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  CHAPTER 1


  PAIN broke through the deep silence of unconsciousness. Seiya’s eyelids flickered. She drew in a harsh breath and pain lanced the right side of her rib cage.


  She opened her eyes. The darkness resolved into a concrete ceiling. Her body ached. Tension tightened her muscles as her senses strained. Slowly, silently, she sat up. Her gaze darted across her quarters—a tiny, barren cell with bars on three sides and a solid concrete wall at her back. A prison cell.


  Panic flashed through her as a hundred memories of other dark cells dragged their claws across her soul. But this wasn’t the bastille. This wasn’t the Underworld.


  Where was she?


  She breathed deeply, controlling her fear. Beyond the front bars was a wide hall with a single, solid steel door broken only by a tiny window, the only source of light. Another set of four cells filled the space on the other side of the hall, making eight in total. All were empty except one. She turned to the cell on her left. A body was sprawled awkwardly on its side, unmoving but for the shallow shift of shoulders with each breath. Lyre’s pale hair seemed to almost glow in the darkness.


  She tamped down on another wave of dread. Her brother wasn’t here. If she was imprisoned, where was Ash?


  Concentrating on her slow, calm breaths, she rose to her knees and shuffled to the edge of her cell. She leaned against the bars, ignoring the ache in her muscles, and stretched an arm between them. Barely managing to pinch Lyre’s pant leg between her fingers, she gave his leg a gentle tug.


  “Lyre?” she whispered.


  No response.


  Tugging again, she called his name a little louder. He didn’t stir.


  She retracted her arm and pressed her back against the cold steel bars, shivering partly from the chill of the dank basement, partly from dread, and partly from the bone-deep memories dancing on the edges of her thoughts—memories of other underground cells, of other nights waking in the dark and knowing what would inevitably follow.


  Closing her eyes, she wrapped her arms around herself and concentrated on steadying her heartbeat and gathering her strength. Her body ached from the aftermath of a battle, but she couldn’t remember it...Her brain was trapped in a haze of lingering nightmares from a past she wished to forget.


  Another deep breath.


  What did she remember? The last thing she remembered?


  A face rose in her mind: Piper. Piper with three teardrop scales on her forehead—ryujin markings. The haemon girl had transformed into part daemon.


  Yes, she remembered. They’d gone to the Overworld to save Piper. She’d unlocked her daemon blood to control her magic.


  Seiya squeezed her eyes tighter. Then what? A sensation tickled her memory—a hand on her arm. Ash taking her elbow and leading her away from the others. He’d leaned down and whispered in her ear, telling her to go through the ley line first, to be careful, that the game wasn’t over yet. He didn’t trust Miysis, that scheming, green-eyed Ra daemon. Neither did she.


  Her shoulders tensed as memories flooded back.


  She’d stepped out of the ley line, back onto earthly soil, and the moment her foot had touched the grass, smoke had exploded at her feet, obscuring her in a white cloud. A single surprised gasp had filled her lungs with the drug. Dizzy weakness had followed almost instantly.


  The attackers had come from all sides. She’d fought them—she must have—but she couldn’t remember much more than a cloudy recollection of enemies closing in around her...and then pain.


  Her eyes slowly opened as bitter anger rose through her like a wave of ice. Ra daemons. She’d been ambushed by Ra daemons. She glanced at Lyre, who was still unconscious from the same drug they’d used on her. It would have affected him more strongly than her; draconians were naturally resistant to drugs and poisons. A tingle of fear whispered down her spine. What if the drug had been too strong? What if he didn’t wake?


  She shuffled back to the bars and stretched her arm through again. She caught his pant leg, and this time pulled his leg closer so she could grab his ankle. Carefully, she dragged him toward the bars, straining against his dead weight at such an awkward angle. When he was near enough, she took his hand and pressed two fingers over his inner wrist, closing her eyes. His pulse beat against her fingers, slow but steady. She counted for over a minute until she was sure. His heart was strong. Hopefully he would wake soon.


  She placed his arm over his chest in what looked like a comfortable position and moved back from the bars. All she could do for him now was find a way to escape, so she focused on her options. Her weapons were gone. A cool weight around her neck confirmed what she’d known from the moment her eyes had opened: a magic-depressing collar was strapped to her neck. The usual hot swirl of power inside her was silent, cold—unreachable.


  If only she had her brother’s talent for breaking collars.


  She closed her eyes again, but this time, she wasn’t searching her own thoughts. She was searching for another’s.


  Zala?


  A delighted greeting touched her mind. Rejuvenating and calming, Zala’s pleasure warmed her in the wintry cell.


  Neither humans nor other daemons understood the bond between draconian and dragonet. Her kin preferred it that way. They didn’t want their enemies knowing how much they could hurt a draconian by hurting her dragonet. Their bond was complex and deep, a lifeline from soul to soul.


  Seiya focused on her connection to Zala. She couldn’t read her dragonet’s thoughts, and neither did she “speak” directly with her bonded. Instead, they simply willed the other to know whatever it was that they wished to share. The passing of thoughts and feelings was instant, intuitive, and intimate.


  As soon as she composed the desire to know what had happened, the answer instantly arrived in her mind. Zala was not a captive. The dragonet had escaped the initial attack and hid, just as Seiya had always insisted Zala do in an ambush. She had watched Seiya’s capture, hoping for a chance to help. Lyre had been ambushed right afterward, and then the griffins had positioned themselves once more, waiting.


  Over an hour had passed before a group of Ra daemons had come through the ley line—including Miysis and his subordinate, Koen. Koen had been bleeding from deep cuts to his face, while Miysis had appeared uninjured except for a bloody bandage around one hand. Ash hadn’t been with them. If he’d come through the line at all, it had been after Zala had left to follow the griffins. Her bonded had tracked them as they’d taken Seiya and Lyre, both unconscious, into the city and to a tall building. Seiya saw the building through Zala’s memory—the Ra embassy. Zala couldn’t get inside, so she’d chosen to wait at a safe distance for Seiya to wake up and tell her what to do.


  Seiya suppressed her dread. Ash should have come through the line. He’d been supposed to come right after her. Even if he’d been delayed, the only reason he wouldn’t have come for her was if he’d been ambushed too. What if he hadn’t been captured, but killed?


  No, she couldn’t think that. She wouldn’t.


  Rage boiled inside her, icy and sharp. Piper. This was Piper’s fault. That stupid girl was always dragging them into her dangerous messes.


  Seiya pressed a hand to her face as guilt trickled in after the anger. Remorse always followed whenever she gave into her fury with Piper; the conflicting emotions were driving her mad. Piper had saved her and Ash from Asphodel, had broken their chains, freeing them from Samael. She was the reason Seiya didn’t have to face another night in the bastille, awaiting Samael’s newest torment, mind game, or emotional poison.


  Piper had saved her and Ash, and she should be grateful. But she also feared more than anything that, sooner or later, Piper would destroy them both.


  With a sharp shake of her head, she cautiously climbed to her feet. Pain dug into her side—bruised ribs. She hoped she’d put up a decent fight when the Ra daemons had ambushed her. She hoped she’d made them pay in spades for every bruise.


  Forcing herself to focus around the fear that haunted her every thought, she scrutinized her cell from top to bottom, searching for a weak point. Zala couldn’t get into the embassy to help her escape. Neither could the dragonet return to the Overworld to find Ash; she couldn’t cross the Void by herself. Seiya was on her own.


  After examining the cell, she faced the door, studying the lock and hinges. The bars were too heavy, but maybe...


  She glanced around the room and cells—no guards, no sentries, no witnesses. Lifting her chin, she closed her eyes and dropped her glamour.


  Tingles rushed across her skin, obscuring all other sensations. Then it faded, and she opened her eyes. The dark space had become even clearer with her perfect draconian night vision. Exhaling a slow breath, she spread her wings as wide as the cell allowed, relishing the euphoric stretch of stiff muscles.


  She focused on the cell door. With the release of her glamour, her fear and dread had faded, but the urgent need to get out, get out, get out had increased tenfold. The urgency pounded in her head, overwhelming her. She could sense the weight of the building above her, the open sky too far.


  Taking aim, she sprang at the door in one motion. She planted her feet on the bars on one side of the frame, talons scraping the steel, and grabbed the door with her hands. Then she braced herself and pulled. The metal hinges groaned in protest. She strained harder, tail lashing the air for balance, wings half spread. A metallic creak. She threw herself into another massive heave.


  Her hands slipped. She crashed to the floor.


  Swearing under her breath at the pain in her ribs, she rolled to her feet and glared at the bars, one hand resting on the hilt of the short sword along her thigh. They hadn’t been able to take her weapons from her while she was in glamour, but the weapons were no good to her trapped in a cell.


  With a sigh, she pulled glamour back over her true form. As the tingles swept over her body a second time, the feral urgency in her head quieted, and fear returned. She absently shook the aches out of her hands. Maybe Ash could have broken the hinges, but she wasn’t strong enough. She would never be as strong as him, physically or otherwise.


  She paced a quick circle around her cell, then returned to the spot nearest Lyre. She sat and leaned against the bars, struggling with her fear. She would have preferred to face a horde of enemy warriors than to be locked in an underground hole, a helpless prisoner.


  Closing her eyes, she curled one hand around the collar and searched in vain for a hint of her magic. Shoulders hunched, she bowed her head and concentrated on breathing.


  Ash was out there somewhere. He would come for her. She had to believe that.


  Because if he wasn’t, she wasn’t sure how long her sanity would last.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  SEIYA crouched in the long grass, hugging Zala against her chest.


  The night would have been pitch black to most daemons, but she could see well enough. The heavy stalks of grass were taller than her and swayed in the harsh wind like angry waves. Above, a shimmering layer of stars lit the moonless sky.


  She waited, the occasional tear slipping down her cheek as her heart pounded in her ears.


  Minutes stretched, with no sound but for the deafening rustle of the wind-beaten grass. He would come. He always came. He’d promised he would never abandon her. She had to believe him.


  Another tear escaped her control. She couldn’t do this alone, she just couldn’t.


  The last hour had been a blur of blood and terror. The mad rush through the endless courtyards of Asphodel. The guards who’d tried to stop them. Their blood. The insides of their bodies, exposed to the world in violation of nature. Seiya wasn’t squeamish, but she’d never seen her brother deep in the battle mind before, where every movement was bound to the purpose of destroying his enemies. Every strike of his sword was filled with the grim, unyielding determination to win. She’d never seen the frozen promise of death in his eyes as his blade flashed for the kill.


  Someday, she wanted to be able to fight like him. Someday, she would fight beside him.


  Anxiety coiled inside her. He was bleeding. He’d already been injured when he’d left her, luring the guards away while she hid. They were out of Asphodel. They’d run all night, but not fast enough. She hadn’t been fast enough. The guards had caught up to them, and now Ash was somewhere in the long grass, killing them one by one before they could find her.


  Somewhere out there, he was wounded and exhausted. She blinked rapidly. He would be all right. He was her brother. He was Ashtaroth. At only fifteen, he was already a match for Raum. No prison guard could defeat him. They would escape.


  She waited, legs aching from crouching for so long. Zala shivered in her arms, whimpering softly. Seiya cooed to her, eyes flicking left and right as her senses strained. She held her wings tight to her back and kept her long tail still in the grass. The urge to lash it back and forth, an outlet for her tension, was almost too strong but she couldn’t risk the noise. It felt good to be in her true form; the Hades guards would always punish a draconian out of glamour. They didn’t like feeling frightened.


  In a sudden rush of sound, Ash burst out of the grass.


  Blood streaked his face, running in rivulets from a cut along his hairline. His eyes were blacker than ebony, his skin deathly white. The three spines on either side of his head swept back, framing his face and adding a regal cast to his features.


  “Come!” he gasped. He grabbed her arm, his grip painful, and hauled her to her feet.


  “Ash!” she exclaimed, as Zala dashed away into the grass to scout ahead for them. “What—”


  “Hurry!”


  He yanked her into motion, breaking into a stiff jog. He was moving strangely, pressing one arm tightly to his side, but he didn’t stop, didn’t let her question him. With her heart in her throat, choking her, Seiya ran after him. Light gleamed off one of his furled wings, the leathery membrane shining with blood. The grass whipped by her, slapping her arms and tangling around her feet. She stumbled but didn’t fall, her hand tight around Ash’s as he pulled her relentlessly through the infinite field.


  The sea of grass ended abruptly, and they ran out onto a bed of gravel—the edge of a stream. The water gurgled with mocking cheerfulness as Ash halted, chest heaving. Beyond the stream, the other half of the meadow stretched, and beyond that, a rocky ridge rose up in an unbroken wall.


  “There,” Ash said between gasps for air. “At the ridge. The ley line.”


  Relief rushed through her. Another mile. They could do it. They would escape.


  He turned to her. His eyes were still black, his face paler than snow.


  “You can make it, Seiya,” he said roughly.


  She blinked, her relief sputtering like fire in the rain. “W-what?”


  “You—” His voice turned to a soundless rasp. He sucked in a breath. “You need to get to it. You can make it. You know where the hideaway is on Earth.”


  Alarm shot through her. “I—but you—”


  “More soldiers are coming,” he said hoarsely, fighting for breath. “You need to go.”


  “I won’t go without you!” she cried, tears burning her eyes. “Why would I go without you?”


  She squeezed his hand hard—and realized, for the first time, what she was feeling. She released him, lifted her palm to the starlight, and saw his blood dripping off her fingers.


  He flicked a glance at her bloody hand and murmured, “I can’t run anymore.”


  “You—” Her eyes flashed to where his arm was pressed hard against his side. Blood trickled off his elbow. Horror filled her, expanding in her chest, squeezing her lungs. “Ash—”


  “You need to go.”


  “I’m not leaving you!” she yelled, reaching for him.


  He grabbed her upper arm and thrust her toward the stream. She stumbled, flaring her wings for balance, her trembling legs barely holding her up.


  “Go!” he shouted. “Go before it’s too late.”


  “I’m not leaving you!”


  “I can’t come with you,” he snarled. “You can escape. You need to go. You—”


  His face went even whiter and he sank to his knees, wrapping his arms around his middle. She jumped to his side, kneeling as she gripped his shoulder.


  “Let me see,” she said, her voice crackling in her throat. “Let me heal you.”


  “You can’t heal this.” He hunched further. “Go. Just go.”


  “I’m not leaving you.”


  He listed sideways. She grabbed for him, but he fell before she could, landing on his side on the gravel with one wing crushed under him.


  “Ash!”


  She pulled on his shoulder to turn him onto his back. His eyes were shut, face contorted in pain. Panic pounded through her as she touched his chest and felt the blood drenching his shirt.


  His eyes cracked open. “Go, Seiya. You need to go.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You have to.”


  She took his hand, crushing it in hers. “I can’t leave you!”


  His chest rose and fell with rough breaths. His eyelids flickered.


  “Please, Seiya,” he whispered. “I swore you’d be free. Don’t...don’t let me die for nothing.”


  “You’re not dying.” Her voice broke as tears spilled over. “You can’t die.”


  “Please, Seiya.”


  The words came out breathless, almost soundless. His eyes rolled back then focused again as he fought to stay conscious. Sobs rose in her chest, threatening to tear her apart, but she held them in as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Blood soaked her clothes.


  “Ash, don’t die. Don’t leave me. We’re almost there. The ley line is right there.”


  His eyes closed. His chest rose with effort, the breath dragging.


  “Ash,” she wept. “Don’t. Please don’t.”


  His lips moved, forming a silent word. Please.


  “I can’t, Ash,” she cried, clutching him as her heart ripped apart with each passing second. “I can’t leave you. You need to stay with me. We’ll escape together. It’s—it’s right there.”


  She crushed him against her as though she could hold him together and keep him alive with nothing but the strength of her embrace. He couldn’t die. He couldn’t. He was invincible. He was her protector, her guardian. He would always be with her. They would always be together.


  Blood continued to seep into her clothes as his breaths grew faster and shallower. She held him tighter as she broke inside. Her fault. This was her fault. Why hadn’t she been stronger? Why hadn’t she been there to fight by his side, to protect his back?


  The stream gurgled, splashing loudly against the gravelly bank. Seiya’s eyes, blurred by tears, lifted to the water. It shimmered and rippled like a mirage.


  Gravel crunched under a heavy footstep. She looked around sharply.


  A man stood half a dozen paces away downstream—tall, brown hair, unremarkable, and wearing civilian clothing. He wasn’t a soldier. He wasn’t even a reaper. She should have been afraid, but there was no room left inside her for anything but agony and grief.


  “Who are you?” she rasped.


  His eyes travelled across her then over Ash, lingering on his chest where the lethal wounds wept his blood for the earth to absorb. Despite facing two draconians out of glamour, he showed no signs of fear.


  His gaze rose to hers again, and when he spoke, his voice was like the soft caress of an angel’s hand across her cheek.


  “I am Vejovis.”


  


  CHAPTER 3


  SEIYA shuddered and opened her eyes. Remembered grief constricted her heart and squeezed her lungs. She could still feel Ash’s blood on her hands and resisted the urge to look. Though nothing stained her skin, in her mind the blood was always there.


  Glancing around the barren cells of her prison, she tried to relax again. She’d only intended to close her eyes for a moment to rest, but she must have drifted off. How many times had she relived that night?


  She was a different person from the thirteen-year-old who had held her brother and cried as he’d bled out in her arms. As a child under Samael’s rule, she’d endured the abuse and punishments by latching on to her brother’s strength. She’d been weak, timid, pathetic. Her confidence had come from Ash. When he’d been near, she’d felt proud and strong. When he hadn’t been, she would hide, cry, and beg for mercy from her jailors.


  But that night had changed everything.


  Before that night, she’d always believed, on some level, that Ash could survive anything. She’d seen him hurt many times. He would always come back stronger. He would protect her. He would save her.


  That night, she’d learned the hardest lesson of her life: no one was invincible. Death was one mistake away for them all, and her brother was no exception.


  Barely a week later, after Samael had permanently separated them and with the wounds from her punishment still healing, she’d gone to Raum and asked him to train her to fight—to kill. If death was one mistake away, she would make sure beyond any doubt that she wouldn’t be the mistake that ended up costing Ash his life.


  She let out a deep breath, pushing the past out of her mind. Turning around, she studied Lyre again, watching his slow, shallow breathing. Although the dim light outside the tiny window never changed, she was guessing over a day had passed since she’d first woken. She had no idea how long they’d been unconscious before that, but judging by the raw, dry thirst in her throat and the hollow ache in her belly, it had been several days at least.


  Stretching an arm through the bars again, she grabbed his elbow.


  “Lyre?” She shook his arm. “Lyre! Wake up!”


  He let out a soft groan. Hope shot through her. She shook him again. “Come on, Lyre. Open your eyes.”


  Another muffled noise. His head turned and bleary golden eyes squinted at her.


  “Seiya?” he croaked.


  She heaved a huge sigh. “You’re awake.”


  He looked around. “Where are we?”


  “The Ra embassy.”


  His gaze focused a little as it travelled across the barred cells.


  “First class...” he mumbled, rubbing a hand over his face. Slowly, and with lots of wincing, he sat up. “What happened? I don’t remember a damn thing.”


  “Do you remember going through the ley line? We were ambushed on the other side. They used drugs.” Rage hoarsened her voice on the last words. She swallowed, searching for a semblance of calm. “Ash didn’t come through after us. Something must have happened to him.”


  He dug his fingers into his temples as though he were trying to massage his brain awake. “What about Piper?”


  “What about Piper?”


  He shot her a cold look. “Did she come through the ley line?”


  “Zala didn’t see her. If she did come through, it was after they took us away.”


  “Damn.” He let out a long breath. “How long have we been here?”


  “I can only guess, but I think three to four days.”


  “Damn,” he said again. “I would kill for a drink of water. Have you seen any of our Ra friends since arriving?”


  “Not a soul.”


  “Hmph. Well, they should know we’re awake now. Maybe they’ll swing by for a visit.”


  Seiya’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”


  He nodded toward the corner of the room. She squinted. A small, dark rectangle near the ceiling—a camera. Her jaw clenched with chagrin. She hadn’t noticed the cameras in each corner. She was too used to the bastille, which didn’t need electricity to control its prisoners. Other than a few exceptions like the Chrysalis center, Asphodel had no electricity. Why bother with filthy, polluting generators when they could use magic for almost everything?


  “Miysis betrayed us,” Lyre muttered. “The bastard.”


  “We should have expected it,” Seiya said, leaning against the bars. “He was never trustworthy. Piper shouldn’t have gone to him for help.”


  “We all knew he wasn’t trustworthy. The deal was doomed from the start. We should have been more careful.”


  “Or better yet, Piper shouldn’t have dragged us into it.”


  His eyes cut to her.


  “Speak for yourself,” he snapped. “No one dragged me anywhere.”


  “Ash was—”


  “I don’t remember Piper dragging him either. She even encouraged us not to come.”


  “She didn’t honestly try to convince—”


  “We knew what we were getting into,” he barked hoarsely. “Ash and I didn’t need her to spell it out for us—we can make our own decisions—and you decided to come too, so quit blaming her for everything that happened.”


  “If not for her, none of this would have happened!”


  “You’re right, because if not for her, Ash would be dead and you’d still be in Asphodel, pregnant with the next generation of Samael’s slaves.”


  She bared her teeth as fury washed through her.


  He slashed a hand through the air before she could retort. “Just drop it. We have more important things to focus on.”


  She struggled to contain her anger, slowly bottling it up for later. It was hard though; her brother was missing, possibly dead, and Lyre was still defending Piper. Over the past few months, she and Lyre had learned to get along well enough most of the time, but they clashed fairly often, usually as soon as Piper’s name came up.


  “We need to get out of here,” he said. “Since the Ras haven’t killed us, that means they have plans for us. I really don’t want to know what those plans are.”


  “How do you propose we escape?” she asked, sarcasm tinging her voice. “I haven’t had any luck with that yet.”


  He flicked another glance around the cells. “Can Zala get inside to help us?”


  “It’s too risky.”


  He nodded, not questioning it. Seiya wouldn’t ask Zala to risk entering the embassy, not with enemies everywhere—not unless it was life or death.


  “Okay, so we’re on our own. We won’t be getting out of here without either keys or magic.”


  She tapped the collar around her neck. He had a matching one. “We don’t have either.”


  “I was aware,” he said dryly.


  A long moment of silence passed. Lyre rubbed a hand through his hair, scrubbing at streaks of dried blood matting the locks on the left side of his head. He dropped his hand and sighed as though resigning himself to the inevitable.


  “Ash can break collars,” he said, “but I can’t. So a few months ago, I started working on a solution.”


  “Did you find a way to smuggle bolt cutters with you everywhere?”


  He gave her a disparaging look. “I’ve been working on a counter spell.”


  Her eyebrows shot up, animosity forgotten. She knew Lyre liked to tinker with magic—she’d seen him at it on the long, boring nights spent in hiding during the last two months—but she hadn’t realized he’d been working on anything in particular.


  “A counter spell to a collar?” she repeated.


  “Yeah.” He reached into his shirt and pulled out a silver chain, displaying a row of marble-sized quartz stones of all different colors. There were over a dozen of them. The necklace looked like plain jewelry; otherwise, the Ras would have likely taken it away from him. She’d glimpsed it on him before, but he usually kept it out of sight.


  Selecting a pale pink gem, he held it up.


  “Since I can’t destroy collars, I’ve been developing a spell that acts as a temporary muffler on the collar’s spell.”


  “I’ve never heard of anything like that. You developed this spell?”


  “Yes.”


  “As in created it?”


  “Yes.”


  “No one taught it to you?”


  “No.”


  She stared at him.


  He scowled at the gem as if it had personally offended him. “It’s not perfect. I wanted to disable the collar entirely, but I haven’t been able to identify the origin spell. Right now, mine only disturbs the weaving rather than destroys it.”


  “So your spell will disable the collar for...how long?”


  “Maybe five minutes.”


  She masked her shock. Most daemons performed magic through on-the-spot spell-casting. Magic could also be woven into materials such as metals and gemstones, but that was far more complex. Creating weavings that could interact with other weavings was high-level magic. She couldn’t do anything like that, and neither could Ash. Sure, they’d learned how to set a spell in a piece of stone or metal, but they weren’t inventing intricate, interactive weavings.


  Developing new magic was the life’s work of the most gifted daemon minds. The only daemons she knew with that kind of talent worked at Chrysalis, Samael’s most sinister business. They’d developed some of the most complex magic she’d ever heard of, like the collar that had nearly killed Ash.


  She studied Lyre, swallowing the touch of suspicion trying to creep into her voice. Spell weaving wasn’t something a daemon picked up on the fly.


  “Where did you learn to make stuff like that?”


  He rolled his eyes. “You’re right. This is the perfect time to share my life’s story.”


  She huffed in annoyance.


  He resolutely held up the chain with the glittering row of gems. What spells had he embedded in the other stones? She’d never seen him use one before, but if they were all complex and unique—and therefore desirable—he would most certainly avoid showing them off unless he was desperate. Like now.


  “The weaving I’ve been developing works,” he told her, “but I haven’t figured out how to trigger it without magic.”


  “So you’re saying it can disable a collar, but we can’t activate it unless we somehow disable a collar first?”


  “It only needs a touch of magic.”


  “I don’t know about you, but this collar is blocking all my magic.”


  He squinted at the pink quartz. “There’s a way to squeeze little bits of magic out from around a collar. I saw Miysis doing it when he was stuck in his collar for weeks. He might have had someone tamper with the spells though, or it could’ve been a defective collar. I don’t know. But maybe there’s a way I can trigger the spell.”


  “If you trigger the spell and disable your collar, then what?”


  He gave her a sideways look. “Actually, I was going to use it on your collar. Then we’d have about five minutes for you to blast us out of here.”


  “Sounds plausible...if you can trigger that spell.”


  “Well, I—”


  “Wait,” she said sharply, springing to her feet. “I hear footsteps.”


  Lyre jumped up too, hastily tucking his chain out of sight, and they both fell silent. She strained her ears, picking up on the faint sound of approaching steps. Four—no, five people. The door to their prison clanked as a bolt shifted. The door swung open and light burst inside, momentarily blinding her after so long in the near darkness.


  Four towering, heavily muscled Ra soldiers strode into the center hall. They were holding long-handled halberds in their hands, each point tipped with a glowing sphere of magic like a lit torch. A fifth person followed behind them.


  She was a tall woman, neither thin nor heavy but solidly built. Her body glittered with gold jewelry and decorations. A long, angled skirt of heavy material was wrapped around her waist, one side brushing the floor and the other baring most of her toned leg. A heavy gold belt with looping chains and shimmering blue topaz accented her waist. Similar material draped over her chest, leaving part of her abdomen bare, and a red sash adorned with jingling gold chains and sparkling jewels crossed her torso. Her belly button was pierced with a tiny topaz glittering against her cream skin.


  Heavy, luxurious material in deep red, embroidered with gold thread, hung from one shoulder all the way down to the floor. Her golden locks fell to her knees, braided and bound with red accents. A headpiece made of golden chains completed the outfit, with a topaz resting in the center of her forehead.


  Seiya resisted the urge to shrink as the woman’s eyes, more yellow than green, drifted over her. She’d never seen the traditional dress of a Ra. The woman looked like a desert queen.


  The four soldiers stopped across from Seiya’s and Lyre’s cells. The woman stood in the middle, her cool stare moving across them both. It eventually settled on Seiya.


  “A young draconian female,” she said, her musical voice reminiscent of shimmering icicles in deep winter. “Such a rare specimen to find, especially in these last few centuries.” Her lips curved. “I had begun to wonder whether we had successfully eliminated your caste from the worlds.”


  Seiya’s fingernails dug into her palms. “Who are you?”


  “I am Maasehet Ra.”


  A sensation like icy fingers swept down Seiya’s spine. Even as Samael’s slave, she’d learned about the members of the Ra’s ruling family. Maasehet was Miysis’s older sister and heir to the Ra family seat—one step down from the most powerful daemon in the Overworld. For the briefest moment, Seiya considered dropping her glamour and throwing one of her many blades at the Ra heir, but the attack would be futile. Her guards could counter any physical attack with magic.


  “What do you want with us?” she demanded, forcing anger into her voice—never show weakness to the enemy. “Why are you holding us here?”


  “Are you not aware of your value?” Maasehet asked. “In these past few days alone, I have received many bids for you. It was necessary that I personally inspect your worth before accepting any offers.”


  Seiya’s mouth twisted in disgust. “I am not a commodity for you to sell.”


  “No? Why should I not sell you? What use are you to me, other than sport to kill?”


  She gritted her teeth. If Maasehet saw her as nothing more than a price tag or a piece of meat, arguing the value of her life and freedom would be pointless. She would not lower herself to begging.


  Maasehet raised one eyebrow. “Unless, perchance, you might be valuable in some other way. Your history is most unique, having once been the cherished ward of Hades.”


  Cherished? Not the word Seiya would have chosen. Her eyes narrowed as she caught on. “You want me to reveal Hades secrets?”


  “Information is the most valuable currency.”


  Seiya sneered. “You think I was privy to all sorts of confidential information while I was locked in his dungeon?”


  Maasehet shrugged delicately. “One can never be sure.”


  “I have nothing to tell you.”


  “Well, that is a shame.” She brushed an invisible speck from her skirt, making the gold chains jingle. “Perhaps it would inspire your memory to know that the current highest bidder for your life is none other than your former master.”


  The blood drained out of Seiya’s head, leaving her dizzy. No. No, that couldn’t happen. She couldn’t go back there. She couldn’t face Asphodel again.


  “I doubt he will allow anyone to outbid him,” Maasehet continued. “So unless you can provide me with a reason I should reconsider his most generous offer...”


  Seiya opened her mouth, but no words came to her. Horror and dread swirled through her, erasing all thought.


  “If you give her back to Samael,” Lyre spat, “he’ll use her to breed even more draconians for his private army. What do you think will happen then?”


  Maasehet fixed her gaze on him for the first time. “I do believe the politics involved are beyond an incubus’s understanding—even an incubus with your impressive pedigree.”


  Lyre’s anger vanished and wariness flashed across his face.


  “We will not be taking any bids for you,” she continued, with a sly gleam in her yellow eyes. “Your family has already offered me a considerable ransom for your life.”


  Seiya had never seen Lyre’s normally warm complexion go so white.


  He shook his head sharply. “But...”


  Maasehet touched a long, elegant finger to her lower lip as she smiled coolly. “An incubus allied with a draconian—such an outlandish combination. After my brother’s first encounter with you, we were very curious as to your identity. Why would one such as Ashtaroth tolerate your presence? Of course, I now see why he would welcome your company.”


  Lyre didn’t answer. His jaw tightened and his hands clenched into fists.


  “Your family will be pleased to have you back, I am sure.” She glanced at Seiya, surveying her for a long moment, then turned away. “If you have nothing else to share, I will resume negotiations. Finalizing arrangements for you both will take some time, I imagine. Someone will bring you food at some point.”


  She drifted toward the door, her skirt swirling around her legs and jeweled chains serenading her every movement. Her guards trailed behind her, wary gazes on the captives.


  Seiya struggled to find her voice, to come up with something to say that could stop the events Maasehet was setting into motion, but she couldn’t think of a single thing. And then Maasehet was gone, the door closing behind her last guard and plunging the room back into shadow.


  Seiya staggered away from the bars and sank against the wall, her knees shaking. She couldn’t go back to Asphodel. She just couldn’t. She turned to Lyre, her whole body cold with dread.


  He stared back at her, his face still ghostly white.


  “Lyre,” she said in barely more than a whisper. “You need to make that spell work.”


  He nodded. Even though his expression was empty—almost numb—shadows of fear darkened his golden eyes.


  If he couldn’t, she would have to find a way to end her life before they could hand her over to Samael. Death was her only option besides escape. She was never going back to that living hell.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  SEIYA leaned back against the cold cement wall, her eyes half closed as she watched Lyre. With only the bars separating them, she could have reached through and touched his face if she’d wanted.


  He hunched over the chain in his hands, lips moving as he mumbled silently to himself. He’d been concentrating for hours, searching for a way to pull the tiniest touch of his magic past the dampening collar to trigger his spell.


  She studied him, focusing on the small details of his appearance as she fought to keep her panic under control. It simmered just beneath her thoughts; a single moment of weakness and it would overwhelm her. She would shade and go berserk with the need to escape. Without magic, shading would get her nowhere.


  Lyre’s pale hair gleamed in the dim light seeping through the tiny window. In spite of everything, his hair was somehow sexily tousled. Over the last hours, his complexion had gradually returned to its usual warm, golden brown, so striking against his cream-colored locks.


  He was a handsome man—of course, because he was an incubus—and irresistibly alluring to most women, but he didn’t have much of an effect on her. Maybe if he’d ever flirted with her the way he did with Piper, she would have felt some sort of lure, but he never had. At first, she’d been offended. Didn’t he find her attractive? Incubi flirted with all remotely good-looking women.


  She’d soon realized that he had for some reason categorized her in his mind as nonviable—as off limits. He wouldn’t flirt with her now or ever. She wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about that. She didn’t want him to flirt with her—all that innuendo and suggestive teasing he indulged in with Piper seemed irritating at best—but at the same time, a small part of her resented that she wasn’t worthy of his attention or efforts.


  Pulling her ponytail over her shoulder, she idly smoothed her hair as she watched him. Lyre and her brother were very good friends. A draconian and an incubus. Outlandish, Maasehet had said, and she was right. Seiya hadn’t understood it either, not until she’d seen Lyre unleash his deadly spelled arrows on Samael’s soldiers. Even then, many daemons were better warriors than him—as well as more powerful. But Ash didn’t just value Lyre for his abilities; he respected Lyre’s opinion above all others.


  Including hers.


  Her fingers closed into a tight fist around her ponytail. Ash always took Lyre’s advice over hers, and over the last two months, while hiding together, it had grated on her like nothing else. But her brother didn’t trust easily, and she was realizing now that she should have been paying more attention to Lyre and what made him worthy of that kind of trust.


  With a frustrated exhalation, Lyre lowered his hands. He tipped his head back, resting it against the wall, and closed his eyes.


  “Anything?” she asked. Her voice sounded loud in her ears. She hadn’t spoken in hours, not wanting to break his concentration.


  He shook his head. “I need to take a break, then I’ll try again. I’m sure I can crack it.”


  She nodded slowly. “Lyre...if we can’t escape, I need to ask you a favor.”


  His eyes opened, golden irises sliding toward her.


  “If we can’t escape and they come for me, I need you to kill me.”


  He didn’t even flinch. “You have weapons under your glamour. You don’t need me.”


  She dropped her gaze, shame infusing her. “I’m afraid that...that I’ll hesitate. And they’ll stop me, and then it’ll be too late.”


  He sighed. “We got you out before. We can do it again.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I can’t ever go back. I can’t let Samael have that kind of power over Ash again.”


  “I won’t kill you.”


  She nodded again. “Fine. I’ll do it myself.”


  “Seiya...”


  She turned her head away, hiding her face in shadow as she bit her lip against a tremor of fear. If she had to, she would do it—but that didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid of dying. Everyone was afraid of dying.


  He said nothing more. They sat quietly for a few minutes, the silence pressing in on her. She turned back to him. His eyes were closed again, exhaustion aging him. She wondered how old he was. Incubi retained their youth for decades longer than humans. His appearance said nothing about his actual age.


  She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “So how bad is it for you?”


  He raised an eyebrow without opening his eyes.


  “Your family. You turned whiter than snow as soon as she mentioned them.”


  With an annoyed grunt, he folded his arms. “I’m not about to fall on a sword to spite them, but I might try to kill them. They’ll probably be expecting it though.”


  “Sounds friendly.”


  He shrugged.


  “An impressive pedigree,” she murmured, recalling Maasehet’s words. “Does that mean I would recognize your family name?”


  A muscle in his cheek twitched but he still didn’t open his eyes. She scrutinized him, wracking her brain for any well-known incubus families.


  “Any hints?” she asked.


  “Nope, but a suggestion.”


  “Oh? What?”


  “Mind your own business.”


  She recoiled from his acid tone. Glowering, she put her back to the wall. Anger and resentment simmered, mixing with dread. Fear for Ash boiled beneath it all. Where was he? Was he looking for her and Lyre? Or was he a prisoner as well—or already sold back to Samael? Everything had gone to hell and there was nothing she could do to fight back, not while trapped in this cell with a collar around her neck.


  “Do you still want to defend Piper?” she asked bitterly. “Your fate is no longer unaffected by her never-ending poor decisions.”


  “Would you grow the hell up?” Lyre exclaimed furiously, sitting up and turning to glare at her.


  Seiya sat up just as aggressively. “You don’t—”


  “I’ve had enough!” he snapped. “All you see is how dangerous Piper is to your brother. What you don’t see is that out of all of us, you are his greatest threat.”


  She froze, mouth open, her retort forgotten.


  “Your whole life,” he continued angrily, “there’s only been one person who’s mattered to you: your brother. And you seem to think that it’s the same for Ash, that no one else is important to him other than you. Well, guess what. Ash loves you, but he cares about other people too. He cares about Piper. Not in a superficial way either, but in a real, important way. And that’s not going to change.”


  He pointed at her. “You know Ash isn’t okay right now. You know he’s messed up from his last time in Asphodel. And two months with me and you didn’t do a damn thing to fix him. But Piper can help him. She’s already helping him.”


  “She hurts him more than she helps him! You were there when he tried to attack Miysis and almost killed her.”


  “Yeah, and you know what? Neither of us could have stopped him, but she did. You aren’t everything he needs. Piper is something he needs. And yeah, it’s gonna hurt him, and sometimes it’s the hardest damn thing, but love is like that.”


  She pressed her lips together, squeezing her hands into tight balls.


  Lyre gave his head a slow shake, the anger on his face fading. “Piper isn’t perfect, and Ash has ended up in some pretty messy shit because of her, but that’s on him, not her. He takes risks because he cares about her and wants to protect her.”


  His eyes went cold. “Right now, he needs her, and you’re sabotaging that.”


  She opened her mouth, then closed it again.


  “I think you know why you really hate Piper. Ash means everything to you, but he keeps selfishly putting his life in danger for someone you don’t care about. If you can’t blame Piper for that, then you would have to blame Ash instead, and you don’t want to do that.”


  Seiya squeezed her eyes shut as Lyre’s words rung in her head.


  “He’s all I have,” she said hoarsely. “I just want him to live. Why does he keep trying to throw his life away for a stupid girl? Why doesn’t he love me enough to stay alive for me?”


  “He loves you more than his own life,” Lyre said quietly. “But he loves Piper too. Having to choose between the two of you is killing him.”


  “Why doesn’t he just choose me? I’m his sister.”


  “Why should he have to choose at all? Why can’t he love and protect you both? Why can’t you protect what he loves too?”


  “I...” She blinked rapidly, struggling for words.


  Lyre fell silent. She tightened her arms around her legs and turned her head away.


  Why should he have to choose? Piper was nothing but trouble. She was weak and her enemies were powerful. Ash would always stand between her and danger—just as he’d once stood between Seiya and danger.


  Ash was all she had—the only person she’d had in her life since her earliest memory. He was her reason for surviving, for fighting, so they could be free together. Without him, she had no one. No purpose. No future. No reason to keep going.


  But Ash had someone else to fight for. Someone else he was willing to die for. And Seiya hated Piper for that. She knew she had no right to feel that way—Piper had saved her and Ash from Samael—but if Seiya didn’t hate Piper for taking her brother away, then she would have to hate Ash for choosing Piper over her.


  Was Seiya really Ash’s greatest danger? By trying to separate him and Piper, was she putting his wellbeing in more danger than Piper was? Releasing a shuddering breath, she glanced at Lyre. He’d closed his eyes again.


  “How do you see so much?” she mumbled. “You hardly know me...”


  He peeked at her with one eye, his eyebrow arched. “To seduce women, one must understand women.”


  She snorted. “You don’t need to understand women to seduce them. You just need to flirt with them.”


  He shrugged.


  “When did you learn to be so observant?”


  “Long time ago. It was a necessary survival skill.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Observing others was crucial for figuring out when people might try to kill me.”


  Her eyes widened slightly. “I didn’t know the life of an incubus was so fraught with peril.”


  “You learn new things every day.”


  She studied him in silence for a long minute, thinking of the open, unfaltering trust between him and Ash. “You don’t trust me, do you?”


  “No.”


  “I admit I have treated Piper unkindly,” she said tersely, “but I have never betrayed anyone’s trust or confidence.”


  He opened his eyes and turned to her. She tensed, muscles going hard with readiness—his eyes had gone completely black.


  “Unkindly?” he repeated, his voice deepening into a growl. “Is that how you describe almost killing her?”


  Seiya met his ebony stare, surprised by his sudden lethal temper, but held her ground. “I only threatened her. I was trying to scare her.”


  “Is that how you describe it? It looked a hell of a lot more like an outright murder attempt to me.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The path along the cliff. Piper’s fall.”


  She blinked at him before realizing what he meant. “You think I did that? That I arranged it?”


  “Didn’t you?”


  “No! Piper saved me and Ash from Asphodel. I would never repay that debt with death.”


  He watched her in silence, his disbelief heavy in the air.


  “I can’t believe this,” she snarled, launching to her feet.


  He shot up at her sudden movement, an instinctive reaction while shaded.


  “All I ever did was threaten her! I never wanted her to die, or even get hurt. I just wanted her to go away.”


  “Killing someone is the best way to make them go away.”


  She felt it closing in around her, edging closer—shading. She took a deep breath, pushing her fury down.


  “I would never do such a thing. Ash considers her his responsibility. I would never hurt him like that.”


  Lyre’s eyes lightened just slightly as he considered her. “You pulled Ash back before he could grab her.”


  “I mistimed. It was a reflex.” She swallowed hard as the accident played out in her mind again. “It was a mistake. I told Ash that. I told him I was sorry.”


  He flexed his jaw. “If you didn’t set that trap, who did? No one else wanted Piper dead but you.”


  “I do not want her dead. And who says the trap was meant for her?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The Ra daemons went first. Who was next in line?”


  “Me.”


  “Exactly.”


  His eyes narrowed.


  “If Miysis planned to betray us from the start,” she said, “you were the wild card. Getting rid of you while making it look like an accident would have been to his advantage. You must have stepped over the trigger or something, and it got Piper instead.”


  Finally, his eyes returned to gold. He heaved a sigh and sat back down. Rubbing a hand over his knuckles, he frowned at the bars of his cell. “If we’d pulled our heads out of our asses and set our squabbling aside from the start, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”


  Seiya nodded as she sank down as well, leaning against the wall. That was probably as close to an apology as she would get. “We screwed up royally, didn’t we?”


  “We did. But we’ll get out of it, one way or another.”


  She didn’t answer. The “other” way involved a grave, for her at least. She was not going back to Asphodel.


  Lyre gave her a long, penetrating look. “You’re stronger than you think. You could survive it.”


  “Do you have some kind of super incubus mind reading ability?”


  He huffed a short chuckle. “No.”


  “Did you invent a mind-reading spell?”


  “I wish.”


  She grimaced. “That must mean I’m embarrassingly transparent then.”


  Another chuckle. “No, I wouldn’t say that. Your deception skills just aren’t quite up to the same level as my family.”


  She glanced at him, biting back the urge to question him.


  “Going back to that life...” He was quiet for a moment, eyes distant with memories of the past. “My family takes competitiveness to whole new heights.”


  “Is that why you left?”


  “Part of the reason. I wasn’t as talented as my siblings, so I was always going to be on the losing end. Being smarter than them could only protect me for so long.”


  She frowned. “How could you be smarter than them but less talented? What was this talent they valued so much?”


  He fiddled with the colored quartz on his chain, his expression dark. “Spell weaving.”


  She flicked a glance at the spelled gems. If Lyre came from a line of spell weavers, she could guess one fact about his family: they were filthy rich. The best spell weavers took their creations to the grave so they could sell pre-spelled objects at exorbitant rates.


  “You had to run away to protect yourself?” she asked.


  “I didn’t want anything to do with them. Starting in childhood, my siblings and I were pitted against one another in a brutal competition to be the best. The smartest, most talented, and most vicious rose to the top as the favored children. The less talented were treated like second-rate scum. I was done with that shit.”


  “If you weren’t one of the ‘favored’ ones, why would they want you back?”


  “To protect their secrets. To punish me. To eliminate the competition. Who the hell knows? But it won’t go well for me.” He gave a little shrug and lifted the chain with his spelled quartz again. “I suppose I should try to get this thing working. Neither of us needs a literal trip down memory lane courtesy of the Ras.”


  He bent over the gem again. His tension suggested more ghosts haunted him than those he’d admitted to her. Ash hid his past behind a wall of reticence. Maybe Lyre hid his behind a constant stream of jokes and inappropriate humor that kept anyone from looking at him too closely.


  He was more than what he seemed on the surface, and she wouldn’t forget that. Nor would she forget that the small glimpse he’d given her into his past had been an unspoken gesture of trust—one she would not betray.


  


  CHAPTER 5


  GETTING a better grip on the door of her cell, Seiya pulled, her entire body straining. Trepidation pummeled her self-control, an urgency she could barely contain. Her wings flared wide. She dug her talons into the steel and wrenched harder. The metal creaked. She’d bent the hinges a fair amount, but they showed no signs of imminent failure.


  Her muscles screamed and she finally let go, dropping to the floor. Breathing hard, she studied the door again. The lock was on the other side, inaccessible. The hinges were the only weak points she could get at, but she was making no progress toward breaking them.


  She backed away from the door and turned to Lyre. He was sitting in the farthest corner from her, hunched over the chain with his spells, still attempting to squeeze some magic out from around the collar—as he had been for days. She’d lost track of how long they’d been locked in the dark cells, time broken only by the irregular delivery of food and water. Lyre had worked with the mindless determination of the desperate, but he was no closer than he’d been during the first hour.


  “Miysis’s collar must have been defective,” she snapped. “You’re wasting your time. Help me try to break the door instead.”


  “What good will that do?” he snapped back. “We’ll still be trapped in this room. Put your glamour back on so I can concentrate.”


  She snarled as her temper rose, anger replacing panic. She pushed it down. Closing her eyes, she pulled glamour back over her form, a mental action so familiar she could do it with only a thought.


  Fear pressed in on her even harder, threatening to take over. She returned to the door and wrapped her hands around the bars. It wouldn’t be long now. They could come in at any moment and take her to Samael. She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t do that to her brother. She would die first.


  Turning away from the barred door, she faced Lyre again. He was bent over the gem in his hands, eyes shut, brow creased in concentration. He was just as frantic as her. He might not be returning to a life of imprisonment, but she suspected it would still be a nightmare for him. How much of Lyre’s past did Ash know?


  “We need a new plan,” she said. “Forget about your spell and help me come up with something.”


  “This is our only option.”


  “Your stubbornness is going to get us killed!”


  “We have no choice,” he yelled. “Without magic, we will never make it out of here. It doesn’t matter if we break out of our cells or even break down that door. We’ll be recaptured the moment we encounter a Ra soldier.”


  “You might not be able to activate the spells in your arrows, but you can still shoot them. We’re both armed under glamour. Fighting would give us a better chance than just sitting here!”


  His face turned white and he stuttered, “G-glamour.”


  “What?”


  He launched to his feet. “Glamour! How did you drop your glamour and put it back just now?”


  “I—what—”


  “Glamour uses magic! You were using magic! That means the collars aren’t blocking all of it.”


  Her eyes widened. She looked down as though expecting to find a sign pinned to her chest explaining everything. “I just did glamour like I always do. I didn’t even think about it.”


  His eyes were bright with eager hope and excitement. “Yes, I think—I think I understand. I think I know what to do. I can—”


  “Wait.” Her excitement vanished under a wave of fear. “I hear people coming.”


  Footsteps clomped beyond the door. Their last meal had been dropped off only a couple hours ago. They were coming for her, she knew it.


  For the briefest moment, panic overwhelmed her—and then the fear died as a new state of mind snapped into place: a cold, demanding rage that knew no limits, no logic, no remorse—only survival. Her glamour vanished in an instant and her wings snapped wide. Her fingers flexed, unsheathing deadly talons.


  “Seiya! Hold yourself together!”


  She turned to him. Part of her saw Lyre. The other part saw another threat, an enemy. She bared her teeth at him, battling the urge to attack.


  The bolt made a loud clack as someone slid it aside.


  “Seiya, trust me!” Lyre stretched his hand through the bars. “I know what to do. Just hold on.”


  The door opened—Ra soldiers. A shudder ran through her. Violence hazed her mind. Kill them. She had to kill them. They were a threat.


  “Seiya.”


  Her stare locked onto Lyre’s golden eyes, blocking out the sight and sounds of the approaching guards. She took his hand and stepped up to the bars. He caught the chain in his teeth and used his other hand to snap off the pink quartz. Then he reached through the bars and pressed the gem against the collar around her neck.


  His eyes went black. His body shimmered as he started to drop glamour, but his true form didn’t manifest. The shimmer rippled bizarrely—and the gem flashed with yellow light.


  Then the warm, sizzling presence of her magic filled her head.


  For a bare instant, she was frozen by shock. He’d done it. Somehow, he’d used the shift of glamour to siphon off a spark of magic to engage the spell in the gemstone. He’d finally done it—and now it was her turn.


  She spun away from him, her hands lifting as magic jumped to her command. The Ra daemons had no idea—not until they saw black light erupt across her fingers, but it was already too late. She flung her hands out.


  A sheet of black fire exploded outward, whooshing out of her cell and slamming into the four unprepared Ra soldiers. They screamed as the reek of burning flesh tainted the room. She launched forward, a hand slashing through the air as she blasted the door off its bent hinges. Her twin swords were in her hands in the next moment. Two daemons had fallen, writhing in agony. The other two, partially shielded from her attack by their comrades’ bodies, were still standing.


  Her blade caught the first one’s throat. Simultaneously, her other blade flashed at the ribs of the second daemon. Through his pain and shock, he managed to cast a shield. Her sword bounced off, the impact ricocheting up her arm. With a flick of thought, she coated her left blade in black flames and slashed. Her sword went right through his shield and into his torso. He fell, death already filming his eyes.


  After her and Ash’s failed escape from Asphodel, Seiya had made a promise to herself. She’d sworn that she wouldn’t waste her brother’s second chance at life. She would never again be the weak one, the slow one. She would never let him bleed for her again. Locked in Asphodel, she’d had infinite time to train in the art of dealing death—as well as a skilled mentor with near matchless abilities. Raum had not been a gentle teacher.


  She pivoted to face Lyre’s cell door and flicked two fingers. The lock exploded into a useless twist of metal.


  He shoved the door open.


  “Four minutes,” he said urgently.


  Four minutes before the collar locked away her magic again. Four minutes to escape.


  The soldiers hadn’t bolted the door when they’d come in. She flung it open and ran down the hall, Lyre following. Outside their prison was a long corridor with many doors, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t need to. All draconians had the ability to sense the open spaces around them—necessary for flying in complete darkness. With every door they passed, she could sense the rough dimensions of the room. She was only interested in finding a way up.


  They ran on. Ahead was a junction. She slowed, unable to hear whether anyone was coming over her and Lyre’s footsteps. Her senses told her the right-hand hall went on further than the others. Swords held tight and teeth bared, she swung around the corner.


  Three soldiers stood at the far end of the corridor. They turned in unison to face her.


  Too far away to surprise them, she swore and lifted her swords.


  Lyre stepped up beside her and his body shimmered. He raised his bow, an arrow already in his hand. He drew the fletching back to his cheek, and his body shimmered again with a touch of glamour. She felt a tiny spark of magic.


  He loosed the arrow.


  The bolt shot down the hall and straight through the heart of the center Ra. He dropped to his knees as the other two bellowed furiously. The arrow blazed with yellow light, then exploded in a spray of glowing golden needles that speared the bodies of the two others. They collapsed, crying out in pain.


  She flicked a glance at Lyre, not daring to look him straight on while he was out of glamour—not if she wanted to keep her wits about her. His true form was utterly magnificent. The rubies decorating the end of the narrow braid that hung down the left side of his face glittered in the dim light. Her heart pounded, her state of rage quieting as awe slipped through her like a sweet wine. She tore her eyes away from him before his aura overwhelmed her.


  “How are you using your arrow spells?” she asked.


  “They only need a spark of magic, just like the gemstones.”


  His musical voice washed over her, sending tingles racing across her skin. She shook it off and focused. If he could only access a spark of magic through his collar, he wouldn’t be able to shield.


  She pushed into a run, closing the distance between her and the fallen daemons. She sprang over the weakly stirring bodies and continued onward. The basement of the embassy was a maze. They needed to find a way up.


  They encountered two more Ra soldiers and took them out quickly, but time was running out. She had maybe two minutes left before the collar reactivated.


  “There!” Lyre exclaimed, pointing to an elevator up ahead as they ran.


  They skidded to a stop in front of it. She could sense the open space of the shaft. She spun in a quick circle, then threw herself at a nearby door, shattering the hinges. A stairway.


  They ran up two stories, but it went no higher. She burst into a familiar room—the same room where they’d geared up with Miysis and his men before going to the Overworld. She had confronted Piper in one of the smaller chambers just off of it. They’d taken the elevator down to this level, but she didn’t dare use it this time, not after hearing about Ash’s experience; Miysis had drugged him in the elevator on his first visit.


  Before she could decide where to go, thundering footsteps made her turn. Six Ra soldiers stormed into the room, heading straight for them.


  Calm, icy focus closed around her, banishing fear. Banishing doubt. Nothing existed but her and her enemies—and she would destroy them.


  She charged.


  The first magic attack rocketed toward her and she cast a shield. The spell hit her shield and burst apart, almost knocking her back. With a flick of her tail, she regained her balance and shot for the lead daemon. A moment before engaging him, she snapped her wings down and leaped over his head. With a slash of her sword on the way down, she severed his spine.


  Lifting her other sword, she lit it with black dragon fire. The ebony flames rippled across her weapon and she whipped it at the attacking daemons. The blade connected with the nearest one’s halberd and the handle shattered. She thrust her second blade into his chest. Coated in the deadly dragon fire, it cut through his bones like butter.


  The next pair came at her. The battle blurred into a mirage of swirling swords, black flames, and gold griffin magic. Her world narrowed to the thrust and parry of weapons, the dance of her feet across the floor as she evaded and engaged the enemy. Dark arrows flew into their midst, piercing Ra daemons.


  And then she stood alone, her fallen enemies all around her, their blood seeping across the floor. Breathing hard, she turned toward Lyre and froze.


  One enemy was still standing—one she hadn’t seen until that moment.


  Miysis stood beside Lyre, sword in hand, blade pressed against Lyre’s throat. Lyre didn’t move, jaw tense, his bow in one hand. He had no magic to defend himself with. Seiya was across the room, too far to help him.


  Rage threatened to overwhelm her at the sight of the Ra heir. His cold green eyes moved from Lyre to her. Seconds ticked by, and she could feel her magic shrinking from her grasp as the collar started to take effect.


  Miysis’s arm flexed—and then he lowered his sword.


  “You can’t escape through the lobby,” he said quietly. “They’re waiting for you.”


  Lyre backed swiftly away from Miysis, reaching for an arrow. He plucked it from the quiver but didn’t nock it.


  Miysis pointed to the hall behind Seiya where the soldiers had come from. “There’s another exit that way. It’s your best chance.”


  “Why would you help us?” Lyre snarled.


  Miysis dropped his eyes—a dangerous move with Lyre close enough to attack. Then he straightened his shoulders and gave them both an inscrutable look. “You’ll die if you go through the lobby. Use the back exit.”


  He turned and walked toward another hall.


  Shaking off her stunned speechlessness, she called out, her voice icy with rage, “Where is Ash?”


  He didn’t stop, but said over his shoulder, “You should ask Piper.”


  And then he was out of sight, vanishing deeper into the building. Seiya stared after him, confusion veining her anger. What had that been all about? Was he trying to set himself up to ally with them again, or was it a trick? And what did he mean, ask Piper?


  A heartbeat of silence.


  “Well, that was weird,” Lyre muttered.


  Seiya shuddered as the last of her magic disappeared. The black flames running along her swords dissipated. She let out a trembling breath.


  “So we go out the back?” he asked.


  She nodded. She didn’t trust Miysis, but she suspected he was right. The main exit would be a death trap, but maybe the other exit was too. There was no way to know.


  “Let’s go,” she said. “It’s up to my swords and your arrows now.”


  She faced the corridor Miysis had indicated, fear trickling through her veins. She strode down the hall, no longer running but not wasting time either. Her senses strained to pick up any sign of their enemies.


  At the end of the hall, huge steel double doors blocked their path. Seiya stopped. In the center was a plate-sized, combination-style lock with strange symbols, likely spelled to hurt very badly if the wrong combination was entered. This had to be the exit.


  “How do we get through?” she whispered in frustration.


  Lyre’s gaze travelled over the door. He slid a finger down the chain around his neck and selected a pale blue stone. Snapping it off, he placed it on top of the lock. His body shimmered as he pulled on a touch of his glamour magic to trigger the spell in the stone. It glowed gold.


  “We should stand back,” he said.


  She stared at him for a moment, then shook off the mesmerizing daze his voice had elicited. Together they backed quickly down the hall. As they moved away, the gem began glowing brighter and brighter. With a sudden flash, white light burst outward, blinding her. Red light radiated within the expanding circle of white light, and smoke billowed outward, filling the air with a metallic haze and the sound of sizzling metal.


  The white light shrunk and blinked out. Clouds of smoke roiled at the end of the hall. Lyre grabbed her hand and broke into a jog. They ran into the cloud and approached the door. A huge hole had melted in the center and the edges still glowed red hot. The lock was completely gone. Lyre used his foot to push one side of the door open and they stepped through the smoky cloud. Seiya glanced back at the mangled steel with wide eyes. Lyre was definitely smart not to show off such powerful spells. Other daemons would kill for magic like that.


  They came out on the other side of the smoke. Ahead of them, a dark, concrete corridor—no, a tunnel—stretched, the end invisible in the darkness. The high walls and eight-foot width minimized the uncomfortable feeling of being underground, and she could no longer sense the oppressive weight of the embassy above them. The tunnel must lead to a secret location outside the embassy.


  Zala’s warm presence touched her mind. The dragonet was a hundred yards ahead, on the other side of some kind of steel door. She’d followed Seiya’s progress from above and had found the exit. They were almost there.


  She grabbed Lyre’s hand to pull him into motion—and heard footsteps behind them.


  She whirled around. Flashes of motion—something shooting toward them, faster than the eye. Pain seared her upper arm at the same time as Lyre cried out and fell. An arrow protruded from his thigh.


  Out of the smoke, twelve Ra daemons appeared—red uniforms and black, furious eyes. Two were holding crossbows in their hands, the weapons clunky and graceless compared to Lyre’s bow, and the others were wielding halberds.


  Beside her, Lyre struggled to stand, one hand holding the arrow in his leg. He couldn’t run. He couldn’t fight.


  She raised her swords, the frozen battle calm engulfing her. Silent and fiercely determined, she threw herself into their midst.


  Her sword slashed for the first one, hit his shield, and nearly flew out of her hand. She spun past him, infuriated by her lack of magic. Swords slicing through the air, she danced through the group, faster than any of them, and delivered death. She whirled in and out of their stabbing halberds in the cramped corridor, one by one finding their backs to deliver a lethal strike when they were too slow to shield. As she spun through them, their blades found her flesh again and again, scoring her skin.


  A halberd ripped her sword out of her right hand. She pulled a long dagger and drove it into the next griffin, her tail sweeping out to trip another. She slammed them with her wings, shoving them into the wall. A halberd blade tore through one wing, rending the leathery membrane. Agony seized her lungs. She pivoted and threw her dagger before he could shield, impaling his left eye.


  A heavy blow caught her across the backs of her legs. She fell onto her knees. One of them grabbed her arm. She rolled, slamming both taloned feet into him, shredding his flesh. Spinning and jumping to her feet, she found herself surrounded by the remaining seven, their blades pointed at her. Her limbs trembled from exhaustion but she lifted her remaining sword anyway.


  “Seiya!” Lyre yelled.


  She whipped her head around just as he threw something—a tiny, sparkling gem. It flew over the group and hit the floor on the far side of the Ra daemons. In the darkness of the tunnel, she saw three golden flashes of light.


  She threw herself onto the floor as the gem exploded.


  The force sent her tumbling. She skidded to a stop, her ears ringing and her body aching. She didn’t have the luxury to recover. She pushed herself to her feet, stumbling from dizziness, and staggered through the billowing smoke.


  Lyre was half leaning against the wall. She grabbed his arm and hauled him up. Taking as much of his weight as she could, she broke into a staggering run down the corridor. Zala was waiting for them just beyond a door somewhere at the end, ready to whisk them away into the night. They were almost there.


  A whistle of wind. Lyre jerked hard and fell, torn out of her grasp. He hit the floor, another arrow sticking out of the back of his shoulder.


  She spun around as one of the daemons with a crossbow drew another arrow and began loading it into his weapon. Seiya was faster. She pulled a black steel dart from the band around her upper arm and threw it while his eyes were still on his crossbow. He collapsed like a marionette whose strings had been cut.


  Four more shadows materialized from the smoke—more Ra daemons still standing after the explosion.


  She grabbed Lyre’s arm again and tried to pull him up. He cried out in pain and his black eyes lashed her.


  “Go, Seiya,” he gasped.


  “No—”


  “Just go! The exit is right there!”


  “I’m not leaving you!”


  “Get out of here before it’s too late!”


  “Go!” Ash shouted. “Go before it’s too late.”


  “I’m not leaving you!” she screamed, reaching down to grab him again.


  He grabbed her neck and yanked her face down to his until his eyes filled her vision. Black. Magnetic. Alluring. Impossible to resist.


  “Run away,” he commanded.


  The musical words wrapped around her. Every layer of the strange, beautiful harmonics of his voice slid through her mind, binding her will. He released her.


  Run away.


  She stood. Her body turned. And she ran.


  Run away.


  Voices shouted behind her. She ran. She didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. His voice whispered over and over in her head, filling her with the need to obey, obliterating her thoughts. Obliterating her will.


  Run away.


  She ran right into the double doors at the end, bouncing off them. Grabbing the handle, she flung herself through the door and stumbled into the open space beyond—the interior of a small warehouse. She caught a wild impression of several parked vehicles surrounded by Ra soldiers, astonishment obvious on their faces as they turned toward her.


  A warm, familiar presence entered her mind—followed by a sudden sucking sensation in her head as her dragonet pulled on her magic. At the far end of the warehouse, one of the steel loading bay doors exploded in a swirl of black fire. Zala in her full dragon form burst through the remains of the doors, her wings spread wide as she let out an earsplitting roar.


  All attention immediately went to the enraged dragon inside the warehouse.


  In that moment where shock held the Ra soldiers in its grip, Seiya launched herself across the cement floor, running full tilt—faster than any human. A griffin appeared on her left, dropping the box in his hands and diving for her. She sprang upward with a beat of her wings, almost screaming from the agony of wind and pressure on the bleeding tear. She landed on the other side of the daemon and ran for Zala as the dragon rushed toward her.


  They met in the middle of the room, and in that moment the griffins finally reacted. Seiya threw herself at Zala as someone shouted to stop them. The dragon ducked her head, scooping Seiya onto her back. As the griffins ran for them, weapons drawn and magic glowing in their hands, Zala spun and bolted back the way she’d come. A griffin threw a blast of golden magic at them, but Zala flared her wings and black fire erupted over her body, harmless to Seiya but deflecting most of the griffin’s spell.


  She bent low over the dragon’s neck as Zala leaped through the demolished door and out into a dark, dirty alleyway. Her wings flared wide and she bounded skyward. In moments they were airborne, sweeping away from the furious griffins behind them and vanishing into the night.


  Run away.


  Tears streaked her cheeks, icy cold as the wind raked at her. She’d run away, and she didn’t know if she could ever forgive herself.


  


  CHAPTER 6


  SEIYA crouched on the rooftop, staring into the sunrise.


  Half a dozen blocks away, the Ra embassy was silhouetted against the golden sky. The pale exterior shone white in the morning light. It was beautiful. Hatred burned in her at the sight.


  Her body ached. She’d treated her wounds as best she could, but she couldn’t heal them without magic. The slices on her arms and legs didn’t bother her as much as the tear in her wing, where every touch of the breeze on the torn edges was like a kiss of fire. If it wasn’t healed soon, she might never fly properly again.


  Zala perched on her shoulder and nuzzled her hair worriedly. Seiya gave her an absentminded pat, struggling to contain the roiling emotions within.


  Again, she saw Lyre on the floor, the arrow sticking out of his shoulder, yelling at her to leave him. And again she saw his eyes—midnight orbs swallowing her soul—as he used the full potency of his aphrodisia to bind her will to his and command her. He shouldn’t have been able to do that to her in a few spare seconds—especially with the collar locking away most of his magic—which meant he must be a very powerful incubus.


  He was far too easy to underestimate. His easygoing flirtations disguised the cunning, cutting intelligence beneath. He’d discovered how to get magic out of his collar, something she never would have figured out. His spell that had melted the door had easily overcome an obstacle that had stopped her cold. His explosive weaving had been as powerful as any explosion she could cast. She, the fearsome draconian with years of combat training, would never have escaped without him.


  You should ask Piper. Miysis’s words.


  It was a question she desperately needed to ask. Somewhere, her brother needed her. She was certain he did. He hadn’t come for her and that meant he’d been captured, hurt, or killed. She refused to believe he was dead. She had to help him. But there was no guarantee she could find him or if she did, that her presence would make any difference.


  But right now, Lyre needed help—and she was already here. Her eyes rose to the embassy again and a shudder ran through her body and soul. Time was running out for Lyre. If he ended up in the hands of his family, who knew whether she or Ash could ever find him again.


  She bit her lower lip, feeling as though the foundation of her entire life was shifting underfoot. Ash was everything to her—her reason for living. They were supposed to be together, protecting each other’s backs. But Lyre had been right: her bond with Ash wasn’t the only thing that mattered in the world. Other people mattered. Lyre mattered. As much as she wanted to run straight back to Ash to make sure he was alive and unhurt, she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t be that selfish. Maybe she understood a little why her brother kept going to Piper’s rescue.


  Letting out a long breath, she rose painfully to her feet and tucked her wings against her back. Zala chirped softly. Seiya carefully straightened, testing her injured muscles. Her gaze roved over the embassy one last time. Since Maasehet wanted Lyre’s family’s money, she was sure someone would have healed his injuries. Sooner or later, they would move him out of the embassy, and she would be there, waiting.


  Turning away from the sunrise, she grimly braced herself for what was to come. For her whole life, Ash had been all she’d had, and she’d always been willing to die for him. But she wasn’t in Asphodel anymore. Her world was bigger than that place, bigger than just her and Ash against Samael. There were other things worth fighting for—worth dying for.


  Lyre needed her, and she wouldn’t abandon him. Maybe it was hopeless. But even with no magic and a torn wing, she could still make them bleed.
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