
  
    
      
    
  


  [image: ]


  


  REAP THE SHADOWS


  Steel & Stone: Book 4


  By Annette Marie


  DESCRIPTION


  Piper is feeling a bit overwhelmed. With Seiya and Lyre missing, Ash recovering from near fatal injuries, and the Gaians picking fights with daemons all over the city, a girl can’t help but think she might be in over her head. And this time, she’s on her own.


  Before she even has a chance to investigate the Gaians’ new stockpile of mysterious, high-tech weaponry, an old enemy ambushes her: Samael’s henchman Raum. He wants Ash’s help and won’t take “get lost” for an answer. She doesn’t know if she can trust Raum, but even more than that, she can’t trust herself with Ash. Sooner or later he’ll catch up to her, and she fears she won’t be able to walk away from him a second time.


  Despite her feelings, it will take their combined strength to face a frightening discovery about the Gaians. She and Ash begin to realize that the daemon war is coming to Earth, and they might be the only ones who can stop it—if it’s not already too late.


  THE STEEL & STONE SERIES


  Chase the Dark


  Bind the Soul


  Yield the Night


  Feed the Flames


  Reap the Shadows


  Unleash the Storm


  Don’t miss the next book!


  Sign up for Annette Marie’s newsletter here.


  


  Reap the Shadows


  Book Four of the Steel & Stone Series


  Copyright © 2015 by Annette Marie


  www.authorannettemarie.com


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations for review purposes.


  This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, places, or events is purely coincidental.


  Cover Design Copyright © 2015 by Annette Ahner


  Cover, Book Interior, and Website Design by


  Midnight Whimsy Designs


  www.midnightwhimsydesigns.com


  Cover Photograph (female model) Copyright © 2015 by Miranda Hedman


  Model: Miranda Hedman


  www.mirish.deviantart.com


  Editing by Elizabeth Darkley


  arrowheadediting.wordpress.com


  ISBN 978-0-9939102-8-9 (EBOOK)


  ASIN B012BVW81E (Amazon)


  Version 10.11.15


  


  CHAPTER 1


  PIPER rested her hands on the stone railing in front of her and stared across the dark landscape. Steep mountains clawed at the twilight sky, their dark peaks raking the horizon. Above, the glow of three moons fought with the slowly swirling clouds.


  Atop the tallest summit, a massive beast was perched. Its great wings were half spread, its long neck curled in an elegant S-shape. Its mouth was open in a ferocious but silent snarl. The clouds shifted and moonlight rushed down to light the stone dragon carved into the peak with loving detail.


  As she studied the dragon’s shape, she became aware of a presence beside her. She turned.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?” the blond woman remarked, her sultry voice soft.


  “Natania,” Piper murmured, glancing over the woman’s perfect curves, clothed in a dark red gown with silver embroidery.


  The long-dead haemon smiled coyly. “I must say, you’re much better company when you’re asleep.”


  Piper’s brow scrunched. She had been sleeping, hadn’t she? But this was no dream. It wasn’t the first time she’d come face to face with the soul bound to the Sahar Stone, except last time, she’d initiated the contact deliberately.


  “How did I get here?” she asked. “I wasn’t using the Sahar.”


  Natania turned back to the vista before them. Their balcony was carved into the side of a mountain, high above the valley floor somewhere below, invisible in the shadows.


  “No living person has seen this place,” Natania said, sadness saturating her voice and tempering the edge that bordered her words. “It hurts my soul that it no longer exists outside my memories.”


  Piper turned back to the valley, her gaze travelling from the stone dragon to the balconies, some lit by torches, that dotted the sides of the mountains. She then looked over her shoulder at the far side of the balcony on which she stood, where an archway bordered by a carved geometric pattern led into a dark abode. This wasn’t just a mountain range; it was a community. Each balcony was the entrance to a home.


  “Draconians live here, don’t they?” she asked.


  Natania touched one hand lightly to the stone railing. “They did, but no longer.”


  “Not for five hundred years,” Piper murmured. Not since the Taroths, the ruling family of the draconians, had been wiped out.


  “Congratulations,” Natania murmured.


  Piper frowned. “Pardon?”


  “Congratulations,” the woman repeated, smiling. “You came so very close to ensuring the end of the Taroth bloodline.”


  Piper flinched. Some of the odd, sleepy lassitude enveloping her dropped away, and guilt and wariness flared. “No one knows for sure that Ash is a Taroth. And even if he is, who says he’s the last one?”


  “Oh, my dearest, he is most surely a Taroth. You have seen his true form. Have you not seen any other draconian out of glamour?”


  “You know I have.”


  “Did you not notice anything different?”


  “Seiya only has two horns on each side of her head, not three like Ash,” Piper said with a shrug. Having different fathers, their family resemblance wasn’t that strong.


  Natania smiled again. “You will see no other draconian with sets of three, I promise you.”


  “Only Taroths have three horns?” she asked.


  Natania slid one finger along the pattern carved into the railing. “I am pleased he survived. His mind is enrapturing—such fury within him. So much like my Nyr.”


  “Nyrtaroth was full of fury because you drove him insane—on purpose,” Piper pointed out.


  Natania smiled. Silver glinted in her eyes, along with a glimmer of madness.


  “You won’t get the chance to do that to Ash,” Piper added.


  Her chest ached at her last memory of him: unconscious in the ryujin city. But no matter how much it hurt, she wouldn’t waver in her decision. She wouldn’t return to him, not until she was strong enough.


  Nearly ten days had passed since she’d returned from the Overworld. Ten long, miserable days plagued by thoughts of Ash, wondering if he was okay, if his healing was going well, if he’d woken up yet—and if he had, what he thought of her disappearance. There was every chance he would be furious at her for leaving him behind, but hopefully he would understand that she’d had no choice.


  Lyre and Seiya were still missing. Piper had been trying to find them. She’d started at the ley line, investigating the spot where they’d originally gone through to the Overworld—the same spot where she and Ash would have met up with Lyre and Seiya on Earth if all had gone to plan. She’d found what she thought might be signs of a struggle: freshly broken branches, a couple of leaves with blood on them, and a single scrap of red material that could have come from a Ra soldier’s uniform—maybe. She really wasn’t trained in that kind of thing, but it was the best lead she had, so she’d gone with it.


  She’d then headed to the most obvious place where the Ras would take a prisoner: their embassy. But after too many nerve-wracking days of scouting the area and watching the building, she still didn’t know whether Lyre and Seiya were actually inside. She couldn’t just walk up to the front gate like last time.


  Ash might have had some ideas, but he wasn’t there—and he wasn’t going to be. The ryujin healer Hinote was more than capable of making sure Ash didn’t attempt to leave before he was strong enough, which meant Piper had some time yet to find Lyre and Seiya. Once Lyre and Seiya were free, they would meet up with Ash, the daemon trio would vanish forever, and she would never have to witness Ash’s reaction to her desertion.


  “I know why you did it.”


  “Did what?” Piper asked, focusing again.


  Natania’s smile sharpened as she observed Piper’s pain. “Left him.”


  Piper rolled her eyes. “Of course you know. You know everything in my head.”


  “I know the real reason. Not the paltry, martyring excuses you tell yourself.”


  “Why then?” she asked. Natania loved to mess with her, but she didn’t really care what the woman had to say. She’d made her decision.


  Raising her hands in a light shrug, Natania answered, “You are afraid.”


  “Afraid of what?”


  “Of him.”


  “I’m afraid of Ash?” Piper repeated.


  “Oh yes. You know.” Natania leaned closer until all Piper could see were the woman’s silvery eyes. She put two fingers under Piper’s chin to hold her gaze. “You are afraid of him. Afraid of his power. Afraid of his darkness. You know in your heart that he will destroy you.”


  Piper pushed Natania’s hand away, shaking her head. “You know you’re insane, right?”


  “He will betray you. They always do. You tell yourself you are protecting him, but it is your own life you wish to protect.”


  “Ash would never hurt me.”


  “He already has.” Her hand darted out, fingernails raking Piper’s throat—the same spot where Ash’s claws had pierced her neck. “And he will again. He will not be able to stop himself.”


  Piper took a step back and leaned her hip against the stone railing. “You’re one to talk. You were sleeping with two daemons—at the same time.”


  “I knew exactly the monsters I was bedding,” Natania replied, haughty arrogance coating her voice. “You still want to believe Ashtaroth isn’t so far from human.”


  Piper huffed, blowing her bangs away from her face. Of course she knew Ash wasn’t human—that daemons weren’t human. She’d learned that lesson over and over, starting years ago with Micah and relearning it yet again in the Overworld when she’d experienced firsthand a taste of how the daemon mind worked.


  She waved her finger mockingly at Natania. “You knew what they were, but you still didn’t see it coming when they turned on you.”


  Surprisingly, Natania didn’t lash out with a retort. Instead, her mouth flattened into a hard line. “I knew from the first day that one or the other would likely be the death of me. What I had not anticipated was the reason behind it.” She lifted her chin. “You, however, haven’t the slightest idea what to expect from the beast who has stolen your heart. He will destroy you.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Do I not? I have been in his mind as well, do not forget. I know him far better than you.”


  Piper hesitated, then shook her head. The drifting clouds slid across one of the three moons and shadows fell over the valley, deepening the darkness. The glow of the torches on the balconies flickered welcomingly, beckoning visitors to a safe landing place.


  “Why did you bring me here?”


  “My prison is lonely, dearest Piper. Would you deny me the simple comfort of your company?” Natania turned and sat on the railing, kicking her feet out like a little girl, watching the skirt of her dress flutter. “Have you noticed anything strange about your magic?”


  Piper sighed. She was almost getting used to Natania’s sudden topic derailments. “I have two distinct kinds and they don’t mesh well.”


  “Yes.”


  She waited for Natania to continue. Her magic was completely new to her and Natania knew perfectly well that Piper’s knowledge was dangerously limited.


  Natania stroked a lock of her golden hair. “What happens when fire meets oil?”


  Another sigh. “The oil burns.”


  Silvered blue eyes met hers. “Your magic is like fire and daemon spells are like oil. Do not forget it.”


  Piper went still as a memory flashed through her mind: hitting a griffin’s shield with her magic, and the daemon’s shock when his shield disappeared in a burst of orange light.


  “Are you saying—”


  “Did you enjoy your first experience with your inner daemon unleashed?”


  Piper shivered as she recalled the strange, serene state of shading. “It was... interesting.”


  “It will become even more so,” Natania said with a coy smile.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You have yet to fully yield to the predator within. Do not expect it to continue to be so easy.”


  Piper frowned. “You mean using magic?”


  “Oh no, that will only grow easier with time.”


  “What won’t be so easy then?”


  Natania rose to her feet, her gown swirling around her legs. She paced slowly to the opposite end of the balcony, putting her back to Piper, and laid her hands on the stone railing.


  “I had a brother,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “He, being male, had only one bloodline of magic. After I freed my daemon blood, he became jealous that my power far outstripped his. One evening, he taunted me and taunted me until I lost my temper—until my inner daemon overwhelmed me and I turned on him.”


  Her heart beating a little faster in dread, Piper watched the woman.


  “When he saw what he had awakened,” she continued, the words coming slowly, dragged from within her, “he was afraid. And his fear... it fed the daemon inside me. I reveled in it, in his terror. He ran from me, and I hunted him. It was glorious. It was the greatest high, the sweetest moment when his warm blood spilled across my hands.”


  Natania turned to Piper, her eyes no longer silver with madness, but deep blue and filled with sorrow. “I loved my brother. He helped me survive through the years until I could step into the Void with any hope of survival. And yet when the daemon ruled in me, I did not remember that. I did not see my brother. I saw my prey.”


  The woman shook her head wearily. “It was years before my sweet moon helped me forgive what I had done. So many times in the eternity that I have been trapped here, I have relived the memory of that day, but the end never changes, no matter how much I want it to be otherwise.”


  “I’m sorry,” Piper whispered.


  A shiver ran through her as she remembered the deadly mix of calm instinct and murderous rage that had burned through her after Miysis’s men had attacked Ash. She’d fully intended to kill Miysis—but that had been different from Natania’s sadistic hunt of her terrified brother. Miysis had been her enemy, not a dearly loved sibling.


  Natania’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep sigh. “The daughters of man are not made to bear the weight of daemon blood.” She suddenly smiled and silver glinted in her irises. “Who do you think will feel the cutting touch of your claws first, dear Piper?”


  “No one I don’t want to cut,” she said. “Ash told me I don’t experience shading like a daemon.”


  “It was only your first time, love. The instincts take time to wake. Daemons learn control from infancy, but you and I... we have too much power with too little control.”


  “I won’t kill anyone I don’t want to,” Piper insisted.


  “You speak as though you have any sway over what will come. You will understand very soon.” Smiling to herself, Natania turned to face the dark valley. Her eyes rose to the colossal dragon carved into the tallest peak. “You fear neither Ashtaroth nor your inner daemon, but you should fear both. All that remains is to wait.”


  “Wait for what?”


  “For which will destroy you first.”


  The vista of jagged mountains blurred. As Natania and her memory of the draconians’ homeland melted into darkness, Piper thought, for just a moment, that she saw the stone dragon atop its peak rear its head back and spread its vast wings, blotting out the sky.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  PIPER opened her eyes. She blinked at the ceiling, taking deep breaths as she tried to banish Natania’s words from her mind. The woman’s insanity seemed to come and go, but Piper refused to give any credence to her predictions about Ash betraying her or her daemon blood turning her into a mindless killing machine. Sitting up, she glanced at the shimmering, pale leather armguard—made of dragon scale—wrapped around her left arm. Beneath it, the Sahar lay against the skin of her inner wrist.


  When her mind had last joined Natania’s inside the Stone, Piper had initiated it. It troubled her that she’d slipped into the Sahar while asleep. Definitely not good. What if Natania had deliberately pulled her into the Stone? Even more not good.


  Her room was pitch dark and she suspected it was still at least an hour before dawn. She considered trying to get a little more sleep, but Natania’s words were already digging at her, burrowing into her subconscious. Exactly Natania’s plan, she was sure.


  She crawled off her cot and pulled on her boots. After sweeping her hair into a high ponytail, she donned her weapons—a sword, daggers strapped to her thighs, throwing knives on her upper arms, and two handguns holstered on the back of her belt. Overkill, probably, but these days she’d rather carry more weapons than less.


  She slipped out of her room and into the dark hallway, lit only by the dim glow of an emergency light. She passed closed doors behind which other people slept on cots just like hers, then trotted up the stairs and out into the echoing sanctuary of the church. Resting one hand on the hilt of her sword, she tilted her head back to take in the high vaulted ceiling of the massive room. Only the heavy wooden pews had survived the church’s abandonment. Her father, and the others who were using the old church as their hideout, had already removed the garbage and debris. In the darkness, it almost looked respectable.


  At the back of the echoing room, she entered the base of the church’s tower. Covered in dust and crumbling bits of rock, stone steps spiraled upward. She ascended swiftly and pushed open the rotting door at the top. The bell was long gone, but that wasn’t why she’d climbed three stories. She stepped up to the arched window and sat on the stone sill to peer out.


  The city was mostly dark, the buildings little more than silhouettes against the deep blue sky, but where there was light it looked like a barely contained apocalypse. Fire licked at the clouds and billows of orange-tinted smoke spiraled upward. She could see three fires from her vantage point, none near enough to pose a threat but still too close for comfort.


  Since reuniting with her father in the ruins of their Consulate, she’d learned more about what was happening in the city. In the week she’d been in the Overworld, things in Brinford had gone to hell. The Gaians had destroyed seven Consulates in a row, the last one being her own. Once they had everyone’s attention, they’d focused their efforts on Brinford in particular.


  After the war seventy years ago, there were few heavily populated cities left. Most of the population lived in small, rural communities instead. Of the remaining cities, Brinford was not only on the larger side, but it also had one of the highest daemon counts. Aside from the Head Consulate, there were several daemon embassies—such as the Ra embassy—and numerous daemon businesses, both legal and illegal. Months ago, when she had fought in the Styx ring, she’d seen a couple hundred daemons in the crowd, and that had been at just one establishment, albeit a popular one.


  From the Gaians’ perspective, Brinford must have looked like the head of the snake. It appeared they’d decided to prove their theory—and their abilities—by exterminating the largest daemon population in a single city.


  She doubted it was going very well for them. She suspected the Gaians didn’t have any real idea what daemons were capable of. They were born predators and lived in a world of “kill or be killed.” Did the Gaians really think their half-trained haemons stood a chance against daemons who felt threatened enough to retaliate with lethal force? Not all daemons were great fighters or possessed powerful magic, but it only took a few to cause serious destruction—as the fires in the city testified.


  The clouds of smoke from the nearest fire roiled lazily. The air stank of burning wood. She tried to imagine where her mother was at that moment. Was she sitting in a meeting somewhere, discussing the results of their efforts with the other Gaian leaders? Did extent of the destruction upset them, or was it just part of “the greater good” they all preached?


  She watched the flickering glow of the fires as the sky slowly lightened from deep sapphire to pale blue. When the sun breached the lowest buildings on the horizon, she slipped off the windowsill and trotted back down the steps.


  As she stepped through the doorway, she heard the soft murmur of conversation already filling the sanctuary. When she’d first arrived ten days ago, there had been only three Consuls in the church besides Quinn. The rest of their small band of rebels was supposed to return today, and she was curious to see who trusted her father enough to join him in exile.


  Entering the sanctuary, she eyed the group gathered in the aisle between rows of pews, not entirely surprised that she recognized the newcomers. Aside from the three she’d already met, three new Consuls stood in quiet conversation, with four apprentices waiting off to the side. Piper’s jaw tightened. She knew the apprentices too.


  Randy and Jerome were apprentices at the same Consulate. Lee was from another a bit farther away; she’d only met him twice before. The fourth was Melonie, the only other female apprentice besides Piper within a hundred mile radius; Consulhood was a rough, dangerous job, and most girls quit before their first year was over. Melonie had been a year ahead of Piper and at the top of her class.


  Wariness infused her; she’d never gotten along well with other apprentices. Part of the problem was that they resented her inclusion in their exclusive group—her, the haemon with no magic. The other part of the problem was that Piper had beaten all of them in practice combat. Since they couldn’t boast about their superior fighting skills, they tended to take every opportunity to rub her lack of magic in her face instead.


  The apprentices stood together a little ways away from their elders. As Piper approached, they turned to watch her.


  “Piper,” Jerome said as she stopped in front of them, hesitating under their scrutiny. “You look... different.”


  “What?” she asked flatly. She looked down at herself. She was still heavily armed, but all things considered, she found it surprising that they weren’t. Otherwise, she looked normal.


  “Yeah, you do,” Lee seconded. He pointed to her halter top. “What kind of material is that?”


  “Dragon scale.”


  They stared at her, waiting to see whether she was joking.


  Lee squinted at her doubtfully. “Where did you get it?”


  “It’s just leather, Lee,” Randy said dismissively.


  Piper shrugged. She didn’t care much if they believed her. Melonie stepped around Randy and reached for Piper. She stiffened as Melonie gave her a firm hug.


  “We all heard that you’d died at the Griffiths Consulate,” the girl said. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”


  Melonie cast a look over her shoulder. The guys cleared their throats and mumbled how relieved they were too. Piper managed not to roll her eyes.


  “Thanks,” she replied. “It’s been an interesting few weeks.”


  “What happened?” Melonie asked. “Where have you been since the attack on your Consulate?”


  Piper shrugged again. “It’s a long story.”


  Melonie’s eyebrows rose as she tucked her chin-length chestnut hair behind one ear. Everyone was waiting for Piper to continue.


  “I had a run-in with the Gaians,” she told them reluctantly, “then the Ras. Took me a little while to make it back here, that’s all.”


  “The Ras?” Lee repeated. “You actually met a Ra? They almost never use Consulates.”


  Before she could respond, the side door opened and Quinn walked in. He greeted the Consuls and gestured for them to join him—completely ignoring the apprentices, Piper included. His makeshift office was just down the hall; her father was incapable of existing without an office and desk over which to brood and give orders.


  As the Consuls headed into the corridor, she moved into line behind the last one. Quinn hadn’t included her in his invite, but she’d be damned if she just stood around like a kid waiting for her parent to pick her up from the schoolyard.


  Quinn stood by the doorway as the Consuls passed him toward his office. When she reached him, he stepped in front of her, blocking her way.


  “Our discussion will have to wait,” he said.


  “It’s already waited over a week,” she said in a low voice, aware of the apprentices watching them. “You need my information if you’re having a strategy meeting.”


  “I already have your information.”


  She’d already told him everything she knew about the Gaians, but that didn’t mean she had nothing else to contribute. “I might have other insights. I was there, remember? I should be part of the meeting.”


  “I will update you on the details afterward. They’re waiting for me.”


  He turned and strode down the corridor, leaving her standing in the threshold. She gritted her teeth. She’d really hoped things were starting to change with her father, but maybe that had been wishful thinking. Did he really think she would disrupt his meeting? She knew how to keep her mouth shut, unless it was important.


  She glanced back at the apprentices, skimming their gazes and feeling the weight of their judgment. Embarrassed over being turned away from the meeting, she huffed silently and strode toward the main doors. Slipping outside, she hopped off the side of the front steps, squinting in the morning light.


  Around the back of the church was a small, dusty yard with struggling grass. Beyond that, old gravestones dotted the grounds, interspersed with sprawling trees, their green summer leaves the only vibrant color on the block.


  With a sharp exhale, she stopped in the middle of the yard and stared sightlessly at the gravestones. There was something distinctly anticlimactic about trying to save the world. When she’d first met Quinn in the ruins of the Consulate, she hadn’t been sure what she was expecting his “resistance” to look like. But the reality didn’t meet her vague expectations. A ragtag group of Consuls and apprentices who didn’t really have a clue how to stop the destruction that had already been set in motion—at least she was guessing they didn’t have a clue. She should be in that meeting. If she’d been there, she could have pushed them to stop worrying about politics and start figuring out how the Gaians were organized in the city, the first step to stopping them.


  She bit her lip; she missed Ash. It was like a pain in her ribs, an ache that wouldn’t cease. His experience would have been a big help, but more than that, he never made her feel inferior. Funny how her father was so good at that.


  “Hey, Piper!”


  She glanced back as Melonie trotted up to join her.


  The girl smiled. “Want to do some warmups together?”


  Piper shrugged. “I guess, why not.”


  Unfazed by Piper’s lack of enthusiasm, Melonie touched one of Piper’s shimmering armguards. “Those are so cool. Did a daemon give them to you?”


  “Yep.”


  “Wow.” Melonie gave the armguards a slightly envious look. “Maybe I can get something like them someday.”


  “Maybe,” she replied. No need to tell Melonie that that was about as likely as the Gaians declaring a new directive of peace and tolerance tomorrow. Hinote was just about the most generous daemon she’d ever met, seeing as how he’d saved her and Ash’s lives without asking for a thing in return, but she suspected his kindness only extended to her because he considered her kin. The ryujin didn’t have a reputation for benevolence toward strangers.


  She unbuckled her belt and laid her sword and guns on the ground, out of their way. Together with Melonie, she began the simple routine. As they moved into stretches in unison, the silence between them softened from uncomfortable to companionable, and when Piper’s heel came down on a crunchy pine cone, they both jumped at the sound, then laughed.


  As Piper leaned into a deep leg stretch, she noticed Melonie studying her while completing the same stretch.


  “You really have changed, you know,” the girl said.


  Piper blinked. “Why do you say that?”


  Melonie shrugged as they switched legs. “Well, for starters, you’re leaner and more toned than when I saw you last year. Your face is... I don’t know. Your cheekbones stand out more, I guess. You look older.”


  “I do?”


  “And more than that, your bearing is different.” Her somber stare swept over Piper. “You used to strut around like every step was a challenge to the whole world, but now...”


  Piper flexed her jaw. That wasn’t a flattering description. “But now?”


  “You just seem more serious and... confident.” She smiled. “I think it’s a good change.”


  Piper made a noncommittal sound and began stretching her wrists. Had she really changed that much in the last few months? She supposed she’d lost a little weight—eating regular meals while running and/or fighting for your life was hard—but she hadn’t been aware of a sudden increase in confidence; if anything, her confidence in her skills had taken a serious hit. Then again, she hadn’t realized she’d previously been strutting around like a rooster all the time.


  “I’ve heard quite a few stories,” Melonie said. “It sounds like you’ve been through a lot.”


  “I bet the stories are barely half right,” she said with a snort. “You know how gossip in the Consulates goes.”


  Melonie chuckled. “Oh yeah. Remember that rumor about Randy throwing out a blacklisted satyr?”


  “He probably made it up himself.”


  They laughed and rose to their feet to continue stretching. As Piper extended her arms out in front of her, Melonie pointed at her left hand.


  “What happened?” she asked, wide-eyed.


  Piper drew her hand back to her chest and rubbed her fingers over the bold white scars marring the back of it.


  “A harpy.”


  “A harpy?” Melonie gasped, clearly horrified. “Why would a harpy do that? Was she blacklisted for it?”


  After a moment of confusion, Piper realized that Melonie’s shock wasn’t from the severity of the injury, but from a daemon inflicting that level of damage on a Consul. Months ago, Piper had also been caught up in the same delusion that as a Consul apprentice, she was safe from daemons.


  “It didn’t happen in a Consulate,” she explained. “It happened while I was on the run when my father was accused of stealing the Sahar.”


  She flexed her hands, stretching the scars. On her other wrist were five white dots—scars from Ash’s claws. She had similar marks on her neck and mostly healed cuts on her sides. The last few months had been hard on her body, as well as her heart.


  Melonie eyed the scars for a moment longer, then resumed her stretches. “I guess that’s just reality now, isn’t it? We aren’t protected by the rules of a Consulate anymore.”


  “No,” Piper said grimly. Her gaze rose to the hazy sky and red glow on the horizon. “We have no protection at all. But I think it’s probably better this way.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Piper shrugged in the middle of stretching her shoulder joint. “Like you said, this is our reality now. But for everyone else, this was the reality all along. Humans and other haemons don’t have any protection. Daemons are only on their best behavior in Consulates. What about the rest of the time?”


  “But if daemons are chronically violent,” Melonie protested with a frown, “they get blacklisted.”


  “Yeah, but does that stop them from being violent? Sometimes we worked with prefects to kick them out of the city or had their embassy deport them, but those punishments were the equivalent of inconveniences.”


  Melonie paused in the middle of her stretch. “What are you saying?”


  “I don’t know. But having seen what daemons are like outside of Consulates, I’m wondering if we were more like babysitters than peacekeepers.”


  Dropping her arms, Melonie stared at the ground uncomfortably.


  “I’m sorry,” Piper said quickly. “I’m just thinking out loud.”


  “It’s okay,” Melonie said, flashing a weak smile. “I hadn’t thought of it like that before.”


  “It’s a new perspective for me too. Being around the Gaians really forced me to think about everything objectively.”


  Suspicion immediately flared in Melonie’s eyes.


  “I don’t support them,” Piper added hastily. “They’re pointlessly violent, killing people and causing so much destruction, but I saw their other side too. They aren’t all bad. Many of their members are just haemons who have nowhere else to go.”


  “How can they be ‘not bad’ when they’ve joined a radical group committing all kinds of violence?”


  “People will ignore a lot so they can have somewhere to belong,” Piper said. “Most Gaians don’t care about exterminating daemons or burning cities. They just want a family, and the Gaians do some really good things, like rescuing homeless haemons kicked out by their human parents.”


  Melonie tucked her hair behind her ears. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can feel sympathy for them while they’re turning a blind eye to the brutal actions of their organization.”


  “Yeah,” Piper said with a sigh.


  Before Melonie could respond, Lee, Randy, and Jerome came around the corner of the building.


  “Hey ladies,” Randy drawled. “All warmed up? Maybe we should have a little practice session, eh?”


  Piper and Melonie folded their arms in unison.


  “Two on three?” he suggested.


  “Girls versus boys?” Piper said. “What is this, elementary school?”


  “You just know you’d lose.”


  “You just know you’d lose if you took on either one of us by yourself.”


  Randy laughed scornfully. “Tell you what. Me versus you then—but, magic allowed.”


  “Randy,” Melonie began angrily, “that’s not—”


  “Not fair?” he finished. “It’s no different than what Piper’s gonna face in real life. Daemons aren’t going to hold back just because she doesn’t have magic.”


  The only one who knew Piper had magic now was her father, and she didn’t plan to share the good news with anyone for a while. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew her skills were rudimentary at best, and she’d only done as well as she had because she had the Sahar’s raw power on her side. One of the reasons she was better at physical combat than other apprentices was because their training time had been divided between martial arts and magical combat. She’d devoted twice the time to the former and zero to the latter.


  “Fine,” she said. “You’re on.”


  Randy grinned, foreseeing a major ego stroke in his near future. He moved into the center of the yard and gestured for Piper to approach. She strode over to take her spot ten feet away. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the other three exchange worried looks.


  “Okay,” Melonie called. “On the count of three. One.”


  Randy tensed. His fingers curled.


  “Two.”


  Piper tilted her head to one side, smiling faintly. Randy’s jaw tensed.


  “Three!”


  Randy flung out his hand and an invisible blast of force rushed toward her—but she was already diving forward. The spell brushed over her head, ruffling her ponytail. She rolled, came out of it in a spinning crouch, and swept her leg out in a half-circle. Her boot hit his ankles, taking his feet out. He hit the ground on his back with a whoosh as his breath left his lungs.


  She sprang up and waited. He got to his feet, looking a little stunned. His hand came up again for another spell, but she was too close. She hit his hand aside with her forearm and drove her fist into his side. He gasped and staggered. She struck again and he barely managed to block it, flinching from the force of her blow. Her fists flashed out three more times, connecting with soft parts of his body. He kept retreating. After her fourth blow connected, she left a deliberate opening and when he tried to take it, his fist swinging for her solar plexus, she grabbed his wrist, twisted his arm, and threw him over her shoulder. For a second time, he landed on his back with a whump.


  “Okay, that’s enough!” Melonie said loudly, striding over with the other two right behind her.


  “Holy shit, Piper,” Randy wheezed, wincing as he sat up. “Ever hear of pulling your punches?”


  “I thought you wanted it to be like a real fight,” she said. “If you’re too stunned by those little punches to defend yourself properly, just wait until a daemon hits you.”


  “I would have taken a daemon out with my first magic attack,” he said, half angry, half defensive.


  “What if your attack didn’t take him out?” she pressed as he gingerly got to his feet. If that was the best he could do, she was seriously concerned for his safety. “What if the daemon dodged or shielded and got in close like I did? I’m not kidding when I say daemons hit way harder than I do. Can you come up with more magic while taking a beating?”


  Randy scowled at her. “How would you know how hard a daemon could hit? No daemon would hit you.”


  She stared at him for a second, then laughed. The bitterness in her voice surprised all of them, including her. Memories raced through her mind, from the sphinx at her Consulate, to the Styx ring, to the bastille, to the gorge in the Overworld as golden wings flashed across the sun, griffins closing in on her. What daemon hadn’t tried to hurt her lately?


  “We don’t have the protection of the Consul label anymore,” she said coldly. “There’s nothing protecting us from the full brunt of a daemon’s power. Do you even know what that looks like? Have you ever seen a daemon kill someone? Have you ever had a daemon try to kill you?”


  None of them answered.


  “Tell me you could still cast magic after a daemon rips your hand open to the bone,” she said, raising her hand. The morning sun caught on her scars and they shone white against her skin.


  Randy’s eyes widened as he stared at them.


  “Tell me you’re ready to take on a ten-foot minotaur once he drops glamour, or a naga daemon that’s twice as fast as you on a bad day, or a reaper that can teleport in an instant so you never know where he’ll reappear. The moment any one of them got their hands on you, you’d be dead.”


  She looked between them. “I didn’t have a clue either, not until I got out there and saw what daemons can do when they aren’t on their best behavior—what they can do when they want to kill you. Never assume you can beat a daemon with magic. They will always be the experts. We’re just imitators.”


  Randy rubbed his side where she’d hit him and sneered. “Lectures on magic from the only person here who has none?”


  With a disgusted huff, she turned away from him and headed back toward the front of the church. Talking to him was like talking to a wall—an obnoxious wall. Had she been that unprepared for the reality of daemons when she’d first gone on the run with Ash and Lyre? Had she been that cocky and overconfident? She hoped not. She’d have to ask Lyre—as soon as she found him. Maybe she owed him and Ash an apology for being horrible company.


  Either way, she hoped her fellow apprentices wouldn’t be encountering any daemons in the near future, because she really doubted they would stand half a chance.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  PIPER took a deep breath and held it as she stared at the door in front of her. Exhaling, she tapped lightly and swung it open without waiting for a response.


  Quinn looked up from the documents he was reading—from their charred state, the documents he’d recovered from the remains of the Consulate ten days ago. When she’d first seen him digging through the ruins that night, she’d wondered if he’d been looking for her body. But no, she’d been presumed dead for a week at that point. Her father had been there to recover documents, not her remains. She couldn’t really blame him though, not with the city in the state it was in.


  When she walked in, his brow furrowed briefly before smoothing. The other Consuls had left the meeting about twenty minutes ago. She figured she’d waited long enough.


  “Piperel,” he said neutrally.


  Pushing the extra seats out of the way, she sat on a rickety wooden chair across from him. She half expected him to tell her to leave until summoned, but instead he set his papers aside. She studied him as he analyzed her with his good eye, the other covered by a simple black patch. He looked gaunter than she remembered. The last couple weeks had taken their toll on him; she’d never seen him sit with his shoulders dipped in a slouch before. He looked exhausted.


  “So how did the meeting go?” she asked, trying to match his neutrality.


  “Quite well,” he replied, “though we are still developing our strategy with regards to the Gaians. First, however, I would like to discuss your role here.”


  She tensed. “My role?”


  “You’ve left the grounds alone every day since arriving.”


  “You know why. I told you on the first day that I need to find Lyre and Seiya.”


  “I was very clear that the situation in the city is too unstable for—”


  “I was very clear too,” she interrupted. “And we don’t need to waste time going over it again.”


  She and Quinn stared each other down. They’d already spoken at length about her adventures, though she’d left out certain details. He knew she had reclaimed her magic and that she would be searching for Lyre and Seiya, with or without his permission, until she found them. But he knew nothing of her new ability to turn into a literal half-daemon or that she carried the Sahar under her left armguard. As far as he knew, Ash still had it.


  He eventually broke the terse silence. “You suspect the Ra family is involved in... your friends’... disappearance, is that correct?”


  She bit back a comment about his hesitation over ‘friends.’ “Yes.”


  He steepled his fingers. “Ra involvement with your missing companions could create potentially volatile complications for us all.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He tapped his fingers against his chin. “My removal as Head Consul was in the works for over a decade. Early in my career, I became aware of corruption among the ranks of Consuls, but it took Calder and I many years to unearth the truth. I don’t know when it began, but it predates my induction as Head Consul.”


  He leveled her with his most serious look. It used to make her squirm, but after staring down the likes of Samael, her father’s glare just didn’t seem to have the same power.


  “Over the last decade,” he said, “the Ra family has engineered an infiltration of the Consulate system. My deposition was the final step.”


  “An infiltration?” she repeated, aghast.


  He nodded bleakly. “We believe they have gone as far as preparing haemons as agents and inserting them into the apprentice program, and they have influenced or bought the loyalties of others over the years. The majority of Consuls are unaware of the infiltration, and many more are unwitting pawns, but there are enough of these Ra-loyal Consuls to entirely undermine the system. It wasn’t until I was unseated as Head Consul that I knew how many were in positions of power. Over half the Board of Directors is susceptible to leverage from the Ra family.”


  Piper leaned back in her seat, lips pressed together as she absorbed the gravity of the situation. “That completely changes the balance of power between not just the daemon families, but also between the Consulates, prefects, and human police and government.”


  Quinn nodded again. “With that control, the Ra family will have an unfair advantage in regulations, sanctions, the import of magical goods, the criminal system... We also suspect the prefects have been heavily compromised by the Ra family, the Hades family, and other Underworld factions.”


  “With the prefects’ ‘shoot first’ approach,” she said, “daemon corruption will only make them more dangerous as the situation in the city gets worse. Are you going to let the government know what’s happened?”


  “I have been thoroughly discredited, and I’m sure the Ras have put a very large bounty on my head. Furthermore, there is little the government can do at this point to improve the situation.” He paused briefly. “I hope you understand that, because of the growing peril of the Ra infiltration and your connections with various involved daemons, I had no choice but to revoke your Apprenticeship when I did.”


  She tensed at the unwelcome reminder. “Various involved daemons” probably meant Miysis, since she didn’t see how Ash, Seiya, or Lyre had anything to do with the Ra infiltration. Quinn had still done everything he could to keep her away from them all.


  She rubbed a hand over her face. “So what do we do?”


  “The Ras have, for the time being, the support of the prefects and they are using that influence to attempt to quell the Gaians’ terrorism by force. Too many daemons are unwilling to leave peacefully, and human lives matter little to either side. As you’ve seen, the violence in the city escalates every day. Therefore, our immediate goals are to convince as many daemons as possible to temporarily leave, and in the meantime, alert as many uncorrupted Consuls as possible to the truth.”


  She frowned. “If you want to alert other Consuls, how will you know who’s safe to talk to? How will you communicate with them? You can’t just call them up one by one and say, ‘Hey, just so you know, Ra daemons have taken over the Consulate system. Watch your back.’”


  “That is one of the items still under discussion.” He steepled his fingers on the desk again. “I’m sure you understand the dangers surrounding the Ra family right now, particularly on a personal level. So you must realize that your excursions to their embassy to search for missing daemons is extremely irresponsible.”


  She pressed her fists against her knees. So that was why he’d confided this secret information to her—to convince her to stop searching for Lyre and Seiya. If not for that, would he have ever told her? Her thoughts went to Vejovis, her grandfather, though she hadn’t known it until after his death. He’d risked everything and in the end had lost his life because he’d helped her.


  “I’m being careful,” she said. “And once Lyre and Seiya are safe, I will be one hundred percent available to assist however I can with the other Consuls.”


  As she’d expected, Quinn’s expression hardened immediately.


  “With our position so precarious and with so many lives in danger,” he said, his gravelly voice stern, “our top priority is deescalating the violence and reclaiming control of the Consulates from the Ras. By putting yourself in a position where you could be captured, you are endangering—”


  Piper stood. “If I’m captured, that will be my problem. Your top priority is getting the Consulates back. So you keep working on that, and I’ll worry about my friends.”


  Quinn stood too, his single green eye glaring at her and his mouth opening to argue, but she didn’t wait to hear his rebuttal. She simply turned and walked out of the room.


  . . .


  “Piper!”


  She paused mid-step, glancing back toward the entrance to the sanctuary. She’d just come down from the bell tower, where she’d been cooling down after her meeting with her father and contemplating her next move. With the new information about the Ra family, she wasn’t sure what to do next for Lyre and Seiya.


  Melonie waved from the threshold of the church. “Piper, we’ve been looking for you. Come on!”


  “Come where?” she muttered as she started down the aisle.


  “This way,” Melonie said cheerfully. “We’re getting an assignment.”


  “What kind of assignment?” she asked doubtfully, following Melonie down the steps and around to the rear of the church.


  The boys were already waiting in a half circle around two Consuls. Drew was a lanky man in his early thirties who looked like a stiff shove would knock him over, but he was tough as nails. Lexa, who managed her own Consulate in another city—or had, before she’d left it to support Quinn—was a tiny Asian lady, forty years old but ten years younger in appearance, who could probably take Drew in a fight with one hand tied behind her back. Her black hair was cut short and styled in a spikey, messy ‘do that made her look like a troublemaker.


  “Okay, kids,” she announced as soon as Piper and Melonie joined them, her words sharp and clipped but still light with a touch of humor. “Here’s the deal. As you know, Consul Calder has been working with a few daemon establishments downtown to start funneling daemons out of the city. However, it’s getting too risky down there, so it’s time to extract him. That’s our job tonight.”


  Piper straightened. She’d been prepared to walk away from whatever silly, time-wasting task Quinn had thought up to make the apprentices feel useful, but she couldn’t ditch her uncle.


  “Why do we need to extract him?” she asked. “Can’t he get out on his own?”


  “The Gaians have flooded downtown with small but well-armed squads that are roving the area in search of daemons. They are aggressive, dangerous, and surprisingly competent with their weapons. The prefects are equally present and since Calder, as well as the rest of us, have been branded traitors, they are also a hazard.”


  Lexa surveyed the group. “We have a van ready to go. Drew will drive us most of the way there. A vehicle will be too conspicuous with Gaian and prefect patrols everywhere, so we will continue downtown on foot. We’ll collect Calder, return to Drew, and hightail it back here. Any questions?”


  “How far do we have to walk?” Lee asked.


  “It’s about two miles—less than half an hour if we move quickly. Because of the unpredictable dangers we’ll be facing downtown, if we run into trouble and someone gets separated, we can’t hang around looking for them. I’ll go over the rendezvous points on the way.”


  “A large group will attract unwanted attention,” Piper pointed out. “Wouldn’t it be smarter for just three people to go? A driver and a pair to travel on foot?”


  “The Head Consul wants you all to go,” she explained. “Traditionally, Consuls work solo, but that will no longer be effective for us. If we want to survive the coming changes, we need to learn how to operate as a cohesive team.”


  Raising her eyebrows skeptically, Piper let it drop, overly aware of the guys glaring at her for suggesting they shouldn’t all get to go. She didn’t want to endanger her own chances of participating in the mission, but she didn’t think it was smart to toss four naïve apprentices into the downtown chaos for the sake of exposure. Was it arrogant of her to think she could handle it but they couldn’t?


  Then again, the apprentices were all within a year of taking their final tests—or would have been had they still been at their Consulates. To a Consul, they were almost fully trained. Maybe Quinn and the others really did feel they were perfectly capable of positively contributing to the mission, and Piper was being overly critical because she’d been dealing with the most powerful and devious of the daemon castes so much recently.


  She flicked a glance at Randy and Jerome. Randy was grinning and prodding his buddy with his elbow; she could practically see his ego muscles flexing. Well, she would find out tonight whether she was underestimating them. She just hoped it wouldn’t be a lesson they’d learn the hard way.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  PIPER watched the other apprentices marching ahead of her and sighed. Melonie might have accused Piper of strutting around, but she was certain she’d never walked with so much arrogance spilling out of every movement as Randy and Jerome. They clearly felt badass in their black clothes and abundance of weapons. Lee was more reserved, but even he seemed too confident. Only Melonie moved with caution, her brow wrinkled and her eyes darting toward every shadow.


  They headed down yet another dark alley in the heart of the inner city that bordered the slightly more reputable downtown district. Garbage was scattered across their path, the stinking puddles flashing under Lexa’s dim light—a flashlight with a layer of black cloth wrapped over the end. Unintelligible graffiti layered every wall and dumpster. The majority of doors and windows were boarded up.


  Piper trailed behind the group, eyes sliding left and right. At irregular intervals, she turned and walked backward for a few steps, checking for any signs of movement behind them. Lexa might be confident that their route was safe, but Piper didn’t trust anything on this mission.


  It was strange. She felt overwhelmingly responsible for making sure nothing happened to the other apprentices. The feeling was unfamiliar. With Ash and Lyre, she’d only ever had to worry about herself. But with her experience—and, unbeknownst to them, the power of the Sahar at her disposal—she was realistically the most capable of them all and best suited to handle a confrontation.


  She grimaced. Ironically, she could empathize with Seiya’s resentment. The draconian girl had probably felt the same way about protecting Piper; everything was so much easier without a weak, inexperienced charge to worry about. Or in this case, four of them.


  They had to be close to Calder’s location since, by Piper’s estimation, they’d walked over a mile and a half already. No one was speaking and the sound of their footsteps echoed quietly in the alley, along with the constant drip of water from that afternoon’s rain shower.


  The streets and alleys were devoid of life. The inner city was poorly populated to start with, its inhabitants naturally wary of outsiders, and with the recent conflict, no one wanted to be out at night—or out at all—which made their group even more conspicuous. It would take only one Gaian—or one Ra-friendly Consul or prefect—to be in the right spot and they would be in big trouble. There was no help nearby and no easy escape.


  At the front of the group, Lexa approached an intersection of alleys and took a left. Each member of the group filed around the bend. As Piper followed Melonie, she glanced back down the alley and spotted a small, dark shape darting across the shimmering surface of a puddle.


  She froze, staring. The shape vanished into the darkness. Her skin prickled. It had been small, like a cat. It had to have been a cat. But the shape, the way it had moved... No, there was no way. It was just a stray cat.


  With one last glance, she hurried after the others. They continued on, the others oblivious to her anxiety. She glanced back every few steps but saw no movement. Shivers ran up and down her spine as a distinct feeling of dread grew in the pit of her stomach. The alley stretched on, lined by boarded-up doors and rusting dumpsters. Too many shadows. Too many hiding places.


  She was so focused on the path behind her that she almost didn’t see Lexa stop, raising her hand for them to halt.


  “What is it?” Randy whispered, edging closer to the Consul.


  Lexa stared ahead, her body silhouetted by the muffled beam of her flashlight before she switched it off. Darkness settled over them, the alley lit only by the ambient glow of distant windows.


  “I’m not sure,” she said slowly.


  Piper eyed the Consul. Lexa’s tension was visible even in the darkness. Piper swallowed against the bubbling apprehension in her gut. The feeling grew stronger, dread squeezing her throat. Randy’s and Jerome’s swaggers were nowhere in sight, the whites of their eyes showing as they looked around anxiously. Piper gripped the hilt of her sword, tamping down on her building fear. It made no sense. The alley was creepy and the night was intimidating, but that was no reason for them to be so afraid.


  Which meant it might not be natural fear.


  “Lexa,” she said tersely, “I don’t think we’re alone.”


  The Consul shot her a startled look, and Piper saw the moment the woman put two and two together. Piper’s hand tightened on her sword. Maybe it was a banshee. She’d never encountered one before, but banshees could elicit fear in their victims and feed off it the way incubi fed off lust. No one in their right mind would actively wish for a banshee on the offensive, but the alternative was far worse.


  “We need to keep moving,” Lexa said, her eyes darting around. “March, boys!”


  She nudged Jerome forward. He stumbled, staring over his shoulder with wide eyes, then started walking quickly. Piper poked Melonie and Lee, getting them to follow. Panic shimmered in their eyes. They’d never experienced this kind of overwhelming, inexplicable terror before. The first time was the worst.


  Lexa led them down the alley. The apprentices scurried after her with Piper once again trailing behind by a few steps, her hand on one of the guns at the small of her back. Fear shivered in her belly. This feeling was too familiar. It wasn’t a banshee. Their stalker was purposefully infusing them with fear, waiting for panic to get the better of them as he hunted them. Ash did the same thing during an ambush; he would stalk the enemy, letting their fear build until they couldn’t think straight, then he’d attack while they were paralyzed by terror. Which meant—


  Piper spun around in mid-step—and saw the flash of a dark shadow moving fast along the rooftop of a nearby building. She yanked out her gun and spotted another dark flash of movement across the rooftops on her other side.


  The larger of the two shadows sprang off the rooftop and giant wings spread wide. An animal snarl ripped through the silence as the beast dove for them like a half-ton missile. Piper didn’t even have time to call on the Sahar. She threw her hands up and cast a shield. Black fire exploded outward when the creature slammed into her spell. The dragon rebounded into the air, great wings beating as it roared.


  Piper spun to see that all the apprentices were on the ground, having thrown themselves down when the monster had charged them.


  “Get up and run!” she yelled.


  Lexa yanked Lee up by his arm. “Go!”


  The apprentices scrambled to their feet and bolted down the alley. Lexa ran after them, but Piper’s eyes were locked on the second shadow. It held still, standing on the rooftop with partially spread wings. She could feel the burn of the draconian’s gaze on her. He was here for her.


  With a frantic glance toward the fleeing apprentices, she turned and ran between two buildings. Just before her line of sight was cut off, she saw the dragon swoop over the heads of its prey, letting out a terrifying roar even as it deliberately missed them by several feet. It must be herding them away.


  Fighting for calm, Piper sprinted down the narrow passageway between buildings—too narrow for a draconian’s wingspan. Darkness enclosed her but she didn’t dare create any light. She ran on, stumbling over cracks and garbage. She could feel the press of the draconian’s stare and knew he was following her, not the others.


  Ahead of her, the passageway opened up into a wide street faintly illuminated by a single streetlamp. She skidded to a stop just short of the sidewalk, lifted her gun, and waited.


  A moment later, the draconian dropped gracefully from the sky to land ten paces away from her. His wings folded in, his tail sweeping almost casually back and forth behind him. She swallowed hard. She’d seen two draconians out of glamour before this, but that didn’t make the third any less terrifying.


  And Raum already frightened her.


  Two curving horns framed each side of his head. His wavy hair was iridescent red, his eyes black. Dark scales ran across his cheekbones and outlined his jaw, interrupted by the white scars on his face. Faint designs swirled in the hollows of his cheeks, almost invisible in the murky light. Like Ash out of glamor, he was shirtless, with leather baldrics crisscrossing his chest. Scales covered his sides but left the planes of his chest and stomach bare.


  She swallowed again and lowered her gun. Her head swam with barely restrained panic and her heart raced dangerously fast. With a shaking hand, she shoved the gun back into its holster. It wouldn’t do her any good against this daemon.


  “Piper,” he said.


  His deep, alien voice slid across her bones, rubbing in the wrong direction. She shuddered, then straightened her spine.


  “Oh, now you greet me all politely?” she asked angrily, managing to hide the tremble in her voice.


  He didn’t answer. The shadows clung to him, coiling around him, immune to the struggling beams of light from the streetlamp. He watched her in silence long enough that she started to hyperventilate, then his body shimmered. Wings, tail, and horns disappeared. In an instant, he was back to the daemon she knew, dressed in black fatigues and armed to the teeth—still pretty damn frightening. His ice-blue eyes slid over her. A black wrap covered the lower half of his face.


  She held her breath as she waited for a response. She was gambling on the fact that he wasn’t attacking. If he’d wanted to capture or kill her, he would have done it already. That said, she had no idea what to expect. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been lying on the floor in a puddle of his own blood after she’d sliced him open with the Sahar.


  “I need to speak to you,” he finally said, the words utterly toneless.


  She swallowed hard. “I didn’t think you would want to talk to me after last time.”


  He blinked, surprise briefly touching his features.


  “Um.” She twisted her hands together. “I’m sorry for attacking you with the Sahar. I honestly didn’t know that would happen.”


  He stared at her for a moment, at a loss for words, then grunted in an almost amused way and pulled the wrap off his face. “It was certainly unexpected.”


  “Too bad I wasn’t aiming at Samael,” she mumbled.


  “A shame.”


  She almost smiled, but she hadn’t forgotten who she was talking to. Her wariness crept back. “Why are you here?”


  His stillness melted away and he strode toward her. She held her ground as he stopped in front of her, his eyes cutting through her.


  “Where is Ash?”


  She stiffened, wariness transforming to alarm, which she tried to hide. “I don’t know.”


  “Don’t lie to me.”


  Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Why do you think I would tell you? I almost lost everything getting Ash out of Asphodel. I won’t betray him to you so you can drag him back to that hell.”


  Raum tilted his head slightly to one side, eyes flashing past her and down the dark alley in what she could only call a nervous tic. Nervous? Raum?


  “I am not here for that,” he said. “Samael does not know where I am.”


  “Like I believe that,” she said as she tried to decipher his expression. From what she’d seen in Asphodel, Raum was unswervingly loyal to Samael in a way Ash had never been, even if he too hated his master. As he’d once told her, “Everything happens for a reason”—a subtle warning that Samael was behind everything that went on in Asphodel. She didn’t know if that still applied.


  Her suspicious glare didn’t faze him.


  “I do not have time for foolish arguments,” he said implacably. “I must find Ash.”


  She folded her arms. “Why?”


  “Do you remember the boy?”


  The boy? She’d encountered countless guards and soldiers in Asphodel, but she hadn’t met anyone she would consider a boy... A memory flashed through her mind’s eye: red hair, pale eyes, his arm in a sling as he walked down a hallway in Asphodel. The draconian boy she’d surprised with a question about Ash’s whereabouts.


  Watching her closely, Raum saw her make the connection.


  “He needs Ash’s help,” he said.


  “Why?” she asked. Raum coming in search of Ash and needing his help on behalf of a draconian boy was a little too perfect. Samael knew Ash’s weaknesses—and Ash was far too willing to take dangerous risks for those he felt he needed to protect.


  Raum flexed his shoulders, trying to release some tension. His gaze swept down the alley again before he spoke.


  “He made a critical error on his last mission. Something very important to Samael went wrong as a result. His error was unpardonable. Samael will kill him.”


  Piper’s skin chilled at his last words. The draconians in Samael’s power were utterly helpless to their master. If Samael decided to kill the boy in punishment, nothing could save him if he went back to Asphodel.


  “I cannot let that happen,” Raum said. A hint of anger touched his toneless voice. “Ash must take him before Samael orders his execution.”


  “Take him yourself,” she told him flatly. “You can hide him just as well as Ash, I’m sure.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  Raum ignored her question. Instead, he looked up and whistled softly.


  In a rush of wings, another draconian dropped off the roof of the nearest building. He shimmered back into glamour the moment his feet touched the ground, allowing Piper only the briefest glimpse of his true form. Natania was right—like Raum and Seiya, this draconian only had sets of two horns.


  As his glamour settled and she sucked in a few deep breaths to calm her racing heart, she took a good look at him. Maybe fourteen or so, rumpled reddish hair just like she remembered, black clothes similar to Raum’s, and eyes that were a blue so pale they looked like ice. Those eyes flicked over Piper, assessing her.


  “Kiev,” Raum said. “This is Piper. Do you remember her?”


  “Yes,” he said. His voice was deeper than she’d expected, closer to a man’s voice than a boy’s. Piper flinched at the reminder that she’d gotten him beaten.


  Raum gave a short nod. “She will take you to Ash.”


  “What?” Piper yelped. “No, I won’t.”


  “Yes, you will.”


  “I’m not your errand girl!”


  Raum’s eyes cut through her again. “Where is Ash?”


  “I’m not telling you that.”


  “Then you will take Kiev to him.” He pulled the wrap back over the lower half of his face. “I cannot delay my assignment any longer without drawing attention. No one can know that I have had contact with Kiev.”


  “But—”


  His eyes hardened. “Until he is with Ash, Kiev’s life is your responsibility.”


  Trepidation flashed through her. “But—”


  He turned to Kiev and gripped his shoulder with one hand. They exchanged a meaningful look.


  “Thanks, Raum,” Kiev whispered.


  Raum nodded. With a final glance at Piper, his form shimmered. Terror clawed at her instantly, freezing her in place. Wings spreading wide, he sprang upward, vanishing into the darkness. A small shadow darted out from a boarded-up doorway. Raum’s dragonet paused in front of Piper and chattered at her in a stern sort of way, then jumped into the air after his master, small wings beating fast as he too disappeared.


  Piper exhaled shakily, staring after them, then looked helplessly at the draconian boy standing two steps away, watching her with wary eyes.


  “Um,” she said.


  Kiev just stared at her, waiting.


  She let out a deep breath, thinking fast. She wasn’t about to tell Kiev to take a hike—especially not after Raum’s veiled threat about keeping the boy alive. For better or worse, she was stuck with him. Her stomach twisted. She was relatively confident that Raum wasn’t lying to her, but it wouldn’t be the first time Samael had used someone without their knowledge. It could still be a trap for Ash. She needed to be absolutely sure it was safe before she took Kiev to the Overworld. As much as she wanted to help Kiev, she wouldn’t put Ash at risk. She’d done that enough already.


  “Um,” she repeated. “I need to find my friends that you guys chased off.”


  “When will you take me to Ash?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. “Where is he? How long will it take to reach him?”


  “I’ll take you soon,” she said evasively. “He’s not in the city. But first, I need to rejoin my group and finish my assignment.”


  Kiev chuffed with impatience, clearly displeased. At least he had yet to perfect Raum’s wall of total anti-emotion. Hopefully he was not yet as calculating as his mentor either.


  “Uh, by the way,” she began haltingly, “back in Asphodel, I’m sor—”


  He waved a hand. “It was my mistake.”


  She blinked and decided not to force her apologies on him. “Can you follow me, out of sight?”


  He smirked. “If I don’t want people to see me, they don’t.”


  She raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment. “All right. I’ll meet up with you as soon as I can get away again.”


  He pulled the wrap around his neck over the lower half of his face and slipped silently down the alley. He disappeared in a few steps, absorbed by the darkness far more quickly than she would have expected—definitely some kind of cloaking spell. The kid was good. She eyed the spot where he’d vanished. He was still a teenager but he was already running crucial missions for Samael. She was sure he had some serious—and deadly—skills. She just hoped he was a decent kid and she wouldn’t regret helping him. Samael was exceptionally talented at twisting minds and breaking souls.


  She took a couple deep breaths and shook the weak, trembly feeling out of her hands. Glancing around to regain her bearings, she broke into a trot back down the narrow gap between buildings and into the alley where Lexa and the others had fled. She had a general idea of where they were going and hoped she could find the right building.


  As she strode past the rusted dumpsters and graffitied brick walls, she squinted over her shoulder. She couldn’t see Kiev, but she could feel his eyes on her back.


  Between getting everyone through the night alive, sorting things out with her father, finding Lyre and Seiya, and now keeping Kiev safe until she could figure out whether she trusted Raum’s story, she was feeling more than a little overwhelmed. Why was nothing in her life simple?


  Somehow, she suspected it would only get more complicated.


  


  CHAPTER 5


  PIPER followed the alley, her eyes moving side to side with uncertainty. She wished Lexa had been a little clearer on the whereabouts of their destination. After another couple blocks, the lane ended at a wide, dark street. She stopped, looking one way then the other. Something about this street seemed familiar...


  Her gaze fell on an enormous warehouse at the far end of the block, with double metal doors in the front. The ghostly sound of thumping dance music echoed in her memory and her stomach shriveled. No freaking way. Not again.


  No wonder she hadn’t immediately recognized where she was. The last time she’d been there, the warehouse had been brightly lit with pulsing light that had trembled with each deep boom of the aggressive music. Tonight, it was dark and silent, almost invisible among the other abandoned buildings.


  Just great. She’d never wanted to set foot in the Styx again. Why did she keep ending up back here? Grimacing, she supposed it made sense. Lilith’s club was hard to find and not well known outside its regular patrons. It made sense for daemons who wanted to get away from the conflict to hunker down at the club. Lilith must have shut down business while it was so risky to draw attention to her establishment.


  If Piper had known this was where they were going, she might have reconsidered coming. She wasn’t ready to deal with Lilith yet. During their last encounter, Piper had promised to return the priceless truth pendant Lilith had lent her. That pendant was now at the bottom of a gorge in the Underworld.


  With a sigh, she headed for the front doors. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end; she could feel eyes watching her and she was pretty sure it wasn’t just Kiev’s. Lilith probably wasn’t taking any chances on surprise Gaian raids.


  She reached the doors and glanced around. No bouncer? Shrugging, she pulled the door open.


  “Piper!”


  A hand grabbed her arm and yanked her into the pitch-black interior. As soon as the door closed behind her, light bloomed—a flashlight. She squinted painfully.


  Lexa stood in front of her, face white. Randy, Jerome, Lee, and Melonie crowded behind her.


  “You made it!” Lexa exclaimed, relief heavy in her voice. “Are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine. Are you guys okay?”


  “Of course we’re okay,” Randy scoffed.


  Piper decided not to ask whether he’d needed a change of underwear after his first exposure to a draconian—though he probably didn’t realize that’s what they’d faced. Since no one was shouting questions about how she’d used magic, she was assuming that, between their panic and the dragon’s attack, they hadn’t noticed her cast a shield to defend them.


  “What happened?” she asked Lexa.


  “That... whatever it was... chased us for several blocks, then just disappeared. Where did you go? One moment you were behind us, the next you were gone.”


  She shifted her weight. “Oh, well, there were two. The other chased me a different way, but I escaped too.”


  Lexa frowned. “Do you know what they were?”


  “Daemons,” she said with a shrug.


  Before Lexa could respond, movement behind her caught Piper’s eyes. A man was swiftly approaching with a huge grin stretched across his face.


  “Uncle Calder!” she exclaimed.


  Brushing past Lexa and the others, she stepped straight into his welcoming hug.


  “Got your father’s message last week,” he said as he hugged her tightly, his voice gruff. “You gave us a real scare. We thought we’d lost you.”


  “It was a close call,” she said, pulling back. “How are things here?”


  “Pretty tense,” he admitted. “I fear I’ve overstayed my welcome, but between the club owner and I, we were able to arrange for the quiet exit of over fifty daemons from the city. It’s a start.”


  “Are you ready to go?” Lexa asked him.


  “I have one more loose end to tie up with the owner. Let’s move inside for a minute.” His eyes whisked over the apprentices. “Keep your heads down in there, ladies and gents. The atmosphere is tense and tempers are running high.”


  He gestured for Lexa to go down the hall. The others followed, with Piper and Calder bringing up the rear. He slung an arm around her shoulders as they walked.


  “How are you doing, Pipes?”


  She grimaced. “Not bad, but I’ve been better. Did Father give you any... details?”


  “No. His note was very brief. We can catch up on the ride back.”


  She nodded. “How bad is it in there?”


  “Pretty ugly. Daemons don’t like hiding.”


  “Any luck convincing them to leave?”


  “Some left, but not as many as I’d hoped. They don’t like backing down and leaving feels like running away.”


  She nodded as they passed through the mask room, its velvet-lined displays currently barren. Most daemons considered themselves superior to humans and haemons. Their egos did not appreciate the idea of being pushed out of the city by Gaians, prefects, or Consuls.


  “What about the ones who won’t leave?”


  “For those, let’s just hope they keep bickering amongst themselves and don’t organize well enough to actually mobilize against the Gaians.” His jaw tightened. “There were more daemons in the city than we knew. More than anyone knew. And some of them wouldn’t have lasted one day in a Consulate without being blacklisted.”


  “Probably why we didn’t know they were here then,” she said quietly. She stopped, letting the others draw ahead. “Uncle Calder... have you considered that the Gaians might not be entirely wrong?”


  He gave her a quizzical look.


  “I don’t mean all this”—she waved in the general direction of the fires outside—“but that the Consulate system isn’t enough anymore?”


  He shook his head. “As much as I’d like to discuss this, we should get in there before someone causes trouble.”


  They hurried after the others. At the far end, the hallway opened into the immense main room of the club, but it didn’t look very club-like at the moment.


  The number of bodies in the room would have been a slow night for the Styx, but if they were all daemons, it was a hell of a lot more than she’d been expecting, even with Calder’s warning. There were over a hundred, and this was just the ones who’d come here to escape the violence.


  Lexa and the others were clustered nearby, waiting for Calder. Piper slipped behind Melonie at the back of the group, keeping an eye out for Lilith. That was a daemon she wanted to avoid.


  “Everyone wait here,” Calder said. “I’ll be back shortly. And remember, keep your heads down.”


  He strode quickly toward the other end of the cavernous room. Piper scanned the crowd. Most daemons were sitting or standing, alone or in groups. Quiet conversation permeated the air, casual and sedate at a glance, but she didn’t trust it; Calder wouldn’t have warned them otherwise. As her eyes travelled over the gathering, an idea came to her. She was at a loss for how to find Seiya and Lyre—especially since going near the Ra embassy had become so dangerous—but here was an entire room full of daemons, and daemons knew a lot more about how to find other daemons than she did. If she could find a daemon among the assembly that she was on speaking terms with from the Consulate, she could ask for advice and see if that got her anywhere.


  She only had a few minutes max. Glancing at Lexa, who was absorbed in watching the daemons, she poked Melonie in the arm.


  “I’ll be right back,” she said.


  “But Piper—”


  Not letting her finish, Piper slipped around the edge of the room. She walked quickly, letting her eyes skim across the nearest daemons. Most ignored her but a few tried to catch her eye, looking for an excuse to challenge her. She kept moving, hoping to see someone who was at least vaguely familiar that she could approach. She followed the entire length of one wall, feeling helplessness closing in around her. She couldn’t just walk up to random daemons and ask them what they knew about recent Ra family ambushes.


  As she crossed the back of the warehouse, the empty stage on one side and daemons on the other, a flash of red caught her eye—long, wild, curly red hair. Could it be?


  Piper stopped to take a closer look at the woman’s back, twenty feet away and part of a small group. As soon as she stopped moving, the nearest daemons all focused on her—and their looks weren’t friendly. Territorial aggression radiated off them, spreading outward to others nearby. Holy shit. Calder hadn’t been exaggerating.


  She held her ground, trying to appear neither weak nor challenging as she wondered frantically whether she should just keep walking. Then the red-haired woman turned to see what everyone was looking at and her eyes widened as they landed on Piper.


  “Piper!” she exclaimed. She hopped over a sitting daemon’s legs, crossed the distance between them, and swept Piper into a hug.


  Seeing the stranger accepted by one of their own, the surrounding daemons’ tension subsided. Piper breathed a sigh of relief.


  “I see you escaped your captors!” Kindra said merrily, stepping back to study Piper. “Did Ash save you?”


  “Yeah,” she said with an answering smile. “He showed up in the nick of time. Thanks for pointing him my way.”


  Kindra had been the only other person to survive the destruction of Piper’s Consulate, and she was the one who had tipped Ash off that Piper had been kidnapped, not killed, by the Gaians.


  Rolling her eyes toward the ceiling, Kindra pressed a hand to her cheek. “Oh, you can’t imagine my surprise when he showed up. My oh my, was he angry. You should have seen him. Magnificent.”


  Piper blinked. “Angry?”


  “Is that the right word? Livid, perhaps. Enraged.” Her eyebrows shot up. “He was ready to tear the world apart, thinking you had been killed. Are you sure you two are merely friends?”


  Shaking her head and hoping the dim light hid her blush, Piper gestured around the room. “What are you doing here?”


  “Oh, well, it just happened,” Kindra said with a shrug, looking supremely unconcerned. “These Gaian people started attacking everything. I was at the Torngasuk embassy finishing a job when all the sudden boom boom boom, and it was just like the Consulate all over again.”


  The daemon shook her head. “I got out of there fast. It looked like they were shooting the building with rocket launchers, but these weapons, they used magic as well. I’d never seen anything like it.”


  Piper frowned. Magical rocket launchers? That warranted some investigation. “What did you do then?”


  “I figured it was time to go home, but everywhere I went there were more of these annoying haemons with their special weapons, stopping everyone and accusing them of being devil spawn. I ended up here to wait it out.”


  Piper let out a long breath. “You might be waiting awhile.”


  Kindra sighed too. “What are you doing here, and where is that fine draconian who ran off to rescue you?”


  “Ash isn’t here,” she said, suppressing another guilty flinch. “I’m here with some other Consuls to pick up my uncle.”


  “Ah, Calder. He has been quite wonderful, helping shoo the most irritating daemons out of the city.”


  “There’s something else,” she told Kindra, lowering her voice. “Two of my daemon friends have gone missing. I think they may have been captured by the Ras, but I don’t know how to find out for sure.”


  The humor vanished from Kindra’s face. “The Ras? That is not good at all.”


  “Definitely not.”


  “Who do they have?”


  “Lyre and a—a relative of Ash’s.”


  “The Ras will not be kind to any draconian.” Kindra frowned for a moment, then snapped her fingers. “This way.”


  Before Piper could do more than blink in surprise, Kindra strode away, through the crowd of daemons. Piper followed, nearly stepping on her heels as she avoided all eye contact. She glanced toward the entrance and saw the apprentices still waiting, all of them standing on their tiptoes, trying to watch her. Kindra stopped beside a short, lithe male daemon who was talking to a group of three women.


  Piper was just thinking that he was the least threatening daemon she’d ever seen—he was wearing a sweater vest, for goodness sake—when he turned to face Kindra and her mouth fell open.


  “Hi Ether!” Kindra chirped.


  “Hello Kindra,” he replied in a light tenor. His gaze turned to Piper and he frowned. “Do I know you?”


  “Um,” Piper stuttered. “Yes, actually, we met once... briefly.”


  She didn’t add that moments after meeting her at her Consulate, he’d thrown her by her hair into a coffee table in a fit of shaded rage. It had kind of been her fault though.


  “Oh,” he said, clearly struggling to pull up the memory.


  “Ether, do you have a moment?” Kindra asked.


  The three of them moved away from the other daemons.


  Kindra put an arm around Piper. “Piper is a dear friend of mine,” she said, her voice slowing dramatically. “And her cherished daemon friends have gone missing in this terrible mess. We need your help.”


  He shifted his weight uncomfortably. “I don’t see what help I could be.”


  “But you see, we suspect our missing friends are currently in the, ah, care of the Ra family here in the city.”


  His face went hard in a hot flash of anger, his eyes darkening, and suddenly he was that dangerous daemon who’d been ready to commit murder over the demise of his pet frog.


  “The Ra family,” he repeated in a growl.


  Kindra nodded, unfazed by his change in demeanor. “We think her friends are being held at the Ra embassy.”


  Ether grunted. “Good luck getting them out. The cells in the third level of the basement are solid steel and the underground levels are a deliberate maze. I am well acquainted.”


  Piper blinked. “You were a prisoner there too?”


  “A long time ago,” he said darkly. “Twenty years ago now. They wanted me to share some knowledge of my homeland that I was not keen to part with.”


  Twenty-years ago? He barely looked twenty years old. “How did you escape?”


  “They eventually let me go.”


  “They did? That... doesn’t sound like them.”


  He smiled, flashing his teeth in a way that made her suspect that, if he’d been out of glamour, his teeth would have been fangs. “My family was not pleased with my incarceration. We may not be as powerful as griffins, but my kin made life persistently miserable for the daemons at the embassy until I was granted my freedom.”


  She bit her lip; that strategy was not likely to work for Lyre and Seiya. “Do you know of any way to get in and out safely?”


  “No ‘safe’ route exists,” he said. “But if you are determined, don’t use the front door.”


  “Oh?”


  He leaned closer. “The Ras can’t bring prisoners in and out their main entrance, can they?”


  Piper blinked. “No, not really.”


  “There’s another entrance—a secret backdoor. I don’t recall its exact location, but it’s among the abandoned warehouses east of the embassy—or it was twenty years ago.”


  “It’s a place to start,” Piper said with a quick grin. “Thank you, Ether.”


  His eyes lightened back to blue and he gave her a meek smile, once again harmless-looking. “You didn’t hear a thing from me.”


  “Of course not.” She cocked her head. “What did your family do to make them so miserable?”


  His smile widened. “My people thrive in marshland. The griffins did not enjoy the continual flooding of their embassy, the infestations of insects and amphibians, and the stagnation of their water supply. It was quite entertaining.”


  She chuckled, part amused, part surprised that his family had pulled off something like that. His description confirmed her suspicion that he was a kelpie. Alone, they were tough but not on the same level as draconians and griffins, but in groups, they were a force to be reckoned with—according to her studies, anyway.


  “Thanks Ether,” Kindra chimed. “You’re the best!”


  He nodded and drifted away to rejoin the conversation they’d pulled him from.


  “Nice guy,” Piper commented.


  “Just don’t get on his bad side,” Kindra advised. “People he doesn’t like always end up a lot worse than before they ticked him off.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  A secret entrance to the embassy. She suppressed a surge of excitement. It made perfect sense, and she was annoyed at herself for not thinking of it sooner. The embassy was a political establishment, so of course the Ras couldn’t walk prisoners in and out the front door. Piper didn’t know what she would do with the information about the second entrance, but it was more than what she’d had before.


  “Uh oh,” Kindra muttered unexpectedly. “That doesn’t look good.”


  Looking up, Piper followed her gaze and adrenaline whooshed through her veins.


  In a single glance, she realized what had happened. Randy and Jerome, the idiots, must have decided to “fetch Piper” or something equally stupid. Instead of walking the perimeter of the room the way she had, they’d tried walking straight through the gathering of a hundred or so daemons. And of course, they hadn’t gotten far.


  Now about a dozen angry daemons surrounded them. Lexa, Melonie, and Lee were stuck outside the circle of daemons, unable to get any closer without making themselves targets as well.


  “Oh shit,” Piper gasped.


  She rushed forward with Kindra on her heels, careful not to bump any daemons. When she reached the circle, she slipped between two guys and into the middle of the space before anyone could pay her any attention. Kindra hesitated on the inner edge.


  Piper stepped into the open, feeling too many eyes turn to her. In the time it had taken her to reach them, a massively muscled daemon had moved into the middle of the circle. Randy was curled in the fetal position at the daemon’s feet while Jerome stood a few steps away, eyes wide and frozen like a rabbit.


  The seven-foot-tall daemon turned his dark, beady eyes to Piper.


  “Oh, another one?” he rumbled, grinning.


  Flicking a glance at the watching daemons, she could practically smell their aggression, reminding her too much of the Styx ring and the bloodthirsty horde of spectators. Most of them were probably just hoping for a show, but there were always a few who’d jump in given the chance.


  “Another what?” she asked, planting a hand on her hip.


  “Another kid who wants to tell me what to do.”


  “Why would I do that?” she asked with a snort, raising her eyebrows. “You don’t look like the kind of guy who needs anyone telling him what to do.”


  His mouth pursed angrily. “What’re you suggesting, girl?”


  “I’m saying you look like you’ve got your shit together.” She nodded at Randy. “And I think he’s learned some respect.”


  “Not enough,” the daemon growled.


  “Do you really want to make him cry?” she asked with a grimace. “I mean that would be so awkward for the rest of us.”


  The surrounding daemons chuckled. The big one folded his bulging arms over his chest and grunted in a dismissive way. Piper stepped casually over to Randy and grabbed his ankle. Putting on a bored expression and rolling her eyes toward the ceiling for the benefit of her audience, she dragged him across the circle to his weak protests and more laughter from the crowd. The daemons parted to let her through and she pulled him over to Lexa and the others. Jerome scurried after her, his face still white as a sheet. The circle of daemons dispersed, the sense of looming violence fading.


  Lexa knelt beside Randy to see how badly he was hurt. Piper unceremoniously dropped his leg and turned to pin Jerome in place with her meanest glare.


  “What the hell was that?” she snapped. “Are you two trying to get killed?”


  “I—you—you went over there first!” Jerome spluttered, his face going from white to red.


  “And I knew what I was doing!” she half shouted, then saw daemon eyes turn their way and lowered her voice. “That was idiotic. They were just waiting for a reason to pick a fight and you walked right into it.”


  “So did you!”


  Kindra appeared beside Piper, one hip cocked as she tossed her red curls over her shoulder.


  “The foolish boy doesn’t seem to understand,” she remarked as though commenting on the weather.


  “Who are you?” he barked aggressively.


  Kindra smiled. She reached smoothly for Jerome and gently stroked his cheek in a gesture that was a cross between motherly and seductive—until she pinched his ear so hard that he yelped and rose to his tiptoes in pain.


  “Be more polite, foolish boy,” she told him.


  Lexa quickly stood and yanked Jerome away from Kindra. The daemon released him, examining the blood on her fingernails before casually licking one. Jerome went white again.


  “Where is Calder?” Lexa asked tersely. “We should go.”


  “Yeah,” Piper said, “I’d say it’s more than time to get out of here.”


  She began to turn when she sensed a body directly behind her.


  “Leaving already, Minx?” a male voice crooned in her ear as hot breath reeking of old cigarettes washed over her cheek.


  Before she could react, hands grabbed her shoulders and threw her backward. She crashed into strange bodies and barely managed not to fall. Jumping away from the daemons, she spun toward the one who’d thrown her. His face was unfamiliar, but his shaved head, tattooed with snake scales, had been burned into her memory. She’d fought him in the Styx ring months ago—the fighter called Rattler.


  “Minx, Minx, Minx,” he chanted softly. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”


  Kindra made to step toward Rattler when another daemon appeared out of the crowd, blocking her path. Fear trickled through Piper’s veins. The second daemon was familiar too—her first opponent from the tournament, Grudge. His broken nose was unmistakable. He grinned, flashing a gaping hole where a tooth was missing.


  Her gaze snapped between the two—and then Rattler sprang at her.


  He slammed into her and she let his weight push her over. As her back hit the floor, she got her feet under his belly and catapulted him over her head. Rolling swiftly, she lunged to her feet. Grudge’s hand closed around the back of her neck. He lifted her into the air and hurled her into the crowd of daemons.


  This time they got out of the way and with the floor cleared in front of her, she managed to get her hands out in front of her and propel herself into a forward flip. She landed on her feet, panting and rather impressed that she’d pulled off the move instead of wiping out. Someone in the crowd whistled appreciatively.


  She turned quickly, her eyes darting all around. Daemons surrounded her, and Kindra and Lexa were nowhere in sight. Eyes were turning dark all around her as the nearest daemons got caught up in Rattler’s and Grudge’s ire and bloodlust. She was trapped in the middle of a circle of daemons hungering to see blood spill.


  Rattler easily stepped through the wall of daemons, his eyes black as obsidian. On the other side of the circle, Grudge pushed through the spectators, flexing his muscular arms as his eyes locked onto her.


  She looked between them. They were going to attack any second—so she acted first.


  Pulling two daggers from their sheaths on her thighs, she lunged for Rattler since he was faster and therefore the greater threat. He slid backward on light feet, as agile as the first time she’d faced him. She knew better than to try tricking him the way she had during their last matchup, and she also didn’t have time, not with Grudge charging at her back. She slashed to force Rattler away, then ducked under Grudge’s grasp. Rolling out from under him, she rapidly backed away from them.


  Her eyes flicked away from her opponents for a moment, but she couldn’t see beyond the wall of daemons to know what her friends were doing—and whether she could count on them for help. The bored daemons didn’t want this fun new spectacle interrupted and would probably block any attempts at an intervention.


  Rattler sprang at her—too fast. He caught her wrist, twisting it until she dropped her dagger. She sliced his arm open with her second one. He howled and staggered backward. Grudge suddenly appeared in his place, his fist swinging for her face.


  She dropped her remaining dagger and caught the blow with both hands, the power behind it pushing her back two feet. His other arm came up for another strike. She flung her hand out at the same time. Her blast of magic hit him in a flash of blue and purple, knocking him clear off his feet. She jumped back, looking around wildly for Rattler.


  He landed on her back.


  Her knees hit the floor as his weight pushed her off balance. He hooked an arm around her throat, choking off her air. She threw herself forward to dislodge him, but he had too good of a grip. She grabbed his wrist with one hand to keep him from crushing her windpipe. Grudge recovered and stepped in front of her, towering over her. He grabbed her hair, forcing her head back, and leered down at her.


  “Over so fast,” he taunted. “Not so tough, are you?”


  She reached for one of her guns. Rattler grabbed her wrist with his free hand, twisting her arm up between her shoulder blades. Her grip on his arm with her other hand was the only thing stopping him from crushing her throat. Her lungs were screaming for air.


  Panic burned through her mind, scrambling her thoughts. She was completely immobilized. Magic. She needed to use magic, but she didn’t know how to without directing it with gestures.


  Grudge drew his hand back. Murky red magic filled his palm as he prepared a spell—probably something that would inflict serious damage. The circle of daemons pressed closer, black eyes everywhere, cruel anticipation tainting the air.


  Her panic spiked, surging violently through her head, and then her emotions went still. Calm serenity enveloped her, pushing away the mind-numbing fear.


  Grudge hesitated, his arm hanging in the air as he squinted at her face in confusion.


  She called on her magic. Rattler had twisted her arm behind her, so she flicked her fingers at his stomach. A burst of power hit him in the belly, tearing him off her.


  Grudge flung his spell at her. She raised both hands and her blue and purple shield popped up between them. His spell burst apart on it. She dissolved the shield and threw out a hand. A blue-streaked blast of purple magic rushed toward him. He cast his own shield. Her spell hit it and his shield vanished in a burst of orange light. He was blasted off his feet, landing three yards away on his back.


  Piper stood alone in the center of the circle. Instinct whispered to her and she turned as Rattler launched himself at her, shimmers enveloping his body as he dropped his glamour. She raised her hands to shield, but at the same moment, the three nearest daemons lunged for her too, eyes black and eager bloodlust twisting their faces.


  She had no choice. She would have to use the Sahar.


  As her attention turned to the cold weight pressed against her inner wrist, movement flashed above her.


  A figure dropped down from the rafters. He hit the floor in a crouch beside her and a massive shockwave of power erupted from him. Black ripples shot outward, bowling over every daemon within a thirty-foot radius. She was the only one untouched.


  Kiev rose to his full height and surveyed the surrounding daemons with ice-blue eyes. With a black wrap hiding the lower half of his face, his age was difficult to gauge, and with the way he held one hand casually at shoulder height, eerie black flames dancing over his fingers, no one seemed to want to take a closer look. None of the downed daemons moved, Grudge and Rattler included, their eyes averted submissively. She didn’t think they knew what he was, but either way they weren’t willing to challenge him.


  Her state of inner calm unfazed by his sudden attack, she glanced at Kiev.


  “I had things under control,” she said coolly.


  “For now,” he replied, his deep, adult-sounding voice adding to the illusion of his age. “But once you killed one of them, it would’ve gotten a lot uglier.”


  “Their problem, not mine.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “A bit bloodthirsty, aren’t you?”


  She shrugged and turned away from her attackers to scan the crowd for Lexa, Kindra, and the others. Spotting Kindra’s red hair, she took a step toward them.


  “Piper?” Kiev murmured.


  “What?”


  “In case you didn’t know, your eyes are pitch black.”


  Surprise rushed through her and the calm tranquility popped like a bubble. Aches and pain from her fight rushed in along with lingering fear.


  “Ah, there you go,” he said. “Back to green.”


  She cleared her throat. “Uh, thanks.”


  “No problem.”


  With one last look, he melted into the crowd, quickly disappearing toward the back hall. Piper headed toward the others, daemons moving readily out of her path. The apprentices stared at her, shock written all over their faces.


  Lexa gave her a quick once-over. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m good,” she said, sounding overly calm even to her own ears. “You?”


  “Fine.” Lexa’s eyes narrowed. “What was that all about?”


  “Ah... an old grudge.”


  Randy let out a loud, false cough. He, Jerome, and Lee were still staring at her, the hints of suspiciousness even stronger. Melonie just looked worried.


  “Where’s Uncle Calder?” Piper asked quickly, glancing around.


  Before Lexa could answer, another voice spoke from right behind her. “Why, hello Piper. How lovely to see you again.”


  Piper winced, then reluctantly turned. Lilith stood with several bulky bouncer-types behind her, her bright red lips curved in a smile that was not the least bit friendly. She was dressed conservatively in dark, fitted jeans and a blouse, but her beauty radiated outward like light from the sun. Her pale blond hair was braided in an elaborate plait that fell most of the way down her back. She looked like a sweet, young college student, but her eyes were colder than ice. Uncle Calder stood beside the succubus.


  “Lilith,” Piper said cautiously.


  “That’s it,” Randy whispered loudly. “Piper officially knows every daemon in the city. What the actual hell?”


  Piper and Lilith ignored him, staring each other down. Piper had really been hoping to get out of the club without running into the succubus. Lilith wasn’t likely to ignore the unfinished business between them, not with her priceless pendant missing.


  “We have a situation,” Calder said before Lilith could say anything else to Piper. “Three squads of Gaians are closing in on this location from the north. They’re checking all larger buildings, which suggests someone tipped them off about the Styx.”


  “Although they do not seem aware of our exact location,” Lilith said, “it is only a matter of time before they find us. And when they do, they will destroy everything.”


  The Gaians had indiscriminately burned down every building they’d decided was too heavily involved with daemons. The Styx would most certainly check all their boxes.


  “Consul Calder,” Lee said. “Aren’t there enough daemons here to protect the building?”


  “Oh yes,” Lilith said scathingly. “And they will just as surely destroy my business as if we hadn’t defended it at all.”


  He flinched at her tone, half embarrassed, half punch-drunk from her beauty.


  “Then the fight can’t happen here,” Piper interjected. She gestured to the idle daemon crowd. “Tell them to get out there and meet the Gaians if they want to defend their hideout.”


  Lilith gave her a narrow-eyed look. “And if they have no interest in defending the club?”


  “Then send them on their way,” she replied. “What good are they doing you hanging around here otherwise?”


  Lilith opened her mouth, then closed it. “Hm. Your idea may have merit, but one of the Gaian squads is too close. I need to speak with the daemons here, separate out those willing, and instruct them on where to go. It will take time.”


  Piper flexed her jaw. Lilith’s concern was limited to her business, but if the Gaians reached the Styx, it would likely be a bloodbath on both sides. She glanced at the hundred milling daemons and back to Lilith.


  “Okay,” she said. “You go ahead with that plan and I’ll slow down the nearest Gaian squad to buy you time.”


  Lilith’s lips parted in surprise. “You alone against dozens of Gaians and their weapons?”


  “I wasn’t planning on challenging them head on.”


  “I don’t think—” Calder began.


  “Lilith will need your help with the daemons who choose to leave instead of defend,” she said, ignoring the tickle of anxiety in her belly. “That’s what you came here for, right? You can make sure they leave quickly and quietly.”


  Calder straightened, his face hardening into an expression identical to her father’s. “I am not letting you go alone to—”


  “I’ll go too,” Kindra said cheerfully.


  “There you go,” she said to her uncle. “I won’t be alone.”


  Calder’s eyes snapped from the daemon back to her. “Piper—”


  She didn’t want to argue in front of everyone. Gesturing for her uncle to follow her, she headed for the hall that would take her back to the main entrance. Calder followed on her heels, Kindra and Lilith right behind him. Piper stopped midway down the hall.


  Calder frowned severely at her. “Piper, this is not a safe idea.”


  “I’m the best person for the job,” she said, “and Kindra will help.”


  “The best person?” he repeated, angry and incredulous. “Do you even have a plan?”


  “I’ll have one by the time I get there,” she hedged. “We’re wasting time we don’t have.”


  “Yes,” Lilith cut in. “Piper is aware of the risks, I’m sure.”


  Slipping past Calder, the succubus slid an arm around Piper’s shoulders and guided her farther down the hall. Leaning her head in close as though they were best friends exchanging secrets, Lilith squeezed her.


  “Piper,” she murmured. “You have been avoiding me, haven’t you? I must tell you that throwing yourself between my club and the Gaians will not cancel out your debt to me. Where is my pendant?”


  Piper grimaced. “It’s somewhere at the bottom of the canyon at Asphodel.”


  Lilith’s breath caught. “Asphodel?”


  She nodded.


  Pressing her lips together, the succubus walked silently to the door and stopped, dropping her arm.


  “I thought I was clear about the priceless nature of the pendant,” Lilith said. “But we will have to discuss the magnitude of your debt another time.”


  “I’ll look forward to it,” she replied dryly.


  “The Gaian squad is a mile north of here. They should not be difficult to find.”


  Piper rested a hand on the hilt of her sword. “I’ll do my best to stop them.”


  Lilith gave a slow nod. With one last look, she hurried down the hall, back to the club, brushing past Kindra and Calder as they quickly strode to join her.


  Piper met Calder’s green eyes, twin to hers. His shoulders slumped with resignation.


  “Be careful,” he said gruffly.


  “I will,” she promised.


  She gave him a quick hug, and with Kindra beside her, she headed down the hall for the door. Stepping out in the warm night air, she resisted the urge to glance back. Despite her confident words to her uncle, she wasn’t so sure this was a good idea, but what options did she have? She had only a few minutes to delay or turn away the approaching Gaians, and if she failed, too many lives would be lost—daemon and Gaian both. She didn’t want either on her conscience.


  


  CHAPTER 6


  WITH a long exhale, Piper inched forward on her belly until she could peer over the ledge of the building.


  Her position on the roof of the three-story brick office building—long abandoned—gave her an uninterrupted view of the intersection below. A single working streetlamp half a block away cast a pool of light on the damp pavement, illuminating drifting bits of wet garbage. A tomcat with his tail held haughtily high slinked through the light before disappearing down the street into the darkness beyond.


  Kindra propped her chin on her hand, somehow managing to look casual while lying beside Piper on the rooftop.


  “How much longer, do you think?” the daemon whispered.


  “It’s only been a minute,” Piper replied, squinting down the street. She chewed her lower lip. “Any moment now... They can’t be far.”


  She lifted her gaze to the rooftop directly across the street from them. At first she saw nothing, but then the shadows shifted and a dark shape gave her a casual salute. Piper nodded to Kiev before focusing on the shadowy street again. The draconian had caught up to her just outside of the Styx and she’d introduced him to Kindra. When he’d heard about their new mission, he’d volunteered to help. She wasn’t sure what she would have done without him.


  Even with his assistance, she still didn’t feel all that prepared. The three of them had had only a few minutes to come up with a plan—a very rough plan. Somewhere close ahead, the Gaians were heading their way.


  As she waited, tension settling into her muscles, her thoughts warred with each other. On one side, she was worried about all the things that could go wrong in the next few minutes. On the other side, a single word kept repeating in her head, driving deeper and deeper: bloodthirsty.


  Kiev’s comment had barely registered at the time, but after they’d left the Styx, his words had latched onto her brain. Bloodthirsty. He’d intervened at the club to prevent her from killing any of her attackers, expecting instant retaliation from the rest of the daemons if she had. She was intensely relieved he had stepped in, because she was sure his assessment about the others’ reactions was correct—and she didn’t want to know how far she would have gone to defend herself. She was afraid she would have killed them all, especially since she’d been about to tap into the Sahar’s power.


  She hadn’t realized she was susceptible to shading even when she wasn’t in her daemon form. The shaded state was so strange, so alien. Ash had said she experienced it differently than a full-blooded daemon, but there were definite similarities. In that state, consequences had barely registered. The appropriateness of using lethal force in retaliation hadn’t even entered her mind. With the Sahar’s power, she could have easily leveled the entire building.


  “Here they come,” Kindra breathed.


  Piper focused on the street. In the darkness, she could see faint signs of movement. A handful of figures were approaching the intersection. They wore dark clothing very similar to military fatigues and carried weapons. Larger shapes took form. Three wide, open-top jeeps, also black, slowly rolled into view behind the men on foot. Soldiers in the back of each vehicle stood on either side of some kind of oversized gun.


  Piper eyed the group. The majority of the Gaians she’d met before had been regular people with minimal combat skills. She’d briefly encountered some better trained men when she’d tried to escape her imprisonment in Fairglen, but she hadn’t considered how many of those more advanced combatants there might be.


  These men were clearly cut from a completely different cloth than Travis and the other Gaians; they moved like soldiers. And their equipment—where the hell had the Gaians gotten those jeeps, those weapons? They might have had some support from wealthy humans who didn’t like daemons, but military-grade weapons weren’t exactly widely available. Humans barely had militaries anymore, not since the war seventy years ago.


  The thirty-or-so Gaians advanced into the intersection, picking up the pace as the light improved. Piper gave Kiev a thumbs-up.


  His silhouette drew back an arm and threw a small object down the eastern avenue. It hit the ground with a loud clatter and the spell he’d embedded in it activated. An illusion of shadowy figures appeared in the darkness, darting around incomprehensibly, their shapes unclear. The Gaians immediately halted. One of them yelled for the “people” to freeze. The illusion continued, giving the impression of a dozen strange men—or creatures—flashing around like a pack of wolves preparing to attack. Piper held her breath, waiting for them to change direction and investigate the illusion.


  The Gaians’ leader gave some sort of complex hand signal. One of the jeeps rolled to the front of the group and the two men readied one of the large guns mounted on the back. Underneath the streetlamp, the gun appeared to have multiple wide barrels. The leader called a final warning to the shadowy figures, then slashed his hand down.


  The weapon fired in a burst of smoke and fire. The rocket hit the wall of a building beside Kiev’s shadowy illusions, exploding in a deluge of stone and brick. Piper flinched away from the sound, eyes wide at the gaping hole in the building.


  Kindra grabbed her arm and pointed. Amidst the rubble, two dozen spots of light glowed like cherry-red lumps of coal. A second later, they detonated. Swirling blades of scarlet magic whipped out from each spot like writhing tentacles, slicing through everything they touched before fading away.


  A moment later, everything was still and silent.


  Piper gaped, her mouth dry and her heart pounding. Lethal magic married to traditional military weapons. It was terrifying. Her original plan had been to harmlessly sidetrack the Gaians away from the Styx. But those weapons. Those were for killing. For all her mother’s talk about only wanting to expel daemons, not exterminate them, it sure looked like extermination was part of the plan. She couldn’t let the Gaians continue on with weapons like that. Her plan needed to change.


  Kiev’s illusion was gone and the Gaians were advancing toward the spot. When they didn’t find any bodies, they would become suspicious. Licking her lips, she took one more look at the jeeps with their rocket launchers. How much ammo did they have? Were there other spells besides the one she’d witnessed? She couldn’t chance it. Those jeeps could go no further.


  “Wait here,” Piper said to Kindra. “I’ll be right back.”


  “What?” Kindra asked blankly, turning as Piper slid backward from the edge of the building.


  “Just wait!” Piper crawled away until she was far enough from the ledge to be out of the Gaians’ view. She rose to a low crouch and ran awkwardly for the fire escape on the other side. Clambering down the rusty steps to the level below, she pushed open the splintered wooden door. As she rushed inside, she almost fell through a gaping hole in the floor where the floorboards had rotted away. She darted for the window on the opposite side, where the light from the streetlamp gleamed. She slowed as she approached and cautiously peered out.


  The Gaians were already level with her position, about to pass it. She needed to act fast.


  She lifted her left arm and clenched her hand. Against her inner wrist, she could feel the cool weight of the Sahar. As much as she liked Kindra, she didn’t—couldn’t—trust the daemon with the knowledge that she had the Stone. No one could know. If it got out that she had it, the power-hungry daemons in the city would be the least of her problems.


  Closing her eyes, she mentally touched the Sahar. Power leaped into her, crashing through her body like a raging current filled with hatred. She gasped, her eyes flying open. Jaw clenched painfully tight as she fought the violent rage trying to overwhelm her thoughts, she focused on the jeeps, two stories below.


  She raised a fist, drawing the power into a concentrated mass within her, ready to use. Her nerves burned. The magic writhed, trying to break her control. Using magic was a hundred times easier when she was shaded. She extended her fist, locked her eyes on the front jeep, and brought her fist down in a sharp, hammering motion.


  A massive fist of power slammed down on the jeep. The back half with the rocket launcher flattened like a crushed soda can, metal shrieking as it bent and tore, the wheels bending outward and bursting. The soldiers standing on the back flew off, falling to the pavement. She’d tried to contain the force so it only hit the weapon, but she wasn’t sure she’d succeeded.


  Gasping as pain, power, and rage whirled violently through her, she fought to gather her concentration. The Gaians were shouting, their weapons ready, but they didn’t know where the attack had come from. Piper raised her hand and pulled more power from the Sahar. Agony seared her as she gathered the magic in her body. She homed in on the second jeep and brought her fist down again.


  The vehicle crumpled, crushed like a child’s toy. She swallowed a groan as pain rolled through her body. The Sahar’s magic burned. She was losing control. The second blast had been less precise, destroying even more of the jeep.


  She lifted her trembling hand. A mad, babbling voice in her head demanded blood and death. Hatred lapped at her thoughts like a poisonous tide. She gathered magic for the third time, fighting the pain to concentrate. She looked down at the third jeep.


  The weapon was pointed straight at her. The Gaians frantically loaded a rocket into the barrel. With a wild cry, she slammed her fist downward—and at the same moment, the rocket launcher fired.


  The Sahar’s power exploded out of her, crushing the jeep into the ground so hard that the pavement caved in. Then the rocket hit the wall just below her window.


  The wall exploded, blasting her backward. She hit the floor and tumbled roughly, limbs flailing. Her vision dimmed then popped back in on a wave of pain. Shrapnel and debris flew everywhere. She weakly pushed herself up on one elbow, her head spinning and her ears ringing loudly. She couldn’t see. Everything was a blur of dimness and glowing red spots.


  Red spots. The magical second phase of the rocket.


  She shoved to her feet, staggering for balance. The world was spinning. She ran blindly, unable to see properly. Behind her came a burst of intense light and the roar of fire. Not blades this time, but magical flamethrowers. The world turned orange as fire devoured everything around her.


  And then there was no floor beneath her feet and she fell into darkness.


  . . .


  “Piper? Piper?”


  Someone was shaking her.


  Her eyelids fluttered. She blinked slowly and a face came into focus, hovering over her.


  “Kiev?” she croaked.


  His brow was furrowed, pale eyes worried. She blinked again and realized she was lying on her back on a hard surface—the road. Her body ached. She looked from side to side, confused by the dark, unfamiliar buildings.


  “What—what happened?” she asked. Her voice was strangely hoarse, her throat raw.


  “I was going to ask you that,” he said as he slid an arm under her shoulders and helped her sit up. She flinched as the aches and pains multiplied.


  She looked around again, frowning. “Where are we? I remember... they blew a hole in the wall and I... fell through the floor.”


  “We’re a couple blocks away,” he said. “You don’t remember anything else?”


  She shook her head.


  He looked almost wary. “After they shot at the building, it caught on fire really fast—magic, I suppose. It collapsed a few minutes later. Kindra and I thought you were inside, but the Gaians were swarming everywhere so we split up to find you. I was flying when I saw you walking down the street. I yelled your name and you stopped and looked up at me. You were... smiling. Then you just collapsed.”


  She stared at him. “I was walking? But—how did I get out of the building?”


  “I don’t know. You don’t remember at all?”


  “I only remember falling.”


  “Well, you did hit your head,” he said, sounding a bit skeptical. “You were pretty beat up. You had burns and some shrapnel stuck in you and a concussion. I healed the worst of it, but I’m not that great at it.”


  She looked down at herself. Her clothes were charred in places and there was a large, blood-drenched tear in the thigh of her jeans. She touched the spot and felt tender, newly healed skin beneath the layer of drying blood.


  “Thanks, Kiev. You’re a lifesaver.”


  “No problem. So what happened to the jeeps? Did you do that? That was some crazy shit.”


  She pushed her hair out of her face. “What happened to the jeeps? I don’t remember that either.”


  This time she was lying, but she couldn’t trust him to know about the Sahar either. He frowned at her, seeming to weigh something in his mind, then shrugged and rose to his feet.


  He extended a hand. “We should get out of here. The Gaians packed up and went back the way they came about fifteen minutes ago, so mission accomplished, I guess.”


  Flinching from pain, she let him pull her up. He’d healed the cut on her thigh and the bad burns—thank goodness for her dragon scale clothing, which showed no signs of damage—but he hadn’t done a thing about the smaller cuts and bruises. Not that she blamed him. Healing was exhausting work, or so she’d heard.


  Once he was sure she was steady, he strode away down the street, leaving her to follow. She hurried after him, biting her inner cheeks. He knew she’d lied about the jeeps, but he wasn’t pushing it. She felt equally appreciative and guilty. Her hand clenched as she concentrated on the cool weight of the Sahar against her wrist. Something had changed with the Sahar, but she wasn’t sure what. Just like the last time she’d used it—in the Overworld while battling the griffins—it hadn’t seemed quite as poisonous to her mind. The violent sadism and madness hadn’t been as overwhelming, but she didn’t understand why. Maybe being shaded offered a layer of insulation.


  She limped after Kiev, feeling every ache and bruise. Her head pounded with each step. She touched her forehead, finding the tender spot he had mostly healed. At least it hadn’t bled. She must have landed hard when she fell through that damn hole in the floor, though the hole had probably saved her from being burned to death.


  Why didn’t she remember anything after that? She’d been stunned by the explosion, that was for sure. Maybe she’d lost consciousness, then woken up and walked out of the building in a daze? That must have been one hell of a concussion.


  Giving her achy head a little shake, she quickened her steps to keep up with Kiev. She hoped he wasn’t too offended by her secrecy, but even more than that, she hoped he wouldn’t manage to guess how the jeeps had been destroyed with more magic than a haemon could ever summon.


  . . .


  Piper tried to relax in the passenger seat of the van, elbow propped on the door and chin in her hand. Her head throbbed in time with heartbeat, and pain surged with each bump the vehicle hit.


  Beside her, Calder kept his eyes on the road as he navigated the dark streets and cavernous potholes. Lexa, Drew, and the apprentices filled the backseats, talking amongst themselves. Drew didn’t participate and was instead scowling out the window at the very back. He wasn’t happy about Calder booting him from the driver’s seat. Kindra sat just behind Piper, eyeing Randy with displeasure. He kept shooting the daemon glances as he talked loudly to Jerome about his accomplishments as an apprentice.


  Kiev wasn’t with them, preferring to follow on his own. She’d told him where to find the church and expected he would catch up in the next hour or so. She didn’t like the idea of him wandering around on his own when his safety was now her unwilling responsibility, but explaining his presence to everyone else was too much hassle—and potentially dangerous. She didn’t need anyone knowing she was associating with yet another of Samael’s draconians. Kiev could take care of himself; there were few threats to a daemon as powerful as him—even if he was still a kid.


  She sighed. Was he really a kid? He was only a few years younger than her, assuming she was guessing his age correctly, but he’d most certainly lost his childhood innocence early on—if he’d ever had a true childhood. Small mistakes in Asphodel were met with beatings or imprisonment. He’d already been trained in lethal magic and combat. He’d probably already killed people in his young life.


  Letting her eyes slide closed, she allowed thoughts of Ash to enter her mind. Over the past ten days, she’d trained herself not to think of him, but every once in a while, she had to give in. Had his childhood been like Kiev’s? Had he been going on missions for Samael since he was a teenager? How young had he been when he’d first killed?


  She considered the differences between her and the other apprentices. Her experiences set her apart from them; she felt so much older even though in years, she wasn’t. Did Ash feel the same way about her? Did she seem like a child to him in her innocence? Though that innocence was quickly disappearing, she could only imagine the kind of experiences he’d had.


  A deep ache rose in her chest as her mind filled with the image of him as she’d last seen him, deep in the healing sleep in the ryujin’s city. So peaceful. So safe. But not for long. She knew him. As soon as he was healthy enough, he would throw himself back into the fray, but he wouldn’t be jumping into any fights of hers if she had any say; she would be saving her own skin from now on.


  “So,” Calder said quietly, his voice merging with the deep rumble of the car’s engine. “Why don’t you tell me about that display of magic at the Styx?”


  “Oh,” she mumbled. “Yeah, that.”


  “Yes, that.”


  They’d already discussed her encounter with the Gaians, the details of which she’d glossed over as much as possible. She didn’t think he was buying it, not with the charred state of her clothes.


  She sighed, glancing back at the others. They were involved in their own conversations and weren’t paying attention to hers.


  “The magic is Mom’s fault,” she said in a low voice.


  He cast her a questioning look.


  “She and the other Gaian leaders wanted me to join them. They thought I could be some kind of super powerful hybrid mascot for them, so they had this crazy old lady break the seal on my magic.”


  “Your mother did this?”


  Piper nodded.


  “Didn’t she realize it might kill you? Why didn’t it?”


  “Yes... she knew it was risky.” She settled back in her seat, watching the buildings roll by. “The headaches started immediately and we went to the Overworld in search of answers.”


  She glanced back at Kindra, who was close enough to hear as she did her best to ignore Randy’s boasting. “I had to learn how to handle my two brands of magic, but now that I can do that, my magic isn’t a danger to me.”


  Calder noted her glance at the other passengers and merely nodded in relief, not pressing for details.


  Her magic was easy to handle now; she could keep the two brands of power separated with almost no thought at all. She let out a long breath, thinking about the differences between her magic and the Sahar. The Sahar’s power felt completely different. Hers obeyed her every thought. The Sahar’s had a mind of its own—Natania’s will, she suspected.


  Putting that out of her mind, she looked back at her uncle. “Have you seen the Gaians’ weapons?”


  “Which ones? They seem to have a new one every day.”


  “The rocket launchers with a second-phase spell attack.”


  “Ah yes. Those.”


  “Where did they get them?”


  His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “We’re not sure.”


  “I spent several days with a huge group of Gaians and didn’t see any signs of these weapons—or these militarized Gaians. Where did they come from?”


  His brow furrowed. “Hasn’t Quinn told you?”


  “Told me what?”


  He gave his head a little shake and sighed. “Your father and I have been investigating the Gaians for a decade. There are two—two sects, if you will. The Gaians you met are the outer circle: new members who ascribe to the Gaians’ public philosophy of separation between humans and daemons, and so on. These recent recruits are a completely different breed from the original Gaians.


  “The core of their group is composed of former soldiers from the war. After the daemons forced peace on everyone, governments downsized their militaries and thousands of men and women were suddenly jobless in a ruined world. At the same time, daemons were making themselves comfortable here. Those ex-soldiers consolidated into their own organization for the purpose of ridding our planet of the ‘parasites.’


  “Many of those original soldiers have since passed away, but they instilled their militarist discipline and radical zeal in the next generation. The Gaian Corps, as we’ve dubbed them, intend to kill every daemon and daemon supporter they can find until the daemons leave for good.”


  Piper pressed her hands against her knees. In her mind, she examined the face of every Gaian leader she’d met. Were any of them part of the Gaian Corps? Or were they, her mother included, just puppets? There was no way to know.


  “That explains where all these haemon soldiers came from,” she said slowly. “But it doesn’t explain where they got magical weapons.”


  “No one we’ve talked to has a clue,” he admitted. “The new Consul Board of Directors doesn’t know, nor do the prefects.”


  “Damn it,” she muttered. “You realize this is all pointless, right? We can send all the daemons out of the city, but if the Gaian Corps’ goal is to exterminate daemons, avoiding conflict won’t fix anything in the long run.”


  Calder rubbed a hand over his stubbly scalp. “Fighting them has been a nightmare. So far, clashes between the prefects and the Gaians have resulted in a lot of destruction and death with little progress. The average Consul is better at hand-to-hand combat, but we’re virtually useless in this kind of fighting.”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” she said. “We’re doomed if they keep rearming with magical rocket launchers for every confrontation. Before we can stop the Gaians, we need to find out who’s supplying them.”


  “How would we do that?”


  She pushed her hair away from her eyes. “We need to find out from a Gaian. And we know a Gaian, don’t we?”


  He took his eyes off the road for a moment to give her a hard look. She stared back at him, waiting.


  “Your mother almost killed you by unsealing your magic,” he said roughly.


  “The magic thing was awful of her,” Piper agreed, burying a wash of pain over her mother’s betrayal. Since she’d survived in the end, maybe she should let it go, but it was hard to ignore her mother’s careless disregard for her daughter’s survival.


  “But Mom isn’t entirely wrong, you know,” she continued. “And the Gaians—not the Corps—aren’t bad either. They do good things for haemons, and they have the right idea about daemons needing stricter controls while on Earth.”


  “Piper—”


  “The Consulates are too close to daemons,” she continued forcefully. “They help daemons; they don’t protect humans. How do we protect humans? The system wasn’t designed to control daemons, but that’s what everyone thinks it’s supposed to do. Now the Consulates exist only to preserve their own existence.”


  His jaw flexed as he stared at the dark road ahead. Her uncle was a smart man—he knew all about the limitations and shortfalls of the current system—but he’d dedicated his life to the Consulates, to being a Consul. He didn’t want to hear the truth any more than she’d wanted to admit it herself.


  “The Gaians have some good ideas,” she said quietly. “And for all her faults and obsessiveness, Mom believes in their ideals—not the radical extermination stuff, but protecting haemons and humans. People are dying right now. The violence is out of control. She’s our only hope to get the information we need and I think I can get through to her.”


  “I don’t know, Piper.”


  The van slowed as the headlights illuminated the front of the rundown stone church.


  Piper unbuckled her seatbelt. “Think about it, at least.”


  “I will,” he promised as he parked the vehicle.


  Piper climbed out of the van. Kindra immediately clambered out of the backseat and stretched, her slender body arching backward as she rolled her eyes at Piper. Randy jumped out after her, babbling about some fight he’d diffused at his Consulate. Jerome looked almost as annoyed as Kindra.


  “What a long night,” she said to Piper. “Are there any extra beds in there?”


  “I don’t know,” Piper said. “Maybe—”


  The front door of the church opened and light spilled over the group. Quinn stood in the threshold, his glower burning a hole straight through her. She froze like a rabbit.


  “Piper,” he growled.


  Oh shit. She shot a panicked glance back at Calder and Lexa, silently asking what she’d done wrong. They both looked dumbfounded. Her father’s jaw flexed back and forth and she struggled not to cower.


  “You have a visitor,” he finally said. Every word sounded as if it had been physically painful for him to utter.


  “A—a visitor?”


  He jerked his head toward the sanctuary behind him and pushed the door open a little wider. Butterflies danced in her stomach. How the hell had Kiev beaten her here? She’d told him to meet her in the bell tower. He had to know it would be idiotic to just walk into the church.


  She forced herself into motion, hiding the stiffness in her muscles as she trudged up the steps. Calder and Lexa followed behind her, the curious apprentices on their heels. Her mind spun, searching for some way to explain away Kiev’s presence in a way that wouldn’t raise suspicions. Her father stepped aside as she passed through the doorway. At the far end of the sanctuary, the other Consuls stood in a tight group, their tension obvious. Draconians made everyone wary, even teenaged ones.


  They were blocking her view of Kiev. She swallowed hard and tried to appear confident as she strode down the aisle between the rows of pews. One of the Consuls spotted her and nudged his neighbors. In unison, they parted to let her through. Resisting the urge to cringe under the weight of their stares, she walked between them to the front of the group as Calder and the others clustered in behind them.


  A figure was lounging on one of the pews, one arm propped unconcernedly on the back, boots resting on the pew in front, oh so casual. As she stepped through the group of Consuls, his head turned—and eyes blacker than midnight paralyzed her.


  A draconian was in fact sitting in the church waiting for her, but it wasn’t Kiev. It wasn’t even Raum.


  It was Ash.


  


  CHAPTER 7


  SHE COULDN’T move. His black eyes held her prisoner, cutting right through her skin and down to her soul. His face was so painfully familiar, a sight so longed for that she could hardly believe it was him in front of her.


  Then her brain caught up with reality and she finally clued in—black eyes. Ash was not happy. Not at all. And judging by the fury in his glare, she was the target of his ire.


  “A-Ash,” she stuttered in greeting.


  His icy eyes held her for a moment longer, then the silence was shattered by a wolf-whistle that reverberated through the chamber. Shocked, Piper’s eyes flicked away from Ash to find Kindra standing among the Consuls, her appreciative gaze running over the lounging draconian before she winked boldly at Piper.


  Piper blinked rapidly and looked back at Ash.


  He slashed a quick glance over Kindra, then assessed the group of silent Consuls and apprentices. He pulled his boots off the pew and rose from his seat. The movement was so sleek, violence barely contained, as smooth and deadly as a viper uncoiling from its nest. As he came to his full height, she had to fight not to step back. Sometimes she forgot he was a head taller than her. But then, he usually wasn’t quite this intimidating.


  He folded his arms across his chest, the short swords hanging alongside his thighs clinking softly. She could see the roughly repaired tear in his black armored vest where the griffin dagger had pierced him just above his heart, an inch away from taking his life.


  She licked her lips as his stare came back to her, demanding, aggressive. He waited.


  “Um,” she whispered. She looked over her shoulder. Calder and Quinn stood directly behind her. The others waited just beyond, their stares anxious and burning with interest—except for Kindra, who looked supremely entertained. There were some very strange rumors about Piper and Ash going around, and she suspected the Consuls and apprentices had heard most of them.


  “Tell him to leave,” Quinn said, his voice rough.


  “I need to talk to him,” she said.


  “Talk?” Pushing between Quinn and Calder, Lexa leaned toward Piper and lowered her voice. “That daemon is too shaded for talking. He’s ready to kill.”


  “He won’t kill me,” Piper said, barely managing not to roll her eyes.


  Lexa gave her an incredulous look.


  “If you want to talk to him,” Calder said, “go ahead.”


  “Uh, privately?” she said.


  “We are not leaving you alone with a shaded daemon.”


  She figured what he’d really meant was with that shaded daemon.


  “Look.” She stepped sharply away from them and turned, putting her back to Ash. Her heart pounded. She knew Ash wouldn’t kill her but that didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid of his temper. She did her best not to show her nerves. “I can handle this. So would you all mind...?”


  “Yeah, we would mind,” Lexa snapped. “We’re not about to let you—”


  “Ugh, are you serious?” she exclaimed, barely managing not to lose her temper entirely. Emotions roiled, threatening to get out of her control, and mixed with the growing exhaustion from her healing. More than anything, she wanted to turn around and throw herself at Ash, to feel his arms around her. Of course, with his current mood, she was more likely to feel his hands around her throat.


  She took a deep breath and let it out. “Since clearly we won’t be allowed a private conversation here, we’ll just leave.”


  “Piper—” Calder began sternly.


  She turned around. Her heart kicked up to a gallop as her eyes met Ash’s black stare. His expression was impossible to decipher. She tilted her head toward the door and he immediately stepped out from between the pews. She strode past her father, uncle, and the others, Ash following. As she passed them, Kindra shot her a sly grin and gave her a double thumbs-up and another wink.


  Piper led Ash across the sanctuary and out the door onto the front steps. No sooner did they reach the sidewalk in front of the church than the door opened again. Quinn, Calder, and Lexa stepped onto the stoop. Throwing them a disgusted look over her shoulder, she marched down the sidewalk. They didn’t follow. When she and Ash were comfortably outside their hearing range—but, unfortunately, still in sight—she came to a stop beside a tall brick fence that lined one edge of the sidewalk.


  The half-moon shone through the branches of a nearby tree, casting pale light across his face. His eyes were still black, his expression cold. He was definitely not pleased.


  She swallowed hard as he folded his arms again, waiting for her to speak. Seeing him healthy and whole—and conscious—made her heart squeeze with relief, but she had no idea what he was thinking or how angry he was that she’d left him.


  “Um,” she mumbled. “I’m glad to see you’re healed and—”


  “Explain.” The single word was ice mixed with anger, fury even. She flinched at the sound of his voice, the deep tones sliding down to her bones.


  “E-explain what?”


  “What you’re doing here.” His expression didn’t change. Each word was like the flash of a blade.


  She stepped back and bumped into the brick fence. “You mean the church? My father—”


  “Where are Seiya and Lyre?” he demanded.


  “I—they’re missing. Didn’t Hinote tell you?”


  “So what are you doing here?”


  Reflexively, she pressed her back against the bricks. Her voice dried up in her throat and she wondered wildly whether he could use his Nightmare Effect while in glamour.


  “I’ll be more specific,” he growled, taking a half step closer. He towered over her. “Why are you messing around here, playing at being a Consul, while Seiya and Lyre are missing?”


  “I wasn’t—”


  “When you took off while I was still unconscious, I thought you must have gone to find them. Why else would you leave? But then I find my tracking spell at the bottom of a river.”


  She flinched away from the venom in his voice.


  “How am I supposed to find you then?” he continued acidly. “How am I supposed to find out what happened to my sister and my best friend? All three of you could have been dead for all I knew. So I waste two goddamn days searching for you—only to find you with a bunch of outcast Consuls.”


  “I was looking for—” she began.


  “I could have been looking for them while you were wasting time here,” he spat.


  Anger cut through her stunned speechlessness. She straightened abruptly. “I was looking for them! I have searched for them every day since I got back. So don’t tell me I’ve been wasting time when you don’t know a damn thing about what I’ve been doing.”


  “What do you have to show for all this effort of yours?”


  “I was trying to get information!” Her voice rose with fury. “I couldn’t just walk into the Ra embassy. I’ve been trying to find a way in, but it’s not exactly easy.”


  “Have you confirmed they’re there?”


  “I found some fairly definitive signs that the Ras are involved, but I don’t know for sure that they’re in the embassy.”


  His lips curled in a sneer.


  She thrust out her jaw. “You think you could have done better? You weren’t even here!”


  “Because you left me with that ryujin bastard! He wouldn’t let me leave any earlier.”


  “Don’t insult him! He saved your life—and then he made sure you didn’t do something stupid like charge through a ley line to take on half the Ra family while you were still recovering!”


  “Well, someone needs to do something. Seiya and Lyre have been missing for two weeks and for all your ‘effort,’ you don’t even know where—”


  “I’ve been working on it!” she yelled. “Do you think I’m totally incompetent?”


  “It’s starting to look that way!”


  “You—” she began in a near shriek, snapping her hand out to point at him.


  It happened in a flash. His hand crushed her wrist in his grip and he slammed her back into the fence. The breath whooshed out of her as he pinned her with his body, his other hand holding one strap of her leather halter top, dangerously close to her vulnerable throat.


  She froze, anger vanishing in a wave of fear. Her breathing was shallow and silent. His harsh exhale ruffled her hair as he fought to control the instincts she’d foolishly triggered. Getting in a shouting match with a shaded, enraged daemon, then making a sudden movement? What was wrong with her?


  Pinned and helpless, she stared over his shoulder with wide eyes, unable to see his face.


  “If you were planning to search for them,” he said, his slow, hoarse growl vibrating from his chest into hers, “why did you throw my tracking spell away?”


  “I...” She trailed into silence, unsure how to respond, afraid to say the wrong thing.


  “You didn’t want my help,” he supplied for her, his voice going quiet.


  She licked her lips, hesitating.


  He abruptly released her, stepping back. She glanced hastily toward the church. Her father and uncle had closed half the distance to her already, but upon seeing Ash release her, they stopped. Her gaze flicked back to Ash.


  His eyes met hers—the coldest black eyes she’d ever seen. Part of her died inside at that look.


  She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Her heart was tearing itself apart in her chest. She desperately needed to tell him that she wanted his help—his support, his strength—more than anything. She wanted him. But she couldn’t. She’d made her decision and she would stick to it.


  Ash suddenly looked up. With the rushing sound of wings beating the air, Kiev swooped in out of nowhere and crashed into Ash, knocking him back several steps.


  “Ash!” the boy crowed, almost bowling Piper over with a wing. He caught Ash in a bear hug with arms and wings both.


  “Kiev?” Ash blurted, shock blanking his face.


  “I can’t believe you did it!” Kiev exclaimed, finally letting go. He shimmered back into glamour, his pale eyes alight. “I can’t believe you escaped with Seiya!”


  A grin flashed across Ash’s face but quickly vanished. “What are you doing here?”


  Kiev blinked, glancing at Piper. “Uh, Piper didn’t tell you?”


  Ash’s icy anger reappeared faster than a bolt of lightning as he turned to her. “Didn’t Piper tell me what?”


  “I—” Piper stuttered. “I was going to tell you. Kiev got into trouble, so Raum asked me to bring Kiev to you. Raum wants you to take him into hiding.”


  A long moment of silence. Kiev looked between them, shifting his weight from foot to foot.


  “I see,” Ash said finally. “Is there anything else you were going to tell me?”


  She resisted the urge to shrink back from his unforgiving black eyes and straightened her shoulders instead. “I just found out that there’s a secret entrance into the Ra embassy through a warehouse east of the main building.”


  “Anything else?”


  “No.”


  He gave a curt nod and turned to Kiev. “Does anyone know you’re missing?”


  “Just Raum so far, but Samael will find out soon.”


  “Where is Raum now?”


  “In the city somewhere on an assignment.”


  “All right. We’ll extract Seiya and Lyre then get the hell out of here before Samael hears about you.”


  Ash turned, putting his back to Piper, and strode away from her. Her heart leaped into her throat. He didn’t pause. Didn’t even glance back. His form shimmered and black wings swept wide. He jumped skyward, wings beating hard, and vanished into the night.


  Kiev threw her an apologetic look and a half-hearted wave as he took a few running steps, his body already shimmering. His wings spread wide and he leaped, taking flight and vanishing almost as quickly as Ash.


  Piper stared at the empty night sky, her heart hammering in her chest. It hurt. It felt like her heart was beating itself into pieces against her ribs, shattering a little more with each impact. She pressed a hand against her breastbone to contain the pain and forced her eyes shut to block out the view of the empty sky.


  Ash wasn’t coming back. He and Kiev would rescue Lyre and Seiya, and together they would disappear forever, out of Samael’s reach. Out of her reach. She would go on without them, fighting her own battles. It was exactly what she’d decided had to happen.


  Except she hadn’t meant for Ash to hate her. Her fingers dug into her chest as though she could still the painful pounding of her heart.


  But what if his power wasn’t enough to save Lyre and Seiya? What if he and Kiev weren’t enough against the entire Ra embassy? Ash couldn’t possibly be back to his full strength yet, especially if he’d spent the last two days searching for her instead of recuperating. Was he even thinking straight? Hinote had anticipated many days of healing for Ash. If he and Kiev couldn’t do it alone, they would need the Sahar’s magic. They would need her.


  A quiet chirp broke through her agonized daze.


  Her eyes flew open, unnoticed tears clinging to her eyelashes. Perched on the top of the brick wall, head tilted to one side, a dragonet was appraising her.


  “Zwi?” she whispered.


  Zwi chirped again. Her unblinking golden stare was intense, analyzing Piper with no sign of her usual playfulness. After a long moment, her tail lashed side to side and she let out a long chitter.


  “You should be with Ash,” she mumbled. “He needs you to watch his back.”


  Zwi gave her another penetrating look and Piper braced herself to watch her small friend fly away, vanishing just like Ash and Kiev had, gone forever from her life. Instead, Zwi jumped to the ground. Black fire burst over her body, rapidly expanding until a dragon stood before her. Zwi turned to present her side to Piper and lifted her wing out of the way.


  Swallowing hard, Piper stepped closer to the dragon.


  “You—you want me to come with you?”


  Zwi turned her head and gave Piper a look.


  Piper swallowed again, hesitating. Zwi wanted Piper to come with her—to Ash. She was sure of it. But she’d finally broken the ties that had been driving Ash to throw himself in harm’s way to protect her. If she followed him now... But what if he needed her help? What if he couldn’t save Lyre and Seiya on his own?


  Hands shaking with adrenaline, she grabbed Zwi’s mane and pulled herself onto the dragon’s back. The moment she was settled, Zwi bounded forward, stretching into a full-out run as her wings spread wide and beat down hard, lifting them into the air.


  Piper glanced down as Zwi carried them higher into the sky and angled her flight toward the dark shapes of skyscrapers on the horizon. Below, on the shadowy sidewalk, Quinn, Calder, and Lexa stood, necks craned back and faces white in the harsh light coming from the church’s open front door as they watched the dragon sweep away through the sky.


  


  CHAPTER 8


  THE HORIZON was dark with no hint of the coming dawn. To the west, the red haze of a fire emanated like a sickly stain on the sky, silhouetting buildings against its crimson glow.


  Piper clung to Zwi’s back as she flew above the abandoned streets, keeping between buildings and out of sight of the ominous shape of the Ra embassy rising above the others. Scattered windows in the massive structure were lit with golden light that glowed like watchful eyes. The dragon glided on silent wings, then started to ascend, closing in on a nearby building a couple blocks from the embassy. She grabbed the edge of the rooftop and jumped onto it, immediately ducking behind the waist-high lip that ran around the edge.


  Piper slid off her back and the dragon returned to her dragonet form in a burst of black fire. Crouching beside Zwi to stay hidden from any watching eyes, she looked across the empty rooftop.


  “Piper?”


  She jumped half a foot and almost fell over. Kiev appeared a few feet away as he dropped whatever cloaking spell he’d been using to hide his presence. He crouched beside her.


  “What are you doing here?” He gave Zwi a quizzical look. “Ash was wondering what was taking you so long. I don’t think he’ll be happy that you brought her.”


  Zwi rustled her wings in a dragon-esque shrug.


  “I came in case you two need help,” she said, scanning the rooftop again. “Where’s Ash?”


  “Scouting for that secret entrance. No offense, Piper, but we really don’t need your help.” His eyes narrowed. “Unless your help means more mysteriously exploding jeeps or something like that.”


  She shifted uncomfortably. “It’s my fault Seiya and Lyre are prisoners. I want to—need to help, to make sure they’re okay.”


  He tilted his head. “Ash is really angry with you.”


  “Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “It’s complicated. It seems like all I do is screw up lately, even though I’m trying harder than I ever have before not to do exactly that.”


  He huffed a little. “Well, at least your screw up didn’t earn you a death sentence.”


  She grimaced but didn’t point out that lots of people wanted her dead. Her gaze travelled over the rooftop, searching again for any sign of Ash while at the same time dreading his return. Behind her, the Ra embassy towered over the surrounding buildings like a proud queen surrounded by prostrating peasants. There were no signs of life nearby but that didn’t mean anything. She pressed into the shadows of the half-wall behind her and focused on Kiev, keen for a distraction.


  “What happened with your mission?”


  “Oh, well...” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I’ve been carrying reports back and forth for years between Samael and a couple of undercover spies of his in some cities around here. Super simple stuff, anyone could do it, but Samael wanted someone who would never talk—so, me.


  “I usually do all four stops in a row, starting in Fairglen. But on my last round, the Fairglen guy is in a huge frantic fit about his catastrophically urgent news and he insists I immediately take his report straight to Samael.”


  “Fairglen?” she repeated. “What on earth could be so top secret in Fairglen?”


  She’d been to Fairglen, most recently on her unwanted visit to the Gaians’ fancy-shmancy office building where they’d drugged her and unsealed her magic. The city was a dump.


  “No idea. All I do is carry the messages.” He shrugged. “So I’m like, ‘Okay, well, you’re the boss,’ and I take his report straight back to Asphodel, and that’s all fine. Then I head for the second pickup location, but now I’m two days behind schedule.” He went silent for a moment, staring at nothing, then continued. “And this guy, he loses his shit at me the moment he sees me. Starts yelling about how I’m an inbred lizard freak, couldn’t think my way out of a box with four sides, stuff like that. I tell him off right back because I don’t have to listen to his garbage when Samael isn’t around, but I guess I went a little too far and he...”


  He took a deep breath, dropping his eyes. “My dragonet was on my shoulder. He’s always been too brave. The reaper grabbed Teva and... hurt him.”


  Horror constricted Piper’s throat as she imagined an adorable, helpless dragonet in the hands of a reaper. “Was Teva okay?”


  Kiev looked up and his ice blue eyes were harder than steel. “Teva survived. The reaper didn’t.”


  Piper swallowed, holding the boy’s gaze—showing submissiveness to a daemon was always a bad idea—and waited. After a moment, the intensity of his gaze lessened and he shrugged a little.


  “That guy was important,” he said, his voice matter-of-fact. “He’d been undercover on his mission for like six years. He was in deep with... whatever he was doing. So Samael’s gonna be ready for murder just at that, but the guy was also a Hades family member. Samael’s second cousin or something. So Samael will have to kill me to send the message that draconians don’t get to kill reapers.”


  He abruptly rolled his shoulders, straightening his spine.


  “Well, you know, ‘kill’ isn’t the best word,” he said flippantly. “He’ll make an example of me for sure. Probably drag it out for weeks. That’s what he does.”


  Piper’s heart squeezed. Kiev’s attempt at nonchalance wasn’t quite solid enough to fool her. Fear of what would happen if Samael got a hold of him shadowed his pale eyes.


  “Where is Teva now?” she asked.


  “Nearby. He doesn’t like strangers anywhere near him anymore. He hides a lot now.” Guilt slid across his face for allowing his dragonet to be injured.


  “I’m glad Raum was nearby to help you and Teva,” she said, trying to direct his thoughts back to the positive. “Did you go straight to him?”


  “Yeah, I knew where he was. Don’t know what I would have done otherwise.”


  She frowned. “Why didn’t you run away before this, if you were on your own lots of times here?”


  “Of course I couldn’t do that.” He looked at her as if she was a dimwit. “Do you know what he’d do to the others if I vanished? My mother has told me to run for it lots, but I won’t do that to her. Besides, where would I go? I’m not like Ash. I don’t know how to hide from Samael’s spies.”


  “Right,” Piper said weakly. “But what will happen if you disappear now?”


  “Raum promised he would take care of it. He said he had a plan and no one would get in trouble.”


  “That’s good.”


  She remembered Raum in Asphodel, holding her down in her chair as Ash was tortured in front of them. It was hard to reconcile that daemon with the one doing what he could to save Kiev.


  Zwi’s sudden warning chirp cut through her thoughts. She and Kiev turned quickly, staring in the direction of Zwi’s attention. At the other end of the roof, a tiny head appeared above the half-wall. The small dragonet let out a questioning chirp.


  “Who—” Piper began.


  “Zala!” Kiev exclaimed. “That’s Zala!”


  Zwi chattered excitedly and Zala dashed across the rooftop. She stopped a few feet away, squirming with urgency and chittering at top speed. Zwi jumped to Zala’s side and together they ran back across the rooftop.


  Piper jumped up and sprinted after them, bent over at the waist to stay behind the cover of the half-wall. When she reached the end of the roof, she grabbed the edge and looked down. The dragonets landed on the street below.


  Fear rushed over her and the back of her neck prickled. She spun around. Kiev grabbed her around the middle, the shimmers from his dropped glamour still fading, and jumped over the edge. She choked back a scream as they dropped three stories, his spread wings barely slowing their fall. He landed hard, bending at the knees to absorb their momentum, but the impact still rattled her bones.


  He released her and took off running after the dragonets. Piper dashed after them as they wove through dark alleys. Kiev whipped around a corner and as she swung around after him, he kicked down the door of a long-abandoned office complex.


  With Zala leading them, they charged up four flights of stairs. Piper tried to breathe through her mouth as the stench of old urine and mold assaulted her nose. Zala exited the stairwell and dashed down a dirty corridor toward an open door at the end. Piper ran after her and Kiev, her thoughts whirling and her heart racing. They rushed into a room and Kiev stopped, Piper almost crashing into him. Her gaze swept over the stained walls and scattered garbage before landing on the figure silhouetted in front of the broken window.


  Seiya turned as they entered. She was out of glamour, her dark draconian clothing blending into the shadows, wings tight to her sides, and two horns on either side of her head sweeping menacingly back, framing her face and black eyes.


  Piper froze, terror swimming through her head at the pure, frozen rage molding the girl’s expression.


  Dim light suddenly bloomed as Kiev summoned a tiny ball of magic to illuminate the room. Seiya’s attention snapped to him, and the cold, beautiful fury on her face softened into bewildered surprise.


  “Kiev?” she blurted, her draconian voice shivering along Piper’s nerves.


  “Seiya!” He rushed to her side. “Shit, you’re hurt. What happened?”


  Controlling her fear, Piper crossed the room and stopped a few feet away. She looked Seiya over in the additional light, spotting numerous cuts and lacerations from bladed weapons. Some had been crudely bandaged. Blood had soaked into the torn strips of material and dried to near black. In the faint light, the draconian girl looked like a wraith, her face white and cheeks sunken. Her long black hair, normally sleek and shining, was stringy and matted. A silver magic-dampening collar glinted around her neck.


  Seiya turned back to the window and pointed. Half a block away, a low warehouse with stone walls had a large loading bay at ground level, and its heavy steel door looked glaringly new compared to everything else nearby. Someone had made an effort to dull the shiny metal with dirt, but the earlier rain had washed shiny streaks in the grime. The door had clearly been installed within the last few days.


  “Three SUVs just went in,” Seiya said. “They’re there for Lyre. I know it.”


  Piper’s eyes widened. “We need Ash,” she said quickly to Kiev. “Where is he?”


  “Coming,” he said. “Zwi will have called him.”


  “What happened to you?” Piper asked Seiya. “What happened when you went through the ley line?”


  “They’d set a trap,” Seiya said grimly, her black eyes on the loading bay. “We were drugged and taken prisoner. We woke up in cells beneath the embassy.”


  Piper’s jaw clenched. Damn Miysis for his betrayal.


  Seiya put her hands on the windowsill, her tail lashing side to side. “Maasehet Ra came to visit us—Miysis’s older sister,” she added, noticing Piper’s frown. “She decided to sell us. They were going to trade me back to Samael.”


  Tamping down on her disgust—sell them? Like livestock?—she too looked at the loading bay. “How did you escape?”


  “Lyre,” Seiya said softly. “I couldn’t have done it without him. He was brilliant.” Her hands tightened on the sill. “I left him behind. He made me leave him.”


  Hearing the catch in Seiya’s voice, Piper looked harder at the girl. Her brow had furrowed, black eyes intent on that new door. Piper had never seen Seiya look remotely concerned for Lyre before. She wondered what had happened while they’d been prisoners together.


  Hesitating briefly, Piper lightly touched Seiya’s arm. “If you left him, I know it’s because you had no choice. We’re here now. We’ll save Lyre.”


  “It’s not your fault,” Kiev added, shifting his feet awkwardly as though he wanted to comfort her but didn’t quite know how. A light blush tinted his cheeks.


  Seiya nodded, staring at that loading bay as though she could mentally pull Lyre to safety with nothing but her willpower. She seemed to have no space in her extreme focus to ask where Kiev had come from or why he was with Piper.


  Zwi let out a short chirp. A second later, Ash strode through the doorway. Piper quickly backed out of the way as he marched straight to his sister, not appearing to notice anyone else. Seiya turned toward him and the intensity of the relief that contorted her face was heartbreaking. She stepped toward him and half fell into his arms. He held her tightly, anger and relief competing in his expression.


  After a brief moment, he stepped back and looked her over.


  “Fucking Ras,” he growled.


  She shrugged. “I killed two of them for every one that cut me.”


  He hooked two fingers through the collar around her neck. His lips moved with soundless words and magic sizzled the air. The stench of hot metal assaulted Piper’s nose and in the next moment, the collar disintegrated into dust. Seiya sighed in relief.


  “You need healing,” Ash said, lowering his hand. “Kiev, are you up for it? You’re better than I am.”


  “I’ll do my best, but I’m not that—”


  “There’s no time,” Seiya interrupted. “Three SUVs just entered the building and I’m certain they’re there to pick up Lyre. We can’t let them leave with him.”


  “Who is ‘they’?” Ash asked.


  Her eyebrows drew together. “His family.”


  Ash’s face went cold. “I see. I’ll take care of him.”


  “But I—”


  “You need to stay here and let Kiev heal you.”


  “I’m coming,” she said flatly, crossing her arms.


  “How long have you been waiting here with those injuries and no supplies?” he demanded.


  “I—I’m not sure. A few days?”


  “You will be more of a hindrance than a help right now.” His tone softened slightly. “There will be opportunities for payback later.”


  She gave a reluctant nod. He took her arm, gentle but firm, and pushed her down to sit with her back against a pillar. Kiev hesitantly approached and kneeled beside her. Ash headed toward the door. Piper scrambled to follow him as he disappeared into the stairwell, Zwi trotting at his heels. He took the stairs two at a time, heading up rather than down. Piper hurried after him, rushing out the door at the top and onto the rooftop.


  “Ash, wait!”


  He stopped and faced her. His eyes were like black ice.


  “What?”


  “I want to help.”


  “I don’t need your help.”


  “But I have the Sahar. I could—”


  “I don’t want your help.”


  She gritted her teeth. “Lyre is my friend and I’m helping whether you like it or not.”


  His gaze raked her. “Fine. But don’t get in the way.”


  He turned toward the embassy two blocks away and dropped into a crouch at the edge of the building. Piper crouched beside him and Zwi hopped onto the ledge between them. Together, they watched the unmoving loading bay door.


  She licked her lips nervously. “Do we have a plan?”


  “When they leave, we follow until they’re a safe distance from the embassy. Then we stop the vehicles, lure them out, and kill them.”


  Her eyes widened. “But Seiya said Lyre’s family is involved. What if they’re in the cars too?”


  “The only one who matters is Lyre.”


  “But...”


  Ash glanced at her. “He won’t be upset, I promise you.”


  “Oh.”


  Questions burned in her mind but she held them back. This wasn’t the time and she didn’t want to annoy Ash when he was already in a bad mood. She couldn’t imagine how Lyre’s familial relationships could be so poor that he wouldn’t care if Ash killed his relatives, but she didn’t know a thing about his family or his past.


  She was still processing Seiya’s surprising reaction to Lyre’s imprisonment. Maybe Piper was biased, seeing as Seiya had most likely tried to kill her in the Overworld, but she had never noticed Seiya show much care for anyone’s life except her brother’s. But her intense focus on that loading door, the undertone of pain in her voice when she spoke of leaving Lyre behind, her insistence on helping even while injured... suggested she cared more than Piper would have guessed. She had stayed in that filthy building, injured and helpless without magic in the vain hope that she could save Lyre. Piper couldn’t understand it, though she supposed that with a magic-dampening collar on her, Seiya hadn’t had many other options.


  She and Ash sat in silence for several minutes, watching the door. The stillness in the street and around the building didn’t mean no one was watching. She alternated between surveying the street and peeking at Ash. He kept his eyes on the door, tension obvious in his stiff stance. His face was pale, his cheeks hollow like Seiya’s. He should have stayed in the ryujin city, where he’d been safe, until he was back at full strength. But then, he never opted for the safe choices.


  She bit her lip, wondering whether she should speak. She could say nothing. It was better to say nothing. But a hundred responses paraded through her head, from anger at his cold treatment of her, to frantic pleas for forgiveness, to tearful apologies for getting him stabbed, all demanding to be given voice. She bit her lip even harder, fighting the words back. She shouldn’t repair the damage to his faith in her, not now. Not when she was trying to let him go.


  Deep blue tinged the clouds and as the minutes ticked by, the sky began to lighten. She shifted her weight uncomfortably as her muscles stiffened, but Ash didn’t move so she kept her complaints to herself. Orange light was bathing the horizon, heralding the imminent arrival of the sun, when the rattle of the loading door finally broke the silence. The door lifted and white headlights pierced the shadows lying over the street. A black SUV slowly rolled out of the bay. A second and third followed, almost bumper to bumper, and they all turned left down the street.


  Ash stayed crouched low as the vehicles, several stories below, passed beneath their position toward the main street. He rose to his feet and his body shimmered. His wings had barely taken form when he sprang off the rooftop, leaving her standing there with no way to follow.


  Zwi chirped and a sudden burst of fire enveloped her tiny body, expanding outward. Piper jumped toward her and clambered onto the dragon’s back before the last flames had vanished. Zwi took a running leap off the rooftop, dropping between the buildings. Her wings pounded the air as she hurried to catch up to Ash, who was gliding silently ahead of them. The SUVs picked up speed but couldn’t outpace their flying pursuers as they followed a twisting path through the downtown streets.


  Piper clutched Zwi’s mane, watching the vehicles intently. Lyre was in one of them. He had to be. She flexed her jaw. Miysis and his family had betrayed Piper, almost killed Ash, and tried to sell Seiya back to Hades. If she hadn’t escaped, they might have succeeded before Ash or Piper could stop them.


  The SUVs drove a few dozen blocks away from the embassy before turning off the road into a large, barren park. The vehicles bounced as they mounted the curb and rolled onto the sparse grass, toward the center of the square.


  Ash tucked his wings and dove, vanishing amidst a cluster of trees at one end of the park. Zwi followed, Piper clutching her neck. As soon as the dragon landed, she jumped off and rushed to join Ash where he stood in the deep shadows, already back in glamour. She stopped beside him and peered through the foliage. The SUVs rolled to a stop. Piper puzzled over that for a moment before she saw that the vehicles were not alone.


  About thirty yards away, a dozen figures stood waiting, their shadows stretching across the grass as the sun finally breached the horizon.


  Ash swore quietly. “This is the exchange. I thought they’d done it in the embassy, but the Ras must have wanted to keep their back entrance secret.”


  “What do we do?” she whispered.


  He hesitated, probably thinking fast. Several men got out of the first SUV and walked forward to meet the others. She couldn’t tell whether any of them were Ra daemons. Her attention returned to the waiting group of anonymous daemons.


  “Who are they?” she whispered.


  Another voice answered before Ash could.


  “Hades reapers,” came the toneless reply. “Elites. What game are you playing, Ash?”


  She spun around, almost as fast as Ash.


  Raum stood among the trees behind them, arms folded over his chest, wrap hanging around his neck. His cold eyes flicked over Piper and then Ash, analyzing them both.


  “What are you doing here?” Ash snapped.


  “I came to see if Piper planned to honor our agreement. I see she found you, but where is Kiev?”


  “He’s with Seiya,” Ash replied shortly. “What do you mean those are reapers?”


  Piper’s gaze flashed between them as Raum’s jaw tightened just slightly, the tension between them thickening the air. She would have expected them to be friendlier, allies united against Samael’s enslavement.


  “Nili has already scouted them,” the older draconian said. “I know several on sight from Asphodel.”


  “Why are Hades daemons taking Lyre?” Piper demanded. “Seiya said it was his family.”


  “Obviously not anymore,” Ash said grimly, his eyes on the Ra daemons speaking with the Hades reapers.


  Raum’s stare sharpened. “Ra sold the incubus to Hades? Why do they want him?”


  Ash shrugged. “Does it matter? I won’t let them take him to Asphodel.”


  Samael must want Lyre because of his connection to Ash, Seiya, and Piper. He wanted Lyre for leverage. The Ras must have changed plans—or lied about their plans—and sold Lyre into Samael’s twisted clutches. Maybe they’d changed the deal after their main prize—Seiya—had escaped.


  “We can’t let them have him,” she said urgently.


  Raum uncrossed his arms and put one hand on the hilt of a sword at his hip. “Suicide. In an ambush, you could probably take them. But an open approach in daylight? You’ll never defeat them all.”


  “I’m not letting them have Lyre,” Ash said flatly.


  “You are abandoning Kiev.”


  “Then you can take care of Kiev.”


  Raum let out a low hiss of anger. “If you attack, you’ll have to kill them all. If even one teleports out of your reach, he will return with a hundred more to destroy you.”


  “I’ll take the chance.”


  Cold silence pressed in on them as Ash turned his attention back to the meeting between Ra and Hades daemons.


  “They’re separating. Shit. The moment a reaper touches Lyre, they can teleport him and it will be over.” His gaze flashed between the waiting reapers and the Ras, who were heading back to their vehicles to fetch Lyre.


  “You can’t fight them all,” Raum said. “You can’t even guarantee a victory over the reapers.”


  Piper swallowed hard. “I’ll take the Ras.”


  Ash and Raum looked at her in disbelief. She saw the exact moment Raum realized she must have the Sahar—why else would she attempt something so impossible? She tensed but Raum didn’t otherwise react. The moment of knowledge had barely passed across his eyes before Ash recovered from his surprise.


  “Not a chance,” he snarled.


  “Do you know how many griffins I killed in the Overworld?” she snapped. “I won’t lose both you and Lyre. You take the reapers, and I’ll take the Ras.”


  She didn’t show any hesitation despite the fact she was volunteering to take on three carloads of Ra griffins by herself while he battled reapers. She had no choice.


  Ash glanced over his shoulder. The griffins had almost reached their vehicles. He swore again.


  “Fine,” he bit off, resignation and reluctance in his voice. “Are you ready?”


  She nodded, clenching her left hand. The Sahar pressed against her inner wrist, cool and inert.


  Raum stepped up to Ash’s other side. With a cool look at Ash, he pulled the dark wrap around his neck over the lower half of his face—the draconian signal that he intended to spill blood very soon.


  Ash scowled. “What are you doing?”


  “Ensuring you survive. Kiev needs you.”


  Ash gave him a short, assessing look, then nodded. A single glance between them seemed to convey their entire plan, and Piper was struck with a sudden insight: they had fought side-by-side many times before. So why was there so much animosity between them?


  Before she could puzzle over it more, Ash flicked one last glance at her. Suddenly his arm was around her waist and he yanked her against his chest in a brief, fierce embrace. His mouth touched her ear, breath hot on her skin.


  “Don’t die,” he said, a husky growl touching his voice.


  Then he let her go and his body shimmered as he dropped glamour. Raum followed suit in an instant, and identical black wings spread wide. They sprang upward, wings beating as they took flight, heading north—parallel to the reapers’ location to get into position for their ambush. Before they broke free from the cover of the trees, dark shadows seemed to close in around them. Cloaking spells.


  Piper turned back to face the vehicles. Her heart hammered against her ribs, her breathing fast and her adrenaline high. Her skin tingled where Ash’s lips had touched her, but terror pulsed in her veins at what would come next. With hands clenched and the Sahar pressed hard against her inner wrist, she threw herself through the trees and out into the park to singlehandedly wage war on Ra.


  


  CHAPTER 9


  AS PIPER burst out of the trees in a full-out sprint, she saw three Ra daemons pulling a struggling prisoner out of the SUV. Lyre. It had to be Lyre. And he wasn’t going quietly.


  Charging across the grass, she tapped the Sahar’s power. Magic blasted through her body, electricity in her veins. A wave of searing hatred followed, almost overwhelming her. She gritted her teeth, building up the power in her body. She had to accumulate enough for a powerful attack—without letting the violent madness claim her.


  The SUVs idled in a single file. No one had gotten out of the second two; they must be backup support only. She ran harder as she summoned even more magic from the Sahar. Pain seared her nerves, the first warning of too much magic flooding her body. She kept ramping it up to create the most powerful attack she could manage, ignoring the pain as best she could. She was almost ready—almost close enough to attack.


  The griffins at the first vehicle hauled Lyre out of the backseat and dragged him toward the waiting reapers. They hadn’t noticed her. She raised both hands, visualizing her coming attack. Her lips peeled back in vicious, delighted anticipation. She slid to a stop, magic raging through her, and flung both hands downward.


  Power tore out of her, burning like an inferno under her skin, then burst out of her in an explosive wave that rocketed toward the back two SUVs.


  The blast hit both vehicles. Metal screamed as the SUVs shattered under the impact. Jagged debris flew everywhere and droplets of burning gasoline rained down in a thousand spots of dancing flame.


  Piper bent forward, pressing her hands to her knees as she sucked in air. Her entire body ached and burned. Her head was splitting from the pain. The Sahar was hot against her wrist but she determinedly pushed the power away. Violence sung in her veins, demanding release, but she controlled that too. After one more deep breath, she straightened—and saw a Ra daemon coming straight for her.


  Her blast had destroyed the two SUVs, presumably killing all occupants as well. The third vehicle was damaged and the four daemons outside it had been thrown to the ground, but not seriously hurt. And now they were coming for her.


  She gasped and lifted her left hand as the first one closed in on her. Her mind touched the Sahar’s power and magic rushed into her. The world turned white with agony as magic burned across her raw nerves. Her lungs froze and she couldn’t move from the pain.


  The daemon’s strike hit her square in the chest, throwing her onto her back.


  She hit the ground and her shocked lungs unlocked. She sucked in a breath, her vision clearing as she pushed away the Sahar’s power again, struggling to focus. A hand closed around her throat. The daemon lifted her into the air, squeezing her neck.


  “Who the hell are you, bitch?” he snarled, his eyes black and half of his blond hair singed from the explosion.


  She clutched at his wrist for a moment, then yanked the gun from the back of her belt. Knowing he would grab it before she could level it at his chest, she pulled the trigger the moment the barrel lined up with a body part—his foot. The explosive sound of the gunshot assaulted her ears. The daemon dropped her with a cry of pain.


  Barely managing to stay on her feet, she staggered backward, coughing violently. Ra daemons circled her.


  “Haemon slut,” the wounded daemon spat. He flicked a hand so fast she couldn’t react. The blast of magic slammed into her, knocking her onto her back a second time. The gun flew out of her hand. Before she could move, his boot came down on her chest, driving the air out of her lungs yet again. He pressed his foot down and her ribs creaked, threatening to snap. Pain and terror flooded through her.


  Then she wasn’t afraid anymore.


  She felt it close over her, the strange, semi-familiar sensation of shading. She grabbed his boot and strained to relieve the pressure on her chest. He growled and pressed down harder. Her arms trembled and panic dragged at the bubble of calm surrounding her thoughts.


  They would kill her if she didn’t act fast—if she didn’t strike hard.


  A rush of tingling magic washed over her body. It wasn’t a decision. It wasn’t a conscious choice. She just knew she needed to be stronger—and it happened.


  Daemon strength filled her muscles. Shimmering mother-of-pearl claws tipped her fingers, piercing the thick leather of his boot. She heaved. The daemon flew backward, barely managing to keep his balance as he stumbled away from her. She flipped her whole body from a lying position to a standing one in a single smooth move.


  “What the hell?” one of them yelled.


  Piper lifted both hands, the scales across the backs of her knuckles shimmering. Spinning balls of blue and purple magic filled each palm. She hurled them at the two nearest Ras.


  She saw their glowing gold shields form, as fast as thought. Her blasts hit them, and the shields burst apart in swirls of orange light. Shock splashed across their faces, then fear as they realized she was coming right behind her magic attack, long daggers already in her hands.


  She plunged a dagger into each daemon’s belly and ripped them out again. Spinning past them, she locked on the other two.


  The nearer one dropped his glamour, spreading his feathered wings as he pulled a halberd off his back. She sheathed her daggers and pulled out her katana instead. The other Ra followed his comrade’s lead and dropped glamour too.


  Piper surveyed them, her mind floating in that strange state of calm. They examined her, wary and confused about what she was. Somewhere behind her, explosions of magic and furious cries told her Ash and Raum had begun their assault on the Hades daemons, but that was not her concern. All her attention, all her focus, was on the two daemons in front of her.


  They needed to die.


  She sprang at them. They split apart, moving to either side to weaken her ability to defend. Sword flashing in one hand, she pivoted on her toes, her iridescent dairokkan swaying out around her hips. She ducked under the handle of a Ra’s halberd, inside his guard before he knew what she was doing. She was faster than he’d expected. She grabbed his shoulder with one hand and leaped upward with his shoulder as her pivot. As she arched over him, her sword slid delicately across his throat.


  She landed neatly behind him as he dropped to his knees, vainly clutching his neck as his blood fed the earth.


  The last griffin gaped at her, his face white. She turned toward him—and he took a step back.


  A powerful feeling rose inside her. An overwhelming need, a demanding urge. He was afraid. Her lips curved, the need filling her head, tingling along her nerves. He was scared. He was weak.


  He was prey.


  She lifted her sword and he spun, wings spreading to take off.


  He was fleeing. The need surged through her.


  She launched into motion. He leaped into the air, wings beating hard. She jumped after him and her claws pierced his calf. Pulling herself up by his leg, she swung her sword up and drove it into the heavy muscle where his wing joined his back.


  His wing seized and they plunged back to the ground. She landed at his feet, her sword yanked from her hand. He rolled over, his hands flashing up in an aggressive gesture. With a flick of thought, she cast a shield in front of her body. His golden blast of magic hit it and vanished in a flare of orange light.


  His lion-like tail suddenly snapped out, striking her legs. She staggered and he kicked her in the ankle. She pitched forward, her fall transforming into a controlled dive as she slipped a dagger from its sheath. He flung his arm up to block. Shoving his arm aside, she landed on top of him and simultaneously slid her dagger between his ribs.


  She watched the life fade from his eyes. The need pounded in her head. Her prey was dead but she was not satisfied. She needed to kill. It was her right, her privilege to kill.


  “Piper.”


  She rose to her feet, leaving the dagger in the griffin’s chest, her gaze drifting toward the ongoing battle in the center of the park as the need rose in her, eclipsing all else.


  “Piper.”


  That voice. Beautiful, melodic harmony embodied in sound. It wrapped around her, demanding her attention.


  She turned. A daemon stood a dozen feet away, his golden eyes intent. Intense. Commanding. He was unkempt, his clothes torn and stained with old blood, his pale hair matted. His stance was strange, his body language wrong—oh. That was it. He was standing strangely because his arms were bound behind his back. Impaired mobility. Weakness.


  Weak meant prey.


  The need rushed through her anew, but at the same time, another feeling tingled inside her. A different need. A different urge. Warmth trickled through her body, longing building within her. Thoughts of violence withered as a new desire overcame her.


  She wanted him.


  Unmoving, she stared at the daemon before her. His eyes enraptured her. His face mesmerized her. Heart pounding, her blood heated. Hesitantly, she took a step toward him. Then another. Warily, she closed the distance until she was standing before him, staring into those golden eyes, entranced and burning with desire. He smiled and leaned forward until his mouth was at her ear.


  “Come back to me, Piper,” he crooned softly.


  That voice. It slid through her, wrapped around her, bound her to him. And as his voice echoed through every fiber of her being, a hundred other memories of that voice echoed back, filling her mind with thoughts of him.


  Lyre.


  As soon as his name came to her, her overpowering state of deadly calm shattered. Her entire body froze, shock ricocheting through her—followed immediately by choking revulsion.


  Horror bubbled up in her chest, suffocating her. What was wrong with her? She could feel it still—the bloodlust, the driving urge to kill. She’d never reveled in someone’s fear before. Never relished the thought of spilling blood with her own hands. Never delighted in death.


  She took a staggering step back, her wide eyes meeting Lyre’s golden stare. She hadn’t even recognized him. She had just seen a daemon, a possible threat—or possible prey. What kind of monster had she unleashed within herself when she’d given life to her daemon blood?


  “Piper,” Lyre said gently.


  Stumbling back another step, she looked over at the bodies of the two griffins she’d casually gutted. The third whose throat she’d nonchalantly slit open. The fourth with her dagger and sword still protruding from his body, his beautiful feathered wings splayed over the blood-soaked grass.


  An explosion from behind her shook the ground under her feet, breaking her horrified trance. She whirled around. Thirty yards away, a domed shield had formed. Even though Piper was no longer shaded and shouldn’t have been able to see magic, the bright glow was clearly visible. It shimmered oddly, neither white nor any particular color, but more of a dull, shifting rainbow, like a slick of oil on water. Inside it were the shadows of two daemons, protected by the spell. Outside it, fallen bodies littered the ground.


  Ash and Raum darted around the outside of the domed shield, but they didn’t seem to be able to break through the barrier. Ash dove at the shield with his great curved sword, the blade coated with rippling black fire that she’d seen cut through solid steel. His sword hit the dome and skated sideways. He banked sharply off to one side as one of the reapers within threw some sort of magic blast at him. It passed right through the inside of the dome without disturbing it, barely missing Ash’s wing. Ash and Raum couldn’t get to the reapers, but it seemed the reapers couldn’t get out either, or surely they would have teleported already. A stalemate.


  Pushing away her inner turmoil, she gestured urgently to Lyre. “Come on!”


  She launched forward, running toward the draconians and their targets. Fear crawled through her, but she gritted her teeth and pushed it down. She wasn’t shading again—ever again if she could help it. She would have to do this without the help of her powerful daemon instincts. She was pretty sure she already knew what to do—if it worked.


  As she approached, still running full tilt, her strong daemon muscles carrying her with shocking speed, she focused on the dome. Drawing her hands together, she pulled on her magic, feeling a strange sucking sensation in her head. A huge ball of writhing blue and purple magic filled her hands as she closed in on the dome.


  “Piper!” Ash yelled, his daemon voice harsh with warning.


  At the last moment, she threw on the brakes, skidding across the grass, and hurled her ball of magic point-blank into the domed shield.


  It hit the shield and the strange rainbow pattern rippled—and then orange light burst outward, burning the shield to nothing in an instant.


  A moment of shocked silence from all parties.


  Ash and Raum charged the reapers, now unprotected. Piper dove away from them, hitting the ground as a blast of magic flew over her head. Gulping at the near miss, she craned her neck to look over her shoulder.


  Ash and Raum were attacking the last two desperate reapers. The draconians moved with flawless, deadly precision, partners in a lethal dance—dark wings flashing, light glinting off the blades of their swords, black magic looping and snaking at their command. The fight was over in barely a minute. Silence fell over the park, oppressive after the endless noise of battle. She clambered to her feet as Lyre joined her. She started to take a step toward Ash and Raum, but Lyre bumped her with his shoulder.


  “Give them a minute,” he said quietly. “They’ll come to us once they cool off.”


  She frowned at him, ready to object, when he spoke again, his voice even lower.


  “You were just there, Piper. You know what it feels like. I trust Ash but I don’t trust Raum. Let them cool off.”


  Shame clenched around her lungs and she gave a short nod. She had been there, hadn’t she? So caught up in the battle lust that she hadn’t even recognized Lyre as her friend. She pressed her lips tightly together, fighting waves of disgust. She should have had more control over herself, over her daemon instincts.


  A little ways away, Ash stood like a statue on guard, the tip of his sword resting casually on the ground while he caught his breath. Raum paced in a circle, folded wings flexing in and out as he walked off the last of the adrenaline from the fight. Piper moved behind Lyre and unbuckled the leather and metal contraption binding his forearms together behind his back. He sighed in relief when she pulled it off.


  Finally, Raum came to a halt and shimmered back into glamour. Ash copied him, and the two men headed toward her and Lyre. Piper subconsciously braced herself as they approached. Ash in his full draconian warrior gear striding toward her was intimidating enough, but with Raum beside him, she shivered with a touch of fear. She met Ash’s eyes and thought of his fast embrace, lips on her ear as he told her not to die. Another shiver touched her, but this time not from fear.


  Lyre stepped forward as Ash came toward him and they clasped forearms.


  “Glad to see you,” Lyre said, a little gruffly. “I had way too much time to wonder what had happened to you.”


  “Unfortunately, I was unconscious for most of the past two weeks, so I can’t say the same. But I’m glad you’re okay.”


  “Unconscious for two weeks?” Lyre repeated, his eyes going wide.


  Ash shrugged. Lyre looked questioningly at Piper.


  She dropped her eyes and mumbled, “Three daggers to the chest and a hundred-foot fall into the river.”


  He shook his head in disbelief. “You found Seiya, right? Is she okay?”


  “Yeah, she’s waiting for us. We should get out of here.”


  Lyre nodded. “Yeah, definitely. I don’t want to wait around and see if the Ras come back with reinforcements.”


  Ash turned to Raum. “I appreciate the help.”


  Raum nodded and stepped toward Ash. They briefly gripped each other’s arms.


  “Kiev is your responsibility now,” Raum said.


  “Yes.”


  The older draconian’s cool eyes shifted to Piper and slid down her body and back up. For a second, Piper was offended at the blatant once-over, then abruptly remembered that she’d gone daemon during her fight. Heat rushed into her cheeks and her hands flashed to her face, covering the short dairokkan appendages that sprouted from behind each ear.


  “Um...” she stuttered, mentally flailing for a simple explanation.


  Raum gave his head a short shake. “Not my business.”


  She blinked, then realized she shouldn’t give him an explanation. Raum might have helped Kiev escape and fought alongside Ash, but he was still Samael’s man for as long as Samael held other draconians prisoner.


  With one last glance at Piper’s daemon form, Raum walked away, his body shimmering. A few yards away, he took a couple running steps and leaped skyward, his wings beating the air. Piper turned back to Ash and Lyre, shaking off the unnatural fear.


  She caught Lyre’s hand and squeezed. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”


  He gave her that sexy crooked grin of his and she couldn’t help her answering smile. She’d been so scared for him. The last two weeks had been hell.


  Together they hurried back across the park, toward the shelter of the downtown towers. Ash’s steps slowed as they passed the vehicles she’d destroyed. She looked away from the bodies of griffins and quickened her pace, drawing ahead of the two daemons. She could feel Ash’s eyes on her but she didn’t turn to meet his gaze. She didn’t want to see his expression.


  Disgust twisted through her, as well as fear and self-loathing. She would never shade again. She couldn’t risk it—not when there was every chance that, even without the Sahar in her hands, she could turn on her friends and try to kill them for no better reason than some part of her deep inside loved to see blood spill.


  


  CHAPTER 10


  THEY RETREATED to a quiet side street and Lyre passed Piper her sword and dagger, collected from the body of her victim. She accepted them silently, swallowing back her repulsion. Zwi joined them a minute later and transformed. Piper and Lyre clambered onto her back. She did her best not to think at all as they flew back to the building where they’d left Seiya and Kiev.


  When they landed on the rooftop, Ash shimmered back into glamour. Piper dismounted and immediately started toward the door.


  “Piper,” Ash said quietly.


  She stopped, reluctantly turning to face him. He surveyed her for a moment. Lyre’s gaze flicked between them as he tried to read the tension. Her heart climbed into her throat. There were a thousand things she wanted to say but she couldn’t manage to get out a single word.


  “You should... change back,” he finally said. “Kiev won’t understand.”


  “Right,” she said, her heart sinking.


  She looked down at herself, silvery-blue dairokkan drifting around her. Since she’d needed to be in the Overworld to unlock her daemon form, she hadn’t been entirely sure whether it would be accessible to her outside of the Overworld. Clearly, it was. It made sense, since daemons could use glamour regardless of what world they were in.


  Glancing up at Ash, she hunched her shoulders. “I don’t know how,” she admitted in a small voice.


  “Oh,” he said in surprise. “Okay. Well...”


  He looked at Lyre and they exchanged perplexed looks. Lyre rubbed a hand through his hair.


  “I’ve never tried to explain it to anyone before,” he said. He gestured to the ground. “Let’s sit.”


  Hesitantly, Piper sat facing him. He frowned, studying her with narrowed amber eyes. Ash waited behind him.


  “All right,” Lyre said. “So for you, your natural form on Earth is your human form. This shape for you is the same as Ash and I in glamour.”


  She nodded.


  “You have to work against Earth’s magic to hold this form. You’re actively holding this shape the same way I’m actively holding my glamour in place.”


  “I am? I don’t feel like I’m doing anything.”


  “It’s not difficult. You’re doing it instinctively right now. Think of it like standing. You don’t have to consciously think about which muscles you need to use to stand. To let go of this form, you need to identify the muscles and consciously relax them—or in this case, find the magic you’re using and stop.”


  “Okay...”


  “Close your eyes and focus inward,” he instructed.


  She did as he said, nervousness tickling her nerves. She let out a deep breath.


  “Think about your human form.”


  She pictured her regular body—no sparkly scales, just regular auburn hair and green eyes and too many scars.


  “Reach for that form. Do you feel a subtle resistance?”


  Confusion suffused her—reach for it?—but she tried anyway. She reached for her human body the same way she would summon a magical attack and immediately felt a kind of pull in the opposite direction.


  “Yes,” she whispered, trying to hold on to that feeling.


  “You need to relax and reach harder for your human form at the same time.”


  She frowned. Squeezing her eyes shut, she reached more firmly for her human form as though she were going to cast it as a spell, but that strange pulling sensation intensified. Fighting her frustration, she imagined snapping the link behind the pulling feeling.


  Tingles rushed over her body like a wave of warm water. Exhaustion instantly crashed over her. Her muscles gave out all at once and she went limp, falling sideways.


  Lyre jumped forward onto his knees to catch her and half pulled her up. She slumped against his shoulder, her arms trembling.


  “What—what’s wrong...” she stuttered. Weariness dragged at every inch of her mind and body.


  “Did you only use the Sahar, or did you use your own magic?”


  “Both.”


  Ash stepped around Lyre and carefully took her arm, pulling her to her feet. She tried to stand but her leg muscles twitched and shook, threatening to buckle. Lyre rose and took her other arm, hooking it over his shoulder.


  “You used too much of your magic,” he said sympathetically. “Magic uses up your physical energy as well. You didn’t know your limits, so you pulled too much, and that weakened your body.”


  “The reason many daemons use lodestones,” Ash added.


  She gave her head a weak shake. “But I felt fine a minute ago.”


  “Your daemon body is stronger than your human one.”


  Right. The effects of exhaustion must have been muted because her daemon body was naturally much stronger. She closed her eyes, fighting the waves of fatigue. Ash’s arm was strong around her waist, Lyre close on her other side, holding her arm over his shoulders. Tears suddenly burned her eyes. She’d missed them both so much.


  Ash got a better grip on her waist and guided her toward the door. Lyre followed. The stairs were awkward but she managed not to fall.


  Kiev looked up as they entered the room. He was still kneeling beside Seiya, who appeared to be in a healing sleep. The tension in his face relaxed as he smiled.


  “You’re back. Piper, are you okay?”


  “Just tired,” she mumbled.


  Ash helped her sit down, then he checked on Seiya. Lyre stopped beside Seiya and stared down at her with an unfathomable look on his face.


  “They cut her wing,” Kiev said, his voice cracking. “I tried my best to heal it, but... it was bad.”


  “You did your best,” Ash said gently. “She’ll understand.”


  “Was she waiting here?” Lyre asked, his voice strangely quiet. He looked at Ash. “She stayed here after she escaped?”


  Ash nodded. Lyre’s gaze returned to her sleeping form, a little wrinkle forming between his eyebrows. Piper wondered again what had happened between them during their shared captivity.


  Kiev yawned loudly, his jaw cracking. “I’m so exhausted.”


  “We all are,” Ash said. “But we can’t rest yet. This place is too close to the embassy.”


  Piper swallowed a groan. She was so tired. The thought of moving again made her want to cry.


  “Well, I need five minutes,” Kiev said. “I only just finished.”


  Ash sat back on his heels with a nod. The circles under his eyes were darker than ever. At least he didn’t appear to be injured. He and Raum made a good team, even if they didn’t like it. The battle seemed to weigh on Ash’s mind too, because soon his gaze turned to her, grey eyes examining her as though she was a strange specimen in a zoo.


  “What?” she asked crankily.


  “How did you break that dome shield? Nothing Raum or I tried did anything to it.”


  She gave a little shrug, inching to one side to lean against a pillar. “Back in the Overworld, I noticed that my magic has a really weird effect on daemon magic. When my two kinds of magic are touching, they glow this ugly orange.”


  He’d watched her separate her magic for the first time. The conflict between her blue and purple magic was more than obvious with the sickly orange glow that appeared wherever they touched.


  “Well, when that orange reaction between my magic touches other magic, it seems to... I don’t know. It seems to devour the other magic.”


  Natania had told her that her magic was like fire and daemon magic was like oil. At first Piper hadn’t understood. She’d only put it together when the Ra daemons had been so shocked and fearful of what her magic had done to theirs. She’d been lucky that her wild guess—that she could do the same thing to the reapers’ shield—had worked.


  “Well, shit,” Lyre said. “You’ll need to test that thoroughly.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked.


  “You need to know how it works and its limitations. That ability could give you an edge in every battle against every daemon you might face—or it could get you killed because it doesn’t work the way you think it does.”


  “I suppose.” She blinked up at him. “So what happened in the Ra embassy? Seiya only said you guys were captured and that the Ra heiress was planning to sell you.”


  “That she did,” Lyre said, shrugging. “It was mostly boring. I spent the majority of it trying to figure out how to squeeze some magic through this damn collar so we could escape. Speaking of this damn collar...”


  He looked hopefully at Ash as he tugged on the silver collar around his neck. Obligingly, Ash touched the metal band and whispered his incantation. It disintegrated just like Seiya’s had.


  “Long story short,” the incubus continued, rubbing his neck, “we busted our way out, had a really weird encounter with Miysis, and made a break out of that secret back door. But there were too many of them and only one of us was able to get out, so I made sure it was Seiya.”


  Piper’s eyebrows rose. ‘Made sure’ sounded a little ominous.


  “What kind of encounter with Miysis?” Ash asked, his voice darkening.


  “Ran into him during our getaway. He told us that the main entrance would be suicide and pointed the way to the back exit. It was weird.”


  “Maybe he felt bad for betraying us and killing Ash,” Piper said, her voice hard as steel with condemnation. His possible guilt made no difference in her ability to forgive him. “I don’t know if he realizes his assassination attempt failed.”


  “Yeah, so that,” Lyre said, looking between them. “What happened, exactly?”


  Grimacing, Piper ran through it quickly: How Miysis had waited for the others to leave before insisting Piper fulfill her half of their bargain. When she’d refused to use the Sahar to enable a Ra invasion of ryujin territory—or whatever he’d been planning—he’d tried to capture her and kill Ash.


  “I’ve been back for ten days,” she finished, “but Ash only just met up with me tonight.”


  She could feel Ash’s eyes on her but she didn’t look. He didn’t correct her simplified summary of their reunion, but Lyre had already noticed the friction between them. His gaze flicked across them, then moved to Kiev.


  “How about you?” he said cheerfully. “I don’t think we’ve met.”


  Kiev introduced himself and the two of them began discussing the circumstances of Kiev joining up with Ash. Piper listened with half an ear, struggling to keep her focus. Exhaustion dragged at her. She recalled that weird sucking sensation in her head when she’d drawn on her magic to break the dome shield. That very well might have been the feeling of pulling on magic that wasn’t there. She was so used to the unlimited power of the Sahar that she had no idea how much of her own magic she could reasonably expect to use safely.


  Eventually Ash stood. Kiev sighed wearily and clambered to his feet beside Lyre. Seiya slept on.


  “So where are we going?” Kiev asked.


  Ash hesitated. “I’m not sure. My base here was compromised last time.”


  Piper flinched again. She didn’t think he’d meant to remind her that Hades assassins had attacked his apartment in the city because of her, but she still heard the accusation. Gritting her teeth against the fatigued trembling in her muscles, she used the pillar to pull herself up.


  “The church is as safe a place as any,” she said. “You can recoup there for a day or two.”


  “I didn’t get the impression I was welcome,” Ash said.


  “Leave them to me,” she said grimly.


  He considered her offer for a moment before agreeing. He had no other options or she was sure he would have picked one that wasn’t dependent on her. He bent down and lifted Seiya off the floor. She barely stirred. Kiev followed Ash toward the door.


  Piper stood for a moment, leaning against the pillar to gather the vestiges of her strength. Ash’s coldness was like a poison in her blood that burned through her. She couldn’t stand it, but neither could she fix it. She just had to endure.


  She closed her eyes, sickness rising in her throat at the memory of the bloodlust that had taken her over when she’d fought the Ra daemons. She’d felt like a completely different person while shaded... someone who wasn’t human anymore.


  Someone touched her arm. She opened her eyes to find Lyre standing beside her. He smiled softly and offered his hand. She took it, trying to smile back. He led her after the others, his hand warm around hers. She let him guide her, blinking away tears of self-loathing. She didn’t know who she was anymore, and it frightened her.


  . . .


  “So, basically, Ash and the others will need to stay here for a couple days,” Piper said, striving to sound casual. Her words might have been slurring from exhaustion.


  Uncle Calder gave a slow nod. They were sitting together on the front steps of the church, bathed in the light of the mid-morning sun, its warmth muted by the haze of smoke in the air. When she’d returned to the church with four daemons in tow, Calder had been waiting for her, his worry immediate and obvious. He’d even expressed concern for Seiya and Lyre, who looked more than worse for wear, and had directed them toward the kitchen for food.


  Her father, on the other hand, didn’t even know she had survived the night. He was out somewhere with a few of the Consuls.


  “So... three draconians now?” A corner of Calder’s mouth lifted in a dry, little smile. “You do realize they’re one of the rarest daemon castes, right?”


  She huffed, lacking the energy for a real laugh. Her humor died quickly. “All three are Hades refugees. I know you and Father think Ash is a heartless assassin, but he’s not. He only did as ordered because Samael would have tortured his sister. Just look at Kiev. He’s still a kid but he’s been trained to kill. He didn’t choose that life. He was forced.”


  Calder studied her and she could almost see the usual rebuttals rising in his eyes: that draconians were mercenary by nature, that they were hired thugs, that there was no proof they weren’t acting of their own free will.


  “I was there,” she said, her voice quiet but not enough to hide the quiver of pain. “I saw it. Ash was tortured in front of my eyes to punish me.”


  Calder straightened a little, his jaw tensing. She’d spoken very little to him about her time in the Underworld as Samael’s prisoner. When she’d first returned, it had been too fresh and painful to discuss, and shortly afterward, she’d been shipped off to Westwood Academy. She could barely remember her last real conversation with her uncle.


  Letting out a slow breath as though expelling some strong emotion, he laid his hand over hers on the step and gently squeezed. “I’m sorry, Piper. I’m sorry we couldn’t protect you from that.”


  She gave him a wobbly smile, blinking away tears. “It’s not your fault. And I would do it all over again, because if I hadn’t ended up there when I did, Ash would have died a horrible death and Seiya would still be a prisoner.”


  “I’m glad you were able to help them,” he murmured. He looked across the horizon, then back to her. “Although you’re home again, you’re still strongly tied to the daemon world. You went deeper than any haemon I know, and that’s not a safe thing.”


  She sighed. “It’s worse than you think. Samael wants me dead, but now Miysis and the Ra family do too. I don’t know how I’m going to survive them both.”


  His hand tightened on hers. “What happened with the Ras?”


  “I made a deal with Miysis so he would take me to the Overworld, but then I broke it. He turned on us. Ash almost died. So did I, I guess. They took Seiya and Lyre prisoner and tried to sell them to Hades. That’s where we were tonight—getting them back.”


  Calder’s mouth tightened with worry. “This isn’t safe, Piper.”


  “Do you think I don’t know that?” she said, desperation creeping into her voice. “If I knew how to fix this, I would. But every time I try to get out of one mess, I end up even deeper in another.”


  He braced one arm on his knee and stared at the lightening sky. “This is a dangerous time for everyone. Everything is changing. No matter what happens, the world we knew will never return.”


  “The only way is forward,” she said softly. She’d learned that lesson already. Once her world had imploded the first time, the night the Gaians had attacked her Consulate to steal the Sahar, she’d never been able to get back to where she’d been, though she’d tried. “So about what I was saying in the van earlier...”


  He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his jaw. “The Consulates are not effective at controlling daemons, but that doesn’t mean the system is irreparable. However, because of the Ras, the system is already dying. Your father wants to save it but I’m not sure that’s what we really need.”


  She blinked at him, wide-eyed. She hadn’t expected that kind of a one-eighty from him.


  He smiled a little ruefully. “I started my apprenticeship when I was twelve and I’ve been a full Consul for almost thirty years. In all those years, I never once spent any significant time with daemons outside of a Consulate or Consul role—until these past two weeks. It was eye-opening, to say the least.”


  He pressed his hands together. “In that club, with all those daemons, I realized just how powerless I am as an individual. And when I think about how the Ra family has gradually overtaken our bureaucracy over the course of so many years, I begin to wonder how much political power we actually have.”


  “The Consulates have always had limited political influence,” Piper began.


  Calder shook his head. “I don’t mean the Consulates. I mean humanity.”


  Her skin chilled. “Humanity?”


  “The Earth isn’t a playground for daemons; it’s a battleground. We’re the spoils in a war of attrition between the Overworld and Underworld. They both want to control Earth and the only thing stopping them is each other.” He stared sightlessly at the ground between his feet. “I never considered before how woefully helpless we are to their politics.”


  Piper gave a thoughtful, anxious nod. “They took away our armies seventy years ago and now they’ve taken away the Consulates too. We can’t even be sure of the prefects anymore.”


  “I wouldn’t bank on them. The Ras have spent the last decade infiltrating the Consulates. I doubt Hades has been idle in that time. Who knows what Samael controls?”


  She shivered at the thought. “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”


  “Not yet,” he said grimly, “but close.”


  “What do we do?”


  “I don’t know.”


  She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “The Gaians seem to have some ideas.”


  “They’re targeting the wrong daemons. They’re going after individuals, not the families. I don’t think they would stand a chance if one of the families decided to exterminate them.”


  “They’ve been holding their own so far,” she murmured, thinking of those armed jeeps she’d destroyed.


  Lost in their own thoughts, they watched the sun rise for a few minutes. She struggled to keep her shoulders straight under the weight of her fatigue. She needed sleep in the worst way but these quiet moments with Calder had become so rare that she didn’t want it to end.


  “How long are Ash and the others staying?” he asked.


  “Not too long. A day or two.”


  “Then what?”


  “Then they disappear. They have too many enemies.”


  He faced her, his expression solemn. “Piper, the last thing I want is to be separated again, but have you considered that you also have too many enemies? I think you would be a lot safer with him than with us.”


  Her eyes widened and her heart swelled in her chest. She could have thrown her arms around him with how happy she was that he had really, truly listened to her about Ash—that, because she trusted Ash, he was willing to trust the draconian with her life.


  Instead, she shook her head. “I can’t do that. You’re right that it would probably be safer, but I can’t do that to him again.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She blinked away tears, her emotions more volatile because of her exhaustion. “He almost died for me more than once already. I can’t let him keep throwing himself between danger and me. I need to fight my own battles.”


  “That’s an admirable goal, but you’ve been in over your head more than not lately.”


  “That doesn’t matter,” she said. “They’re still my problems. Sooner or later, he’ll get killed because of me. I can’t live with that.”


  “Have you told him your feelings about this?”


  “Yes.”


  Calder made an amused sound. “Let me guess. He didn’t take it well.”


  She tilted her head, confused. “I—Well, no, he didn’t.”


  He leaned back, propping himself up with one hand. “I get what you’re saying, Pipes, but when someone cares about you, they won’t just turn their back when you need help.”


  “That’s why I won’t go with him. He can’t protect me if he isn’t around.”


  “We all want to fight our own battles, but you have to be realistic as well. If you’re afraid of him getting killed, your chances are even less.”


  “So we should both die then?” She shook her head. “That still doesn’t change anything.”


  “You’re stronger together than apart.”


  “I’ve been more of a burden than a help lately. I’m dead weight for him.”


  “Well, there’s your answer then.”


  She frowned. “Huh?”


  “You’re focusing on how to keep him out of the fights instead of focusing on how to win those fights. If you’re a burden, focus on changing that instead.” He rose to his feet. “You need to get some sleep before you keel over.”


  “But—” She shook her head, confused and exasperated but too tired to question him on what he’d meant. Dragging herself to her feet, she followed him up the steps. As they approached the church doors, Calder turned back to her. He opened his arms and she stepped into his hug. He squeezed her tight.


  “We don’t always get to choose who we love,” he murmured. “And loving a daemon will always be dangerous. Take care of yourself, Pipes.”


  He stepped back and smiled at her stunned expression, then pulled the door open and walked into the church, leaving her standing on the step, dumbfounded. She watched the door swing shut. Had that just happened? Were her feelings really that obvious?


  She rubbed her cheeks to stop her blush—it didn’t work—and let out a long breath. Composing herself, she opened the door and walked in. Her boots were silent on the floor of the lobby as she headed for the sanctuary. When she reached the threshold, she paused.


  At the other end, the four daemons were sprawled across the pews. She could see Kiev’s feet sticking over a pew and guessed he was lying across it. Ash was sitting but his head was bowed forward; he was likely dozing as well.


  A little ways away from them, Seiya and Lyre were sitting side by side, still awake. Seiya was talking, her lips moving with words Piper couldn’t hear. Lyre’s hand was on her shoulder. As she watched, Seiya wiped an unseen tear from her cheek. Whatever she was saying seemed to be intense with emotion, which blew Piper’s mind since Seiya was normally so cool and collected.


  Lyre rubbed her shoulder briefly in comfort, responding with soft words, but it didn’t look romantic or even flirtatious to Piper. And that was saying something, because Lyre usually oozed flirtation around anything female.


  Once again, Piper wondered what had happened between the two during their imprisonment. She still resented Seiya for her cruel attempts to ruin Ash and Piper’s friendship—and for the possible murder attempt in the Overworld—but she didn’t want to feel that way. Seiya had survived a terrible life, and Piper wanted her to find peace and happiness if she could. Seiya would probably feel a lot better when she found out that Ash wouldn’t be taking any more daggers to the chest for Piper’s sake.


  Looking away, she quietly slipped into the sanctuary and crossed the back of the room, heading toward the stairs to the basement where her cot awaited. Lyre noticed the movement and glanced at her, but she merely waved and continued into the hallway. She would ask for the rest of his story tomorrow. For now, she just wanted to sleep.


  An image flashed through her mind—her dagger sliding smoothly into the griffin’s chest as she watched the life die from his eyes—and she hoped fervently that her sleep would be dreamless.


  


  CHAPTER 11


  “HOW DID you enjoy your first true taste of bloodlust?”


  Piper’s eyes flew open. Groggy lethargy swamped her and she struggled to focus on the familiar female voice.


  “It is quite the experience, the first time. As I warned you before, it will only grow worse.”


  She lifted her head and squinted around the room: stone walls and a beautifully carved arched doorway with an embroidered curtain drawn to one side. She was lying on a low bed piled deep with the soft furs of animals she didn’t recognize. At the other end of the room, two wooden chairs with plush cushions and odd, low backs were framed against a wide window. Beyond it, a vista of mountains was bathed in the golden glow of a setting sun.


  Sitting in one of the chairs, her blue gown spread around her, was the speaker. She brushed long golden locks off one shoulder and smiled.


  “Natania,” Piper said cautiously.


  This was the second time she’d ended up in Natania’s mind while sleeping. Trepidation trickled through her. This wasn’t a pattern she liked.


  As Piper cautiously sat up, Natania crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap.


  “Do you believe me now?” she asked sweetly.


  Piper climbed off the bed, looking around. This must be the inside of one of the draconian dwellings she’d seen last time. Nothing decorated the walls, but carved stone and wood sculptures stood in the corners. She knelt beside a beautiful wood carving of two flying dragonets, their bodies curving elegantly around each other. Very lightly, she brushed a finger over a polished wing.


  “They were not a people of gems and jewels,” Natania murmured, watching Piper. “They loved simple beauty.”


  Piper rose, sorrow welling as her gaze travelled around the room. “How did the Hades family do it?” she asked. “How did they find this place and destroy it?”


  “I do not know,” Natania replied. “It happened after my Nyr’s demise.”


  Piper turned to the woman. “If you hadn’t driven him insane, this place would still exist.”


  “Do you believe that?” Natania replied coolly, silver slowly streaking her blue irises. “Fate is not a road that diverges with each decision you make. It is an immense oak tree with countless sprawling branches that diverge over and over, a thousand and then a thousand more paths to follow, where a single strong gust of wind can tear your branch from the trunk and cast you aside forever more. Was I the gust that ripped the Taroths from the tree of fate, or were they doomed by some distant divergence in their path? No mortal can know.”


  “Either way,” Piper said, “you’re the reason he died.”


  “Yes. And he is the reason I died. The fate of his people was not my concern.”


  Piper raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Natania loved Nyrtaroth at the same time she hated him. She couldn’t let him go, couldn’t move on. She was forever trapped in her memories of him, all of them tainted by his final betrayal.


  Stifling a yawn—was it normal to feel tired while she was actually sleeping?—she walked past Natania to stand by the window. It had no glass, just an open archway with a wide sill for sitting. A cool evening breeze caressed her face. She lightly touched the carved stone, wishing she could show this place to Ash. He was five hundred years too late to see the beautiful home of his ancestors.


  “So did you ever learn to control it?” she asked.


  Natania shrugged. “To a degree. The bloodlust is more powerful when your emotions are already heightened. Be thankful you were hunting enemies and not allies.”


  Piper turned to face the woman. “How can I control it? If Lyre hadn’t snapped me out of it...”


  “Why worry?” she replied casually. “Your allies are more powerful than you are; you pose little danger to them. Use the bloodlust. Own your rage.”


  “I don’t want to kill anyone.”


  “Why not? Everyone kills to survive. Those who do not are weak.”


  Piper shook her head. Natania didn’t get why Piper wouldn’t want to kill, and besides that, her reasoning was faulty. Ash might be more powerful than Piper but not when she had the Sahar. She shuddered to think of the damage she could do if her daemon bloodlust and the hatred of the Sahar combined inside her.


  She pressed both hands to the windowsill, fighting another wave of self-loathing. She’d had no choice but to unleash her daemon blood to survive her magic, but in a way, it felt like the Void had torn away who she really was. The person who had emerged wasn’t the same. She might look identical—when she didn’t look daemon—but inside, she barely recognized herself.


  “This is who you always were,” Natania said. “Your power was merely sleeping. Since you were but a child, you have had the mien of power but no ability to stand on it. Now you can. Embrace it.”


  Piper shook her head. She’d never been a killer. She’d dedicated her life to being a Consul—a peacekeeper.


  Natania rose from her chair and drifted toward the center of the room, trailing her fingers along a stone wall. “You should never have let him protect you from the first. He sees you not as his equal.”


  Piper looked up, pulled out of her thoughts. “What?”


  “Your moon. His desire to protect you is a double-edged sword.”


  Narrowing her eyes, Piper watched the woman trace one of the carvings in the wall.


  “You felt it, did you not?” Natania asked, her voice dropping into a malevolent murmur. Her silver eyes flashed across Piper. “You felt the driving urge to destroy the weak. Until he sees you as an equal, always there is the chance he will turn from protector to predator... and destroy you.”


  She swept her blond hair away from her shoulders. “This is how I survived my lovers. They saw me not as a ward or damsel, but as a partner. I stood beside them, between them, but never behind them. As such, their instincts could not turn.”


  Piper folded her arms, suppressing a shiver at Natania’s words. “Nyrtaroth might have been like that, but Ash isn’t. I faced him when he was completely shaded out of his mind and he didn’t kill me.”


  “But he hunted you.”


  “And then he... well, you know,” she said, blushing at the memory of him pinning her to the wall, his hot mouth on her throat. “That wasn’t killing me either.”


  Natania laughed coldly. “Your heart races passionately at the memory but you are a naïve child. You were still his prey, but of a different kind. Consider this: If you had not been open to his advances, what do you imagine would have happened?”


  Piper went still, goosebumps erupting up her arms.


  “Your moon will stop protecting you only when you no longer need protection—when you are his equal in strength. Until he makes that decision—if he makes it—he will protect you or resent you for denying him that. It is your choice. But know that until that moment, he is a danger to you.”


  “I’ll never be as strong as him,” she replied flatly. “It’s impossible, unless you’re counting the Sahar.”


  “There are many breeds and shades of strength, foolish child. Magic and brawn are but two.”


  Piper let out a long breath, blowing her bangs away from her face. If Natania wasn’t referring to magical prowess or physical strength—obviously, Piper would always come in at a distant second to a daemon like Ash for those—the woman must have meant some sort of internal strength. Piper had always thought of herself as a strong person but Natania seemed to disagree. Was there something about her that came across as weak to Ash as well?


  Shaking her head slightly, she pushed those thoughts aside. She had no idea how much of what Natania said was genuinely helpful and how much was lies and manipulation. Maybe all of it.


  “Will my magic always burn up daemon spells?” she asked, changing the subject.


  Natania shrugged. “No.”


  “No?”


  “It will depend on the spell type. Shields, generally, yes. Others? Perhaps. It depends.”


  “Depends on what?”


  “How the spell is constructed. Your abysmal knowledge of magic will make the distinction impossible for you to determine.”


  Piper rolled her eyes. “Helpful.”


  Natania lifted her eyebrows. “I will teach you something helpful then.”


  “Oh? Like what?”


  “Several times, daemons have incapacitated you with spells that impair movement or consciousness. Sleep spells, paralysis spells, and so on.”


  Piper grimaced. “Yeah.”


  “If you act quickly, you can destroy those spells before they claim you.”


  “I can?”


  “Your magic burns theirs away. Combine both brands of your fire and pulse them through your body, and his spell will be consumed. But a warning.”


  “What?”


  “It will hurt.”


  “It will?”


  “You remember the pain of the headaches?”


  “Of course.”


  “Imagine that—throughout your body.”


  Piper shuddered.


  Natania smirked. “Pain is fleeting but death is not.”


  Piper’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you do that when Maahes put that spell on you, before they killed you?”


  Natania’s eyes flashed to silver, rage transforming her face. “He knew of my ability. He constructed his spell precisely to thwart me. Only he, the most gifted of spell weavers, could have done such a thing.”


  The walls of the room wavered. Natania spun to the window, her skirts flaring out from the jarring movement. The air shimmered and shivered as the dream began to dissolve. Piper felt sleep pulling at her.


  Natania stood with her back stiff and shoulders hunched from the agony of a betrayal five centuries ago. Sometimes Piper hated Natania for her insanity, cruelty, and manipulation. Other times, she ached with sympathy for the terrible betrayal the woman had endured for so long, all alone. It wasn’t enough that her lovers had killed her for ambition; they had also condemned her to relive it every moment for all eternity.


  Darkness closed over her and she returned to her dreamless sleep with relief.


  . . .


  Piper sat in the shade of a scraggily tree, staring at nothing. She’d woken in the late afternoon, haunted by memories of her discussion with Natania and vague dreams of being hunted through the dark. She’d made sure Ash and the others got some food from the Consuls’ stores, dodged her father’s request to talk to her, and retreated to the yard behind the church for some peace and quiet.


  She picked up a handful of dried leaves and let them fall from her palm, watching them flutter one by one to the ground. She felt a lot like a tree in autumn: all her hopes and dreams, desires and comforts, drying up and falling away one by one until all that remained was the bare bones of her soul. She wasn’t sure how much she liked her bare-bones self.


  Her brief meeting with the daemons in the sanctuary had been awkward as hell. She didn’t know how to act around Ash anymore and his cold looks hurt more than she could say. He was still furious with her. Seiya had stared at her almost the entire time with a strange expression on her face, one Piper had no idea how to interpret. She was still expecting Seiya to gloat that she’d been right all along about Piper being dangerous to Ash—or that Seiya would outright try to kill her for almost getting Ash stabbed to death.


  Kiev, at least, had been happy to see her. He was pretty cheerful, considering where he’d grown up. Lyre, too, had greeted her pleasantly. She wanted to talk to him but not in front of the others, and between Ash and Seiya, she hadn’t wanted to stick around long enough to ask him for a private word.


  She sighed. She would have to speak to her father soon. He wouldn’t be as easy to talk to as Uncle Calder and she wasn’t sure she should even bother discussing the future of the Consulates with him. She should probably leave that to Calder.


  “Hey, Piper.”


  She looked up. Melonie and Lee, with Jerome and Randy in tow, were crossing the yard toward her. She suppressed a grimace.


  “Hey,” she said neutrally when they drew near.


  Melonie dropped down beside her, smiling. “Glad to see you’re up! Calder said you didn’t get back until this morning.”


  “With a bunch of daemons,” Randy muttered.


  Piper ignored him. “I had to take care of something last night.”


  “Um, about that...” Melonie shifted uncomfortably. “We heard Lexa talking to Drew last night. No one seems to know anything about... this stuff. You’ve been leaving by yourself every day since you got here, and now all these daemons show up. We’re concerned.”


  “Concerned?” Piper’s eyes narrowed. “About me or about what I’ve been up to?”


  “Both,” Jerome said, his voice hardening. “We want to know whose side you’re really on.”


  “Whose side?” She looked incredulously between them. “Do you really think there are only two sides here?”


  “Piper,” Melonie interjected, her tone gentle. “You have to admit it looks rather... strange... from our position. We know you have a lot going on—things we don’t know about. We’d really like for you to share with us so we not only know what’s going on, but so we can maybe help you.”


  Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, she struggled to stay patient. At least they weren’t asking about her using magic at the Styx. In all the chaos, they must not have seen her cast any spells.


  “You can’t help,” she told them, “and it’s nothing you need to worry about.”


  Jerome folded his arms. “We still need to know what’s going on.”


  Melonie gave a tiny, awkward nod, looking even more distressed than before.


  “Are you guys serious?” Piper demanded.


  “Damn right we are,” Randy snapped.


  “So you think, what? That I’m secretly in cohorts with the enemy or something?”


  “We have no idea,” Lee said in his quiet voice. “That’s the problem.”


  Piper stood, no longer comfortable with them towering over her. Melonie jumped up too, wringing her hands together.


  “Try to see this from our perspective,” Lee continued. “You’ve been acting really weird and you’ve gone missing—several times. We have no idea what’s been going on. We don’t want to think the worst of you but it’s hard not to. Can you please just give us an idea of what all this is about?”


  “Look.” Piper planted her hands on her hips. “None of us has solid ground to stand on right now. Between the Consulates and the Gaians, we don’t know who is trustworthy and who isn’t—but you don’t need to waste your time worrying about me. You’re better off keeping your heads down and focusing on what’s going on here.”


  Randy pushed Lee aside. “That’s not an answer. You just keep dodging questions every time anyone asks, don’t you? Maybe you won’t tell us anything because you just want to feel important.”


  She opened her mouth angrily.


  “Or maybe,” he sneered, stepping closer, getting in her face, “you think you’re super special because an incubus thinks you’re good enough to screw.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Or are you sleeping with that draconian? You sure seemed into him when you got to the church last night.”


  Piper’s hand flashed out before Randy could even flinch. She grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, yanked him around, and slammed his back into the tree. Her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl as she got in his face.


  “I don’t have the energy for this bullshit. You know absolutely nothing about me or about them. If you ever talk that kind of garbage again, I will drag your sorry ass straight to them and see what they have to say about it.”


  Randy shoved her away and she stepped back before the others decided to get involved. Backing away from all of them, she shook her head in disgust.


  “Piper...” Melonie began hesitantly.


  “I don’t want to hear it,” Piper snapped.


  She strode away from them, hands and teeth clenched tight. Her heart was pounding, her fury veined with hurt. Did they really think she was some kind of traitor just because she was spending time with daemons? They didn’t know anything about what was going on yet they were happy to jump to the absolute worst conclusion. Maybe they didn’t get along very well but she still deserved the benefit of the doubt, didn’t she?


  She yanked open the door to the church and almost walked straight into Lyre.


  “Oh,” she said. “Where did you come from?”


  “Hey there, beautiful.” His lips curved in his trademark half-smile. “I was just looking for you.”


  “Oh yeah?” She gestured behind her at the empty street. “Why don’t we go for a walk?”


  His smile widened. “Whatever my lady desires.”


  Squashing an answering smile so as to not encourage his flirtation too much, she let him lead the way toward the sidewalk. They strolled up the street in companionable silence and she let her eyes travel over him. He’d cleaned up since his rescue from the Ra family. His pale blond hair was clean and back to its usual sexy tousle. He must have charmed some clean clothes from one of the Consuls, because he was now wearing jeans and a t-shirt—not the best fit, but good enough.


  Noticing her appraisal, he caught her eye and grinned suggestively. She quickly turned her gaze to the depressing scenery: the cracked and crumbling pavement, the struggling trees, the rampant weeds sprouting everywhere. She could taste the smoke in the air from the uncontrolled fires downtown. The air was hazy with it, shrouding the afternoon sun.


  “Enjoying your newfound freedom?” she asked playfully, looking back at him.


  He tilted his face toward the sky, smiling beatifically. “I’ve never before appreciated the beauty of the sun so much,” he murmured. His eyes turned to her and his smile became sultry. “Though your beauty is surely the most precious sight I’ve yet seen.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Tell me more about what happened. You’re back to your usual self but Seiya seems a little off to me.”


  He gave a small shrug as they passed a boarded up strip mall.


  “It was hard on both of us,” he said. “But Seiya has too much experience being locked in cages to bounce right back afterward.”


  Piper looked at him out of the corner of her eye, not sure how much she should press. “She seemed really concerned about you.”


  “I suppose you could say it was a bonding experience,” he said dryly. “We had a few heart to hearts while we were sitting in our dark cells. Speaking of which...”


  She looked at him questioningly.


  “We talked about what happened in the Overworld when you fell in the river. She didn’t set the trap for you, and pulling Ash away before he could catch you was an accident.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “You believe her?”


  “Yes,” he said calmly. “I truly do. As she told me, all she ever wanted was for you to go away. She never wanted you to get hurt.”


  “She threatened to kill me.”


  “I’m not saying she’s guiltless—she most definitely tried to frighten you and sabotage your relationship with Ash—but she didn’t try to kill you and I don’t think she ever would.” His eyes were solemn. “In Asphodel, caring about anyone but her brother was a deadly dangerous weakness. Letting go of the lessons she learned there is very difficult. She’s only just now daring to open up to anyone else.”


  “So she’s opening up to... you?” she asked, eyebrows raised high.


  “Just a little,” he said with a crooked smile. “But I’m not really her type.”


  She eyed him, then gave a small shrug. She was pretty sure his better judgment outweighed his hormones; Ash mattered too much to him to risk their friendship on a fling with Seiya. As for Seiya being innocent of attempted murder, she would trust Lyre’s verdict. But that didn’t mean she was going to be stupid; it would be a while yet before she let her guard down around Seiya.


  She frowned. “If Seiya didn’t make me fall, who did? I don’t think it was an accident.”


  “Our working theory is that one of Miysis’s men set the trap but it was intended for me, not you. I was an obstacle he wanted out of the way.”


  She nodded slowly, considering his words. If he was right, it made sense. It would have looked like an accident and Piper would never have thought to suspect Miysis.


  “So how did you to escape? You mentioned something about your magic-dampening collar.”


  “I figured out how to get small amounts of magic through my collar,” he said, looking extremely satisfied. “Took me a week but I got it.”


  “How did that help you escape though, if it was only a small amount?”


  He waved a hand dismissively. “It was enough to trigger a few premade spells I had with me. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to get us both out.”


  “Huh,” she muttered. “Well, I’m glad you got Seiya out before they could give her back to Samael.”


  “Me too.”


  She glanced at him as they came to a stop at an intersection. She wanted to ask him about these “premade spells” but there was another question she’d been dying to ask.


  “Seiya said that Maasehet Ra was selling you back to your family but then there were Hades reapers there to get you.”


  “Maasehet did say that when we spoke to her. I really don’t know what happened.” He smirked. “I can assure you that I am not related to any reapers.”


  Piper huffed a small laugh. “Yeah, you don’t really resemble a reaper.” She frowned. “But why would your family want to buy you in the first place?”


  He gave another shrug and randomly selected a direction to continue walking in. She couldn’t help but think he was avoiding her gaze as they headed up another street.


  “I would rather spare you the sordid details of my family life,” he said. “But I can say that we don’t really get along and I don’t especially want to know their reasons behind any sudden attempts to purchase me.”


  Her lips quirked in a small frown but she didn’t question him further. Despite his nonchalant tone, it was clear he didn’t want to talk about it. She would have to save her curiosity for later. Either way, he was obviously downplaying things, if Ash’s reaction to the mention of his family was any indication. He’d been strangely vague about the details of their escape too. More secrets.


  “Soooo...” Lyre drawled. “Let’s hear it. What happened after Seiya and I went through the ley line?”


  Piper flinched. She should have known he would want all the details. Reluctantly, she began to recount the story. He listened in silence as she described the ambush on Ash, his plummet into the river, her battle with the griffins, and the eventual arrival of the ryujin.


  “Once I was sure Ash was healing okay,” she finished, “I came back here to start searching for you and Seiya. Ash showed up yesterday.”


  Lyre stopped on the sidewalk, turning to study her expression. “Ash told me you threw his tracking spell into the river. Why?”


  She cringed slightly. “Yeah, that. It’s hard to explain...”


  “Try.” The command was firm but his voice was gentle.


  “I watched him die,” she said, her eyes dropping to the sidewalk. “I saw the daggers go into his chest. I saw him fall over the edge. And I thought that was it. I thought he was dead and that it was my fault. When I found out he was alive, I knew I could never let that happen again. I couldn’t let him die for me—die fighting my battles. It’s not his responsibility to make sure that I survive to the next day.”


  She lifted her gaze, staring into his serious amber eyes. “I threw the spell away because I didn’t want him to follow me. I thought I could find you and Seiya before he was healed enough to return to Earth.”


  Lyre studied her in silence. She held his gaze, not allowing herself to look away. Finally, he gave a slow nod.


  “You realize the only way he’ll stop trying to keep you alive is if you make him hate you, right?”


  Her heart shriveled in her chest. “I don’t want him to hate me. It’s better for everyone if we just aren’t around each other. He can’t fight for me if we’re apart, and you guys need to go into hiding again right away anyways.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “But will you be able to say goodbye forever?”


  “I...” She shook her head. Just the thought hurt. It had been so hard the first time, walking away from him in the Overworld, but even then a part of her hadn’t believed it would be the last time. If she walked away again, it would be the final goodbye; Ash wouldn’t give her another chance after that.


  Lyre started walking again, circling back in the direction of the church. “If you’d had the chance, would you have jumped between Ash and those Ra soldiers on the cliff?”


  “Yes, of course,” she answered without thinking. “It was my fault for distracting him.”


  He looked over, his stare cutting through her. A blush rose in her cheeks as she realized the hypocrisy of her answer. She remembered what Uncle Calder has said about focusing on winning fights rather than keeping Ash out of them.


  “Personally, I’d prefer a solution where neither of you dies,” he said with an amused smile. “The answer here is clear: you should both stop engaging in life or death fights. Problem solved.”


  “If only it were that easy.” She sighed. “So what’s the plan for you guys? Where will you go after this?”


  “Back to the Underworld, I suppose,” he said. “With all the shit going down here, I don’t think we want to hang around.”


  “Makes sense,” she said, trying to sound casual. Inside, her heart twisted at the thought of all of them leaving so soon—even if it was best for all parties. She would be left with no one but her father, her uncle, and the other Consuls and apprentices—who didn’t trust her—in a world that was falling apart around them. Didn’t sound like a lot of fun.


  “What about you?” he asked.


  “I guess that depends on what my father’s plan is,” she said with a sigh. “The Ra family has infiltrated the Consulate system, and they’re manipulating Consuls and prefects to wage war on the Gaians. It’s a mess.”


  “The Ra Family? Well, shit. The politics around here are turning into a cesspit. Have you told Ash about any of this?”


  “I haven’t had a chance yet.”


  “I’ll let him know.”


  “Thanks.” She appreciated his understanding that she didn’t really want to talk to Ash right now. It would be too hard.


  They continued on in silence. Lost in thought, Piper fidgeted with a dangling tie from her halter top. The only solution she could see that would prevent Ash from protecting her at every turn was them staying apart. She knew, in a way, that was running from the problem, but it didn’t really matter because they were destined to be apart anyway. This reunion was temporary. As soon as he and the others recovered their strength, they would disappear again, and she would stay here, in her world where she belonged. Half-daemon or not, she didn’t belong with them in the Underworld—and even if Ash had wanted her to come, she couldn’t go. She needed to stay here and help however she could.


  She and Lyre rounded another corner, the church looming partway down the street. Her gaze travelled over the structure’s crumbling brick façade and remaining arched windows. It had once been a beautiful building—just like this had once been a beautiful city. If the Ra/Gaian conflict continued, she wondered what the city would look like in another six months.


  Reaching the grounds, they ascended the stairs and she reached for the door. It flew open violently. Lyre yanked her out of the way before it could smack her in the face.


  “Piper!” Kindra exclaimed, clutching the handle with one hand, her eyes wide and dark. “Where have you been?”


  “I—”


  “Get in there and stop your father!”


  “What?” Piper demanded.


  Kindra grabbed her arm and dragged her through the doorway. “Stop him before Ash kills him!”


  Piper threw a wild look at Kindra and sprinted through the lobby for the sanctuary.


  


  CHAPTER 12


  AS SHE burst into the sanctuary, she knew immediately that whatever was happening was already bad—very, very bad. Everyone staying at the church was clustered in a small crowd at the far end of the room, blocking her view just like the last time. But this time, everyone was shouting. Angry raised voices and panicked shouts filled the room. She couldn’t see beyond the distressed onlookers.


  She ran. Her father and Ash had to be on the other side of the witnesses. Why would Ash want to kill Quinn? And what was she supposed to stop Quinn from doing? Her father knew Ash was dangerous—though he didn’t know how dangerous. He didn’t know about Ash’s control issues. He didn’t know that Ash could erupt into violence at any moment given the right—or wrong—provocation.


  She sprinted between the pews at top speed, closing in on the group of agitated Consuls. Over their voices, she heard Seiya yell something, the words indistinguishable but Ash’s name clear. Skidding as she reached them, she slammed right into Drew’s back, grabbed his shoulder, and shoved him aside. She squeezed between Lexa and Melonie and burst into the open space beyond them.


  Quinn and Ash were facing each other, with only a few steps between them. Seiya and Kiev flanked Ash but stood helplessly as Quinn shouted at the draconian, his face red with fury. She couldn’t make out what he was saying and didn’t try. Later, she would wonder what was wrong with her father, what stupidity had come over him that he would confront Ash in a reckless fit of rage. For now, her attention was locked on Ash, on the burning temper in his ebony eyes. Memories of the last time almost overwhelmed her—of his black wings spread wide as he’d faced down Miysis in the Overworld forest, blade drawn and murder in his eyes.


  This wasn’t as bad—he hadn’t dropped his glamour yet—but it was close. It was coming.


  As she burst out from the group, taking it all in with a single glance, Quinn took an aggressive step forward. His right hand flashed up. She didn’t know whether he was gesturing or about to cast magic. Neither did Ash—and that was all it took to push him over the edge.


  He was much faster than her father. He didn’t even drop glamour. One of his short swords was in his hand in a blink, and the lethally small distance between him and her father disappeared.


  In the same instant, Piper sprang toward them. A small, calculating part of her mind judged the distance and knew she could make it. She threw herself at her father while calling on her magic to add its force to her momentum. She crashed into Quinn, body-checking him out of the way. He was knocked clean off his feet and out of Ash’s path.


  And then Ash slammed into her.


  The air vanished from her lungs as his weight drove her backward. She somehow grabbed his shoulder, keeping herself from falling, and they came to a violent stop, freezing in place. Breathing was difficult, her diaphragm locked from the impact. She looked up, part of her waiting to feel his claws on her throat.


  Black eyes met hers, but they weren’t burning with feral rage. They were wide, staring, blank with shock. She opened her mouth to speak but there was no air in her lungs. She couldn’t take a breath. In the sudden cessation of shouts and outcries, silence pounded against her ears. No one was saying anything—nothing at all. She stared at Ash, her mind blank. His expression was one of horror—heart-tearing, gut-wrenching horror.


  Slowly, she looked down.


  His hand was still wrapped around the hilt of his short sword, knuckles white from the tightness of his grip. Protruding from her torso, the blade of the weapon was buried all the way up to its cross guard, the shining steel splattered with blood—her blood.


  She gaped at the sword sticking out of her, and then her knees buckled.


  Ash clamped his arm around her shoulders, his other hand steadying the sword. He went down onto his knees with her, carefully stabilizing her. She locked her eyes on his and didn’t let them waver; if she looked away, she would panic—and possibly shade. His eyes, his gaze was the only thing that could anchor her in the whirlwind of pure, utter terror within her. She couldn’t shade. The Sahar was cold against her wrist, a deadly explosion waiting to happen if she weakened.


  Though it had been mere seconds since she’d thrown herself in front of Ash’s attack, it felt like hours. She clutched his shoulder, their eyes locked as her panic-hazed thoughts wondered what would happen next.


  And then, as though acting on some prearranged signal, everyone in the room exploded into action at once.


  Her father bellowed in fear and fury, magic glowing in his hands as he threw himself toward Ash. Seiya intercepted him, throwing him back with a blast of her own magic. Lexa and the other Consuls charged from the other side. Kiev leapt into their path, dropping his glamour and spreading his wings wide. Their attacks stuttered as his Nightmare Effect swept over them. Kindra grabbed Jerome and Randy by the backs of their shirts and hauled them backward before they could get into range to attack.


  Piper barely saw any of it. She just stared at Ash, stared into his eyes. Her brain had yet to catch up with what had happened to her body. She felt no pain, just shock, disbelief, and that pounding, persistent edge of panic.


  Ash lifted his head, pulling his eyes away from hers for the first time. “Seiya!” he shouted hoarsely.


  She appeared beside him, glancing over her shoulder to where Quinn was clambering to his feet, ready to attack once more. Kiev backed toward them. The Consuls were already recovering from the terror of the Nightmare Effect. In moments, there would be a full-out battle—Consuls versus daemons.


  Lyre stepped into the open space between the two groups. In her peripheral vision, Piper saw him raise one hand. Light flashed in his palm and a shimmering golden dome burst into existence, arching over their heads and encircling Piper and the daemons, leaving the Consuls and apprentices on the other side.


  Before Piper could do more than silently marvel at the strange spell, Seiya knelt and placed her hand on top of Ash’s over the hilt of the sword.


  “Let it go, Ash,” she said gently.


  He released the sword and gripped Piper’s shoulders with both hands, carefully steadying her.


  “Hold her,” Seiya ordered.


  Ash’s hands tightened on her shoulders, and the next thing she knew, Seiya was pulling on the sword. All her nerves started working again at once and she screamed at the top of her lungs. She could feel every inch of the blade slicing along her innards as the sword came free. She collapsed backward and Ash gently laid her down. Seiya was there again in an instant, pressing her hands over the wound. Piper panted. Warm blood ran across her skin. The sword had impaled her just below the hem of her impenetrable dragon-scale halter top; a couple inches higher and she would have been uninjured.


  The warmth of magic tingled through her as Seiya began healing her. The pain dulled enough for her to bear it. Her eyelids fluttered. The voices of the Consuls sounded muffled, their angry, fearful shouts too distant and distorted to make out.


  “Is she going to be okay?” Kiev asked as he hovered over Seiya’s shoulder.


  Focused on her spell work, Seiya gave a short nod. Ash said nothing, his eyes still black and staring at Piper in horror at what he’d done.


  Piper blinked. She could hear Kiev just fine. Bemused, she turned her gaze toward the shimmering dome arching over them, then to the hazy sight of the Consuls on the other side. Her father stood just outside the barrier, slamming his fist against the shield, his mouth moving with shouted words she couldn’t make out. So her hearing was fine; it was the domed shield that was muffling their voices. She looked at Lyre, who was standing casually with one hand on his hip, a bright spot of golden light glowing in his other palm—the source of the spell.


  As her attention wandered, she felt Ash’s hands leave her shoulders. Her eyes snapped to him just as he made to stand and, catching them both by surprise, her hand flew up and closed tightly around his wrist. He froze in place.


  “Where are you going?” she tried to demand. Her voice came out breathless instead.


  He didn’t answer but he didn’t try to pull away either.


  “I jumped off a cliff after you were stabbed,” she said, managing a weak smile. “The least you can do is sit here while I’m stabbed.”


  He gave his head a slight shake, his face still deathly white. “You weren’t the one who stabbed me,” he whispered, voice still hoarse.


  Her brow furrowed with pain at the memory of that moment, of watching the griffin blades plunge into his chest.


  “It might as well have been me,” she whispered back. “It was my fault. I might as well have held the blades myself.”


  He shook his head again but said nothing more, his black eyes lifting to Seiya to watch her work. Strange sensations rolled through her: tingles rushed across her skin and a weird pressure squeezed her innards. Her eyelids felt heavy and growing fatigue pressed her into the floor. She found herself staring at the shimmering shield arching above. Where had Lyre gotten such a spell? Was this one of the mysterious “premade spells” he’d mentioned? Like the ones he’d used to help Seiya break free from the Ra embassy?


  Her eyelids flickered. The dome of light seemed to dim. The only thing that felt real was the warmth of Ash’s skin beneath her fingers and she held on tight to her only anchor as the room sank into silent darkness.


  . . .


  Piper opened her eyes. It was dark. She blinked a few times and the room came into focus: her tiny, makeshift bedroom in the basement of the church, with her familiar cot under her and blankets tucked neatly around her chin.


  In a chair beside her cot, Kiev dozed with his chin resting on his chest, eyes closed and face relaxed. He looked so young, barely a teenager.


  She cautiously prodded her middle. Had a sword really been sticking out of her? The spot was merely sore, as though she’d taken a hit there while sparring, but she could feel the dried blood that had soaked into the waistband of her pants.


  Closing her eyes, she went over the incident again in her head: Quinn’s sudden movement. Ash’s instinctive response—the attack. Him lunging at Quinn, sword drawn. And then her, jumping right into the middle of it as though she were invincible and shoving her father out of the way so she was the one in the path of Ash’s sword. And then the inevitable result.


  The look on Ash’s face—it was burned into her mind. She knew Ash hadn’t meant to stab her. She didn’t know whether it had happened because she’d appeared so suddenly he couldn’t stop his attack, or if he’d been too out of control to make that decision. Either way, it hadn’t been intentional, but she didn’t know how hard it would be to convince him of that fact.


  She closed her eyes, suppressing a wave of shame. How stupid was she? How could she have let that happen? Ash had reacted so badly to just putting his claws around her throat, and that time he’d barely pricked her. This time, he’d run her through. He would never forgive himself. She was the one who needed forgiveness. It had been her fault. She’d thrown herself in front of his attack. She hadn’t really thought it through—hadn’t had time to consider the consequences—but she couldn’t really regret it. If she hadn’t done what she did, her father would’ve died. She rather doubted Seiya would’ve made the same kind of effort to heal Quinn.


  As her thoughts turned to her father, bewildered fury flashed through her. What was wrong with him? If anything, this was all his fault. What had he been thinking? What had he said to infuriate Ash so much? She just couldn’t understand why Quinn would do something so stupid. He knew daemons. He knew what they were like, their limits, their boundaries, and he knew you didn’t just storm up to a daemon and start shouting insults in his face then make a violent gesture as though attacking. Really, it was the kind of behavior she would’ve expected from herself, not her father. Not the Head Consul. He was always in control, always analyzing, always making the smart, safe choices.


  She let out a disgusted sigh, too tired to get really worked up about it but knowing there would be a lot of drama in her future: dealing with her father, who would be even more determined to keep her away from Ash; finding out what the hell was wrong with Quinn that he would confront Ash; and convincing Ash that he wasn’t the most horrible person in all the worlds for almost killing her.


  “Piper, you awake?”


  Forcing her tired eyes open again, she turned her head toward Kiev and saw him sitting up, watching her. He smiled.


  “You are awake,” he said cheerfully. “It’s been a few hours.”


  “Where’s Ash?” she asked.


  “Nearby,” Kiev said, frowning slightly. “I told him he should be waiting here too, but he refused. He feels pretty bad. Lyre is with him right now.”


  “It wasn’t his fault,” Piper said quickly, relieved that Ash wasn’t alone. Being alone right now would have been very bad for him. “I jumped right in front of his attack. He shouldn’t blame himself.”


  “I know,” Kiev said. “I saw the whole thing. That was pretty stupid of you.”


  Even though he’d said the last words in a light tone, she still felt their sting. She had been stupid, though she wasn’t sure what else she could have done.


  “I know it was, but it’s my father. I couldn’t let Ash skewer him.”


  “That was some crazy shit. Your father really isn’t a smart man, you know that?”


  “He used to be smart. I don’t know what’s gotten into him lately.” She closed her eyes for a moment, gathering her strength. “What did he say to Ash?”


  Kiev shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not entirely sure. I wasn’t there for the whole thing. He definitely said something about Ash ‘corrupting’ you or some other crap. He also said some shit about Samael—that Ash has been working for him all along and his supposed friendship with you is just a farce. I don’t know. He wasn’t making a lot of sense but the gist of it was pretty obvious. I was pissed on Ash’s behalf and your father wasn’t even talking about me.”


  Piper clenched her hands, fingernails digging into her palms. If she hadn’t felt as weak as a kitten, she would have leaped out of the bed and marched out of the room to find her father and tell him exactly what she thought of the bullshit he’d been spouting at Ash. He still didn’t believe that Ash had been Samael’s slave? How ridiculously stubborn was he?


  Taking a deep breath to calm down, she smiled a Kiev. “Thanks for sitting with me. I appreciate it.”


  Blushing a little, Kiev shrugged. “Ash asked me to. Seiya is resting and he was worried you might, I don’t know, start bleeding out randomly in your sleep. Or maybe he’s worried your father will show up and try to kidnap you away from us or something.”


  She huffed, cynically amused. Of all her would-be kidnappers, she’d have the best chance of survival with Quinn.


  “Where’s my father?”


  “Not sure. His brother—your uncle, I guess—took him away somewhere to calm down. The rest of the Consuls are stalking around, giving all of us mean looks. They wanted to keep us away from you but Lyre and Kindra convinced them that a healer needed to monitor you.”


  Piper wiggled her arms out from under the blanket so she could massage her temples. Just great. Now the Consuls and apprentices would have even more questions and demands about what was going on with her, Ash, and the other daemons.


  “What a mess,” she said with a sigh.


  “Could be worse. At least you didn’t die.”


  “I suppose there’s that.”


  She relaxed into the pillow, fighting the pull of exhaustion. Her eyes wanted to close again but she forcefully kept them open. She was afraid that if she closed them, all she would see was that look in Ash’s eyes. She needed to see him. She needed to tell him it hadn’t been his fault—and repeat it over and over until she convinced him.


  Kiev shifted in his seat. “I haven’t spent much time around haemons, but, well...”


  She looked over at him, raising her eyebrows. “Well what?”


  “I don’t know how to say this,” he mumbled, “but you’re—you’re not a daemon, okay?”


  Her eyebrows climbed higher. “I am fully aware of that.”


  “It’s just that you keep making these reckless decisions like you’re trying to be extra tough. Not just with Ash earlier, but at that daemon club too and then with those Gaian soldiers. You’ve been badly hurt repeatedly but you just keep throwing yourself into danger.”


  She frowned, trying not to get offended. Kiev’s awkward sincerity was clearly fueled by his concern for her. He stared at her anxiously, waiting for her response.


  “I’m not trying to act like a daemon by being reckless,” she said. “I’m just trying to handle the emergencies that keep coming up as best I can.”


  “One of the things Raum taught me in training was to recognize the fights I can’t win. Sometimes your enemy is too strong or the situation is too out of your control and you just have to walk away from it, even if that means you fail your mission. You won’t have a second chance to succeed if you die. I don’t know if you’ve learned how to tell the difference between a tough fight and one that you shouldn’t fight at all.”


  “Are you saying I should have let Ash kill my father?”


  He gave her a hard look, his ice-blue eyes suddenly appearing much older. “One of you was going to get stabbed either way, and your father was the one who provoked the fight. Why should you suffer the consequences of what he did? How do you think your father feels that his daughter got stabbed in his place? How do you think Ash feels that he stabbed you when you weren’t even involved? Your actions were stupid and inconsiderate.”


  She blinked repeatedly, taken aback by his sudden maturity. Embarrassment quickly followed her surprise but she still didn’t think there was anything else she could have done. There was a chance she could have gotten both herself and her father out of the way, even if it hadn’t worked out like that. She would never have been able to stand there and watch her father get run through just because he’d brought it on himself.


  She sighed. “Life was a lot simpler three weeks ago when I was just the magic-less ex-apprentice who wasn’t almost getting herself or someone else killed all the time.”


  “My life was a lot simpler three weeks ago too,” he said, his seriousness melting away with a fast grin. “It’s a lot more interesting now though.”


  “How long ago did your mission go bad?” she asked.


  “Just a little less than that. I guess at this time three weeks ago, I would have been in Fairglen picking up that urgent message.”


  She twisted a little to plump her pillow. “I was in Fairglen three weeks ago too. Small world, huh?”


  The skin on the back of her neck prickled as she spoke. Three weeks ago, Kiev had been in Fairglen picking up an urgent message from a Hades spy. Three weeks ago, she had been with the Gaians in Fairglen—where she’d encountered a reaper mole. The reaper had been watching her the whole time she’d been there and had eventually confronted her when she’d tried to escape. What were the chances there were two reaper spies in a boring, half-deserted city like Fairglen?


  “Kiev,” she asked, propping herself up on one elbow. “Did that spy often have urgent reports?”


  “No, not at all. That was the first one in the three years I was his runner. Why?”


  If the spy among the Gaians was the same one Kiev carried messages for, then it made perfect sense that the reaper would have had urgent news that day: a report telling Samael that one of his most desired targets had been located.


  “That’s crazy,” she began. “That spy was—wait, did you say three years?”


  “Give or take a few months. Why?”


  She stared at him. “But—Was he stationed in Fairglen that whole time? At the same location?”


  “As far as I know.”


  Samael hadn’t even known Piper existed three years ago. There was no way that spy had been assigned to the Gaians there for any reason relating to her. If he’d been there for that long, it explained how he was so well entrenched among the Gaians; he was a familiar face to them. But why would he be there? Why would Samael care enough about the harmless civilian branch of the Gaians to set a spy among them for years when the Gaian Corps were the real threat?


  “Why all the questions?” Kiev asked impatiently. “What’s the matter?”


  A thousand thoughts spun around and around, threatening to implode her brain. Samael. The Gaians. How were they connected? Did Samael just want to keep an eye on the Gaians since they were anti-daemon and dangerous to some of his businesses on Earth? Or was there more to it? She would have figured Samael to have been more concerned about the Ras’ slow takeover of the Consulates.


  Her entire body went cold before her brain caught up with her intuition. A terrible suspicion bloomed in her mind, eclipsing all else until she couldn’t ignore it. If she was right, they were in really big trouble.


  She sat up and flung the blankets off in one motion, startling Kiev so much he jumped to his feet.


  “What is it?” he exclaimed.


  “We need to talk to Ash,” she said. “Right now.”


  


  CHAPTER 13


  “TALK TO Ash?” Kiev repeated. “But—”


  She slid off the cot and stood, wobbling on weak legs before she caught her balance. Her body ached with fatigue but she ignored it. This couldn’t wait.


  “Do you know where he is?” she demanded.


  “I—I think he’s outside.”


  She strode past him and out into the hall. Kiev scrambled after her but didn’t try to stop her. She rushed up the stairs, out of the basement, and into the upper hall, almost crashing into Lexa as she came through the door at the end.


  “Piper, what—” the Consul began in surprise.


  “Can’t talk right now,” Piper said quickly without slowing down. Lexa called after her but she didn’t look back. All she could think about was talking to Ash, telling him about her suspicions, and seeing whether he agreed. She really hoped he didn’t agree.


  Flinging open the front door, she stepped onto the stoop. Glancing around, she saw nothing but an abandoned street bathed in the light of the setting sun.


  Kiev stopped beside her. “I’m not sure where—”


  A loud chirp made them look up. Two golden eyes peered down at them from the overhang above the door. Zwi chirped again, cocking her head to one side.


  “Zwi!” Piper exclaimed. “Where is Ash?”


  The dragonet immediately sprang down and took off at a quick trot. Piper hurried after her as Zwi led the way around the church and into the yard. Beyond the cluster of dusty, struggling trees at the back of the lot, Ash and Lyre were sitting in the shadows on a fallen tree trunk surrounded by crumbling gravestones. They watched her and Kiev approach with questioning looks.


  “Hey Piper. Kiev.” Lyre frowned at Piper. “Shouldn’t you be resting?”


  “I need to talk to you,” she told them.


  He glanced at Ash, who hadn’t met Piper’s eyes since she’d walked up. “Can’t it wait? It’s only been a few hours. Everyone is tired and—”


  “I don’t want to talk about that,” she said quickly. “We need to discuss something more important.”


  Ash’s gaze jumped to hers, eyes black and tormented.


  “More important?” Lyre repeated incredulously. “What—”


  “Just listen.” She crouched down so she was on the same level as the two guys, with Kiev hovering awkwardly behind her. “Do you remember how I told you I ran into a reaper at the Gaian facility in Fairglen?”


  They nodded.


  She gestured at Kiev behind her. “His last mission went wrong while he was picking up reports from various Hades agents, including a reaper in Fairglen. Three weeks ago, that very reaper had an extremely urgent report for Kiev to deliver—which was at the same time that I was at the Gaians’. Clearly, we’re talking about the same guy.”


  Again, Ash and Lyre nodded, though they were clearly confused about what she was getting at.


  She looked behind her at Kiev. “How long were you running messages for that agent?”


  “Around three years.”


  “Three years?” Lyre repeated, his brow crinkling.


  “Assuming we’re talking about the same guy,” Piper said, “that means Samael has had a spy among the Gaians for at least three years. Why?”


  Ash lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Samael has undercover operatives stationed within almost every group or organization on Earth that could possibly be a threat or a tool. His intelligence network is massive.”


  “I don’t think he was just a sleeper though,” Kiev cut in. “I don’t know much about him but I brought him orders every month.”


  Ash frowned.


  Piper pressed her hands together. “We can assume this mole probably wasn’t just sitting around observing the Gaians, right? So what was he doing that required monthly reports?” She looked from Lyre to Ash. “The Gaians have been getting all this high-tech magic weaponry lately and no one knows where it’s coming from.”


  Ash’s eyebrows shot up as he realized what she was suggesting. Lyre just frowned at her, waiting for an explanation.


  “They aren’t making those weapons themselves, which means someone is supplying them. I can’t think of a single human organization that has large supplies of military-grade equipment and weaponized magic.”


  “Hold up,” Lyre said, skepticism heavy in his voice. “Are you saying you think Samael has been supplying the Gaians? Why the hell would he do that?”


  Lyre didn’t ask how Samael was supplying weapons because he knew as well as the rest of them that Samael was more than capable of sparing some artillery. Not only did he have his own army—though how much modern technology they used, she didn’t know—but he also owned and controlled the largest daemon company in the worlds that specialized in crossing magic and technology. Chrysalis was the source of the hideous collar that had almost killed Ash in Asphodel; a few magic-loaded rocket warheads would be easy work for them.


  “The Gaians are anti-daemon,” she said, “so Samael shouldn’t want to help them, obviously. But they’ve recently become very anti-Consulate too. The Ra family controls the Consulates now. Samael can’t possibly be okay with the Ra family controlling them and by extension, the prefects.”


  Ash drummed his fingers on his knees, his eyes intent and his self-blame over the earlier incident forgotten. “The Gaians have become almost obsessed with destroying the Consulates but that doesn’t actually align with their ideals.”


  “But it aligns with Samael’s interests,” Piper said.


  “No way.” Lyre looked between them, waiting for one of them to agree that it was impossible.


  “We know Samael has at least one mole within the Gaian organization,” Ash said. “That agent may or may not have been there for three years—though we can assume he has been—and received frequent communications. We know Samael will do whatever he can to undermine the Ra family but it’s impossible to know if Samael is aware of the Ras’ infiltration of the Consulates. Knowing him, though, I’m going to guess he does.”


  He shook his head slowly. “Samael could have used his agents to influence the Gaians into attacking the Consulates. Maybe he decided to secretly supply their weaponry to make sure they could do the job effectively. But if he has his hooks that deep in the organization, then this is something he’s been building up to for more than three years and he has far more than a single mole buried in the organization. He would have been working on it for at least as long as the Ras have been spreading their poison through the Consulates.”


  “If he knew the Ras had a foothold within the Consulates,” Lyre surmised, “he would want some way to balance the power scale. He would need his own opposition. However,” he added firmly, “this is all just guesswork. You’re basing all these suspicions off a single spy and a lot of speculation.”


  “But what if we’re right?” Piper asked. “Someone powerful is backing the Gaians and providing them with weapons, and it really seems like someone is influencing them into destroying the Consulates. The person backing them is probably the same person influencing them. If that person is Samael...”


  “Even if Samael was supplying them and pushing them to wipe out the Consulates,” Lyre said, “that’s excessively shortsighted of Samael—and the warlord of Hades has always played the long game. What happens when the Consulates are gone and there’s a heavily armed organization determined to expel daemons from Earth, with no one left to oppose them?”


  “Samael’s eventual goal is to control Earth,” Ash said darkly. “If he has firm control over the Gaians, once the Consulates and prefects are out of the way—and by extension, any kind of power base for the Ra family to oppose him—he can use the Gaians however he wants to ensure control.”


  A chill whispered over her skin as she remembered what Uncle Calder had said about a war of attrition between the Underworld and Overworld. “If the Gaians destroy the Consulates and prefects, that abolishes the Ra family’s foothold here, doesn’t it? Isn’t the stalemate between Ra and Hades the only thing protecting Earth right now?”


  Ash gave a slow nod. “Unless the Ra family has a strong presence somewhere else that we don’t know about, Samael would have little resistance against whatever next steps he’s been planning. I don’t think the Ras suspect Samael’s hand in the Gaians, but they’ll still do whatever they can to eliminate any threats to the Consulates and prefects to protect the power balance they’ve established.”


  Heavy silence pressed in on them. For decades, the Ra and Hades families had worked covertly to gain the advantage, relying on espionage, moles, bribes, and hidden forces to maneuver themselves into positions of power. Both families knew that if they made an overt move to take control, the other family would immediately counter. As long as the families were unwilling to engage in direct conflict with each other, their stalemate limited the damage they could do on Earth.


  “We can discuss the logic of this theory until the world crumbles,” Lyre finally said, “but it’s still just speculation. We have no proof.”


  “Then we need to get proof,” Piper declared. “I don’t know about you guys, but I think the idea that Samael is pulling the Gaians’ strings is too dangerous to ignore.”


  Ash and Lyre exchanged looks but didn’t disagree with her. They knew just as well as she did that, if they were right, Samael’s plan wouldn’t end with the Gaians destroying the Consulates. Maybe the Gaians would start putting pressure on the government in the name of controlling daemons, or maybe they would outright attack the government. Samael would be the puppet master behind it all and could eventually come to control Earth.


  “So what do you suggest for proof?” Lyre asked her.


  “We need to find out more about the Gaians’ weapons supplier. They would never accept supplies from a daemon, but maybe they haven’t looked closely enough at their supplier.”


  “Don’t forget the mole,” Kiev added from behind her, making her start in surprise after he’d been quiet for so long. “He receives monthly communications from Samael.”


  “He would likely have many answers,” Ash said, “assuming we could get anything out of him.”


  Piper nodded. “If either an investigation into their supplier or revealing the spy tips off the Gaians to Samael’s influence, they would cut him off completely. Maybe they would even back down for the time being.”


  “Okay, well, we know where to find the agent,” Lyre said, “but how do we find out more about the Gaians’ supplier?”


  Piper exhaled. “My mother.”


  “Your mother?” Lyre repeated, not quite able to hide the note of disgust in his voice.


  “She’s a member of the Council, we know where to find her, and I’ll be able to talk to her. If she doesn’t know anything about the weapons supplier, she’ll know how to contact the Gaian leaders.”


  “Wait, I thought the Council was comprised of the Gaian leaders.”


  “They only lead the—the civilian side, you could say. Uncle Calder told me the Gaians originated as a military group, and that they’re the real core of their organization. Those are the leaders who will need to cut Samael out, assuming we’re right. They’re also the ones most likely under his influence.


  “If I can convince my mother that we have reasons to be concerned, she should know what the next step should be. Everything else aside, she truly believes in the Gaians’ mission and will do everything in her power to make sure a daemon isn’t corrupting it.”


  Lyre nodded smartly and stood, followed by Ash.


  “Okay then,” the incubus said determinedly. “What first?”


  Piper stood as well. “I’ll start by talking to my father. If he comes with me to speak with my mother, it will add more authority to our argument. Between her daughter and the former Head Consul, hopefully she’ll take us seriously. I’m not sure how well she would listen to just me alone.”


  “We won’t be any help with that part,” Lyre said. His lips curved in a dangerous sort of smile. “But that reaper, on the other hand...”


  “Yeah...” Piper shifted her weight anxiously. She didn’t want him, Ash, and the others coming along. It would be just like before—them endangering themselves because of her. This was her theory so she should be the one taking the risks to prove it. They were supposed to go back into hiding, but telling them not to come would be a waste of time. She would have to figure out a way to handle this alone.


  Ash’s gaze slid over her, burning through her skin. She suspected he had a pretty good idea what she was thinking—and he wasn’t happy about it.


  She hastily brushed her hands over her pants, dusting them off. “I’ll go talk to my father right now, and we can go from there.”


  Ash nodded. Piper headed back through the trees and into the empty yard. Unease danced in her belly. Months ago, when this had all begun, the demands on her had all been about survival—hers and her father’s. All she’d had to do was protect the Sahar, rescue her father, and clear her name. She’d never expected the chain of events to grow so large. She’d never thought that, in a few months’ time, the fate of her world might be resting on her shoulders. If she was right, the freedom and safety of everyone on Earth was in jeopardy. She couldn’t let her world become an extension of the Underworld.


  But if she was right... there was a significant chance it was already too late.


  


  CHAPTER 14


  PIPER lowered herself into the chair, trying to hide her nervousness. Across from her, her father sat at his desk, elbows on the dusty wood, fingers entwined and resting against his chin as he surveyed her with his good eye. To her left, Uncle Calder sat in a rickety wooden chair, not quite in a referee position but close.


  She wished she’d had a chance to talk to Calder before this meeting. She could have really used his input on what exactly had happened when Quinn had confronted Ash. At this point, she was wondering whether she had two crazy parents instead of one.


  “Piperel,” Quinn said, breaking the heavy silence. His gravelly voice was stern and hard but she wasn’t sure what emotions lay behind it. “I assume you’re here to explain yourself.”


  “Explain what?” she asked, smothering her instant defensive response.


  “This church is not a campground for homeless daemons.” His expression shifted from an analyzing stare to a glower. “At this point, I’m not interested in hearing your reasoning. The daemons need to go.”


  “I already told Uncle Calder that it was temporary,” she said, struggling to keep her voice neutral. “I don’t understand why it would be such a problem. How is it different from daemons staying at the Consulate?”


  “The last time Ashtaroth was in a Consulate, he stole the Sahar Stone from its rightful owner. I will not tolerate his presence here.”


  Disbelieving shock combined with indignant anger. He didn’t mention Ash attacking him or almost killing Piper; maybe he realized how ridiculous any argument he made about that would sound since he’d provoked the entire incident.


  “You know he didn’t steal the Sahar for Samael,” she said. “He stole it to give it to me, and if he hadn’t, I’d be Samael’s prisoner and you would be dead.”


  “The end result is irrelevant.”


  She stared hard at her father. When she’d found him in the ruins of the Consulate after returning from the Overworld, she’d thought maybe he’d changed. She’d really begun to think that his attitude was evolving, that he was starting to respect her—her judgments, her decisions. But it looked as if that had just been wishful thinking on her part. The man sitting across from her was the exact same man whose respect she’d been striving—and failing—to win her entire life.


  She glanced at Calder, hoping for some insight. Her uncle gave his head a slight shake, warning her to drop it.


  She cleared her throat. “There’s something I need to discuss with you. It’s about the Gaians.”


  Calder sat up a little straighter, his full attention immediately on her. Quinn, however, leaned back in his seat. Though subtle, his body language clearly suggested he wasn’t expecting to hear anything of importance. She gritted her teeth and began to speak anyway.


  She told them about how she’d discovered a reaper spy among the Gaians. As thoroughly as possible, she revealed what she had learned from Kiev, though she didn’t state her conclusion. Instead, after laying out the facts she fell silent and folded her hands in her lap, waiting to see what they had to say.


  “You suspect Samael is the mystery backer providing the Gaians with weapons?” Calder said after a long moment of silence. Disbelief touched his voice, but it was more in the vein of dread than skepticism. “But why would he—unless he knows about the Ra family and the Consulates...”


  “If the Ra family controls one thing,” she said, “then it is only logical that the Hades family controls the other. It also explains why the Consuls and the Gaians are so dead set on destroying each other.”


  “Does the Ra family know that Samael may be influencing the Gaians?”


  “I don’t know. But if they did know, I bet the Ra family would be attacking the Gaians directly, not just through the Consulates.”


  Calder rubbed a hand across his chin, a deep wrinkle of thought and worry between his brows. He turned to his brother, who hadn’t spoken since she’d begun explaining her theory.


  “What do you think?” he asked.


  Quinn folded his arms. “Although there are certainly some suspicious connections, I see no definitive proof that Samael has anything to do with the Gaians. A single spy is hardly indicative of some kind of deep infiltration.”


  Calder frowned at his twin. “Although we have no proof, clearly there is something suspicious going on. It might not be as dire as Samael supplying or controlling the Gaians, but it certainly warrants investigation. If it’s true, it’s far too dangerous to ignore. We need to confirm this either way.”


  Quinn eyed Piper. “Which of your daemon friends suggested this theory to you?”


  “I—What? Excuse me?”


  “Which one?” he repeated more forcefully. “Who fed you this idea?”


  “No one!” she exclaimed, realizing what he was suggesting. “It was my own conclusion. I was the only one who had all this information. It was my idea, and I asked them if they agreed.”


  “And you don’t think it is suspicious,” he pressed coldly, “that this Kiev boy just happens to know the same spy you encountered? Does it not seem a little coincidental to you?”


  “Everything about this is suspicious,” she replied flatly. “That’s why we need to investigate it now, while there’s still a chance to fix things if we’re right.”


  Quinn continued to watch her, tapping his fingers impatiently on his desk, and as the silence stretched once again, she wondered just how gullible her father thought she was. He really believed her evil, corruptive daemon friends had fed her all this information just so she would leap to this ridiculous conclusion about Samael and the Gaians. Even if they had, and her theory wasn’t true, what was the point? What would the purpose be in making her believe that?


  “Okay,” she said, glancing at Calder for support. “Even if you’re not entirely convinced that this theory has merit, don’t you think the chance that it is true—however slim you think that chance is—makes the possibility too dangerous to ignore, like Uncle Calder said?”


  “Besides wasting time and effort investigating it,” Quinn answered, his words clipped with annoyance, “I see no realistic method by which we could confirm it either way. And should it turn out to be true, again, there’s no realistic method by which we could intervene.”


  He leaned forward in his chair. “Perhaps you’ve been too distracted lately, running around with your daemon companions, to notice that we are just a few facing the deterioration of the Consulate system, as well as the possible deterioration of the lawful control of daemons on Earth. We do not have the manpower or the luxury to chase after wild theories that, even if true, we would have no way to fight.”


  Her hands coiled into fists. “So which is it? You don’t think there’s any possibility that my theory is true? Or you think it might be, but you would rather ignore it?”


  “I’m not ignoring anything,” he said, his tone heating slightly in response to her anger. “I’m saying that even if you are right, there is nothing we can do about it. We can only tackle so much, and saving the Consulates is already a monumental challenge on its own.”


  She forced her hands open before her fingernails punctured her palms.


  “I already had a plan in mind,” she said, forcing her voice back into a neutral tone. “It wouldn’t severely deplete your resources for ‘saving’ the Consulates, if that’s such a big concern.”


  Quinn made a harsh, exasperated noise in his throat and leaned back again, waiting for her to explain. She took a couple deep breaths, trying to keep her cool in the face of his blatant dismissiveness.


  “You’re right that there is nothing we can do directly to stop Samael if he is controlling the Gaians,” she said evenly. “Short of wiping out the Gaians entirely, cutting off Samael would have to come from within their organization. So obviously, the best approach is to make the Gaians aware of the danger and let them handle it. Since I already know where to find Mom, and I know she would—”


  “Your mother?” Quinn spat the words, what was left of his composure shattering in an instant.


  She recoiled from his tone. “It’s not my first choice, obviously, but—”


  “You are not to speak to your mother under any circumstances,” he barked.


  She exhaled carefully, trying to control her temper. “This is bigger than family squabbles. If my theory is right—”


  “Your mother is insane and delusional. Speaking with her will accomplish nothing.”


  “She has influence among the Gaians. If I can convince her—”


  “You won’t be able to convince her. She only hears what she wants to hear. After what you told me about your last visit with the Gaians, I can’t believe we are even discussing this.”


  “I don’t want to talk to her,” she said angrily, “but this is too important to let my personal feelings stop me from doing what needs to be done. Mom is our only possible access point to the Gaians and—”


  “We are not discussing this. You are just wasting my time now.” Quinn jerked his head toward Calder. “Escort Piperel to the sanctuary so she can tell her ‘friends’ that their stay is over.”


  “Hold on, Quinn,” Calder said, deep furrows contorting his forehead. “Piper has a good point here. The possibility that Samael is involved with the Gaians is too hazardous to table. As much as we don’t want to deal with her, contacting Mona is an easy way to warn the Gaians without putting any of our people at risk.”


  Quinn slammed a hand down on his desk, making her and Calder jump.


  “Not a risk?” he exclaimed, his voice rising. “I’m not sending Piper back there. I won’t allow her anywhere near her mother’s insanity.”


  “We can’t do nothing—” Calder started to say.


  “We will do nothing,” Quinn snarled. “I will not hear another word of this ridiculous theory. It’s insanity all on its own.”


  “It’s a lot more logical than anything you’ve said today,” Calder snapped.


  “Why are you buying into this madness?” Quinn shouted, his face turning red. He shoved his chair back and stood. “Get out! Both of you, get out!”


  She and Calder hopped to their feet. Her wide-eyed stare flashed back and forth between the brothers. She’d never seen them argue. She’d rarely even seen her father raise his voice.


  “Hey now,” she began in a soothing tone. “Let’s just—”


  “What’s the matter with you?” Quinn strode around the desk to face Calder. “You’ve been acting strange for weeks. I’m starting to wonder whether I can even trust you.”


  Calder took a step back, the shock of betrayal splashed across his face.


  “Father!” she gasped in disbelief.


  “Leave, Piperel.”


  “I’m not leaving! Not when you’re acting even crazier than Mom!”


  Quinn spun toward her, his hand flashing up, but she didn’t recognize the motion for what it was until it was too late. The back of his hand connected hard with her cheek. Pain exploded through her face. She stumbled backward into her chair, falling over it and crashing to the floor.


  “Quinn!” Calder roared. He reached for Quinn to yank him back.


  Quinn’s hands flew up and blue light flashed. The spell flung Calder backward, slamming him into the wall.


  The door to the office burst open. Ash strode inside, menace swirling around him like an invisible cloak. He closed the distance to Quinn in a blink. Her father threw another blast at point-blank range but Ash deflected it with a flick of his fingers. His other hand snapped toward Quinn. For just an instant, fear shot through her—fear that Ash was out of control and attacking her father. But instead, his hand clamped onto Quinn’s jaw. Magic briefly sizzled the air and Quinn collapsed backward onto the desk, unconscious.


  Wincing, Calder clambered to his feet and leaned heavily on a corner of the desk as he stared at his brother.


  “Holy shit,” Piper panted, pulling herself up with the chair. She touched her throbbing cheek, looking from Quinn to Ash. “Where did you come from?”


  He stepped back from her father and glanced up. She followed his gaze to the wood ceiling. In the corner, a pair of golden eyes blinked at her. Zwi’s scales turned from brown back to their usual grey and she sprang down to land on Ash’s shoulder. Piper blinked at the dragonet. Had Ash sent her to eavesdrop on their conversation? She really needed to find out exactly how draconians and their dragonets communicated.


  Lyre poked his head in the open doorway. His eyes travelled bemusedly over the room.


  “Huh,” he said lightly. “Family dynamics are par for the course, I see.”


  “Uh, actually, no,” Piper said, her voice a little weak with shock. “That wasn’t remotely close to normal.”


  Ash turned to Calder. “How long has Quinn been acting strangely?”


  Calder looked from his brother’s prone form back to Ash. “For the last two weeks or so, I would guess. I assumed it was from stress.”


  “How long have the whites of his eyes looked yellow?”


  “What?” Calder quickly stepped around Ash, noticeably limping on his bad leg, and reached for his brother. He peeled one of Quinn’s eyelids back and took a close look.


  “I don’t believe it. I hadn’t even noticed.” He turned to Ash. “When did you—”


  “Earlier today, when he was shouting in my face.” Ash nodded in the direction of the sanctuary. “Which one of your Consuls joined the group approximately two weeks ago?”


  Calder stared at him, saying nothing.


  Piper looked between them. “Uncle Calder? Did anyone join up with you two weeks ago?”


  “Well... Drew arrived from the West Coast about that time...”


  Ash didn’t look surprised. “I suggest you reconsider your opinion of Drew’s loyalty.”


  She licked her lips as dread kindled in her stomach. “What are you saying, Ash?”


  “The Ra family favors subtlety. One of their favorite poisons is slow acting and almost undetectable if administered in multiple small doses. The only physical symptoms are the yellowing of sclera and fingernails, but it also causes erratic, aggressive behavior in the victim, which grows steadily worse until death. The Ras particularly enjoy this poison because it discredits their enemies before they die.”


  “Is there an antidote?” she demanded urgently.


  Ash gave a little shrug. “He shouldn’t need one. As long as he doesn’t ingest any more of the poison, he should recover with time.” He glanced at Calder. “I recommend dealing with Drew immediately.”


  Calder nodded, looking a little shell-shocked.


  “So...” Lyre drawled. “I’m guessing Quinn isn’t onboard for going to talk to your mom.”


  She pulled her eyes away from her father, giving her aching cheek another prod. As upset as she was that he’d been poisoned, she was also relieved to have an explanation for his behavior. Her father had never struck her before.


  “He didn’t really seem keen on the idea,” she replied dryly.


  “You’ll have to take care of it,” Calder said.


  Her mouth fell open as she looked at her uncle. “What?”


  “I need to stay and handle things here. But you’re right—this needs to be dealt with. As much as I hope you’re wrong, I’m afraid that you’re right. This isn’t something we can ignore. You should go to your mother, explain your theory, and figure out what to do next.”


  “I—okay. Yes, I can take care of it myself.”


  “Well... you probably shouldn’t go alone.” Calder shot a pointed look at Ash. “Can I assume you’ll be going with her?”


  Ash nodded.


  “Uncle Calder!” she exclaimed angrily. Hadn’t she explained to him that she didn’t want to count on Ash’s help anymore?


  “Of course we’re going with her,” Lyre said cheerfully, sidling over to her. He slid an arm around her waist. “Or should I say, she’s coming with us.”


  She looked at him in surprise.


  “What? Were you planning to walk to Fairglen? We know a much faster way.”


  She pulled a face. “That’s a long way to fly. We did it once already, remember?”


  “Oh, I didn’t mean fly. I was thinking more along the lines of instantaneous travel.”


  “What...” Her eyes widened as she realized what he meant. “You want to use the ley lines?”


  He grinned at her. “Daemons don’t like to waste time travelling when we don’t have to.”


  “Well... I guess if that’s how you want to go...” She shrugged at Uncle Calder. He’d gone a little pale at the mention of ley line travel.


  Still sprawled awkwardly across the desk, Quinn groaned and stirred.


  Calder quickly stepped over to him and looked back at her and the two daemons. “You three get going. I’ll take care of your father, Piper. Let me know before you leave.”


  She followed Ash and Lyre out the door, glancing back at her father and uncle. Her heart was beating a little faster than usual, the remnants of adrenaline. If she hadn’t brought Ash back to the church, and if he wasn’t so well versed in Ra poisons—a necessary survival skill since the Ras were his enemies—her father would have died from poisoning at the hands of a man he trusted. Who would’ve thought he was being poisoned? Despite his out-of-character behavior, she hadn’t even suspected. At least she knew now why he’d confronted Ash in such a dangerous manner.


  Fury whispered through her. If Drew had been nearby at that moment...


  She looked ahead to Ash and Lyre, Zwi still perched on Ash’s shoulder. Although she was grateful that he’d intervened, she was going to have a talk with Ash about eavesdropping and appropriate boundaries.


  She was so busy thinking that she didn’t realize Ash and Lyre had stopped at the end of the hall. As their shadows fell over her, she glanced up and stopped just short of crashing into them. Lyre’s arm snaked out and looped around her waist again, pulling her into the gap directly between them.


  He smiled wickedly at her. “So now that we’re all going on a little adventure together, and you know it would be a total waste of time to walk there when we can take you through the ley lines, you’re going to forget all about any of those sneaky little ideas about leaving us behind, right?”


  She blinked rapidly. “But—you—I mean, I wasn’t—”


  “Piper,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Please don’t assume we’re stupid. You’re smarter than that.”


  She scowled but, caught between chagrin and embarrassment, didn’t argue. Lyre started walking, his arm still around her waist, pulling her with him. Ash walked on her other side, not as cold as before but still undecipherable. Her shoulders slumped. It looked as if she had their help whether she liked it or not. If she was honest with herself, she felt as much relief as she did worry over what was coming next.


  


  CHAPTER 15


  PIPER sat on the stone windowsill in the bell tower, staring across the dark city. At an hour before dawn, there were no signs of life, unless she counted the glow of a fire in the south—a new one, if she was correctly recalling the skyline from her last visit to the tower.


  She, Ash, Lyre, Seiya, and Kiev were leaving for the ley line at dawn, but she’d woken early from strange nightmares of dark prisons and endless mazes. Unable to go back to sleep, she’d gotten ready and snuck up to the tower, leaving the daemons to sleep a bit longer.


  Dread over her new theory simmered in her belly, ever present. If Samael was truly influencing the Gaians... Lyre’s comment about Samael playing the long game frightened her. What other plans was Samael working on? Did he have other secret campaigns that he’d been nursing for years?


  The idea of seeing her mother again also worried her. She hadn’t gotten over her mother’s role in holding her prisoner at the Gaians’ facility, then assisting in drugging her and unsealing her magic. What kind of loving parent would do that to their child? The betrayal of her trust was irreconcilable. But at the same time, Piper was pretty certain that her mother, in her unstable state of mind, actually believed she’d been doing the right thing. Could she forgive her mother for her actions since her intentions hadn’t been malicious? She wasn’t sure she could.


  Then, of course, there was Ash. Her feelings surrounding him had become so convoluted and confusing that they made her head and heart ache. She kept seeing it in her memory, the sight of his eyes black with feral, lethal intent as he rushed her father—and as she took her father’s place. Part of her had truly believed that Ash wouldn’t hurt her, even though she knew better than almost anyone how naïve that had been. But the moment when he’d stabbed her had changed something between them; she just wasn’t quite sure what. She still trusted him, but she wasn’t sure she could trust him the same way as before.


  A huge sigh slid from her as she let her head fall back against the edge of the window.


  “Such a weary, longing sigh! Troubles of the heart, Piper?”


  She looked around as Kindra sashayed through the open door into the tower room, smiling in greeting.


  “Hey,” Piper said. “You’re up early.”


  “No, I’m up late,” Kindra corrected. “I prefer to sleep away the lazy daylight hours. But why are you up at this hour?”


  “Couldn’t sleep,” she replied with a shrug. “We’re leaving in a couple hours anyway.”


  “I heard as much from Kiev. He’s a fascinating boy. If only he were a few years older...” The daemon laughed at Piper’s expression. “You have eyes for only one draconian. I know.”


  Piper sighed. “We’re just friends, Kindra.”


  Kindra perched on the other side of the windowsill. “I have six sisters. Did you know that?”


  “Six? Wow.”


  “Mhmm. Life is always interesting when I see them.” Kindra glanced at the quiet cityscape. “My youngest sister fell in love with a human boy.”


  Piper straightened a little. “She did? How?”


  “Daemons rarely spend time with humans, do they? I’m not entirely sure how they met, but oh, how they adored each other. Inseparable. She even pretended to be human so she could meet his family. She introduced him to us as well. She was very protective, but he was a delightful lad. She told us, and him, over and over how she would never hurt him, how she could never harm a hair on his head because she loved him so much.”


  “That’s sweet,” Piper said, smiling.


  “It was indeed for several years.” Kindra shrugged. “But Lalita has a bit of a temper, you know. One day, they had an argument—I don’t know what about—but her promises were forgotten and she struck him. Broke a few ribs. She was so very distraught afterward that she cried for hours. I tried to comfort her, but she was inconsolable. He would not forgive her, you see, and she never saw him again.”


  “Oh,” Piper said, surprised by the dark turn of the story. “That’s... too bad.”


  Kindra nodded. “I told her afterward, I said, ‘Lalita, you should have known better than to promise to never hurt him. We are daemons. We have always been, and will always be, capable of violence toward anyone. Instead of romantic promises, you should have prepared him for the day when you would hurt him so he would know that it did not mean you didn’t love him, but that you are not human and that it is a reality of loving one of us.’


  “She replied to me, ‘Kindra, you are just as naïve as you perceive me. Humans are incapable of perceiving love and violence together. To a human, they are incompatible and mutually exclusive experiences. If you strike your love, then you do not love him. This is what they understand.’


  “So I said to her, ‘Then why did you stay with him for so long if you knew it was doomed to end in heartbreak?’


  “And she simply shrugged and said, ‘I wanted to try.’”


  Kindra fell silent, looking at Piper expectantly.


  Piper cleared her throat. “I guess the moral of your story is that I’m like Lalita’s boyfriend, thinking Ash would never hurt me?”


  “Oh, not at all,” Kindra said brightly. “You are far wiser than that foolish boy—you know what we are—but you should really be more cautious. Jumping in front of his sword...” She shook her head.


  “Yeah,” Piper mumbled. “So you think I should forgive Ash for stabbing me?”


  “You have already forgiven him, haven’t you?”


  “I—well, yes, I have. But... I’m not sure how much I can trust him now.”


  “Just don’t jump in front of his sword next time.”


  Piper snorted in amusement. Kindra’s sister had a point about her not understanding how non-daemons perceived violence. Kindra still didn’t get it. Most humans and haemons just couldn’t casually shrug off being stabbed through the stomach by someone they loved and trusted. Piper didn’t want to hold it against Ash, but on a gut-deep level, she couldn’t help it.


  On the other hand, that didn’t change how much she cared about him. She sighed again.


  “You two just need to stop being so melodramatic,” Kindra told her. “Why don’t you have him teach you some spells now that you have magic? A bonding experience, and it would be very useful for you.”


  “I... don’t think so,” Piper said. “I don’t think he wants to do anything with me right now.”


  “But you’re leaving together. That doesn’t count?”


  “That’s necessary.” Piper lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “Where are you headed to next?”


  “This place is not much fun anymore. I will go have some adventures with my sisters and return here in a few years.”


  “A few years, huh...” Piper muttered. It probably would be years before Earth was safe again, assuming the current conflicts could be settled soon—which wasn’t looking likely. She would need every skill in her arsenal, and then some, if she would be of any help in getting her home back to normal.


  She straightened. “Speaking of learning spells, there is something I want to practice that maybe you could help me with.”


  Kindra pushed her red curls off her shoulders. “Oh?”


  “Daemons have used paralysis and sleep spells on me before, and I was helpless. But I heard about a way I might be able to counteract that.”


  Kindra frowned. “Some daemons can counteract such spells but I have never known a haemon to be capable of it.”


  “I heard about a special way—different from how daemons do it. Could you help me practice?”


  With a little shrug, Kindra agreed.


  Piper wasn’t sure whether Natania had told her the truth about her dual magic allowing her to defend herself from those kinds of spells, but she wanted to test it before she attempted it in the middle of a critical situation.


  She and Kindra moved to the floor of the tower and sat in the center of the small space. Taking a deep breath to release some tension, she tried to mentally prepare herself. Natania’s instructions hadn’t exactly been clear and Piper’s grasp on controlling her magic was weak at best, especially when she wasn’t working with physical gestures.


  Kindra reached out and touched Piper’s wrist. “I’ll use a paralysis spell. Are you ready?”


  Piper nodded, bracing herself. Kindra’s eyes darkened as she tapped into her magic. A moment later, tingles rushed across her skin from where Kindra’s fingers were touching her wrist. Her muscles went limp and she flopped over backwards, her head barely missing the wall as it smacked into the floor. Haziness clung to her mind, dulling her thoughts.


  Kindra touched her arm and another wash of tingles spread over Piper’s skin. The cloudy feeling left her thoughts and strength returned to her muscles. She gingerly sat up, rubbing the back of her head.


  “Well... that didn’t work very well.”


  “Do you want to try again?” Kindra asked worriedly.


  Piper nodded, hiding her frustration. The spell had taken hold so fast. One moment it had just been tingles and then she’d been helpless. How was she supposed to defend herself when she barely had a second or two to react? Massaging the back of her skull again, she laid down in front of Kindra to prevent another fall, her feet resting against the stone wall.


  “Okay, I’m ready.”


  Kindra took her wrist again. Piper tuned into her magic, reaching for that spot in her head where the power seemed to come from—where the pain had been at its worst after the seal on her magic had broken. Tingles washed over her skin as Kindra began her spell. And then Piper went limp again, her mind blurred by the magic.


  Kindra removed her spell and Piper blinked, clenching her teeth.


  “Dammit,” she said. “It’s so fast. Is there a way you can cast the spell more slowly?”


  “I can try,” Kindra said uncertainly.


  Again she took Piper’s wrist. And again the tingles spilled over her. And yet again, Piper went limp as a doll. Four more times Kindra cast the spell, and four more times Piper couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it. Thankfully, Kindra didn’t complain. She just waited for Piper to pull herself together.


  Piper extended her hand toward Kindra for the eighth time, taking deep breaths and trying hard to focus. She needed to pulse her magic through her body. Nothing she’d tried so far had done anything. The spell took her down so fast that she barely had a chance to react. Her thoughts went to Lyre helping her with her glamour. Was it something like that? Maybe she needed to visualize it more clearly.


  Tingles on her wrist as Kindra’s magic slid into her body. Piper’s face contorted in concentration. She imagined her magic as blue and purple fire rushing through her body, swirling through her veins, burning away the alien daemon magic. Her nerves started to burn with sudden pain—and then she went limp again, paralyzed.


  When Kindra lifted the spell, Piper propped herself up on an elbow.


  “I might be starting to get the hang of it,” she said excitedly. “Let’s try again.”


  Kindra nodded, though she looked skeptical. Piper offered her hand and the daemon took it. Once again that familiar tingling sensation. She quickly recalled the image of multi-colored fire racing through her body. The heat under her skin quickly turned to pain but she could still feel the tingle of magic. Time seemed to slow as she bent all her concentration on stopping the coming spell. She imagined the fire blasting through her, taking over her whole body.


  The burning pain flashed to agony. Her lungs seized as her vision went white. She was on fire, an inferno contained under her skin, burning away her bones and flesh. Without thinking, she wrenched herself away, half rising to her hands and knees before her limbs gave out and she flopped to the floor, panting for air as the fire dissipated.


  When she composed herself, she gingerly sat up, flinching from the lingering ache.


  Kindra quickly examined Piper. “You did it.”


  “Yeah,” Piper said, still catching her breath. “Wow, that sucked.”


  Kindra tilted her head to one side. “Magic isn’t supposed to hurt.”


  “Mine hurts,” she said dryly. “Let’s try one more time.”


  “No, I think that’s enough. You should save some energy for your adventures today.”


  Piper snorted but decided not to argue; Kindra had already been more than patient. Piper stood, stretching sore muscles. The fire in her body from her magic had been debilitating all on its own. She would have to be careful that she didn’t successfully defend against a spell only to be killed because she was in too much pain to fight back.


  She finished her stretch and turned to find Kindra watching her.


  “What?” she asked curiously.


  Kindra shrugged. “Many haemons are just humans with magic. But you are more like us than like them. I have always felt that, even when I first met you.”


  Piper blinked. “Really? How am I different?”


  “I’m not sure. It’s just a feeling.” She smiled. “Always trust your instincts, Piper. Daemons have very good instincts and I am confident you share that with us.”


  . . .


  Looking up at the sky, Piper could only be glad that they were leaving shortly. Dark clouds stretched from horizon to horizon, heavy with impending rain. The early morning light struggled to reach the ground. In the distance, a slow roll of thunder cut through the sound of leaves rustling in the breeze.


  She glanced over the wall of trees that lined the crumbling highway, a small shiver running down her spine. The last time she’d been out here, they’d been with Miysis and his men, about to visit the Overworld. This wasn’t the exact same spot, but it was close. The ley line was a few minutes’ walk through the forest.


  “Are you ready for this?”


  She looked over as Uncle Calder walked around the front of the van to join her at the edge of the trees. He squinted at the gloomy sky.


  “I guess so,” she replied. “Mom can be a bit... unpredictable.”


  He smiled. “If anyone can get her to listen, it’s you.”


  “Let’s hope.”


  Calder had volunteered to drive them out to the ley line at dawn. They’d arrived ten minutes ago. Kiev and Ash had gone ahead to make the first run through the line. Kiev was the only one of the daemons who knew the Fairglen ley line, hence why Ash had flown her back to Brinford last time. Once Kiev had shown Ash the way, the two of them would bring the rest of them through.


  She glanced through the window of the van. Lyre was snoring in the backseat, none too pleased about the early hour. Seiya stood a little ways down the road, staring at nothing with her dragonet on her shoulder. Piper glanced at the girl, her brow furrowing.


  The bushes rustled and Ash stepped out of the trees. Zwi was perched on his head, her tail looped around his neck. Kiev ducked out of the brush behind him and Piper blinked. A dragonet’s head was poking over his shoulder, golden eyes warily darting from Piper to Calder. It must be the shy and elusive Teva.


  Calder opened his arms to Piper. “I guess this is goodbye,” he said, his voice a little gruff.


  She hugged him tightly. “Take care of Father, okay?”


  “I will. And you take care of yourself. I want to see you back in a few days at the most. We could really use your help.”


  She nodded. “I’ll do my best.”


  Calder turned to Ash and extended a hand. Surprised, Ash hesitated, then grasped it.


  “You bring my niece back to me in one piece,” Calder said, his face hardening.


  Ash’s eyes darkened. He released Calder’s hand and stepped back.


  Piper grabbed her uncle’s arm and dragged him to the driver’s door of the vehicle. Inside, Lyre dragged himself off the seat, yawning widely.


  “You’re almost as bad as father!” she hissed to her uncle.


  “I watched him put a sword through your body, Piper. I wasn’t going to not say anything.”


  “You also know I jumped in front of his attack.”


  “That’s the only reason I’m letting you go anywhere with him.” He gave her a sideways look, then opened the door of the van. “Be careful, Pipes.”


  “I will. Stay safe.”


  He climbed in and started the engine. She joined the others on the side of the road as Calder pulled a U-turn and drove back down the highway. She watched until the vehicle was out of sight then turned to the others.


  “Are we good to go?” she asked.


  Ash gestured for Kiev to lead the way. “It just started to rain there. We should hurry before the weather worsens.”


  Together, they marched through the trees. Kiev walked at the front of the group, Teva hanging off his shoulder. The dragonet’s long, graceful tail ended in a stump, the silky tuft missing entirely. Piper’s stomach twisted. Was it an injury Teva had received from the Hades agent Kiev had killed?


  They stopped just as Piper began to feel a shiver of ancient magic along her nerves. No physical indicators revealed the presence of the line but she could sense its power among the unremarkable stretch of trees. If she’d been shaded, her daemon eyes would have been able to see it clearly, but as it was, all she could see was a vague shimmer out of the corner of her eye.


  Ash took her hand and guided her down the line a little ways until the others were mostly out of sight among the shrubbery. Zwi jumped off him and trotted away into the trees. Piper tried to ignore the flickers of nervousness as she stopped beside Ash. Her experience with travelling ley lines was limited and involved a lot of trauma. The Void still frequented her nightmares.


  “I can lead you the same way I first pulled you into the ley line,” he said. “Or I can put you to sleep and carry you through.”


  “I’ll do it awake,” she said, not wanting him to waste magic on bringing her through the hard way. “Just tell me what to do.”


  “You should use your daemon glamour,” he instructed.


  Ah, that was why he’d led her away from the others; Kiev still hadn’t seen her other shape. She immediately closed her eyes and reached for the thread of magic that determined her form and felt the resulting tingles shower her skin. She opened her eyes and glanced toward the ley line but it was still invisible. She didn’t dare attempt to shade so she could see it.


  Ash held out a hand. She placed hers in his, the scales on her knuckles glittering. He guided her closer to the line and she stepped into it, feeling the instant rush of magic over her body like a warm, invisible river flowing past.


  He pulled her closer and wrapped his other arm around her waist, still holding her hand in his.


  “Is this how you guide everyone through ley lines?” she asked, feeling the beginnings of a blush in her cheeks.


  “Lyre and Seiya are experienced in line travel and only need to hold Kiev’s hands for guidance. I don’t want you slipping away from me.”


  She nodded nervously.


  “It will be easy,” he added. “Just don’t resist my lead.”


  “I won’t,” she said softly.


  His arm tightened. “Are you ready?”


  She closed her eyes, wrapping an imaginary bubble of magic around her head to protect her mind from the screaming, tearing nothingness of the Void. As Lyre had explained on the drive, they would jump into the Void, but instead of exiting in another world, they would exit at another one of Earth’s ley lines—the one in Fairglen. It wouldn’t be any easier than travelling to another world, but neither would it be more difficult.


  Making sure she had a firm grasp on her internal barrier of magic, her eyes still squeezed shut, she clamped her free hand over Ash’s arm around her middle.


  “Okay,” she whispered. “I’m ready.”


  “On three,” he murmured. “One... two... three.”


  He stepped forward, moving her with him—and the world imploded into shrieking, tearing oblivion.


  


  CHAPTER 16


  THE SCREAMING nothingness of the Void transformed into a booming roar.


  The world reformed around Piper and she staggered, clutching Ash’s arm as sights and sounds overloaded her senses. Gusts of wind drove icy rain into her face and a bright flash illuminated the trees surrounding them, followed immediately by an earsplitting boom of thunder. They’d come out of the ley line at the bottom of a steep ravine filled with fallen trees and leafy debris. The cool cloudy weather in Brinford, 150 miles away, was a pleasant memory.


  “I thought you said it was only raining!” she yelled over the wind and downpour.


  “It was.” Ash tugged her hand. “Come on.”


  Piper clutched his hand as he started forward. Rain instantly drenched her to the skin. She stumbled after him, feeling just as miserable as Zwi looked as she clung to his shoulder, wings tight against her body and shoulders hunched. They trudged through the litter of tree trunks and soggy, ankle-deep dead leaves to the other side of the ravine. A rocky wall reared up twenty feet, not quite vertical, but close. Ash guided her toward the wet rock, a slight shield against the wind. Closing her eyes, she shifted back to her human form and instantly felt twice as cold and miserable.


  Lyre, Seiya, and Kiev appeared out of the rain a moment later. Piper hadn’t even seen them come through the ley line. She wrapped her arms around her middle, clenching her teeth to keep them from chattering. Zala was wrapped around Seiya’s neck for warmth, but Teva, nowhere in sight, must have returned to hiding from the strangers.


  “Nice weather,” Lyre shouted over the wind.


  Ash pushed his dripping hair out of his eyes. “We can’t travel in this.”


  “There are some little caves this way.” Kiev pointed down the ravine. “I’ve used them for shelter before.”


  He started in that direction, walking quickly. As she and the others followed him, Piper clamped her arms tighter around herself, thinking longingly of her nice, warm cot back at the church. A couple dozen yards down the ravine, Kiev stopped. Beside him, the rocky wall opened into a low hollow, four feet deep and just tall enough to crouch in.


  Kiev ducked his head to look inside. “Uh, I guess it’s not really big enough for all of us. But there’s another one a little farther down.”


  “Ah, well. In that case,” Lyre said brightly, “Kiev, Seiya, and I will continue on.”


  “Hey, but—” Piper began.


  Lyre grabbed each draconian by an elbow and steered them away, flashing a grin over his shoulder at Piper and Ash.


  “Have fun!” he called back.


  “Have fun?” she spluttered angrily, wiping rain off her face. “Ugh.”


  Not quite looking at Ash, she dropped into a crouch and shuffled into the dark hollow. The air smelled musty and damp, but it was significantly warmer without the icy wind. She made her way to the back, putting several feet between herself and the opening, and sat against the cold rock. Wrapping her arms around her knees and fighting shivers, she watched Ash crawl in and sit beside her. He kept his gaze on the opening of their shelter, watching for any signs of danger.


  She scowled at the raindrops pounding the fallen leaves outside. Lyre was forcing them together in the hopes that they would reconcile or something; she was sure of it. Everyone seemed to think she was making a mistake. They thought just because Ash was willing to protect her, that she should let him. But she didn’t agree with that. For starters, it was selfishly cruel to Ash, making him responsible for her life. And secondly, just because someone could carry her everywhere didn’t mean she should let them. She wanted to be able to protect herself—she needed to be able to protect herself.


  From out of the hazy rain beyond the rocks, Zwi dashed into the cave. She shook her entire body, sending raindrops flying everywhere, and looked at Piper. She chirped in a pointed sort of way.


  Ash looked at Piper. “You’re shivering.”


  “I’m fine.” Her teeth chattered, betraying her.


  He frowned. “Sometimes I forget you aren’t a daemon. This is too cold for you, isn’t it?”


  Her heart beat a little faster. Sometimes I forget you aren’t a daemon. For some reason, those words made her stomach swoop a little.


  “My clothes are wet, that’s all,” she said defensively.


  “Come here,” he said.


  “No.”


  “Piper.”


  “I’m fine.”


  He sighed, then reached for her. There was nowhere to escape. He hooked his arm around her and dragged her in front of him.


  “Just because you’re stronger than me doesn’t mean you can manhandle me!”


  “I wouldn’t have to if you’d stop being ridiculous.”


  “Why can’t you just magic up a fire?”


  “There’s no way to hide the light of a fire, and the ley line is only a few dozen yards away.”


  She growled under her breath, sitting stiffly with her back to his torso, his knees on either side of her, and tried her best not to touch him. His logic made too much sense; they didn’t want to light a beacon for any daemon coming out of the line. Stupid Lyre. This had been his plan all along, that interfering, matchmaking incubus. She’d wanted to create distance between her and Ash. This was the opposite of distance.


  Zwi stepped in front of Piper and put her little front paws on Piper’s knees. Giving her a stern stare, the dragonet chittered admonishingly.


  “What?” she grumped.


  Another chiding chirp.


  “Ugh.” With great reluctance, she leaned back against Ash’s chest. Warmth instantly suffused her and she couldn’t help but relax a little. He slid his arms around her, adding even more heat. Her stomach fluttered, but she shut down thoughts of the other times his arms had been around her.


  Satisfied, Zwi clambered onto Piper’s lap and curled up, providing another layer of warmth.


  Giving in, she rested her head against his shoulder. She stared out at the rain as the morning light beyond the heavy clouds grew brighter. The storm showed no signs of abating any time soon.


  He smelled so good—the scent of fresh mountain air with a musky undertone that was uniquely him. She realized she’d closed her eyes. Opening them, she tipped her head back to peek up at him. He was watching the opening of the cave, ever alert while she was daydreaming. She lightly stroked Zwi’s head, smoothing the dragonet’s silky mane.


  “What’s your bond with Zwi like?” she asked quietly. “I’ve been meaning to ask for a long time. Can you read her mind?”


  “Not in the way you’re thinking,” he murmured. His deep voice vibrated from his chest into her back, making her shiver a little. “We don’t think words to each other the way I talk to you. We share thoughts, insights, memories, knowledge—anything that can be in our minds—whenever we want. I don’t know what she’s thinking unless she wants me to know.”


  “Huh. Wow.” She touched Zwi’s head lightly. “Is she as intelligent as you and I then?”


  “Fairly close, but it’s a different kind of intelligence. She can’t read or do complex math, but she is very intuitive and has learned from me how to follow along with a lot of spoken conversation.”


  “Wait, she can’t read? But didn’t she pull out my father’s file in the medical center?”


  “She can’t read, but I can. She looked at the files and showed me through our bond, and I let her know which one to take.”


  “Oh. That’s amazing.” She stared in awe at the dragonet. “I hadn’t even imagined that your bond was so involved.”


  “It’s very intimate. The bond can’t even happen unless the draconian and dragonet click on a deep level. The dragonet has to be very committed, because if her bonded dies, she’ll die soon after.”


  Piper’s eyes widened and she craned her neck to look at him. He met her stare solemnly.


  “I think Raum mentioned something about that,” she said. “But nothing happens to you if she dies?”


  “It is supposed to be excruciatingly painful for a draconian to lose his dragonet. One of the older draconians of Samael’s lost his. He was never the same, and died himself less than a year later while on a mission. I don’t think he cared about surviving anymore.”


  “That’s terrible. But why does a dragonet die without her master?”


  “She needs my magic. Once we bond, she can’t live long without it. Even distance can weaken her. If we’re too far apart, she can’t shape-shift.” His arms tightened around Piper. “I’m not sure if I ever thanked you for taking care of her while I was in Asphodel.”


  “She seemed so lost,” she said softly. “I’m glad I could help.”


  “I had to leave her.” His voice was barely more than a whisper, the words lined with regret. “I didn’t want her to suffer with me.”


  Piper turned sideways in his arms so she could see his face properly. Zwi grumbled sleepily.


  “You did the right thing,” she said gently.


  He gave a short nod, his eyes moving back to the rain outside. She watched him, swallowing back the hurt from his abruptly distant expression. Silence fell that she didn’t know how to break. For a couple minutes there, it had been just like before. She’d almost forgotten everything else, lost in their conversation. Maybe he’d temporarily forgotten too—but he’d just reestablished the new boundaries between them.


  Her heart squeezed in her chest. Unbidden, her mind conjured a memory: in the Overworld, Ash’s gaze trailing over her new daemon form, the heat in his eyes, the desire. She remembered being wanted by him, his hands in her hair and his mouth on hers, perfect harmony, shared need. She wanted more than anything to go back to that moment and to change what had happened next.


  Emotion twisted through her—longing for what they’d had, regret that she’d ruined it, painful determination not to undo everything in a moment of weakness. It all overwhelmed her, crushing her until she wanted to scream. She exhaled, the breath shuddering out of her.


  “I’m sorry I threw your tracking spell away,” she said quietly, her eyes on her hands as she combed her fingers through Zwi’s mane. “It was short-sighted of me. I didn’t think about what it would mean for you if you woke up before I could find Lyre and Seiya.”


  He was silent for a moment, but she wasn’t brave enough to look up to see his expression.


  “Why did you throw it away then?”


  She took a deep breath and let it out. “I need to fight my own battles.”


  She felt him tense in response to her words.


  “Since the very beginning—since that first day at the Consulate when the choronzon attacked us—you’ve been saving me,” she explained, struggling to find the right words. She kept her eyes on her lap. “You’ve hauled me out of every bad situation I’ve ended up in. You’ve saved my life so many times. And even though you keep getting hurt or almost killed while dealing with my problems, as soon as the next crisis pops up, I’m turning to you again.


  “That day on the cliff... I saw you die. I thought you’d died and it was my fault because I’d dragged you along when I didn’t need to. I should have told you to stay behind from the start. And then when they attacked us on the cliff, I wasn’t strong enough and you were so conditioned to protect me by that point that you looked when I screamed...”


  She slowly shook her head. “I threw your spell away because I can’t let you protect me anymore. I need to be my own protector. If you’re here, then I’ll never have to fight for myself... at least not until the day you end up dead because of me.”


  He was silent for so long she wondered whether he would speak at all.


  Eventually, he exhaled harshly, his warm breath ruffling her hair. “The world doesn’t work like that. You can decide to fight your own battles, but you need to be strong enough to win them. Your enemies won’t go easy on you just because you’re expressing your independence.”


  “I know that.”


  “So what then? You’ll throw yourself into the next fight alone, and if you die, that must have been your destiny?”


  “I’m not trying to prove myself or die trying, or something stupid like that,” she said, anger sparking. She finally forced herself to turn and look at him. “I’m trying to do the right thing. I don’t want to be a helpless damsel in distress who always needs rescuing and I don’t want to watch you die because of me.”


  His eyes, stormy grey with growing shadows, flashed with his own ire.


  “You, Seiya, and Lyre only came out of hiding to help me,” she told him forcefully. “Then I dragged you along to the Overworld. Now you’re coming to help me with this Gaian stuff. But you three—and Kiev—need to go into hiding again. It’s too dangerous for you to be running around where Samael’s spies can spot you. Remember what happened last time? Reaper assassins almost caught me and Seiya in your apartment.”


  “And it’s not too dangerous for you to be running around for the same reasons? You should be in hiding too.”


  “I can’t hide right now. I need to help my father and uncle. This is our world and I can’t just run away while it’s all going to hell. Even if I did go with you... I don’t see how we can compromise on this. I need to fight my fights. Can you stand back and let me?”


  “No,” he said flatly. “Do you really think I would watch you take on enemies you probably can’t defeat when I know I could—or that I would at least have a better chance at defeating?”


  “No, I didn’t think you would,” she said quietly. “That’s why I thought it would be better if we were apart.”


  He watched her with eyes that were slowly sliding toward black, then abruptly looked away.“Maybe you’re right.”


  “You agree with me?” she asked cautiously.


  He resumed his watch of the ravine. “You thought you saw me die on the cliff. And I thought I saw you die when I put my sword through your gut. You’re right. We’re better off apart.”


  “That was not your fault,” she told him, her voice sharpening. “That was my father’s fault.”


  He still didn’t look at her. “The sword was in my hand. I don’t see how it’s not my fault.”


  “I jumped in front of your attack.”


  “I know. I saw. And I didn’t care. I just wanted to kill something.”


  She felt the blood drain out of her face, her skin suddenly going cold. “I don’t believe you. I saw the look on your face after.”


  “Yes, after. When I came back to my senses and realized what I’d done.” His eyes flicked to hers—black as midnight, icy as the arctic tundra. “But make no mistake. I saw you coming. I knew what you would do. And I didn’t stop, because in that moment, the part of me that wanted to kill was stronger than the part of me that didn’t want to kill you.”


  She swallowed hard, fear whispering through her veins.


  His muscles flexed as he shifted slightly. “It didn’t used to be that way. I could control it before...”


  After a moment, she confessed, “I can’t control it either.”


  The coldness in his face thawed slightly from confusion. “What?”


  “I can’t control shading,” she said, struggling to meet his eyes as shame infused her. “I just want to kill everything. I was going to attack Lyre in the park. I wanted to kill him. He had to use aphrodesia to distract me.”


  “You’ve never experienced bloodlust before. You’ll learn to control it.”


  “How can I control it when there’s no part of me left that wants to?”


  He didn’t answer, but she could see the understanding in his eyes. He knew exactly what she meant. He’d been there too.


  “You stabbed me,” she said, ignoring his flinch at the bluntness of her words. “It happened. I survived. And I screamed at a stupid time and you got stabbed. You survived. Those things happened, and we’re both okay, and we need to put them behind us.”


  “But you still want me gone.”


  Pain lanced through her at his words.


  “I don’t want you gone,” she said in a rush, pain pushing the words out. “That’s not what I want at all, but that’s how it has to be, don’t you see? I’m a burden to you—a liability. I’m not like Seiya. I can’t just train until I’m as strong as you. I’ll always be weaker. You’ll always be protecting me.”


  His hand closed around her wrist—where the tracking spell would have been had she not thrown it away. “If I didn’t want to protect you, I wouldn’t have promised to do it.”


  “It may be okay with you, but it’s not okay with me. I won’t let you keep risking yourself—”


  Anger flashed across his face and his hand tightened on her wrist. “I can choose what I’m willing to risk my life for just as much as you. You want to fight on your own, knowing you’ll eventually run into an enemy that can kill you, to spare me. Why am I not allowed to make the same choice?”


  “Because they’re my enemies, not yours.”


  “Most of our enemies are the same now.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I won’t be a liability. I won’t be the distraction that gets you stabbed in the next fight. It will take months or even years for me to learn to use my magic with any real skill, and I’ll still be weaker than you.”


  Zwi let out a sudden, loud grumble. She jumped out of Piper’s lap, threw them each an irritated look—presumably for making so much noise—and trotted out into the rain.


  “If we’re together,” she said heatedly, “I won’t be able to fight my own battles and get stronger.”


  “You won’t get the chance either way because you’ll end up dead or captured,” he growled. “You’re being blind. Your enemies won’t wait until you’re ready to take them on. Why are you so determined to throw your life away?”


  “Because I don’t want you throwing away yours!” she snapped. “Because I won’t be the reason you end up dead! Because my life isn’t more important than yours, and I l—”


  She bit off the word before it could form on her tongue, panic shooting through her.


  His eyes narrowed. “And you what?”


  “I—I was going to say... because my life isn’t more important than yours, and I... want you to be safe.”


  His eyes narrowed a little more, his stare intense, scrutinizing. “That was a terrible lie.”


  “That’s what I was going to say,” she insisted, her heart racing.


  How could she have been so stupid? She’d vowed never to say those words to him, to never tell him how she felt. She was trying to convince him not to protect her. If he knew she was crazy in love with him, he would feel even more obligated to risk his life for her.


  With him drilling her about her decision, it was so hard not to admit that her strongest motivation for keeping them apart was that she loved him too much to risk his death. She would rather lose him forever than let him get hurt again protecting her. That day on the cliff had been too much and she couldn’t endure it again.


  He stared at her, appearing to struggle with something. Then he abruptly looked away, his mouth flattening into a tense line.


  “Are you sure you weren’t going to say something like you did before you left me in the ryujin city?”


  The question was flat, almost inflectionless. Her whole body went cold. No. He couldn’t be referring to the words she’d whispered to him just before leaving the city. He’d been asleep—unconscious after his healing. She’d only imagined seeing his eyes open. He hadn’t heard her; he couldn’t have.


  “What?” she whispered.


  He slashed a glance at her, his face expressionless—no, not expressionless. Defensive, wary. For a second, she wondered whether he was as afraid of her answer as she was of his response.


  His stare swung back to the rain. “Never mind.”


  She opened her mouth but no words came out. He didn’t look at her. Had he been awake to hear her... or not? Was he referring to something else? No, it didn’t make sense that he would ask about it otherwise, but why not just tell her he’d heard her? Unless... she remembered the glimpse of his hazy grey stare as she’d turned to leave after whispering her confession. Maybe he hadn’t been that awake. Maybe he wasn’t actually sure what he’d heard and his question had been a test. Did he think he’d dreamed it?


  She swallowed hard. A lot of his anger toward her suddenly made more sense. If he thought he’d heard her say she loved him, then woke up to find she’d abandoned him, thrown away his tracking spell, and taken back the symbol of his promise to protect her... She could barely imagine how he’d feel about that. And add in the uncertainty of whether he’d dreamed the whole thing or not...


  Why hadn’t she just kept her mouth shut about her feelings? He continued staring out at the storm while she sat stiffly, indecision pulling her apart. Should she confirm his memory but explain that it didn’t change anything? Or should she let him think it was just a dream? Leaving him to wonder about it seemed so cruel, but admitting the truth would only make things more difficult.


  And then, if she did confess the truth to him, there was the big question of how he felt. What if he didn’t return her feelings?


  She twisted her hands together in her lap. “Ash...” she began hesitantly.


  He abruptly straightened.


  “Lyre is coming to get us,” he said tonelessly.


  “What?” she mumbled. She looked at the opening of the cave and saw that the raging wind had quieted, leaving a steady downpour instead. “Oh.”


  Approaching footsteps crunched over rocks and twigs, audible even over the sound of the rain. Swallowing hard, she scooched away from him, toward the waterlogged ravine. Legs appeared beyond the opening of the hollow, and then Lyre’s head as he leaned down. His golden eyes flicked over them.


  “Hey there, beautiful,” he said cheerfully, his analyzing look vanishing so quickly she wondered whether she’d imagined it. “Have a nice siesta?”


  “Passable,” she said, barely managing to sound nonchalant. “How about you?”


  He shrugged. “I prefer closets to caves.”


  Managing a weak smile, she crawled out of the hollow and stood. Ash clambered out after her. She stretched her back, avoiding both daemons’ gazes. The rain drummed against the top of her head, cold water running down her back. With each beat of her heart, the ache inside her chest grew.


  As the silence began to stretch uncomfortably, Lyre said, “The others are waiting for us. Shall we?”


  She nodded and he started back through the ravine, Ash beside him. She trailed behind them, glad for the rain dotting her cheeks and hiding the few small tears that escaped her control.


  How could she tell him she loved him but that they couldn’t be together? He wasn’t willing to accept her decision that she needed to fight for herself from now on. How could they ever compromise on that? Sure, he could let her fight if it was an easy opponent, but the moment it became life or death, he would be right there fighting for her. And she would be the liability, the distraction. One wrong move on her part and that would be it. He would be dead and it would be her fault.


  No matter how much it hurt, she couldn’t let that happen. But she didn’t want to walk away from him a second time. She didn’t even know whether she was strong enough. That wary defensiveness as he’d asked about what he remembered her saying... So much was left unsaid between them, words neither were willing to speak out loud. To him, her decision was tantamount to her walking to her own death. To her, it was the only option left to protect him.


  The ache in her chest swelled, crushing her heart. If being apart, if saying goodbye forever hurt so much, was it really the right thing? She wasn’t sure anymore.


  


  CHAPTER 17


  LETTING out a long, silent sigh, Piper stared across the room with her chin resting on her knees. The tiny apartment was familiar, from the old bed where she currently sat to the drooping armchair in the corner. A standing lamp lay on the floor beside it, pieces of glass scattered across the dirty rug.


  Almost like a dream, she could see it again: The dark room, lit only by the light leaking through the cracks in the blinds. Ash asleep on one side of her, Lyre curled up on the other. Zwi perched on the back of the chair, watching lights dance across the lampshade. Then, moments later, she’d pounced on it and sent it crashing to the floor, startling Ash awake. That had been the first time she’d seen him lose control. He’d leaped violently out of the bed, his claws missing her flesh by mere inches.


  It was strange to be back. Not that she’d given it much thought, but she’d never expected to return to this place. The last time had been right after escaping the Gaians, her magic newly unsealed, though she hadn’t known it at the time. Now they were back, intending to sneak into the same Gaian building and ask her mother for help. She really wasn’t looking forward to it.


  Her only company in the tiny apartment was Seiya. The draconian girl was sitting in the armchair, her knees drawn to her chest and her arms wrapped around her legs. She stared out the window at the apartment and office buildings that encircled them, her intense focus on the drab view suggesting her thoughts were far away from their current surroundings.


  They had barely arrived at the apartment before the others had left again. Ash had taken Kiev with him to scout the Gaian building. Lyre had left as well, saying something about touching base with some of his contacts in the city to see whether they’d heard anything about the Gaians, but she wasn’t entirely sure that was all he’d gone to do.


  She couldn’t quite put her finger on it but she felt as if Lyre hadn’t really been himself since they’d rescued him. When there were eyes on him, he seemed normal—joking and teasing, flirting and making inappropriate remarks. But when no one was looking, there was no sign of the usual easy-going incubus. His customary teasing half-smile was nowhere in sight, his golden eyes somber and serious. She wished she’d had a chance to ask Ash about Lyre’s family. Something about his narrow escape was haunting Lyre, but she wasn’t sure whether it had to do with his mysterious relatives or with nearly being turned over to Hades reapers to face a fate worse than death.


  Piper’s eyes lifted to Seiya. Did the draconian girl know anything about Lyre’s strange mood? They’d been imprisoned together for over a week. Maybe they had discussed his family—or, more likely, based on Piper’s overall impression of Seiya, they hadn’t talked about anything. From what she’d seen prior to their capture, Lyre seemed to get along with Seiya about as well as Piper did.


  She recalled what he’d said about Seiya—that she hadn’t tried to kill Piper in the Overworld. She frowned to herself, wondering whether she dared believe it. Seiya certainly had been acting strange since reuniting with them, though in a different way than Lyre.


  Perhaps sensing eyes on her, Seiya glanced over her shoulder and saw Piper watching her. She turned in her seat to face Piper, arms still wrapped around her knees, eyebrows raised in question.


  “How’s your wing?” Piper asked, breaking the awkward silence. She hadn’t seen the cut in Seiya’s wing from her escape, but Kiev’s concern over whether he’d successfully healed it suggested it had been bad.


  Seiya shrugged. “It could’ve been worse, though it’ll take some time to build up its strength again.”


  “Is that why you didn’t go with Ash?” she asked.


  “Yes... It needs more time before I can do any real flying.”


  Seiya dropped her eyes as she said the last words and Piper knew it had cost the girl a lot of pride to admit that weakness. The cold, aloof, and often threatening Seiya from before was noticeably absent and Piper wasn’t sure what to think.


  “Did Lyre tell you what I said?” Seiya asked abruptly.


  Piper straightened a little. “You mean about my ‘accident’ in the Overworld?”


  She nodded. “Do you believe that I didn’t do it?”


  “I do... but I also remember you saying ‘last warning’ to me shortly afterward.”


  Seiya’s eyes cooled. Piper held her stare, unwilling to back down. She’d been more than a little hesitant to confront Seiya directly before—after all, she’d been dying from her magic and essentially helpless, but that wasn’t the case anymore.


  “At the time, I thought I wanted you gone.” Seiya frowned, fiddling with a loose thread on the arm of her chair. “Somewhere safe for you but gone from our lives.”


  “‘At the time’?” Piper repeated blankly. “Did you change your mind?”


  Seiya shrugged again.


  Piper grimaced. “Didn’t anyone tell you what happened in the Overworld after you and Lyre went through the ley line?”


  “Of course,” Seiya said evenly. “And after Ash recited his glossed-over version, I went to Lyre to find out what really happened. I know it was your fault he almost died.”


  She managed not to flinch. “But you’re not sure anymore that you want me gone?”


  Seiya eyed Piper for a moment. “Lyre told me what you said—why you left without Ash.”


  Again, Piper barely managed not to flinch. “You must be overjoyed that I’m trying to distance us.”


  “According to him, you want to fight on your own instead of allowing Ash to protect you. Is that true?”


  “How much do you all talk about me behind my back?” she muttered. “Yes, that’s true.”


  Seiya’s blue eyes burned into her. “If you plan to fight, then what are you doing to get stronger?”


  “I’m not letting Ash fight for me.”


  “That doesn’t make you a better fighter, unless you’re counting desperation.”


  Piper gritted her teeth. “I have the Sahar now. And I’m learning a bit about using my magic, and—”


  “And that’s just the beginning. You need to push harder. You can’t just be strong. Even with the natural abilities of a draconian, I wasn’t strong until I set out to become strong. And you need to do the same, if you want this.”


  “Want what?”


  Seiya sat back, folding her arms. “If you want to fight beside Ash.”


  Piper stared, her mouth hanging open, before shaking her head. “No. No, that’s not what I want. Are you even listening? I can’t be with Ash—”


  “Because you aren’t strong enough yet.”


  “It doesn’t matter. He told me himself he wouldn’t stand aside to—”


  “Because you aren’t strong enough yet,” Seiya repeated. “So get stronger. Prove to him you don’t need him. Isn’t that what you want?”


  “Yes, but—” She resisted the urge to throw her hands up in the air. “Why the hell are you trying to convince me? Isn’t this the opposite of what you want?”


  “You’re a weak link that must be protected. But if you are strong enough to fight beside him, then you are no longer a liability.”


  Piper stared at the draconian girl, unsure what to think. “Assuming we aren’t counting the Sahar, I could train day and night and still never be as strong as you and Ash.”


  “You can be strong enough not to be a liability. You can be strong enough not to need a savior.” Seiya’s voice softened a little. “You’re just like I was. It’s so much easier to fall back on someone you trust, someone stronger than you. But that is what makes you so dangerous to Ash.”


  Piper’s hands clenched. Was that the reason Ash had almost died on that cliff? Was it because she was willing to fall back on him, to let him save the day, that she was such a liability?


  There are many breeds and shades of strength, foolish child. Magic and brawn are but two.


  Was that the weakness in her that Natania had been referring to? Maybe she had become too dependent on Ash’s strength, on having him there to deal with whatever happened. She’d struggled so much through these past weeks on her own, wishing he were around to help her... What had happened to her? She’d always valued her independence and skills, but now she was suddenly relying on Ash to save her? Or Lyre? Or her father?


  Coldness whispered through her. Maybe she’d always relied on someone stronger to bail her out when she’d gotten herself in too deep. That was her problem: not that she was weak, but that she was willing to be weak when someone stronger was around to save her.


  The door to the apartment opened. Ash, Kiev, and Lyre came in together. Ash pushed his dripping bangs off his face. All three of them were soaked.


  Kiev shook his head, spraying water everywhere. “It’s wet out there.”


  Piper drew in a deep breath, recovering from her epiphany. Pushing the thoughts aside for later analysis, she tilted her head to the side, peering around Ash to get a good look at Lyre. When he’d left, he’d been wearing an ill-fitting assortment of clothes he’d scavenged after his rescue from the Ras. But he was now wearing dark jeans, a fitted t-shirt that clung to his chest, and a seriously sexy leather jacket.


  He noticed her appraisal and reached for the hem of his shirt. That irresistible half-smile curved his lips as he pulled it up a few inches, flashing the flat planes of his stomach. “If you want me to take it all off, just say the word.”


  She rolled her eyes and looked away. Seiya put her feet on the floor and gave Lyre an unimpressed look.


  “Well?” Piper asked Ash.


  “Looks clear,” he said. “I don’t think anything has changed.”


  “What about the reaper?”


  Kiev leaned against the kitchen counter. “We’re going to lure him out. He won’t know yet that I’m on Samael’s hit list. I’ll signal that I have a message for him and he’ll come out to the usual spot to pick it up. Then we’ll ambush him.”


  “It’s safer for you and the Gaians that way,” Ash said. “We don’t want a pitched fight inside the building and we certainly don’t want him anywhere near you. One touch and he could teleport you straight to a ley line. Kiev will activate the signal before you go in so the reaper will be out of the building ahead of time.”


  “We’ll be a few blocks away,” Kiev said, turning to her with a little wrinkle between his eyebrows. “We won’t really be close enough to help you if anything goes wrong.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Piper said swiftly, her desire to handle things on her own twice as strong as before. “As long as the reaper is out of there, I won’t have any problems.”


  She glanced at Ash, expecting him to protest her going in alone, but he didn’t seem bothered; without the reaper, he probably didn’t think the Gaians were a threat worth worrying about. It had been almost laughably easy for him to rescue her from them the first time.


  “So all four of you will deal with the reaper?” she asked.


  “Reapers are easiest to handle if you kill them before they start teleporting,” Ash said. “If we want to take him alive, the four of us will need to outmaneuver him.”


  Lyre slipped past the draconians to plunk down on the bed beside Piper. “I have something to help you out with your side of things.”


  He dipped a hand in his back pocket and pulled out a small, pink gemstone. She accepted the stone, looking at him questioningly.


  “It’s embedded with a cloaking spell,” he explained. “Once activated, it will disguise your presence so you can more easily sneak through the building to find your mother. The fewer encounters with that bunch, the better, right?”


  “Wow, thanks.” She rolled the stone between her fingers. “Where did you get this?”


  He winked. “I never kiss and tell.”


  She pulled a face. “What does that mean?”


  He flopped back on the mattress, sighing. “So when are we going, Ash? Do I have time for a nap?”


  “If we want to time this with their dinner hour, we should go now. But if you’d rather stay behind to sleep...”


  Sighing again, he sat up. “Let’s get this done then.”


  Piper got to her feet, taking a deep breath as she put her worries about her and Ash aside to focus on what was coming next. If her theory about the Gaians and Samael was correct, there was a lot more riding on her next conversation with her mother than any conversation she’d ever had in her life.


  


  CHAPTER 18


  PIPER looked up at the top floor of the rundown office building and took a deep breath. Even from ground level, she could see the plywood repair job where Ash had blown out the window of the top floor conference hall. She remembered the cheers of the Gaian gathering as they congratulated her on having her magic “freed” so she could achieve her full power. They’d had no idea that she’d been drugged or that unsealing her magic could have been a death sentence.


  She took another deep breath. She could do this. She was just going to talk to her mom. No big deal. Some people talked to their mothers every day, for goodness sake.


  She turned to Ash, standing beside her.


  He gave her a long look. “Are you ready?”


  She nodded. “I can handle this. In fact, this is the easiest thing I’ve had to do in ages.”


  A ghost of a smile touched his lips before he turned serious again. “The cloaking spell?”


  She pulled it out of her armguard, where she’d tucked it beside the Sahar, and held it up. He touched the gem lightly and she felt the sizzle of magic as he activated it for her.


  “Remember, a cloaking spell doesn’t make you invisible,” he said. “It just makes you difficult to notice if you don’t draw attention to yourself.”


  She gave another quick nod and slipped it back into her armguard. Their eyes met, his expression undecipherable. She wondered what he was thinking, if it bothered him that he wasn’t going in with her. But this was better. If she really did have a problem relying on him, then they were better off fighting separate battles until she got her shit figured out.


  He stepped back. “Good luck.”


  “You too. Be careful with that reaper.”


  Zwi, perched on his shoulder, let out a reassuring chirp, her golden eyes bright in anticipation of their next adventure. With a last look at Ash, Piper stuffed down her sentimental feelings—this really was not the time for them anyway—and strode toward the building, still half a block away. Partway there, she glanced back, but Ash and Zwi had already disappeared. She swallowed, touched the spot where the spelled gem was hidden, and resumed walking.


  Get in, talk to her mother, get out. Easy.


  As she approached the doorway, once filled with glass doors that had broken years ago, she admitted to herself that her nervousness stemmed more from contact with her mother than the dangers of forcing her way into a potential enemy outpost. The last time she’d seen her, Mona had been screaming, “She belongs with us,” as Ash and Lyre had whisked Piper away to safety.


  The thing was, Piper knew her mother had truly believed that Piper would be just fine with her magic unsealed. A narrow, unquestioning belief in whatever Mona wanted to be true seemed to exist at the heart of her delusions. If her mother had been at all realistic, nine years ago, she never would have tried to convince Quinn to join the Gaians with her—the first sign that something was wrong with her. Her blind convictions had evolved into Mona believing without doubt that unsealing Piper’s magic would be totally a-okay and not ridiculously risky.


  Thinking about her mother made her emotions roil uncomfortably. She didn’t know what to feel: love, hate, betrayal, pity... It was too complicated to sort out.


  Putting all that out of her mind, she focused on her task. It was easy enough to step through the unobstructed doorway and into the foyer of the building, littered with debris and a crumbling marble fountain in the center. As before, just out of sight from the street, a handful of Gaians lazed around a table. She slowed her steps, eyes narrowing. Last time, the Gaians at the table had been dressed like regular members, but they now wore black fatigues similar to the Gaian soldiers she’d encountered in Brinford. She didn’t know whether they were the same people as a few weeks ago or visitors from the Gaian Corps.


  She scanned the rest of the space. The second-story balconies looking down on the foyer appeared empty. She came to a stop, peering into the shadows in the far corners.


  Ah, yes. There they were: the soldiers who’d attacked her the last time she’d crossed this foyer during her ill-fated escape attempt. Clad in black with military-style buzz cuts, they were definitely members of the Gaian Corps. They watched the doors casually, not particularly alert. The evening was warm and quiet, lulling everyone into a false sense of calm. Lucky for her.


  Trusting the spell to hide her presence, she crossed the foyer at a leisurely pace. No one glanced her way. No one called out. Letting out a relieved breath, she stopped in front of the elevator and glanced back. If the elevator doors opened, everyone would look at her and the spell probably wouldn’t hold up. She turned instead to the open staircase on her right that led up to the second floor balconies. When she reached the top, she located the door to the main stairwell and slipped through it, no one the wiser.


  In the stairwell, she shook the tension out of her hands and touched the spot where the gem was hidden. Wow. Talk about a useful spell. She really needed to get some answers out of Lyre. He’d been way too good at evading her questions about where he was getting these fancy spells. Why hadn’t he used any of these spells to help them out of trouble in the past?


  She paused, a foot on the first stair. Come to think of it, Lyre seemed to fight most of his battles when she wasn’t around. Whenever Ash was present, Lyre didn’t need to chip in, so the only time she’d really seen him fight was in the battle against Samael’s army. After running into trouble on his own, he would always joke about barely making it out alive, but she was beginning to doubt he’d actually struggled that much.


  Shaking her head, she broke into a jog up the stairs. This wasn’t the time for Lyre’s mysteries. Right now, she needed to find her mother before the cloaking spell ran out. From what she’d seen before, Mona liked to visit with different Gaians on the communal level, so she would start there.


  When she reached the correct floor, she touched the handle with two fingers and pressed her ear to the door, listening for anyone on the other side. Hearing nothing but the distant murmur of many voices, she pulled the door open and slipped through.


  The communal level was broken into four quadrants—lounge, kitchen, exercise/entertainment, and a practice area. The workout and practice areas were empty, but the kitchen and lounge were filled with haemons finishing their dinners. The delicious smell of some sort of pasta emanated from the large dishes on the kitchen counter, but she had little attention to spare for food.


  Her eyes moved from one group of Gaians to the next. It was a sea of black. Every haemon in sight wore the same black fatigues as the Gaian Corps: loose, button-down shirts and sturdy pants. The last time she’d been here, the haemons had been a cheerful bunch, chatting and laughing. Now it was quiet, the room humming with somber conversation. Only the youngest kids chatted with the same cheer, too innocent to understand the war-like garb they now wore.


  Piper stared around her, chilled to the bone. What was going on here? Were the Gaians militarizing the civilian members of their organization? How did this fit into their philosophy of community and familial support that Mona had preached so passionately?


  Moving slowly, she circled the room, glancing at every group, but it was clear her mother wasn’t among them. As she passed the long banquet table by the kitchen, she spotted a familiar blond head. Kylee, the girl who’d befriended her while she was a prisoner, poked at her food with a fork, eyes down, looking tiny and pale in the baggy fatigues. Pressing her lips together, Piper hurried back to the stairs.


  She breathed a sigh of relief as she slipped back into the empty, echoing stairwell. She had no idea where the Council members took their meals. The only other space she was familiar with was their meeting room near the top floor. With no better ideas, she started up the stairs again, trying to stay focused as her anger simmered. What the hell was the Council playing at, forcing civilians to become soldiers? It didn’t make any sense. Was this Samael’s influence? The more of the organization he could use as a weapon, the better, right?


  Reaching the second floor from the top, she paused to catch her breath, then pulled open the door. She walked past the fancy, curved reception desk and down the wide hall to the end, where a closed door waited. She could hear the rumble of a male voice on the other side. So there was a meeting going on. The question now was whether her mother was part of it.


  She frowned at the door. There was no way for her to stealthily open it and look inside. Shrugging, she grabbed the handle and threw the door open.


  Walter stood at the far end of the meeting room, beside an easel with a rough drawing on it, the marker in his hand poised to make another note. Seven other people, including Mona, sat around the large table, and another six stood around the edges of the room—black-clad soldiers. All eyes turned to her when she walked in, and identical shock registered on each face.


  The soldiers recovered first, reaching for the guns holstered at their hips.


  “Stop!” Mona shouted. Her eyes, locked on her daughter, were wide as saucers. “P-Piper?”


  “Hey Mom,” she replied casually, keeping an eye on the soldiers on either side of her. “Can we talk?”


  “Piper!” Walter exclaimed. She wasn’t sure whether he sounded pleased or angry. Maybe a bit of both. He waved a hand at the guards. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about her.”


  “How did she get in?” another Gaian demanded.


  Piper folded her arms and cocked a hip. “Honestly, your security sucks. And yeah, I didn’t expect to be back either, not after what you did to me last time, but I need to talk to my mom.” She looked at Mona. “Mom?”


  Mona hastily stood. “Oh, yes—of course, Piper.”


  “Hold on!” the cranky woman from last time said angrily. “Are you just going to do what she asks? Do you remember what happened last time?”


  “Yeah,” Piper said. “My friends came to help me because you held me prisoner and drugged me, remember?” She cast her eyes toward the ceiling. “Look, no hard feelings, okay? I’m just here to talk.”


  Walter’s stare intensified. “Did it work? Do you have full control of your magic now? It clearly didn’t kill you.”


  “Nearly did,” she replied, unable to stop her voice from going cold. “And if I hadn’t immediately left here to get help with my magic, I would have been dead in a week. So thanks for that.”


  “But you did survive,” he pressed. “Have you considered—”


  “Stop,” she cut in, holding up a hand. “I am not here to talk to you. I am here to talk to my mother.” She took Mona’s arm. “I’ll pop back in before I leave. How’s that? Come on, Mom.”


  Ignoring several loud protests behind her, she pulled Mona out the door and shut it quickly. When she turned to her mother, she found Mona staring at her blankly, her face still ghostly white.


  “Mom? Are you okay?”


  Mona blinked several times—then burst into tears. Sobbing violently, she threw her arms around Piper.


  “Piper!” she gasped, barely coherent. “I was so afraid you’d died. Once you were gone, I realized how reckless we’d been. We should have waited until we had all the answers about your magic. I’m so happy you’re okay. I was so afraid.”


  After a moment of shock, Piper hugged her mother back.


  “I survived,” she said soothingly, unwanted tears coming to her eyes too. She blinked them away. “I’m all right now.”


  “I was so stupid. I should never have allowed that to happen.” She looked up at Piper, tears streaming from her hazel eyes. “I wanted you to be stronger, to be able to take your rightful place in the world. I’m so sorry.”


  Giving Mona a squeeze, she gently stepped back. She couldn’t forgive her mother, but knowing Mona regretted what she’d done eased some of the pain.


  Mona sniffed loudly, pulling herself together. “Here, this way.”


  She led the way to a door halfway down the hall and pushed it open to reveal a small boardroom with a table and six chairs, all the surfaces coated in a layer of fine dust. Wobbling over to the nearest chair, she dropped into it, still sniffling and wiping away tears.


  Piper took the seat beside her, pushing her emotions aside to deal with later. She’d been preparing herself for a reaction closer to Walter’s: Mona skipping right over her near death and trying to pick up right where they’d left off with Piper now having magic. She definitely hadn’t been expecting Mona’s tearful remorse. Thinking her daughter might have died because of her actions seemed to have produced a significant change in her attitude.


  Mona took Piper’s hand and squeezed it, giving her a wavering smile. Piper squeezed back and waited, but Mona just looked at her expectantly. Nothing about joining the Gaians, nothing about how powerful her hybrid magic was, nothing about using her powers for the greater good. She almost broke down in tears herself.


  Swallowing hard, she squeezed her mother’s hand again. “I came to talk to you about something important regarding the Gaians. I’m concerned about the weapons your soldiers are using.”


  “Their weapons?”


  Piper tapped her fingers on the tabletop. “The Gaians in Brinford are using weapons that combine regular artillery with magic. These weapons don’t match anything currently used by any organization we know of. Where did they come from?”


  Mona’s brow furrowed. “They didn’t ‘come from’ anywhere. They were specially designed for our use. One of our chapters has been working with our main supplier to develop more effective weaponry to fight daemons.”


  “But Mom,” she said, leaning forward, “you know that kind of magic can only be created by daemons, don’t you? It’s way beyond anything haemons can do.”


  “This supplier employs the best of the best. I’m sure they have some very talented haemons—”


  “It doesn’t work like that and you know it. To make really complex spells, you have to be able to see the magic, and only daemons can see magic. All this weaponry has to have come from a daemon source, not a haemon one.”


  Mona shook her head silently.


  “What do you know about this supplier?”


  “It’s a company,” her mother replied reluctantly, “but I do not know the name. They are a private supporter affiliated with the military.”


  “Whose military?”


  Mona leaned back in her chair. “Why are you asking?”


  “It’s very likely there’s some kind of daemon involvement with this supplier. So why would a daemon organization give you weapons, right?” She gave her mother a hard look. “If all your weapons are coming from one supplier, wouldn’t that supplier then have a lot of influence over the decisions the Gaian leaders make?”


  “The Council has always made decisions based on—”


  “I don’t mean the Council here. I mean the other leaders.”


  Mona snapped her mouth shut.


  “Where did the order to start destroying Consulates come from?” Piper asked.


  “That—they—We needed to drive change, and—”


  “Mom,” she said, staring hard into her mother’s eyes. “You know the Consulates aren’t a bad thing. Misguided and sometimes useless, but not bad. Destroying them was a terrible way to start this war, because now you’re not only fighting daemons, but Consuls and prefects too.”


  Mona’s mouth thinned to a flat, unhappy line.


  “A company that likely has daemon affiliations has been supplying you with special weapons, and that company might be influencing decisions. I already suspect who’s behind the company supplying your weapons.”


  “What do you mean?” Mona asked warily.


  Piper let out a breath. “Samael would very much like to see the Consulates destroyed.”


  “Samael?” Mona exclaimed. “Piper, please be realistic. Why would the Warlord of Hades give us weapons?”


  “Because he can use the Gaians to destroy the Consulates without getting his hands dirty. I’m afraid he’s using you all as puppets for his own purposes. Why else would your leaders insist on starting a war with the Consulates?”


  “You may be right that there is something suspicious about those weapons, but to jump straight to Samael as the mastermind of some great deception...”


  “I don’t have proof that Samael is involved with the weapons,” Piper said, “but I do know that Samael has been prying into your business. The last time I was here, I encountered a reaper agent hiding among your members.”


  “What?” Mona spluttered. “A daemon would not have gone undetected for even a day here! Impossible!”


  “Very possible,” Piper said grimly. “He was one of the guards you had supervising me. Tall with light blond hair?”


  “You mean Jace?” Mona asked dubiously. “He’s a skilled scout team leader. Walter has valued his input on various initiatives since he first joined us years ago.”


  “I didn’t recognize him as a daemon either, but he’s a reaper. He dropped his glamour and teleported right in front of me the last time I was here.”


  Mona swung her head back and forth in an exaggerated shake. “It’s just not possible. I’m not the only Consul-trained member here. One of us would most definitely have identified him as a daemon before now.”


  “He is a spy; he’s been trained to hide his true nature. Either way, we’ll have proof of what he is soon enough.” Piper rapped her knuckles on the table. “Clearly, there’s something very suspicious going on here.”


  Mona drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I don’t know. Even if you’re right that we should be concerned about our weapons, the idea that Samael is involved is ridiculous.” She twisted the bottom button on her white blouse, frowning deeply. “However, the possibilities you’ve brought up are disturbing. I think it warrants some investigation. I’d like to speak with Walter about—”


  “No, not Walter.” Piper pressed her hands to the tabletop. “I came to you because I know you’re not a double agent. If I’m right, this information is too risky to take to anyone but the real leaders of the Gaians—the ones working directly with the weapons supplier. We don’t want to give them a chance to start covering their tracks.”


  Mona hesitated. “The Command Staff is located in Habinal City, a thousand miles from here. It would take days to travel that distance.”


  Piper bit her lip. Habinal City was the capital. All the major government branches were located there, up to and including the President. It made her very nervous that the military branch of the Gaians, possibly controlled by Hades, was so conveniently located near the government offices that ran what was left of the country.


  “I’ll take care of travel,” she told Mona. She was sure that between four daemons, one of them had to know a ley line near Habinal City. “I just need you to come with me to talk to them and make sure they understand our suspicions.”


  Mona rose to her feet. “Let’s speak to Walter first about Jace. Although it seems preposterous to me, we need to deal with that before we plan to go anywhere.”


  Piper frowned but didn’t argue as her mother led the way out of the room. She didn’t want to share anything with Walter, but Mona had a point; he should know there was a reaper in their midst, even if Ash and the others were already dealing with Jace. She wondered how their ambush was going. She couldn’t manage to worry—not when it was three battle-hardened draconians and a surprisingly badass incubus against one unsuspecting reaper.


  She followed Mona back to the main meeting room. Walter immediately stood as her mother walked into the room, and the soldiers along the wall straightened attentively. Piper stopped just inside the doorway, mentally sighing as the Council began peppering them with questions. Her gaze drifted around the room, and then she saw the familiar man standing just off to one side of the table. She went rigid.


  “Walter,” Mona began, “we need to discuss—”


  Piper grabbed her mother’s arm. Breaking off, Mona looked over sharply—and paled. The newcomer smiled as his cold, dark eyes swept over Piper. Crimson glinted in his irises.


  


  CHAPTER 19


  SHE HELD the reaper’s icy stare, not daring to look away as a dozen half-panicked thoughts ran through her head at once. What was he doing here? Had Ash and Kiev’s plan to summon him not worked? Or had the reaper somehow escaped the ambush and returned? And, most pressing, what was she supposed to do now?


  He stepped forward and she automatically stepped back. He was between her and the only exit. Shit.


  Mona cleared her throat. “Jace. I’d like to speak to my colleagues privately. Could you—”


  “My apologies,” he said. “I’m afraid I can’t leave yet.”


  The moment he spoke, a convulsive shudder wracked Piper’s body. He sounded like Samael—way too much like Samael. His voice had that same deep, penetrating authority that commanded attention—that filled the entire room with his presence and power. When his voice slid through her ears and into her brain, it transported her back to Asphodel, where she was once again standing in front of Samael’s desk, staring into his terrifying red eyes and wishing to die.


  By the time she’d recovered from his voice, Jace had raised his hands to point with two fingers at the lines of guards on either side of the doorway. No one realized what was coming. Dread rushed through her but she didn’t have a chance to react. He smiled at her as magic crackled in the air. Red power lit up his hands and a line of glowing light shot from the tips of his fingers.


  The magic speared the nearest soldiers in the chest, burst through their backs, and tore into the next in the line until all six had been run through. For a moment, they hung off the band of magic, mouths hanging open. Then Jace flicked his hands and the spell dissolved. The soldiers collapsed in unison.


  A heartbeat of silence, then one of the councilwomen screamed. They all jumped to their feet, scrambling to get away, but there was nowhere to go, except through the reaper.


  Piper yanked a dagger from its sheath, holding it low and ready to strike as she backed up another step. Her butt hit the table and her heart pounded harder. Even Ash might have been hard-pressed to outdo that spell—cleanly and effortlessly killing half a dozen soldiers in one smooth attack.


  “Good job blowing your cover,” she told him.


  He smiled wider. “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter at all now that I have you.”


  Her blood chilled. If he didn’t care about revealing himself to the Council members to get her, it probably meant he planned to kill them afterward. Ever so casually, he reached behind him and shut the door to the room. Magic sizzled again as he did something to it—probably sealing it so no one could escape.


  She didn’t wait for his next move. Dagger in one hand, she hurled a blast of magic at him with the other.


  He hadn’t been expecting it—as far as he knew, she was incapable of magic. Her attack exploded against his chest, flinging him into the door. She rushed in right behind it, the blade in her hand speeding toward his exposed stomach. Black light flashed over his body.


  Her dagger hit the door and lodged into the wood. A blow smashed into the back of her head, slamming her into the door. The reaper grabbed her by the hair and threw her backward into the table. Someone screamed again as the Council members crowded into the farthest corner of the room.


  Piper pulled her feet up and rolled onto the table top, immediately jumping up and kicking at Jace’s face as he lunged for her. She pulled another dagger. There were too many people and obstacles in the room for her to wield her sword safely, and she cursed her shortsightedness. She should never have assumed that the reaper was out of the building. What had gone wrong with Ash’s ambush?


  Jace backed up a few steps, smiling. Then he disappeared in another flash of black light.


  She spun and slashed desperately at the empty space behind her. The tip of the blade caught his chest as he appeared on the table, tearing a shallow cut across his skin. He snarled and leaped backward, red glinting in his dark eyes. Not pausing to congratulate herself on predicting where he would appear—teleporting behind their opponent was a reaper pattern she’d already noticed—she charged him and flung another blast of magic.


  He shielded, the invisible barrier distorting the air. Her blast hit it and both dissolved in orange flames. Surprise barely registered on his face before she dove, sweeping her leg into his ankles. His legs went out from under him—and then he vanished halfway through his fall.


  She sprang to her feet, whirling around frantically. A blast of magic hit her square in the back, hurling her off the table. She crashed into the wall and crumpled, momentarily stunned. A boot kicked the dagger out of her hand, nearly breaking her fingers. Jace grabbed her by the hair and yanked her up facing him. She jammed her fist into his gut. He grunted and backhanded her across the face with his other hand.


  “Piper!”


  He looked up as Mona hurled her attack—three spinning discs of blue magic that whipped out in three directions to converge on him at once. He dropped Piper to shield, the blasts shattering harmlessly against his barrier. He waved a hand almost indifferently at Mona, and she and the nearest Gaians were thrown into the wall from the force of his spell.


  While his head was still turned, Piper pulled her feet up and pistoned them into his groin. He staggered back. She pulled her third dagger and threw it. He blocked it with his arm, blood splattering from the shallow slice. Yanking out her final dagger, she sprang for him.


  In the same moment, Mona threw another spinning disc of magic from the floor, where she’d fallen.


  He jerked a hand up, barely deflecting the spell with a hasty shield as Piper lunged in close. Somehow he saw her coming and twisted, so instead of her dagger going under his ribcage, it plunged into his side. He disappeared in a flash of black light and reappeared instantly on the other side of the room. Piper caught her balance and straightened, preparing to draw her sword, the only weapon she had left—besides the Sahar, which she didn’t dare unleash on the top floor of a relatively flimsy building.


  Jace swore viciously as he pulled the dagger out, heedless of the blood running from the wound. His eyes glowed red and his body shimmered. Black rushed over him, flickering light and strange distortions, and then power exploded out from him in a shockwave of force. Piper, the Gaians, and the lightweight chairs were flung into the walls. The heavy table slid across the room, almost crushing the Council members behind it.


  Piper staggered away from the wall, shaking her head in an attempt to clear the stars from her vision. A rough hand grabbed her shoulder and she was slammed into the wall for a third time. Jace grabbed her lower face with his other hand, covering her mouth, his fingers digging into her cheeks.


  She felt it coming, the flow of tingles over her skin from his coming spell. In a flash of panic, she grabbed for her magic and imagined it rushing through her body like a river. Agony exploded through her, searing every nerve with burning torment. Half-blinded by the pain, unable to breathe, she pulled her fist back and punched him in the jaw.


  His head snapped back, shock splashed across his face that his spell hadn’t worked. She slammed her knee into his gut and drove her fist three times fast into his wounded side. He bellowed and staggered back. She threw a blast of magic into his chest. The force tossed him backward into the table.


  She drew her sword and sprang for him. Black flashed over his body and he vanished. She spun in a circle, wide eyes searching for the telltale spark of black light where he would appear.


  Some instinct made her look up just as he appeared in the air above her. He came down on her shoulders, driving her into the floor. Pinning her with all his weight on her chest, he grabbed her wrist and slammed her arm on the tiled floor. Determinedly, she hung onto the weapon. He let her wrist go then struck her forearm hard with his fist. Agony exploded through her limb as a bone broke. The sword fell out of her hand. He shoved it away.


  As she struggled to recover from the pain in her arm, he smashed his fist into her cheek. Agony burst through her face and waves of black rippled over her vision.


  “We’ll do this the old-fashioned way then,” he growled.


  He drew his fist back again. Too dazed to be afraid, she lifted her good arm in front of her face as his fist rushed toward her. It smacked into her palm.


  His eyes widened. She curled her fingers around his fist and her iridescent claws dug into his skin. Then she yanked her hand away, tearing deep slashes across his flesh. Shoving her whole body off the floor, she flung him off her and rolled easily to her feet. Her dairokkan swirled out around her hips, shimmering faintly in the florescent lighting.


  She didn’t remember loosing her daemon side. She didn’t even remember shading. But now she watched her enemy with a cool stare, pain forgotten, her claws ready to spill more of his blood.


  He cast one shocked look over her new form before his body shimmered as he dropped glamour. Black material swirled out around him—a dark cloak, the hood pulled up. He drew the long-handled scythe from its place on his back. She tilted her head to one side to appraise him—then sprang.


  He vanished in a swirl of black, but she didn’t stop. She charged right past where he’d been, straight for the wall. She leaped onto it, springing off it to change direction, and saw him reappear. He threw a glowing red spell at her, but she was already conjuring a shield. She ran through the burst of orange light as the two connected and her claws just missed his throat as he backpedaled. His scythe flashed toward her. She raised an arm and the blade hit the dragon-scale armguard. The force knocked her back, but it didn’t break her skin.


  His eyes glowed red from within his hood. He vanished again. She effortlessly sprang on top of the table. The reaper reappeared and she flung a blast at him. It hit the floor at his feet and exploded. He vanished as she leaped off the table toward him.


  The moment between his disappearance and reappearance felt like an eternity as she considered how to proceed. She called on her magic, mentally caressing the two distinct energies: the fast, angry pulse of the purple fire and the slow, powerful beat of the blue fire. She spread her arms.


  The reaper rematerialized only feet away, his scythe swinging for her neck.


  She spun and blades of power whipped out from her hands. Blue and purple fire twisted together, sparking with orange flames where they touched. He wasn’t ready. His hasty shield evaporated in a burst of orange light, and the blades of multicolored fire ripped into him. His body crumpled to the floor.


  She flicked her hands, casting away the deadly ribbons of fire. Bloodlust pounded in her veins, infusing her body, unsated. Killing him wasn’t enough. She hadn’t gotten to put her claws into him and rip the life out of him with her own hands. Gingerly stepping closer, she nudged his remains with her toe. He was truly dead.


  A loud clatter behind her made her spin around. People were climbing to their feet from behind the table. They were watching her, their eyes wide.


  She tensed, her fingers flexing. Her lips peeled back from her teeth. They were staring. She didn’t like it. Fury rose in her, aggression building behind it. She didn’t like their eyes on her, their challenging stares. How dare they meet her gaze? They should have been cowering, not challenging her power.


  The bloodlust intensified, tightening around her chest, filling her head. She would teach them not to stare. She would rip out their eyes so they never made that mistake again.


  “Piper.”


  Her head spun to the side, gaze landing on the woman slowly approaching her.


  “You killed the reaper,” the woman said, walking sedately toward the bloody body on the floor. She kept her eyes passively lowered as she gestured toward it. “There’s something glowing there. Do you see it?”


  Piper looked and saw a red glow shining through the reaper’s shirt. Her eyes narrowed. Stepping heedlessly in the pool of blood, she pinched his shredded shirt between her claws and shook it. A round metal disc the size of her palm slid out from the torn inner pocket and landed on the floor with a loud clank.


  She sprang back, expecting a deadly spell to unleash, her shimmering dairokkan rippling behind her. But the disc lay inert, glowing brightly but otherwise harmless. She hovered, rigid with readiness for a moment longer, then leaned down and plucked it out of the gory mess. She turned the disc over in her hands. It was very plain, unremarkable except for the glow emanating from the edges, creating a flat ring of light.


  She looked up at the woman waiting nearby and her brain belatedly plucked up an identity: her mother.


  With the realization that she’d forgotten whom her mother was, the shaded state trapping her mind popped. Aches, pain, fear, and horror hit her like an out-of-control train and she swayed where she stood, heart racing and muscles trembling. Swallowing hard, she pulled herself together and looked down at the disc again to hide her sudden sick awareness. She’d lost it again. She’d been planning to kill the Gaian council because they’d stared at her. What kind of monster had she become?


  Mona stepped closer to her and lightly touched her arm. Piper kept staring at the disc. Her mother was a trained, experienced Consul—of course she’d recognized that her daughter had shaded like a daemon. She’d distracted Piper from her targets, redirecting her attention to something else—a classic diffusion technique all Consuls learned for handling shaded daemons.


  Shame dragged at her. That she’d needed to be pacified like an out-of-control daemon when she’d spent her whole life training to do that very task was humiliating.


  As she turned the disc in her hands, barely seeing it, she realized there were strange distortions in the light. Focusing, she spun it again more slowly, then looked at her mother.


  “Do you see that?” she asked.


  Mona nodded, brow furrowed. “Put it on the table.”


  They hurried to the table and Piper set it down. As the light spread across the flat surface, the glow intensified and she saw that the ring of light seemed to be inscribed with characters in a language unfamiliar to her—a message written in the light.


  “That’s an Underworld language,” her mother said, leaning down for a closer look. “I can almost read it...”


  Mona reached out to slide the disc closer, but as soon as her fingers touched it, the red glow blinked out. She snatched her hand back, but it was too late; the message had vanished.


  Piper started to pick up the disc again but stabbing pain shot up her broken arm. Stifling a gasp, she lowered it to her side and used her other hand to retrieve the disc. It remained as inert as an oversized metal washer.


  “It had an Underworld language on it?” she asked.


  “Yes. I studied daemon languages extensively while I was a Consul.” Mona shook her head. “I admit I’m a bit rusty. I only recognized a few words.”


  “Ahem.”


  Piper and Mona looked up. Walter was giving them a very strange look. Piper blinked a couple times. With the discovery of the disc, she’d almost forgotten that the rest of the Council was there. Aside from Walter, who looked mostly composed, the others appeared shell-shocked to varying degrees, staring at Jace’s body, the bodies of the guards, or Piper’s less human attributes. She twitched her shoulders uncomfortably, wanting to shift back to her human form to escape their stares, but somehow that felt like admitting she was a freak that should hide what she was.


  Her stomach twisted at the memory of her daemon response to their stares—the cold desire to rip them apart.


  “Did you see the message spell embedded in this disc?” Mona asked Walter. “It would appear that Jace has been communicating in secret with someone outside our walls.”


  “Yes, yes, it’s quite suspicious,” he said, waving his hand. His eyes never left Piper. “I would like to know about this—this new you, Piper. You look like a daemon.”


  “Only half,” she muttered, shuffling away from the table. So far only daemons had seen her half-daemon form, and she didn’t like being under the scrutiny of haemons—particularly daemon-hating ones. “You should see what the full-blooded ones look like.”


  “What caste are you?”


  “Walter,” Mona cut in. “My daughter is not a specimen in a zoo. Show some respect.”


  “I was just—”


  “Your questions can wait. Were you not watching that fight? She’s injured and exhausted.” Mona stepped between Piper and the Gaians, partially blocking her from their view. “Certainly more pressing is the situation with Jace. He was clearly a reaper spy, and you know that reapers only obey one daemon.”


  “It would have been preferable to keep him alive,” Walter said, finally pulling his stare from Piper to focus on Mona. “We could have questioned him.”


  “How were you planning to restrain and question a reaper, Walter?” Mona snapped.


  “We could have—”


  She slashed a hand through the air as she cut him off. “Don’t be ridiculous. Obviously he was too dangerous to let live. Look at them!” She pointed at the murdered soldiers. “They died minutes ago at this monster’s hands and we were helpless to stop him. As such, the next step is obvious. We need to check our entire membership for daemon spies. Who knows how many of the major families have infiltrated our ranks?”


  Piper nodded in solemn agreement, silently cheering her mother on. Just a few weeks ago, Walter had been bullying Mona into silence, but now not only was Mona taking control from him, but she was diffusing suspicions of a Hades infiltration by implicating the other families—which, for all they knew, could be true.


  “While you take care of that,” she continued loudly over his protests, “I will take this news straight to the Command Staff. A phone call will not do. They must know straightaway, before our enemies discover that we are on to them. I will leave immediately.”


  Walter opened and closed his mouth.


  “Excellent,” Mona said. “Piper, come. We have no time to waste.”


  Walter blinked dumbly as Mona put her arm around Piper and led her right back out the door. As it swung closed, Piper glanced back to see Walter staring at her again, his eyes feverish with fascinated greed.


  The door clanged shut, cutting off her view. Jace’s metal disc was still in her hand so she stuffed it in her back pocket.


  Mona squeezed her middle.


  “Piper, sweetheart,” she whispered. “You’re white as a ghost. Are you hurt?”


  “I... well, my arm is broken, but that’s it. Just pretty shaken up, I guess.” She touched her cheek and felt the hot puffiness around her eye. Her whole head throbbed as if an invisible sledgehammer were silently pounding her skull.


  “You’re going to have a terrible black eye.” She paused and her stare slipped from Piper’s eyes to her forehead where there were three iridescent teardrop scales.


  Piper swallowed and gestured jerkily at her body. “This was part of learning to control my magic so it didn’t kill me. I had to—”


  Mona quickly shook her head, giving Piper another squeeze. “You don’t have to explain anything right now, sweetheart. Let’s just get out of here before there are any more surprises.”


  Piper nodded and closed her eyes, turning her focus inward to cut the line of magic feeding her daemon form. Tingles washed over her body and exhaustion hit her like a battering ram. She leaned hard on her mother, breathing deeply. All her aches and pains doubled unpleasantly and her broken arm throbbed in agony.


  Together, they headed to the stairwell and up the stairs. At the very top, they exited the stairwell into a short hallway. The door at the end opened out onto the roof of the building. Golden light from the setting sun blasted their eyes, and it was a moment before Piper could see anything. The rooftop was abandoned. Clamping down on a surge of anxiety, she led Mona into the open to wait.


  “Piper...” Mona looked around the rooftop in confusion. “We should treat your injuries. Let’s go downstairs and—”


  “We need to wait here,” she cut in tersely, anxiety roiling in her gut. “They’ll be here soon.”


  Her mother eyed her for a second, then nodded. The minutes ticked by but Piper, concentrating on standing despite her exhausted, trembling muscles, said nothing else. Mona removed the sweater she was wearing over her prim white blouse and helped Piper make a sling for her broken arm. She then put her arm around her daughter, providing silent support—both physical and emotional.


  Piper stared at the dark, empty sky. Where were they? Ash and the others should have been waiting for her by now. Why hadn’t they come once it became clear that Jace wasn’t answering the signal to pick up his message? Something had gone wrong. All that was left was to find out how badly it had gone wrong.


  Twenty minutes of tense, anxious silence passed before she heard the whoosh of wings. The air rippled and Ash appeared as he cast aside his cloaking spell, wings spread as he landed on the rooftop ten paces away. His form shimmered, wings and tail vanishing as he slid back into glamour. Zwi hung off his shoulder, her golden eyes weary.


  Detaching from her mother’s hold, Piper rushed across the roof, barely managing not to throw herself into his arms from relief. She stopped just short, staring up at him.


  “What happened?” she asked, stumbling over the words.


  He gave his head a short shake. “It sure as hell didn’t go as planned.” Glancing at her arm in the sling, he lightly touched the side of her face beside her swollen eye. “Who hurt you?”


  “That damn reaper spy. But I killed him, so...” She shrugged.


  His face tightened. “I was afraid that wasn’t all of them.”


  “All of who?”


  “All the reapers. Instead of ambushing one reaper, we were ambushed by two reapers and several squads of Gaians with some interesting weapons. The reapers had convinced the Gaians that we were there to attack them. It was a fucking mess.”


  “You had to fight Gaians?”


  “We did our best not to kill them, but they were trying to kill us.”


  “Did you kill the reapers?”


  “Only one. The other teleported who knows where. But we need to get out of here before he comes back with some friends.”


  Piper nodded hastily and looked over her shoulder. Her mother stood where she’d left her, watching Ash with worried eyes. Piper waved her over, and Mona cautiously approached. She couldn’t blame her mother. Ash’s expression was neutral but his eyes were arctic, verging on black.


  Piper cleared her throat. “Mom, you remember Ash, right?”


  Ash stared stonily back at Mona when she gave him a hesitant nod as a greeting. Piper doubted he had forgiven Mona for putting her life in danger—not to mention torturing him with an ultrasound speaker during their first encounter.


  He tilted his head toward Zwi and she jumped off his shoulder. Black fire burst around her, making Mona jump. The full-sized dragon stretched her wings and gave Mona an icy glare that made her step backward fearfully.


  “Zwi,” Piper chastised. “Be nice.”


  Zwi grumbled, flicking her tail back and forth.


  Using her good arm, Piper helped Mona climb onto Zwi’s back and instructed her on the best position for good stability. Mona stroked Zwi’s mane with trembling fingers, wonder shining in her eyes. In half a lifetime spent working with daemons and half working against them, had she ever experienced a moment like this?


  Piper smiled a little at her mother’s reaction and reached up to climb onto Zwi behind her. Before she could, Ash appeared behind her. He looped an arm around her middle and pulled her away, guiding her around in front of him. She looked up in surprise, meeting his dark eyes. Her stomach fluttered, heat rising in her as she pressed against his chest.


  Making sure her injured arm was safely tucked between then, he pulled her closer and boosted her up. She quickly clamped her legs around his hips when she recognized what was coming. He dropped glamour, little shocks of electricity from his magic teasing her skin, and stepped to the edge of the roof as his wings unfurled.


  Wrapping her good arm around him, she closed her eyes and pressed her face against his neck. He stepped off the edge. The wind instantly whipped her hair around her head as they plunged downward. His wings caught the air and they steadied, gliding smoothly. She heard her mother’s startled cry and knew Zwi must have taken flight behind Ash.


  His arms were tight around her, warm and strong. She held him close, her face still pressed against his neck. The reaper was dead, and it looked even more like Samael was definitely involved with the Gaians. The metal disc with its hidden message was in her pocket, a piece of hard proof, but unless they could discover what it said, it might not convince the Command Staff of anything.


  And if they couldn’t convince the Gaian commanders, there would be nothing stopping Samael from whatever it was he was planning next.


  


  CHAPTER 20


  UNLIKE Brinford and Fairglen, Habinal City’s ley line wasn’t in the middle of nowhere beyond the city limits. It ran directly through the city, cutting it almost in half. Humans obviously hadn’t known about the ley line when they’d built the city, and most humans still didn’t know ley lines existed. If they did, they probably wouldn’t have been living in an apartment building with the line running through their living room.


  Her guess that one of the daemons would know how to get to Habinal City had been right. Ash had brought them right into the middle of the metropolis, exiting the line on the east bank of the wide, slow river that meandered through downtown, perpendicular to the ley line. While she’d waited for him to go back and bring the next person through, she’d knelt on the gravel bank and stared at the dark waters. Light from nearby buildings rippled across the surface in dancing spots of gold like fireflies. The sun had set an hour ago, and in the darkness, she’d imagined that river was as clean and clear as the crystalline blue waters of the Overworld, filled with life and ancient power.


  Ash had brought Seiya next, and she had healed Piper’s injuries while he’d fetched the others. Strangely, once the entire group had been gathered on the bank, it had been Mona who’d taken control. She’d immediately recognized where they were and instructed everyone to follow her. She’d led them a dozen blocks down the river, past a wide bridge devoid of traffic in the late hour, to a strip of tall buildings—some hotels, some hotels converted into apartments. With bemused daemons and daughter in tow, she’d marched into one of them, announced herself as “Mona Santo, Vice-President of Mother Earth Corp.,” and demanded a room.


  Now Piper was sitting on the plush cushions of a window seat, staring through the glass at the vista of the river and buildings beyond. Behind her, the large room held two queen size beds, a sofa, two chairs, and a mini kitchen. A luxury bathroom waited beyond one of the doors.


  A nostalgic sadness weighed on her. Seeing her mother bossing around daemons and leading them to a safe, comfortable place to spend the night had brought back memories of the confident, caring mother she’d known before their long separation. Mona had been a very good Consul. She didn’t ruffle easily and had a sincere, easy-going manner that could diffuse most situations before they went bad—as she’d demonstrated while Piper was shaded. She was pretty sure that her own mediation skills would have been a hell of a lot better had her mother been around during the early stages of her training.


  Ash and Seiya stood by the kitchenette, watching Lyre pull various bottles out the mini fridge, excitedly describing the various drinks he could mix for them. Kiev was surreptitiously exploring the room, touching the posh bed covers with a sort of soft amazement on his face. The hotel room reminded Piper of the Consulate, but for many—especially a draconian used to prison cells in Asphodel—this kind of luxury was reserved for the very rich or the very lucky. She was pretty sure it wasn’t even the nicest suite the hotel had to offer.


  The dragonets were enjoying the room too. Zwi and Zala had tugged the overabundance of pillows on one of the beds into a big, fluffy nest. They were sprawled in the center, limbs and wings splayed blissfully as they slept. As Piper glanced over them with a little smile, she realized she counted three tails. It seemed Teva had braved the presence of strangers to join in on the group nap.


  She dragged her weary butt off the window seat and trudged over to join the daemons at the minibar.


  Lyre held up a bottle of something. “Hey, Piper, want a drink? A beautiful lady can have all sorts of fun when she lets loose a little.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you think it’s a little risky to get drunk?”


  “Lyre is the only one who will be getting drunk,” Seiya said smugly.


  Piper glanced at her questioningly.


  She gave Lyre a look that was half haughtiness, half challenging. “Draconians are immune to poisons.”


  “Alcohol isn’t a poi—” He broke off, frowned at the bottle, then sighed in defeat. “Never mind.”


  “What’s up, Piper?” Ash asked, recognizing that she wasn’t there to just chat.


  She put her hand into her back pocket and pulled out the disc, holding it out for them to see. “I found this on the reaper I killed. When I picked it up, it was glowing and there were markings written in the light, but I couldn’t read it. Mom said it was an Underworld language.”


  “I carried those things back and forth between Samael and his agents all the time,” Kiev said, appearing behind Piper to look over her shoulder. “They’re impossible to unlock unless you—”


  He stopped speaking when Lyre reached out and plucked the disc from her hand. He raised it to his face, flipping it around and around as he squinted at it. His eyes slowly darkened and the air sizzled with a touch of magic. He tapped a finger in the center of the disc and red light flashed around the edges.


  “How did you do that?” Kiev asked in disbelief.


  “Blood magic,” Lyre said, his tone almost clinical. “The spell will only activate in the presence of a particular type of blood—reaper blood, probably, or even a specific person.”


  Piper stared at him, then lowered her empty hand to her side.


  “Have you seen one of these before?” Seiya asked.


  Lyre gave a little shrug, turning the disc over again. “Without more blood from that reaper to trigger it, I don’t know if we’ll be able to see the message.”


  Piper shook off her shock. This was the second spell Lyre had shown familiarity with that was tied to Hades.


  “I’m sorry,” she told them. “I should have shown you before we left Fairglen so we could go back for his blood.”


  “No,” Lyre muttered, most of his attention on the disc. “It looks too complex for that. Old blood would probably wipe the spell out. I bet it only worked because he bled on it right as he died.”


  “Can you unlock it?” Ash asked calmly.


  Lyre shrugged. “Maybe?”


  “If we can decipher the message,” Piper said, “it might be the evidence we need to convince the Gaian commanders.”


  Lyre gave the disc a dubious look. “I’ll give it a shot.”


  Muttering to himself, he moved to the small table and plunked down in a chair. Piper stared at him, her mind spinning. How could he tell so much about a complex reaper spell with only a few moments of study? Why did he seem so comfortable working with an intelligence tool from Hades?


  Ash nudged her. She glanced at him.


  “Let him concentrate,” he murmured.


  She reluctantly nodded, trying to push it out of her mind for now. She drifted away from the kitchenette, glancing idly around the room, then returned to her spot by the window.


  The door opened and Mona slipped in, her arms full of extra blankets. She deposited them on the sofa, gave the daemons standing around the little table a surprised look, then started spreading the blankets out to turn the cushions into another bed. Once finished, she crossed the room to join Piper on the window seat.


  “What did I miss?” she asked.


  “Lyre is attempting to unlock the spell on that disc so we can decipher the message,” Piper explained.


  “Oh, that would be very helpful.” Mona frowned a little. “I have some concerns about convincing the Command Staff that our suspicions require their attention. Some hard proof would go a long way.”


  Together, they looked out over the cityscape. The lights of hundreds of buildings glowed, stretching as far as the eye could see.


  “It’s quite different, isn’t it?” Mona commented.


  Piper gave a slow nod. She had never been to Habinal City before, and she really hadn’t expected it to be so... nice. Was this what cities had been like before the war? Sure, it wasn’t perfect, but from her perch by the window, she couldn’t see any abandoned buildings. No rusting cars. No graffiti and no garbage in the streets. Almost all the streetlights glowed happily, lighting the sidewalks, where the occasional passerby casually walked, unafraid of the dark alleys and shadowed doorways.


  “Why can’t all cities be like this?” she murmured. “Why is this one special?”


  “There is a lot of money here,” Mona said. “There are a lot of jobs, and there are few daemons who aren’t affiliated with one of the embassies.”


  Piper lowered her voice. “Do you really think daemons are the reason the other cities are so rotted and dangerous?”


  Mona’s lips twisted. “Their presence does contribute. I know you don’t want to believe that, but humans are afraid of daemons. You haven’t spent much time outside cities, so you don’t know how people in towns think. It’s like the Dark Ages. Daemons are devil spawn to them, and city residents are considered ‘tainted’ by their exposure to them. They don’t realize how few daemons there are in most cities, but it doesn’t matter. The attitude is already in place.”


  She waved a hand at the city before them. “Habinal City looks good on the surface, but it is equally rotten within. The government wastes a great deal of money making it look good.”


  Piper pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on them. “So what is the Gaians’ long-term plan? If they got rid of the Consulates and chased out the daemons, what would they do next?”


  Mona tucked a lock of auburn hair behind her ear. “I don’t know anymore. Walter spoke of all kinds of plans to rebuild, but I’ve recently begun to doubt his competence.”


  “Do you think he’s in Samael’s pocket?”


  “I doubt it... but who knows.”


  Piper sighed, staring out the window. She could feel her mother’s eyes on her.


  “Piper... about what happened in the meeting room...”


  She grimaced and looked at Mona. “My magic was killing me. I had to take some drastic steps to survive, and part of that was... waking up my daemon blood.” She shrugged uncomfortably, not sure how else to explain it. “I have a daemon glamour now, same as daemons have a human glamour. But it comes with strings attached...”


  “Like shading?”


  Piper nodded gloomily.


  “You snapped out of it faster than many daemons do,” Mona said, her tone comforting.


  She didn’t answer, not wanting to admit how severe her bloodlust issues were becoming. Mona would probably be less understanding if she knew Piper hadn’t even recognized her at first. She sighed and glanced away from the window to watch Ash and Seiya for a moment. They were sitting on the bed beside the pile of sleeping dragonets, talking quietly while Seiya stroked Teva’s mane soothingly. Turning back, she caught her mother also watching them.


  “Do you really think they’re all evil?” she asked Mona. “Do you think their lives are worth less than ours?”


  “I don’t think they’re evil. But this is our world. We belong here. They do not.” She looked at Piper with solemn hazel eyes. “Ethics and morals, cultural rules, and a higher conscience of right and wrong are what separate us from animals. But daemons, while able to recognize and rationalize those ideas, are not bound by them. Their natures are inherently predatory, and to them, humans are prey. That predatory drive trumps all else, including kindness, compassion, and mercy. For that reason, they will always perceive humans—who, as a society, value all three—as lesser, as weaker, and as their prey. We cannot allow them to dominate us from the top of the food chain in our own world. That is why they must be barred from Earth.”


  Nausea rose in Piper’s throat. She wanted to deny it, to challenge Mona’s perception that daemons were incapable of holding to a moral compass, but she couldn’t. She had felt it herself—that driving desire to kill her prey. Her mother was right. Mona just didn’t realize that her conclusion applied equally to her daughter.


  She stood.


  “Piper—” Mona began, regret instantly written on her face.


  “I just—I need some air,” she said hoarsely. “I’ll be back.”


  Unable to look at her mother, she walked swiftly toward the door, catching a glimpse of Ash’s sharp attention on her as she passed. She slipped out and closed the door gently—then broke into a sprint down the hall. She ran for the stairs at the end and slammed through the door. She looked down for a moment, then dashed up the steps. Bursting out the door at the top, she ran out onto a decorated rooftop plaza, complete with potted plants, tables with umbrellas, and cushioned lounge chairs. Old-fashioned streetlamps lined the plaza, casting a soft yellow glow over the abandoned space.


  She sped past all that and stopped when she reached the railing at the edge. She gripped the metal rail with both hands and stared down at the glimmering river with blurry eyes as the wind whipped her bangs across her face. Tears trickled down her cheeks. She slowly dropped into a crouch, hands still on the rail, and leaned her forehead against the bars.


  When Natania had first told her how to survive her magic, she’d told Piper to yield her humanity to the daemon within. Piper hadn’t realized at the time how literal those words had been. She hadn’t realized how much of herself she would be sacrificing to her daemon blood. How much that daemon blood would come to rule her.


  Mona was right. When it came down to it, Piper had become just as much of a predator as any other daemon. She was just as capable of killing, regardless of any morals or conscience. She disgusted herself. She’d dedicated her future to becoming a keeper of the peace, but how could she be that now? A peacekeeper who might turn on her wards at any moment if her predatory instincts were triggered? It would be hypocrisy.


  She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the sobs rising in her chest. Who was she? What was she? She didn’t know, but she hated it. She hated who she had become since stepping out of the Void. She hated the monster inside her that she couldn’t control. At least with the Sahar, she’d been able to control it—mostly—and detach herself from its madness. That madness hadn’t been inside her, part of her.


  Still clutching the railing, she sucked in deep breaths as she pulled herself together again. After a few minutes, she stiffly rose to her feet. If she stayed away too long, the others would come looking for her and she didn’t want to explain what was wrong.


  As she turned around, a glimpse of another person out of the corner of her eye made her jump half a foot before she realized it was just her reflection. Several wide panels of glass lined one side of the sitting area, breaking the wind without obstructing the view. In the darkness, the glass had become a perfect mirror, reflecting her pale face back at her.


  She hesitantly approached the glass. She hadn’t spent much time lately looking in mirrors and it felt strange to look at her reflection for no other purpose than to study herself. She touched her hair, smoothing her ponytail and thinking of the bold red and black streaks she’d once preferred. It had been months since Ash had burned the dye away to make her less recognizable.


  With one finger, she touched the skin just beneath her eye, recently healed by Seiya. She also thought about the heavy eyeliner she used to wear religiously. She didn’t even own eyeliner anymore. All her makeup had been destroyed along with the Consulate.


  Her dragon scale halter top and armguards shone faintly, silvery blue even in the orange light of the lamps. They were distinctly exotic, unlike anything she’d ever seen. Did her daemon form look that exotic, or just freakish? Her lips trembled a little with emotion and she closed her eyes, turning her focus inward. So far, she’d only learned how to consciously shift from daemon to human, but figuring out the reverse only took a minute’s worth of internal prodding before shivering tingles washed over her in a wave of warmth. She opened her eyes to see, for the first time, what she really looked like as a half-daemon.


  The three iridescent teardrop scales that formed an elegant little triangle in the center of her forehead were the first thing to catch her eye. Then the short dairokkan drifting down from behind her ears, just long enough to brush her shoulders. She lightly touched one and shuddered as she felt the rubbing sensation inside her head. It felt like warm silk and soft scale combined, smooth and flexible.


  Her gaze moved down her reflection, over the hard, mother-of-pearl scales that protected the tops of her shoulders to the line of scales that ran over her elbows and disappeared beneath her armguards. In the gap between the hem of her top and the waist of her jeans, large scales plated the curves of her hips. She turned around and craned her neck to look over her shoulder. A line of scales ran down her spine to a spot just above the low-cut waist of her jeans where the four long dairokkan originated. They swayed out around her legs, the longer pair almost reaching her calves.


  Turning back to face the glass, she clenched her jaw as she studied the strange creature looking back at her. No wonder she kept freaking out daemons who saw her in this form. She didn’t look all that much like a ryujin and the daemons she’d encountered so far seemed to have assumed that she was some kind of full-blooded daemon they weren’t familiar with—not a haemon with a diluted daemon form.


  She stared at her reflection and wished she could hate it. She wished she thought it was ugly but she couldn’t convince herself it was. Her scales were lovely, shimmering in a thousand shades of blue and green under the lights. Her dairokkan, now that she knew they weren’t tentacles, had an undeniable elegance and grace to them.


  No, she couldn’t hate this form for its appearance. But she could hate what was beneath the surface—the bloodthirsty daemon blood flowing through her veins.


  


  CHAPTER 21


  AS SHE stared at her reflection, the door to the plaza clanked as someone started to open it.


  Panic shot through her and she leaped frantically for one of the tables. Ducking behind the chairs, she imagined some hapless hotel guest spotting her. The door swung open and Ash stepped out onto the plaza. His gaze snapped straight to her hiding spot. She poked her head above the chairs.


  “Oh,” she said with a rough exhale. “It’s just you.”


  His eyebrows rose. She stood as he walked over to join her. His eyes flicked over her, his expression questioning. Her cheeks heated with a blush and she waved a hand at the reflective glass.


  “I hadn’t actually seen what I looked like yet...” she mumbled. She closed her eyes, scrambling to cut the magic line that held her form in place. Another rush of tingles swept over her as she returned to her human form.


  “You didn’t have to do that,” Ash murmured.


  Her eyes popped open again. “Do you like me better when I look like a daemon?”


  His eyebrows shot up again at her tone. She hadn’t meant to sound so aggressive. His head tilted to one side. He reached out and, before she could stop him, slid the hair ring out of her hair. Her ponytail collapsed, hair falling over her shoulders.


  “I like your hair up or down,” he said. “Doesn’t mean one is better than the other.”


  She huffed and half-heartedly combed her fingers through her hair to straighten it out; it probably had a big hair ring dent. “Point taken. Can I have my hair ring back?”


  He stuck it in his pocket. She glared, then sighed. His gaze wandered over the plaza, taking in the posh decorations. She watched him, her heart squeezing painfully. The light cast dark shadows across his face, accentuating his features: the angle of his cheekbones, the sharp line of his jaw. He’d left his weapons and armored vest in the hotel room, so there was nothing obstructing her view of the hard muscles of his arms and the way his dark, sleeveless shirt clung to his toned chest.


  She gave her head a little shake and focused as his eyes returned to her.


  “You left in a hurry,” he said, then paused. “I heard what your mother said.”


  She dropped her eyes to the patio tiles between her feet. “Do you think she’s wrong?”


  “Her assessment of us is fairly accurate, but just because our morality works differently than a human’s doesn’t make our way wrong. It’s just different.”


  Her gaze snapped back up to him, hatred rising in her—hatred for herself. “I wanted to attack Lyre while I was shaded. I almost killed the Gaian Council. I didn’t even recognize my mother. How can you say that’s not wrong?”


  “You can’t control your instincts yet—”


  “I can’t control them at all.” Her voice started to shake. “I can’t even think straight. I’m so horrified that this—this monster is inside me just waiting for the chance to kill people.”


  Shadows slid across his eyes. “I ran my sword through you. Neither of us has the control we should have right now, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”


  “How then? How do I learn to control it? It’s not like I’m struggling with it while it’s happening. I’m just all—all daemon with nothing human left.”


  He let out a long breath. “If I knew, I would tell you.”


  She pressed her lips together, fighting the urge to cry. Ash touched her arm. She looked at him uncertainly, aching inside. Hesitantly, she stepped closer and he closed his arms around her, pulling her close. She leaned against his chest, eyes squeezed shut as her heart rate kicked up and warmth whispered through her.


  “Your mother thinks we’re immoral.” His voice was soft, humming in his chest. She shivered as the sound seeped down to her bones. “She doesn’t realize we have just as much moral integrity as any human. But in a life and death world like ours, we’ve had to evolve to choose survival first.”


  She wanted to survive, but was her survival worth innocent lives? What if the next time she shaded she decided to use the Sahar? She’d successfully used the Stone while shaded once already, but as Natania had pointed out, her daemon instincts had barely been stirred awake at that point. The violent madness of the Sahar married to the unchained bloodlust of a daemon...? She didn’t want to imagine what kind of monster she might become.


  They stood together in silence, her head tucked under his chin, his arms warm and strong around her. His presence alone comforted her, made her feel safe, like all her problems weren’t that bad. Or maybe she was comforted because deep down, she felt as if he would somehow take care of things the way he always did.


  Some of her contentment evaporated as her conversation with Seiya came back to her. How had she not realized sooner that she had come to rely on Ash to save her? That reliance was what made protecting her so risky for him. That was the line, the dividing factor: joining a fight, knowing she had to finish it herself, and joining a fight, knowing Ash—or someone else—would be there to finish it for her.


  After the near tragedy on the cliff, she’d realized it was wrong to keep counting on him, so she’d left him behind in the Overworld. But she hadn’t realized that it wasn’t her overall weakness that was the problem. She wasn’t weak anymore. She could fight—and win. She’d fought griffins, Gaians, and reapers and won—maybe with some help from her daemon blood and the Sahar, but she’d still won.


  Her problem wasn’t “magic and brawn,” as Natania had put it. Her problem was an inner weakness, and she wasn’t sure how fixable it was. Could she retrain the part of her brain that wanted to rely on Ash? And could she retrain him to stop coming to her rescue?


  His arms loosened and he took a half-step back. She looked up and his grey eyes captured her, transporting her back to that day long ago when he’d walked out of the pantry in the Consulate kitchen, a box of crackers in hand. Those eyes had cut through her, looking straight through her skin and into her soul. She wondered what he saw in her soul now, as compared to that day so many months ago. That girl had been burned away in the fires of pain and struggle, love and heartache, and the harsh realities of a world she’d mistakenly thought she’d been prepared for.


  “When I feel trapped in my own head,” he said, “there’s one thing that always makes me feel better.”


  “What’s that?”


  A smile ghosted across his lips and he led her toward the railing. Pulling her into his arms, he jumped up onto the railing. She squeaked, clutching his neck. He landed easily, catching his balance, and his eyes met hers again. Grey irises darkened to black and shimmers enveloped him. Magic sparked against her skin. Black scales took form, tracing the lines of his cheekbones and edging his jaw. Dark designs swirled in the hollows of his cheek, mimicking the patterns of his scales, and the three spines on either side of his head appeared from the shimmers.


  His wings spread for balance, his tail sweeping out behind him. She barely noticed the fifteen-story drop at her back, his arms the only thing keeping her in place on the railing. She just stared at him, mesmerized. Sometimes she forgot the regal, alien beauty of his daemon form. She had no idea how she’d become immune to his Nightmare Effect, only that it had stopped affecting her while they’d been in the Overworld. Her fingers rose of their own accord and brushed over the scales that ran across the top edge of his cheekbone.


  She didn’t really think about it. She didn’t actually decide to do it. She just slid her hands into his hair and pulled his head down. At the same time, she stretched her face up, and her lips brushed lightly over his.


  He hesitated, and her eyes opened to see the flicker of disbelief in his black eyes—disbelief that she would want to kiss him in his daemon form?—before she pulled his mouth back to hers. His hand found her cheek, sliding across her face and into her hair as she kissed him slowly and fiercely, holding him in place. She traced his teeth with the tip of her tongue, finding the sharp points of his canines. He pressed his mouth even harder to hers, deepening the kiss until hot desire rushed through her.


  His arms tightened around her and his wings folded in, wrapping around her in a tight, warm embrace. With his mouth still over hers, he pivoted slowly to put his back to the deadly fall on the other side of the railing, and she thought he was going to jump back down to the plaza.


  Instead, without breaking their kiss, he leaned backward and let gravity take them. They plunged off the edge.


  She tore her mouth off his and screamed at the top of her lungs as they plummeted headfirst at terminal velocity, his wings still wrapped around her and doing shit-all to stop their fall. Over her own scream and the tearing wind, the sound of his laughter pierced her heart. She’d never heard him laugh before.


  He pulled his wings off her and partially extended them. She felt the moment their plummet changed from an uncontrolled fall to a high-speed dive. He snapped his wings open and they shot out over the street, far too close to the ground for her comfort. Buildings whipped by as they sped through the air and then the river was flashing by below them. She clutched him desperately as he banked sharply and they whooshed under the bridge, following the curves of the water.


  Ash squeezed her and put his mouth against her ear. “Let go.”


  “Are you insane?” she yelled over the wind.


  “Trust me.”


  Her hands shook. His wings beat downward, pushing them higher above the water. She looked down, then back at him. Squeezing her eyes, she unclamped her legs from around his waist and let her arms fall from his neck. Another beat of his wings, and then suddenly they were spinning. He rolled them in the air so his back was to the water, and with his body underneath her, he spun her around in his arms.


  His barrel roll came full circle and she hung in his arms, her back to his chest, her legs dangling, and her hands locked on his forearms in a death grip. Her heart pounded in her throat and despite her fear, she opened her eyes.


  The water zoomed past just a few yards below them, the light from the city sparkling on the surface. The wind whipped her hair out behind her and tore at her clothes. She stared, her breath caught in her chest.


  “Ready?” he said in her ear.


  “For what?” she squeaked, her panic spiking.


  Magic sparked over him, a coming spell. He snapped his wings downward and a huge concussion slammed into the surface of the river. Water exploded all around them as the force rebounded off the surface and came rushing back up. It caught his wings and rocketed them upward as if they’d been launched out of a cannon. They shot up in a tight spiral, the river shrinking below them.


  Then they were gliding serenely above the city, the dark rooftops carved into definition by the glowing tangle of streets lit bright orange by streetlights. She stared in wonder at the vista spread out before her, beautiful and anonymous. The lights of thousands of windows sparkled, woven through with winding streets and the dark band of the river.


  A tremor went through her. Before she could chicken out, she released him and spread her arms out to either side as though they were her own featherless wings. She hung in his grip, with only his arms keeping her from falling, nothing but the night and the glowing city below her. Fear morphed into elation as the wind rushed over her body. Freedom. Complete freedom.


  “Dive again,” she said.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, let’s go!”


  His arms tightened. He pumped his wings twice, then folded them tight. For just an instant, they seemed to hang in the air, suspended on nothing but the breeze. Then they dropped. She screamed again, but this time in excitement. She spread her arms wide as they free fell toward the city lights. The world disappeared; it was just her and Ash, his arms tight around her as they plummeted together, everything else lost to the wind and sky.


  He pulled his wings partway out, catching the wind to alter their trajectory, and then spread them wide as the river rushed toward them. He leveled out, barely half a dozen yards from the water, and once again glided above it. She stretched a hand toward it and he glided lower until her fingers broke the surface, dragging through the cold ripples. His wings came down, the tips splashing against the water as he ascended again. He banked toward the west side of the river, flying past a wide street and over a dark stretch of trees surrounding a large park.


  Their flight slowed and he pulled up, landing lightly on the grass. She put her feet gingerly on the ground, holding his arms in place around her middle as she recovered her equilibrium. When she was sure of her balance, she stepped out of the circle of his arms.


  The park was cloaked in shadows, the silhouettes of dark trees surrounding them, their sprawling branches blocking out the neighboring buildings. The only light came from a few spotlights trained on the spot where the meandering stone paths converged. In the center, a statue rose—an angel carved out of white stone.


  Piper slowly walked toward the statue and stopped just in front of one of the stone benches that surrounded the base. The angel’s feathered wings framed her body and her robes swirled out around her feet. Her hands, folded together, were pressed against her cheek as she stared sadly into the distance. She was carved in such detail that it looked as though, at any moment, her flowing hair would shift in the breeze and her wings would spread to carry her back to the heavens.


  Ash came up beside her. She glanced at him, surprised to see him back in glamour. He also looked up at the statue, his expression inscrutable.


  “Does she look like a seraphim?” she asked softly.


  “No,” he murmured. “Some seraphim try to look like her though. No seraphim could look so peaceful. They’re too absorbed in their own egos.”


  She snorted quietly in amusement. She’d heard that about seraphim, the white-winged daemon caste of the Overworld. Her eyes went back to the statue. To her, the angel looked unbearably mournful, as though she’d witnessed the most terrible of tragedies a thousand times over. But Ash had described her as peaceful. She supposed sorrow created its own kind of serenity.


  “I wish I could feel that kind of peace.” She glanced at him, smiling. “Though flying was pretty close.”


  A smile touched his lips as he continued to study the angel. Her eyes traced the lines of his face and the braid in his hair, devoid of any colored strip of material. She remembered holding the strip of blue cloth in her hand before tying it to a rock and throwing it into the river—casting it away as though it had meant nothing. Pain lanced her.


  She couldn’t be a liability to him anymore. She understood the problem now, but could she break the pattern? Could she learn to shut down the subconscious part of her that wanted to rely on him? And what would it take to prove to him that she had changed? She couldn’t just explain it; he would need to trust her on a gut-deep level for it to make any difference in a life or death situation.


  He turned toward her. Shadows drifted across his face, enhancing that aura of mystery and menace he always carried. Her heart swelled, choking her. It hurt so much, wanting him... loving him... not being able to be together. There were so many issues hanging between them, so many problems she wasn’t sure could be solved.


  “I feel so stuck,” she admitted softly, unsure whether she was making any sense. “I feel trapped by everything that I don’t know how to fix.”


  He shrugged, the murmur of his voice blending with the whisper of the leaves in the breeze as he looked up at the mournful angel again. “Life doesn’t wait for anything.”


  She tilted her head to one side. “What do you mean?”


  “Some problems aren’t fixable, but that doesn’t mean you should stop. That sense that you can’t move forward... that’s the trap. It’s better to take the best future you can manage with what you have, than to put your life on hold trying to fix everything in the hopes of a perfect future that might never come.”


  His eyes returned to hers, burning through her with their intensity. “I realized a long time ago that I couldn’t let my problems define me—I couldn’t let Samael steal my life as well as my freedom. I couldn’t wait to live my life until I’d escaped him, because that might have never happened. Even if it was only stolen moments here and there, I tried to get the most out of the tiny freedoms I had. Any day it could have all been over. I experienced as much as I could so I wouldn’t die having never really lived.”


  His solemn stare stole her breath away. More than once, his seeming disregard for his own life had frustrated and bewildered her; he was always throwing himself into danger to protect others—usually her. But maybe it wasn’t that he didn’t value his life. Rather, he had long ago become comfortable with the idea that his life was a temporary gift that could end at any moment.


  “You can’t control your daemon side yet,” he told her, “but you’re only stuck if you let yourself be. Life is short, there and then gone. Don’t waste it waiting for a solution that might not even exist.”


  Her heart beat harder. He didn’t want her to hide away, afraid to live her life because of her inability to control shading. But his words didn’t only apply to that one problem. He was right; the future was so fragile, so delicate and ever changing. What seemed like an insurmountable obstacle today could be completely different tomorrow.


  She lifted her eyes to his, her heart racing even faster. She wanted to be with him. She wanted to give them a chance, but she’d been too afraid to try, too paralyzed by the obstacles between them and the pursuit of a “perfect future that might never come.” Maybe they could fight through their issues. Maybe they couldn’t. She didn’t know the future, but she realized now she might not even get a future. All she had for sure was the present.


  “Ash...” she whispered, her voice cracking in her throat. “We don’t have anything figured out... It’s all messed up and there’s so much we need to sort out, so many problems we need to fix. Maybe some of the problems can’t be fixed.”


  He gave a slow nod. His eyes roved across her face as he tried to read her emotions.


  “But... you’re right. Waiting for the perfect solutions, for all our problems to be solved...” She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s coming for us, tomorrow or any other day, but I don’t want to wake up one day and realize you’re gone... and that we never even got a chance to try.”


  He hesitated, absorbing her words. Then he reached out and touched her chin, his thumb tracing her jaw as he slid his hand into her hair. She lifted her hands and pressed them against his chest. Her fingers closed around tight handfuls of his shirt as she stared into his dark eyes.


  “Even if we only have tonight...” she said, her voice trembling. “Just for tonight, I want to forget about it all and just be with you.”


  Shadows slid across his eyes, emotions she couldn’t name. His hand curled over the back of her neck, gently pulling her face to his until their lips were almost touching.


  “Just for tonight,” he whispered, “and for as long as you want me.”


  His mouth closed over hers, slow but unstoppable, burning with that determination that defined him, that drove him in spite of impossible odds. He kissed her as if his life depended on it, and she truly felt like he was the air she needed to breathe, that if she lifted her mouth from his, she would drown and that this heat surging through her, the frantic beating of her heart, the rush of life through her veins would instantly cease. She crushed herself against him, holding him as tightly as she had when they’d been soaring above the city—alone together where nothing mattered but each other.


  Her heart thumped fast in her chest as heat spread through her body. He pulled his mouth from hers and his lips brushed over her cheek, trailing over her face to her ear, then down the side of her neck. She tilted her head back as he slid his lips across her collarbone, then his mouth closed over the pulse in her neck. She pushed her hands into his hair, pulling his mouth harder against her throat.


  She didn’t know whether it was the realization that there was a possibility she could fix the biggest problem between them, or if their soul-freeing flight over the city had given clarity to her thoughts, but suddenly, it seemed so clear. Yes, things between them weren’t perfect. Yes, there were so many issues they needed to figure out. But she loved him, and that was all she really needed to know. Maybe this would be it for them, one night together. Maybe they would have a week. Maybe a month. Maybe a year. Maybe a lifetime. It didn’t matter.


  With one hand still in her hair, he scooped her up with his other arm, lifting her off the ground. He carried her away from the lights around the statue and into the dark shadows beneath the trees. His arm loosened and she slid down him until her feet were back on the ground. His stormy grey eyes roamed over her face. She reached for him and breathlessly guided his mouth back to hers. She didn’t need to breathe. She just needed him.


  As she kissed him, her hands slid down his chest until she found the hem of his shirt. She grabbed it and pulled it up forcefully. He broke the kiss to pull it off before she tore it. She sighed happily as he dropped it on the grass, then pressed her hands flat to his chest and slid them down, over the hard planes of his abs.


  “Finally,” she breathed.


  A soft chuckle escaped him, and then he was kissing her again. She ran her hands over him, her heart pounding and blood racing through her like fire. He held the back of her head with one hand, keeping her mouth tight to his as though the world would collapse around them if their lips parted for even an instant. His other hand caressed her neck, then her waist, tracing her curves with light, teasing touches.


  His hand moved lower and found the wide belt that held her sword. He pulled the buckle open, lifted the weapon away, and dropped it onto the grass. He lifted her legs up, guiding them around his waist, and then sank down to his knees and leaned forward, gently laying her back on the grass. She drew him on top of her until his weight pressed down on her, her heart racing even faster.


  He finally pulled his mouth from hers and moved his lips down her chin, over her throat, and lower. His agile fingers pulled apart the ties of her shirt, and then his mouth was tracing her skin, his lips touching every inch of her until fire consumed her and all she could do was clutch his hair and remember to breathe. Her awareness narrowed to nothing but him, to his touch, his warmth, his strength, his hot breath on her skin, his mouth coming back to hers, their bodies together. She was free falling again, his arms around her, and nothing else in the universe mattered.


  For tonight, it was just the two of them, and everything else could wait until dawn.


  


  CHAPTER 22


  EARLY morning light was just beginning to brighten the hotel room when Piper awoke, the suite silent but for the breathing of her companions. Stretching her arms and arching her back, she quietly sat up.


  She and Ash had returned to the hotel at some point during the night. Her mother had gone to sleep on one bed, leaving the other side free for Piper. Seiya had been curled up on the other bed, and Kiev had passed out on the sofa. Lyre, however, had still been sitting at the small table, in the exact same spot as when she’d left, the spelled disc laying in front of him.


  When she and Ash had walked in, Lyre had looked up with an inscrutable expression. He hadn’t asked where they had been, but Piper suspected her instant blush had probably given them away. She’d quickly escaped into the bathroom for an excessively long shower, leaving Ash to make up whatever story he wanted about their prolonged absence—or to tell Lyre the truth. If it was the latter, she didn’t want to know.


  Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, she found her gaze irresistibly drawn to the other side of the room, where Ash reclined on the window seat, his head resting against the glass as he slept. Her heart swelled in her chest at the sight of him, heat rushing through her middle. She wanted to reverse time, to go back to that first plunge off the rooftop in his arms so she could experience it all over again, burning it into her memory to ensure she never forgot a single detail. She wanted to remember, forever, the sight of him bathed in moonlight and shadows, the feel of him, the heat of his body, his hands sliding over her skin.


  Hastily pushing the covers aside before her imagination ran away with her, she froze mid-motion as she belatedly realized she wasn’t the only one awake. Lyre was still sitting at the table, his chin propped wearily in one hand. He glanced at her as she sat up, his faced bathed in an eerie red glow emanating from the disc on the table.


  She jumped up and silently joined him in staring down at the disc. The red glow was back and as strong as before, creating a wide band of light around the disc, but most of the strange writing was gone; only scattered spots of it were left, as though water had been dumped across fresh ink, washing most of it away.


  He rubbed a hand over his forehead. “I messed it up.”


  She pulled out a chair and sat down.


  “I know you did your best,” she said, keeping her voice low so as not to disturb the others.


  “The damn weaving was full of traps to stop anyone from breaking it down. I didn’t catch the last one in time, and it all started to dissolve. I was only able to save a little bit of it.” He waved a hand at the missing parts of the message in disgust.


  “You did more than any one of us could have,” she said. She leaned closer to the circle of light. The symbols were still gibberish to her. “Can you read it?”


  “Mostly. It’s an ancient Underworld language. Most daemons can speak it but few can read or write it.”


  “But you can?”


  He nodded and pointed at one of the larger sections of the remaining text. “This looks like orders to encourage a Gaian offensive against the Ra embassy in Brinford.” He paused, leaning closer.


  “‘Use any means necessary,’” he read. “‘Ra corruption in the Consulates should motivate... remove opposition if required... lead the operation.’”


  Her eyes widened. “Attack the Ra embassy? That would be suicide.”


  “Yeah, no kidding.” He gestured at the writing. “There’s a lot missing. The language depends on context, and there’s very little here.”


  “What about the rest?”


  “Just scattered words and phrases. Same problem, no context.” He let out an angry sigh. “If I’d just managed to—”


  She touched his hand. “Don’t beat yourself up, Lyre. This is more than we would have gotten without you. I’m sure it will be enough to convince the Gaian commanders.” She paused, pressing her lips together grimly. “It also confirms something we’d been wondering: whether Samael knew about the Ras and the Consulates.”


  “I’d say he definitely knows.”


  She nodded. Lifting her gaze from the glowing disc, she gave him a hard look. “Where did you learn how to do this? Why do you know so much about Hades magic?”


  He smiled at her mischievously. “I have many skills you’re unaware of. I’ve been offering to demonstrate some of them on you for months now.”


  Because she was watching for it, she saw his shift from dark frustration to teasing flirtation, and this time, for the first time, she recognized it as a calculated deception designed to distract and divert. Although his teasing might often be genuine, it was also a tool he used to disarm others—in this case, her.


  “I’m serious, Lyre,” she said quietly. “Don’t play games with me.”


  “You never want to play my kind of game,” he pouted.


  She folded her arms and waited, her stare unyielding.


  He bore the weight of her determination for several long moments before the teasing lilt to his smile melted away. All traces of humor vanished, his eyes hardened, and his expression went as emotionless as Raum’s. She fought to keep her face neutral despite her shock; the daemon sitting beside her had transformed into a complete stranger.


  “I value our friendship very much, Piper,” he said, his voice even, not angry, but devoid of warmth. “But that friendship does not entitle you to unrestricted access to my past, my self, or my secrets. They are mine to share if I so desire. Which I do not.”


  Her mouth opened, but no words came to her.


  His golden eyes pinned her to her chair. “If my unwillingness to divulge means you cannot trust me, that is your prerogative. But please do not presume to demand it.”


  She swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”


  He smiled, warmth returning to his eyes. “If you feel bad, I can think of endless ways you could make it up to me.”


  She snorted. “Let me guess. They all involve me removing my clothes.”


  He pressed a hand to his chest in mock pain. “What a thing to suggest!” He raised one eyebrow. “Besides, I think it would be better to leave the removal of your clothing to Ash.”


  “Lyre!” she gasped, a hot blush rushing into her cheeks.


  He chuckled unapologetically. She huffed—more from embarrassment than anger—and snapped to her feet. She marched straight into the bathroom and, at the last moment, remembered to shut the door quietly. That incubus.


  She paused in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection with a furrow of worry between her eyebrows. Lyre was right that she wasn’t entitled to know whatever she wanted about him, but anything related to Hades made her skin crawl. Lyre had displayed one too many connections to the reaper family for her comfort.


  However, she was pretty sure Ash knew some, or perhaps all, of the incubus’s secrets—and he still trusted Lyre. She let out a long breath. If Ash could trust him, then so could she. And maybe someday he would trust her enough to share his secrets.


  . . .


  By the time she finished freshening up, the others were awake and getting ready. Piper stayed out of the way, deliberately keeping on the other side of the room from Ash. But she couldn’t stop herself from sneaking little glances at him as he stretched after waking, spoke with his sister, and donned his weapons and gear. If there hadn’t been a room full of witnesses, she was certain she would have been right there beside him, unable to tear herself away.


  She took a deep breath, searching for a semblance of control. Last night felt like it had changed everything, as if her entire being had been rewritten in just a couple hours, but in reality, nothing was different. All of their problems, all the conflicts and dangers, weighed on her shoulders, crushing her elation. She needed to ground herself in the real world again.


  “All right!” Mona announced. “The cabs will be here in a few minutes. Is everyone ready?”


  Lyre had already brought the others up to speed on the disc and the parts of the message he’d been able to decipher. Mona’s understanding of the daemon language was rough, but it was sufficient enough that she could present it to the Gaian commanders.


  Piper frowned at her mother. “What cabs?”


  “You didn’t want to walk across the city, did you? And we can’t have dragons flying around in broad daylight.” She turned to the daemons. “Now, I know you want to help, but you must understand that if Piper and I are to have any chance of the Command Staff taking us seriously, we can’t appear to be involved with daemons. You’ll need to stay a safe distance away.”


  “But how will we know if you need help?” Lyre asked, his voice sharpening. “You might trust them, but the place could be crawling with reapers for all we know.”


  “Zwi can follow them,” Ash suggested.


  Piper shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ash. It’s not worth the risk.”


  A sad whine came from the top of the cupboards. Zwi ducked her head, hiding behind the other dragonets.


  “What about a summons spell?” Seiya suggested.


  “What’s that?” Piper asked.


  Ash answered, “A spell that acts like a beacon. It’s similar to a tracking spell, except you would activate it if you were in trouble.” He looked at Lyre. “Can you make one?”


  “No problem,” Lyre said.


  Piper’s eyebrows shot up but she didn’t comment.


  “I hope we won’t need to use it, but it’s better to be prepared.” Mona glanced over them all one more time. “Piper, you’ll have to give your sword to one of the others; it won’t be allowed inside. Let’s head down to wait for our rides.”


  She moved toward the door. After a brief hesitation, Kiev and Seiya followed. Lyre went in the opposite direction, walking toward the window, presumably for some privacy to craft his spell.


  Ash came to stand beside her. She bit her inner cheeks, fighting the urge to touch him. His gaze slid over her, shadows crossing his eyes. Was he fighting the same battle to maintain a proper distance?


  “You will use the spell if you’re in trouble,” he said.


  She gave him a questioning look.


  He lowered his voice. “Forget about fighting your own battles on this one. This isn’t a fight any of us should die for. If you need us to get you out, use the spell.”


  She hesitated before answering. “If I need you, I’ll use the spell.”


  His eyes narrowed as he tried to gauge her sincerity. “I don’t like this. You and your mother are walking into a viper’s nest.”


  “And I don’t trust her either,” Lyre said, coming up behind them. He held out his hand to Piper and dropped a small green gem into her palm. “All you have to do to activate it is hit it with some magic. It won’t take any finesse. I made the weaving strong enough that, short of blowing it up with the Sahar, you can’t destroy the spell.”


  “Thanks.” She slid it into her armguard, above the Sahar. “I don’t think we need to worry too much. If there are traitors among the Gaian leaders, they aren’t going to reveal themselves by leaping up and attacking us on the spot.”


  Ash and Lyre exchanged a look.


  “Well, let’s hope,” Ash said. “We’ll be nearby either way. You need to make them believe you... It’s far too dangerous to allow this game of Samael’s to continue unchecked.”


  It might already be too late to undo the chain of destruction Samael had begun by using the Gaians. The damage to the Consulate system might be irreparable, especially with the Ras’ interference.


  “Let’s get this done,” she said bleakly.


  Together they left the room and headed down the stairs to the marble-floored lobby. Piper barely noticed the simple but classy decor and only spared a glance for the pair of clerks behind the desk, their expressions appalled as they watched Ash walk past, bedecked in weapons. He slashed his gaze toward them and they both flinched back a step. Piper quashed a smile.


  Outside the doors, Mona, Kiev, and Seiya stood beside two cabs, the doors open and waiting. Mona waved Piper over, to where she stood beside the front cab. Piper looked at Ash and Lyre.


  “We’ll be close by,” Ash murmured. “Don’t let your guard down once you’re inside.”


  “I won’t,” she promised. She wished she could touch him but everyone’s eyes were on her, so she merely nodded, walked sedately to the cab, and slid into the seat. Her mother joined her and slammed the door shut. Piper looked over her shoulder as Ash and the others piled into the second cab. She could almost make out the look of dread on the driver’s face. Lyre appeared to be a pretty normal guy, but Ash, Seiya, and Kiev looked like the evil henchmen from a dark fairytale. The driver was probably wondering whether his strange passengers were human.


  The cab rolled into motion. Piper straightened in her seat as the hotel’s stylish front exterior disappeared from view. The vehicle wound through the city streets, which gradually came alive with people beginning their days. She watched in amazement as they began to encounter actual traffic on the roads. No city she’d visited had ever had enough running vehicles for steady traffic. Were there other cities as functional as Habinal City? Had other places so thoroughly recovered from the devastation of the war, or only this one?


  “Piper,” Mona began. “About last night, I wanted to apologize for—”


  “It’s fine,” she said quickly. “I just needed to clear my head.”


  Her mother wavered, seeming to hang on something she wanted to say, then smiled. “Well, I hope you’re feeling up to our adventure this morning.” Her forced cheerfulness faded. “They won’t like what we have to say.”


  “Do you think they might turn on us, thinking we’re traitors?”


  “I don’t think so. I’ve dealt with them on many occasions and they are a sensible group. If some of them are under Hades influence, I’m sure the rest will be on top of it very quickly.”


  “I hope so,” Piper said. Nervousness churned in her stomach.


  The enormity of their task settled on her shoulders like the weight of the entire city. If they couldn’t convince the Gaians to break free from Samael’s influence, nothing would stop the coming disaster. The Gaians and Consuls would keep fighting, and she had no doubts about who would win that war in the end. There just weren’t enough Consuls compared to the Gaians’ numbers. Once the Consulates—and therefore the Ras—were out of the way, there would be nothing left to stop Samael from making his next move.


  She shriveled inside with dread as she realized how much was hanging on their success—maybe the fate of Earth. They couldn’t fail.


  The drive seemed to go on forever. The tall buildings shrank then disappeared as they cruised out of downtown and into some sort of industrial area. The quality of the neighborhood deteriorated so quickly she might have missed the transition had she blinked. She clutched the door as they bounced over potholes and cracks in the road. Low, ugly buildings and warehouses lined the streets, with yards full of rusting junk metal and scrap wood. All traffic vanished; the streets were deserted.


  “Where is the Command Staff located?” she asked, frowning out the window.


  “We’re almost there.”


  Piper squinted ahead, seeing nothing that looked remotely plausible for the Command Staff’s base of operations, then turned to look out the back window. A block behind them, the other cab had pulled over beside a lot full of rusting tractors. Her cab turned right and a row of warehouses blocked her view of the other vehicle.


  “Why did they stop?” she asked in alarm.


  Mona glanced back. “Oh, that’s where I instructed their driver to let them off.”


  She looked back at her mother. “But how will they know where to go? They’re supposed to wait nearby.”


  “I told the young lady—Seiya?—where they should wait. It’s near enough but not so close that anyone will see them.”


  “They know how to hide,” she said, anger creeping into her voice.


  “It’s merely a precaution,” Mona replied, her brow wrinkling. “The facility has strict security and it’s safer for your friends if they stay a little ways away. They’re close enough to help if you use your summons spell.”


  Piper’s eyes narrowed at her mother’s worried expression before she relaxed again. Mona was probably being overcautious, but she had a point. With no real idea what the security would be like, it might be better if Ash and the others started out a bit farther away.


  Her mother fidgeted, clearly concerned that she’d upset Piper, then glanced out the windshield. “There it is.”


  Piper followed her gaze and saw that the road ended a hundred yards ahead. A chain-link gate, topped with barbed wire, blocked the road. Half a dozen red “Danger” and “No Trespassing” signs hung from the gate. Beyond it, the twisting, towering shapes of some kind of refinery rose. Narrow towers and smoke stacks marred the skyline, while convoluted tangles of pipeline ran everywhere, twisting together like masses of ugly, rusted snakes.


  The cab rolled to a stop in front of the gates. By the time Mona had pushed her door open, Piper had hopped out. An awful, acidic chemical reek assaulted her. She gagged and resisted the urge to pinch her nose. She shut her car door and the vehicle spun into reverse, backing away before pulling a fast U-turn. Piper looked back down the street, gauging how far away the other cab had dropped off Ash and the others.


  Her mother strode toward a person-sized side gate, smoothing her grey slacks and tucking a loose strand of hair back into her bun as she walked. Piper rushed to join her.


  “What is this place?” she demanded.


  “You don’t know?” Mona asked in surprise. At Piper’s blank stare, she added, “It’s a fertilizer plant.”


  “Fertilizer?” She craned her neck to take in the tallest of the nearby towers, anchored with heavy cables, and saw bold green text at the top: Mother Earth Corp. “This is a pretty elaborate front just to hide the Gaians’ base of operations, don’t you think?”


  Mona stopped in front of the gate. “It’s not a front at all. Mother Earth Corp. is the largest fertilizer manufacturer in the region. They provide quality fertilizer to thousands of farms.”


  Piper blinked. “But why are the Gaians here then?”


  “The company is the public arm of the Gaians, though of course that connection is restricted knowledge. Much of the profits go to support our cause, and the facility serves many other useful functions, including acting as our headquarters. Almost all of the Command Staff are involved in the company, as it would otherwise be very suspicious for so many powerful people to be meeting all the time.”


  Though Mona was trying to suppress it, Piper heard the note of pride in her mother’s voice. She knew her mother wasn’t entirely stable, but she was committed to their task. Seeing her mother focused and decisive gave her hope that she wasn’t as far gone as her father believed. Maybe if Piper could get Mona away from the Gaians for a while, she would continue to improve.


  Two men stepped out of a large security booth on the other side of the fence. They wore identical uniforms similar to police officers. Each had a large handgun on his hip.


  The taller man frowned, rubbing a hand over his stubbled jaw. “Ms. Santo, should we have been expecting you?”


  “Unfortunately, no,” Mona said, that authoritative tone returning to her voice, “but it’s quite urgent. If you’d kindly bring us inside, we’ll wait while you work out the details.”


  The man hesitated, glancing at his partner. He pulled a handheld radio from his belt and muttered into it. It crackled loudly for a moment, then a distorted voice told him to wait. Another crackle.


  “Is she alone?” the voice on the other end demanded.


  “Accompanied by another female,” the man replied, trying to speak quietly enough that they wouldn’t hear.


  “My daughter,” Mona informed them.


  The man repeated this into the radio. Static crackled from the speaker, and Piper shifted nervously as the seconds dragged into a minute and then longer.


  “Bring them in,” the radio barked.


  The man gave his partner a nod and returned to the booth he’d come out of. A second later, a loud buzz erupted above their heads and the lock on the gate clanked loudly. The second guard opened it and Mona gestured for Piper to go in ahead of her. Her mother followed, securing the gate behind her. Piper glanced both ways, uncomfortably noting that the barbed-wire-topped fence continued for as far as she could see in both directions, presumably circling the entire grounds of the plant. At each distant corner, a tall lookout post stood like a wooden sentry. As she passed the security booth, she peeked inside and glimpsed an additional four guards and what looked like a rack of rifles.


  “This way,” the second guard said, gesturing for them to follow.


  Piper trailed after her mother and the guard, her eyes darting left and right, heart pounding. Phase one—getting in—was complete. Now for the hard part.


  


  CHAPTER 23


  TOGETHER, Piper, her mother, and the guard walked into the depths of the plant. The long, tangled lines of piping closed in around them, some disappearing into the ground, others twisting around tall towers lined with catwalks. They passed a row of round metal vessels that towered over three stories high, a single lonely catwalk circling each one. At the top of the third one, three workers in blue overalls and white hardhats were examining something.


  The rumble of an engine sounded behind them and a deep-toned horn blared briefly. They moved aside as a tanker truck rolled slowly by, the Mother Earth Corp. logo on its side. Following it around the bend in the road, Piper craned her neck as a huge storage building sprawling over half a city block of real estate came into view, its steel siding weeping rust from the roofline toward the ground. Three semi-trailers were backed up to the row of loading bays, and two blue-clad workers stood in front of one, discussing something on the clipboard between them.


  Piper pressed her lips into a thin line. How many black jeeps and rocket launchers could that building hide? No wonder the Gaians used this plant as their base. Between the high security for “safety” that kept everyone out and the massive expanse of buildings and machinery, they could hide a small army on the grounds.


  The guard led them to a door near the left corner of the towering steel wall beside the loading bays. He unclipped a security card from his breast pocket and slapped it against a black panel beside the door. A loud beep was followed by the click of a lock. He pulled the door open and held it for them. Piper walked in and stopped, her wide eyes lifting toward the corrugated steel ceiling five stories above her head. A hundred wooden crates, supposedly holding fertilizer, were stacked in the open space in front of the loading bays. The Gaians could easily drive jeeps from inside the building, out the loading doors, and into the back of a trailer with no one outside the wiser.


  The space she could see was barely a fifth of the entire warehouse, but it still echoed loudly with her footsteps. A huge pipe large enough that Piper could have walked upright inside it ran along the back wall. In the center, a strange contraption of pipes and different sized steel cylinders was half sunk into the floor. Several doors broke up the inner wall to her right, but by far the most conspicuous was the one in the center, protected by two well-armed soldiers.


  Their guide led them toward the door with the guards. Piper followed nervously, eyes darting from one unfamiliar piece of metal and machinery to the next. Fertilizer was explosive, wasn’t it? She supposed even an entirely legit company would need strict safety measures for a plant like this. Her eyes lifted to the ceiling again. How would Ash find her in this place even if she did use the summons spell? The huge space she was standing in was only a small part of the warehouse, and the warehouse was only a fraction of the overall grounds.


  A siren blared overhead. Piper started violently, half-tripping before catching herself.


  “What’s that?” she demanded.


  The guard’s face paled. He yanked his radio off his belt while gesturing for Mona and Piper to keep walking.


  “Hurry up,” he snapped.


  He approached the guards at the door and said something, his words lost under the sound of the alarm. They nodded. Their guide did an about-face and strode away without even glancing at them. Piper blinked after him, then turned to the guards at the door. One of them put his radio to his mouth and muttered into it.


  The door buzzed. One of the guards grabbed it and pulled it open, nodding to Mona.


  Her mother confidently strode inside and Piper trailed after her into a long corridor that ended at another door. It opened before they reached it. Passing between two more soldiers, they entered the command center of the Gaians.


  The room was large, though tiny in proportion to the rest of the warehouse, and sunken several feet into the ground with walls made of heavy concrete blocks. On either side, rows of small monitors lined the walls. Long desks ran beneath the rows of screens, manned by several soldiers with headsets. The back wall was dominated by a huge screen, and beneath it, a rectangular table was surrounded by six chairs on either side.


  Each seat was occupied by a Gaian commander—ten men and two women. With silver hair and stern, lined faces, they were all old enough to be Piper’s grandparents. Behind her, one of the guards closed and bolted the door shut again. There were eight soldiers total, four at this door and four at the door at the opposite end. The alarm outside was still blaring, though the thick walls muffled the sound.


  Mona started down the steps to the sunken floor. Piper advanced more slowly, her gaze darting over the walls of monitors. Each displayed a different black and white view from a security camera. She quickly spotted one displaying the front gates, where she and Mona had come in, as well as the door they’d just come through. The giant screen behind the command table showed a stretch of empty road lined on one side by the fence surrounding the facility. In the corner of the view, several soldiers were crouched behind the edge of a building, weapons in their hands.


  One of the women at the table turned away from the monitor.


  “Mona, welcome,” she said in a prim, imperious voice.


  “What are you doing here? You were not summoned,” a man on the left side of the table barked, barely glancing at them. He slapped a hand against the table. “Get me the right camera, Wilson!”


  “Yes, sir,” one of the men at the desk said hastily.


  The image on the large screen flashed to the feed from a different camera: a section of fence that had been torn apart. Smoke was still rising from the charred ground around the remains of the fence.


  “Bloody hell,” the man snarled.


  “What’s going on?” Mona asked worriedly.


  “Perimeter breach,” the woman answered. She didn’t sound concerned. “Wilson, do we have a location on the intruders?”


  “Camera 36 by the north stack went down shortly after the breach, ma’am. Alpha team is already approaching the area.”


  “Redirect bravo team to assist them.” She swiveled in her chair toward Mona and Piper. “And who is this, Mona? Could it be your elusive daughter?”


  Mona put her arm around Piper’s waist and drew her toward the table. “Yes, this is Piper. Piper, this is Colonel Jennings.”


  “Welcome,” Jennings said. She folded her hands on the table, sitting straight and proper in her business suit. Its cut was distinctly militaristic, while at the same time it looked more expensive than her father’s entire wardrobe put together.


  “What brings you here, Piper?” Jennings asked. “We had heard you were not inclined to join our cause.”


  “Um, well, these are special circumstances,” she replied awkwardly. She glanced around the room as the siren continued to blare. “Is this a bad time?”


  Jennings waved a dismissive hand. “We are more than prepared for a minor security breach. Mona said you’ve come about an urgent matter. Please continue.”


  Piper cleared her throat, hoping she wouldn’t stumble over the words she’d prepared overnight. “After witnessing an altercation with a Gaian squad in Brinford, I became suspicious about the weapons they were using. The weapons appeared too advanced for haemon magic and I began to suspect daemon involvement—which didn’t make sense, of course. I went to Fairglen to discuss this with my mother, and while there, we discovered something that you needed to see immediately.”


  She stepped up to the table and pulled the disc out of her pocket. Unwrapping it from the white cloth she’d stolen from the hotel to muffle the glow, she set it on the table. The attention of the rest of the commanders, still focused on the large screen, immediately turned to the disc. They all leaned forward to look at it.


  “I found this on the body of a reaper agent disguised as a haemon. We uncovered him among the Fairglen Gaians. He had insinuated himself over the last three years and held a great deal of influence with the leadership there.”


  Glancing at Mona, Piper stepped back, letting her mother take her place.


  “As some of you may be aware,” Mona said with solemn gravity, “I trained extensively in daemon languages as a Consul. Although much of the missive was—”


  “Camera 52 just went down,” another of the soldiers at the desk announced. “They’re on the move. Redirecting bravo team to intercept.”


  Mona glanced at Jennings, who nodded for her to continue.


  “The missive,” Mona continued, “appears to be in response to Hades intelligence that the Ra family has assumed control of the Consulates—”


  “What?” one of the commanders roared, shooting to his feet. “The Consulates are under the control of the Ra family?”


  Mona nodded and gestured to the glowing symbols surrounding the disc. “The spy was ordered to lead a Gaian attack on the Brinford Ra embassy. His instructions were to eliminate any opposition from local leadership in order to complete this operation.”


  The angry commander pressed his hands to the tabletop and looked across to his colleagues. Their responding looks were grim. The soldiers at the desks snuck glances at them as they worked.


  “You understand the gravity of the situation,” Mona said in her best Consul voice. “Before you is proof that Samael Hades has been interfering directly with our operations. That also brings into question the source of our weapons, which are likely daemon-constructed. It’s possible that Samael is also supplying our weapons to increase his influence.”


  Silence fell over the room. All the commanders were watching Mona and Piper, their expressions indecipherable but distinctly forbidding.


  “We have visual,” Wilson suddenly announced.


  The large screen flashed to static for a moment, then to a new feed. The camera was positioned at some high point, looking down on a stretch of road and cylindrical tanks. Distant dark figures darted from tank to tank, too small to make out in any detail. Piper tried to count them—at least twenty. As they sped toward some point out of view of the camera, white light flashed over the screen from one of the huge tanks.


  A moment later, the boom of the explosion rattled the entire building. The picture returned, showing a white ball of fire pouring black smoke from the remains of the tank.


  “Wilson, where is bravo team?” the angry commander snapped, dropping back into his chair. He slashed a look at Jennings.


  Jennings leaned back in her seat and folded her hands. “Mona, Piper, thank you for bringing this to our attention.” She looked over at the soldiers manning the desk. “Why don’t we have radio communication with our teams?”


  Piper blinked. Was that it? Conversation over?


  Another explosion shook the floor, closer this time. Piper’s eyes shot to the ceiling as dust sifted down.


  Jennings tapped a finger on the table. “Wilson, deploy delta team immediately. We need—”


  All at once, every monitor dissolved into static.


  “What the hell?” the angry commander bellowed.


  “I’ve got nothing,” Wilson half shouted, his fingers flying urgently over his keyboard. “Someone must have cut the lines!”


  Something outside the door banged loudly. The nearest guards swiftly backed away, raising their weapons.


  The door exploded. Golden light burst out in a blinding flash. Piper flinched back, throwing an arm over her eyes. Rapid thwack sounds erupted, followed instantly by thuds and cries of pain. She dropped her arm, squinting against the spots in her vision.


  The guards at the door were already on the floor with crossbow bolts protruding from their bodies. Six daemons in red uniforms stood in a line on one side of the door, six on the other side. Each one held a crossbow in his hands, fresh arrows already loaded.


  In the center of the row of daemons soldiers, a woman stood, taller than average, regal, composed. Her knee-length blond hair was braided down her back, woven through with strips of red silk. A topaz jewel hung in the center of her forehead, glittering in the harsh light of the command room. Her lean body was clad in red leather with a heavy gold belt wrapped around her hips, holding the sheath of a delicate, but certainly deadly sword.


  She surveyed the room with yellow eyes, her stare cutting through each commander before drifting over Piper and her mother.


  The tiniest click from the left side of the room—and then the thwack of a Ra soldier’s crossbow firing. Piper jerked, head snapping over in time to see the radio fall out of Wilson’s hand as he slumped sideways, tumbling out of his chair.


  “Now, now,” the woman said, her musical voice chiming like bells of ice, “we don’t need any heroes today.”


  Obeying commands from the Ra daemons, the Gaians at the computers backed away from their desks, holding their hands in the air. Piper glanced back and saw that the four guards at the back door had been shot too. Another distant explosion shook the floor.


  The woman’s cat-like eyes slid back to Piper. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Piper. Do you know who I am?”


  “Maasehet,” she replied, apprehension churning through her. Even without her regal bearing and clear leadership position, the woman’s family resemblance to Miysis told Piper all she needed to know. This woman was the heir to the Ra family’s ruling seat and the one who had tried to sell Seiya and Lyre to Samael.


  Maasehet smiled—a smile as barren of warmth as the desert was of water. “I have heard much about you from my brother.”


  “Have you?” she said weakly. She shifted her weight but didn’t dare move—not with those crossbows pointed toward her and the table of commanders behind her. This was bad, bad, bad. “What are you doing here?”


  Maasehet tilted her head and caressed the hilt of her sword. “I would ask you the same, but I believe the answer is sitting on the table.”


  Piper glanced back at the glowing disc in plain view on the tabletop.


  “Hades tools are so recognizable,” Maasehet purred. “So little subtlety. Though I admit this particular secret was very well hidden.”


  A surge of motion came from behind Piper and the Ra soldier beside Maasehet fired his crossbow, the arrow glowing gold with what was sure to be a deadly spell, followed by the thud of the arrow connecting. She spun around and saw one of the commanders keel over, the light of a spell in his hand sputtering out.


  Piper turned back to Maasehet, who flicked a strand of her golden hair in annoyance as though the dead commander were a fly she’d been trying to swat.


  “How—how did you know about this place?” Piper asked, trying hard to sound calm.


  If she could keep Maasehet talking, maybe there was a chance—however tiny—that she could prevent the coming massacre. She didn’t have high hopes for her and her mother’s survival if Maasehet decided to eliminate the Command Staff. Her thoughts jumped to the summons spell under her armguard but she didn’t dare use it. Despite her promise, she refused to summon Ash into this death trap.


  “Samael keeps his secrets well, but these fools do not,” Maasehet said disdainfully. “But Piper, dearest, let us set aside such trivialities and instead discuss your future, shall we?”


  “My... future?”


  “Yes. Would you like to live?”


  Her eyes widened with alarm. “Were you planning to kill me?”


  “You may either relinquish the Sahar to me,” Maasehet said, “or die.”


  Her mind blanked. Miysis had clearly been passing information along to his sister. “I don’t have—”


  “Piper,” Maasehet interrupted, impatience touching her melodic voice. “Do not waste my time.”


  She tensed. As she stared into Maasehet’s yellow eyes, she knew the heiress wasn’t bluffing. She would kill Piper if she didn’t hand over the Sahar. And she would kill the Gaian commanders—probably everyone in the room.


  Maasehet’s yellow eyes suddenly snapped to someone behind Piper. “Silence!”


  Jennings jerked away from the commander beside her.


  Maasehet touched two elegant fingers to her forehead. “How bothersome. You had to rush your deaths, did you not?”


  She raised her hand. Her soldiers’ crossbows rose in unison, each arrow aimed at the heart of a Gaian commander. Time seemed to slow and Piper grabbed frantically for the Sahar’s magic, praying she could control it enough to stop the Ra daemons without killing everyone.


  Before she could tap the power, a loud hissing sound erupted in the room. The door at the back glowed red from heat and a hole began to melt in the center of the steel. White smoke billowed out, obscuring everything within seconds. Piper put an arm over her mouth as acrid smoke burned her nose.


  The hissing sound of melting metal died away, but the smoke still roiled through the room. Slowly, it faded, and she was able to make out dark figures within the white clouds.


  “What is this?” the Ra heiress demanded.


  “Why, Maasehet.” The voice drifted out from the haze of smoke and the heavy wash of power enveloping every syllable immobilized everyone in the room. “It has been so long.”


  Piper’s blood turned to ice. Her heart stuttered in her chest, her lungs froze, and her muscles went rigid. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe—couldn’t think. Terror encased her.


  The clouds of smoke diminished entirely, revealing four black-clad soldiers. And in front of them stood the speaker, his red eyes gleaming—eyes that had haunted her nightmares for months. Eyes she’d desperately hoped she would never see again.


  Those eyes shifted from Maasehet and came to rest on Piper, the weight of his gaze driving her down toward the floor.


  Samael smiled at her.


  


  CHAPTER 24


  PIPER fought to make her lungs expand, to control the terror rising in her before it could overwhelm her. Icy, invisible chains had wrapped around her chest, squeezing her lungs and binding her racing heart. Shadows pressed close and she could taste that strange hint of the Underworld in the air. Like hovering ghosts, the steel walls of her cell in the bastille closed in around her.


  Samael’s stare cut through her, a rapier dissecting her soul with careless supremacy.


  “Samael,” Maasehet hissed.


  His gaze lifted to the Ra heiress, releasing Piper from its grip. She sucked in a weak, trembling breath. She needed to think. She needed to do something—run, escape, attack. Anything. She couldn’t think. What was he doing here?


  He surveyed Maasehet, his red-tinted eyes so calm while hers went black, her face frozen in an expression of outrage. Piper pressed her shoulder against her mother’s, her knees unsteady. Mona stared at Samael, white with shock. The Gaian commanders looked equally stunned.


  The power of his presence was the true indicator of who and what the daemon was. At a glance, Samael didn’t look intimidating: tall and broad-shouldered, his handsome face almost bland, his silvery hair—an unnatural shade that had nothing to do with age—braided neatly, the end hanging over one shoulder to his collarbone. His simple outfit of dark slacks, dress shoes, and a burgundy button-down shirt made him look like a wealthy businessman who’d just stepped out of his office. The contrast with the four red-eyed, heavily armed elite knights who surrounded him was disconcerting.


  Maasehet pulled her shoulders back. Her soldiers shifted toward her, closing ranks.


  “Samael,” she said again, self-assurance seeping back into her voice, “you may have come to prevent the destruction of your Gaian puppets, but it is too late. We have discovered your deception, and we will not rest until this tool of yours is destroyed.”


  Samael’s lips curved. “Maasehet, child, your confidence is charming, but I’m afraid you are quite mistaken.”


  She thrust out her chin. “Do not toy with me. You cannot deny your involvement with this filth. You have been nurturing this infection of their ranks for a decade.”


  “I do not deny it.”


  She hesitated, puzzled and wary.


  Samael slid his hands into his pants pockets, casual as could be as the weight of his power settled over every person in the room like storm clouds closing in overhead.


  “Preventing their destruction was not my intent,” he told the Ra heiress. “I am here to ensure it.”


  Maasehet opened her mouth then quickly closed it, too proud to openly admit her confusion.


  Samael gave a small nod to the two reapers on his left.


  Black light flashed over them as they teleported. They reappeared instantly beside the two nearest Gaian commanders, ebony robes swirling around them as they dropped glamour. Blood sprayed across the table, the attacks too fast to follow. The Gaians surged out of their chairs, some running, some lashing out with attacks of their own. Black flashed again. The next two commanders died. In rapid sequence, the two reapers flashed around the table in opposite directions, so fast they were barely discernible.


  Piper backpedaled from the table, dragging her mother with her. Cold air and the sizzling spark of magic brushed over her as one passed her, the touch of his power gone in an instant—and then hot blood splashed over her shoulder as Jennings fell to her knees, clutching her chest, before toppling to the floor.


  Piper lurched backward another step, heedless of moving closer to the Ra daemons. The reapers reappeared at Samael’s side, back in glamour. Seconds. It had taken them seconds.


  Fourteen new bodies littered the floor, eleven commanders and the three remaining soldiers who’d been manning the desks, all stabbed through the heart by reaper blades. Blood formed an expanding pool under the table, creeping toward Piper’s boots. Her breath rushed in and out of her lungs too fast. She tried to slow her breathing as dizziness whispered through her head. Mona clutched her arm, gaping at Jennings’s body.


  “You—” Maasehet gasped. She gave her head a sharp shake, anger blooming on her face. Neither shock nor disgust registered in her expression. “What is this, Samael?”


  “Why allow you the pleasure of destroying a tool of mine, even if it was no longer useful?”


  Maasehet hesitated, then smiled at him like a cat realizing her prey was trapped. “I see. Well. I appreciate you coming to oversee this operation personally. I’m sure my mother will be pleased when I give her your head as well as theirs.”


  Piper’s eyes widened, her simmering panic spiking. Was Maasehet an idiot? Hadn’t she seen how fast his knights were? Her gaze shot toward the door behind Maasehet, too far to reach.


  Unsurprisingly, Samael didn’t look concerned. “I doubt even my head could make your mother proud.”


  Rage flashed across Maasehet’s face for an instant before she raised her chin haughtily. She stepped forward and, taking Piper completely by surprise, grabbed her by her hair, lifting her up onto her tiptoes. Her soldiers surged forward to surround them and another one grabbed Mona, yanking her arms behind her back.


  “If your skull on my halberd is not enough,” Maasehet said, “then the addition of this child—the only one who can wield the Sahar—will certainly be more than sufficient.”


  “She is of little use without the Sahar itself,” Samael said dismissively. His eyes sliced through Piper, making her flinch.


  Maasehet yanked on Piper’s hair. Piper grabbed the daemon’s wrist with both hands to reduce the pressure on her scalp. Her eyes flashed around the room and she had no idea what to do—attack Maasehet? There was a chance she could make it out the door, but that would mean leaving her mother behind. And even if she managed it, she couldn’t outrun a teleporting reaper.


  “How simple of you, Samael,” Maasehet taunted. “Have you truly lost track of the lodestone you have dearly coveted for so long?”


  Fear burned through Piper, erasing all thought. No no no—


  Maasehet forced Piper’s head to turn, the Ra’s yellow eyes searing her. “Give it to me, Piper, and I will ensure you do not die today.”


  Piper wasn’t looking at Maasehet. Her eyes were locked on Samael in dread. His slow smile turned her blood to ice.


  Maasehet pulled on her hair again to get her attention. “Give it to me—”


  “I don’t have it,” she gasped, tearing her eyes away from Samael.


  “Do not lie to me.”


  “I don’t!”


  Samael watched their exchange, amusement touching his red stare.


  Maasehet gestured at the soldier holding Mona.


  “Allow me to encourage you, Piper,” she said, her voice turning sugary sweet. In an instant, the soldier had a dagger pressed against her mother’s throat. Mona’s eyes widened. “Give me the Sahar now or she dies.”


  “I don’t—” Piper began frantically.


  “Do you not care for your mother?” Maasehet crooned. “Last chance.”


  “Don’t,” Mona gasped. “Don’t give it to a daemon—”


  Piper’s eyes snapped from Mona to Maasehet and back. Indecision tore her apart, ripping through her heart. She couldn’t let her mother die. She couldn’t do it. Panic spun and she felt a tightness in her head, a strange pressure—she was going to shade soon.


  “A waste of time, Maasehet,” Samael said into the silence. “Piper does not respond to threats.”


  He pulled a hand from his pocket and lifted a finger toward the elite knight beside him, the small gesture so innocuous. Piper saw the black flash as the reaper began to teleport. She recoiled in horror, expecting cold hands to close around her and the icy shroud of his teleportation magic to envelop her. The reaper materialized in front of her, dark robes swirling, the curved blade of his scythe gleaming as it flashed at her—no, past her. It whipped by, seeking a different target.


  Terror seized her entire body as she realized who the reaper’s scythe was aimed at.


  The curved swath of steel disappeared into her mother’s chest. The point slid out her back and into the Ra soldier holding her, claiming them both in one strike.


  Time stopped. That moment, the sight and the sounds, burned into her mind, seared into her consciousness. She would never forget it. She could never undo it. It would be with her until her last moment, her last breath.


  Black flashed again as the reaper vanished, his scythe disappearing from the bodies of his victims. The Ra soldier staggered back, his eyes going dark with death even as he fell. In slow motion, Mona dropped to her knees, her hands flying to her chest. She slumped onto her side.


  A scream filled Piper’s ears. Her scream. She tore out of Maasehet’s grip and threw herself to the floor beside her mother. She touched Mona’s hands, still pressed to the terrible wound. Blood gushed from between her fingers, running over her white blouse. Her blank eyes, wide and glazed, turned to Piper’s. Her lips moved but there was no sound, not even a whisper.


  Piper squeezed her mother’s hands, her heart trapped in her throat.


  “I love you, Mom,” she choked.


  Mona smiled. Her eyes slipped out of focus, no longer seeing Piper. The rush of blood over her hands abruptly slowed to a trickle, and then the light in Mona’s hazel eyes was gone. They stared, empty, lost.


  Piper held her mother’s hands, everything else imperceptible to her. She couldn’t hear, think, breathe. She waited, waited for the light to return to her mother’s eyes, for her soul to reappear. With a trembling hand, she gently brushed a lock of auburn hair off her mother’s forehead, accidentally leaving a streak of wet blood. She stared at the bloody streak and felt herself break inside.


  The muffling barrier of shock shattered. Torment and terror, disbelief and rage the likes of which she’d never experienced before burst through her, tearing through the shattered pieces of her heart. For the barest moment, the pain was beyond comprehension, beyond endurance—and then the rage rose above all else, exploding through her in an inferno.


  The Sahar’s power slammed into her, twining its devastating hatred with the rising storm of emotion inside her to create a whirlwind of vicious savagery. For the first time, Piper didn’t fight it. She didn’t try to stop it or control it. Instead, she embraced it, feeling a fleeting, awful joy deep inside at the flood of wrath and loathing without checks, without bounds to restrain it.


  Power thundered through her blood. She rose to her feet. Maasehet stepped backward, her mouth moving with words Piper couldn’t hear. All she heard was the screaming rush of magic inside her. Her hands lifted, white magic dancing over her skin. The air crackled, the only warning of what was to come.


  Samael met her enraged stare. In the last instant of quiet, she saw fear and lust tinge his eyes—lust for the power she wielded.


  And then she unleashed all her agony upon them.


  Power exploded out of her in an earsplitting detonation. Black light flashed as the reapers, Samael included, teleported away—but Maasehet and the Ra daemons had no escape. Her world turned white with power, the blast ripping through flesh, cement, and steel with equal ease. The room disappeared, the cement walls shredded and the ceiling torn apart.


  The force of her attack cleaved through the walls of the command center and the corridor beyond, ripping apart everything in its path. Something outside the room exploded—and then everything was engulfed in flames and rapid-fire explosions that increased in violence with each blast.


  Fire and debris blasted toward her, and a chunk of steel whipped toward her face. Agony in her skull, the hot rush of blood. She fell backward and the last thing she saw was the ceiling of the warehouse collapsing toward her from far above.


  . . .


  Hazy thoughts slipped through her mind. Anguish squeezed her chest and it took her a moment to remember why. The sight of the reaper’s blade through her mother’s chest, her mother’s final smile, the light dying from her eyes... Agony crushed her.


  Gradually, she realized her eyes were open. Her hands were stretched out in front of her as she lay on her back, fingers spread wide. White magic crackled over her skin like tiny bolts of lightning. The iridescent scales on the backs of her hands glimmered in the light.


  Arching out from her hands was a dome of white magic. Beyond the dome, an impenetrable wall of debris—sheets of steel and torn hunks of piping—pressed down on the barrier. The broken ceiling of the warehouse had collapsed on top of her. Her arms trembled, and very distantly, she could feel the strain in her muscles and the burn of too much magic inside her. Her body felt so far away. Was she the one casting the barrier spell that was keeping the rubble of the warehouse from crushing her?


  Her jaw clenched. Even as she struggled to focus, her arms pulled back and the dome rippled. Magic surged inside her. She thrust her arms out and magic erupted out of her, hurling the debris away with a massive concussion of force. Sunlight hit her eyes, blinding her.


  Squinting, she rolled over and got to her feet. As her eyes adjusted, she examined the circle of debris and destruction in which she stood. Above, the torn steel ceiling of the warehouse created gaping skylights that displayed the cheerful blue sky beyond. Black smoke boiled up from unseen fires, billowing out of some of the holes.


  Grief and sorrow pressed on her, and she wanted to drop to her knees and start pulling aside debris until she found her mother’s body. She couldn’t just leave Mona here, buried with the bodies of the Gaian commanders and Ra daemons.


  But she didn’t kneel in the debris. Instead, she started to move, climbing over the rubble. She struggled with the distant, detached feeling, the hazy semi-consciousness she couldn’t seem to wake from. Wet, warm blood trickled down the side of her face and it was so hard to focus.


  She clambered over the heaps of rubble toward the corner of the warehouse where she’d first come in. Her daemon muscles carried her easily over the treacherous footing as she leaped from steel panel to broken door to chunk of flooring. Within moments, she was stepping onto unobstructed floor. The side of the warehouse by the loading bays was engulfed in flames, the remains of the crates of explosive fertilizer nothing but a fireball now. The heat beat at her, pushing her away. Her eyes swept over it as the smoke burnt her nose, then she turned and walked toward the opposite wall, sharp bits of metal and other things crunching under her boots. Distant power raged inside her, crackling over her arms.


  Flashes of black on either side of her.


  The two reapers were on her instantaneously and shock froze her hazy thoughts—then power blasted out of her, ripping into them. Blood and gore splattered the floor. She dimly marveled at her daemon reflexes, so fast her foggy mind couldn’t keep up.


  Without making the conscious decision to move, she turned around.


  Two dozen paces away, silhouetted against the flames behind him, Samael stood with his two remaining elite knights.


  “Piper,” he said. The power in his deep voice washed through the huge space, as real as the heat of the fire. “I am pleased to see you survived.”


  Her lips curved in a cool smile and her voice came out in a sultry, malevolent purr. “You shouldn’t be.”


  Samael went very still, his gaze intensifying. “No?”


  “Vengeance is the most elusive pleasure, but today we will relish it.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “‘We?’”


  “Oh, Samael,” she chimed in a strange singsong voice. “You are blind, as blind as Sarhasain when he looked into Nyrtaroth’s eyes in the moment before his death.”


  Samael tensed, astonishment flickering in his red eyes. He hesitated, uncertain for the first time. “Who are you?”


  Her lips stretched into a wider smile. She lifted her arms, white lightning crackling over her skin. “I am the Sahar.”


  His eyes widened, shock rippling across his face.


  She snapped her arms toward him. Power surged out of her, fast as lightning as it hurtled straight for him. Black light flashed as the white fire exploded where they stood.


  The explosive light died away, revealing nothing but the scorched floor. She walked slowly to the spot and leaned down, touching a finger to the floor. It was wet. She lifted her finger, studied the blood coating her fingertip, then touched it to her tongue. The taste of burnt copper singed her tongue.


  She started back across the room until she reached the outer wall, then blasted a hole in the steel panels. She hopped out of the opening.


  “Freeze, daemon!” someone yelled.


  Her head turned. A squad of Gaians had just rounded the corner of the warehouse, large guns in their hands. Behind her, smoke billowed from the building, and in the distance was the sound of more explosions and popping gunfire.


  “Freeze!” one of the approaching Gaians yelled.


  She smiled and flicked a hand toward them.


  A band of white magic rushed out from her, expanding outward almost swifter than the eye could see. It hit the soldiers at chest level, cutting them down in one sweep. She pivoted on one agile foot and started off in the opposite direction. The sounds of explosions grew louder. She passed burning buildings and twisted, exploded piping without a glance. As she neared the north perimeter, she circled a round, steel tank and stopped.


  Ahead, the Gaians were in a full-out battle against a large force of Ras. The Gaians outnumbered the Ras by at least double but the fight was at a stalemate. The Ras were holding against the Gaians and their weapons, armored jeeps, and rocket launchers, but neither could advance. They were scattered among the smoke stacks and tangled piping, smoke hazing the air.


  She scanned the group. Magic built inside her body, distant pain searing her nerves. Her lips curved and she walked forward—straight into the battle.


  With a casual wave of her hand, the three closest jeeps exploded. Attention snapped toward her from all sides. She stretched her arms out to either side, white magic swirling around her in lines of hissing light.


  A boom resounded as someone fired a rocket launcher at her. She looked up at the incoming shell. Magic leaped off her body and struck the rocket, blasting it away. The spelled steel pellets from inside of it landed among the Gaian ranks. Ribbons of red power erupted, slicing through helpless soldiers before they could flee.


  She turned toward the Ra daemons. Halberds were pointed toward her, golden magic glowing over the blades. One of their leaders called a command and a ripple ran through their ranks—and then they began to retreat, backing away behind the row of low steel tanks.


  She lifted her arms above her head, summoning more power from the Sahar. Then she slashed her hands down and the magic erupted with the force of a volcano. Everything turned white, the sound impossible to bear as power ripped through the tanks. Tiny flashes of golden light—griffins’ shields—were swallowed by the blast before they could fully form.


  She rotated back to face the Gaians. They were running, abandoning their positions to flee her power. Again, she raised her hands and brought them down, unleashing a second explosion of unstoppable magic. It ripped through vehicles, equipment, and bodies, destroying everything in its path.


  When the world went quiet and the drifting smoke began to fade, she surveyed her handiwork. The ground had been leveled, equipment reduced to twisted bits of metal, and the jeeps were blackened skeletons. She wandered into the open space, stepping heedlessly on the debris and the dead. As she reached the center of the space, she stopped abruptly.


  The haze of smoke roiled, drifting slowly away. As it cleared, a silhouette gradually appeared. The breeze brushed across her skin, and the smoke vanished with a final swirl.


  Ash stood at the edge of the destruction. His dark wings were half-spread, his curved black sword in hand. He stood perfectly still, his obsidian eyes trained on her.


  She pivoted sharply to face the opposite direction.


  Lyre stood at the other end of the blackened ground, where she’d first entered the battlefield. He too was no longer in glamour, an arrow nocked in his bow, ready to be drawn. A silver chain hung from his teeth, glittering with rows of gemstones. His eyes were as black as Ash’s, just as grim and unyielding in a face so beautiful and magnetic that his aura seemed to physically pull her toward him.


  She jerked her gaze away from the incubus and looked back at Ash. His hand flexed on the hilt of his sword.


  “Drop the Sahar, Piper,” he said. His deep, alien daemon voice shivered through the distance between them.


  She tipped her head back and laughed, her voice chiming like bells.


  Ash’s mouth flattened into a thin line. She lifted her arms, calling up a fresh wave of power from the Sahar. He raised his sword and black fire ran down the blade.


  A loud thunk sounded from behind her. She spun and saw the arrow sticking out of the ground at her feet. She flung her hands down, hurling her spell at the arrow as it exploded. The two attacks collided, blasting her into the air. She landed on her feet, sliding backward, and spun again.


  Ash slammed into her.


  The impact threw her back and this time she fell, but magic was already rushing to her hands. It burst out of her, hurling him back despite the shield he’d cast between them. His wings flared. She jumped to her feet and slashed her hand through the air. A glowing white belt of power whipped toward him, shattering his shield. He leaped backward with a beat of his wings, dodging the worst of it, but not all. His blood splattered the ground.


  “Piper!” he yelled, desperation tingeing his voice. “Snap out of it!”


  She flung another attack at him. He shielded, wings flaring as he was thrown backward again. He landed on his feet, tail snapping out behind him, and he swung his sword toward her. Black fire launched off the tip of the blade, rushing at her in an expanding half-circle of flames. She hurled her own band of white magic into its path, then swiftly cast a shield as heat and sizzling power blew over her from the impact.


  Ash burst through the smoky aftermath, coming straight for her. Her lips peeled back from her teeth and she raised her hand, another lethal whip of power already forming to cleave him in two.


  In a flash of dark fletching, an arrow struck her hand. It ripped straight through the fleshy muscle beside her thumb, and she screamed, snatching her hand back as blood gushed from the hole.


  Ash crashed into her, driving her into the ground. His hand clamped over her face and magic rushed into her. She screamed furiously and pulsed magic through her body, burning away his spell in an instant. Heedless of the pain, she flung her hands into his chest and unleashed her rage.


  The power hurled him off her. He crashed into the charred remains of a jeep.


  She spun again. A glowing sphere of magic formed in the space between her hands, spinning fast as it expanded. She lifted it high and met Lyre’s eyes as he lifted his bow, an arrow nocked and ready to fire. She threw the orb of magic at him. It swelled as it whipped through the air, erupting into a spinning, howling tornado of white power. He vanished, engulfed in the whirlwind.


  Pivoting quickly, she scanned for Ash. A flicker of light caught her eye—but it wasn’t Ash. She turned back to her spinning whirlwind. As it dissipated, the golden glow in its center grew brighter. Her spell died away entirely. Lyre stood within a glowing dome, bow in hand, untouched by her attack. She bared her teeth.


  A flash of black came from above her. She looked up as dark wings blotted out the sun. Ash dove at her.


  She flung a blast into his shield and he diverted to the side, spinning past her. A glancing blow slammed into her side and she barely managed to stay on her feet, calling on the Sahar’s raging power for a spell that would obliterate him.


  A second flash of black wings appeared out of nowhere beside her.


  The second draconian drove his fist into her side. Pain crushed her ribs, the snapping sounds loud in her ears. She fell back, meeting Raum’s ice-blue eyes. Ash reappeared and grabbed her left arm, the knife in his other hand hitting her armguard, but it skidded across the impenetrable dragon scale.


  They would not take the Sahar from her. An uncontrolled shockwave of power exploded out of her body in every direction, throwing the draconians back. She leaped to her feet and flung out her hands—


  Agony speared her thigh and her leg buckled under her. She looked in shock at the arrow protruding from her thigh. The feathered shaft began to glow. Electricity erupted over the arrow, surging into her body. She screamed, collapsing to the ground as her muscles convulsed.


  The spell died quickly but her muscles refused to respond as she tried to roll over. Weight landed on her back and rough hands shoved her into the dirt. She shrieked furiously, magic swelling inside her, and then a fist smashed into her cheek. Darkness crackled across her vision.


  “Raum!” Ash snarled.


  “Hurry up.”


  A hand grabbed her arm, twisting it painfully. Out of the corner of her eye, she blurrily saw Ash press his knife to her armguard. Black fire swept over the blade. The dragon scale leather sizzled and heat seared her arm. No! Rage engulfed her and power rushed through her muscles. She shoved up, half-dislodging Raum from her back as she tried to tear her arm away from Ash.


  With a slash of the fire-coated knife, he sliced through the leather and flung the armguard aside. The Sahar flew through the air and landed a few feet away with a loud clink.


  She slumped, the strength gone from her muscles. Her body felt hollow and empty, devoid of magic. Her mind was just as empty, an echoing void barren of thought and emotion. She stared at nothing, aware of the uncomfortable grit beneath her cheek but barely registering the pain of her injuries.


  “Piper?” Ash’s voice was hoarse but soft, weary and tinged with fear. “Piper, can you hear me?”


  The weight on her back lifted and gentle hands turned her over. Pain grew in her consciousness: agony in her ribs and thigh, the throbbing pain in her skull, the burning wound in her hand.


  Ash and Raum leaned over her. Her eyes slid from one face to the other and back. Another pain awoke, a tormenting anguish much worse than any physical pain. A scythe disappearing into a chest, a white blouse drenched in blood, a final smile. Her mouth trembled, the anguish building inside her.


  Her eyes locked on Ash’s, desperate for a haven as the storm of suffering inside her grew.


  “Piper?” he whispered.


  Her throat convulsed. “Ash,” she croaked.


  Relief swept across his face.


  A massive boom from somewhere too close shook the ground. Another explosion sounded, even louder. Raum pushed to his feet.


  “We need to go now,” he said. “Samael’s forces will reach us soon.”


  Ash nodded and slid his arms underneath her. She gasped as he lifted her, her broken ribs flaring with pain. Careful of the arrow sticking out of her leg, he cradled her gently in his arms.


  Lyre appeared in her line of vision, his mesmerizing face tight with worry.


  “Is she okay?” The stunning harmonic tones of his voice washed over her, soothing her pain and dulling her grief.


  “I think so,” Ash said. “She seems to be in shock.”


  “She needs healing. Are Kiev and Seiya out yet?”


  “Should be. Grab the Sahar so we can get the hell out of here.” He nodded toward the ground.


  Lyre hesitantly reached down, plucked it from the rubble, and tucked it into the front of his shirt. Another explosion rocked the ground.


  “Go,” Raum said tightly.


  Ash took two steps, then stopped. “Wait.” He looked down at her. “Piper, where’s your mother?”


  She stared at him, her heart tearing apart in her chest, and her eyes started to burn.


  He squeezed her shoulder gently. “Piper, where’s your mother? Do we need to go get her?”


  “We don’t have time for this,” Raum snapped.


  She swallowed, struggling to breathe as she squeezed her eyes shut. Tears overflowed, leaving cold trails down her cheeks.


  “Ash!” Raum barked.


  Ash hissed angrily and broke into a run, holding Piper close to steady her. She kept her eyes shut as pain ricocheted through her injuries despite his best efforts. Explosions sounded behind them with increasing frequency and the stench of smoke burned her nose. She still didn’t open her eyes. In her head, she watched her mother die, over and over. And she could only wish that she had died too.


  


  CHAPTER 25


  PIPER’S eyelids fluttered. Light stabbed at her eyes and she closed them again, unwilling to face the brightness. Her body ached, fatigue weighing her down. Her head felt muzzy and empty. She drew in a deep breath and let it out. A frown tugged at her lips. The air tasted strange... different but familiar.


  She squinted in the dim light, confused by the odd swath of darkness above her. She blinked and realized she was staring up at a canvas roof. Was she in a tent?


  “Piper?”


  She rolled her head to the side, dizziness washing over her. Ash sat beside her, dark circles marring the skin under his eyes. Seeing she was awake, he leaned closer and touched her arm.


  “How do you feel?” he asked.


  She licked her lips, trying to work some moisture into her mouth.


  “Tired,” she croaked. “Where are we?”


  “The Underworld.”


  Alarm shot through her. She struggled to sit up, eyes flashing around the empty interior of the small tent.


  Ash pushed her back down, his touch gentle but firm. “We’re safe here. This is nowhere near Asphodel.”


  She reluctantly relaxed, frowning at the tent walls. Beyond them, she could hear the murmur of voices—unfamiliar voices, too many for it to be just Lyre, Seiya, and Kiev. Confusion touched her but quickly died away, her emotions strangely distant.


  “Why are we here?” she asked, her voice raspy and her throat painfully dry.


  Ash’s jaw tightened. “Samael brought a large force to the Gaian facility and they razed it to the ground. We barely got away without being seen. Without Raum’s warning, they would have caught us. I think Samael intended to trap us.”


  She blinked. “Raum warned you?”


  “He caught up to us just as we arrived. Lyre and I went to search for you while Seiya and Kiev tried to evacuate the workers. I think some of them got away. It’s nothing but a smoldering ruin now.”


  Piper swallowed hard, clutching handfuls of the blanket someone had laid over her. Samael had told Maasehet that he’d come to ensure the Gaians’ destruction, hadn’t he? The Gaians were no longer a useful tool for him, so he’d wiped them out.


  She carefully sat up, wincing at the unpleasant ache in her ribs. Ash shifted closer and she leaned against him. He slid an arm behind her, pulling her closer.


  “What happened, Piper?” he asked softly.


  She stared at the blanket in her lap, twisting it in her hands.


  “We talked to the Command Staff,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Maybe we had them convinced, I don’t know. But then Maasehet and her guards broke in. She’d found out about Samael’s involvement, so she came to kill all the Gaian commanders. But before she could... Samael...”


  Ash stiffened. “Samael was there?”


  She nodded. “He had his reapers kill all the Gaians. He told Maasehet they weren’t useful anymore. Then he... he killed...”


  His arm tightened around her. Her throat closed and buried torment threatened to break her wall of numbness.


  “He did it to hurt me. He was punishing me.”


  “It’s not your fault,” Ash whispered.


  “I should have stopped them,” she choked.


  Her barrier of detachment shattered and anguish tore through her. She turned blindly to Ash and he pulled her into his lap, holding her tightly as she cried. Sobs shook her entire body.


  Time was meaningless in the grip of grief, but eventually exhaustion overwhelmed the pain and she slumped weakly against his chest, tears trickling down her face. He ran his hand over her hair, heedless of the remnants of dried blood from her head wound.


  “What happened then?” he murmured.


  “I—I just—I don’t know.” She pressed her face against his shoulder and squeezed her eyes shut. “I blew up the room. And—and the fertilizer exploded, I guess. Something hit me in the head and I fell...”


  “What about Samael?”


  “Teleported,” she mumbled.


  “And Maasehet?”


  “Dead...”


  He held her silently for a few moments. “And then?”


  Her eyes opened and she stared sightlessly at the tent walls. And then? And then she had gone insane, hadn’t she? It was all a blur: waking up again, climbing out of the debris, and—had she faced Samael again? She had a vague image in her mind of him silhouetted against an inferno, two reapers at his side, but she couldn’t recall anything else.


  It was like remembering a dream. Foggy snapshots of images—a group of Gaians cut down by a band of white magic, the battle between the Ra and Gaian soldiers, a massive explosion. White magic crackling over her arms like tiny bolts of lightning. Hazy recollections of the sounds, the smell of blood and seared flesh, the burn of power surging through her body.


  One memory stood out clearly: Ash appearing through the smoke, wings half spread, sword in his hand. After that, all she could remember were flashes of white magic, dark flames, and pain. Lots of pain.


  “You—you stopped me?” she whispered hoarsely.


  He hesitated then nodded. “Me, Lyre, and Raum.”


  Had she fought Raum too? Though Ash had already mentioned Raum helping them, she had no recollection of the draconian’s presence.


  She looked up at Ash. “Did I hurt you?”


  He brushed a hand over her forehead, where something had struck her in the fertilizer explosion. “Don’t you remember?”


  She shook her head. “Just... just flashes. Like a dream. Did I hurt you?”


  “Only minor injuries. Lyre and Raum were fine.”


  Her eyes narrowed and she gave him a hard look.


  He sighed. “I had a few cracked ribs and lost some blood. Already healed. Raum did worse to your ribs.”


  She pressed a hand to her chest where it still ached. “He did?”


  “You’ll need to tell Lyre right away that you forgive him.”


  “For what?”


  His fingers closed around her hand and he turned it over. A shiny pink circle marked the center of the fleshy heel of her hand.


  “What is that?”


  “He shot an arrow through your hand. He also shot you in the leg.”


  Her eyes widened. “It wasn’t one of those exploding needle arrows, was it?”


  He smiled briefly. “No. But he’s still fretting about your reaction.”


  She looked back down at her hand and her stomach twisted. Her throat closed and she had to force the question out. “How many people did I kill?”


  His arms slid around her again, pulling her close.


  “I don’t know,” he said softly. “But they all would have died anyway. Samael’s company killed everyone at the facility.”


  Fresh tears welled in her eyes. Did it matter that they would have probably died anyway? She was the one who had taken their lives.


  Ash stroked her hair again. “It’s not your fault. It was that goddamn Sahar. It did the same thing to me.”


  She trembled in his arms. Was that all it had been? She’d been afraid of what the vicious rage of the Sahar would do to her if combined with her merciless daemon bloodlust. She’d known she was taking a big risk carrying the Sahar while unable to control shading and her bloodlust, but she’d done it anyway, unwilling to give up the safety blanket of the Stone’s power. It was that same dependence again—instead of depending on Ash, she’d been depending on the Sahar to bail her out.


  And she’d killed a lot of people as a result.


  “It’s not your fault, Piper,” Ash told her, his voice soft. “You’d just watched your mother die. You weren’t in control.”


  Had she been out of control? Had she been a raging monster... or a ruthless killer? It was so difficult to remember anything, but her vague recollections didn’t match anything she’d experienced before. She didn’t understand. She wasn’t sure she was blameless. She wasn’t sure about anything.


  She pressed her face against him, taking slow breaths to calm her shaking hands. He pulled the blanket up over her shoulders, tucking it around them. A wavering smile, hidden against his chest, curved her lips—the powerful, deadly draconian holding her while she wept and wrapping her in blankets to comfort her. Then guilt slashed through her tiny moment of contentment, remorse that she dared smile when her mother’s body was nothing but ashes in the debris of the fertilizer plant.


  Ash pulled her closer as she shivered with grief. She let out a shuddering breath, trying to focus on something else.


  “Samael destroyed the whole facility,” she whispered. “He destroyed it and killed them all because I went to them with the truth, didn’t he?”


  A moment of silence passed before he answered. “I think Samael was planning to eliminate them no matter what. He had to destroy the evidence before someone like Maasehet could start digging for more of his secrets.”


  She bit her lower lip, a chill of dread creeping down her spine. “What did his army do after destroying the plant?”


  “I don’t know. We didn’t wait around to watch.”


  Her feeling of dread grew. Had Samael taken his army back to the Underworld, their mission complete? What if he hadn’t? If he’d brought an army to Earth, the Ra family couldn’t ignore that. They would have to either cede control to Samael or bring in their own army. It could spiral into an all-out daemon war in no time.


  She met Ash’s dark, somber eyes and knew he’d already considered everything she was thinking. “This is it, isn’t it? Samael is beginning his next move.”


  Samael wanted control of Earth, and he’d been working toward that goal for years, every small step like a move on a chessboard. This could easily be the beginning of the end—the first step toward a war that would end with Hades controlling her world.


  “Why are we here?” she demanded. “We can’t do anything in the Underworld. How are we supposed to stop him from here?”


  Ash’s eyes were sad as he brushed his fingers over her cheek. “We can’t stop him. We’re just two people without an army.”


  She stared at him, desperation rising in her. He was right. Alone, how were they supposed to stop a war between the two most powerful daemon families?


  “And you,” he continued, “can’t go back at all. Samael knows you have the Sahar, and so do the Ras. If war is coming, controlling you and the Stone could mean the difference between victory and defeat.”


  She curled up against his chest, hiding her face again. He was right about that too. A shiver ran through her as she remembered the look in Samael’s eyes, that gleam of lust for her power. He wanted her as his tool, his weapon. The Ra family wanted the Sahar just as fervently, though she didn’t know if they would want her with it, not after she’d killed their heir.


  He squeezed her gently. “It’s not all bad news,” he said. “Come see.”


  She blinked in confusion. He pushed to his feet, drew her up with him, and helped wrap the blanket around her shoulders. With an arm around her waist, he guided her to the tent’s entrance and pushed one of the flaps aside, just enough for them to look out.


  Shadows streaked the ground from the low evening sun. Unfamiliar trees surrounded them, their roots twisting across the rocky ground. Two dozen yards away, a small fire crackled merrily, surrounded by over a dozen people.


  She stared, eyes flashing over the strangers. Seiya and Raum stood a little ways from the fire, talking, while Kiev sat beside an older lady, gesturing as he spoke. A cluster of dark-haired women surrounded Lyre and they suddenly burst into laughter at something he said. Several children sat in the dirt, closest to the warmth of the flames.


  “Draconians,” she breathed.


  “All the draconians from Asphodel,” Ash said.


  She looked up at him, her heart squeezing at the catch in his voice, the husky emotion. He stared at his kin with fierceness shining in his eyes.


  “How?” she asked.


  “Raum.” He shook his head. “He’s been preparing for years. He’d just been waiting for the right time. As soon as Samael left for Earth for the Gaian operation, Raum freed them and rushed them out before anyone knew what he’d done. There are none left there—no one Samael can hurt to force us to return. No draconian will ever serve Hades again.”


  Her eyes moved from one draconian to the next. A boy around Kiev’s age held a dragonet in his arms as he listened to Kiev talk—likely an animated tale of his recent adventures. So many pale, gaunt faces, but they looked so happy, free for the first time.


  She lifted her gaze to Ash, smiling. “This is amazing. You had no idea Raum was planning it?”


  “No.” His expression darkened briefly. “He didn’t trust me not to betray the others to protect Seiya.”


  “Oh,” she said. She was starting to get an idea about why Ash and Raum didn’t get along. “Would you have?”


  He hesitated. “I don’t know.”


  She nodded and leaned her head on his shoulder. “I understand.”


  They stood in silence for a few minutes, watching the draconians. Lyre’s hair was like a pale beacon among all the dark heads. The draconian women were mesmerized. They’d probably never seen an incubus before. They’d probably never been outside Asphodel before. Piper’s heart broke for them. But they were free now. It was truly the lone ray of light in the darkness that had fallen over the last twenty-four hours.


  “What now?” she asked quietly.


  “Raum has a location in mind already. This is as close as we could get by ley line. From here, we fly.” He lifted a hand and pointed.


  Beyond the canopy of trees, the jagged peaks of towering mountains rose, scraping at the sky. A lonely moon hovered just above the tallest peak, her two sisters out of sight. Golden light from the setting sun bathed the western faces, casting harsh shadows over every crag of rock.


  She swallowed hard, her eyes burning. So they would retreat into the remote mountains of the Underworld, hiding from Samael while whatever happened on Earth happened without them. It had all been for nothing, hadn’t it? If she’d just kept her mouth shut and her suspicions to herself, she never would have dragged her mother to Habinal City to be murdered—murdered for no reason.


  “It isn’t over, Piper,” Ash said.


  She tilted her head back to find him looking down at her, his grey eyes somehow both fierce and compassionate.


  “This isn’t the end. We might not be able to stop whatever Samael is planning, but we can make his life hell.” His hand touched her face, fingers brushing across her cheek. His voice softened. “We will make him pay.”


  His hand curled around the back of her neck and as he drew her lips to his, she knew he was right. His mouth closed over hers, intense and urgent, and she slid her arms around his neck, pulling him closer with equal need.


  This wasn’t the end. If war was coming, they alone couldn’t stop it. But they wouldn’t give up. They wouldn’t run away. And together, somehow, they would make Samael pay for each and every one of his crimes.
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