot.

Jumping up—now even farther from the real weapons—Piper scoured the room for an idea, because if she didn’t get one soon, she would be shredded to ribbons. The sphinx was toying with her, probably hoping Piper would give up the Sahar after a few bruises.

As she backed away from the sphinx’s prowl, her gaze darted from a punching bag, past a row of life-size foam mannequins, and stopped on a climbing rope that hung from the high ceiling.

The daemon leaped six feet to crash into Piper again. She deflected the claws with her bokken but hit the mats harder than her last fall. Kneeing the daemon in the gut, Piper flipped the woman off her, then staggered up and rushed toward a punching bag.

“Where’re you going, little girl?” the sphinx taunted as she dashed after Piper with quick, easy steps.

Piper ducked behind the punching bag, and the sphinx slashed her claws across the leather, releasing a cascade of sand onto the floor. Piper kept going, dodging behind a foam man on a pole. The sphinx tore its head off. Piper sprinted for the climbing rope, the daemon right on her heels.

Grabbing the rope, she swung away as the sphinx tried to grab her. Piper swung back feet first, making the sphinx duck. As she swung past again, she twisted a loop around the woman’s neck. Dropping down onto the mats, Piper threw all her weight against the rope.

The loop snapped tight, momentarily lifting the sphinx off her feet. Piper strained to keep tension on the rope as the daemon clawed helplessly at her neck. When her efforts weakened, Piper released the rope, breathing hard.

The sphinx crumpled to the mats, clutching her throat and wheezing. She was down but wouldn’t stay that way for long.

Panting, Piper backed rapidly toward the exit with one hand pressed to her chest—the ring box was still in its spot. Time to get the hell out of there. Mentally running through options on how to haul an unconscious incubus out of the Consulate, she spun to face the door—and found Lyre leaning against the doorframe, drowsy and rumpled but conscious.

“Having fun?” He glanced at the coughing sphinx, then back to Piper. “I’m not really into fur. By the way, is this yours?”

He held up her dropped dagger. Piper grabbed it, then shoved him backward through the doorway. The female daemon was dragging herself to her feet, and Piper was super not interested in a second round.

“I’m glad you’re awake,” she told Lyre in a rush. “Can we please leave now?”

She pushed into a jog toward the kitchen, and Lyre obligingly matched her pace.

“I’m glad I’m awake too,” he said, not nearly worried enough about all the potential enemies they could run into. “Guess that tranquilizer was the wrong formula for a daemon.”

“Fortunate, but don’t get shot again.”

“Your wish is my command.”

They reached the now empty kitchen and had almost made it to the back door when a sharp exclamation sounded somewhere behind them. She and Lyre turned toward the sound.

Another shout—then a shriek like an angry feline.

“I think the haemons ran into the sphinx,” Piper guessed.

“I think so too.”

She and Lyre exchanged a look. Then they zipped through the Consulate’s back door and into the dark night.


Chapter Nineteen


PIPER


As the car bumped along the cracked and pitted streets of Brinford, Piper held the briefcase from her father’s office firmly in her lap. Lyre was behind the wheel, and Ash was in the back seat beside the tote of food Lyre had collected, hungrily devouring a few snacks.

Impatience buzzed through her, making her twitchy, but she resisted the urge to open the briefcase. She would mix up the files trying to read them in the car, and she couldn’t risk sabotaging her only chance to find out who’d kidnapped her father.

However, she may have already met his kidnappers—those haemon weirdos who’d tried to abduct her. They’d claimed they could take her to her father, and it was suspicious that they knew he was missing. At the same time, “I know your parents” was the oldest child-napping trick in the book.

They could’ve been lying, but the chance that they’d been telling the truth was tormenting her. Should she have tried to question them or find out their identities? That would’ve been difficult considering how badly they’d outnumbered her and Lyre.

Sporadic streetlamps cast flickering shadows over the crumbling asphalt as Lyre navigated into a cluster of nearly identical apartment buildings, each one ten stories tall with rows of matching windows and water streaks down their weathered concrete exteriors. Only a smattering of windows were lit, while others were boarded up, covered from within, or shattered.

Lyre turned the car in to a parking lot. Garbage littered the pavement and overflowed from a pair of graffiti-covered dumpsters at the far end. Four anonymous figures in dark clothing huddled beneath the overhang of one apartment’s entrance, and Piper was glad when Lyre parked in front of a different one.

“A daemon I know owns a place here,” he said. “He won’t mind if we use it.”

The inside of the building was as drab and rundown as the outside. They took concrete stairs up to the eighth floor, where Lyre tapped on a unit’s door before opening it. If it had been locked, it must’ve been with magic and not a bolt.

While Lyre headed straight for the bathroom for a shower, Piper carried the briefcase to a dusty kitchen table barely large enough for two people. Ash sat in the rickety chair opposite her as she carefully unclasped the briefcase and lifted the lid. The mass of files looked even bigger crammed in the tiny square.

“What’s all this?” Ash asked with clear displeasure. He either wasn’t a fan of reading, or he wasn’t a fan of hundreds of pages of boring Consulate paperwork.

“There was a lot of stuff in the safe.” She eased the first three folders off the top. “I didn’t have time to go through it, so I grabbed all of it.”

She set the stack in front of him. His look of discontent intensified.

Selecting three more folders, she sat in her chair. “We should skim through the folders to get an idea of what each is about, and sort them into piles based on how useful they might be.”

Ash unenthusiastically opened the first folder.

“Do you ever have to do paperwork for your … jobs?” she asked as she thumbed through several pages of financial records. Why had her father put these in the safe? Not helpful.

Ash closed his first folder. “No. Where do you want the useless pile?”

She pointed to a corner of the table. “Never? How do you keep track of things?”

“I have to complete a job before getting another. It isn’t hard to keep track.”

“Hm.” She peeked at him through her lashes. “Where do you ‘get’ jobs?”

“They tend to fall into my lap.”

A subtle, harsh edge of sarcasm in his voice contradicted his stony expression, but she wasn’t sure what to ask next—or whether she should ask anything.

He pushed his chair back. Eyebrows rising, she watched him cross to the only window in the unit and shove it open. A cool wind gusted inside, and with a sweep of dark wings, Zwi soared through the opening and landed on Ash’s shoulder.

Piper squinted at him. How had he known Zwi was outside? How had Zwi known which window to fly to?

With the dragonet curled around the back of his neck, Ash took his seat again. Piper skimmed her second folder, which contained a list of suppliers and contacts. This she could understand her father keeping in the safe. Resources were hard to find.

Her next folder was huge and contained a list of daemons banned from Consulates across the continent, with a short description of them and what they’d done to get banned. She hesitated over it, then pushed it to the other side of the table to start a pile of potential suspects.

By the time Lyre joined them, she and Ash were halfway through the briefcase. Standing beside Ash, the incubus plucked a folder from the briefcase and perused the first few pages. His eyebrows crept up.

“This is fun.” He waved the folder. “I didn’t know Consulates compiled information like this.”

“Like what?” Piper asked.

“It says ‘high risk’ daemons. There are profiles on all sorts of unsavory individuals.” Lyre opened the folder again, flipping past a few pages. “Ooh, I’ve heard of this guy. You’ve run into him a few times, haven’t you, Ash?”

“Who?”

“The daeva spy.”

Ash scowled without looking up from his folder. “Oh, him.”

“What’s he like?” Lyre inquired curiously.

Ash thought for a moment. “Dangerous.”

Piper and Lyre exchanged looks of annoyed disappointment at that unilluminating response.

With a sigh, Lyre turned a few more pages. A derisive pfff escaped him. “What’s this loser doing in here?”

He turned the page to show Ash, and Piper glimpsed a photo of a blond-haired, golden-skinned, flawlessly beautiful young man. Her limbs locked, her breath sealed inside her lungs.

Lyre shook his head. “Micah lowers the collective reputation of incubi by merely existing. He’s a bottom feeder. Why would anyone add him to a list of legitimately notorious daemons?”

It took Piper a moment to realize Lyre’s question wasn’t rhetorical and was, in fact, aimed at her.

“Uh.” She swallowed against the tightness in her throat. “I’m not sure. He was hanging around the Consulate a lot last year. Maybe that’s why.”

Lyre studied her for a moment, then glanced at Ash. The draconian was also watching her. Did these two have some kind of built-in radar that triggered the moment she evaded a topic of conversation? Seriously, she did not need this right now.

“Add that folder to this pile here to look at again later,” she ordered stiffly. “We’re just sorting them right now, not reading them.”

Lyre did as she’d asked, and the three of them powered through the rest of the briefcase’s contents without any further detours.

Their potentially useful pile contained six folders. The first three included the list of banned daemons, records of current and former consuls from all Consulates across the continent, and the profiles for “high risk” daemons that included a page on the incubus Micah.

The last three files were about groups the Consulate was keeping an eye on. One was a small band of Overworld daemons—seraphim, specifically—who’d come to Earth to gather worshippers. Seraphim strongly resembled depictions of angels, with white-feathered wings, pale hair, and ivory skin, and their heavenly auras had fooled several hundred human followers. Quinn had assigned Consul Wade to find out what the seraphim were really up to, which Wade had attempted, but he hadn’t been able to figure out whether the seraphim were delusional about their supposed holiness or just really enjoyed having humans fawn over them.

Another was about a human establishment that offered free services to daemons—services of a personal nature. Piper remembered eavesdropping on Uncle Calder’s meeting with two of the group’s organizers. The women had come to ask if they could advertise their establishment to Consulate guests, pointing out that extra haemon babies meant more potential consuls in the future. Calder had practically thrown them out. Not only was a haemon breeding service super messed up, but Calder—and Piper—suspected their real motive was something other than increasing the Consulates’ talent pool.

The last file was about the Gaians, a sect of haemons who opposed daemon interference on Earth. They claimed to be fighting for human rights, but the notes—written in her father’s sharp scrawl—said their real motivation was banishing daemons so that haemons could become the most powerful beings on Earth. For one generation, at least. With no daemons, where would Earth’s future haemon overlords come from?

Chewing her lower lip, Piper tapped on the Gaian folder. “This is the largest group by far. Haemons who don’t want to be consuls don’t really have any other options. Humans don’t like them, and daemons …” She scrunched her nose. “Daemons think haemons are all weaklings and won’t include them in anything daemony.”

“Of course not,” Lyre drawled. “Daemony activities are for daemons only. It’s an exclusive club.”

Ash snorted. “The real issue is haemons think they’re one step down from daemons when they’re barely one step up from humans.”

Scowling, Piper jabbed the folder again. “If the Gaians learned about the Sahar, they’d want it. Not only to keep it out of daemon hands but also to make themselves more powerful.”

“They wouldn’t be able to use it,” Lyre pointed out.

“Neither can daemons,” she reminded him. “Didn’t you say the mere potential for unlimited power matters? The Gaians want to challenge daemons, and the only thing daemons respect is power.”

A painfully familiar voice shouting those same words echoed in her memory.

Ash’s gray eyes swept across her face. “What makes you so certain the Gaians would want the Sahar?”

Dragging her teeth over her lower lip, Piper let out a slow breath. “My mother … thought the Gaians had a point. I think she was initially investigating them, but then she started to sympathize.” She grimaced. “I overheard my parents arguing about it before she left for good. I don’t know how involved she was, though. She died less than a year later.”

Lyre and Ash were quiet, watching her.

“Anyway,” Piper said quickly, “the Gaian group is the largest, and if the file is right about their real ambitions, they’re crazy enough to attack a Consulate for a chance to get the Sahar for themselves.”

Ash rolled his shoulders. “But how would an anti-daemon group have set a choronzon on the Consulate?” He was quiet for a moment. “It doesn’t all fit, but it seems likely that the Gaians are involved somehow.”

She blinked. “You agree with me?”

He nodded. “You said the haemons at the Consulate tried to abduct you. If your mother had ties to the group before she died, they might think you’re a potential sympathizer.”

Remembering the haemon at the Consulate telling her she “belonged” with them, Piper shuddered. “So we need to find them. The file doesn’t say anything about a location.”

“We could go back to the Consulate,” Lyre suggested dubiously, “but I doubt they’ll still be there. Plus, news about the Stone will have spread even farther and more daemons will be descending on the Consulate. Not my thing. I like small, intimate get-togethers, not huge bloodbath parties.”

Ash shrugged like either worked for him.

“So what, then?” She turned to Ash. “Do you know anyone we could ask? Someone from your … line of work?”

Lyre snickered at her delicate phrasing.

Ash leaned back in his chair. “Anyone who knows me will know I might have the Sahar. But there’s one daemon I could ask.”

Lyre arched his eyebrows curiously. “Who are you thinking?”

“Lilith.”

“Please, no,” the incubus groaned.

“Who’s Lilith?” Piper asked impatiently.

“She’s the only daemon I know who wouldn’t go out of her way to get the Sahar.” At Piper’s questioning look, Ash added, “She has everything she wants already.”

“Yeah,” Lyre grumbled. “A nightclub full of sex-crazed humans. She’s the happiest succubus on the planet.”

A succubus? That explained Lyre’s lack of enthusiasm. According to consul wisdom, it was a bad idea to let an incubus and succubus in the same building, let alone allow them to interact. Piper didn’t know if it was an inter-caste rivalry or something else.

She fidgeted with the edge of the folder. “What makes you think Lilith will know about the Gaians?”

“It’s in her best interests to stay informed about everything going on in Brinford,” Ash said. “I’ll see her tonight and find out what she knows.”

“We’ll see her tonight,” Piper corrected firmly.

“No.”

“Bad idea, Piper,” Lyre said. “You don’t want to set foot in the Styx. Besides, Ash works better alone.”

She shook her head. “Absolutely not. My father’s life depends on what we find out. I’m not staying behind by myself.”

“By yourself?” Lyre asked. “Were you planning to lock me in a closet?”

Ash frowned at her. She met his cool stare and didn’t flinch. There was no way he was going without her. No. Freaking. Way.

He pushed his chair back from the table. “Fine.”

She watched him cross the tiny apartment to the bathroom, her eyes narrowed. He’d given in too easily, and it made her uneasy.

The ring box was safely lodged in her shirt, its corners digging into her breasts. He didn’t know she had the Sahar. If he did, he’d already have stolen it from her. He wanted to find the Gaians for a chance at the Stone, and nothing else.

Somehow, she couldn’t convince herself it was that simple.


Chapter Twenty


PIPER


Sitting at the small table, Piper listened to the unfamiliar sounds of the city. She was used to the comforting background noise of the Consulate—her father’s and uncle’s rumbling voices, the other consuls chatting, somber conversation between daemons, and the occasional angry altercation.

Here, the soundtrack was disconcertingly different. The creaking of pipes and buzzing of cheap light bulbs. The ancient refrigerator making a strange grinding noise, though it was a miracle that a place like this had any working appliances, let alone electricity and running water. Piper knew she’d grown up in luxury, but it was a harsh wake-up call to sit in a cold, barren room that smelled like mold and realize that for most people in the city, this was luxury.

Through the thin walls, a couple was arguing—crying interspersed with variations of “the last of our money” and “we’re going to starve!” yelled over and over. Piper winced with each new shout. Another privilege she knew she should have appreciated but hadn’t really: always having food.

Someone in another unit was blasting music on terrible speakers, and whoever lived on the floor above kept pacing in circles, their heavy footfalls moving back and forth without pause. Piper wondered what was driving them to pace for so long without stopping. Were they also wondering where their next meal would come from?

She glanced at the tote of food they’d brought from the Consulate. How long until she was pacing with hunger?

A nonstop stream of unpleasant thoughts paraded through her brain, but she wasn’t interested in returning to the musty sofa for a nap. Ash and Lyre were still asleep in the bedroom, sharing the rickety bed to give Piper privacy—some privacy. Zwi had spent the daylight hours lurking in the shadows above the kitchen cupboards, her golden eyes surveying the apartment.

Piper had taken a long shower, put her damp hair in a high ponytail, and redressed in her layered outfit. Then she’d had nothing to do but sit around and worry. Ash had said they needed to wait for full dark before heading to Lilith’s nightclub.

Impatience chewing at her, Piper straightened the file folders still covering the table, aligning them all at right angles to the scuffed wooden edge. More than her own future prospects, being in the dark about basically everything was eating at her—not knowing if her father was alive, if her uncle was safe and recovering, if the Gaians were involved, if Lilith had the information they needed … and if trusting Ash was a huge mistake.

Not that she trusted him. But she was following his lead and relying on him to get her to the Gaians. To be fair, he hadn’t done anything nefarious—aside from being unexpectedly helpful, in his stony, taciturn way.

Piper opened the closest folder, just for something to do. It was the one with information on high-risk daemons. She flipped through them, reading a little of each page and studying the occasional accompanying photo. Micah’s came up again, and she hastily turned past it.

These sorts of daemons were the reason humanity almost universally feared and loathed daemon kind. These daemons were predators who couldn’t control their bloodletting instincts or didn’t even try. Or they simply didn’t care to follow human laws or any level of moral goodness. If they wanted to kill, they killed.

The only thing daemons respected was power. It was something Piper’s mother had said often—probably in an attempt to embed the message in her impulsive daughter’s psyche.

“Some daemons can be friendly or helpful,” she’d told Piper. “But once they shade, it doesn’t matter whether they genuinely like you. They’ll try to dominate or kill you. You need to make them respect you. That’s how you survive among daemons.”

Easier said than done.

Piper turned the page, and her heart stuttered. Another familiar face filled the photo clipped to the paper.

Ash.

He was looking at something distant, unaware of the photographer. His dark hair was exactly the same as she knew it, braided with that strip of red silk, but his features were colder than she’d ever seen—merciless and deadly.

Beside the picture was a short list.

Primary Name: Ash


Other names: Ashtaroth (unconfirmed)


Origin: Underworld (region unknown)


Caste: Draconian




“Ashtaroth?” she whispered. Something about the “taroth” rang a bell, but she couldn’t place her finger on it.

Her breath rushed through her nose as her eyes slid down the page. She didn’t recognize the cramped handwriting of the consul who’d written the report.

She read the first line in an almost soundless whisper. “‘Objective: Obtain concrete evidence that the mercenary assassin known as Ash works solely for, and answers only to, the Warlord of Hades.’”

Cold seeped through her until she was shivering in her chair. The word “assassin” glared on the page, but it was “Warlord of Hades” that chilled her to the bone.

Hades was the most powerful territory in the Underworld—and according to some, the most powerful in all three realms. It was ruled by Samael Hades, the single most powerful daemon alive.

And Ash worked for him?

Piper’s trembling fingers bit into the paper—and it was yanked out of her hand.

Zwi backed up the length of the table with the paper clamped in her mouth. Her wings were arched threateningly, making her look three times her usual size.

“Give that back,” Piper hissed. “Hey!”

The dragonet jumped off the table and dashed across the room, her head held awkwardly high to keep from tripping on the paper. Piper launched to her feet, but the dragonet was already squeezing through the partially open bedroom door. The tuft of black fur at the end of her tail disappeared.

Piper sank back into her chair.

Ash worked for Samael Hades. Maybe. The report had been searching for evidence. It wasn’t confirmed—or if it was, she hadn’t gotten to read that part.

She pressed a hand over her mouth. She’d known Ash had a bad reputation. She’d known he was dangerous. But an assassin working for the most tyrannical daemon in the realms?

Ash had helped her escape the Consulate, saved her from a prefect firing squad, and was getting her the information she needed to find her father. She assumed he was doing it because he was after the Sahar.

But he couldn’t be after the Sahar for Samael, could he? Samael had already possessed the Sahar before turning it over to the Consulates. Was Ash trying to steal the Sahar behind Samael’s back?

Closing her eyes, she saw Ash’s black-scaled hand stretched in front of her, each finger curving into a deadly talon.

He was far too dangerous. The moment she knew where to find the Gaians, she needed to ditch him—before she found out what he was really after.
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When she’d asked Lyre what the dress code for Lilith’s nightclub was, his reply had been, “Feel free to test the limits of indecent exposure.”

So helpful.

Locked in the tiny bathroom, Piper stared into her backpack of clothing and sighed. How forgetful of her not to pack a studded leather corset while fleeing for her life.

With another sigh, she changed into her tightest jeans, their knees artfully ripped, and put on her usual butt-kicking boots with their hidden daggers. For a top, she used one of those daggers to roughly cut four inches off the hem of a tight black tank top so it would reveal her midriff from the bottom of her rib cage to the top of her hip bones. She checked that the Sahar Stone was still safely enclosed in the ring box, then jammed it back into her bra and made sure her boobs didn’t have any suspicious boxy edges.

She hadn’t packed any accessories or makeup—again, not exactly a priority while on the run—but digging down to the very bottom of her bag, she found an old eyeliner pencil. A bit of creative smudging gave her a sultry, smoky-eye look.

To finish off her transformation into a club goer, she flipped her hair upside down, roughed it up at the roots, then tied it into a high, messy ponytail.

She twisted her mouth at her reflection. Best she could do.

Exiting the bathroom, she stepped into the tiny main room. Her gaze landed on Ash where he stood by the table of folders, and a hot little thrill ran through her body from fingertips to toes.

The draconian was back in black, mysterious and intimidating. He wore jeans, heavy boots, and a sleeveless shirt that stretched across his pectorals. While the hard muscles of his upper arms were bare, scuffed leather bracers covered his forearms. His hair was in its usual braid against the left side of his head, that strip of red silk woven in.

He half turned to her, and his eyes drifted downward, taking in her outfit. That thrill under her skin burned a little more wherever his gaze touched her.

“Love the new look, beautiful.”

Lyre’s voice sounded right in her ear, and an embarrassing yelp escaped her as she jolted away from him.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that!” she said, her snap more breathless than reprimanding.

Lyre grinned. The only change he’d made to his outfit was adding a gray hoodie. It hung off him, a size too large, and he’d pulled the hood up so only a teasing glimpse of his tousled pale blond hair was visible. Shadows dimmed most of his face, dampening the magnetic power of his amber irises.

Frowning, she flicked another glance at Ash, then back to Lyre.

With a sly smile, Lyre sidled over to Ash, slid an arm over the draconian’s shoulders, and leaned into him.

“Two for one is always an option,” Lyre purred.

Piper rolled her eyes as Ash shrugged the incubus’s arm off him. “I wasn’t ogling you. I was wondering why the hell you haven’t changed.”

“I did change.”

She pointed at his hoodie. “How is that appropriate for a racy nightclub? You said to dress indecently.”

“I said you should. I don’t want to draw any attention in a succubus club.” He threw his arm over Ash’s shoulders again. “And I’ll be counting on my guardian here to keep me safe from the evil succubi.”

Piper expected Ash to snort or roll his eyes, but he didn’t react. Was Lyre joking or not? She shook her head again. “But now I look overdressed compared to you two.”

“You’ll fit in,” Ash said. “Are you ready to go?”

She huffed. “I need to repack my bag.”

“I’ll check on the car,” Lyre offered. “Make sure it’s still there and still runs.”

Piper retreated into the bathroom again. She muttered under her breath about wasting so much effort dressing up as she stuffed her clothes back into her backpack. She slung it over her shoulder and checked on the Sahar one more time. Satisfied, she cracked the bathroom door open.

Something growled quietly.

Piper froze, peering through the partially open door. Across the tiny apartment, Ash stood by the window, gazing out into the darkness.

Zwi was crouched on top of his head, gripping his hair with her tiny paws, her wings arched for balance. She curled her neck to look at him upside down, growling and lashing her tail.

He reached up to grab her—and she chomped on his fingers. Piper stifled a gasp, then realized it had been a playful bite. The dragonet latched on to his forearm with all four limbs, gnawing on his hand with mock ferocity.

Still staring out the window, he flipped Zwi around so she was hanging upside down, pinned between his arm and his chest. Trilling, she squirmed madly to get free, her tail flailing side to side.

Piper pressed her fist to her mouth, trying not to laugh. She swung the door the rest of the way open, making sure to bump it against the wall to announce her presence.

Ash glanced at her. Zwi stopped her escape attempt, blinking up at Piper. It was painfully adorable.

“Are you ready?” he asked as Piper joined him at the window.

“Yep, I have all my stuff”—she tossed her backpack onto the sofa—“and I repacked the briefcase earlier.”

He nodded, returning his attention to the window. Piper peered through the dirty glass, seeing nothing but the lights of nearby apartment buildings.

“How’s your leg?” she ventured. “Feeling okay after the healing?”

“It’s fine.”

She pressed her lips together. What a surprise, the mercenary assassin wasn’t chatty. She wasn’t even sure why she was attempting to have a conversation with him.

Okay, actually, she knew why. She wanted to ask him whether he was really Samael Hades’s personal hitman. But that was the kind of question that got stupid people killed.

“Vejovis was kind of strange,” she said instead. “Is it true that he’s immortal?”

“No daemon is immortal. Vejovis has been around for a long time, but I don’t know how old he is or what his caste is.”

As he spoke, he scooped Zwi up onto his shoulder. She cautiously stretched her neck out and sniffed at Piper’s ponytail. It was the closest the dragonet had ever gotten to her, and she tried not to move.

“Hello,” she whispered to Zwi, then realized Ash could easily hear her. “Uh … can she understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Like, as well as a person could?”

Zwi arched her neck and trilled emphatically.

“Yes,” Ash translated.

Piper’s eyes widened. “Wow. That’s amazing.”

“Many animal species in the Underworld are highly intelligent.”

Zwi made a low-pitched noise and lashed her tail. Ash continued to look out the window—then Zwi headbutted him. Piper winced.

Ash scowled at his dragonet. “Zwi isn’t an animal. She’s a dragon. It’s an important distinction.”

Zwi chirped with satisfaction.

“I see,” Piper said with a stifled smile. “What’s the Underworld like?”

Ash leaned his shoulder against the window frame. “Why ask me? Haven’t you asked other daemons at the Consulate?”

“I have, but they’re always so vague, like it’s a big secret.” She quirked an eyebrow. “Is it a big secret?”

“Depends what you’ve been asking.”

She rolled her eyes. “What’s the weather like?”

His eyes finally flicked away from the window, surprise brushing over his features. “The weather? That’s what you want to know?”

“To start.”

He snorted. “The weather is different depending on where you are, just like this realm.”

“What’s it like where you live?”

His eyes narrowed. She definitely couldn’t sneak a revealing answer out of him that way. Why had she even bothered to try?

Blowing out a breath, she leaned against the wall beside the window, keeping Ash in her line of sight. “This is all so exhausting. Everyone is desperate to get their hands on the Stone, but I bet half the people after it wouldn’t even know what to do with unlimited magical power.”

“I know what I’d do.”

She almost didn’t want to ask. “What’s that?”

“Kill all my enemies.”

Knowing he probably had an extensive list of people he’d killed, it was an obvious but also unnerving answer. “Can’t you do that already? Draconians are a super powerful caste, right?”

“Magical ability isn’t all that matters.” He canted his head slightly. “Unless it’s unlimited.”

“Right,” she agreed with heavy skepticism.

He shrugged.

“I don’t know what I’d do with unlimited power, but if I had magic …” She sighed. “But I don’t, so whatever.”

He turned, his full attention settling on her for the first time since she’d joined him. A tiny shiver zinged down her spine. There was a tangible weight to his attention—an intensity of focus most people didn’t have.

“What would you do if you had magic?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

He waited.

Grimacing, she gestured vaguely. “I’d do exactly what I’m already doing, just with a hell of a lot less struggle. I’d be a consul. A really good one.”

“Why do you want to be a consul?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

A furrow of what seemed to be genuine bewilderment appeared between his eyebrows. “You’re a human⁠—”

“Haemon.”

“—with no magic. Every daemon you encounter could kill you. Why would you want to risk your life as a consul if you don’t have to?”

A sassy deflection was ready on her tongue, but she swallowed it back and offered an honest reply instead. “I grew up in the Consulate. Every day since I was a little kid, I’ve met different daemons who look and talk and think and react in unexpected ways. I never know who’s going to walk in the door, what they’ll want, what they’ll need, what their secrets are. Sometimes they don’t need anything, but sometimes I can help them. It can be dangerous, yeah, but it’s also exciting and interesting and never boring.”

He contemplated her, holding her gaze without so much as a blink. “Hm.”

“Hm?” she repeated incredulously. “That’s it? No other response?”

“What were you expecting?”

“I figured you could share at least one complete sentence in return.”

Zwi trilled from his shoulder, a sound that resembled laughter.

“I enjoy being bored,” he said.

“Are you serious?”

“If I’m bored, then no one is trying to kill me.”

She gave him a dubious look. “How often are you bored?”

He arched an eyebrow, but there was no amusement on his face. “Almost never.”

As if that had been a cue, Zwi’s head snapped up, her golden eyes swiveling toward the door. The handle clattered and Lyre swept inside, breathing hard.

“Stairs,” he panted. “Also, prefects.”

Piper jerked away from the wall. “Prefects?”

Lyre nodded. “A squad of them just forced their way into the building. Quite a large squad. I really wish they’d find something more productive to do than chase us around the city.”

She looked rapidly between Lyre and Ash. “What should we do?”

Lyre combed his fingers through his hair, swiping the pale locks away from his eyes. Composure regained after his sprint up eight flights of stairs, he shrugged lazily. “Kill them all.”

She stared at him.

“Or sneak past them. Whichever you prefer.”

Ash grabbed his pack off the sofa. “A bloodbath will draw too much attention. We can slip out before they get up here if we move quickly.”

Shaking off her daze, Piper scooped up her backpack as well. The prefects had caught up to them again—and this time, she wanted to get out of the building without staring down the barrels of a dozen rifles first.


Chapter Twenty-One


PIPER


The thudding of their boots echoed in the concrete stairwell as Piper raced down flight after flight behind Ash and Lyre. She jumped two steps to a landing, her backpack bouncing against her shoulders, and checked the floor number on her way past an exit door—second level. One more to go.

Ash reached the main floor exit and stopped in front of the metal door. He tilted his head, then stepped back. “There’s movement on the other side. Go down.”

Piper had no time to ask how he knew there was movement on the other side of a door with no windows. She descended the next flight into the basement and had barely rounded a corner onto the next landing when the door above clanged.

Voices reverberated in the stairwell. Piper, Ash, and Lyre held still, waiting to see which direction the prefects would go. Searching the units made more sense. Only idiots would trap themselves in a basement, right?

A jumble of terse conversation ensued, then clomping steps, but it was impossible to tell which way the prefects were headed.

Ash swore. “They split up. Keep going.”

How did he know all this? He’d tossed Zwi out the window to fly away before they’d left the unit, so she couldn’t be checking for him—though Piper had no idea how Ash seemed to know where his dragonet was at all times either.

Carrying the briefcase of files in one hand, Lyre shoved the exit door open, revealing a long, dimly lit hallway lined with closed doors. There was nowhere to hide. The prefects would see them before they could run all the way to the end.

Lyre cast a look around, then swerved toward the nearest door. He grasped the handle. It didn’t budge. Magic sizzled, a clack sounded, and he swung the door inward. The three of them crowded inside.

It was a boiler room. Clusters of pipes sprouted from a big horizontal tank at the back—the boiler, she assumed. The rest of the room was jammed with metal ducts, some large enough to crawl through, that ran along the walls and disappeared into the ceiling. The only free space was piled with junk—pieces of ductwork, cans of paint, a broken chair, and other garbage.

“We’ll have to hide,” Lyre said.

Hide? Where the hell were two guys, one girl, three backpacks, and a briefcase supposed to hide in this⁠—

Lyre closed the door with a snap, plunging the room into darkness. Piper’s heart pounded in her throat as she stretched her hands out, catching the back of Ash’s shirt as he stepped forward.

“I can’t see,” she hissed.

His hand closed around hers, and he led her slowly through the darkness. Her toe collided with something that clanked like an empty paint can. The musty air was hot and stifling, and she was already sweating. A fan in the ventilation system hummed loudly, and a piece of ductwork vibrated with a high-pitched metallic rattle.

A bang sounded from the hall. The prefects had reached the basement.

“Watch your head,” Ash whispered.

With her free hand, Piper groped at the air in front of her and found pipes at shoulder height. Stooping, she squinted in the darkness. Faint light leaked under the door, and as her eyes adjusted, she picked out Ash’s shape. He drew her toward the boiler.

Prefect voices filled the hallway outside the room.

Ash’s destination was a gap between the boiler and the back wall—a small gap. It was barely wide enough for Ash’s shoulders as he scooted in backward until he was tucked out of sight from anyone coming through the door.

Crouching, Piper glanced around. Where was she supposed to hide?

“What about in here?” a male voice yelled, so close he could have been standing outside the room.

Teeth gritted, Piper slid her backpack off, jammed it under the boiler, and sat in the only spot available: Ash’s lap. Her hand landed in a spider web by the wall, and she yanked it away, choking back a squeal of disgust.

The door rattled. Piper could just make out Lyre’s silhouette as he slid sideways into another gap between the ducts and the wall.

The handle rattled again, but the door didn’t open.

“It’s locked,” a man called.

Someone else answered. The noise grew fainter as the prefects moved down the corridor. Ash relaxed—and Piper felt a whole lot of hard muscle shift wherever their bodies touched.

Despite being scrunched in a stuffy room full of hot metal pipes with spider webs everywhere, her awareness narrowed to Ash. Her back was pressed against his chest, his breath hot on the side of her neck, his leg flexing under her ass like he was uncomfortable—which he probably was.

Seconds ticked past, agonizingly slow, as they listened to the muffled sounds of the prefects searching the other rooms in the basement. Piper wiped the sticky cobweb strands on her pants. Heat radiated off the boiler beside them, and her face was damp with perspiration.

Ash abruptly jammed his hands under her ass and heaved her up a couple of inches so he could straighten his leg. He settled her onto his lap again, and his sigh of relief whispered across the back of her neck, stirring strands of hair that had come loose from her ponytail.

His hands rested on her waist. Her bare waist, because she’d cut the bottom of her shirt away in a pointless attempt to look like a sexy clubber.

It was a casual touch. He might not even realize he’d left his hands on her exposed skin. But she was aware of it. Very, very aware. His hands spanned her hip bones, and her skin felt flushed beneath his touch, her heartbeat racing from more than adrenaline.

“Would they hurry up and leave?” Lyre whispered irritably, his voice almost inaudible over the mechanical hum. “We’re going to suffer heat stroke before they’re gone.”

“How long will they keep searching?” Piper muttered, trying to sound neither breathless nor desperate to escape this situation.

“Quiet,” Ash said, presumably listening for clues as to what the prefects were doing. Their voices echoed in the hall, and doors slammed. The noises grew closer. Were the prefects backtracking?

An itchy feeling prickled Piper’s knee. She started to reach for her leg to scratch the spot when the boiler room door rattled again.

“Just break it,” someone said.

Bang.

The prefects had slammed something into the locked handle. The whole door shook.

The prickly feeling on her leg intensified, and Piper gritted her teeth, not daring to move. Another violent clang reverberated through the room.

The prickly feeling crept across her knee—and she realized it wasn’t a random itch. Something was crawling up her leg.

Bang! The handle broke and the door flew open, flooding the room with light.

Piper screamed.

Ash clapped a hand over her mouth at the last second, and the thud of the door swinging into the wall covered her muffled shriek. Ash clamped his other arm around her middle like a vise.

“Hold still,” he hissed in her ear.

An electric charge of magic rushed through her, coming from Ash. A spell. She had no idea what its purpose was, and she didn’t care—because the biggest spider she had ever seen was sitting on her knee, right on top of the rip in the fabric. It was brown and bristly, and its buggy black eyes stared right at her as it wriggled its fangs like it was chewing on something.

Flashlight beams flickered around the room, and Ash was crushing the air out of her to keep her still, his hand tight over her mouth. She still didn’t care. Death by firing squad was inconsequential. Preferred, even. Anything to get the spider off her.

“There’s no one here,” a prefect announced.

“Big surprise,” another complained. A light skimmed along the floor. “Wait, what’s that?”

Ash’s fingers twitched against her face. The spider inched over her knee and onto her thigh.

“Never mind, just a reflection,” the guy said. “Let’s go.”

Their footsteps clomped out into the hall, and the broken door swung most of the way closed, leaving a narrow strip of light from the hall to illuminate the room.

Piper couldn’t look away from the spider. Her chest heaved, air rushing through her nose. Ash started to loosen his grip on her middle.

“Hurry up!”

The bellowed order came from outside the door, and Piper jumped—which made the spider jump. In a flash, it leaped onto her exposed stomach, its horrible prickly feet poking her skin.

She lost it, screaming into Ash’s hand and flailing like a mad thing. He struggled to hold her on his lap, then twisted sideways, dumping her onto the floor on her back and pinning her arms.

“Hold still,” he growled. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” Lyre hissed. “What’s wrong?”

Piper went stiff as a board, Ash straddling her hips. Her muscles quivered, and tears streamed from her eyes. Give her minotaurs, sphinxes, anything but spiders.

“I don’t see it,” Ash whispered.

Something tippy-tapped against her stomach—under the hem of her shirt. She swallowed a screech of terror and tried to launch off the floor, almost headbutting Ash.

“In my shirt! It’s in my shirt!”

Ash yanked the hem of her shirt up to her bra. She felt the spider race across her torso. Then Ash’s hand swept over her skin, and the feel of the spider vanished.

“Where is it?” she gasped.

“I got it. It’s dead.”

Piper sucked in air, her limbs trembling. Little more than a silhouette in the faint light, Ash flicked his fingers like he was shaking water off them—or spider bits. Had he squashed it with his bare hand? Just the thought made her stomach lurch.

He peered at his palm. “It bit me.”

“It bit you?” she repeated in horror, tensing to sit up—but she couldn’t. Ash was still straddling her, one hand braced beside her head. Her heart thumped against her ribs.

“Would somebody tell me what the hell is going on?” Lyre snarled.

“Spider,” Ash replied.

“A spider?” Lyre repeated mutinously.

“A huge spider,” Piper corrected, half angry, half humiliated. “It was crawling on me.”

“A spider,” the incubus said again, sounding even more displeased.

Ignoring him, she reached for Ash’s wrist. “Let me see. How bad is it?”

He allowed her to turn his hand around, but she couldn’t make out a bite mark in the dark.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I’m resistant to poisons.”

She blinked. “You are?”

“Yeah.” A brief pause. “Bugs don’t really … bug me.”

A laughing snort escaped her. “I’m okay with most bugs. Just not spiders.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Sorry for losing it.”

Ash shrugged. “Everyone has their phobias.”

“Even you?”

He tilted his head to look at the boiler on one side and the wall on the other—so close he’d probably scraped his shoulders while wrestling with her—then glanced at the pipes a foot above him.

“You’re claustrophobic?” she whispered in disbelief.

He started slightly, as though he hadn’t realized she could make him out in the darkness. She felt his leg muscles tense against her hips—and a blush heated her cheeks.

“Mostly just underground,” he admitted in a reluctant growl.

“Underground like this basement room,” she pointed out.

He was silent.

“You two can continue this party without me,” Lyre grouched, his words accompanied by a rustle as he squeezed out of his hiding spot. “I’m leaving. If the prefects are still out there, I’m just going to kill them.”

Piper rolled her eyes. As if an incubus could take on a whole squad of prefects with rifles.

Ash shifted off her and maneuvered out of the corner. Sitting up, Piper straightened her shirt, made sure the ring box was still in place, and grabbed her backpack. Slipping out from behind the boiler, she hastened after Ash, her cheeks flushed and heart still beating fast—because of the spider, obviously.

As they snuck up the stairs and out into the blessedly cool night air, Piper couldn’t stop glancing at Ash. She’d almost gotten them caught, but he hadn’t gotten nasty about it or made her feel stupid. He hadn’t even seemed angry. She just didn’t get it. Nothing he did was what she expected from him.

She crossed her arms over her chest, using the motion to covertly check on the Stone again. Whatever else he did or didn’t do, only one thing mattered: he wanted the Sahar, and a Hades assassin wouldn’t hesitate to kill her to get it.


Chapter Twenty-Two


PIPER


The Styx was smack-dab in the middle of the most derelict street Piper had yet seen. The streetlights were broken, and the windows of every building were shattered or boarded up. Trash littered the sidewalks and piled up under the rusted-out skeletons of cars. The stench of old urine and spilled alcohol hung in the air.

A warehouse-sized building lit up like a runway, the Styx emitted a nonstop, bone-deep thump of music, audible from a hundred feet away. A short queue had formed in front of the open entrance.

Piper scanned the waiting patrons. She would’ve needed to cut several more inches off her shirt to blend in with that crowd.

Ash didn’t join the queue. He walked right past it, heading toward the bouncer beside the door. The big, beefy man did a slight double take, then waved Ash through. Piper followed on his heels, Lyre behind her.

The interior lighting was dim and moody, a feeling exacerbated by the pulsing, frenzied dance beat pounding in her head.

Ahead, the hallway doubled in width. On either side, long tables stood like sentries, draped in red velvet. Covering almost every inch of the tabletops were masks: stylized, jeweled, feathered, and beaded masks with long ribbons. Half of them were recognizable as animal countenances; the rest were fantasy creations.

Curved glass cases protected the masks, and an attendant stood behind each display. The male attendant, with a grinning snake mask, wore no shirt and had scales painted over one shoulder. He spread his hands invitingly across his display. The woman on the other side, wearing a feathered peacock mask, was already reaching under her table. She produced a black mask and handed it wordlessly to Ash.

Piper peered at the male attendant’s display. It had smaller, more feminine masks than the opposite side.

“Choose any one you’d like,” the man said.

“The Styx is an anonymous sort of place,” Lyre added, probably reading her uncertainty. “I’ll take that one.”

The woman handed him a rather boring indigo mask with a pattern of diamonds and long black ribbons. Piper looked back at the feminine masks with no idea what she should choose.

With a helpful smile, the silent male attendant selected a silvery mask with a delicate pointed snout and large, silky ears. He offered it to her.

“Uh … sure.” She reluctantly took the fox mask. “Thanks.”

Fumbling to tie the trailing ribbons behind her head, she followed Ash into another short hall—and then they stepped into the club.

Two colors of light dominated the massive space: red and blue. The red was everywhere, radiating dimly from under the bars, out of cracks in the walls, and from hidden pot lights. It suffused the air, subtly pulsing. The blue tones flickered and flashed from strobe lights and spotlights. Everything else was painted black to reflect the colors.

The club was packed. Bodies swayed and writhed to the music, and crowds formed dense clusters around the bar and what looked like a stage at the far end. Small tables with stools surrounded a wide dance floor, where a hundred bodies undulated in eerie synchronization.

Someone tapped her shoulder. Piper turned and her heart skipped. The man’s glossy black mask curved over his forehead but cut inward at the hollows of his cheeks to reveal strips of his defined jawline.

She blinked and realized it was Ash.

He gestured for her to follow him, and she kept close as he wove through the crowds of patrons. Lyre was right behind her, his mask on and hood drawn over his hair, even less recognizable than Ash.

Piper’s gaze darted in every direction, taking it all in. Some dancers wore tight jeans or short skirts, while others wore elaborate costumes to match their masks. There was everything from skimpy leather to heavy chains to corsets, ribbons, lace, and fishnet. The masked faces of the dancers swam through the pulsating light, anonymous and mysterious.

Maybe it was the masks or maybe it was the club, but the lack of inhibition seemed to be as much of a theme as the red and blue lights. Dancers were grinding on each other, touching, even kissing. When she passed a woman wearing a corset, thigh-high fishnets, and a dragonfly mask who was sandwiched suggestively between two men, Piper forced her gaze to Ash’s back.

He stopped at the bar to shout something to the blond woman behind the counter. Piper was staring in uncomfortable fascination at a couple in skimpy koi costumes when a man sauntered past. Her jaw dropped.

His mask was stylized like a white lynx face, but the furred ears that poked through his hair and his long, swishing white tail were as real as the rest of him. He was unmistakably a daemon.

She stared openmouthed as the daemon, without the slightest sign of self-consciousness, ambled onto the dance floor and was instantly surrounded by a group of hip-swaying dancers. One stroked his ear suggestively. Piper swallowed hard. Either the daemon had gotten real creative with his glamour or he wasn’t bothering with glamour at all.

Breathing a little too fast, Piper surveyed the club again more carefully. Lynx-boy wasn’t the only daemon there. She spotted a female daemon resembling a gold and blue fairy, a blond daemon with tawny wings, and a male with what sort of looked like snakeskin covering his limbs. The more she looked, the more daemons she picked out. Humans of both sexes surrounded every daemon, vying for their attention.

What the hell was going on with this place? Daemons did not walk around without glamour. They just didn’t.

Piper turned to shout a question at Lyre but found him staring at the dance floor.

She poked his arm. “Lyre?”

He jumped, looking alarmed as he swiveled toward her.

“Are you okay?” she called over the music.

Ash stepped away from the bar and waved at her and Lyre. Checking that the incubus was right behind her, she hastened after Ash to a curtained door guarded by two masked bouncers who nodded at Ash as he went through.

The hall stretched deeper into the building, but Ash took a sharp left into a private lounge with leather sofas and small drink tables. The same red lights glowed from the corners, and the eardrum-busting volume of the music was muted to a muffled thumping.

Ash stopped in the center of the room and pushed his mask on top of his head. “Lilith will join us shortly.”

Pushing his mask up as well, Lyre cast a dark look at the door, as though expecting the succubus to swoop in at any moment. Piper knew he hadn’t been excited about coming here, but the way he was acting, it seemed like he’d rather be literally anywhere else.

Piper pulled off her mask and tossed it onto a sofa. “What’s with the daemons here?”

“Some humans are really into daemons,” Lyre said, turning to her instead of glaring at the door. “Like, really into us.”

“Didn’t you say daemons don’t show off their true forms because we’ll never believe they’re human again?”

“The daemons here don’t want to be mistaken for humans. They want attention.”

“Have you ever gone around this club with no glamour?” she asked with arched eyebrows.

He grinned, though it was more subdued than usual. “I can get all the attention I want without cheating.”

“Not using glamour is cheating?”

“Lyre is less attractive in glamour,” Ash commented.

Piper blinked in confusion. Why would Lyre make himself less attractive with glamour? Wasn’t being beautiful and irresistible the whole point for incubi?

Lyre smirked. “Did I hear that right, Ash? Did you just say you’re attracted to me?”

“You heard wrong.”

Lyre scoffed, then leaned close to Piper. “What about you? Do you want to see my real face?”

Her gaze flicked over his flawless features, then turned to Ash. What did his true face look like? Did the black scales she’d seen on his arm reach his face too? Was he monstrous or starkly appealing?

Ash’s eyes met hers, his gray irises churning like dark water. There was something different about the way he looked at her—something visceral and magnetic. Something that made her want to step closer … to reach out and touch him.

Except it was Lyre who touched her.

He caught her upper arms, pulling her into his body. She wrenched away and twisted toward him, an angry rebuke ready to fire—but the words died in her throat.

Lyre’s eyes were pitch black.

Piper recoiled, bumping into Ash. Why had Lyre suddenly shaded? What the hell was wrong with him?

“Piper,” he said, and his voice hummed through her, diving straight down to her core. “Come here.”

Warmth rushed across her body, her skin tingling with goose bumps, every nerve impossibly sensitive. She stepped toward him.

Ash caught her around the middle, pulling her back into his chest with a thump. The contact jolted through her, and her head cleared enough for her to realize that Lyre was enthralling her with aphrodesia—way more aphrodesia than he’d unleashed on the haemon woman back at the Consulate.

His black eyes locked on Ash, and he bared his teeth.

A low rumble vibrated through Ash’s chest. With her heart pounding in her throat, Piper craned her neck for a glimpse of his face.

Ash’s eyes had gone black too.

They’d both shaded in five seconds flat, and she was trapped between them. She was so dead.

Fighting for calm, she tried to ease away from Ash. His hand tightened on her waist, his fingers biting in with painful strength. His other hand cupped her throat, forcing her head back into a submissive pose.

Lyre snarled and stepped aggressively forward until he was pressed against Piper’s front and right in Ash’s face.

Shit, shit, shit. The word repeated on an endless loop in her head. Her breaths came in quick pants and she couldn’t get enough air. She was hot, burning wherever Lyre and Ash touched her. She needed to separate herself from them before they tried to kill each other—but she also wanted to rub against them, to tilt her head back even more for Ash, to arch her chest into Lyre.

“Guys?” she attempted.

She’d meant to sound assertive, but it came out breathless, almost moaning. Ash’s arm tightened around her, and she nearly whimpered at the visceral feel of heavy, hard muscle banded across her stomach.

She needed to get a grip on herself. “Let me go!”

This time it came out as a sharp command. Like spotlights shifting, the two daemons focused on her instead of each other.

She met Lyre’s hungry black stare and fear flooded her, cutting through the haze of desire. There was no recognition in his eyes. He didn’t see a girl he knew. He saw a female he wanted to possess.

“Lyre?” she whispered.

His empty stare didn’t change.

Ash’s hand on her throat flexed, then softened. She felt a sudden change in his breathing—a quick, deep inhalation. His arm unclamped from around her.

“Lyre,” he said sharply, “Lilith is here.”

Lyre didn’t react. One heartbeat, two, three—then something shifted in his eyes. The violent lust died, replaced by hot fury. He lurched back a step, then turned toward the door.

“Lilith,” he snarled—and the sound was exponentially more murderous than any sound she’d ever heard him make before.

A silvery laugh answered him. A woman swung the partially open door out of her way and stepped inside, a smile playing across her luscious full lips. Her amber eyes were huge and magnetic, her long, pale blond hair glossy and smooth. Her oval face was impossibly beautiful, eclipsing even Lyre’s, with such perfect symmetry of features that she almost didn’t seem real. Her soft bronze skin glowed from within, not a single blemish, not even a visible pore.

Her body was just as flawless, curvaceous but balanced. She wore fitted jeans and a white silk blouse that showed little skin, yet Piper couldn’t stop her eyes from tracing the contour of the woman’s waist and the way it flowed to her hips and then her thighs. It was mesmerizing. Piper couldn’t look away.

“I warned you,” Lyre said, his snarl shifting into a malevolent hiss, “what I would do if you ever enthralled me again.”

Lilith tilted her head guilelessly. “I didn’t use that much aphrodesia. It was just so unusual to see either of you with a girl.” Lilith’s gaze drifted to Piper. “I was curious to see whose toy she is. Yet it seems she stands between you, claimed by neither. How … daring.”

Piper had almost lost track of what the succubus was saying, bewitched by the sound of her voice. It was soft, warm, and enveloping, like a beam of sunlight turned to sound.

Clenching her hands into fists, Piper squeezed until it hurt. The pain cleared her head. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

Lilith smiled as though Piper were a small child proclaiming her independence, then turned her attention to Ash. “As enjoyable as that was, I know you’re not here for my entertainment. Are you here to entertain my customers, perhaps?”

“No,” Ash said, a growl still edging his voice. “I’m here for information.”

“Is that so?” The succubus’s amber eyes glittered dangerously as she gestured toward a sofa. “Then tell me what you need—and what you’re willing to pay for it.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


LYRE


He hated everything about Lilith. Her pale blond hair, so similar to his, disgusted him. Her smooth bronze skin, curvaceous body, and full, pouty lips filled him not with lust but with cold fury. And her eyes—those entrancing amber irises made his fingers itch for his bow and a spelled arrow.

Of course, all incubi hated all succubi, and vice versa. But when it came to Lilith, his loathing was personal.

“I won’t play games with you,” Ash said, wasting no time in getting to the point. “I want information, and that’s it.”

Lilith smiled. She was lounging on one of the leather sofas, legs crossed at the knee and her body positioned perfectly to show off her figure.

Ash sat across from her, arms folded and his expression on the edge of hostile. Piper sat beside him—close enough to show solidarity, but not too close. Not after what had just happened.

Fury clawed up Lyre’s throat again, and he swallowed it back. Logically, he knew it wasn’t his fault that he’d lost control—but he hated losing control.

Especially here. Especially in this room.

Too tense to sit, he’d leaned against the wall beside the sofa where Ash and Piper sat, his hands shoved in his pockets. He’d made sure he had a line of sight on the door in case any of Lilith’s succubi minions showed up.

“No games? How dull.” Lilith tapped a finger against her bottom lip. “What sort of information?”

“A location,” Ash answered shortly. “For the Gaians.”

Her eyebrows arched. “Oh my. What did a sad little group of haemons do to earn a visit from you?”

“They pissed me off.”

“Did they? Does their transgression involve a certain coveted lodestone?”

Lyre suppressed an irritated scoff. He didn’t like how quickly Lilith could connect the dots. He should have killed her five years ago. He hadn’t, and now she’d gotten this idea that he would never go that far.

“Why I’m interested in the Gaians makes no difference,” Ash said. “Where can I find them?”

“In the city? Everywhere.”

“Their primary location,” he clarified impatiently. “Or wherever their leaders are.”

Lilith folded her hands in her lap. “You better not have brought that accursed stone—and all the trouble that comes with it—into my club.”

“I don’t have it.”

Ash didn’t betray the faintest hint of deceit. He didn’t look at Piper. Neither did Lyre.

They hadn’t brought the Sahar Stone in here, but Piper had.

“Hmm.” Lilith pursed her lips thoughtfully. “In that case, let’s discuss the price.”

“The Gaians are an annoyance to all of us, including you.” Ash canted his head. “If you tell me their location, I’ll eliminate them at no cost to you.”

Piper’s eyes swung toward the draconian, wide with disbelief. Was she that surprised Ash could and would slaughter the Gaians wholesale? Lyre supposed he and Ash had grown desensitized to violence—an inevitability considering where they’d grown up.

“That may be true,” Lilith said, “but I don’t give away anything for free.” She hummed thoughtfully. “The ring has been too predictable lately. An unexpected challenger would improve my profit margin.”

Ash’s jaw tightened. “I don’t have time for that.”

Lilith pivoted to face Piper. “You know how to fight, don’t you, Miss Consul Apprentice?”

Piper frowned, suspicious of the question. “Yes, I⁠—”

“No,” Ash snapped.

Lyre blinked in surprise at Ash’s instant aggression—and so did Lilith.

Ash checked himself, his expression returning to its usual cold stoicism.

“I already told you,” he said in an even tone, “we don’t have time for that.”

But it was too late. Smiling with wicked delight, Lilith leaned back and crossed her legs the other way. “Piper, in my ring. That’s my price.”

“What ring?” Piper demanded.

“The fight ring, of course.” Lilith scrutinized her fingernails with casual indifference. “The Styx offers many kinds of entertainment.”

“Those fights are for daemons only,” Ash growled. “She’s a human.”

“I’m a haemon,” Piper corrected sharply.

“Exactly,” Lilith agreed with a nod. “And don’t consuls have extensive self-defense training? I can tip the scales a bit if necessary.”

“Are we talking boxing?” Piper asked. “Or mixed martial arts?”

“She means no-holds-barred carnage where daemons beat each other unconscious,” Lyre told her before turning his glare on Lilith. “It’s out of the question. If you need more entertainment, I’ll⁠—”

“Don’t be stupid,” Ash interrupted.

“Agreed,” Lilith said. “You will stay out of my ring.”

Lyre bit back a curse.

“I want the girl,” Lilith went on. “I haven’t had a female in my ring in months.”

Piper wrinkled her nose at Lilith. “Why don’t you fight in the ring, then?”

“Oh, honey.” Lilith smiled. “That would hardly be fair.”

“What about this is fair?” Piper folded her arms. “Whatever. I’ll do it.”

“You have no idea what you’re agreeing to,” Ash growled.

“The fights aren’t to the death, are they? So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is how many of your bones a daemon opponent can break before the match is over.”

Piper looked at Lilith. “I need to be able to walk away. Your information is no good if I’m too injured to use it.”

“Of course,” Lilith purred. “I have a skilled healer available, and the punishments for maiming or killing an opponent are severe. Fighters respect the rules.”

Ash’s glower intensified, and it was unclear whether he was angrier with Lilith or Piper.

“How many opponents would Piper have to fight?” Lyre asked Lilith before Ash lost his temper. “What are the rules?”

“Each fighter will face challengers until they either lose a match or win ten. The prize increases with every match won—though you will not be fighting for a cash payment.”

“Ten wins?” Piper muttered.

“Impossible,” Lyre said. Ash could do it without breaking a sweat, but a teenage girl? “One match and that’s it.”

Ash’s glare swung to him. Lyre ignored it. Lilith had all the leverage, and short of torturing the information out of her, the best they could do was negotiate.

“Withdrawing is not permitted,” Lilith said implacably. “She must fight until she defeats ten opponents or is defeated herself.”

“Could I fight one match, then fake a loss?” Piper asked. “Like, take a few hits and pretend to get knocked out?”

“If you let your opponent hit you, you won’t need to pretend.” Lilith’s lips twisted with disapproval. “No one throws a fight in my ring.”

“I’ll be her opponent, then,” Ash said, his voice dark and rumbling. “She can lose to me.”

Lyre cast a worried look at the draconian. Piper’s expression was similar.

Lilith, on the other hand, looked thrilled by this idea. “She has to win some matches first. You can be her fifth opponent.”

“She won’t last that long.”

“Her fourth, then. Surely she can win three fights.”

Ash opened his mouth, but Piper jumped in.

“Deal. Three matches, then I’ll lose to Ash.” She narrowed her eyes. “And you’ll give us the Gaians’ exact location.”

“Perfect.” Beaming, Lilith rose to her feet. “Shall we?”

As she sauntered to the door, Piper let out a nervous puff of breath and glanced at Ash. “We’re going to pretend you’re beating me up, right? We won’t actually fight.”

Ash’s eyes slashed across her, his mouth pressed into a thin, angry line. “I’m not the opponent you should be worried about.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


PIPER


The daemon howled as an invisible blast of magic exploded against his chest. He pitched over backward, a spray of blood decorating the fight ring and splattering the front row of cheering spectators. His victorious opponent raised his fists in triumph.

Piper swallowed her stomach down. She wasn’t normally revolted by blood, but something about the ecstatic screams of a sadistic mob combined with unchecked violence under the guise of entertainment made her feel ill.

Or maybe the knowledge that she would soon be standing in the blood-splattered ring was the source of her nausea.

“Grudge wins his ninth match!” the announcer crowed, his voice amplified but still difficult to hear over the noise of the crowd.

Stepping back from the doorway where fighters entered the arena, Piper glanced over her shoulder. Ash and Lyre stood behind her, their eyes on the ring. Farther down the hall, more fighters waited for their names to be drawn and their matches to begin—all male, all heavily muscled, and all mean as vipers.

Two burly guys dragged the bloody, unconscious loser off the platform. They dumped him on a stretcher and marched to the doorway. Piper, Ash, and Lyre pressed against the wall as the stretcher rolled past.

She tried not to look at the daemon’s injuries. She failed.

“What exactly is Lilith’s plan?” she asked, her voice higher than usual. “She’s going to … ‘tip the scales’ or something for me, right?”

“Once that brute”—Ash jerked his chin toward the current victor—“wins his next match, he’ll walk away with his prize money. Everything resets, and the two lowest-rated fighters in the pool will face off. You’ll be one of them.”

“What’s my rating?” she asked.

“Zero. It’s based on previous matches,” he added, noticing her scowl.

“We just need him to hurry up and win,” Lyre said, scanning the fighters loitering in the hall behind them. “If he loses, it’ll be a random draw for the next challenger.”

Biting her lower lip, Piper rubbed her palms together, scuffing the tape wrapped from her knuckles to mid-forearm. While she’d been alone with the tape, she’d used a few extra pieces to secure the Sahar in her bra. She couldn’t risk it getting knocked loose in the ring. Its empty box was stashed in a back room where she could retrieve it later.

She peered through the doorway again. Roughly two thousand spectators were packed onto the wide tiers that formed a half circle around the ring. A stage ran across the back of the room, where the announcer paced excitedly.

On either end of the wall were two screens lit by projectors. One featured a leaderboard with fighters’ names, their wins and losses, and a rating. The other was replaying grainy video footage of Grudge pile-driving a different opponent headfirst into the platform—the end of a previous match.

Between the two screens was the most frightening thing in the whole room: a huge game show wheel divided into quarters. On the left and right, a symbol like two crossed fists glowed white on a green background. At the bottom of the wheel, a red quadrant showed a sword crossed with a spear. The quarter at the top showed neither fists nor weapons on its solid black background, only a skull and crossbones.

“Laaaaadies and gentlemen,” the announcer called. He gestured grandly toward the daemon still standing in the ring. “Grudge is one victory away from leaving with all the winnings, and it’s time to select his final challenger!”

While Grudge pumped his fists in an uber-masculine, bulging-muscles way, the announcer turned expectantly toward the right side of the stage. At this point in the past three matches Piper had observed, a scantily clad woman had sauntered onstage carrying a blood-red box from which the announcer would draw a name.

Cheers erupted from the crowd—louder than anything during Grudge’s matches. Piper frowned, leaning farther out the door. The crowd was chanting, but she couldn’t quite make out what.

Then she saw the woman gliding across the stage with the box of names.

“Lilith! Lilith! Lilith!”

A gracious smile lingered on the succubus’s lips as she waved to the spectators, the red box balanced on one curvy hip.

Ash’s shoulder brushed Piper’s as he leaned over the threshold for a better view.

“What’s she up to?” he growled.

As Lilith reached the announcer, he eagerly offered her his mic. The crowd went silent, waiting for her to speak.

“Grudge has fought in my ring on many occasions,” she said, her musical voice filling the space, “winning six, seven, and even eight matches. Tonight, he stands on the cusp of becoming one of our champions!”

The twisting nausea in Piper’s gut quadrupled. Beside her, Ash had gone rigid.

Lilith passed the box to the announcer, and he shook it vigorously before tilting the open top toward the crowd, giving them a glimpse of the paper slips inside. Then he offered the box to Lilith.

The crowd shouted with excitement, some of them calling out the names of the fighters they wanted to be drawn—but Piper knew, with a horrible sinking feeling, which moniker Lilith would “draw.”

The succubus dipped a slender hand into the box. She withdrew a paper slip, the end pinched between her polished red fingernails. She handed it to the announcer with a smile.

“And our challenger is …” He glanced at the paper. “Minx!”

Piper’s heartbeat pounded in her ears, nearly drowning out the announcer. Her fingers and toes tingled with adrenaline.

“Fuck!” Ash snarled.

The crowd was shouting and laughing. Minx’s stats had appeared on the projector screen next to Grudge’s, and it was a very inspiring row of zeroes.

“What the hell is Lilith thinking?” Lyre snapped furiously.

“Making things more entertaining.” Ash sneered the word, his voice rough with anger.

Piper couldn’t look at either of them. She was too busy hoping that some feeling would come back into her limbs.

Ash’s face appeared in front of her, blocking her view of the ring. His irises churned like thunderclouds. “Grudge is tired. Don’t give him time to catch his breath.”

She nodded mutely.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer yelled, “I give you Minx!”

That was Piper’s signal to go get in the ring, but she couldn’t move. Ash stepped to the side. His warm hand curled around her elbow. He leaned close.

“Don’t even think about fighting fair,” he said in her ear, his breath tickling her cheek. “Wreck him.”

She swallowed hard. Ash’s hand on her elbow guided her forward, and she took her first step. With the movement, her shock and dread fell away.

Wreck him. She could do that.

Lifting her chin, she strode toward the ring. At the sight of her, the noise from the spectators swelled, filled with cheers, catcalls, wolf whistles, and laughter. Lilith’s bookies were hard at work, rushing from patron to patron to mark down their bets.

Piper stopped in front of the ring, dismayed to discover the platform was chest high. There were no steps in sight. Grimacing, she hauled herself up and rolled awkwardly under the lowest rope. Up close, she could see that the platform wasn’t actually gray. It was just covered in so many multicolored stains that they’d blended into a gross sludge-like shade.

“Primary bets are now closed!” the announcer declared as Piper faced her opponent. Grudge was a lot bigger than he’d looked from a distance. He had a buzz cut and a crooked nose, and his tattooed biceps were as thick as her thighs.

“Ladies and gentlemen, shall we have the beautiful Lilith spin the wheel?”

The crowd howled their approval, then went quickly silent. Dread iced Piper’s stomach as Lilith stepped up to the giant game show wheel. As she pretended to test the rotation of its oversized arrow, her gaze caught Piper’s.

The succubus smiled, then spun the arrow hard.

It whirled around and around, spinning past the different quadrants. As it slowed, Piper held her breath. It spun past a green section. Past black. The other green. The red. Green again. With a tick, tick, tick sound, it slowed to a crawl.

The arrow came to a stop dead center on a green quadrant, marked with a symbol of two crossed fists.

“A fist match!” the announcer yelled. “Yes, ladies and gentlemen, Grudge will defeat his final challenger with his bare hands. No weapons or magic allowed. Combatants, get ready!”

Refocusing on Grudge, Piper pressed her back against the padded corner post of the ring. The daemon grinned evilly from his corner.

The bell rang.

Flexing his beefy arms, Grudge slowly approached. He intended to toy with her. Piper jumped away from the post before she got cornered and scuttled along one side of the square. Grudge turned with her. The announcer was yelling things and the crowd was shouting taunts, but Piper wasn’t listening. All her attention was on her opponent.

Grudge stopped. He swept his gaze over her from head to toe, taking in her stupid clubber outfit with a suggestive leer. Keeping her face slack and fearful, Piper reached up to sweep loose strands of hair off her forehead.

Grudge lunged at her—and her hand, already positioned next to her jaw, was ready to fly. She flung her fist out with the force of her entire body behind it.

Her knuckles smashed into his throat with a satisfying crunch.

He staggered backward, choking and hacking. Piper swung a roundhouse kick into his lower gut. Grudge doubled over. She grabbed the top of his head with one hand, leaped off the platform for better reach, and brought her elbow down on the base of his skull. As he buckled forward, she kneed him in the face for good measure. His nose crunched against her kneecap.

In any other fight, Piper would have stopped there, but Ash had said to wreck him.

As Grudge stumbled, trying to regain a defensive stance with blood gushing from his broken nose, she kicked him hard in the kidney. He wheezed. She kicked him again in the gut. He staggered. Dropping to the floor, she swept her leg into his ankles. He fell.

Piper jumped onto his back, grabbed his thick wrist, and twisted it in a wrestling hold. The bands of muscle in his arm were so heavy and powerful that it took her whole body to get his arm into position—then she wrenched it.

Grudge howled as his shoulder dislocated.

She grabbed for his other arm, but Grudge heaved sideways. She fell off him and tried to roll away. With daemon speed, he flipped on top of her and drew back his good arm for a punch that would break her jaw.

Gasping, she jabbed her fist into his left side. He reared back with a guttural shout. She’d seen him take a hit in that spot two fights ago and suspected his rib had cracked. It had—and now it was broken.

As he clutched his chest, still straddling her, she sat up and punched him full force right between the legs.

His face paled drastically, and he seemed incapable of making a sound. Piper scooted out from under him and hopped to her feet.

He bared his teeth, his expression promising pain. She smiled, lifted one foot, and slammed her kick-ass boot into his face. There went his nose again. He keeled over, thudded down on the platform, and didn’t move.

The crowd roared, and the announcer began counting. Piper backed up to the ropes, breathing hard. Her gaze finally shifted off Grudge, swinging toward the succubus still standing beside the game show wheel.

Lilith tilted her head slightly, her eyelids half lowering with catlike satisfaction. She blew a kiss at Piper, then sauntered off the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen—your victor, Minx!”


Chapter Twenty-Five


PIPER


The tumult from the crowd was deafening—a nonstop barrage of howls, bellows, shouts, and cursing. A lot of cursing. The gamblers who’d bet on Grudge to win were not happy.

“A shocking upset!” the announcer declared, sounding way more excited than his audience. “On the verge of his tenth victory, Grudge suffers a KO from first-time challenger Minx, losing his chance to join the ranks of Styx’s champions!”

As the mountain of limp muscles that had been Grudge was hauled out of the ring, Piper propped her elbows on the rope behind her, breathing deep to oxygenate her muscles. The spectators were still shouting, and she was starting to pick out some cheers and excited whoops in the mix.

“Minx didn’t take a single hit,” the announcer babbled. “Unbelievable! When’s the last time we saw such a swift overturn from a new challenger?”

The cheering amplified. Excluding the gamblers who’d lost a lot of money, maybe the ring’s spectators reveled in the unexpected. Lilith had said that spicing things up would help her profits.

Piper glanced at the hallway where the fighters entered, but she could only see the top of the doorframe from her spot in the ring. Were Ash and Lyre still watching? What did they think of her victory?

Would Ash be impressed that she’d wrecked Grudge?

“It’s time to select Minx’s challenger!”

Piper looked sharply toward the stage, but Lilith hadn’t reappeared. The usual woman in a glittering dress held the box out to the announcer.

Had Lilith limited Piper’s potential opponents to daemons she had a chance of defeating? Or did the box contain the entire pool of fighters, from total amateurs to former champions?

The announcer plucked a slip of paper from the box. “Our next challenger is—Rattler!”

The crowd cheered. A chant rose above the cacophony. “Rattler, Rattler, Rattler!”

Piper swore under her breath. It sounded like her next opponent was a regular—a popular one. She peered at the screen where Rattler’s info had appeared. His rating was almost as high as Grudge’s. And unlike Grudge, Rattler wouldn’t be injured and fatigued from nine previous matches.

As the announcer described his favorite moments from Rattler’s past matches, a daemon approached the ring. With one glance, Piper knew she was in trouble. Rattler was slight and rangy, with a fluid walk and a bounce in his step that warned he was light on his feet. He was around Piper’s size, but that didn’t increase her chances of victory.

Against this guy, she’d lost her only real advantage: agility.

Rattler swung into the ring with a haughty smirk stretching his mouth. Piper eyed him, hoping for clues about his fighting style. His shaved head, covered with a snake-scale tattoo, offered no handholds. He was shirtless, showing off his unnaturally pale skin, and wore simple black sweats that wouldn’t impede his movements. He probably didn’t rely on a boxing style.

“Let’s spin for the match!”

Piper and Rattler turned to watch as the announcer spun the arrow. It whirled past the different quadrants, then slowed, ticking down into a relatively safe fist-match green section. It slowed more. Piper held her breath.

The arrow dropped one peg into the red section with a crossed sword and spear.

“A weapons match!” the announcer shouted.

The crowd screamed their approval. Piper swallowed hard. It could’ve been worse. At least the match didn’t allow magic.

The lady in the sparkly dress approached the ring. In one hand, she held a spear. In the other, she balanced a ten-inch dagger and a katana.

“The current champion chooses first,” the announcer explained. “I’ll remind combatants that deliberate maiming or killing strikes will earn you an equal penalty.”

So if Rattler killed her, he would suffer the same fate—but the rule didn’t comfort her. Equal penalty or not, she would still be dead.

She hesitated over the three weapons. She had to consider which weapon worked best for her and what options she was leaving her opponent. The dagger suited her close-range style, but if Rattler selected the spear, she’d end up skewered with or without a dagger.

Better to go with the middle ground. She selected the katana.

Rattler didn’t even feign indecision before choosing the dagger. Piper weighed the sword in her hand. She’d trained with katanas like this one, but she’d never attacked someone with a live blade.

“Fighters, get ready!”

Piper stepped away from the ropes, her heart hammering fast against her ribs. Rattler tipped his head from side to side, loosening his neck muscles.

The bell rang.

Rattler swayed forward, effortlessly tossing the dagger from hand to hand in the opposite rhythm as his feet.

She was in trouble. So much trouble.

Breathing deeply, Piper shifted her sword into a guard position. She had to take him down before he could get that dagger within range of her flesh.

She lunged and feigned a high strike. He called her bluff, almost goring her with the dagger before she parried. He danced back with a grin on his face. How had she ended up fighting an opponent with all the same strengths as her—only stronger? Had Lilith set this up on purpose?

Burning with a mix of fear and frustration, Piper made a quick jab with her katana. Rattler ducked low under the blade and whipped his dagger toward her upper thigh. She flung herself backward.

Stinging pain burned across her leg. The crowd roared.

Rattler didn’t give her time to check the wound. He darted close again, and as her katana clanged against his dagger, his free arm cocked back.

The punch connected with her jaw and sent her spinning into the ropes. She bounced off, whirling around with her blade swinging. Rattler recoiled out of her range with swift dexterity.

Jaw clenched, she went for him with quick, short strikes. He retreated, keeping safely out of her reach. Landing a hit shouldn’t have been so difficult—she had a three-foot katana against his ten-inch dagger—except Rattler’s speed made her lightweight sword look like a big, clumsy club.

He scored three more shallow scratches on her, plus an agonizing kick to the knee. She retreated, fending him off with wilder swings and limping with each step.

Grinning, he leaped at her. She lurched onto her bad leg—exactly as he’d intended. Her battered knee gave out. She collapsed backward, and he aimed his dagger at her shoulder.

With a swiftness fueled by desperation, she released her sword and grabbed his wrist with both hands—just as the point of the dagger sank into her trapezius muscle. Pain engulfed her shoulder, and her arms almost buckled. She braced against his downward force with all her strength.

He swayed his head back and forth, his creepy pale blue eyes darkening as he pushed the point of the dagger in a little deeper.

Piper heaved her hips up and to the side, flipping him onto his back. She rolled onto his chest, using both hands to wrench the dagger out of his grip. As the weapon thudded onto the platform, she punched him in the solar plexus. He grunted with pain, his eyes flashing black.

She struck again, this time at his diaphragm, but he caught her wrist before the hit landed. The dagger flashed as he grabbed it with his other hand.

Breaking his grip on her arm, she jumped up and away from the dagger. Spotting her sword, she seized it.

Rattler stood. His eyes were the color of pitch, and his face was contorted in a snarl. He was done messing around, and if she didn’t gain the upper hand in the next three seconds, he would slice her to ribbons.

She flicked a glance at the snake-skin pattern inked on his skull. Breath held, she waved the tip of her sword from side to side as though she was indecisive about her next move.

Rattler’s eyes followed the point of the sword. Back and forth, back and forth. She inched closer to him with each pass of her blade. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the entrancing movement, oblivious to her closing in, his dagger held loosely in his hand.

When she was three feet away, she gave her sword one more sinuous wave—then whipped it at his chest. The blade sliced sideways across his sternum. A shocked cry escaped him as bright red blood ran down his pale chest.

He jerked his dagger up, but Piper was already dropping to the platform. Her sweeping kick took his legs out, and as he slammed down on his back, she drove her katana into the same spot in his shoulder where he’d stabbed her. The blade ran right through him and into the platform beneath.

Releasing the hilt, she stomped on his hand to make him drop the dagger. She grabbed it, pounced on his chest, and pressed the blade to his throat.

“You lose,” she hissed.

Hatred and humiliation etched hard lines in his face as the announcer shouted that Minx had claimed another victory.

“Cheating bitch,” Rattler snarled.

“Cheating?” she repeated with a scoff. “You’re the one who stamped a call sign for your caste on your head.”

He bared his teeth at her.

She smiled sweetly and yanked the sword from his shoulder.

He stood, ignoring the blood running from his wounds. With a contemptuous sneer, he spat on the platform at her feet and swung out of the ring.

Piper sagged against the corner post. Her legs trembled. Her arms ached. She checked the slice in her thigh, then peeled a layer of tape off her left wrist and wrapped it tightly over the wound. Pain seared through the muscle. Her knee was still throbbing horribly.

She checked the other wounds from Rattler’s dagger, but there wasn’t much she could do about them. Letting her head fall back, she tuned out the announcer. The crowd was excited. “Minx” had surprised them twice now, and they were ready for more.

A fresh wave of cheers thundered through the room, startling Piper out of a haze of pain and fatigue. The lady with the name box was leaving the stage. Piper had missed the draw.

She straightened sharply, her gaze sweeping toward the projector. Her challenger’s moniker and stats had appeared: Thoth, 37 wins, 8 losses. His rating was higher than Rattler’s.

The roar of the crowd swelled again, and a moment later, Thoth jumped into the ring. He smiled in a charming sort of way at Piper, but his eyes were icy cold. He was six inches taller than her and probably outweighed her by a hundred pounds. He was shirtless like the other combatants, and his hands were taped up to the elbow.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer called, “it’s now time to⁠—”

“—spin the wheel!” two thousand voices roared.

With a toothy grin, the announcer did just that. The arrow whipped around and around, and a new chant rose from the mob.

“Brawl match, brawl match, brawl match!”

Piper sucked in her breath and held it, willing the crowd to shut up. The arrow zoomed past a fist match and into the weapons match quadrant. It was slowing. It ticked across into the next green section, getting closer and closer to the skull and crossbones.

It came to a stop two pegs from the edge of the green quadrant. The crowd let out a collective groan of disappointment.

“Another fist match,” the announcer yelled. “Fighters, get ready!”

Piper stepped out of the corner and brought her fists up.

The bell rang for the third time.

Being an experienced fighter facing a bruised, bleeding, exhausted girl, Thoth didn’t bother with a cautious approach. He skipped forward like a kid at the park, swatted Piper’s initial block out of his way, and rammed his fist into her belly. She doubled over and dropped to her knees.

Thoth graciously backed up until she could breathe again. Sincerely hoping her spleen hadn’t ruptured, she dragged herself to her feet and tried to focus through the pain. She couldn’t take another hit like that. He would break her into pieces.

Thoth launched at her. She evaded two strikes and blocked another. Then he caught her wrist and pulled her into a shoulder-wrenching throw. She slammed into the platform on her back, her stab wound screaming with agony. When she didn’t get up fast enough, he gave her an encouraging kick in the ribs.

If she lived through this, she was going to drag Lilith into the ring and replay every move from this fight with the succubus on the receiving end.

Piper got up and evaded three more attacks but was too slow to dodge the fourth. Thoth threw her over his shoulder. She landed in a roll that set her shoulder wound on fire again, and she flopped onto her face instead of springing to her feet. Gasping, she pulled herself up with the ropes and sagged against them.

Fighters weren’t supposed to die in the ring, but if Thoth kept beating on her, Piper would suffer serious injuries—maybe permanent injuries. Her body couldn’t take the kind of punishment daemons could endure.

No one was stepping forward to stop the fight. The crowd was howling with delight and the announcer was egging them on. This was exactly the kind of entertainment Lilith had wanted.

Piper gritted her teeth. She refused to be beaten to a pulp for the entertainment of strangers. She wasn’t going to let Lilith win.

Piper twisted around, putting her back against the ropes as Thoth came for her again. Consuls trained primarily for self-defense and for intervention. But that wasn’t all they learned. She could do more than wrestling throws and dislocating shoulders. She could—theoretically, at least—break bones, damage organs, disable, maim, or even kill an attacker.

But she’d never used those techniques in real combat before. Did she dare try them now—and would they be enough to take down Thoth?

She drew herself up, coiled her limbs, and sucked air into her burning lungs. Only one way to find out.


Chapter Twenty-Six


ASH


Ash watched Rattler spit on the platform at Piper’s feet. His pulse beat in his ears, a measured tempo counting down.

Piper slouched against the corner post, and Rattler slid under the lowest rope to drop to the floor. His eyes were black, his face tight with humiliation, and his scent full of rage. He stalked toward the doorway where Ash and Lyre had been observing Piper’s fights.

The daemon’s attention was on the fighters waiting farther down the hall—the regulars, the guys he knew. The ones who would be equally pissed off that some haemon girl was fucking things up for them in their arena.

Rattler averted his eyes from Ash as he entered the hall, avoiding a challenge. Ash waited as the daemon passed him—then he seized the daemon by the back of the neck and smashed his face against the wall.

A garbled cry escaped Rattler, drowned out by the boisterous crowd. Ash grabbed the daemon’s injured shoulder and spun him around, ramming his back into the wall.

Blood streamed from Rattler’s shattered nose. “What the f⁠—”

“Looks like you had a rough night,” Ash growled, tightening his grip on Rattler’s wounded shoulder. “You should leave.”

Whites showed all the way around Rattler’s black irises. The fury was gone from his scent, and he stank of fear.

“But,” he began haltingly, “I need the healer⁠—”

“If you stay”—Ash dug his fingers into the sword puncture Piper had given the daemon—“you’ll need a gravedigger.”

Rattler’s face went white. Blood dribbled from the wound as Ash ground his fingers in deeper. “All right. I’ll leave.”

Ash released him. “Good choice.”

Rattler rushed down the hall, passing his fellow fighters and disappearing from view.

Leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets, Lyre arched an eyebrow. “Was that necessary?”

Probably not, but letting that slimy serpent walk past him unharmed had been beyond Ash’s restraint. He would’ve preferred to break the daemon’s neck.

Ash flicked his hand, shaking Rattler’s blood off his fingers. His pulse still thudded in his ears, tension winding his body tight. He was on edge, and he wasn’t sure why. He hadn’t wanted the apprentice in the ring because her getting injured—or worse—would complicate everything. He’d lived in violence his entire life: violence against him, against others; violence he witnessed; violence he committed. He was far beyond caring.

So why did he want to rip out Rattler’s throat?

A clamor rose from the crowd. Piper’s next challenger had been drawn. Ash hadn’t heard their name be called, but the daemon was already striding down the hall toward him. Thoth. An experienced fighter. Not a former champion, but far beyond Piper’s strength or skill.

Their stares locked as Thoth drew level with Ash. The last time they’d met had been in the ring. Thoth had been the challenger then as well, and Ash had thrashed him in a humiliating defeat.

Ash bared his teeth, the instinct to crush the other daemon rising in him. Thoth broke eye contact as he passed. If he hadn’t, Ash would’ve attacked him—but these were the games daemons played. Hunters vying for dominance, always walking the line of defiance and submission.

Thoth continued toward the ring. As he reached the platform, he glanced back. Again, he met Ash’s gaze—and he grinned with savage anticipation.

Ash lunged forward, but Lyre grabbed his shirt collar.

“Remember why we’re here,” the incubus said sharply. “This is her last real match. Don’t screw things up.”

Ash sucked in a deep breath, but it did little to calm him. Thoth was in the ring now, facing Piper. Ash couldn’t see the game show wheel, but he heard the telltale sound of the arrow spinning.

“Brawl match, brawl match, brawl match!”

“Another fist match,” the announcer bellowed.

Ash gritted his teeth.

The bell rang.

Thoth landed his first blow almost instantly, doubling Piper over. A few seconds later, he threw her onto the platform with bruising force—then kicked her while she was down.

Ash choked on a snarl.

When Thoth threw her again, Lyre hooked his arm around Ash’s neck to hold him back.

“Calm down, Ash.” Hypnotizing power thrummed in Lyre’s voice. “He won’t kill her. We just have to wait.”

Thoth, that bastard. He could have ended the fight with his first attack, but he was dragging it out on purpose. He’d seen Ash go after Rattler. Thoth was beating on Piper as petty revenge against Ash.

Piper dragged herself up by the ropes and faced Thoth again.

Ash’s eyes narrowed. Her stance had changed.

She unleashed a flurry of fast, sloppy punches that Thoth blocked easily—but she didn’t seem to be trying to land a solid hit. She was trying to set up a particular move.

What single move could save her when she was so outmatched?

He got his answer when Thoth tried to grab her for another throw, and she caught his elbow. The crack of breaking bone was audible even over the shouts of the spectators. Lyre’s soothing croon stuttered.

Thoth recoiled, but Piper didn’t give him a chance to recover. She grabbed his hand and twisted it—and Ash knew, because he’d used the same move many times, that Thoth’s ligaments had torn.

A sharp cry of pain escaped Thoth. He lashed out, his fist catching Piper’s jaw. She reeled back.

Ash didn’t realize he’d taken a step until Lyre wrenched him backward again.

“Keep it together, Ash. You’re getting in the ring with her next, and you can’t go in already lusting for blood.”

Ash snarled under his breath.

Pressing her advantage, Piper took Thoth down with a brutal hit to his knee, then locked him in an excruciating hold. If she kept bending his leg like that, she would break the Styx’s rule about maiming. Thoth held out for one second—two—three—then he slammed his fist into the platform.

“Thoth yields,” the announcer cried. “Minx wins!”

The crowd exploded with renewed fervor. Ash exhaled harshly through his nose. He hadn’t thought Piper could do it. She was exhausted and injured against a superior fighter with greater strength and speed—but like Ash, Thoth had underestimated her.

The daemon ducked under the ropes and dropped to the floor beside the platform. He glanced at Ash, then turned and limped away, choosing to navigate through the spectators rather than walk past Ash.

A wise decision.

“They’ll draw your name next.” Lyre thumped his palm against Ash’s chest before sliding his arm away. “Once you’re in that ring, you have to stay in control. Keep your bloodlust under wraps.”

Ash let out another rough exhalation and rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the tension.

“Who will Minx’s next challenger be?” the announcer was saying. “Can she pull off another miraculous victory?”

Not this time.

The crowd rumbled with impatience. Ash couldn’t see the stage from where he stood, but he wasn’t ready to step closer to the ring.

“Our next challenger …” A dramatic pause. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s been over a year since he last set foot in the ring. The most ruthless champion in Styx history, with forty-nine wins and one loss, he’s the reason daemons in all three realms can’t sleep at night, he’s legendary, he’s—The Draconian!”

Every voice erupted in a roar that made the walls shake and Ash’s ears throb unpleasantly. The volume hit an all-new high to match the crowd’s rising excitement.

“That’s your cue,” Lyre shouted to him. “Put on a good show.”

Ash strode into the pit. The spectators were on their feet, and a new wave of cheering and shouts vibrated the floor. He ignored them as he swung under the ropes and onto the platform.

Leaning against the post opposite him, Piper opened her eyes. Blood and bruises marred her skin, and her legs trembled. She gave him a wan smile.

“Spin the wheel, spin the wheel!”

Obeying the fervent chant, the announcer spun the arrow.

“Brawl match, brawl match, brawl match!”

The arrow whirled across the colored sections. It came around full circle, dropped toward the bottom of the wheel, then swung upward as its momentum dissipated. The chant grew louder and louder.

The arrow stopped, its point aimed straight up into the black section filled with a skull and crossbones.

Rabid, ecstatic cheering thundered to the ceiling. Piper’s face had paled, her lips pressed together.

“A brawl match! Minx will face The Draconian in a brawl match! Weapons and magic are fair game!”

A woman appeared with the three weapons, and Piper once again selected the katana, leaving the spear and dagger for Ash. A cold smile pulled at his lips, and he waved a dismissive hand at the weapons. The crowd screamed and cheered over his refusal, but Piper frowned deeply.

“Fighters, ready!”

Piper raised her sword, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

The bell clanged.

She lurched forward, hesitation marring her steps. Was she worried about hurting him?

He prowled forward to meet her. She swung the sword, but he was already twisting sideways. The blade’s tip swept past his chest, so close it snagged on the fabric of his shirt—but it didn’t touch his skin. Left with her guard wide open, Piper couldn’t do a thing to stop him as he grabbed her around the middle and tossed her across the ring.

She thudded down on the platform with a gasp. Rolling to her feet, she scowled at him. What was the glower for? He was supposed to defeat her.

She approached again and feinted to one side. He smacked her blade away, grabbed her wrist, and kicked her in the stomach as gently as he could without making it obvious he was pulling his hits. She went down again.

Instead of clambering up, she kicked his ankle, jolting his foot out from under him. He caught his balance, his calf throbbing. She wasn’t pulling her hits. Not that it mattered, but⁠—

Her second kick hit the nerve in his inner thigh, and sharp agony lanced up the muscle. His leg buckled.

He hit the platform on his back, and Piper jumped on him, blade flashing in her hand. He caught her wrist. She sat on his chest and punched with her other hand. He caught that wrist too.

She strained against his hold, teeth bared, then hooked her leg on his elbow, trying to wrench his arm down to free her wrist. Before she hurt herself fighting his strength, he threw her off and rolled on top of her. She heaved up, pushing him off using the same move. They tumbled across the floor, and in the middle of the tangle, he yanked the katana out of her grip and sent it sliding across the platform. It fell out of the ring with a clang.

He let Piper break free. Springing up, she went on the attack, throwing kicks and jabs that he blocked and dodged with ease. He let several openings go by before taking one. His fist connected with her uninjured shoulder, and she flailed backward in a spin. As she fell, she tried to kick him, but he caught her ankle.

If this had been a real fight, he could have broken her leg. He could have thrown her right out of the ring. He could have ended it in a dozen different ways—all of which would have seriously hurt her.

So he did nothing, and she slammed her other boot into his knee, forcing him to drop her. He backed away a step, jaw clenched. This wasn’t working. With the sword out of the picture, he couldn’t feign caution anymore, and Piper had already proved herself too tough to go down from a few punches. And no one would believe that “The Draconian” would go easy on her, not when his previous runs in the ring had ended with ten badly beaten combatants.

He waited for Piper to regain her footing, then sprang at her. She did her best to defend against him, but she was too inexperienced. He’d been killing daemon warriors before she’d even begun serious martial arts training. He landed a restrained blow to her gut, and she dropped to her knees. She got up, and he hit her again.

This was infuriating. Unnecessary. It was Lilith manipulating them for her own gain. Piper would have bruises from his fists. He didn’t want to hit her—and each time he did, he got angrier.

As she went down yet again, clutching her diaphragm, he choked back a snarl. He wanted to purge the violence inside him, and she was the only target—a weak, gasping, trembling target.

She needed to stay down. She needed to back slowly away before he lost the battle against his predatory instincts—instincts that were rapidly drowning out reason.

Instead, she threw herself into his middle. He lurched back, and she fell, clutching his shirt. A seam tore. He pulled away from her, needing space, needing to get his instincts under control. Peeling off his ruined shirt, he threw it out of the ring. He needed time to cool off.

Piper got to her feet again. She met his eyes with a blazing stare.

Savagery surged through him at the blatant challenge.

“Come on, Draconian,” she called mockingly over the roaring crowd. “Afraid to get up close and personal with a girl?”

That fool of a consul apprentice was deliberately taunting him. Logic was fading from his mind, replaced with a vicious need to dominate or destroy.

“Come and get me!” she yelled, spreading her arms.

The last thread of his self-control snapped.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


PIPER


Ash’s eyes had gone black. Maybe taunting him hadn’t been her smartest move.

Fear sizzled along her nerves, mixing with the heady rush of adrenaline as she watched for the slightest hint of his inevitable attack. She wasn’t dumb enough to think riling him up would give her an advantage. Even shaded, he was frighteningly still, perfectly balanced, and ready for anything. On her best day and his worst, she could never beat him.

His fingers curled. He launched at her.

Instead of meeting his attacks or attempting to defend, she dove for the platform. With a terrifyingly swift change of direction, he pounced.

His weight crushed her into the floor, his knees slamming down on either side of her. She grabbed him around the neck, pulling their torsos together, closing the gap he needed to punch her. She heaved her hips sideways to force him onto his back.

They’d already grappled once, and she’d been able to throw him off her—but not this time. They rolled together, and her back slammed into the platform again, his hand around her throat—the same dominating grip he’d used on her while under the influence of Lilith’s aphrodesia.

Piper gasped, air scraping through her windpipe. Ash’s black eyes bored into her, his teeth bared, his grip just shy of choking her. His weight pushed down on her hips, his thighs braced against her sides.

She grabbed his wrist in a futile attempt to break his hold—and his grip tightened, cutting off her air.

Eyes bulging, she released his wrist and let her arms drop to her sides. His hand loosened enough for her to breathe, his palm hot against her throat.

The crowd was on their feet, their shouts and calls edged with a biting, demanding undertone. They wanted more. They wanted blood.

Piper bent her legs for leverage and heaved sideways. Ash twisted with her, and she barely broke free before he could pin her again. She rolled to open a gap between them and sprang upright.

Her exhausted legs trembled. She panted for air.

Ash came to his feet with predatory grace. Muscles rippled across his bare torso, a sheen of perspiration on his skin. His eyes were still black, his expression hungry.

She took a subconscious step back—and he prowled closer. A hunter stalking his prey.

He was going to kill her if this kept up. Faking a fight was no longer an option, and the crowd wouldn’t buy it anyway. Ash was too obviously powerful. He would have to seriously hurt her to feed their bloodlust.

Unless there was a way to turn their bloodlust—and his—into something else.

She stepped back. He followed. She stepped back again. The padded corner post was two feet behind her. Panic danced in her belly. She was possibly about to die.

Straightening her spine, she lifted her chin and met his unblinking stare for a second time, challenging him, pushing that button in his daemon brain that made him want to attack or dominate her.

His lips pulled back from his teeth. His weight shifted—and he charged.

With a wild cry that was half desperation, she leaped at him so she was completely airborne. He crashed into her, and she grabbed him with her arms and legs both. They crashed into the padded post behind her.

Time slowed. The noise of the crowd disappeared. Ash was pressed hard into her, pinning her against the post, his chest hot against her front. She clutched his shoulders, her legs clamped tight around his waist.

His hand formed a fist in her hair, and he pulled her head back until their eyes met. His pitch-black stare cut right through her, a silent, primal demand that she submit or die.

Instead, she grabbed his head and yanked his lips down to hers.

His response was instant—his mouth consumed her. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was like flame meeting oil, all fire and raging heat. He shoved her harder into the post, crushing their bodies together. She arched into him, head tilted back as far as possible, her throat exposed. His mouth, his hands, his body—they were fierce, carnal, unyielding.

She tangled her fingers tightly in his hair and opened her mouth for him. The hot stroke of his tongue over hers sent a spiral of burning heat across every nerve in her body. Their kiss deepened into something even wilder. His hand was on her throat again, his thumb on the edge of her jaw, holding her where he wanted her.

The noise level in the room slowly infiltrated her awareness. The crowd was on its feet and the uproar was deafening—screams, cheers, and wolf whistles.

Ash pulled back. Piper stared at him, their faces inches apart, both of them breathing hard. His eyes were still black as pitch. Her legs were still locked around his waist.

Taking her by surprise, Ash pulled her off the post and flipped her over his shoulder in a fireman carry. The air whooshed out of her lungs, and while she was still reeling, he lifted one hand in a triumphant gesture, his other arm clamped over the backs of her thighs to keep her in place.

“Unbelievable!” the announcer shouted. “Is The Draconian forfeiting his victory to take Minx as his prize?”

Piper scowled. Reduced to a prize for a man. She’d never be able to show her face in the ring again—not that she had any plans to return to the Styx. Unless it was to give Lilith a black eye.

As Ash leaped out of the ring and dropped to the cement floor with Piper trapped on his shoulder, the crowd’s volume climbed even higher. Cheering, applause, whistling, raucous hooting—but angry shouts and boos could be heard too. Not everyone was satisfied with the switch from bloodlust to sexual lust.

The noise grew muffled as Ash carried her into the hall. A door clattered, and as he turned to shut it behind them, she got an upside-down view of a small room with some basic first aid supplies and a rickety cot. With the click of the door latch, the volume of the crowd dropped even more.

Ash tilted Piper off his shoulder and onto her feet—which involved her sliding down his front on her way to the floor. She found herself leaning against him, his hands hot against her sides and her hands resting on his bare chest.

His hold on her tightened, and she realized her legs were quivering violently. He helped her limp to the cot and sit on it. She risked a peek at his face, and relief swept through her. His eyes had lightened to the shade of thunderclouds, which was a big improvement over ebony.

He lightly touched a sore spot on the side of her jaw, then tilted her face to check the other side. His expression revealed nothing about what he was thinking, and it was driving her kind of insane.

What had he thought of that kiss? Was he upset that she’d manipulated his daemon instincts? What would he do if she pulled his mouth to hers a second time?

The thought sent a thrill down her spine, but she wasn’t sure whether it was fear or anticipation.

His fingers slid away from her face, and he glanced around the tiny room. He stepped away from the cot. “I’ll get the healer for you.”

“Ash, wait,” she blurted.

She jumped to her feet and nearly ended up in a heap on the floor.

He turned back as she steadied her exhausted legs.

“Ash, I …” She swallowed. “I mean, you …”

A sharp knock sounded, and the door swung open. Lyre stepped across the threshold, his gaze sweeping between her and Ash.

“That was wild,” Lyre declared, seeming torn between disbelief and amusement. “Whose idea was that?”

Piper dropped back onto the cot, her cheeks heating. Right. The kiss between her and Ash had felt intensely, passionately private, but it’d actually been excessively public.

Lyre hesitated in the doorway, sensing the tension in the room. “Should I get the healer for Piper?”

“Yes,” Ash said shortly. “I’ll find Lilith.”

Apprehension buzzed through Piper. “Will she still tell us the Gaians’ location?”

“I won’t give her a choice.”

On that chilling note, he disappeared into the hallway, and Lyre followed, closing the door behind him.

Piper let her shoulders sag forward, exhaling a giant breath through her nose. She took a moment to focus on breathing, then stuck her hand into her shirt and checked that the Sahar Stone was still safely taped in place. No issues there.

She touched her lips. Kissing Ash while he’d been shaded—talk about walking a knife’s edge. If he’d been feeling even a tiny bit more murderous, she’d be dead. She could hardly believe she’d done it. It had been her most life-threatening moment in the ring.

She closed her eyes, and instantly she could feel his mouth again—the uncontrolled passion, the feverish need, his aggressive dominance. If she’d somehow seen a vision of that moment ahead of time, she would’ve been sure she’d hate being kissed like that.

She definitely hadn’t hated it.

Piper shook her head sharply. She was smarter than this. She knew how dangerous daemons were, and she knew how destructive they could be even without causing physical harm. She’d gotten lucky this time, but she was absolutely certain that if she tested Ash’s limits again, she would be lucky if she lived to regret it.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


PIPER


The daemon healer fixed Piper’s dagger wounds but left all the bruises for her to deal with. It turned out magically repairing damaged flesh wasn’t very fun—healing the slices had hurt more than receiving them—so she hadn’t begged for her minor injuries to be treated as well.

The moment she was no longer bleeding, she’d recovered the Sahar’s ring box from the room where she’d hidden it, returned the artifact to the box, and wedged it back into her bra. Lyre had disappeared again to find Ash, so her next goal was to locate both daemons and see if they’d gotten the Gaians’ location out of Lilith.

She’d beaten three daemons in the ring, but the mazelike bowels of the building defeated her weary brain. She ended up back in the main club, where the dance floor was still jammed with masked humans and daemons. Her mask was long gone, but she really didn’t care.

She found an out-of-the-way corner near the far end of the bar where the music wasn’t as deafening. Turning so she could see the curtained doorway that led to the other areas of the Styx, she leaned against the wall to wait for Ash and Lyre to appear.

Despite aching from head to toe, she started tapping her foot restlessly. They’d been here for hours now, and she was more than ready to get a move on. Her father had been missing for too long already. Who knew what the Gaians had done to him? And if she was wrong about who had attacked the Consulate, she’d have to start over from scratch.

Her father might not have that much time. He could already be dead. The thought made her stomach turn.

She didn’t realize her eyes had slid shut, weighed down by fear and fatigue, until an unexplained chill ran up her spine. Her eyes flew open.

A man stood in front of her, a hesitant tilt to his head. Perfect golden skin, pale blond hair, and an exquisitely beautiful body. A mask covered his entire face, a fantasy countenance of teal and gold, but there was no doubt he was an incubus.

He wasn’t Lyre. He was a few inches shorter, a bit leaner, his arms lacking Lyre’s muscle tone. But even with his face mostly covered, recognition smashed through her defenses like an icy wave breaking against a rocky shore.

“Micah?” she whispered.

He smiled, and it was like a punch to the gut. Then he pushed his mask up, and it was like Thoth had slammed her into the floor again.

“Piper.”

Humiliation doused her, followed by panic. She wanted to run away, but her cowardice made her feel even more pathetic. She froze, unable to react either way.

Micah stepped closer, then closer still. Close enough to touch her. Close enough to lean in and speak in her ear.

“Piper,” he began.

“What are you doing here?” she cut in sharply. Her hands were shaking, her gut roiling.

“I come here a lot. Piper⁠—”

“Go away.”

There, she’d said it. Except instead of icy and disdainful, the words had come out like a desperate plea.

His eyebrows drew together. “Piper, baby, please listen.”

“No.”

Screw pride, she needed to get away from him—but she couldn’t look away from his face. From his amber eyes. Why was he here? How had he spotted her among the hundreds of clubgoers?

“Will you please let me apologize?”

She didn’t want an apology. No apology would undo the moment when he’d stood over her in the bed they’d just shared, his face lit with vicious satisfaction.

“You were a pretty good fuck for a virgin, but I never loved you.”

The way he’d drunk in her shock, pain, and mortification like a fine wine—he couldn’t undo that either.

“Go. Away,” she growled. This time it came out the right way—acidic with hatred.

Hurt pulled at his beautiful features, and a low, warm flutter danced in her belly. No. No, no, no. She wasn’t attracted to him. She would never, ever be attracted to him again.

“I know an apology will never be enough.” He took her hand in both of his and gently massaged her bruised knuckles. “I was so cruel to you. I have no excuse.”

She wanted to yank her hand free and punch him in his lying mouth, but her limbs were tingling and her skin had flushed with heat. Why was it so hard to think? Why were memories of him slipping through her head—the first time he’d visited the Consulate last year, his captivating smile, his contagious laughter.

He’d asked her permission to hold her hand. He’d asked if he could kiss her. Bit by careful bit, he’d worn down her defenses, charmed away her reservations, and convinced her he was in love with her. Convinced her she was in love with him. And when he’d asked if he could make love to her, she had said yes.

He leaned into her, trapping their hands between their bodies, sincerity written all over him—but the remorse on his face wasn’t real. The lines of sadness around his eyes were fake.

“I know you don’t want to see me,” he said, “but I need to tell you one thing. My biggest regret.”

Her breath was coming too fast. Her head was swimming. He slid one hand up her side until it cupped her cheek. She wanted to shove him away, but something was wrong with her. He trailed his fingertips down again, his touch stopping at her cleavage just above her shirt.

“One regret …” He put his lips to her ear, his voice a sweet, gentle whisper. “I should have fucked you one more time before I broke you.”

Her eyes went wide, and rage burst through her, burning up the warm, achy lassitude in her body. She lurched away—and he flew backward so fast he was a blur.

Micah crashed into the wall, and Ash was there, pinning the incubus against the concrete by his throat. Piper gaped, her mind scrambled.

“If you touch her again,” Ash snarled, “if you so much as look at her, I’ll rip off your balls before I tear out your throat. Do you understand?”

Gasping and choking, Micah gave a jerky nod.

Ash released the incubus and stepped back. He’d donned a black t-shirt, but his black mask was nowhere in sight—and his expression was savage.

Slowly straightening, Micah looked from Ash to Piper to Lyre, who’d appeared beside her. Micah cocked his head at Lyre but kept his focus on Piper.

“He won’t be as good as me,” he mocked.

Ash lunged for him. Micah barely managed to slide out of range. His derisive laughter rang out before he disappeared into the crowd around the bar.

Lyre turned to Piper, concern creasing his forehead. “Are you okay? Take a few deep breaths. His aphrodesia will wear off quickly.”

Her stomach did a weird, nauseating somersault. “His … aphrodesia?”

Lyre reached out to touch her shoulder, hesitated, then withdrew his hand. “Yes. It wasn’t a lot. You’ll be fine in a moment.”

Her insides burned with everything she was feeling. Micah had used aphrodesia on her. She hadn’t realized it. Had he used it on her before, too?

Ash was watching her, silent and still, anger radiating off him.

“Piper?” Lyre asked gently, searching her face. “Are you okay?”

She wanted to shrug like it didn’t matter, to be the tough girl, the smart girl. Why was it so hard to look at them? Why couldn’t she meet their eyes?

“Piper,” Lyre repeated, even more softly. He was smart. He could put two and two together. He would realize that Micah had seduced her before this, and he was the reason she’d gotten angry at Lyre for flirting with her.

Humiliation turned her insides to bubbling acid. Every breath burned.

Lyre studied her for a moment longer, then turned to Ash. “Let’s kill him.”

“Planning on it.”

“Good. Let’s do it now.”

“We have to deal with the Gaians first. Then we’ll kill him.”

Lyre cursed, his exact words lost in the music. His jaw was tight, a muscle ticking in his cheek. Ash stood a long step away from Piper, his glare sweeping along the bar where Micah had vanished. A few days ago, she would’ve been intimidated by the electric sense of danger thickening the air around him. Now, she had the crazy urge to tuck herself in his shadow, as though nothing could hurt her with him in front of her.

Sucking in a breath, she straightened. She didn’t want to be protected—no, she didn’t want to need protection. She had to take care of herself.

As she opened her mouth to ask Ash if Lilith had given up the Gaians’ location, a panicky feeling of unease turned her stomach. She rolled her shoulders, trying to pinpoint the cause of her sudden anxiety.

She rolled her shoulders again—then clapped a hand to her chest where the Sahar’s ring box had been.

The empty spot.

“No!” She didn’t realize she’d shrieked her denial until Ash whipped toward her. Lyre had frozen with surprise.

“He stole it!” The words burst from her in a frantic shout. Panic scrambled her brain. “He stole it from me!”

Ash stared at her, uncomprehending. His gaze dropped to her hands clutching the front of her shirt. He spun on his heel and ran in the direction Micah had gone.

Lyre grabbed Piper’s hand, yanking her into motion. They raced along the path Ash was bulldozing through the mass of people. As clubgoers cried out or fell into their neighbors, the mob forced an opening to let him pass. Piper and Lyre sprinted after him.

Ash didn’t slow, didn’t look back. He ran through the curtained doorway and past the private lounge where they’d made their bargain with Lilith. At the end of the hall, he slammed a door open and charged up a flight of metal stairs.

Piper had no idea if or how Ash knew where to go, but she followed without slowing. The stairs kept coming, and Ash drew ahead, too fast for a haemon to keep up with. Lyre dragged her by the hand, and she had to work hard not to stumble.

A door banged above them. When she and Lyre reached the landing, the unobstructed doorway framed the building’s long, flat roof.

Ash stood at the far edge of the roof, staring upward.

Piper ran out into the cool night, terrified and bewildered. As she and Lyre rushed to join Ash, she followed the draconian’s gaze to the velvet black sky.

And she saw it: blinking white and red lights scarcely illuminating the round body of a helicopter as it zoomed away.

“No,” she choked.

“Micah’s trail ends here,” Ash said.

Lyre swore, his voice low and intense.

“But—but—” She whirled on Ash and grabbed the front of his shirt, forcing him to face her. “You can fly, can’t you? Use your wings and bring him back here!”

“I can’t outfly a helicopter.”

“Try!”

“I know I can’t,” he snapped, pulling away from her.

Piper’s jaw clenched with desperation, and she turned back to the rooftop’s edge. The blinking lights of the helicopter shrank in the distance—too far to chase, too fast to catch, impossible to track.

The Sahar Stone was gone.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


PIPER


She’d screwed up in the worst possible way, and there was no way to fix it. Her father was missing, her uncle was injured, and she had lost the Sahar. Even if she managed to find her father and reunite with Uncle Calder, her family was ruined. They would be blamed for losing the most valuable, sought-after artifact in daemon history.

And she’d lost it to Micah. That lying, scheming bastard. She hadn’t realized he was using his aphrodesia to mess with her head and lower her guard. She’d thought she would be able to tell if an incubus was enthralling her—like when Lyre had shaded at the Styx. She’d been an overconfident fool to think she could detect subtle daemon magic.

Now Micah had vanished with the Sahar. How was she going to find him? How would she fix this?

“Someone must’ve hired him,” Lyre muttered.

Piper started. The three of them had been standing in silence for several minutes. With effort, she shook off her despair and turned away from the empty night sky.

Ash stood with his back to her. Zwi was perched on his shoulder, her wings tucked tight against her body. Piper hadn’t noticed the dragonet’s arrival.

Lyre rubbed his hands over his face and into his hair. “Who, though? No one from the Overworld would hire an incubus. Who would know that piece of slime has a history with you?”

A history. What a simple, harmless way to phrase it.

Lyre fell silent. Ash was still turned away, his arms crossed and shoulders taut. Piper looked between the two daemons, an uncomfortable feeling prickling through her.

Neither had asked her what Micah had stolen.

Her limbs locked and her lungs tightened until it felt like each breath was scraping against her insides.

“You knew,” she whispered. “You both knew.”

Ash didn’t react to her words. Lyre glanced at her but said nothing.

How many times since they’d escaped the prefects and fled the Consulate had she wondered why Ash and Lyre were sticking with her? Why they’d gone along with her plans and kept so close to a mostly useless haemon girl?

When had they realized she was carrying the Sahar Stone?

Her eyes slid closed. Standing in front of a bedroom door in the Consulate. Zwi perched on Ash’s shoulder with the ring box in her mouth before dropping it into Ash’s palm. His sudden, dangerous tension.

Since then. He’d known she had the Sahar from the very beginning.

But no—it didn’t make sense. If he’d known she had it, why hadn’t he taken it from her? Or killed her and taken it? The fact that he hadn’t was the whole reason she’d been certain he didn’t know.

“Were you waiting for the right moment to steal it from me?” She spoke to Ash’s back, the words harsh and cold. A bitter laugh erupted from her. “You played yourself, didn’t you? You waited too long. Now it’s gone, and we’re all screwed.”

He still didn’t turn.

“Who’s paying you?” she asked scathingly. “The Warlord of Hades?”

Ash’s back stiffened ever so slightly.

“Were you hired to kill my father and steal the Sahar?” she plowed on. “Is that why you were hanging around the Consulate and scared off the other daemons before the meeting? You missed your chance then too.”

The night breeze whipped her mocking words across the rooftop.

“Piper,” Lyre warned.

She whirled on him. “What about you? Are you also working for Samael Hades? Playing the distraction while Ash steals and kills?”

“Cool it,” he snapped. “You don’t know the whole story.”

“The whole story?” She laughed again, but the sound held no humor. “Oh, of course, the poor little haemon girl just doesn’t understand how you could’ve been plotting against my father and me from the beginning.”

Ash finally moved. He pivoted toward her, and she braced herself for the coming attack. The Sahar was gone. He had no reason to let her live for another minute.

He pulled his hand from his pocket and held it out. His face was as cold, hard, and lifeless as the photo from her father’s safe. How could she have ever thought he might be trustworthy?

He waited, fist extended. She slowly stretched out her hand. He uncoiled his fingers. Something small and solid dropped into her palm.

A silvery teardrop stone gleamed in the moonlight.

The Sahar.

The real Sahar.

It was too heavy for its size, as though something much larger had been compacted into that tiny silver gemstone. It shimmered, lit from within, strangely magnetic and entrancing.

And she realized it’d been days since she’d touched the real Sahar. The one she’d taped in her bra for her matches in the ring hadn’t been this Sahar. It had been a fake.

Horror crystalized into understanding that shattered into fury.

“You’d already stolen it from me,” she hissed, barely managing not to scream. “You swapped it for a fake. You bastard.”

Lyre looked from her to the Sahar to Ash, his mouth pressed into a thin line.

“You want to save your father.” The draconian’s voice was cold and flat, empty of emotion. “I need the Sahar. Seems like a fair trade.”

“Don’t pretend you did any of this for my sake,” she spat.

“I’m not. The Sahar is worthless to me if anyone knows or suspects I have it. I want the Gaians to take the blame for its disappearance. You get to save Quinn in the process.”

She opened her mouth, rage and betrayal coursing through her, but she didn’t know what to say.

“This”—Ash jerked his chin toward the Sahar resting on her palm—“changes nothing.”

She wanted to scream that it changed everything. But he was right that they could go to the Gaians’ stronghold, wherever that was, and save her dad. They could ensure the Gaians took the rightful blame for attacking the Consulate.

“Why give me this?” she demanded, curling her fingers around the Sahar. “You’re just going to steal it back again.”

“I can only take it if no one knows I have it.” He turned away. “Stop worrying about the Sahar and worry about your father. That’s what you really care about.”

He strode to the stairwell, leaving her standing at the edge, staring after him.

Fury boiled through her. This whole time, he’d been pretending he didn’t know she had the Sahar. He’d stolen it from her—probably the first time she’d slept—and kept playing along because it worked in his favor. He’d intended to be long gone before she or anyone else realized the stone in the ring box was a fake.

Why had he even been carrying a fake? Had it been part of his assignment—instructions from Samael Hades? But Samael had given up the Sahar. Why send Ash to steal it back?

Her hand shook, the Sahar clutched in her fingers. Her father had removed the Sahar Stone from the vault and secretly given it to her. She’d asked herself so many times why he’d done that. And now she had her answer: because of Ash. Quinn had been trying to hide the Sahar from Ash by giving it to her.

“Piper,” Lyre said quietly.

“Don’t bother,” she snapped. “You were tricking me right along with Ash.”

His eyes cooled to chips of amber ice. “Quit with the self-righteousness already. You were lying to us too.”

She clenched her jaw.

“You aren’t the only one here with something to lose,” he said. “Let’s get this done and salvage what we can. We don’t have any other options.”

Piper watched him stride across the rooftop. Uncurling her fingers, she looked down at the Sahar.

Ash wanted it. He’d given it back to her, but he wasn’t done with it. Would she be able to keep it from him this time? Could she protect it and save her father? How was she supposed to rejoin Ash and Lyre as if nothing had changed?

Her mouth twisted. Like Lyre had said, she didn’t have any other options.


Chapter Thirty


LYRE


Of all the places where the Gaians could have holed up, they’d chosen a defunct Consulate. The irony would’ve amused Lyre if the situation hadn’t otherwise been so unpleasant.

The two-story manor was about half the size of the Brinford Consulate but still significantly larger than the houses lining the residential street that led to the former Consulate property. Its worn stucco exterior and crumbling roof tiles suggested it’d been abandoned decades ago, along with all the neighboring structures, but the ex-Consulate’s barred windows glared brightly. It wasn’t uninhabited anymore.

An assortment of vehicles were parked near the front door—jeeps, pickup trucks, and a dozen yards away, a ten-foot metal shipping container on a trailer bed. Two men in gray clothes were sitting on the hood of a truck, looking bored as they gazed around at the abandoned street.

“Well?” Lyre whispered.

Crouched on his left side in the long grass at the edge of the property, Ash shrugged. On Lyre’s right, Piper scowled at the two guards watching over the vehicles. Such amicable company.

“We need to know if these squatters are actually the Gaians,” Lyre pointed out.

“And if my father is in there,” Piper added, more aggressively than needed.

Ash’s glare cut to her before he swung it back across the property. His eyes were darker than they should’ve been, and Lyre stifled a sigh. This had all gotten very messy.

“I’ll scout around the back,” Ash said. “Wait here.”

Without a backward glance, he slipped into the trees that bordered the lawn, and the darkness swallowed him. The property was surrounded on three sides by dense trees, and the faint silvery light of the crescent moon did little to hold back the shadows.

It was a perfect night for an infiltration—not that Lyre was pleased to be undertaking an infiltration of any kind. Getting tangled up with the Sahar was bad enough, and the more this dragged out, the more dangerous it got for him. Drawing the attention of the Underworld’s elite was the last thing he needed.

“Lyre,” Piper began in a low voice. “What’s really going on with Ash?”

He glanced at her questioningly.

“On the rooftop, you said I didn’t know the whole story.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Did Samael Hades send Ash to kill my father and steal the Sahar?”

“Obviously not.”

“How is it obvious?”

“Because Quinn didn’t die at the Consulate.”

“But Ash stole the Sahar,” she said, as though Lyre might have forgotten that detail. “Was that on Samael’s orders?”

Lyre braced his elbows on his knees, his ankles aching from crouching for so long. Even if he wanted to share, how could he explain the nightmare of power and oppression that he and Ash came from? A privileged girl like Piper could never understand.

He tilted his head, taking in the stubborn set of her jaw and the ferocity in her green eyes. Maybe she needed to understand.

“In the Underworld,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “the price of failure is steep. Being killed for screwing up is getting off easy.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That assassin at the medical center who tried to kill Ash also works for Samael.”

She drew in a sharp breath. He waited for her to put the pieces together.

“Ash said he can only take the Sahar if no one knows he has it.” She frowned. “Is Samael trying to kill Ash because the prefects and who knows who else think we stole the Stone?”

Lyre nodded.

“Ash wants the blame to fall on the Gaians,” she said slowly. “Then he can steal the Stone with no one knowing … and Samael might forgive him?”

“Samael might not kill him,” Lyre corrected. “The Warlord of Hades does not forgive mistakes.”

She bit her lower lip. “Did Ash tell you all of this?”

“No. He keeps me out of it as much as he can.”

In the five years they’d been friends, Ash had never given Lyre so much as a hint about why he obeyed the Hades Warlord. There was a reason. Lyre just didn’t know what it was.

“If Samael had ordered Ash to kill my father, would he have done it?” Piper asked quietly. “What if he’d ordered Ash to kill everyone in the Consulate?”

She waited for Lyre to respond, as though hoping he would assure her that of course Ash wouldn’t do something like that. The silence stretched, and Piper exhaled unsteadily before turning her attention back to the former Consulate.

A minute later, Ash emerged from the darkness and gestured for Lyre and Piper to follow him. They crept through the trees with Ash in the lead. When they’d circled all the way around to the back of the property, Ash crouched behind a concealing shrub. Zwi dropped off a tree branch to land on his shoulder.

Lyre peered at the house. No guards were stationed on this side, but crossing thirty paces of open ground to reach the back door would be risky. Shuffling closer to Piper, Lyre surreptitiously pinched the back of her shirt to weave a cloaking spell over her. Again. This was all feeling very familiar.

“Uh … Ash?” Piper whispered hesitantly. “Is something wrong?”

Lyre snapped his attention to the draconian. Ash seemed to be staring at the house, but his expression was oddly blank. He twitched his head sideways, like a fly was buzzing around him. He jerked his head again and pressed both hands to his ears for a second.

“What’s wrong?” Lyre asked.

“Weird sound,” Ash muttered as Zwi whined plaintively from his shoulder.

Piper frowned at him. “What kind of sound?”

Ash clamped both hands over his ears again. He bowed forward, one knee dropping to the ground, and swore under his breath.

Tension vibrated through Lyre. No mere sound could make Ash show visible discomfort. Something else was happening—something bad. Was it a magical attack? Had Ash stumbled into a weaving? Lyre touched Ash’s shoulder, searching for foreign magic in his body, but he couldn’t sense anything.

Zwi whined again, the sound even more pained, then leaped off Ash’s shoulder and bolted into the trees, fleeing whatever was tormenting her and Ash.

Piper rose partway out of her crouch to peer through the top branches of the shrub. “There are people coming!”

A harsh beam of white light flickered across the overgrown grass from around a corner of the house, briefly touching their hiding spot.

“We need to get away,” Lyre hissed.

“Get away? What about my father?”

Lyre seized Ash’s arm, stealing a glance over his shoulder. Half a dozen people had appeared, marching in a tight formation. They walked along the tree line, shining flashlights into the bushes.

Piper grabbed Ash’s other arm. She and Lyre tugged Ash away from the lawn, but he was moving with none of his usual stealth. Twigs snapped and leaves rustled with each step they took. Ash’s face was tight with pain, his eyes narrowed to slits.

“Stop,” Lyre whispered. “They’re too close.”

Ash probably hadn’t heard him—he was crushing his hands into his ears.

Piper clung to Ash’s arm, listening intently. Lyre held his breath. They’d only moved half a dozen paces from their previous spot. He couldn’t hear the group’s footsteps.

The flashlight shone over the foliage around them, glaring in Lyre’s eyes. Had they been seen?

Ash went rigid. His eyes snapped wide open, then rolled back. His legs buckled, and he collapsed with a dry crackle of crushed leaf litter, his limbs shuddering and twitching. He was still trying to cover his ears, but Lyre couldn’t tell if he was fully conscious.

Piper’s wide, alarmed eyes met Lyre’s. Flashlights whipped across the foliage around them—then figures crashed through the underbrush toward them.

Lyre plunged his hand under the collar of his shirt. He touched two gemstones on the chain around his neck and activated a pair of skintight shields—one for magical defense, one for physical defense.

He sprang to his feet as the attackers appeared and found himself staring down the barrel of a rifle.

Two more armed men had their guns pointed at Piper, and another pair were aiming theirs at Ash, who was still on the ground, limbs locked in agony. The last member of the group, a woman, stood behind the others, holding a black plastic box.

Lyre could sense faint magic from them—haemons. Were these the Gaians?

“Don’t move,” the woman ordered.

Lyre bared his teeth but obeyed. Of all the things he hated about the human realm, guns ranked high on the list. The haemons couldn’t see his defensive spells—haemons couldn’t perceive magic the way daemons could—but that didn’t matter because he didn’t know if his shields could stop bullets.

“What are you doing to Ash?” Piper demanded, crouched beside the draconian and glaring at the rifles in her face.

The haemons ignored her.

“Put a collar on this one,” the woman ordered, pointing her chin at Lyre. “Then collar the daemon on the ground as well.”

Lyre bit back a curse, unable to do anything as one of the men shouldered his rifle and pulled a silver collar from a pocket of his black cargo pants. Also near the top of Lyre’s list of most hated things: magic-dampening collars.

The man clicked the collar shut around Lyre’s throat, and his sense of his power evaporated, leaving a hollow emptiness in his chest. His shields, however, were unaffected.

No one else moved as the same haemon collared Ash. The draconian’s breath hissed through his clenched teeth, fast and uneven.

“You collared him,” Piper said, trembling with either fury or fear. “Now stop whatever you’re doing to him!”

The woman glanced at Piper. “It’s not killing him. It’s only sound.”

“Only sound?” Piper looked at the box the woman held. “Is that a speaker?”

“Yes. Some daemons are sensitive to air pressure, and the ultrasound pulses from the speaker are very painful.”

“Very painful” was clearly a gross understatement. Lyre had never heard of ultrasound waves, let alone imagined they could be weaponized against some daemon castes.

“Turn it off.” Piper rose onto her knees, and her voice cracked. “Please.”

The woman gestured at her haemon team. “Let’s bring them inside.”

With two gunmen dragging Ash after them, their unmerry group marched across the lawn to the front of the house. The woman with the speaker threw open the doors and strode into a dust-coated foyer marred by muddy boot prints.

There were even more haemons insides. They cast flinty looks at the prisoners as they passed, moving through the house with hurried purpose. Lyre trailed after Piper, his gaze skimming across their enemies. At some point, he hoped to get a chance to act—one that wouldn’t result in him, Ash, and Piper being riddled with bullets.

The woman in the lead opened another door and gestured for Piper and Lyre to go first. The two men dragging Ash came in on their heels. Inside, the furnishings had been pushed against the walls and boxes were stacked neatly in one corner. A few more haemons were taking boxes from the pile and carrying them out. It looked like the Gaians didn’t plan to stay much longer.

A long table, covered in papers and files, had been set up at the far end. A woman stood with her back to the rest of the room as she studied a document. Five people loitered around her, watching the prisoners enter.

The two haemons carrying Ash dumped him on the floor beside Lyre. On his other side, Piper sucked in a shaky breath. Lyre glanced at her. She was staring at the people around the table, her face pale.

“We found these three in the woods out back,” the leader of the gunmen announced. “What should we do with them?”

The woman at the table turned around. She was older, her face softened by fine wrinkles. Her auburn hair was tied in a simple bun that matched her plain gray shirt and jeans. Lyre narrowed his eyes. Something about her seemed vaguely familiar.

Her gaze went straight to Piper, and a smile stretched across her face.

Piper trembled, her breaths coming fast. Her throat worked, and in the moment it took her to force out a sound, Lyre realized who the woman resembled.

“Mom?”


Chapter Thirty-One


PIPER


Piper gaped at the smiling hallucination that looked just like her mother—but her mother had died eight years ago. Piper’s hands clenched, her fingernails digging into her palms. What the hell was going on?

“This is your mother?” Lyre muttered.

Piper didn’t answer. She just stared.

Mona stepped forward, spreading her arms as though expecting her daughter to run to her for an embrace. “Piper, sweetheart, I’ve missed you so much. You’re such a beautiful young lady now.”

A barrage of emotions threatened to overwhelm Piper. “I … don’t understand.”

Mona gestured at the group who’d brought them inside. “Take the daemons downstairs. Piper and I need to talk.”

Piper glanced helplessly at Lyre. His narrowed eyes were fixed on Mona, his expression hostile—but he didn’t resist as a pair of Gaians escorted him back through the door they’d come in. Two more men seized Ash’s arms and dragged him after the incubus.

“Come with me, Piper,” Mona said.

Piper looked into her mother’s familiar hazel eyes, eyes she hadn’t seen in eight years and had never imagined she would see again. Her gut had twisted into a giant knot, her heart was pounding, and her mind was reeling. Saying nothing, she followed Mona to a small, barren office with a beat-up desk and a tattered sofa. Mona sat on the sofa’s flat cushion and patted the spot beside her.

Piper hesitated, then sank onto the edge of the sofa. Mona took her hands and squeezed them.

“Piper.” She smiled like this was the happiest day of her life. “How are you? How do you feel?”

Feel? How did she feel? Piper couldn’t begin to describe her emotional state. Going from the violence of the Styx ring to the heat of kissing Ash, to Micah’s surprise appearance, to losing the Sahar and learning Ash had stolen the real one from her—and now her mother was back from the dead.

But it wasn’t only that. Mona was clearly the leader of these haemons, and if they were indeed the Gaians, then Piper was looking at the person behind the attack on her Consulate. Her mother had almost killed Uncle Calder and abducted Quinn.

“Where’s my father?” Piper asked.

Mona’s smile faltered, but she recovered quickly. “He’s here—alive and well, I promise. I won’t lie to you like he has.”

Piper stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“As you can see, I’m not dead. Quinn has been determined to keep us apart since he forced me to leave the Consulate. His cruel lie about my death was part of that.”

A lie? Quinn had lied to Piper about her mother’s death? It couldn’t be. He must have believed Mona was dead. It must have been a mistake. He never would have lied to Piper about something like that.

Mona squeezed Piper’s hands again. “Your father can’t stand it when anyone questions his decisions. He’d rather tell you a horrible lie than take the chance that you would choose me over him.”

Piper sucked in a breath, trying to think through the shock. “Why didn’t you contact me?”

“I tried, Piper. I really did, but Quinn blocked every attempt I made. There hasn’t been a day I didn’t think of you. I’ve dreamed of the day we could be reunited.”

Piper’s stomach roiled. She looked down at her mother’s hands gripping hers. It wasn’t like Piper had been locked in a secret tower for the past eight years. Not once in that time had Mona come up with a way to reach her daughter?

“What happened at my Consulate?” Piper asked, trying to keep her tone neutral. “The explosion almost killed Uncle Calder.”

Mona’s eyebrows pinched together. “Quinn and Calder should never have even considered allowing the Sahar Stone back into daemon hands. You can’t imagine what a powerful daemon could do with it. We had no choice but to try to take it before that could happen.”

That didn’t justify blowing a hole in the side of the Consulate and killing consuls and delegates.

“What about the choronzon?” Piper demanded. “It almost killed me.”

“We had to make sure no one followed us when we left the Consulate. I never wanted you to be in danger. I sent people to look for you as soon as I could.”

Piper shook her head, struggling to make sense of what her mother was saying. “The Gaians waiting at the Consulate attacked me.”

“You resisted.” Mona rushed to continue before Piper could get out an angry retort. “I would never put you in harm’s way, Piper, but you have to understand how crucial it is that we gain control of the Sahar.”

Piper tried not to think about the Stone in her pocket. “Daemons don’t even know how to use the Sahar.”

“That’s what they want you to believe, but we can’t take the chance, can we?” Mona sighed. “You’ve only seen one side of daemons at the Consulate. I was the same. When I was younger, I thought they weren’t that different from humans—more instinctive and hierarchal, but still capable of civilized behavior. But their civility is superficial.”

“Is that what made you join the Gaians?”

“It’s what made me start searching for answers. The Consulates claim to regulate daemons, but in reality, daemons do as they please on Earth, including hunting and killing humans for sport.”

“And the Gaians are going to fix everything?” Piper asked, trying not to sound blatantly skeptical.

“We’re going to try, which is more than anyone else is doing, including the Consulates. We need to empower humanity before daemons strip us of the little control we have left.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Daemons crave power. They’re ruled by their strongest families and bloodlines, they fight constantly for dominance over other castes, and they crush anyone—daemon, haemon, or human—who challenges them. They want to rule Earth. They’ve been increasing their numbers and influence here for decades.”

An uncomfortable prickle ran down Piper’s spine. How true were Mona’s statements? How much was the Gaian’s anti-daemon agenda?

“None of that is important right now,” Mona said, her smile blooming again. “What’s important is that we’re together. Your father won’t be able to separate us ever again. We have so much catching up to do.”

As Piper looked at her mother’s carefree smile, that uncomfortable prickle turned into needles of ice running up and down her spine. How could Mona smile like everything was absolutely perfect when she’d blown a hole in Piper’s home, killed consuls Piper had known since she was a child, almost killed her uncle, and was holding her father prisoner?

Piper could believe that her father had lied about her mother’s death. As much as she wanted to hope that her father had simply been mistaken, she couldn’t imagine a scenario where Quinn wouldn’t be one hundred percent sure whether his ex-wife was alive or not.

If he’d been lying to Piper while secretly keeping Mona away, Piper knew that meant Uncle Calder had been in on the lie. No way would Quinn lie to his twin brother about something so important. And Uncle Calder wouldn’t have lied to Piper unless there was a very good reason.

“I want to talk to Father,” she said abruptly. “Let me see him.”

“Your father is a liar, Piper. He wants to control you and make all your decisions for you. You have no idea the extent of his lies to you—long before he told you I was dead.”

Piper set her jaw. “I want to see him.”

An uncomfortable silence stretched, making Piper keenly aware of how little power she had. Though her mother was pretending otherwise, Piper was as much a prisoner of the Gaians as her father was.

Mona nodded. “All right, Piper. But you’ll need to be quick. This location is no longer safe, and we were in the middle of preparations to leave when you arrived.”

What a nice way to say “captured at gunpoint.”

“I’ll be quick, then,” Piper agreed.

Mona rose to her feet. “I hope his excuses for his lies won’t hurt you more, Piper.”

Piper didn’t bother to reply.

As Mona led her out of the musty office, the weight of all the deceptions dragged at her lungs, making it hard to breathe. Whose lies were more destructive? Her father’s … or her mother’s?


Chapter Thirty-Two


PIPER


Lost in a tangle of conflicting thoughts and emotions, Piper followed her mother back into the large room with the table of papers and all the other Gaians. Her head was bursting, her heart aching. Ash’s betrayal with the Sahar hardly seemed like anything in light of the revelation that her mother was alive.

The room was busier than when Piper had arrived. Haemons hurried in every direction, some packing the last of the papers on the table, others carrying boxes. Their level of haste had noticeably increased while Piper and Mona had been having their little heart-to-heart.

“Travis!” Mona intercepted a haemon only a little older than Piper with sandy blond hair. “I have a task for you.”

She drew him several steps away from Piper to deliver rapid instructions in a low voice. He nodded along, his gaze sweeping curiously over Piper. Mona pulled a set of keys from her pocket and handed them to him.

“Remember,” she told Piper. “Be quick. We’ll be moving Quinn and the other one soon.”

The other one?

“Come on.” Travis waved for Piper to follow him. “This way.”

With a last searching look at her mother, Piper followed Travis out into the entryway. They passed two rooms with broken doors and no furniture before he led her to a narrow staircase. The wooden steps creaked alarmingly, and the temperature dropped as they descended.

At the bottom, a flickering lightbulb illuminated a dirty concrete floor with a few rotting pieces of carpet thrown across it. A mess of walls and storage shelves that looked like they’d been poorly constructed before being left to rot for a few decades created a maze of clutter. The dank smell of mold hung in the air.

“Who’s ‘the other one’ my mom mentioned?” Piper asked.

Travis shrugged. “A daemon.”

“One of the daemons I arrived with?”

“No.”

“Why do you have a daemon prisoner?”

With another unhelpful shrug, Travis turned a sharp corner. Two rough wooden doors interrupted a water-stained wall, both featuring shiny metal padlocks that were a lot newer than anything else in this house.

Piper clenched her hands. “Where are the other two daemons?”

Ignoring her question, Travis passed the first door and fit a key from Mona’s keychain into the padlock on the second door. It clicked open. He pulled the lock off and swung the door open.

“Stay where you are,” he told the room’s occupant while waving at Piper to go in.

She rushed forward, her heart hammering. The room was a barren square with a small, grimy window high on one wall. Two wooden pallets, covered by a flimsy cushion and a single thin blanket, took up half the floor space.

On the makeshift bed was her father. His skin had a grayish pallor, and several days’ growth of unkempt facial hair roughened his cheeks. Stains covered his rumpled clothes.

At the sight of her in the doorway, his eyes widened. Surprise, alarm, and apprehension flashed across his face—and shock rippled through Piper.

It was Uncle Calder. She was absolutely certain.

In the span of a heartbeat, her mind flew back through everything that had happened since the explosion at the Consulate. If this was Uncle Calder, then it had been Quinn lying injured in the rubble, his face too burned for her to identify him. The Gaians had abducted the wrong twin.

She crossed the room in three strides and knelt beside his makeshift bed, reaching for his hands.

He grasped her fingers tightly, a film of tears in his eyes. “You’re alive. I had no idea what had happened to you.”

“I’m okay,” she whispered. “Are you okay?”

His eyes flicked to the door, and Piper glanced over her shoulder. Travis was leaning against the doorframe, pretending to stare at the wall but obviously listening to their every word. Did Mona think Piper and her “father” might give up a clue about the Sahar while they talked?

Uncle Calder pressed his fingers into her palm, pulling her attention back to him. “Is Calder alive?”

He put a slight emphasis on the name, scarcely noticeable.

She nodded. “He was hurt, but he’s at a medical center now. What about you?”

“My leg is broken, but that’s the worst of it.”

Biting her lip, she glanced at his legs stretched out on the ratty blanket. He’d tied strips of fabric around his left shin, but that wouldn’t help much with walking. And if he couldn’t walk on his own, escaping would be a lot more difficult.

Before she could plan her next move, a blast of sound like a thunder crack shook the building. Dust swirled through the air, dislodged from the ceiling, and voices upstairs started shouting.

“What the hell?” Travis yelped, stumbling into the room as he gawked at the ceiling.

The unmistakable sound of gunfire erupted.

Travis whipped toward Piper. “Time to go. You can catch up with your dad later.”

She rose to her feet as he came toward her, his hand outstretched to grab her arm. Seizing his wrist, she bent his arm the wrong way, forcing a cry of pain from him. She yanked the keychain from his other hand, then slammed a side kick into his stomach.

He flew backward, landing on his ass in the doorway.

“Get lost,” she barked. “Or I’ll bash your face into the wall a few times first, and then you can get lost.”

Another explosion rattled the walls. Travis scrambled to his feet, wheezing and pale. “There’s only one way out. You won’t get far.”

“If you don’t get far in the next three seconds, I’ll make you regret it.”

Spitting a curse, he fled out the door, no doubt planning to run straight to Mona and report Piper’s bad behavior. Hopefully whatever was making the house rattle and guns go off would keep them too distracted to worry about Piper and their prisoners.

The moment he was gone, she turned back to Calder. He was already struggling to rise, and she helped him up. He leaned on her shoulder, panting with pain. No way could he sneak past—or fight his way through—all the Gaians upstairs.

Her gaze darted desperately around the room before jerking to a halt on the window. It was large enough for an adult man to fit through—barely—but she wasn’t strong enough to boost Calder up to it.

Should she go find Lyre and Ash? But leaving Calder alone and unprotected when Travis and any number of Gaians could appear at any moment wasn’t a good idea either.

Her hand clenched around her stolen keys.

“We’re going to escape through there,” she told her uncle, pointing at the window. “Wait here while I get some help.”

She dashed out of the room and into the dim, flickering light from the bulb at the base of the stairs. Between the chaos of collapsing storage shelves and rickety walls, she couldn’t see an obvious spot where the Gaians could have left Ash and Lyre. Which left her with one option.

Shaking out the keychain, she stepped up to the door beside Calder’s and started stuffing keys in the lock. Another wall-shaking boom was followed by a muffled barrage of gunfire as she tried a second key, then a third. The lock clicked. She flipped the panel out of the way and flung the door open.

The room was smaller than Calder’s and had no makeshift bed or window. The daemon prisoner sat on the floor, his back propped against the wall and his forearm resting on his knee.

His impossibly bright yellow-green eyes locked on Piper with disquieting intensity.

Recognition jolted through her. She’d seen this daemon before—in her Consulate’s foyer a few nights ago, dressed in red and talking to Calder. He’d been one of the daemon delegates.

He was even more handsome up close, with sharp cheekbones, a defined jaw, and short blond hair that had been neatly brushed back when she’d seen him at the Consulate. It wasn’t as neat now. A magic-dampening collar glinted around his throat, and his wrists were chained together with thick manacles—much stronger than the handcuffs Ash had broken—that sported their own shiny padlock.

Knowing he was a delegate and not a common thug didn’t comfort Piper. She swallowed hard, strapped some steel to her spine, and smiled.

“Hi,” she said, sounding only a little breathless with nerves and urgency. She held up the keychain with a dramatic flourish. “How would you like to escape your imprisonment right now?”

His eyebrows rose, but his stare was calculating. He didn’t blink nearly as much as she thought he should.

“What’s the catch?” he asked, his smooth, melodic voice surprising her. He could give an incubus a run for his money in the hypnotizing voice category.

Another minor explosion caused dust to shower down on Piper’s head.

“Well.” She swung the keys on one finger. “Were you to, hypothetically, be granted your freedom, would you say you’re the ‘escape quietly while helping a fellow captive’ type? Or the ‘bloody killing spree of revenge’ type?”

“A quiet escape is acceptable. I can always come back for the killing spree later.”

It didn’t sound like he was joking.

“Would the other captive be Consul Calder?” he added, by all appearances completely unbothered by neither his imprisonment nor the violent battle raging somewhere above them.

“Yes,” she admitted, narrowing her eyes. “So will you help?”

“Of course.”

His agreement made her more suspicious, but she couldn’t waste any more time trying to suss out his real intentions. He offered his chained wrists as she warily approached him. She found the right key on her second try, discarded the padlock, and pried the first manacle open.

He popped off the second one—then stood, towering over her. He was almost as tall as Ash, with broad shoulders and strong muscles beneath his red garments. Up close, his unfamiliar daemon-style clothing had a stiff, martial vibe, though burn marks and bloodstains had ruined the fabric.

He tapped the collar around his neck. “What about this?”

She didn’t need to check the keychain to know it had no keys small enough to unlock the collar. “None of these keys will fit. You’ll have to deal with that later. Come on.”

She led the daemon back to Calder’s room. Her uncle hadn’t been idle. The window was now broken—she’d missed the sound of shattering glass with all the gunfire and magic-fueled bangs—and he’d awkwardly stuffed his ratty blanket around the frame as a buffer against sharp bits of glass. The effort had cost him, though. His face was even more pale, his breathing was heavy, and he was leaning against the wall like he could barely stay upright.

When the daemon delegate stepped into the room behind her, her uncle’s posture stiffened with instant wariness. Not a great sign.

Before he could say anything, three rapid-fire bangs that sounded like cannonballs hitting concrete triggered another shower of dust.

The daemon looked thoughtfully at the ceiling. “Who’s attacking the building?”

“No idea,” Piper said. “Can you⁠—”

“Are they after the Sahar?” he interrupted.

“The Gaians don’t have it,” she snapped impatiently—and instantly regretted it when his green eyes fixed on her with unnerving intensity.

“Let’s worry about the details later,” Calder said. “We need to get out of here.”

“Yes, exactly,” Piper said to the daemon. “Can you boost him up to the window?”

Nodding, the daemon approached Calder. Piper moved to her uncle’s other side to brace him, and the daemon lifted Calder by the waist like he weighed nothing. Calder got his arms through the window and, with another boost from the daemon, pulled himself through.

The daemon gestured to Piper. “I’ll lift you next.”

“No, I need to find two other captives first. You get out of here and take my uncle somewhere safe.”

With a scuffing sound, Calder leaned toward the window, his face a vague shadow in the dim light. “Piper⁠—”

“I’ll catch up to you. Go!”

With a final anxious glance at her uncle, she sped from the room, explosions of magic and gunfire drowning out every other sound.


Chapter Thirty-Three


PIPER


She would never have spotted the trapdoor if it hadn’t been for the evil black speaker the Gaians had used to incapacitate Ash.

On her first pass through the basement, she’d found no other rooms or locked doors. She’d been searching for a hidden door or some other non-obvious place large enough to imprison two daemons when she glimpsed a tiny red light on one of the shelves. There sat the boxy speaker next to several old paint buckets, its power light happily glowing.

The trapdoor was an almost invisible square in the floor in front of the shelves. Its rusty metal latch blended into the dirty concrete.

Heart pounding, she wrenched the latch and heaved the steel door up. It banged against the shelf behind it, leaving a black hole in the floor.

“Lyre?” she yelled. “Ash?”

“Piper?” A shadow moved in the darkness, and Lyre’s face appeared a good six feet down from the trapdoor. “Turn off the speaker!”

Jolting, she leaped up, grabbed the speaker, and twisted the knob on top to zero. Then, for good measure, she tossed it to the floor and stomped on it until it broke into multiple pieces.

With a scuffing sound, Lyre’s head and shoulders appeared in the opening. He scrambled out the rest of the way.

“Are you okay?” she demanded. “What about Ash?”

“He’s in rough shape, but now that the sound has stopped—” An explosion rocked the ceiling, accompanied by the muffled sound of shrapnel peppering the floor above. Lyre flinched. “What the hell is going on?”

“The Gaians are under attack.” She returned to the trapdoor and peered into the darkness. “There’s a window we can use to escape, but we have to get Ash out first.”

“I’ll probably have to carry him. He’s—” Lyre broke off, turning sharply.

Springing to her feet, Piper spun just as the sound of thudding boots reached her ears—but it was too late to run or hide. Three Gaians charged toward them, her mother running on their heels.

“Piper!” Mona shouted.

“Don’t move,” a Gaian barked as he and his buddy pointed their rifles at Lyre.

Lyre bared his teeth, his amber irises darkening almost to black.

Mona pushed past the armed Gaians and seized Piper’s elbow. “Thank goodness I found you. Where’s your father and the other daemon?”

“Gone.” Piper wrenched her arm out of her mother’s grip. “And I’m leaving with Ash and Lyre.”

Her mother’s expression hardened. “You’re coming with me.”

“No, I’m⁠—”

Mona gestured sharply. Invisible magic snapped around Piper, locking her arms to her sides. She gawked for half a second, shocked that her mother would use a magic binding on her, then felt an instant wave of furious stupidity for letting it happen.

“Take the incubus upstairs,” Mona ordered, gesturing at two of the Gaians. “Piper, you’ll come quietly or we’ll have no choice but to shoot the incubus.”

A new wave of sickening disbelief rolled through Piper. “No choice but to shoot him? What the hell do you⁠—”

“Quiet,” Mona snapped. “You—close the trapdoor.”

As the two Gaians shoved Lyre ahead of them, the third kicked the trapdoor shut. It slammed closed with an ear-splitting clang, and he used the heel of his boot to jam the latch into the locked position.

“Go,” Mona told him, then pulled Piper with her. “Please don’t be so difficult, Piper. I don’t want to force you.”

“Then let me go⁠—”

“And what? Leave you here while we’re being swarmed by daemons and prefects?”

Daemons and prefects? How had that happened?

“We’ve pushed them back for the moment, and we’re evacuating everyone while we have the chance.”

Piper dug her heels into the floor. “You can’t just leave Ash trapped in that hole. What if⁠—”

“Good riddance.” She hauled Piper forward. “Staying isn’t an option. We already placed explosives throughout the building.”

Sickening terror plunged through Piper’s belly. “Are you insane? You placed explosives while there are people in the building?”

Mona didn’t answer, dragging Piper forward.

“You’re condemning Ash to die!” she yelled, digging in her heels again as they reached the stairs. “Mom! How can you be okay with this?”

Ahead of them, Lyre tried to stop, but a Gaian rammed the barrel of his gun into the incubus’s back, forcing him up several steps.

Mona yanked on Piper’s elbow, causing the invisible bindings to cut into her arms. “Your safety is the most important thing. Now move.”

Piper wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Maybe she’d thought that somewhere under Mona’s unfamiliar Gaian-leader exterior was the mother she remembered, but this woman was a stranger to her.

The last thread of intrinsic love and respect Piper had been clinging to snapped. As Mona wrenched Piper toward the stairs, she headbutted her mother in the face. Bone crunched under Piper’s forehead, and Mona staggered back with a shocked cry.

Halfway up the stairs, Lyre spun around and kicked a Gaian in the chest, sending him tumbling down the steps. As the other Gaian tried to aim his gun, the incubus bodychecked him into the wall. Piper wound up to kick the last armed Gaian in the head.

A deafening bang exploded through the basement.

Mona held a black pistol, the barrel aimed at the ceiling and a bullet hole marking the trajectory of her shot. Blood dripped off her chin from her broken nose. She swung her arm down to point her gun at Lyre.

“Piper,” she said calmly. “Do not test me again.”

Piper didn’t move. Neither did Lyre.

A loud chatter erupted. Wings flapping, Zwi careened out of the room Calder had been locked in—the room with the broken window. The small dragonet raced toward them, still chattering furiously.

Mona pointed her gun at the oncoming creature.

“No!” Piper shouted.

Black flames erupted around Zwi in midair. The dark inferno roared outward in a blast of hot wind and swirling ebony sparks, shoving Piper and Mona back a step. The binding spell around Piper’s arms broke as the dark magic swept over her.

The flames died as swiftly as they’d appeared. With a thump that vibrated through the floor, Zwi landed a few feet from Piper—but instead of a cat-sized dragonet, a horse-sized dragon towered over them. Her half-furled wings thumped against the walls, and when she stretched her neck upward, the horns on top of her head scraped the ceiling.

The dragon snarled, and she no longer sounded like an angry cat. The deep, rumbling, vicious sound made Piper’s blood run cold.

Zwi took a menacing step forward, her golden glare fixed on Mona. Mona’s hand trembled on her gun, but she didn’t pull the trigger. Even if a bullet could pierce dragon scale—a big if—a gunshot wound would barely slow the dragon down.

Mona stumbled back, retreating toward the stairs. With another growl, Zwi stepped in front of Piper.

“Piper,” Mona called desperately. “You have to come with me. It’s too dangerous to stay!”

“Let Lyre go!” Piper shouted back.

Zwi let out another snarl, but the Gaians behind Mona were scrambling up the steps, forcing Lyre with them at gunpoint. Mona backed up the stairs after them.

“Piper!” she yelled.

Piper clenched her hands into fists. She didn’t move.

With a final half-agonized, half-furious look, Mona turned and sprinted after the other Gaians. Zwi lunged at the stairs, snapping her huge jaws, but she didn’t give chase—the stairs were too narrow for her full-sized dragon form.

Pain throbbed in Piper’s chest with each racing beat of her heart. Her mother had abandoned her again.

Zwi arched her back. Black flames whooshed over her huge body, swirling wildly, then shrank down to the size of a cat and extinguished like a blown candle.

The feline-sized dragonet chirped urgently at Piper and raced toward the trapdoor.

“Wait!” Piper scooped the dragonet up off the floor. Zwi hissed angrily and Piper almost dropped her. “I’ll get Ash. You go after Lyre and try to help him.”

Zwi hesitated, her golden eyes intent on Piper’s face. She chirped, then sprang out of Piper’s arms. With bounding steps, she took off up the stairs.

Piper turned and sprinted back to the trapdoor.

“Ash?” she called, crouching to flip the latch. “I’m going to get you out!”

The rusty metal didn’t want to move, and she wrenched on it. Her hands slipped, and she fell on her ass. Jumping up, she tried to shove it with her foot. That idiot Gaian had jammed it. Piper kicked at it, her pulse racing with urgency.

The crack of an impact hitting the house upstairs shuddered down the walls. Fear jolted through Piper. Had the daemons and prefects outside resumed their attack?

Horribly aware that the entire house could explode at any moment, she let out a desperate shout as she kicked the latch again. The metal plate came loose. With a gasp of relief, she rotated it off the trapdoor and dragged it open for a second time.

“Ash?” she called into the darkness. A metal ladder, as rusty as the trapdoor, was bolted to the wall and led down into the hole. “I’m coming down.”

Not waiting for him to answer, she turned and felt for the ladder with her foot. Rung by rung, she descended, the air cooling with each step. By the time her boot crunched on gritty earth instead of metal, she could hardly see a thing. The light from a bare bulb above cast a square of murky light on the dirt floor, leaving everything else in darkness.

Squinting, she turned around, a hand still gripping the ladder.

Three walls were made of cement blocks. The fourth was a heap of clay and dislodged blocks where half the room had caved in. Piper couldn’t tell if it used to be some kind of underground storage or a poorly constructed bunker.

Ash sat against the wall across from the ladder, a shadow on the gray concrete. She could hear his quick, labored breaths.

“Ash?” she whispered.

She didn’t know why she was whispering, but making any loud noises or sudden movements felt … dangerous. Somewhere above, a boom was followed by a crash that sounded like a collapsing ceiling.

“Piper.”

Ash’s voice was a low rasp. He sounded different, and that prickly feeling of danger increased.

She released the ladder and shuffled toward him. “We have to get out of here. I’ll help you up, okay?”

Her eyes were adjusting to the dark, and she could make out more details—like how pale Ash’s face was in the darkness and the sheen of perspiration on his face. She could see the tic in his clenched jaw. And she could see his black irises.

He was shaded. Really, really shaded.

She hesitated a step away from him—but he’d shaded around her before and hadn’t blindly attacked like other daemons were prone to do. She didn’t have time to wait for him to calm down, assuming that would happen anytime soon.

“We’re getting out of here,” she said again, keeping her voice low. “Come on, Ash.”

She crouched beside him, hesitated for a second more, then lightly touched his arm. His bicep contracted under her fingertips, and he let out a hissing breath. She froze, waiting for him to either control himself or rip out her throat.

“Yeah,” he rasped. “Let’s get the fuck out.”

A terse smile pulled at her mouth. She pulled his arm over her shoulder and pushed with her legs to lever him off the floor. He dragged himself upright, leaning heavily on her. His unsteady weakness was shocking. How much had that ultrasound hurt him?

His weight listed sideways, almost knocking her over. She grabbed him around the middle to support him as he regained his balance. He straightened, one hand braced on the wall.

She’d clamped her arms around him, and now they were pressed together, their faces close. Without intending to, she found herself staring into his eyes.

It was stupid. So stupid. Prolonged eye contact was a challenge. She was practically daring him to attack her. Hurt her. Kill her. But she couldn’t make herself look away. His eyes were like bottomless black pits, yet there was a sharp, savage focus in them.

It was the first time she’d ever looked into a shaded daemon’s eyes like this. Fascination gripped her. She wanted to understand how his mind worked while shaded. What was different? What was the same?

The biggest blast yet shook the house. Ash jerked upright as dirt rained on their heads. Shudders ran through the ground. Shelves toppled over somewhere above them.

As the tremor settled, there was a moment of utter, deafening silence.

Everything exploded.

The sound was beyond comprehension. The world quaked like ocean waves, the brick walls split apart—and the ceiling collapsed, plunging everything into darkness.


Chapter Thirty-Four


LYRE


There were Gaians everywhere. Two dozen of them were crowded in and around the entryway, half armed with guns and the other half carrying bags or boxes.

Even without a magic-dampening collar around his neck, Lyre might have had a bit of trouble fighting his way out through this many enemies. Jaw tight, he played the passive prisoner as his captors shoved him along.

“Mona,” a haemon called. “The daemons have regrouped and they’re coming back. We have to go now!”

Piper’s mother moved through the group to take the lead. Someone had given her a rag that she was using to blot the blood still running from her broken nose.

“The other prisoners have escaped,” she said. “We’ll head straight for the vehicles. Where’s the band of prefects?”

“We lured them to the back of the building.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

A Gaian shoved the door open, and the group raced out in a disorganized mass. Lyre’s two guards jabbed him with their guns, forcing him to follow the rest of the Gaians.

A cool breeze swept over Lyre, marred by the stench of burning things. The distinct, electric feeling of daemon magic hung in the air. One of the Gaians’ trucks was in flames, its windows shattered and a door hanging off, but the rest of their small fleet was intact. Unfortunately.

The Gaians rushed to climb into the jeeps and trucks. Piper’s mother was shouting orders, sending different haemons to different vehicles. A blast of magic hitting something solid echoed through the night from the other side of the house.

“The daemons are coming!” a Gaian yelled.

Piper’s mother pointed at the steel trailer ten yards away. “Open it.”

“What?” the Gaian sounded horrified. “But our other team is still⁠—”

“Do it!” Piper’s mother barked. “Everyone else, get in the vehicles!”

Lyre sidled away from his two guards, but one of them kicked him toward Piper’s mother.

“What about this one?” he asked.

Piper’s mother turned. Her eyes, so similar to Piper’s, flicked over Lyre, and her mouth pressed into an angry line. She lifted her hand—still holding that pistol.

Lyre had one heartbeat to realize her intent. The guards on either side of him scattered, but he had nowhere to go.

She pulled the trigger. The sound and impact struck him in the same instant. Two shots in the chest. Agony crushed his lungs as he hit the ground on his back.

Boots thudded past him. Vehicle doors slammed and engines coughed to life. Lyre clutched his sternum, and a breath finally scraped into his seized lungs. Tires rolled past him, dangerously close as the vehicles took off one after another.

“Fuck,” he gasped. “That hurts.”

An urgent chitter answered him. Zwi’s small head appeared in his line of sight as she reached his side. She trilled an unintelligible question.

“I …” Lyre dragged his hands down his torso, finding no holes or gushing blood. “I think I’m okay.”

He slowly sat up, his breathing fast and shallow. Everything seemed to be functional—painful, but functional. He squinted at his chest, bringing the delicate golden weave of his physical defense shield into focus.

“I guess it can stop bullets,” he muttered.

Zwi headbutted his side, and he took the hint, clambering to his feet with a wince. The Gaians’ vehicles were a line of red taillights racing away through the abandoned neighborhood.

A thundering crash shook the old Consulate. Lyre turned. Whoever was attacking the Gaians was amping up their magical assault. A haemon had mentioned another “team”—were they still fighting?

He didn’t know and really didn’t care. He just wanted to find Ash and Piper and get the hell out of here.

Lyre broke into a run, heading back toward the front door. Zwi bounded along beside him for a few feet, then jumped onto his back, her claws hooking on his shoulders.

An even louder explosion of magic shook the ground. The house quaked, a wall collapsing inward with a shuddering boom. Lyre’s heart jumped into his throat.

The crumbling wall settled and the earth stilled. Lyre started to exhale.

The house detonated.

For the second time, a terrible impact slammed Lyre off his feet. He crashed to the ground, Zwi tumbling onto the grass beside him. As a roaring fireball hurled shrapnel and debris in every direction, he rolled onto his stomach and pulled Zwi under him to shield her.

The thuds of rubble falling back to earth quieted, leaving only the crackle of flames. Lyre shoved himself up, holding Zwi with one arm.

The explosion had thrown them ten feet. Hunks of wood and concrete littered the grass around him, and a broken stud stuck out of the earth two feet from his elbow like a six-foot stake.

Saved by his defensive weaves again.

Breathing hard, he stared at the remains of the old Consulate—the roof collapsed, the walls obliterated, and fire spreading through the wreckage. His pulse pounded in his ears.

Had Ash and Piper made it out? Had there been enough time? Or had Ash still been trapped in that hole? Had he been deep enough underground to survive the blast?

Zwi let out a frantic squeak. She wiggled out of his hold, dropped to the ground, and sprinted full tilt toward the wreckage.

Lyre swore. He kept swearing as he ran around the perimeter of the destruction, searching for a sign of Ash. If he’d survived⁠—

Yellow light flashed in Lyre’s peripheral vision. He pivoted in time for a spell to collide with his chest. He fell again.

As the spell fizzled out against his defensive shield, Lyre shoved up with a snarl. The next person to knock him over would die a horrific death.

Three daemons encircled him, armed with long-handled halberds. Their blond hair was short, their eyes were a telltale yellow-green, and their precision movements all but declared they were well-trained soldiers. Griffin soldiers.

Unease curdled in Lyre’s gut. He raised his hands in surrender. “Don’t attack. I’m not with the Gaians. I was their prisoner.”

He lifted his chin to give them a good view of the collar around his neck. They exchanged a swift look between them, and unless Lyre was mistaken, it was heavily laden with suspicion—probably in no small part due to that spell bouncing right off him while he was collared and supposedly defenseless.

“The Gaians,” Lyre added quickly, “took off that way”—he canted his head in the direction of the haemons’ escape—“so if it’s all the same to you, I’ll just see myself out of here.”

Another quick, unfriendly glance passed between the soldiers.

“You’re coming with us,” the middle one said.

Of course he was. Captured for a third time. This night was getting better and better.

The middle soldier kept his weapon pointed at Lyre while another one pulled his arms behind his back and bound his wrists with a spell. The three griffins herded him away from the burning wreckage of the Consulate, and Lyre didn’t look back.

If Ash had survived, the last thing he needed was to be swarmed by griffin soldiers.

The daemons steered Lyre toward the back of the property, only a dozen feet away from the spot where he, Ash, and Piper had hidden in the trees. A soldier shoved a sapling aside, revealing a sheltered clearing.

Another dozen soldiers were gathered in the shadows, and several frightened, disarmed haemons were trussed up in binding spells at their feet. Standing in the midst of the soldiers was another blond, green-eyed griffin, but he wasn’t dressed in the dark, uniform-like garb of the soldiers. His red uniform was dirty and his hair tangled, but Lyre needed only a single glance to recognize him: Miysis Ra, eldest prince of griffins and one of the most powerful daemons in the Overworld.

The prince turned. Their eyes met, and Lyre knew his night was about to significantly improve—or get drastically worse.


Chapter Thirty-Five


PIPER


She couldn’t breathe.

It was the first thought to penetrate her hazy consciousness. Her lungs burned and her head spun. She was suffocating.

Her eyes flew open in a rush of panic, and she saw nothing but black. Something heavy was pinning her down, compressing her lungs. Dragging in a breath, she wrenched one arm free, and her flailing hand found the source of the weight crushing her.

Ash was lying across her. She patted his arm tentatively, then ran her hand up to his shoulder. Instead of his skin, her fingers bumped across smooth, leatherlike scales, and she vividly recalled her only glimpse of his daemon form. He wasn’t in glamour.

“Ash?” she whispered.

He didn’t respond, a dead weight on top of her. New terror joined her rising panic, and she blindly moved her hand to his face. His jaw was smooth—no scales—and she pressed her fingers to his nose and mouth. His shallow breaths warmed her skin.

Alive but unconscious.

Blinking rapidly in the darkness, she squirmed and wiggled in an attempt to shift his weight off her chest so she could breathe. Her heels scraped across the dirt floor in search of traction. She pushed on his shoulders, causing bits of rock and splinters of wood to roll off his back.

Her fingers found wetness on his neck and in his hair. Was he bleeding? She stretched one arm across him, disturbing more debris as she searched for wounds. Her hand met the base of one wing where it connected with his upper back, then bumped against a weapon strapped to his torso—a huge sword. She was momentarily bewildered. Where had that come from? Had it always been hidden under his glamour?

“Shit,” she gasped, her head spinning. “Ash?”

She clearly wasn’t getting him off her by herself. Plus, she needed his help to figure out what the hell had happened. She remembered an explosion but nothing else.

“Ash?” She patted his cheek. “Wake up, Ash. Please.”

His breath hitched. She felt all his muscles engage as he came awake—muscles that were pinning her to the floor, hard and heavy. His head moved under her hand, lifting as he looked around at the pitch darkness.

“Ash,” she panted, panic flaring through her with greater intensity. “I can’t breathe.”

He didn’t take any weight off her. Air hissed through his clenched teeth.

“Ash—”

He pulled his arms under him and shoved up. A thud sounded as he collided with something above him. Sharp bits of rock peppered her face and clattered around her. His wings rasped against unseen surfaces on either side of them. More debris scattered across Piper.

“Ash—” she tried again.

He lunged forward. His knee grazed her hip, thumping hard into the ground. Somewhere above her head were scuffing noises—clattering rocks—scraping⁠—

“Ash!” she yelled.

He snarled, a bestial sound no human could make. His breaths rushed in and out, fast and ragged. Wild. Panicked.

He was panicking. He was trying to get out.

And that’s when she realized his back had hit something above them. His wings were scraping against hard surfaces on both sides. And his claws were raking across what sounded like concrete in front of him.

The terror in her chest erupted like an arctic wave, splashing through every inch of her body.

They were buried.

The explosion had collapsed the house on top of them, and they were under the rubble in whatever was left of the hole beneath the trapdoor. She couldn’t see anything in the utter darkness, but somehow, Ash could tell they were trapped.

He raked at one wall, then twisted to the right, his knee shoving Piper sideways. She grabbed his thigh to keep him from crushing her under his legs as he threw himself at the debris like he was a battering ram instead of a flesh-and-bone daemon. What were either bits of stone or broken concrete clattered around them.

“Ash, stop!”

He didn’t seem to hear her. He bashed himself into the wall again—frantically, incoherently fighting to escape.

She half sat up, grabbing for his shoulders to intercept his movement. “Ash, please⁠—”

He slammed her down onto her back. She struck the ground hard enough to knock the wind from her lungs and barely managed not to hit her head. His fingers spanned her collarbones, digging in with bruising force, his claws pricking her skin like needles.

If he shifted his hand one inch higher, his grip would be around her throat.

Slowly, she lifted her shaking hands. He snarled, his fingers flexing and his claws piercing her skin. Her arms stuttered. She took a deep, calming breath, then gently put her hands against his cheeks, holding his face in the darkness.

“Ash,” she whispered. “You have to stop. Just concentrate on breathing, okay? Don’t think about anything else.”

She let out a long, only slightly trembling exhalation to demonstrate. He didn’t move, his ragged breathing unchanged—but he wasn’t ripping out her throat. That was a good sign.

She rubbed her thumbs lightly across his cheekbones, finding a line of delicate scales beneath his eyes. “Slow it down. You can’t think if you’re hyperventilating. In and out, nice and even.”

He inhaled with a low growl, but when he let out the breath, it was slower. She repeated soothing variations of the same instructions, and gradually, his breathing quieted.

His hand relaxed against her so he was no longer crushing her into the ground. His fingertips slid along the base of her neck, stopping against the racing pulse in the dip between her collarbones.

“Piper.”

She shivered at his daemon voice—deep and resonant, with that unnerving feeling of silk sliding across her bones.

“Hi,” she whispered, her flicker of relief that he was coherent again instantly lost in the unstoppable waves of dread rolling over her. “We’re in a bit of trouble.”

He sucked in a sharp, harsh breath, a quiver running through his muscles. “We’re trapped.”

“We’ll find a way out.”

“There’s no way out.”

“We can try to⁠—”

“I can sense open spaces. There’s no way out.”

Her eyebrows scrunched together. “I don’t understand.”

“There are no open spaces near us,” he rasped. “I can sense small gaps fifteen feet up—what’s left of the house. There’s another space eight feet away at our depth. A tunnel, I think. But it’s solid earth between here and there.”

The terror Piper had been fighting to control broke free. Her head swam, and her heart pounded so hard it hurt. She desperately tried to control it before she caused Ash to panic again too.

She didn’t realize she’d pulled him down toward her until he bent forward, bracing on one elbow. She wrapped her arms around the back of his neck, holding him tight as though that would make this less petrifying.

A mad urge to laugh tickled her throat. She was hugging a shaded, un-glamoured daemon for comfort. She’d lost her mind.

“What …” Her voice cracked. She swallowed. “What about the Sahar Stone? Could you use it to blast our way out of here?”

He sank a little lower over her, and his forehead pressed against her shoulder. “It doesn’t work for me.”

“What about your own magic?”

“Anything I try will cause the house to collapse on us.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, struggling not to start kicking and clawing at the earth like he had. How long until they suffocated?

Somewhere above them, a thudding noise sounded. The ground vibrated, and dust rained down on Piper’s face. Ash tensed, his muscles as hard as the ground under her back.

A creak, then a grinding sound. Something shifted in the debris piled above them. Ash ducked away from the sound, all but lying on top of her.

“We can’t just wait to die.” Piper wrapped her hand around his leather baldric, gripping it hard to steady herself. “We have to try something.”

Ash didn’t answer. His breathing was getting worse again.

“What about the tunnel?” she asked. “It might have been a bunker or a secret escape route that was originally connected to the cellar. We could try to dig to it.”

He lifted his head from her shoulder. His nose brushed her cheek. “Disturbing anything will⁠—”

Another creak, followed by cracking wood, finished his sentence for him. Ash flinched at the sounds.

“Then use magic,” she said. “Blast a hole.”

“The house will⁠—”

“It’s going to collapse on us anyway!”

He dropped his head, turning his face into the side of her neck. She could guess what he was thinking, the fear he was fighting: the mere idea of being crushed beneath the wreckage above. What if it didn’t kill them? What if they had to wait hours to die, pinned under the rubble, unable to move, slowly suffocating?

“Ash, we have to try.”

His shoulders rose and fell. Then he shifted, his weight squashing her as he braced himself on his elbows. She followed his wrists up to his hands, which were curled around the magic-dampening collar the Gaians had put on him.

She fit her hands over his, aligning their fingers. He slowed his breathing. His hands flexed, squeezing the collar. Heat radiated from the metal band. The air sizzled, and he pulled his hands away from his neck. She touched his throat, finding only hot, sand-like grit—the remains of the collar—and heaved a sigh of relief. They were one step closer to getting out of here.

Ash turned his face into her neck again, and for a moment, he gripped her upper arms, holding her as though her closeness was calming—as though it actually helped him. Then he lifted his head and pushed back up on his elbows, and she wondered if she’d read too much into it.

“I can try to break through the ruins of the house above us,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “or break through to the tunnel.”

“The house will collapse on us. The tunnel is our best chance.”

“All right.”

He pulled her under him and folded his arm around the top of her head. Piper bit the inside of her cheek. He was shielding her from whatever happened next.

“Ready?” he whispered.

Her heart pounded in her throat. “Do it.”

“Cover your ears.”

She clapped her hands over her ears. His breath stirred her hair as he released a slow exhalation. The air around them grew heavy and electric with magic. Piper tucked her face against his shoulder, eyes squeezed shut.

He unleashed his magic.

The concussion of power was as terrible as the explosion that had ripped apart the building above them. The deafening boom hit like an earthquake, shaking the ground under her—then Ash grabbed her by the waist.

With an arm clamped around her middle, he launched forward. Magic sizzled again, then a loud crack like a gunshot. A cacophony of crashing, groaning, crunching, and snapping grew louder and louder behind them.

Ash skidded down a sudden drop, pulling her with him. He regained his footing, swept her up into his arms, and ran, his footsteps splashing in shallow water. They were in the tunnel, and behind them was the sound of falling stone. The underground room had caved in.

Piper held on to Ash’s neck as he fled the collapse, traversing the pitch black without hesitation. Magic buzzed over him once again, and she felt him make a motion with his hand.

Stone shattered, and faint light spilled through the darkness. A jagged opening yawned in front of them, rocks and dirt still tumbling down.

Ash jumped through the gap, and a fresh, cool breeze swept over Piper. Trees and dense brush surrounded them. He slid to a stop. The racket of grinding stone and settling earth died away until all was quiet except for the rustle of leaves in the trees.

For a long moment, Ash just stood there, his chest heaving. Then he folded his legs to sit heavily on the ground. Landing half on his lap, Piper fixed her light-starved eyes on the crescent moon peeking through the foliage overhead.

They’d made it. They’d escaped.

Ash flopped backward, lying in the leaf litter as he caught his breath. Dragging her gaze off the moon, she turned to find him in glamour, his face ghostly pale and sheened with perspiration, his eyes closed.

As her terror waned, shivers engulfed her. Fighting back hysterical tears, she reclined weakly onto her back beside him. Her trembling fingers crept sideways until she reached his hand.

His warm, strong grip closed around her fingers.

They lay there in the moonlight, hands held tight, not speaking. Just breathing. Just feeling their lungs work and their hearts beat, knowing they had survived.


Chapter Thirty-Six


PIPER


She hadn’t considered herself claustrophobic before getting buried alive, but after their near death, the mere thought of going underground again made her break out in a sweat.

The tunnel’s exit—now a pile of rubble—had released them into the woods about a hundred feet from the old Consulate. Ash led the way through the trees, pushing through thorny bushes and detouring around fallen logs. He moved quickly, and Piper’s legs burned as she struggled to keep up, but she didn’t ask him to slow down. She was in a hurry too.

How long had they been underground? Where were Uncle Calder, Lyre, and her mother? Had anyone else been inside the building when it exploded?

Lights shone through the foliage, an unsettling blend of flickering orange firelight and a harsh white glare. Ash slowed to a more cautious pace, his steps near silent, and Piper followed as quietly as she could manage.

Voices drifted to their ears on the breeze, the words unintelligible.

Ash reached the edge of the trees and sank into a crouch. Piper scooted close to his side, peering through the long grass. Their path had taken them close to the front of the former Consulate, where the Gaians’ vehicles had been parked. All that remained of their fleet was a pickup truck with its engine on fire and that big steel box on a flatbed trailer.

The house was a heap of rubble. Flames roared across the broken wood framing, belching orange-tinted smoke into the sky. Nausea roiled in Piper’s stomach at the sight. She and Ash had been buried under all that. She was triply thankful they’d reached the tunnel, because blasting their way upward would never have worked.

It looked like the Gaians had fled, but their vehicles had been replaced by a new assortment—several trucks and jeeps with shitty camo paint jobs. Prefects.

Their vehicles’ headlights illuminated the destruction, while the prefects were dark silhouettes against the glare. Two of them were pulling stuff from the burning pickup truck, half a dozen more were circling the abandoned trailer with their rifles at the ready, and the rest were inspecting the rubble of the house.

“We should head to the back,” Ash whispered. “The daemon group is⁠—”

A loud clank of metal interrupted him. Three prefects were messing with the container door.

“It’s stuck,” one of them said.

“Put some muscle into it, Wilhelm,” his buddy barked impatiently.

The first guy wrenched on the handle. With a squeal of grinding metal, the large door swung open. Something whipped out of the container, latched on to Wilhelm, and yanked him inside. His scream reverberated off the steel walls.

The remaining prefects backpedaled. The container rocked on its trailer. Dark shapes slithered out like fat snakes. A prefect’s flashlight beam whipped across glistening, blood-red flesh.

Piper’s stomach dropped. Not snakes. Tentacles.

The container rocked more violently, and a creature dragged itself out onto the grass. Shaped like a massive, scaly octopus, it writhed its thick tentacles too fast to count them. Piper had seen a tentacle just like that drag Ash into the secret passageway in her Consulate.

It was a choronzon. The Gaians had a second one.

The beast, its tentacles performing nonstop contortions, seemed to be thinking, or maybe just taking in its surroundings. The prefects were creeping backward, as though hoping it wouldn’t attack if they didn’t make any sudden movements.

Ash’s fingers closed around Piper’s wrist. He slowly drew her up.

The choronzon undulated its tentacles one more time—then its slimy arms shot toward the prefects, stretching to twice their original length and snatching two men. The others opened fire on the monster, but it didn’t seem to notice the bullets as it reared up to reveal a gaping, fang-lined mouth large enough to engulf its victims’ heads and torsos in a single bite.

Its skin rippled, and the choronzon swelled until its bulbous body and writhing tentacles were larger than the ten-foot-long shipping container it’d crawled out of. Its wet maw pulsed hungrily, and it shoved both prefects into the cavernous opening. They disappeared with muffled screams. The beast slumped back down, pulling its tentacles from its mouth sans victims.

All at once, the surviving prefects realized their rifles wouldn’t save them. They bolted.

The choronzon’s tentacles lashed out with terrifying speed, smashing two men into the ground with enough force to pulverize their bones. A terrified prefect dove behind the pickup truck. The choronzon slid a pair of tentacles under the vehicle, lifted it off the ground, and tossed it aside like a plastic toy. The truck landed on its roof with a horrible crash.

Ash drew Piper away from the choronzon and the collapsed house. She let him lead her, unable to look away as the creature captured and consumed another screaming man.

She and Ash moved along the edge of the trees until they reached the cracked sidewalk of the residential street. The black, broken windows of the decrepit houses seemed to stare at them with condemnation.

The earth trembled. With its boneless limbs rippling, the choronzon pivoted toward Piper and Ash. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

“Run,” Ash said.

The word had scarcely penetrated Piper’s panicked brain when the choronzon launched forward, its tentacles slamming into the ground and pulling it across the earth in a swirl of red flesh.

Ash shoved her ahead of him, and Piper sprinted down the sidewalk. The thudding of the choronzon’s tentacles and the crunching of the pavement beneath its weight grew louder and more violent.

“Faster!” Ash yelled.

Piper glanced back. The choronzon had already closed half the distance, its speed unbelievable for its mass. It stretched a tentacle toward her and Ash as they ran—but she couldn’t go any faster.

Ash seized her around the waist from behind, pulling her off her feet as he sprang upward. Magic sizzled across his body, buzzing against her skin—and the air whooshed as his wings shimmered out of nothing on either side of them.

He swept his wings downward, and the ground fell away. Piper clutched his scale-plated arm, not caring that he was crushing her diaphragm. She didn’t need to breathe. She just needed him not to drop her.

Its red skin glistening in the moonlight, the choronzon came to a halt and stretched its tentacles skyward, but she and Ash were already out of reach, rising twenty feet, then twenty-five, then thirty, until they’d cleared the tops of the two-story houses on either side of the street. Jittery relief swept through Piper. Ash was flying them to safety, and even though she’d known he had wings, it felt like a miracle.

Then the arrow struck.

It whipped out of the darkness with the faintest whistle of wind across its fletching, flashed past Piper’s left side, and hit with a gruesome thud. Ash’s flight faltered, and they plunged six feet, spinning in the air as his left wing beat hard. His right wing barely moved.

Their attackers appeared from the darkness in the next instant, sweeping in from every side. They collided with Piper and Ash in a tangle of wings, feathers, and claws.

Ash flung his free arm out, casting a band of black flames into the nearest attackers, but he and Piper were dropping fast, his wings hemmed in, one not working.

A crackle of magic, a thud, and pain raked across Piper’s middle. She was ripped away from Ash. Two daemons had her by the arms, and their feathered wings flapped loudly as they carried her higher. Below, the others broke away from Ash—a dark shape with curved dragon wings and a long, whiplike tail.

His wings beat once, twice, and then the injured wing buckled like an umbrella in the wind. He plummeted—straight into the writhing mass of the choronzon’s waiting tentacles.

“Ash!” she screamed.

The daemons around her laughed, their voices competing with the thunderous beats of their wings as they lifted Piper higher and higher. They were all female, with short, tangled silver hair and bird wings in different shades of gray. Harpies, if Piper was guessing correctly. An Underworld caste.

“He’s a goner, girly,” the one holding Piper’s left wrist said. “The choronzon will swallow him whole.”

The other harpies cackled. Piper hung helplessly in their grip, craning her neck to look downward. Either the ground was too dark or something else was blocking her view, but she couldn’t make out the choronzon or Ash. The burning wreckage of the Consulate was visible off to her left—and judging by the angle, she was well above the ground.

“Now tell me, little lady,” a harpy said, hovering in front of Piper with big sweeps of her powerful wings. “Where is the Sahar Stone?”

“The Sahar Stone?” Piper said, breathless with terror. The Stone was like a thousand-pound weight in her pocket. “I don’t know anything about it.”

“Don’t bother pretending. Ash wouldn’t be following you around like a big mean guard dog unless you were his ticket to getting the Sahar.”

“I’m not⁠—”

The harpy made a commanding gesture, and the two daemons holding Piper let go.

She screamed as she dropped. The harpies grabbed her wrists. Claws tore into her skin, bringing her up short. She screamed again as pain exploded through her arms and shoulders. The harpies stretched her between them.

“Now, you don’t need me to explain what will happen if you don’t cooperate, do you?”

“I don’t know anything,” Piper gasped. “Ash was helping me find my father.”

“Ash follows Samael’s orders.”

How did these daemons know that Ash answered to Samael? Had Samael sent them, just like he’d sent Cottus to eliminate Ash?

“Tell me,” the harpy ordered. “Where is the Sahar Stone?”

“I don’t know!”

“You were carrying Ash’s fake, the one that fool incubus Micah stole,” the woman snarled.

“Ash has it!” Piper gasped. “Take me down—back to Ash—he has⁠—”

The harpy’s hand flashed out. Her strike slammed into Piper’s cheek, wrenching her head sideways, and she swung by her wrists, the harpies’ talons digging in deeper and deeper.

“Useless.” The harpy back-winged away from Piper. “Search her. Tear off her clothes. She could have the Stone anywhere.”

Two more harpies swooped in. As one reached for Piper’s ankle, she kicked the harpy in the face. The woman yelped as she careened backward. Piper aimed another kick at a different harpy, but the daemon caught her foot. Another one grabbed her other ankle. Piper writhed, trying to twist free as they ripped at her bootlaces.

Piper screamed as the harpies pulled her between them, tearing at her clothes—and her skin—with their talons. One of her boots came free. Another harpy ripped her shirt from the hem to the neckline. Taloned fingers scraped across her hip, grasping for her pockets.

The moment they found the Sahar, they would drop her—or they’d take their time killing her.

She was going to die. The realization slammed the air from her lungs, but as the first rush of terror spilled through her like ice, another feeling swept in after it: bitter fury. She hadn’t asked for this. She didn’t deserve this. She’d done her best, but she was going to die anyway.

Piper twisted violently and kicked out, catching one harpy in the jaw. She jammed her other foot down on a woman’s shoulder like a stepping block, and with that brief moment of leverage, she wrenched her left arm free. Her right arm snapped painfully taut, her weight jerking the last harpy holding her off balance. As they spun wildly through the air, Piper shoved her hand into her pocket and seized the Stone.

The harpy leader screeched triumphantly and dove at Piper. Locking stares with the daemon, Piper pulled her hand from her pocket and cocked her arm back. The harpy closed in with sweeping wings.

Burning with spiteful rage, Piper let her fist fly at the harpy’s face.

The Sahar blazed white-hot against her palm.

Piper’s thoughts splintered, and her fury doubled as though reflected back into her. Pale light burst from between her clenched fingers and thunder split the air, rending the world all around her.

The harpy’s skull burst apart in a spray of gore. The band of light from the Sahar flashed outward from Piper in a perfect half circle. Harpy bodies exploded. Bloody feathers flew in every direction. Torn limbs and broken wings arced through the darkness before falling silently toward the ground.

The only daemon left was the one holding Piper’s right wrist.

The harpy hauled Piper closer, grabbed her left arm, and tore at her fist. An agonized scream burst from Piper as the harpy’s talons raked across her fingers, trying to pry them open. She clenched her hand around the Sahar as hard as she could.

The air crackled with magic, then a tearing force ripped into Piper’s hand. Pain worse than anything she’d ever felt before swamped her like a tidal wave.

Then she was falling.

The harpy swooped away, a dark shadow flying off into the night with frantic wing beats. Piper plunged toward the ground, her scream lost to the wind howling in her ears.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


ASH


As he fell, the choronzon’s tentacles stretched up to seize him in their crushing grip.

With a quick lash of his tail, Ash twisted in midair, plunged past the reaching limbs, and slammed feet first into the beast’s bulbous body. His knees buckled. He pitched sideways off the choronzon and landed hard on the pavement. Cold numbness radiated from the harpy’s arrow in his wing, weakening all his muscles.

He struggled onto his knees, seized the arrow shaft, and ripped it out of his wing. Dull pain throbbed through the joint, but the poison on the arrowhead was deadening the sensation in his body.

Fucking harpies.

The choronzon’s massive tentacles whipped at him. He cast a shield, but the unstoppable blow obliterated it, hurling him backward. He hit the boarded-up window of an abandoned house and smashed through it.

His injured wing, unable to fold properly, caught on the window frame. The joint wrenched, sending a spear of agony up into his shoulder.

He sprawled on the floor amidst a shower of broken plywood. Dizziness whirled in his head so violently that he felt like he was still moving.

Tentacles slithered through the window—and somewhere outside, a girl screamed. Piper.

“Fuck,” he snarled.

He sat up, one hand pressed to his forehead. With the other he summoned dragon fire and cast it at the nearest tentacle. It retracted, its slimy membrane sizzling like oil in a pan. More tentacles slid through the broken window and curled around the walls.

Ash shoved to his feet, swayed, and almost fell. His left wing dragged on the floor. Even if he got past the choronzon, he wouldn’t be able to reach Piper—or the Sahar Stone. A cold shiver of dread rippled through him. If the harpies got it—if they took it to Samael instead of him⁠—

With a screech of shattering wood, the choronzon ripped the front wall of the house away. Tentacles swept toward Ash from every direction.

He reached over his shoulder and drew his sword.

Three and a half feet of curved, double-edged steel glided from its sheath, and dragon fire coated the blade. He slashed it across the nearest tentacle and lopped two feet off the end.

More twisting limbs surrounded him. He whirled, blade flashing, flames spilling off it. He opened gashes in every tentacle he could reach, but his legs felt shaky and his sword weighed down his arms.

The choronzon heaved its body into the opening it had created. Its tentacles opened like a giant, many-fingered hand about to close over him all at once and crush his bones to a paste before swallowing him.

Ash bared his teeth. Power surged through his body, and as the tentacles contracted around him, dragon fire exploded out of his body. The inferno engulfed the choronzon’s tentacles, and it recoiled from the house, limbs contorting with pain, dark flames eating into its slimy red flesh. Globs of smoldering fat splattered the ground, and the stench of charred meat hazed the air.

Ash straightened as the heat of his magic flowing through him melted the numbness. His legs steadied.

Zwi. He called her name from within his mind, reaching for their bond.

A flittering presence answered him.

Find Piper and the Sahar, he told her.

A vision of dark tree tops flashing beneath Zwi’s wings filled a corner of his thoughts.

He focused on the choronzon. It was dragging its tentacles over one another, trying to wipe away the flames—but dragon fire wasn’t that easily quenched.

Crunching across the floor to the edge of the broken wall, Ash gathered the power inside him, building it and building it until he burned from within. It was more power than most daemons could hold, let alone cast.

He angled his sword across his body, then swept it out in a horizontal arc.

All the power he’d gathered erupted into a razor-edged scythe of dragon fire. It struck the choronzon, tearing through its flesh. Dismembered tentacles thudded to the pavement, twitching and leaking puddles of blood.

Ash surveyed the damage, then pulled his sword to one side and built up his power again. In a corner of his mind, he shared Zwi’s vision as she raced toward a cluster of dark, winged shadows in the sky.

Another scream rang out.

He unleashed a second blade of power as destructive as the first. It ripped through more tentacles and opened a gaping wound across the choronzon’s body. Shuddering, it shuffled backward.

Running away? It was far too late for that.

Gritting his teeth as pain lanced through his injured wing, he folded both appendages tight against his back. Then he leaped through the shattered wall.

As he charged at the choronzon, Zwi ascended toward the cluster of harpies, Piper suspended between them. The choronzon reared back, exposing its colossal mouth lined with curved fangs. Its remaining tentacles shot at him.

He swung his sword down, the fire-coated blade severing a tentacle as thick as his waist. Pivoting, he hacked through another and angled his weapon at the beast’s face.

Through Zwi’s eyes, he saw Piper hanging by one arm, struggling against the harpies as one let out a malicious shriek.

He cleaved a tentacle down the center, driving his blade toward the choronzon’s fanged mouth. Power seared his veins as he gathered it for a final cast.

White light cleaved through the night sky.

Ash saw it with his own eyes and through Zwi’s vision at the same time. With a deep boom, the band of pale radiance burst across the darkness like a lightning strike.

A tentacle wound around Ash’s leg and jerked him into the air.

He spat a curse as the choronzon hung him upside down over its gaping mouth. Blocking Zwi’s mind from his, he slashed his sword through the tentacle crushing his ankle. He fell toward the choronzon’s waiting maw.

Turning his blade, he dropped steel first into the cavity. His sword plunged through its lower mandible, and he unleashed his cast. Spirals of dragon fire surged out of his blade in an expanding maelstrom, shredding the fangs before they could snap shut on him. His magic tore the choronzon apart as it fanned out, culminating in a final burst of searing flames.

Burning offal rained down on the pavement. Ash stood in the middle of a macabre ring of pulverized red flesh, his sword at his side and his eyes fixed on the dark spot where, for one inconceivable moment, the Sahar Stone’s magic had rent the night sky.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


LYRE


“I’m not with the Gaians,” Lyre announced loudly for every griffin, including their prince, to hear. “I was their prisoner. I’m not affiliated with them or helping them. In fact, I despise their very existence and would be happy to see them all dead.”

All the griffin soldiers stared at him.

Miysis raised an eyebrow, then glanced at his men. “You heard him. Remove that binding and resume your search. I’ll question him.”

The soldier dissolved the binding spell with a sharp poke to Lyre’s left wrist. Then he and his comrades dispersed, leaving a handful of griffins to guard the prisoners—and protect their prince.

Lyre stuffed his hands in his pockets as Miysis joined him at the edge of the clearing where, conveniently, no one stood close enough to eavesdrop on them.

“I like the down-to-earth grungy look,” Lyre told the Ra prince in an undertone. “It’s a nice change for you.”

“What are you doing here?” Miysis demanded.

“A series of poor decisions and really bad luck.” Rocking back on his heels, Lyre swept another glance over the Ra prince. “What are you doing here?”

“I was captured when those haemon fools attacked the Brinford Consulate.”

Miysis had been one of the delegates at that meeting? If Lyre had known the Ra prince would be coming to the Consulate, he would’ve taken his leave ahead of time.

“Tell me why you’re here,” Miysis said. “And I want a real answer.”

Lyre rolled his eyes upward, searching for a version of the truth that wouldn’t dig this hole he was in any deeper. “I was at the Brinford Consulate too. I’m helping Piper—you know, the Head Consul’s kid—find her father.”

He leaned sideways around Miysis to look toward the other end of the clearing, where a man leaned against a tree while a griffin administered healing magic to his leg.

“That father,” Lyre added.

Miysis also glanced at the man. “He’s not Quinn Griffiths. He’s Calder.”

Lyre’s brow furrowed. “I’m confused.”

“Is that so?”

“You know I’m not lying.” Lyre shrugged. “Well, anyway, can I go now?”

“Obviously not.”

“Will you take this collar off me, then?”

Something not very nice glittered in the prince’s eyes as he smiled. “I like the helpless look. It’s a nice change for you.”

Lyre scowled. “Are you really going to be like that?”

Smirking, Miysis stepped closer. He peered at the collar, picked a spot, and sent a shot of magic into it. The spell woven into the steel broke apart, and Lyre’s sense of his power returned in a rush. He heaved a relieved sigh.

“You’ll have to break the band off later.” Miysis canted his head. “Now tell me what you know about the Sahar Stone. You wouldn’t be here for any other reason.”

Lyre gave the prince a sardonic stare. “I don’t have the Sahar. I’ve never so much as touched it.”

Shadows flickered over Miysis’s eyes as he weighed Lyre’s words and their truth. “But have you so much as seen it?”

“There’s at least one fake floating around,” Lyre replied instead.

“True, but that doesn’t answer my question.”

“I don’t want anything to do with the Sahar Stone.”

“Also true. Still not an answer.” Miysis leaned in until he was all but whispering in Lyre’s ear. “Say it, Lyre. ‘I don’t know where the Sahar is.’”

Lyre scoffed. “Miysis, the last thing I want is to get between you and the Stone. Can you just leave me out of it?”

“You say that as though you were dragged here against your will.”

“That’s not entirely inaccurate.”

“Lyre, as much as I enjoy playing truth or lie with your fiendishly evasive tongue, I can’t turn a blind eye to your presence here. I need to know what’s going on.”

“I’m not being difficult for the hell of it.” Lyre pulled a hand from his pocket to rake his fingers through his hair. “There are several people in this vicinity who I don’t want to die, including you.”

“I’m touched.” Miysis’s eyes darkened to emerald. “Who else is here?”

As the two most powerful families of their realms, Ra and Hades were mortal enemies. Ash’s unwilling allegiance to Samael was known only to a few, but Miysis was likely one of them—and Lyre wasn’t willing to gamble Ash’s life on whether the Ra prince would allow a Hades assassin to live.

“Lyre.” Miysis’s voice dropped to a growl, and he grasped the front of Lyre’s shirt, pulling his face close. To the watching soldiers, their prince was threatening the poor, defenseless incubus.

Lyre merely arched his eyebrows. “No one will believe we don’t know each other if you keep flirting with me like this.”

Miysis ignored that. “I’m asking you to cooperate with me. Please.”

Please wasn’t a word the Ra prince normally included in his vocabulary, and he wasn’t using it now to sound extra sincere. It was a warning.

“I understand that you have obligations to fulfill,” Lyre said, his tone sobering, “but we both know what can happen when magic that shouldn’t exist falls into the wrong hands. The Sahar is that type of magic.”

“Be that as it may, it does exist, and I can’t take the risk that someone will unleash it.”

“No one knows how to use it.”

Miysis seemed to weigh something in his mind, then said quietly, “Almost no one.”

Lyre’s eyes widened.

“If I know its secret,” Miysis continued grimly, “then someone else may know—or discover it. Do you understand now? I can’t let that happen.”

Lyre cursed under his breath. If using the Sahar Stone wasn’t an impossibility but rather a closely guarded secret, that changed everything.

“Tell me, Lyre,” the prince said. “Who else is here, and do they have⁠—”

The raucous noise of gunfire interrupted him. Releasing Lyre’s shirtfront, Miysis turned toward the sound—somewhere on the other side of the decimated Consulate.

“Go check it out,” he barked at one of his soldiers.

The griffin rushed out of the clearing. More gunfire, screams, a metallic crash. It grew quiet again. A minute passed with no indication of what was happening beyond the trees.

An electric haze of magic sizzled through the air a moment before the explosive boom of an unleashed spell reached them.

As the ground vibrated under their feet, Miysis shot a questioning look at Lyre. He didn’t move, listening to a second spell detonate. Did that explosive magic belong to Ash? Lyre could think of few daemons capable of unleashing that much power at once.

“Lyre,” Miysis hissed. “Do you know who that is?”

Magic erupted again—but instead of an explosive boom, it was a sharp crack. This time, it lit the sky with a flare of icy white power.

His gaze snapping to the sky, Lyre took a step back. The pale cast had already extinguished, but he could still sense it—and he’d never felt anything like that before. It hadn’t been Ash, that was for sure.

“Impossible,” Miysis whispered.

A final low-pitched blast shook the earth, but the white magic didn’t reappear in the sky.

Miysis turned swiftly toward his soldiers. “You two, guard the prisoners. Consul Calder, wait here. We need to locate the source of that magic.”

Lyre gazed at the darkness overhead. Unless he was very much mistaken, that flare of white light had been the Sahar’s power—and whoever had unleashed it just became the most powerful magic-wielder in the three realms.

Assuming they survived the next five minutes.

Lyre flicked a glance over his shoulder. Miysis and his soldiers wouldn’t take long to find the Sahar and its wielder.

He slid his fingers under the neck of his shirt and along the spell chain hidden beneath it. Snapping a gemstone free, he tucked it against his palm and sent a spark into its weaving. A faint pulse told him it had engaged. Three seconds.

He ran his fingers through his hair again—using the motion to covertly toss the gemstone into the foliage a few yards away.

Two seconds.

He stepped backward, closer to the trees.

One second.

Bang! With a flash of light and sound, the gem self-destructed into untraceable dust.

As Miysis and the griffins whipped toward the diversion, Lyre darted into the trees. Casting a quick cloaking spell over himself, he raced toward the source of the magic with no idea of what he might find.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


PIPER


A torrent of agony had engulfed her hand. Piper couldn’t feel her fingers, only torturous pain that radiated up her arm and into her shoulder, as though her blood and tissues had turned to acid. She wanted to writhe and scream, but she was afraid to move in case that somehow, impossibly, made the pain worse.

Something nudged Piper’s shoulder. Moist air blew across her face, followed by a strange, low-pitched rumble.

Panting and nauseated, she cracked her eyes open. For a terrifying second, she thought she was trapped underground again, but then a faint light caught on a pair of large golden eyes. Zwi, in her full-sized dragon form, stood over Piper, blocking everything else in her field of vision.

“Zwi,” she rasped.

The realization that she was lying on hard pavement slowly sank through her awareness. She was on the ground. She’d fallen from … she didn’t even know how high. She should be dead.

“Did you catch me?”

Zwi made a deep, bass chirp that sounded like an affirmative. Piper had no recollection of being caught or reaching the ground.

With gasps and moans, she slowly pushed herself up with her good arm until she was sitting. Her injured hand was a mess of blood, but all her fingers were still attached and she couldn’t see any bones sticking out. That was a good sign, probably? Clenching her teeth, she pulled her hand against her stomach, wound the tattered strips of her shirt around it, and knotted it into a sort of sling.

Zwi trilled. Backing up, the dragon spread her enormous wings. Black flames whooshed over her, the fire shrank, and Zwi reappeared in her usual cat-sized form.

With the dragon no longer blocking her view, Piper’s gaze fell on the choronzon.

Its remains were splattered across the pavement forty feet away, its bulbous body ruptured and its tentacles twisted and dismembered. Yellow blood and foul gore were splashed all over the road.

In the shadow of the dead beast, something moved—a dark figure with wings and a long, curved sword coated in the choronzon’s blood.

Terror plunged through Piper, numbing the pain. Her heart thumped wildly and a voice in the back of her head screamed at her to run before it was too late.

Ash came toward her, gliding like a weightless shadow, each step melting seamlessly into the next. His movements were so graceful, so sinister, that he had closed half the distance between them before she noticed he was limping with each step.

She stared at him. At his real body. At his real face.

Black interlocking scales ran up his arms, spread over his shoulders, and traced his collarbones. The scales transitioned to inky lines, almost like tattoos, in a sinuous pattern before fading into smooth skin across his abdomen, bare except for a loop of charcoal-colored fabric hanging around his neck and a thick leather strap that cut across his chest from right shoulder to left side.

More scales edged his jaw and ran along the tops of his cheekbones. Menacing black markings dipped down his temples and coiled in the hollows of his cheeks. Curved horns, sets of three on each side of his head, protruded from his dark hair, sweeping backward away from his face.

The eyes that watched her were soulless pits of darkness.

As she trembled on the ground in front of him, she realized for the first time what daemon shading really was. It wasn’t a shift from their normal behavior; it was a shift back to their true natures. All the times she’d seen Ash’s eyes go dark, this was what had been looking out at her from behind the mask of his glamour.

“Piper.”

“The Sahar is gone,” she blurted, her voice shaking. “One of the harpies got it. She flew off. I don’t know where.”

Something passed across his expression, too fast for her to read. He raised his sword.

She flinched back, her eyes squeezed shut. He’d been waiting for the right moment to dispose of her and take the Sahar. This was it. He was going to kill her. The fear was unbearable—as terrible as when they’d been trapped underground. Even worse than that. It was consuming her.

The blade hissed as it slid into a sheath, then quiet steps came closer. Much closer.

“Piper.”

She forced her eyes open. Ash was crouched in front of her, and his irises were steely gray now instead of black. The hilt of his sword stuck up above his right shoulder, the weapon strapped to his back.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said softly. “I need your help before I can switch to glamour.”

“My help?” she croaked.

“My wing is dislocated.”

Her gaze flicked from his face to his wings. One was folded tightly, but the other was only half furled and dragged on the ground.

Terror bubbled in her, visceral and uncontrollable, but shame prickled through it. She shouldn’t be this scared. She’d hugged him in his daemon form, hadn’t she?

She drew in a steadying breath. Lots of things were scary. She just had to suck it up and deal with it, like she did with everything that frightened her.

“What do you need?” she asked.

His gaze searched hers for a second. He rose to his full height and offered his hand. She looked at his palm, pale and calloused and so close to human, then at the black claws that tipped his fingers.

She reached up with only a slight tremble and let him draw her to her feet, careful not to jostle her injured hand in its makeshift sling. Ash turned his drooping wing toward her and placed her good hand below the elbow-like joint. She wrapped her fingers around it, feeling hard muscle beneath his scaled skin.

“I have to pull it straight,” he said. “Hold tight.”

Piper bent her knees, leaned back, and squeezed his wing as hard as she could.

He checked her stance, inhaled, then jerked hard away from her, forcing the limb to extend. The joint popped sickeningly before her hand slipped. She jolted as she recovered her balance, and a fresh wave of pain flooded through her injured hand and up her arm.

She pressed her fist to her mouth, stifling a cry, and waited for the agony to wane.

“Piper?”

Ash stood in front of her again. His wings, tail, horns, and black scales were gone, as was his sword. Gone too were the splatters of choronzon blood. The clothing he’d been wearing before had reappeared, streaked with dirt from the Gaians dragging him around while he was semi-comatose.

It made zero sense how glamour could do that, but she was too exhausted and overwhelmed with pain to care.

“Ash,” she said dazedly—and her legs buckled.

He caught her and lowered her to the ground, his touch gentle. She leaned into him, her head resting on his shoulder. Why had she been so afraid? Why had she thought he would hurt her?

Why did she feel so safe now that she was in his arms?

He propped her back against his chest and reached around her to untie the shreds of fabric forming her makeshift sling. As pain jolted along her nerves, she watched his face and the deepening crease between his eyebrows that marred his normally indecipherable expression. Before everything they’d gone through together, she would never have noticed the subtle concern in his face, but now it was obvious—and remorse flickered through her.

Whatever his real story was, he wasn’t a heartless monster. She couldn’t tell him she forgave him for stealing the Sahar Stone from her, because she didn’t. She couldn’t tell him that seeing what he really was hadn’t terrified her, because it had. She couldn’t even tell him she appreciated his help, because she didn’t know how she felt about it—or about him. But she wanted to say something.

“Ash, I …”

Her whisper trailed off uncertainly, and he leaned down, listening.

She pressed her uninjured palm against the side of his head. “Ash … I like your horns. They’re cool.”

She smiled weakly at his baffled expression—then the thud of running footsteps reached her ears. Alarmed, she looked around for the source. Moonlight illuminated the half-slimy, half-charred remains of the choronzon. As her gaze swept back across the scene, it caught on movement—a man jogging toward them.

It was Lyre, his pale blond hair shimmering and Zwi riding on his shoulder.

Ash shifted his arms under Piper and stood, lifting her with him.

“You’re both alive,” Lyre said breathlessly as he slid to a stop. “I mean, obviously you are. You don’t need me to tell you. But you”—he directed the word at Ash—“won’t be alive much longer if you hang around. A pack of griffins will be here any moment.”

Piper frowned. Griffins? Why were there griffins here?

As Ash’s upper lip curled in distaste, Zwi took to the air, ascending quickly into the dark sky.

“Then we should leave,” he said.

Lyre glanced over his shoulder, then at Piper’s bloody hand. “There’s a healer with the griffins.”

“Why would they help her?” Ash asked.

“Because I can be very persuasive when I want to be.”

Ash was silent for a moment. “Did you see it?”

“Yes. Was it you?”

“No.”

With no explanation for that bewildering exchange, both daemons looked grimly down at Piper.

“Let me take her.” Lyre extended his hands. “Her uncle is with the griffins as well. She can’t just abandon him. But you need to go.”

Giving in, Ash settled Piper into Lyre’s arms. Her head lolled against the incubus’s shoulder. She couldn’t seem to lift it anymore. Her vision was blurring around the edges.

“Be careful with the griffins,” Ash said.

Lyre nodded. The draconian turned on his heel and strode away. Darkness shimmered around him, and he melted into shadow.

“Whoa,” Piper whispered.

“It’s just a cloaking spell,” Lyre muttered, turning around. “Here come the griffins.”

Piper squinted. Dark figures circled the choronzon’s corpse as they headed toward her and Lyre.

“Why … griffins?” she asked, the words feeling like mush on her tongue. Her head was spinning and her vision was getting fuzzy again.

“They were rescuing their prince.”

“Their prince? What prince?”

The approaching daemons all had similar dark clothing and similar blond hair in similar short cuts—except for the one in the lead: the blond, green-eyed daemon delegate she’d freed from the basement to help rescue Uncle Calder.

“That prince,” Lyre said.

Dumbfounded, Piper gawked as the delegate gestured to the other daemons. They sped right past her and Lyre while the delegate halted, his sharp, probing yellow-green eyes sweeping over her.

“Miysis,” Lyre said. “This is Piper, the Head Consul’s daughter. Piper, this is Miysis Ra, prince of the griffins.”

“Hi,” she mumbled weakly.

“We’ve met,” the prince said to Lyre. “Who killed the beast?”

Lyre shrugged one shoulder. “They’re already gone, it seems. Piper needs your healer.”

Miysis raised his hand into the air, and it took about four seconds for a griffin to rush to his side. The prince relayed the instruction to bring their healer, and the daemon took off at a sprint.

“Not going to demand answers before helping her?” Lyre asked, sounding surprised.

“If it weren’t for Piper, I would’ve been inside that building when it exploded. The least I can do is get her medical care—but there is one question that must be answered.”

Apprehension fluttered through Piper, pushing away a little of the pain-fueled haze in her head.

Miysis’s yellow-green eyes fixed on her face. “Where is the Sahar Stone?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

His irises dimmed to a dangerous shade of emerald. “Do not lie to me, Piper.”

Her heart drummed in her throat, and she swallowed against the sensation. “I had it,” she admitted. “I was trying to protect it, but I was attacked by harpies. One of them flew off with it. I don’t know where, but they said things that make me think they work for Samael Hades.”

Miysis’s eyes darkened even more. “Samael Hades.”

She pressed into Lyre’s arms, trying to lean away from the prince. Maybe she shouldn’t have told him that last part—but someone should know that the most powerful warlord in the Underworld once again possessed the Sahar.

Miysis exhaled. “I see. I have more questions, but they can wait.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, closing her eyes again as a wave of dizziness rolled through her. Shivers racked her limbs, and the throbbing in her hand was overwhelming all other sensations.

“This is going to be a problem.” Miysis’s voice drifted to her as though from a great distance.

“Don’t look at me,” Lyre replied, equally distant. “It’s your problem.”

“If Samael uncovers the secret to using the Sahar, it’ll be a very large problem for all of us, you included.” A pause. “And he’s closer now than he’s ever been before.”

Silence fell between the daemons. Piper’s forehead crinkled, but it was so hard to hold on to their words. She couldn’t focus. Numb exhaustion was dragging her under, and her resistance faded away. Whether she fell asleep or passed out, she didn’t know, but she remembered nothing more.


Chapter Forty


PIPER


Wrinkling her nose, Piper dumped another shovelful of choronzon remains into a bucket. With everything that had happened, she hadn’t had a thought to spare for the choronzon that had chased her, Ash, and Lyre through the Consulate the night the Gaians attacked.

It turned out, the choronzon had died in the secret passageway. She would’ve expected a creature so foul to rot into a disgusting mess, but instead, it had shriveled up and dried out, leaving a heap of papery skin, calcified flesh, and desiccated organs. And teeth. Lots of teeth.

She, Uncle Calder, and the surviving consuls had returned to the Consulate three days ago. Assessing the damage and coming to grips with the violent deaths of three fellow consuls had been a trial for them all. While everyone else had been patching holes in the walls, covering broken windows, and arranging for burials, Piper had taken on the task of cleaning up the worst of the messes inside—starting with the choronzon corpse.

She finished hauling away buckets of dried-out flesh and traded her shovel for a broom. Halfway through sweeping all the dead monster powder into a pile, she dragged her broom along the edge of the splintered wall and sent something clattering along the floor. Light from the foyer glinted on a shiny surface.

Frowning, Piper gingerly plucked it out of the reddish-gray dust. A rough-cut emerald the size of a pea sparkled as she turned it from side to side.

Behind her, the makeshift front door creaked as it was swung open. She rushed out of the passageway, broom in one hand and emerald in the other.

Her father stood in the foyer. A white bandage covered his left eye, and pieces of gauze decorated other patches of skin, but he was on his feet and walking under his own power, which was about a hundred times better than when she’d last seen him in the medical center.

He looked at Piper, and she looked at him. She wanted to run to her father and hug him and maybe cry a little. But she also wanted to yell at him. She wasn’t sure which urge was stronger, so she just stood there.

With limping steps, Calder joined them in the entryway. He clasped his twin’s shoulder. “Welcome back, Quinn.”

“I’m glad to be back.” Her father’s one-eyed gaze turned to Piper. “Piperel … how are you?”

She didn’t approach him. “I’m okay.”

The brothers exchanged a look. Calder stepped aside, and Quinn gestured to Piper. “Let’s speak in my office.”

His office? If they went to his office, she’d end up having a conversation with the Head Consul. She wanted to talk to her father.

“No,” she said flatly. “We can talk right here.”

Quinn’s eyebrows drew down, pulling at the bandages on his face. Piper didn’t wait to see if he would insist on changing locations.

“Why did you give me the Sahar Stone?”

Uncle Calder cleared his throat. He seemed like he might say something, then turned and limped away without a word, leaving Piper and her father alone in the entryway. His footsteps faded, and the silence stretched awkwardly. Piper waited.

“A few hours before the meeting,” Quinn said, “we discovered that someone had broken into the vault and attempted to steal the Sahar Stone. I’d already moved it from the vault to my safe, but knowing that someone was trying to steal it, I couldn’t leave it unattended.”

“But why give it to me?”

“You were the only one I could trust who wouldn’t be in the meeting with me.”

Piper let those words settle over her. Since the moment she’d realized what was in his ring box, she’d been wondering nonstop why he’d given her the Sahar Stone, but the idea of him actually entrusting her with its protection had seemed totally implausible.

Quinn lifted his hands as though to steeple them on a nonexistent desktop, then let them fall back to his sides. “I could never have imagined the Gaians attacking the Consulate like that. I intended you to hold the Sahar for only a few hours. What you went through … I can scarcely imagine. On the run through the city in the company of a draconian … but you still found the Gaians and saved Calder’s life—as well as Miysis Ra.”

“I lost the Sahar in the end, though,” she mumbled.

“You held on to it for far longer than anyone could have expected—longer than I expected. You did as much or more than any consul could have managed.”

The unfamiliar note in his voice took her a moment to identify: pride. Her throat constricted. Realizing she was still holding a broom and a choronzon-coated emerald, she stuffed the gem in her pocket and leaned the broom against the broken staircase railing.

Turning back to her father, she dusted her hands together to hide her discomfort. “You were right. I’m no match for daemons.”

“None of us are a match for daemons, Piperel. That’s why caution, strategy, and mediation are more important for consuls than any martial art or magic skill.”

This wasn’t the first time he or Uncle Calder had said something along those lines to her, but this was the first time the words resonated as truth instead of an empty placation for the magic-less apprentice.

Piper looked into her father’s unbandaged eye. “Why did you tell me Mom was dead?”

Quinn’s lips pressed into a thin, unhappy line. “I don’t know if the Gaians got to her or if she always held those beliefs. As she became more involved with them, she grew increasingly unstable until I had no choice but to banish her from the Consulate.”

“But she didn’t die,” Piper said tightly. “You lied to me.”

“She attempted to have you abducted from your school. I had to put several measures in place to protect you.” His stiff façade cracked, his wrinkles deepening in haggard crevices. “You were nine years old. How could I explain that your mother, whom you loved and missed terribly, was hell-bent on endangering your life?”

She frowned. “Endangering my life?”

“She’s obsessed with using you to further her grandiose ambitions with the Gaians.” He sighed heavily. “I know it hurt you, but I did what was needed to protect you.”

Unsure what to ask next, Piper pushed her hair off her forehead. Her father’s gaze tracked her hand. She held it out and turned it one way then the other, showing him the pink scars webbed over the front and back of her palm where the harpy had torn into her flesh to get the Stone.

“Miysis’s healer fixed it,” she told him. “I don’t remember, but I guess it took a while. It’s all working again except for my pinky. Uncle Calder thinks stretching and strength building will bring back its full range of motion.”

She demonstrated by making a fist. Her pinky didn’t quite line up with the rest of her fingers.

Her father released a slow breath. “I’m sorry for what you had to endure. I’m more relieved than you can imagine that you’re safe.”

Piper looked at her fist. She could almost feel the heat of the Sahar Stone blazing against her skin before that white magic had torn the harpies apart.

Her gaze lifted to her father. He needed to know. The words were on her tongue—but she swallowed them down, relaxed her fingers, and smiled.

“I’m glad you’re safe too.”
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The punching bag swung as Piper slammed her fist into it. She jabbed again, then threw a left hook that hit the bag with a loud smack.

Breathing hard, she let her arms fall to her sides. Sweat dampened her forehead, and her ponytail was sticking to the back of her neck. She rolled her shoulders, then opened and closed her left fist, stretching her fingers against the resistance of the black hand wraps she wore. Pain twinged through the joints in her pinky.

Huffing in frustration, she rammed a side kick into the bag at groin-level on a man.

“What did the poor bag do to deserve that?”

The purring voice came from right behind her. Piper whirled around.

One hand tucked in his pocket, Lyre gave the punching bag a commiserating look and tsked.

“Lyre!”

She threw her arms around him. He turned at the last second so she was hugging his side instead of his front, but that didn’t stop her.

He gave her a one-armed squeeze. “I love that kind of enthusiasm from a beautiful girl.”

Rolling her eyes, she took half a step back and peered at his midriff, where his hooded sweatshirt bulged out. He definitely hadn’t had a beer belly before.

“Uh, did you gain some weight?”

“I’ve been eating nonstop since we last parted,” he replied sarcastically. The humor in his eyes dimmed. “We need to talk.”

After a brief hesitation, she pulled him to the far end of the sparring room and sat cross-legged. As he sank down opposite her, she noted the tired slump of his shoulders and the faint lines of stress around his mouth. Being an incubus, he didn’t look any less mouthwatering. He just had more of an overworked, let’s-take-this-conversation-to-my-bed air to him.

“Are you okay?” she asked softly.

Instead of answering, he rubbed a hand over his face and into his pale blond hair. Apprehension kindled in her gut. She hadn’t seen him since she’d passed out in his arms waiting for Miysis’s healer. Had something else happened?

“Lyre,” she said anxiously, “tell me what’s wrong.”

He dropped his hand into his lap, closed his eyes for a moment, then tugged the hem of his dark green sweatshirt up. A dark, reptilian nose poked out from underneath the hem and sniffed halfheartedly at the air.

“Zwi?” Piper whispered.

With a forlorn mewl, the dragonet retreated under Lyre’s sweatshirt again. The bulge in the fabric quivered.

Piper jerked her gaze back up to Lyre’s face. “Why is Zwi with you? Where’s Ash?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Lyre stared grimly at the row of man-shaped foam dummies along the wall. “I found her in one of—in an apartment Ash and I share sometimes. He left her for me to take care of.”

“Left her?” Piper repeated uneasily. “Where is he?”

“I checked all the usual places. I even went to the Underworld to scope out a few of the hideouts I know he uses. No sign of him. Which means …” Lyre’s chest rose and fell. “He went back to Samael. Again.”

Piper’s fingernails dug into her hand wraps. “But Samael sent an assassin to kill Ash. Why would he go back if he knows Samael wants him dead?”

“Probably for the same reason he was obeying Samael’s orders in the first place.” Lyre shook his head. “I don’t know what Samael has over him, but it’s strong enough to force him to go back even though he lost the Sahar Stone.”

Dread pooled sickeningly inside her, chilling her limbs. “Do you think … did Samael kill him?”

“No, he’s alive.” Lyre gently patted the lump of dragonet hiding under his sweater. “Zwi would … we’d know if he were dead.”

Even so, she hadn’t forgotten what Lyre had said about the price of failure—that death was getting off easy.

Her gaze lingered on Zwi’s hidden form. “Why would Ash leave Zwi behind?”

“To spare her,” Lyre said heavily, “from whatever punishment he suffers.”

Piper pressed her fists into her lap. All their efforts had amounted to nothing. She had still lost the Sahar Stone, and Ash had still failed Samael’s assignment. The only winner was the Warlord of Hades, who had the Sahar Stone again.

“Can you … check on Ash?” Piper asked. “To find out if he’s okay?”

“I can’t go into Hades territory.” Lyre lifted his sweater again and gently coaxed Zwi onto his lap. “All we can do is wait. Samael will eventually send him out on another job.”

Piper opened her mouth but swallowed back the obvious next question. What if he doesn’t?

Zwi hunched on Lyre’s crossed legs, blinking dully at the sparring room’s assorted training equipment. Lyre scooped her up and settled her on Piper’s lap instead.

“Hi, Zwi,” she murmured, offering her hand. The dragonet sniffed it, and Piper carefully stroked her soft black mane. “Everything is going to be okay. Ash will come back.”

She didn’t look at Lyre as she said the words, not wanting to see his expression. A minute passed as she petted Zwi.

“Piper.” Lyre’s amber eyes surveyed her in a way that seemed almost cautious. “We have no way of knowing what that harpy told Samael. You need to be careful. Very careful. Stick close to the Consulate and your father.”

Cold washed over her in a prickle of gooseflesh. Was Lyre concerned Samael would try to eliminate anyone who knew he had the Sahar? Or did Lyre realize what she’d done?

The real question, the one that had been keeping her up at night, was whether Samael knew what she’d done.

Piper hadn’t created that white blade of power—at least, she was pretty sure she hadn’t. Casting magic required skill, which she didn’t have, so how could she have formed a deadly spell? Whatever had really happened, the one surviving harpy had seen it. What would Samael do with the knowledge that someone had unlocked the Sahar Stone for the first time in centuries?

Lyre rose to his feet. “I need to go.”

“What?” Piper scooped Zwi into her arms and scrambled up. “Where?”

“I have things to do.” He rubbed his hand gently over Zwi’s head. “She’ll be safer here with you. I’ll return when I can.”

“But—Lyre, where are you going? What do you⁠—”

His amber eyes met hers, and her questions died on her lips. The daemon looking at her wasn’t the laid-back, flirty incubus she knew. He was older, far more clever, and full of secrets.

A shiver ran from her scalp down to her heels. It was as though Lyre had lifted a veil, allowing her to see who he really was. He was dangerous, and not because he had seduction magic. He was dangerous in the same way Ash was dangerous—that formidable blend of cunning, cold determination, and lethal intent.

And she finally understood why an incubus and a draconian were best friends.

“You’re going to try to help Ash?” she asked in a whisper.

Lyre’s somber stare didn’t change. “I’ll return when I can.”

She nodded. “Be safe.”

His expression softened—just a little—and he offered a small smile before turning and striding to the door. She stayed where she was, Zwi in her arms, watching the empty threshold.

After a few minutes, she crossed the sparring room. Out the door, down the hall. In the foyer, a simple wooden table had been set up in place of the demolished reception desk. The consul sitting behind it glanced at her curiously, then did a double take when he saw the small dragon in her arms.

Piper stopped in front of the paper on the desk—the sign-in sheet all daemons were required to fill out when visiting the Consulate.

Lyre’s name wasn’t on it.

She didn’t bother to ask if the consul had seen an incubus. She would bet money that if she were to check the Consulate’s visitor records, she wouldn’t find Lyre’s name anywhere in them.

Crossing the foyer, she pushed the temporary front door open and stepped into the cool evening breeze. Zwi lifted her head to scent the fresh air. Standing on the Consulate’s front stoop, Piper gazed up at the dark sky. The moon was a sliver of a crescent. Soon, it would be gone, enveloped in darkness.

Lyre.

Ash.

Miysis Ra.

Samael Hades.

Dangerous daemons. Enigmatic, powerful, calculating daemons. And now she, the magic-less apprentice consul, was tangled up in the lives, secrets, and machinations of all four.

Whatever came next, she could only hope she would be strong enough to survive it.


Epilogue


ASH


Eyes closed, Ash concentrated on his awareness of the spaces around him. Ignoring the smaller open areas nearby, he kept his focus tightly locked on the sky. He could feel it—endless emptiness with no walls, no bars, no chains. He could imagine the sun heating his back, the wind under his wings, and soft, wispy clouds drifting below him as though nothing else in the world existed.

With enough concentration, he could block out everything else and lose himself in the presence of the sky.

But it never lasted.

The clump of footsteps drawing closer pulled his eyes open. There was nothing to see in the darkness, but with his vision came the rest of his senses: the reek of contaminated water; the pervasive odor of rusting iron; the stench of sweat, blood, and excrement; the clank of chains and clangs of rattling bars; the moaning and muffled weeping; the screams.

The ache of hunger in his belly. The parched burn in his throat. The throbbing pain in his left ankle where the choronzon’s crushing grip had snapped a bone.

Faint light leaked around the edges of the iron door across from him, growing brighter. The lock clattered, and Ash squinted his eyes to slits as the door opened.

Two guards in black uniforms filled the threshold. Four more waited behind the first pair. The light spell hovering above them illuminated Ash’s tiny cell—and the chains he’d snapped off his wrists days ago. The magic-dampening collar was no more than dust.

Ash pulled his legs in and stood, not allowing himself to favor his broken ankle despite the lance of pain.

The guards watched with silent wariness. They knew he could kill them. They knew he could slaughter his way through the bastille, out into the city, and beyond.

They also knew he wouldn’t.

Ash didn’t resist as they chained his wrists together with a new set of manacles, though he did bare his teeth at them just to enjoy the way their scents soured with fear.

The walk through the bastille was as unpleasant as always, but the stench of the prison faded as they passed the heavily guarded exit and entered a covered walkway. Anyone who doubted the reputation of the most powerful family in the Underworld might change their minds if they knew there was a direct route from the Hades palace to their personal dungeon—and it was well used.

Ash had seen it all more times than he could count, and he again let his perception drift to the sky, unseen but closer now.

He could kill the guards, blast the ceiling away, and fly into the darkness.

But he wouldn’t.

His ankle was on fire by the time they reached the door to Samael’s audience room, but he didn’t shorten his stride or limp. A guard knocked, received permission to enter, and pulled the door open.

Ash didn’t wait to be shoved forward. He strode inside, assessing the room with a single glance. It was spacious but mostly empty, featuring only a simple, imposing chair on a dais high enough to ensure Samael could sit comfortably while looking down on petitioners and prisoners.

The Warlord of Hades occupied his throne. His ash-colored hair was braided over one shoulder, his skin pale and clinging to the bones of his face. Four daemons flanked him, dressed similarly to the bastille guards but with three gold bands around their upper arms.

Ash stopped in the usual spot across from Samael. One thing was different from his past visits to this room: in his hands, Samael held a teardrop stone that shimmered with shades of silver.

The warlord’s blood-red eyes fixed on Ash.

Hatred flared through Ash like an inferno under his skin. His lips peeled back, his muscles tensing, his self-restraint fraying to a single thread holding him back from launching at the daemon in front of him.

He would never reach Samael.

A guard behind Ash moved. Agony exploded through his lower back, ripping up his spine and down his legs with vicious speed—torment that only a sobol could inflict. His knees buckled. They hit the floor, and he caught himself with his hands, holding his breath.

Just as he would never willingly bow to Samael, he would never give them the satisfaction of hearing him cry out.

Ash straightened enough to brace his forearm on one thigh, his other knee on the floor. If he tried to stand, his ankle wouldn’t bear his weight. He fixed his stare on Samael and imagined tearing his throat out.

Samael stroked his thumb across the silver stone he held. “Tell me what you saw when the Sahar was unleashed.”

Unease prickled along Ash’s nerves. “I saw a flash of pale light in the sky.”

The warlord’s gaze pressed down on him like the crushing weight of an avalanche. “What about the girl?”

Ash tightened his hands into fists. The manacles cut into his skin. “What girl?”

Samael’s attention grew heavier, more suffocating. He waited.

“I was busy fighting the choronzon,” Ash growled. “The harpies were a hell of a lot closer than I was. Ask them.”

“I have already disposed of the harpy.”

“All I saw was a flash of magic.”

Samael leaned back in his chair. “Tell me everything you know about Piper.”

Ash’s jaw clenched. So he already knew. There was no other reason he would ask about Piper.

“She’s the daughter of the Head Consul,” Ash said. “She supposedly has no magic, and I didn’t see her cast anything. I thought I could use her, but she just got in my way.”

Samael was quiet for a moment. “Is that all you have to share?”

“She’s a spoiled girl with no magic. What else do you want to know?”

“I see.” Samael gestured at someone behind Ash. The door clicked as it was opened again. “In that case, I’ll see you next season. I’ve been assured that will be enough time.”

Next season? A chill shivered through Ash’s limbs.

Footsteps approached from behind Ash—the clack of high heels and the softer steps of flat-soled shoes. A woman sauntered past him. Her dark hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, her curvaceous body was clad in black leather, and her smile was full of cruel delight.

But it was the second daemon, the master weaver, who ignited a spark of real fear in Ash’s gut.

“He’s all yours,” Samael said.

For a moment, just one brief moment, Ash closed his eyes. He stretched his perception out to the sky, drawing the feeling of openness into his mind and embedding it as deep as possible.

Where he was going next, the sky would be far beyond his senses.

As the master weaver advanced toward him, a steel collar woven with golden magic ready to snap around his neck, Ash glanced at the Sahar Stone in Samael’s hands.

The Warlord of Hades knew Piper had unleashed its power. But if she was lucky, Samael would decide she was too unimportant to pursue, and she would never have to face the unrelenting darkness, suffering, and terror of this place as Ash had.

But either way, he’d probably never find out.
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BIND THE SOUL

Steel & Stone: Book 2

Apprentice consuls have a lot of rules to follow—and Piper has broken most of them.

After a harrowing incident involving the legendary Sahar Stone, Piper has a chance to resume her apprenticeship and maybe even impress her father, the Head Consul.

But her father doesn’t know that Piper has been sneaking out of the Consulate in the company of a flirtatious incubus. Or that she’s making dangerous deals with a daemon prince. Or that she’s on a mission to find—and possibly rescue—a notorious draconian mercenary.

Her father also doesn't know that the most powerful warlord in the Underworld—the same warlord responsible for Ash’s disappearance—is hunting Piper.

Desperately trying to stay one step ahead of the hunters from Hades, Piper digs deeper into the secrets Ash has kept hidden from everyone, even his best friend. But with each disturbing detail she uncovers, she's drawn farther into his world…

And the realm of night is no place for a half-daemon girl.

- 10th Anniversary Edition -
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Celebrate the 10th Anniversary of the Steel & Stone universe with eight stunning Special Edition Hardcovers.

Now available: The Night Realm, The Shadow Weave, The Blood Curse, and Chase the Dark. Remaining titles coming in 2025.
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THE NIGHT REALM

Prologue

Eight years before Chase the Dark…

Lyre jammed his hands deeper into his pockets as he strode down the corridor. Like most of the building, white dominated—white tiled floors, white walls, white ceilings. Of all the possible colors, why had they chosen white? He would have picked something that hid the blood better.

Blank doors with small windows lined the hall, and he checked the number beside each room as he passed. The higher the numbers grew, the more his steps slowed. By the time he reached the correct door, he was barely moving.

He glanced up and down the obviously empty hall. She was late.

Cursing under his breath, he debated walking right back down the corridor, then sighed. With heavy reluctance, he turned to the window in the door and peered in.

The tiny room on the other side held a simple wooden cot with white sheets—white everything, of course. The occupant was sitting on the cot in a sulky slouch, his posture at complete odds with the torn, gore-splattered clothing he wore. Black material hung in shreds from one shoulder, and his arm was smeared with drying blood.

Lyre guessed the room’s occupant was a young teenager, already as tall as Lyre but rangy and lean. Too young to be sitting there calmly when it looked like he’d just walked off a battlefield.

Leaning in closer, Lyre squinted at the youth. His dark hair gleamed wine-red in the fluorescent lights, an unusual shade. He had to be in glamour. Lyre was in glamour as well; no one liked dealing with his kind otherwise.

The boy lifted his gaze. His eyes locked on Lyre, burning with a muted rage that didn’t fit his relaxed posture.

Lyre recoiled, his hand twitching toward the chain of gemstones hanging around his neck, but he stopped himself. The window was one-way glass and the room was soundproof. Lyre’s presence on the other side of the door should be undetectable by the room’s occupant.

But the way the boy looked at the glass, it was like he knew someone was there—and he wanted to rip out that someone’s throat.

“Lyre!”

Startled, Lyre lurched away from the door and turned.

A woman strode down the hall toward him, her long black ponytail swinging behind her. The clack of her thigh-high boots created an ominous beat in the otherwise noiseless corridor.

“Eisheth,” he muttered.

She swept up to him and stopped too close. Ire radiated off her. Her dark glare lashed across his face, trying to catch his eyes. She wanted to make eye contact so he would have to break it, forcing him into an act of submission. She reveled in making men cower.

Lyre considered all the ways he could kill her. Instead, he kept his gaze casually averted and his shoulders slumped, hands buried in his pockets.

“You summoned me?” he prompted.

Eisheth curled her upper lip, disgusted that he wouldn’t take her bait. Pivoting to face the door, she asked in a cool tone, “Do you see that boy in there?”

“I saw him.”

“He’s broken every collar I’ve put on him.”

“Broken?” Lyre repeated, grudgingly looking at her. “What do you mean, broken? The physical collar or the weaving?”

“Both,” she snapped. “I have no idea how. No one has any idea how.”

Lyre flicked a glance at the door, the boy behind it out of his line of sight. “Who is he?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

If she wouldn’t explain, then Lyre definitely didn’t want to know. It was safer not to ask why a teen boy needed magic-suppressing restraints. Safer not to know anything about the blood, the injuries, or that fearless, furious stare that belonged to a veteran soldier.

Secrets were chains, and Lyre was already bound so tightly he could barely breathe. He didn’t need any more.

He shrugged at Eisheth. “Magic-dampening collars only last a few years before the spells deteriorate⁠—”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “I’ve had new collars made, tested them first, everything. He breaks them all.”

Lyre stepped back, putting more space between them. “What does this have to do with me? I haven’t woven a magic-dampening spell in years.”

Not that he couldn’t do it. Basic weavings like that were a waste of his time.

“I need something more than a magic-dampening spell,” she said. “I need something better.”

A slow shiver rolled down his spine and settled in his gut like a block of ice. “You want a custom weaving?”

“Yes. I want …” Her eyes slid to the window and she licked her lips, the small movement obscene. “I want something completely new. Not a collar that will control him. I want something that will break him.”

Lyre wished her request had shocked him, but anyone who walked these white halls on a regular basis had seen worse. “If you want that kind of custom work, you need to submit a⁠—”

“Do you really think regular procedures apply to me?”

Her haughty disdain sent a quick, dark flare of anger through him. Straightening to his full height, he finally met her eyes. “You might be the bastille’s chief bully—I’m 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.”

She held his stare. The seconds stretched, the silence yawning into a ridiculous chasm. She expected him to yield. When he didn’t, her eyes darkened to pitch black.

She stepped so close that the toes of her leather boots were between his feet. “You’re not one of mine, no.” Smiling sweetly, she patted his cheek. “But Chrysalis belongs to Samael … and you belong to Chrysalis.”

He didn’t flinch, but he knew he’d lost.

He always lost.

Eisheth departed a few minutes later, and Lyre found himself meandering aimlessly down corridors of sterile white. His thoughts spiraled like water down a drain, sinking deeper and deeper until there was nothing left.

Fresh, cool air swept across his face, pulling his mind to the present. He stepped through the doorway and walked across the flat roof to the waist-high ledge that encircled it. There he stopped.

Spots of eerie red light formed a web of lines that marked the avenues and alleys of Asphodel. Straight and geometric in the center, they grew more tangled and disjointed as they spread out toward the high, fortified walls.

All he could see in the dark were those guiding lights. He couldn’t see the beings that walked the streets—wicked men and beautiful monsters, indistinguishable and equally dangerous. He couldn’t see the precipitous gorge beyond the walls or the jagged black mountains that scraped the sky. He couldn’t see the forests of tall, thin trees with scarlet foliage or the dirt roads that wound through the wilderness.

It was all in darkness. Everything outside the reach of the lights was hidden and secret and terrible.

Lyre tilted his head back to take in the sky. There was nothing as immense and impenetrably black as the Underworld’s sky. The endless expanse of nothing stretched into oblivion while simultaneously sinking down, spreading its ebony embrace across the land. It lay over him, pressed into him, melded with his black-stained soul.

Footsteps scuffed across the rooftop. Lyre knew that slow, quiet pace, so he didn’t turn to look.

His brother stepped up to the concrete ledge and braced his elbows on it. He didn’t look at Lyre. He merely gazed across the dark vista as though puzzling over its existence.

“Do you know about Eisheth’s custom weaving?” Lyre asked after a moment.

His brother nodded. He didn’t appear conflicted or uncomfortable with Eisheth’s demand for a spell to break a boy’s spirit.

Not his body. She could do that herself. She wanted to break that fearless, defiant rage Lyre had seen in the boy’s stare.

They stood in silence. Locks of his brother’s pale blond hair rustled in the cool breeze. They were almost identical, him and his brothers. Identical, interchangeable tools.

“What kind of game is she playing?” Lyre snarled softly. “Why request me?”

“I think it’s a test.”

“A test?” Lyre snapped. “What the hell is she testing me for? Why⁠—”

“Not her. Our father.”

Lyre stiffened.

His brother’s amber eyes drew away from the shimmering crimson lights. A reddish haze coated his impassive features, glinting in his pupils. “Don’t be a fool, Lyre.”

Digging his fingers into the ledge’s rough concrete, Lyre exhaled. He and his brothers were nothing more than tools to their father, but a tool was only useful if it performed the tasks for which it had been designed. It didn’t matter how talented or skillful Lyre was if he couldn’t create the kind of magic that his father wanted. That Chrysalis wanted. That Hades wanted.

This test was about what he could weave—and what he would weave.

He narrowed his eyes against the sea of blood-red lights that made up Asphodel. He could weave life and death and everything in between—but there was no magic he could imagine that would save him from this realm that devoured all light.
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Discover Lyre’s past and the origin of his friendship with Ash in:

The Night Realm

Spell Weaver: Book 1

- 10th Anniversary Edition now available -
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THE SPELL WEAVER TRILOGY

The only thing more dangerous than the denizens of the Underworld ... is stealing from them.

- 10th Anniversary Editions Now Available -

Clio isn’t a thief. She isn’t a spy, a soldier, or a diplomat. Aside from her rare ability to mimic spells, her only notable talent is gardening.

But with a war threatening her homeland, and her half-brother—the nymph prince—pleading for her help, she agrees to attempt the impossible: stealing deadly magic from the best spell weavers in the Underworld.

Lyre is a master of two skills: spell weaving and seduction. As an incubus, he can enthrall any woman he desires. As a master weaver, he can create any spell imaginable—but not the spells of death and destruction that his ruthless family specializes in.

A master weaver who can't—or won't—contribute to the family legacy is a liability that won't be tolerated for much longer. And when a nosy Overworld nymph starts probing into his secrets and draws the attention of his sadistic brothers, Lyre's odds of survival take a nosedive.

Because some magic was never meant to be woven. And while Lyre's most dangerous creation could be powerful enough to save Clio's homeland, it’s terrible enough to destroy far more.

And neither Clio’s mimic ability nor Lyre’s spell weaving will save them from its power.

- Learn more about the Spell Weaver Trilogy -

Series in the Steel & Stone universe:

Spell Weaver

Steel & Stone

Blackfire (upcoming)

*All series can be read independently or in Annette’s recommended reading order.
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THE STEEL & STONE SERIES

The world of daemons is no place for a half-human girl with no magic.

- 10th Anniversary Editions Coming Soon -

Piper wants one thing in life: to become a Consul, a keeper of the peace between humans and daemons. There are three obstacles in her way.

The first is Lyre. An incubus. He’s sinfully seductive, unusually perceptive, and flirtatious when he’s not being a smartass. But for a daemon with supernatural allure, he’s strangely averse to drawing attention to himself—or his secrets.

The second is Ash. A draconian. He’s absurdly powerful, dangerously unpredictable, and a notorious mercenary. Wherever he appears, trouble follows, and now he’s lurking around Piper’s Consulate with ulterior motives she can’t begin to guess.

The third is the Sahar Stone. A legendary artifact with the potential to unleash untold destruction. It was under her father’s protection until thieves attacked their Consulate, went on a murder spree, and abducted her father.

But no one realizes that her father doesn’t have the stone. Piper does.

Now she's on the run with every daemon in the city hunting for the Stone—and for her. She has to keep the artifact a secret while trying to save her father, and there are only two daemons willing to help her. See problems one and two.

- Learn more about the Steel & Stone Series -

Series in the Steel & Stone universe:

Spell Weaver

Steel & Stone

Blackfire (upcoming)

*All series can be read independently or in Annette’s recommended reading order.
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THE GUILD CODEX: SPELLBOUND

One spitfire bartender, three sexy mages, and a whole lot of magical mayhem.

Recently fired and completely broke. Those are the only reasons Tori Dawson answered a wanted ad for a skeevy-looking bartender gig downtown.

Problem is, the ad wasn’t actually for a bar. It was for a guild.

Oh, and the three cocky guys she drenched with a margarita during her first shift? Yeah, they were mages.

A human like her shouldn’t have set foot through the door, but maybe she’s the exact kind of takes-no-shit bartender this place needs. Either that, or there’s a good reason no one else wants to work here.

So what’s a broke girl to do? Take the job, of course—with a pay raise.

(This series has a slow-burn romance and is not a reverse-harem.)

- Learn more about The Guild Codex: Spellbound -

Series in the Guild Codex world:

The Guild Codex: Spellbound (complete)

The Guild Codex: Demonized (complete)

The Guild Codex: Warped

The Guild Codex: Unveiled (complete)

*All series can be read independently or in Annette’s recommended reading order.
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THE GUILD CODEX: DEMONIZED

A studious mortal girl and a battle-hardened demon, bound by magic and a fate spanning millennia.

Outcast sorceress Robin Page would rather bake muffins and read books than practice magic. The last thing she ever wanted was to become a demon contractor.

Especially not a contractor holding the leash of the rarest demon in the history of summoning.

He wants to find a way back to the demonic realm—an impossible task. She wants her old life back before she’s hunted down for her illegal demon—a hope that’s equally unlikely.

But together, they have a chance to make the impossible happen—if a shy bookworm and an audaciously lethal demon can ever learn to trust each other.

- Learn more about The Guild Codex: Demonized -

Series in the Guild Codex world:

The Guild Codex: Spellbound (complete)

The Guild Codex: Demonized (complete)

The Guild Codex: Warped

The Guild Codex: Unveiled (complete)

*All series can be read independently or in Annette’s recommended reading order.
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THE GUILD CODEX: WARPED

A mind-warping ex-conman and a by-the-books sorceress—the most unlikely partnership MagiPol has ever seen.

MagiPol has three roles: keep magic hidden, keep magic-users under control, and don’t screw up the first two.

Wise-cracking psychic Kit Morris is the wrong guy for the job on all counts—especially since he’s a crook in MagiPol custody. But his former best friend is days away from unleashing untold horrors upon the city, and that’s a bigger problem than one little psychic con-artist.

So for better or worse, Kit is about to become MagiPol’s most unlikely agent, all to bring down his former partner.

And everyone is gonna regret it—including him.

- Learn more about The Guild Codex: Warped -

Series in the Guild Codex world:

The Guild Codex: Spellbound (complete)

The Guild Codex: Demonized (complete)

The Guild Codex: Warped

The Guild Codex: Unveiled (complete)

*All series can be read independently or in Annette’s recommended reading order.
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THE GUILD CODEX: UNVEILED

A notorious druid mired in secrets, a broken witch haunted by her past, and the scars that bind them together.

Ten years ago, Saber risked everything on a nameless boy. She came out the other side with a murder conviction, a prison sentence, and a minor case of amnesia.

She forgot everything about that boy, and now she’s out on parole. Things were finally looking up for her—until the notorious Crystal Druid, on the hunt for a murderous fae, invaded her life.

With every clash of temper between her and the guarded druid, Saber’s missing memories loom closer. The fae killer is far deadlier than she realizes—but so is the boy she forgot.

And the only question now is which one will destroy her first.

- Learn more about The Guild Codex: Unveiled -

Series in the Guild Codex world:

The Guild Codex: Spellbound (complete)

The Guild Codex: Demonized (complete)

The Guild Codex: Warped

The Guild Codex: Unveiled (complete)

*All series can be read independently or in Annette’s recommended reading order.
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THE RED WINTER TRILOGY

A destiny written by the gods. A fate forged by lies.

Emi has dedicated her life to preparing for her destiny: to become a living vessel for her goddess’s spirit. With the fulfillment of her divine duty only two months away, she’s never once questioned the strict rules that control every aspect of her daily existence.

Until the day she discovers her entire life has been built on lies.

With her inescapable fate fast approaching, she stumbles into the path of Shiro, a fox yokai and enemy of her goddess. He’s mischievous, cunning, unpredictable ... and a little too eager to assist her in finding the answers she needs.

His helpfulness doesn’t come from the goodness of his yokai heart. A mysterious curse binds his power and his memories, and he suspects Emi can free him. Thanks to her goddess’s power, she probably can—if she dares. Instead, she strikes a bargain with him: he has to help her first.

Reluctant and untrusting allies, they delve together into the twisted deceits of the gods. With the danger greater and the truth more terrible than either imagined, Emi and Shiro’s fight to save each other will become a war against the heavenly realm itself.

The Red Winter trilogy features 30 stunning full-page illustrations by award-winning artist Brittany Jackson.

- Learn more about the Red Winter Trilogy -


About the Author



Annette Marie is the author of over thirty books, including the expansive urban fantasy series The Guild Codex, YA urban fantasy series Steel & Stone, its prequel trilogy Spell Weaver, and romantic fantasy trilogy Red Winter. Fast-paced adventures, bold heroines, and tantalizing forbidden romances are her guilty pleasures. She proudly admits she has a thing for dragons and aspires to include them in every book.

A 2015 Goodreads Choice Awards Finalist in Fantasy and an Amazon Charts Bestseller, Annette has sold over 2 million books. Her stories have been translated into French, German, Polish, Ukrainian, and Russian, with readers coming back again and again for her addictive blend of page-turning action and unforgettable characters.

Annette lives in the frozen winter wasteland of Alberta, Canada (okay, it’s not quite that bad) with her husband and their furry minions of darkness. When not writing, she can be found elbow-deep in her garden or an art project while blissfully ignoring all adult responsibilities.
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Get signed books and merchandise: shop.annettemarie.ca

Get monthly short stories: patreon.com/annettemarie

Links and Socials:

Website: annettemarie.ca

Newsletter: annettemarie.ca/signup

Amazon: amazon.com/author/annettemarie

Facebook: facebook.com/AuthorAnnetteMarie

Facebook Group: facebook.com/groups/annettemarie/

Instagram: instagram.com/annettemarie.author/

TikTok: tiktok.com/@annettemarieauthor

Goodreads: goodreads.com/annette_marie

BingeBooks: bingebooks.com/author/annette-marie
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Thank you for reading Chase the Dark and joining Piper, Ash, and Lyre on their adventure. Will you take a moment to leave a review? Word of mouth plays a big role in a book’s success and you can help with just a sentence or two.

- Review on Amazon -

Thanks so much!

Annette Marie
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