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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        This collection brings together twelve short stories from across the Steel & Stone series, each falling somewhere on the original timeline and told by Ash and Lyre. If you haven’t read the complete series, I recommend starting with Chase the Dark. Otherwise, I’m afraid this book won’t make a lot of sense!

      

        

      
        Choosing which stories to include in the collection was a real challenge. There are so many fun scenes, pivotal encounters, and beloved moments I would have loved to revisit. I couldn’t tell every story I wanted, so I chose ones that brought something new to the series: from insights into Ash and Lyre’s personalities, pasts, and decisions, to their interactions with each other, to desperate battles that Piper never knew of.

      

        

      
        Also included in this edition is the first chapter of The Night Realm, book one of the Spell Weaver trilogy, which delves deep into Lyre’s past and secrets, and reveals the beginnings of the powerful friendship between him and Ash.

      

        

      
        I’ll also be returning to their world once more in an upcoming Steel & Stone sequel Blackfire that will continue storylines from both series—bringing Ash, Lyre, and Piper together again. Sign up to my mailing list for updates!

      

        

      
        And now, happy reading!

      

        

      
        Annette Marie
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            Part I

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      The purple gem clinked as he set it on the steel box, bolted to the concrete shelf. A touch of his magic triggered the spell embedded in the gemstone.

      It glowed softly and Ash squinted to preserve his night vision. Light spread in snaking lines across the top of the box and down the reinforced sides, drawing unfamiliar patterns that shifted ceaselessly. The unrecognizable appearance of the spell didn’t concern him. He trusted Lyre’s weaving skills above anyone else’s, and with good reason.

      He glanced over his shoulder, but he knew even without looking that he was alone in the vault. Not only would he sense anyone’s approach, just as he could sense the empty space behind him and the twenty feet of solid earth above his head, but the wards he’d cast across the entrance would stop any unexpected visitors. Unlike the wards he’d unraveled on his way in.

      He focused on the box again, alone at the back of the concrete room. Lyre’s spell coiled across it, digging through the layers of magic rooted in the steel. Ash tamped down his impatience. Destroying the spells would have been far simpler, but he wasn’t here merely to steal the prize within. He had to steal it without anyone knowing.

      Slipping a hand into his pocket and grasping the smooth stone waiting there, he rolled it between his finger and thumb, wondering if the real one would feel different. His decoy was convincing. It had better be, considering Samael had provided it.

      As Lyre’s spell went still, the lines glowing but no longer in motion, Ash reached for the box. How easy it was to flip open the unresisting lid. Haemons overestimated the reliability of magic. Trusting a handful of wards to protect a treasure this valuable was the mistake of someone who didn’t understand that magic was only as good as its weaver—and there was almost always a better weaver.

      Magic was never a fail-safe. Sharp steel, on the other hand, had yet to let him down.

      He leaned over the box, curious despite himself. Nestled in a bed of black velvet, the teardrop stone the size of the end of his thumb glistened in the light of Lyre’s spell.

      A prickle ran down his spine. No, it couldn’t be.

      He snatched the stone from the box. It was light in his hand—too light—with the feel of plastic rather than stone. A faint thrill tingled across his skin, an attempt to make the stone seem enchanted, but he could sense the flavor of haemon magic.

      His lips pulled back from his teeth. A fake. A fake Sahar Stone locked in the vault. Did that fool of a Head Consul know he was guarding a counterfeit stone, or had he swapped the real one for this cheap imitation?

      Ash slammed the fake back into the box and snapped the lid shut. Adding another touch of magic to the gem, still affixed to the metal lid, he triggered the second phase of Lyre’s spell, and it resealed the box in its original protections. Jaw flexing, Ash again checked his pocket for his decoy.

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

      When Lyre’s spell went dark, he retrieved the depleted gem and inhaled slowly, calming himself. He began the slow process of picking his way back through the vault, erasing all signs of his trespass as he went. Most of the defensive spells he had been able to disarm—Lyre had taught him well—and in a few cases, he’d used his own magic to interrupt a ward without destroying it. It was simple enough to rearm the existing spells. No one would know he had been inside, though he wasn’t sure what the point of covering his tracks was anymore. He hadn’t successfully stolen anything. Had someone beaten him here?

      Five minutes later, he slipped out of the toolshed that hid the entrance to the vault. A whisper of his power called the shadows to him and he slid through the night, a dark wraith invisible to human eyes—and most daemon eyes.

      A familiar warmth touched his mind a moment before Zwi swept out of the shadows. She landed on his shoulder, chittering softly. Her chaotic thoughts bubbled through his head in a litany of complaints about how boring it had been to keep watch and how long she’d had to sit there waiting and how he should have been faster and why was he so angry?

      He shook his head, allowing her to see what he’d discovered in the vault. Draconians and dragonets didn’t “speak” to each other as humans understood it. The bond was far deeper and more intimate than that. They needed only to wish to share a thought, a feeling, or a memory for the exchange to happen instantaneously.

      Zwi grumbled, unimpressed with the haemon attempt at creating a fake stone. He silently agreed. It couldn’t pass for a lodestone, let alone the Sahar. It might be enough to fool a haemon, but any daemon would instantly see what it was. Did the Head Consul realize the deception would last only until a daemon delegate touched the fake?

      With Zwi perched on his shoulder, Ash circled the Consulate and entered through the front door, no longer bothering with stealth. A dusky, dark-haired Consul was slumped at the reception desk, snoring quietly. The man didn’t even stir as Ash passed him and headed for the stairs. In the basement level, murmuring voices drifted from the large common room where a few nocturnal daemons lounged.

      He opened the door to his room and stepped inside. A small light hovered in midair, casting a golden glow across the man sprawled on his bed. Lyre looked up from the book in his hands, amber eyes gleaming.

      “What are you doing in here?” Ash growled as Zwi jumped onto his pillow and nuzzled Lyre’s pale hair in greeting.

      The incubus grinned. “Most people don’t complain about having an incubus in their bed.”

      “Do I look like ‘most people’ to you?”

      Lyre smirked. Ash grabbed his ankles and dragged the incubus half off the mattress to make space to sit down. Lyre sat up and, crossing his legs, leaned back against the wall. Zwi cooed happily and curled up in his lap. Little traitor.

      Thumping back against the wall beside Lyre, Ash dug his hand in his pocket and tossed the purple gemstone toward the incubus.

      Lyre caught it neatly. “So, did it work?”

      Ash shrugged.

      Lyre pulled a tortured face. “Come on, man. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      Ash shrugged again just to annoy him.

      “If you don’t tell me, I won’t help you next time,” Lyre threatened.

      “Yes, you will. You can’t resist the challenge.”

      Lyre combed his fingers through Zwi’s mane. “You’re an ass, do you know that?”

      Ash smirked. “Yes, I know. The spell worked perfectly, as expected. All your weavings work perfectly.”

      Lyre beamed and tossed the stone into the air. “Well, not always. Remember that one time when your hair caught on fire and—”

      “Let’s not talk about that one.”

      Sniggering, Lyre let his head fall back against the wall, his gaze flashing across Ash’s face. “Aside from my weaving, I’m guessing it didn’t go well.”

      “No.”

      “Fill me in. Maybe I can help.”

      “No.” Ash said nothing more. His terse response was fueled not by anger but necessity. He wouldn’t tell Lyre what his assignment was. He never told Lyre any more than he absolutely needed to. It was enough that the incubus helped him so often. He wouldn’t drag his best friend any deeper into his messes—or back into the hell Lyre had barely escaped.

      A hell Ash would never escape.

      “I can’t imagine what could be so interesting in a Consulate vault,” Lyre prompted. “It can’t be that dangerous, can it?”

      Ash grimaced. Lyre had no idea how dangerous the vault’s treasure—had it been there—actually was.

      He closed his eyes. The Sahar wasn’t in the vault, and whether it was in the Consulate or not, his job had gotten exponentially more difficult.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part II

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      Ash strode across the Consulate lawn, the afternoon sun glaring in his eyes. In his head, Zwi contemplated the possibility of catching the squirrel in a nearby tree.

      Pay attention to your job, he chided. Besides, what would you do with a squirrel?

      “Eat it” was the gist of her response. As she grouched about how absolutely starving she was, he shook his head. The ravenous reptile was always hungry. Zwi returned her focus to the Head Consul’s office window and watched him work, channeling a constant stream of “this is boring” brain waves to Ash.

      He took the front steps two at a time, though he had nowhere to rush to. Impatience burned through him, but his search of the grounds had provided no information. He didn’t know if the Sahar was even here. If it wasn’t, he didn’t have a clue where to start searching. Samael had insisted this was where Ash would find it. Even if the warlord’s information was the cause of his failure, Ash didn’t relish the idea of returning empty-handed. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d be punished for Samael’s mistakes.

      What he did know was that a meeting had been planned for some time—a gathering of daemons that would take place here at the Consulate, not at the decoy location that had been leaked a few days ago. And, according to Samael, the Sahar would then be moved from the Consulate to the location where the Hades and Ra families would use their best spells to entomb it beneath the earth. That was what Ash needed to prevent. He had to swap the real Sahar for his fake before that.

      He crossed the foyer, noting the unmanned reception desk. Unusual. Where was the on-duty Consul?

      Somewhere in the basement, people were shouting. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, his senses stretched ahead of him and he berated himself for being so distracted that he hadn’t noticed the lower level had emptied of daemons—except for two. As the voices rose again, he strode toward the common room, his temper rising with each step. He didn’t want any commotion right now—nothing that could spook Quinn or further complicate his job.

      “You—Ether, no!” a female shrieked.

      In the center of the space, a hulking daemon guffawed as a smaller man lunged off the floor, his attention fixed on a girl with her hands outstretched placatingly. Her eyes were wide, her green irises bright even from across the room.

      “Ether,” she began, “let’s stay—”

      The daemon sprang at the girl, bowling her over. Ash expected her to slam gracelessly into the floor, but she went down in a controlled fall and flung Ether off with a double-footed kick. But she was too slow coming out of her roll, and Ether grabbed her by the hair and threw her. She crashed down on the coffee table. The legs broke and she thumped onto the floor.

      As Ether whirled on the other daemon, Ash stepped into the threshold. Subtle magic flowed out of him, a cold thrum of power that announced his presence to the two daemons.

      “Stop!” the girl cried at her opponents.

      They had already frozen, their attention whipping to Ash. The girl looked over as well and her face paled from warm cream to ghostly white.

      “What are you doing, Ether?” Ash asked quietly.

      Ether cleared his throat, his aggression snuffing out like a candle flame in the wind. “Ash. Ozar ate Shishu and I—”

      “And it’s your own damn fault,” Ash interrupted coldly. Ozar had eaten the frog? He almost pulled a disgusted face but restrained himself. “Don’t break the rules because you didn’t protect your own. No bloodshed.”

      Ignoring Ether’s cringe, Ash turned to Ozar. The huge, half-witted daemon was a liability Ash didn’t need. “You’re leaving the Consulate tonight.”

      “What?” Ozar rumbled dully. “No, I—”

      “You’re leaving. Tonight.”

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

      Ash waited a moment to make sure they wouldn’t argue—unlikely they were that stupid—then glanced at the girl. She knelt among the remains of the coffee table, staring at the floor. But her submissive posture was ruined by her clenched jaw and rigid shoulders. He almost thought it was fear, the most common reaction to his presence, but no. It was anger.

      Anger? She was angry that he’d dared to save her life? Humans.

      He turned away from the common room, leaving the two cowed daemons and the outraged girl behind.
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        * * *

      

      “So,” Lyre drawled, leaning against the granite island with a half-eaten sandwich in his hand. “I hear you saved the cute apprentice from imminent death.”

      “Apprentice?” Ash repeated as he joined Lyre in the dark kitchen, the evening shadows barely held at bay by the recessed lights under the cupboards. He eyed Lyre’s sandwich, wondering if the incubus had made it himself or stolen it. “Oh, you mean the girl.”

      “The ‘girl,’” Lyre repeated in aggrieved tones. “Don’t pretend you’ve never noticed her before. You might be impervious to female charms, but you aren’t blind.”

      Ash opened the fridge to check for any miracle sandwiches. “I suppose I’ve seen her around. She’s been here for a few years, hasn’t she?”

      “I think she’s been here since she was a kid. Have you seriously never noticed her before?”

      Sighing at the lack of immediately edible food, Ash swung the fridge door shut again. “Everyone but you avoids me, remember?”

      “Hmm, I suppose.” Lyre stuffed the rest of his sandwich in his mouth and spoke between ungainly chewing. “Well, you’re missing out. She’s adorably feisty.”

      Ash scrunched his eyes in thought. “Isn’t she the Head Consul’s daughter? The haemon girl who doesn’t have any magic?”

      “The very one.”

      “You haven’t been messing around with the Head Consul’s girl, have you?”

      “Of course not. Do I look like an idiot?”

      As he opened the pantry door, Ash cast Lyre a long look in answer. While the incubus pouted in mock insult, Ash entered the huge pantry and contemplated his options. He needed to eat but his appetite was noticeably absent. Worry chewed at his innards instead.

      “How much longer are we staying here?” Lyre asked from the other side of the kitchen. “If we hang around much longer, it’ll arouse suspicion. Plus, this place is boring as hell.”

      “Zwi agrees with you on that last part,” Ash muttered under his breath. Suspicious or not, he couldn’t leave until he confirmed whether the Sahar was here. He was hoping Quinn had hidden it somewhere else in the manor.

      “So?” Lyre prompted. “How long until …”

      He trailed off, and Ash sensed it too—someone approaching. Light footsteps slowed as they came into the kitchen. Lyre must have slipped out of sight, because the new arrival cautiously approached the pantry instead.

      A sweet feminine scent drifted to him at the same time Lyre’s purring tones broke the silence.

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      The incubus’s victim made a choking noise. “Lyre, can’t you ever keep your hands to yourself?”

      Ash’s eyebrows rose at the familiar voice. It was the feisty apprentice girl, and she sounded equal amounts annoyed and disgusted. A woman who wasn’t instantly breathless from Lyre’s attention? No wonder he found her intriguing. Most prey was only too willing to fall into his bed.

      “No,” Lyre replied smoothly. “You’re just so easy.” His voice went a little deeper. “So am I.”

      Ash swallowed back a snort.

      “Would you mind finding someone else to harass?” the girl growled. “I’m not in the mood right now.”

      “I’m always in the mood.”

      Rolling his eyes, Ash grabbed a random box from the snacks shelf and stepped out of the pantry. This was not a conversation he cared to eavesdrop on.

      At his appearance, the girl stiffened. He barely glanced her way as he headed for the fridge. His presence would only make her uncomfortable and ruin Lyre’s fun, so Ash intended to grab a drink and get lost.

      “Ash,” the girl said, her voice flat.

      He turned in surprise. She froze under his stare but this time he let his gaze rove over her—her shoulder-length hair streaked with black and red, bright green eyes lined with dark makeup, and an athletic body with lean muscles. She held herself like a fighter, confidence lurking in her posture even as she shrank slightly.

      And those eyes … her green irises were ablaze with emotion. Was she still angry? She’d greeted him, which was more than he’d expected, but it hadn’t been friendly.

      His consideration seemed to unnerve her, and he absently opened the box, discovering crackers that smelled like dill and salt. When he popped one in his mouth, she relaxed a bit, though she was giving him a strange look. Not sure how to respond, he merely nodded.

      Lyre slid up beside her and snaked his arm around her waist. Her wide-eyed focus on Ash snapped away and a glare hardened her expression as she twisted out of Lyre’s reach.

      “Would you get off?” She leaned against the kitchen counter and folded her arms. “I just got into serious trouble and I’d like an excuse to punch something soft and bruisable.”

      “The frog thing didn’t go down well with the Head, did it?” Lyre asked sympathetically.

      Her shoulders slumped. “You know?”

      “Everyone knows.” He shrugged. “It’s not that big a deal. Ether is an emotional dipshit. Powerful, but a dipshit.”

      “My father thinks it’s a big deal.” Her voice shifted closer to a whine. “Why did Ether even have a pet frog?”

      A good question. Ash ate another cracker. Most kelpies didn’t have pet frogs, and he had no more clue than the girl about why Ether had one.

      “He’s pretty amphibious himself, you know,” Lyre told her. “He’ll get over it. That frog was damn annoying.” He leaned closer. “But if you need comforting, let me know.”

      The girl was too busy slapping Lyre’s hand away to see Ash roll his eyes again.

      “Quit screwing around, Lyre,” she snapped. “I’m in serious trouble, don’t you get it?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to screw around yet,” Lyre complained. “What’s the big deal about a frog?”

      The girl shot Ash a cold look. He stuck another cracker in his mouth. If she was in trouble because he’d saved her from dying at either Ether’s or Ozar’s hands, he wouldn’t apologize for it. Annoyed by her unspoken accusation, he turned to the fridge, resuming his plan to get a drink and leave the incubus to his flirting.

      “So?” Lyre asked. “What’s the big deal?”

      The pantry door opened and closed before she answered. “It’s just such a bad time. It would be seriously bad for the Consuls to look powerless today.”

      Halfway through reaching into the fridge, Ash’s hand stuttered. He resumed the motion, careful to appear casual as he focused on the girl behind him.

      “And what’s special about today?” Lyre persisted.

      She said nothing.

      With a sugary can of cream soda in hand, Ash turned around to fix an intense stare on her as she frowned at her half-eaten chocolate bar. She knew. She knew something about what Quinn was up to.

      “So it’s tonight, then?” he asked, hoping to surprise an answer out of her. “They’re moving it out of the Consulate before morning?”

      Her head snapped up and their eyes met. Her shock, though quickly suppressed, was the confirmation he needed.

      “Move what?” Lyre asked blankly.

      The girl struggled not to cower. “I don’t know.”

      Ash’s eyes narrowed. A lie, he was positive. But he said nothing, eating another cracker and looking away before he made her even more mistrustful.

      “I … have to get to my lesson,” she mumbled.

      He barely noticed her leave. Quinn was moving the Sahar tonight. If the meeting and relocation were still scheduled, then the Sahar had to be here—and Ash needed to get his hands on it before it left the grounds, or his neck would be on the executioner’s block by tomorrow morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part III

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      He sat on the edge of the bed, his elbows braced on his knees.

      The meeting between the Head Consul and the representatives from Ra and Hades had finished twenty minutes ago, and he was still sitting in this damn room. Zwi had followed the men to the toolshed, and they’d all descended into the vault. Figuring they would spend at least ten minutes inside, Ash had called Zwi back to the house to check on the apprentice girl.

      Damn that Head Consul. Ash had intimidated the rest of the Consulate’s guests into leaving for the night, removing all potential witnesses, but Quinn knew Ash’s reputation. His ridiculous order to move Ash and Lyre upstairs, with the apprentice to watch over them, had barely seemed like an inconvenience at first, but the persistent girl had hung around for hours. Didn’t humans sleep at night?

      He couldn’t leave this floor until he was certain his absence would go unnoticed. If she found him gone, she would raise a ruckus about it, and his cover would be blown.

      So that’s why he was sitting on the edge of his bed, wearing only cotton sleep pants as though he were about to go to sleep. He suspected she would check on him and Lyre one more time before she went to sleep herself, and he didn’t want to rouse her suspicions.

      He flexed his jaw, chafing at the delay. He had no idea what was happening in the vault. He couldn’t miss his chance.

      Zwi’s presence drew nearer and she showed him a glimpse of the apprentice’s door. Clinging to the wall, the dragonet pulled on the handle, cracked the door open, and poked her head inside. The apprentice lay across her bed, but she was fully dressed and staring at the ceiling, a small wrinkle between her brows.

      Ash ground his teeth. Did he take the chance she wouldn’t check on him, or should he put her to sleep? It wouldn’t be difficult, and she would probably never realize she’d been spelled.

      Zwi’s surprise broke into his thoughts. The dragonet had slunk noiselessly into the girl’s room and was focused on a small black box sitting on the girl’s dresser—a ring box that smelled of Quinn and magic. The dragonet crept closer, then glanced at the bed where the girl was transfixed by the ceiling, lost in thought.

      Zwi, Ash warned. Don’t bother. It can’t be anything important—

      Ignoring him, Zwi climbed onto the dresser and crouched over the box, sniffing it. Quinn’s scent was all over it—something he had handled repeatedly.

      Without warning, the apprentice sat up. Shock splashed across her face when she spotted Zwi.

      His dragonet’s shared vision cut off and Ash surged to his feet with a hissed curse.

      “Hey!” The girl’s voice, muffled by the walls, reached his ears. “Put that down!”

      Zwi, Ash snarled silently. She saw you! Leave it be!

      “Get back here with that!” A door slammed open and footsteps thundered down the hall.

      Another thud and Zwi yelped. Ash almost threw his door open, but resisted at a flash of annoyance from Zwi. A human-sized body thumped to the floor right outside his door. A moment later, Zwi’s claws clattered in the heating duct and she popped through the vent into his room, the small ring box in her mouth.

      “What am I supposed to do with that now?” Ash hissed almost soundlessly. “She watched you bring it to me.”

      Zwi grumbled and spat the box out.

      He needed to get rid of the girl immediately so he could find out what was happening in that vault. With sharp, angry movements, he stepped up to his door and wrenched it open. He glanced down the hall, double-checking they were alone, then faced the girl, expecting to find her standing in front of him.

      Instead, she was sitting on the floor at his feet. He blinked down at her.

      A pink tinge flamed across her cheeks and she leaped to her feet, her stare sweeping over his half-naked body. Her attention faltered to a stop a lot lower than his face, and he waited as she struggled to drag her eyes up, her blush deepening with each second.

      Zwi hopped onto his shoulder with a chirp and the girl jumped, her gaze finally jerking up the rest of the way. Zwi grabbed the end of the tie in his hair and chewed on it, simultaneously filling his head with questions about the girl’s scent—the emotions Zwi could smell as clearly as he could. Fear, anger … and a hint of arousal.

      He was trying not to think about her scent.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, silently telling Zwi to can it.

      The girl shivered and adrenaline flooded her scent, sweeping away that hint of arousal. She straightened her spine, meeting his eyes with an aggressive glare, and he choked back the rise of instincts that demanded he meet her challenge with violence.

      “Your dragonet snuck into my room and stole something from me,” she told him angrily.

      He glanced at Zwi on his shoulder, looking as innocent as a kitten, then back at the girl. “Why would she do that?”

      Her glower intensified. “You tell me.”

      “Zwi, were you stealing again?” he murmured, working to keep his tone and body language casual. Impatience scraped at his nerves. “Go get it.”

      Grumbling again, Zwi jumped down to get the box. The apprentice blinked at him, her glare replaced by disbelief. Zwi returned to his shoulder, the box in her mouth, and Ash held out his hand. The dragonet dropped it onto his palm.

      Power oozed from the box and thrummed against his skin, and he barely kept his expression blank. That potent, pulsing magic. He’d never felt anything like it before. He stared at the object. It couldn’t possibly be—

      The girl snatched the box out of his hand.

      He stiffened, his stare flashing up as his temper and instincts blended dangerously. She took half a step back, fear tinging her scent. It would be so easy to take that box. So easy to silence her permanently. So easy to make her disappear forever.

      He exhaled harshly, rolling his shoulders as he cast off the temptation. He might be a monster, but he hadn’t sunk that low. Yet. Besides, killing her would hardly make for a smooth burglary.

      Zwi grumbled in his ear, complaining that he’d almost dumped her on the floor. The girl took another step back and stuck the ring box down the front of her shirt, jamming it between her breasts. His eyebrows shot up as he glanced from her cleavage to her face.

      Her glare returned but she said nothing. So he didn’t say anything either as Lyre glided out of the shadows.

      The incubus caught her from behind, pulling her back into him, hands caressing her waist. She flung herself forward, almost falling into Ash, then whipped around and threw a punch that might have actually done some damage if Lyre hadn’t caught it in his palm.

      “Feisty tonight, my love,” he purred. His gaze darted to Ash, a subtle question, and Ash gave a slight nod.

      Not much escaped Lyre’s notice. He knew the girl was causing Ash trouble, and if she wouldn’t go to sleep like a good human, then Lyre would ensure she was sufficiently distracted that thoughts of Ash wouldn’t even cross her mind. And then he could discreetly investigate that ring box.

      Lyre refocused on his prey. “Is this what it looks like? A moonlight tryst? Why wasn’t I invited?”

      The girl yanked her hand, trying to free it from his grip. “Let go. What are you doing up? Go back to bed.”

      “Only if you come with me,” he breathed, leaning closer as his eyes darkened.

      Arousal returned to her scent, so fast that Ash knew Lyre had unleashed his invisible aphrodesia magic—probably just enough to convince the girl to stop resisting. But despite her obvious desire, she retreated a small step. Lyre slid even closer and she stepped back again—right into Ash. He held his ground as she lurched forward, but Lyre had her trapped between them.

      Then, beneath the smell of lust, fear soured her scent. Before Ash could intervene, she jammed her fist into Lyre’s stomach. He stepped back with a gasp, eyes flashing to pitch black.

      As she drew her other fist back for a strike that could push Lyre over the edge into retaliatory violence, Ash caught her wrist. Grabbing her shoulder with his other hand, he spun her around and pushed her away from Lyre, putting himself in the middle instead.

      She jerked away, breathing hard and ready to fight them both.

      Damn it. If fear was her response to aphrodesia, then he would rather spell her to sleep. Lyre didn’t need any burdens on his conscience either; terrifying a teenager would hardly sit well with him.

      “Lyre,” he said. “Apologize. You frightened her.”

      Lyre’s eyes lightened back to amber as understanding flickered across his expression. Ash would just have to find a different way to check what was in that box—and in case it wasn’t what he suspected, he also needed to get to the vault.

      “I’m not scared of him,” the girl snapped, even though he could smell her anxiety.

      Lyre rubbed a hand through his hair, shaking off his instincts as Ash had done a few minutes ago. The girl had a knack for provoking daemons, it seemed. Or, at least, for provoking the two of them.

      “Damn it, Piper,” Lyre half growled, more frustrated than the situation warranted. “You know I wouldn’t do anything. You’re the damn Head Consul’s daughter.”

      Ash glanced at her. Piper. So that was her name.

      When she only glared, Lyre huffed. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? You were never this touchy before.”

      She folded her arms and looked away. “Things are different now, okay? I don’t want you touching me. At all. Got it?”

      Lyre surveyed her, then glanced at Ash. He shrugged in response, agreeing with Lyre’s unspoken assessment—some sort of trauma was likely at the root of her reaction to his advances—but not particularly interested in giving it any more thought or attention. He had far larger problems and no time left to deal with them.

      The shock wave of magic hit him a moment before the detonation rocked the manor.

      The entire structure vibrated as a roar cut at his ears. Dropping into a half crouch, he stretched his senses out as the floor rumbled and dust drifted from the ceiling. Zwi clung to his shoulder, silent and listening.

      “What … was that?” Piper whispered, braced against the wall.

      Lyre dropped into a ready stance beside Ash. “That was an explosion.”

      “Magic?” she hissed.

      “Think so.”

      “It has a haemon signature,” Ash said. “Not daemon.”

      The magical resonance was emanating from the Consulate’s backyard—from the vault. What the hell was going on? Was someone else trying to steal the Sahar that was supposed to be locked in the vault?

      He surged toward the stairs. At his silent request, Zwi jumped from his shoulder and rushed ahead of him to investigate.

      “Wait!” Piper shouted.

      Right, the girl. He glanced back at her, torn. He didn’t want her out of his sight until he could investigate the ring box—currently shoved in her shirt, where he couldn’t covertly lift it—but he also needed to find out what sort of threat had set off that explosion outside.

      “You’re not allowed downstairs,” she whispered. “I can’t let you go down. He said no exceptions.”

      “You plan to wait here, doing nothing?” Ash demanded. “What if your father is hurt?”

      Her hands tightened into fists, but that didn’t hide their trembling. “No exceptions.”

      He considered her—considered his options—then started forward again. Let her follow him downstairs.

      “Ash!”

      He ignored her.

      “I said stop!”

      He kept walking.

      Lyre’s voice cracked like a whip, the words directed at Piper. “Hold up!”

      Ash didn’t pause at the sounds of a tussle behind him. Lyre yelped, then a thud, then running steps. He turned as Piper charged him. He expected her to jump in front of him or maybe even grab him—if she was desperate enough to touch an angry daemon, which her training would have taught her to avoid at all costs.

      He didn’t expect her to try to break his ribs with a roundhouse kick.

      He caught her boot, stepping back from the force and pulling her off balance. She was attacking him? Really?

      She hopped awkwardly on one foot, then flung her arms out in a twisting flip that tore her foot from his hands. She landed on her stomach and kicked him in the ankle. He barely noticed the shock of pain—her boot connecting with his bare ankle—as he pivoted to regain his balance.

      “You’re not allowed down there!” she shouted.

      She snapped her foot out again and he kicked back, their heels slamming together. He bared his teeth, aggression rising in him like a snake preparing to strike. He didn’t have time for this.

      “Stop it!” Lyre sprang over the girl on the floor and slammed Ash into the wall.  “Hurt her and you’ll never set foot in a Consulate again, you idiot.”

      Ash snarled.

      Lyre pushed him harder into the wall, his voice sharp with warning. “Cool it, Ash.”

      He took a deep breath. He couldn’t be culpable in the Sahar’s theft, and since he wasn’t willing to kill the apprentice, he couldn’t have her thinking he was involved. Relaxing, he folded his arms in unspoken acquiescence.

      Lyre huffed and released him. Piper scrambled to her feet, shaking slightly but still angry.

      “Just—wait here. For two seconds. Okay?” Lyre darted back to his room and returned a moment later with two hoodies. He tossed one to Ash and pulled the other over his head. Ash donned the sweater, barely containing his temper. This was taking too long.

      Lyre turned to the girl. “I think we need to go down, Piper.”

      She shook her head and stepped closer to Ash. He hissed at her, unable to tolerate her hovering, her fear, her challenge. Lyre shifted in too, ready to haul her away before she could provoke Ash into an attack.

      “Piper,” Lyre began again.

      “No,” she said shrilly. “You can’t. He said no exceptions. If I let you go down there, I’ll be—”

      “Possibly saving your father’s life,” Ash growled. “There’s a time and place for blind obedience. This is not it.”

      Dread crossed her face as the idea that her father might be hurt finally sank in. At the same time, the sound of a door being ripped off its hinges reached him, the noise too distant for human hearing.

      She lunged toward the stairs. He grabbed her around the waist, yanking her back to him and shoving her down. She yelled wordlessly, and in the middle of calling Zwi back into the house, he didn’t catch her movement in time to stop her elbow from slamming into his side.

      He grunted, swallowing his rising temper. “Hold still. Can’t you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” she whispered furiously.

      Almost on top of her words, a soft thump sounded from the floor below, followed by a muted crash. He wrinkled his nose at the stench clogging his physical and preternatural senses. He could almost remember what that reek meant …

      “Father?” She squirmed under him and he pushed her shoulders into the floor before he ended up with another elbow in the ribs. “Let me go! What if he’s hurt?”

      “Be quiet.” Now she was worried about her father’s safety? “Wasn’t that my argument?”

      Lyre shifted nervously. “What is it? I don’t like this.”

      “Like what?” Piper snapped. “Let me go.”

      “Quit panicking and use your senses,” Ash told her. “Whatever that is, it’s not your father.”

      “Huh?” She went motionless for a moment, then asked, “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” Lyre muttered. “Be quiet.”

      This time she obeyed, and they didn’t move as thuds and bangs echoed from the main floor. Then Zwi’s terror flooded Ash’s mind. She showed him her view of mottled red and coiling tentacles—a monster undulating down the wide hall below.

      No. A choronzon? Here?

      Zwi tore up the stairs and dove onto his shoulder, chittering in terror. Ash sprang off Piper, lifted her up, and shoved her away from the stairs.

      “You need to get out of here,” he snarled as battle-ready ferocity sharpened his senses, his focus already on the beast making its way across the lower level. He slashed a glance at Lyre. “You too.”

      “What is it?” Lyre took hold of Piper’s arm as her mouth hung open, her stare fixed on Ash’s eyes.

      “It’s a choronzon,” he answered, too distracted to get irritated over her staring. Had she never seen a daemon shade before? And he was barely shading—only enough for the coming fight.

      “Ash,” Lyre hissed. “What do we do? It’s too strong to fight.”

      He hesitated, power rising through him, ready to unleash. It probably was, but if he left the beast … how many would it kill? Did he dare leave Piper alone for the time it would take to slay the choronzon? He couldn’t chance her getting away with that ring box.

      The beast grunted, the sound echoing up the stairs.

      Piper grabbed Lyre’s arm with one hand and reached for Ash with the other, but she snatched her fingers away when he looked at her.

      “Come on.” She pulled Lyre with her. “I know a way out. Come on!”

      Following Piper, Lyre hooked two fingers in the hood of Ash’s sweatshirt and yanked him into motion as well. She rushed to her bedroom, and as Ash closed the door, she flung her closet open and started chucking clothes out.

      “What are you doing?” Lyre growled as he picked a bra off his shoulder.

      Ash faced the door as she shoved stuffed animals out of the closet and crawled inside. The click of a panel opening was almost drowned out by the stairs groaning under weight far greater than a human’s.

      “Flashlight,” Piper muttered, emerging from the closet. “Need a flashlight and—”

      The door creaked as something pressed against it, and Ash backed away, his hand shifting toward his hip. But no sword was sheathed there, and he wasn’t quite ready to drop his glamour in front of a human.

      He pulled Zwi off his shoulder and tossed her toward the closet. “Lead the way, Zwi. Piper, follow her.”

      Zwi’s scales brightened to white and she raced into the closet. Piper slid in after, and Lyre followed. Ash had barely backed into the narrow space and shut the panel before the bedroom door splintered. The choronzon was in the room. He pressed his hand to the panel and cast a hasty ward across it.

      They retreated down the narrow passage until Piper stopped. “Damn it. The ladder is gone.”

      He could sense the opening in front of her—a straight drop to the lower floor. With the shriek of tearing wood, faint light flooded the narrow space. Damn it. He should have stayed in the bedroom. How was he supposed to fight a choronzon in such a tiny space? He wasn’t even sure he could drop glamour in here.

      “It’s in the passageway,” he snarled at the other two. “Just jump!”

      “Go!” Lyre shouted.

      Piper jumped—or fell—and Lyre sprang after her. Ash backed to the edge, focused on the dark mass of tentacles jamming itself into the passageway.

      “Go!” Lyre yelled again from below.

      Ash slapped his palm against the wall and began to weave a spell across the opening. The choronzon grunted wetly and a tentacle whipped toward him. He cast a shield with his other hand, but the tentacle shattered his barrier and hit him square in the chest. He slammed into the side of the passage, his head punching through the drywall. The choronzon surged forward, but his hand was still on the wall and his weaving was almost finished.

      Black light arced across the passage and the beast crashed into it. Ebony flames erupted and the beast writhed in silent agony, trapped in place as dragon fire boiled over it. Its tentacles flailed, smashing the walls, and Ash sprang into the hole. A wet trickle ran down the back of his neck.

      Piper and Lyre were crouched at the exit, blocked by a heavy metal grate. As he rushed across the last twenty feet to join them, the floor shook from the impact of the choronzon landing on their level. Shoving Piper out of the way, he blasted the panel into shards. Lyre sprang out and reached back, grabbing the girl and hauling her out. Ash lunged after them.

      He felt the air shift as a tentacle snapped toward him, but the damn passageway was too narrow to turn around. It snatched his ankle, yanking his feet out from under him. Falling forward, he caught himself on his hands and knees as a second tentacle slid around his neck, the slimy grip squeezing tightly.

      And then it dragged him back down the passageway.

      The gaping mouth, lined with rows of hooked teeth, opened wide as the beast hauled him closer. Twisting awkwardly, he grabbed its upper and lower jaws by the fangs before it could bite him. More tentacles wrapped around his limbs, constricting with bruising force, while the one around his neck choked off his air.

      The beast rolled on top of him, crushing him beneath its weight, and his hand slipped on the slimy teeth. The huge mouth engulfed his arm and three rows of fangs ripped into his flesh.

      He let go of his glamour. Tingles rushed over his skin and strength saturated his muscles, so welcome after too long spent without.

      Clenching his fist inside the beast’s mouth, he snapped his fingers open. Power surged down his arm and exploded out from his hand, ripping through the choronzon’s innards. It reared back with a bellow, yellow blood spraying the walls. Ash slammed his foot into its belly, tore his other arm free from a tentacle, and pulled one of the daggers sheathed along his thigh. He sliced clean through the tentacle around his neck and gasped in a breath.

      He sensed Lyre coming. With his wings tight to his back, he unleashed a spiral of dragon flame that made the beast recoil, then dropped to his knees.

      Lyre jumped over him, using his shoulder as a launching point. In his hand was a metal shard of the grate Ash had exploded, and golden light spiraled over it as the incubus wove a spell on the fly. He jammed the spike in the choronzon’s bulbous face.

      A tentacle whipped out. Ash yanked Lyre backward, flinging another wave of dragon fire down the passageway. They bolted away, but not quite fast enough. Lyre’s spell exploded like a grenade, hurling them both into the foyer. They crashed to the floor.

      Ash rolled to his feet, wings flaring wide now that he had space to move. He grasped the hilt of the sword rising above his shoulder but didn’t draw it. Not yet. Beside him, Lyre crouched, empty-handed. He was even more reserved than Ash when it came to dropping glamour, but he would if he had to.

      They waited. Within the darkness of the passageway, the choronzon moaned and writhed, but it didn’t approach.

      “I don’t think Piper is in the house anymore,” Lyre said. “Let’s get the hell out too. It will be easier to fight outside.”

      Ash nodded, and Lyre darted out the front door. Ash followed him onto the lawn, pulling his glamour back into place as he went. Cool night air rushed over him, and when it hit the open wounds on his arm, he slowed. Grimacing, he tore off the shredded sleeve of his hoodie. Blood ran down his arm in rivulets.

      Glancing back and seeing the damage, Lyre stopped and took his arm. While Ash watched for the choronzon, the incubus used crude healing magic to stop the bleeding. “I’ll do more later, but you know I’m shit at healing.”

      “I’m not any better.”

      “It seems the choronzon is staying put. Where’re Piper and her father? We need to get them away before the beast starts hunting again.”

      Ash also needed to find Piper again, but for other reasons. He pushed into a sprint, circling the manor toward the backyard, and Lyre followed without question. Zwi flew out of the darkness and swept past him, hurrying to the vault. Her shock preceded his entrance into the shed, so he wasn’t surprised by the body on the floor with its throat slit. As he entered, he sent Zwi back out to make sure the choronzon didn’t corner them underground.

      Coming in behind him, Lyre stumbled, swearing under his breath. “What the hell?”

      Ash sprang down the stairs six at a time and landed on the floor with barely a sound. Another body waited at the second door. Ignoring it, he strode through the outer room, full of broken shelves and scattered debris from the earlier explosion, focused on the third door—the entrance to the final room where the Head Consul had stored the fake Sahar.

      Inside, the walls were black and decorated with burnt blood splatters. Bodies covered the floor, mangled and blackened. It was an excessive amount of damage for a haemon to cause. Had the caster used a pre-made spell?

      Kneeling in the middle of it, shaking with sobs, was Piper.

      Lyre rushed past him and pulled her into his arms. Ash’s gaze again flashed around the room. The shelf where the box had sat was crumbling away, and the box itself was a twisted lump of metal.

      “Shh,” Lyre crooned. As he rocked her, his gaze darted to Ash, silently demanding an explanation for the unexpected violence. “Don’t cry, Piper. Shh.”

      Ash shook his head, then glanced at the man Piper had been weeping over.

      “Damn,” he muttered, crossing to the body and kneeling. He inhaled, trying to sort through the reek of burnt flesh and death to pick out the man’s scent. “Is this …? Damn, it’s Quinn.”

      “N-no,” she gasped. “It’s Uncle C-Calder.”

      “It is?” He inhaled again, confused. He knew Quinn’s scent—he’d deliberately learned it—but maybe the other odors were obscuring it. “But he—wait.” He touched his fingertips to the man’s chest. “He’s alive.”

      “What?” She jerked away from Lyre and dropped down beside him as he moved his hands across the man’s torso, probing his injuries with faint touches of magic. “Will he make it?”

      Eyes almost closing as he focused, he sent a tendril of healing magic through the man’s heart, trying to strengthen it enough to hold on until a real healer could help. “He’s right on the edge. Damn it I’m not a healer.”

      A flicker across his senses. Multiple people descending the stairs. He didn’t move, focused on strengthening Calder as much as he could. If Piper didn’t have the Sahar in her ring box, then Ash would need someone to question. Quinn’s brother was his next best bet.

      “You have to try!” she exclaimed desperately.

      “I am. We need—”

      Boots clomped in the doorway. With no other choice, he tied off his healing spell and looked up to see what he had to deal with now.

      “You need to step away from the man and cross your arms on your chests in an X.” A prefect with a heavy rifle stood in the doorway, flanked by three more officers. “Slowly now.”

      Lyre glanced warily at Ash and obediently crossed his arms. Piper stood, trembling from head to toe, and took the same position of surrender. Resisting the urge to bare his teeth, Ash reluctantly followed suit. Prefects. Exactly what he didn’t need.

      Zwi whined in his head, apologizing for missing their approach. She’d followed the choronzon into the woods, making sure it didn’t circle back. Now she rushed to join him.

      “Help him, please,” Piper whispered to the prefects. “He’s going to die.”

      The lead prefect glanced at Calder, then gestured to the men behind him. Gloating triumph glinted in his small eyes as he looked directly at Ash.

      “Arrest them.”
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      “This is a bad idea,” Lyre muttered.

      Crouched in the bushes at his side, Piper shushed him as she concentrated on the span of lawn between them and the Consulate. The manor was empty of life, its windows still and dark. Three days ago, it had been a lot livelier, what with the whole getting arrested thing. Plus the choronzon attack. He was all for new experiences, but he could have done without either of those.

      He didn’t trust the current silence. Enough days had passed since the Sahar had been “stolen” for the daemon rumor mill to spit out some actual truths, and Ash and Piper’s little adventure at the medical center would have drawn even more attention. For the chance to get their greedy hands on the Sahar, far too many daemons would be perfectly willing to stake out a Consulate—or break inside and set a trap.

      Scrunching his nose unhappily, Lyre glanced from the girl beside him to the dark trees at his back. After getting gored by a Hades assassin in the medical center, then healed by Vejovis, Ash was sleeping like the dead. Lyre and Piper had hidden him in the car and disguised it as best they could with tree branches. Lyre had set up a few extra protections when Piper hadn’t been looking, but he was still nervous. His wards would hold up against casual inspection, but if someone looked hard enough …

      With a sigh, he refocused on the manor. The faster they broke in and got out, the better. He probably should have tried harder to talk Piper out of this, but he had his own reasons for their reckless little undertaking.

      “Are we really going to climb that tree?” he whispered, squinting at the maple tree Piper had indicated earlier. He didn’t disagree with her plan, but crossing the lawn and scaling a tree would leave them dangerously exposed for too long. Reaching behind her, he lightly pinched the back of her shirt. Magic spun out from his fingers and slid over her, unnoticed. Sometimes her lack of magical ability was convenient—for him, at least.

      “How else would we get inside?” she replied. “We can’t use the doors.”

      Indeed, yellow police tape barricaded the front door, and it was probably spelled to do unpleasant things if broken.

      “There are plenty of windows on the ground level,” he pointed out, buying himself another moment as he finished the cloaking spell. It was tricky to weave it over her clothes instead of into her body—but that she would have noticed.

      “They’ll be expecting that,” she answered impatiently. “I used to get in and out of my room all the time using that tree.”

      “But—”

      “Let’s go,” she interrupted and launched into motion. Her shirt pulled out from his fingers just as he activated the weaving. She probably didn’t notice the rush of magic over her skin, indistinguishable from a cool breeze.

      Grumbling about her impetuousness, he cast a much faster cloaking spell over himself and rushed out after her. She grabbed the lowest branch of the maple and swung onto it. He followed as she hauled herself into the upper boughs. When she paused at roof height and glanced down at him, he grinned, admiring the unusual but very pleasing view of her legs and backside.

      “So,” he drawled, glancing toward the ground and not liking the drop all that much. “How will this get us in your window? We’re too high.”

      She pointed along the wall. “My window is over there. We have to jump onto the roof.”

      “Oh, of course.” He rolled his eyes. “That makes perfect sense.”

      She sprang onto the eaves. He jumped after her and shuffled down the roof, then waited as she popped out the screen on the window and climbed inside. He swung in after her.

      The room was a disaster, with all of Piper’s worldly belongings strewn across the space in various states of destruction. Her face was tight as she looked it over. He stopped beside her, focused more on her than the room. She wouldn’t express it, wouldn’t let the pain show, but the sight had to be hurting her. He hesitated, then lightly brushed the back of her hand.

      Her fingers clamped around his, squeezing hard.

      Their whole damn “adventure” so far had been one painful experience after another, but this crap was par for the course for him and Ash. Piper had never known this sort of life. He had expected hysterical tears from a magic-less teenage girl, but not only had she endured everything with barely a complaint, she’d also made herself as useful as possible. He’d known she was feisty, but he’d never imagined she was this tough.

      “The choronzon didn’t do all this,” she whispered.

      “No. I imagine it was the prefects searching for the Stone.”

      She exhaled shakily and gave him a small push in the direction of the doorway. “Go get your and Ash’s things. I’ll change and pack some stuff.”

      He cautiously entered the hallway and scanned for signs of life before hurrying to his room. It had been ransacked almost as thoroughly as Piper’s, his pack dumped out and his clothing thrown around. He crouched beside the bed and reached under it, searching blindly with his fingers for the slit he’d cut in the box spring lining.

      Magic buzzed against his skin and he grinned fiercely. So he’d worried for nothing. Those garbage prefects probably hadn’t even discovered his wards, let alone broken them.

      He disarmed his protections with a press of his fingers and pulled the hidden object from under the bed. A silver chain draped over his fingers, its colorful gemstones sparkling in the dim light. He needed to worry less about keeping his spells a secret and more about losing them. Next time, he’d be more careful about taking it off.

      He dropped the chain over his head, the familiar weight settling around his neck, and turned to his scattered clothes, grabbing a black t-shirt, jeans, and his shoes. He stripped down and pulled on the new garments, making sure his chain was tucked under his shirt, then grabbed his pack and stuffed more clothes into it.

      Leaving everything else, he crossed the hall to Ash’s room and found it in a similar state. It took only a minute to find Ash’s wards—the very ones Lyre had taught him years ago. His weavings were far superior to the wards Ash had learned during his training, not to mention unique and more difficult to disarm.

      The draconian’s stash contained weapons instead of spelled lodestones, and Lyre threw them into Ash’s pack along with some clothes. He was about to zip it shut when he spotted the heavy black boots in the corner. He shoved those in too. He was pretty sure Ash, like him, would’ve rather escaped the Consulate butt naked with just his boots than have to wear the crap shoes they’d stolen.

      With the two packs in one hand, he returned to Piper’s room, vaguely hoping he might catch her changing.

      Sadly, she was fully dressed and closing up her backpack when he arrived. Her new gold top clung to her shape, though he could tell she had several layers on. And those jeans. Tight in all the right places.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he said with a smile.

      She glanced up, and even though she rolled her eyes, he knew she liked it. If she didn’t like his compliments, then he was officially the most incompetent incubus this side of the Underworld.

      “Got everything?” she asked, pretending she wasn’t thoroughly checking out his new clothes. He took a firm hold of his wandering thoughts before her lingering attention sent them off track.

      “Yep,” he answered, handing over his and Ash’s packs. She unceremoniously shoved all three out the window, and he winced at the muffled crash.

      “Any sign of people?” she asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Excellent.”

      “We should still be careful though,” he reminded her, his gaze flicking downward as though he could see through the floor. If only he had Ash’s senses, he could tell if they were alone in the manor or not.

      “Yeah yeah.” She waved her hand dismissively, all confidence again.

      “Piper—”

      She strode into the hallway, asking over her shoulder, “Where is your sense of adventure, Lyre?”

      “This isn’t supposed to be an adventure,” he muttered as he followed her. “Besides, we need to hurry. I don’t like leaving Ash alone.”

      Piper’s confidence faltered. After a cautious pause at the top of the stairs, they descended to the foyer, which was adorned with chunks of shattered wall and smears of Ash’s blood. Lyre’s nostrils flared. He didn’t have the draconian’s sense of smell, but he could pick out a disturbing number of scents crisscrossing the space—including some distinct daemon ones.

      Then he heard the voices.

      “Piper,” he hissed.

      Her eyes went wide as she heard it too—a man and a woman talking quietly as they headed toward the foyer.

      “Quick,” Piper gasped. “In here.”

      Grabbing his arm, she shoved him into the front closet and backed in after him, forcing him into the farthest corner from the open door. Her scent engulfed his nose until he couldn’t smell the approaching pair. He couldn’t sense any nearby daemon presences, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      “… didn’t hear a damn thing,” a male voice protested.

      “I thought I heard voices,” a woman shot back.

      “You imagined it. Probably because it’s so freaking boring here.”

      Their voices grew louder as they entered the foyer and stopped. Piper pressed back against Lyre and he put his hands on her waist, holding her in place before she really distracted him. He had more important things to worry about, like who that man and woman were and what the hell they were doing in the Consulate.

      “There’s no one there,” the man barked impatiently. “There hasn’t been anyone here for days. This is the stupidest assignment ever.”

      “Fine,” the woman grunted. “But we’re supposed to be paying attention. I’m going to stand watch for a bit.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Lyre listened as the two interlopers shifted around, then the woman passed close enough to the door that he could smell her. A haemon? His confusion increased. Why would a haemon be watching the Consulate for days as an “assignment”?

      Piper leaned back into him again, her soft curves almost impossible to ignore.

      “Not daemons,” she whispered. “Not prefects either. The woman is standing by the window right beside us. The man is sitting on the stairs.”

      He didn’t tell her they were haemons; advertising his enhanced sense of smell was asking for trouble. Humans tended to rank it somewhere between “weird” and “disgusting.” Tightening his grip on her waist to keep her from shifting against him again, he put his lips to her ear. “Do they look like they’ll be leaving soon?”

      She shook her head.

      “Damn,” he grumbled.

      “What do we do?”

      He considered their options. If he and Piper caused a commotion, those two haemons could quickly turn into four or more depending on who else was on “assignment” here. And then there were the daemon scents he’d picked up. He definitely didn’t want to draw any attention.

      Though he was loath to use any of the spells on his chain in front of Piper, he could kill the haemons. Murdering them probably fell into the “drawing attention” category though. So that left …

      “I have an idea,” he whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “Umm.” He pursed his lips. “Well, she’s female.”

      “So?”

      “Aphrodesia will work on her.”

      A moment of silence.

      “You want to seduce her? How does that keep them from discovering us?”

      “You don’t understand.” He absently massaged her waist to soothe her anxiety. “If I hit her with the magic, at the very least she won’t keep standing there. And with her male companion five feet away …” He grinned at the thought.

      “Oh,” Piper breathed in understanding. “You’re bad. Do it.”

      Realizing he was still caressing her waist, he stopped the movement. “You got it. Uh, but Piper? I suggest you think unsexy thoughts.”

      She stiffened and he hoped she had good self-control, because he was about to test his own.

      Half closing his eyes, he let his civilized self drift away. The vicious hunger that never wholly quieted came awake and his senses sharpened. Piper was a warm, distracting presence. Her scent overwhelmed him, sweet and pure and innocent—though not as innocent as he’d first thought. His instincts demanded he smother her in his scent, that he claim her, that he conquer her.

      Memories of the previous day overwhelmed him. Her mouth opening to his, her taste, her warmth, her soft body begging for his touch. Her scent, hot with arousal, cheeks flushed, pupils dilated …

      Lyre, she had moaned. Please.

      He swallowed back a snarl. He’d almost taken Piper once without her consent, and he wouldn’t risk it a second time.

      He forced his focus to shift. The other woman was a warm spot in his inner eye. He didn’t need to see her to know she was there. Her scent wasn’t nearly as appealing as Piper’s and it was a challenge to keep his attention on her.

      Unleashing his aphrodesia on the unsuspecting woman wasn’t like casting a spell. It wasn’t an action that required effort or concentration. Instead, all he had to do was relax his hold on the magic that was always, always waiting to flow out of him like water from a dam. He held his focus on the other woman, sensing the magic take hold—her heat rising, her heartbeat increasing, her scent changing.

      But Piper’s scent was changing too.

      He was about to send another wave of aphrodesia toward his victim when the woman jerked into motion, moving away from the closet. Already? He laughed silently. Easy prey indeed.

      Piper suddenly arched back into him. Inhaling sharply, he pressed a hand to her lower belly to hold her still. Reeling in his aphrodesia, he pushed away the predatory instincts clouding his thoughts.

      “There she goes,” he whispered.

      Piper peered through the crack in the closet door. He leaned against her back, partly so he could look and partly because desire was singing in his veins and he wanted her close. He again forced himself to focus. His victim had pinned her victim against the stairs and she straddled the guy as they sucked on each other’s faces like horny teenagers.

      “You call that kissing?” he muttered. “I can kiss better drunk with both hands tied behind my back.”

      Arms lifting, Piper ran her fingers into his hair and pushed her hips back into his. Almost as fast, he was sliding into the dark hunger, aphrodesia uncurling from his core. He chained it down once more.

      “Uh, Piper …” he began.

      “Shut up,” she breathed. “You’re a mean, mean incubus, you know that?”

      When she pressed her ass harder into him, he closed his eyes, fighting for control and trying without success not to inhale her scent.

      “Yeah.” He was mean, wasn’t he? Flooding her with lust that he then had to deny. Unable to stop himself, he let his hand slide up her silky throat to caress her jaw. Her head tilted back willingly and he could so easily imagine his mouth on her skin. He already knew her taste and he wanted more. And her willing surrender was feeding his reckless need, driving him closer to the point of no return.

      “But as much as I’d like to make it up to you,” he said, unable to contain the seductive throb in his voice, “all my terrible shortcomings and everything, we can’t waste our chance to get out of the closet.”

      “I like the closet,” she mumbled.

      She turned her head, bringing her mouth within his reach. He fought a short, savage battle with the demanding hunger, reminding himself again that he would not take her while she was under the influence of aphrodesia. Without it, she had rejected his advances every single time. She didn’t actually want him.

      “Uh-huh.” He tried to nudge her forward but she gripped his hair more tightly. “Piper, let me go. We have to get out of here before they finish, which, considering that guy’s enthusiasm, won’t take long.”

      She breathed deeply. “Right. Let’s go.”

      For several seconds, he struggled to pull his hand from the warm skin of her throat, but he couldn’t make it shift. His lack of self-control disgusted him.

      “You haven’t moved,” he pointed out, hoping she had the willpower he so obviously lacked.

      Finally, she let go of his hair and dropped her arms. He sighed heavily, grateful even as his instincts lamented the escape of such willing prey. “See if the coast is clear.”

      She peeked out and gestured for him to follow. He barely glanced at the copulating couple on the way by. He and Piper rushed down the hall, leaving the intimate sounds behind. In a wide corridor, she stopped in front of a solid wood door—the Head Consul’s office. Lyre paused, his nostrils flaring.

      The daemon scent was stronger here.

      Piper swung the door open, revealing the empty office. He touched her elbow to get her attention.

      “I’ll go to the kitchen and get some food,” he told her. “Meet me there.”

      Leaving her in the empty—and relatively safe—office, he headed for the kitchen and the source of the daemon scent.
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      He slipped into the dark kitchen, his steps silent. He could smell the daemon but the room was empty. As his gaze shifted from the huge table surrounded by chairs—three standing and the rest in pieces, probably smashed by the choronzon—to the broad granite island and long counters, he inhaled slowly. More than one daemon scent. A male, and a female with a strong undertone of … feline?

      He hastened to the pantry and pulled the door open. The shelves were a lot barer than they’d been a few days ago—someone had raided it already. From the bottom shelf, he pulled out a tote bin and upended the stack of dried pasta, then filled it with canned foods, crackers, granola bars, and bottled drinks.

      He heaved the tote up and carried it to the back door. Wrangling it open, he stepped into the fresh, cool air outside. He inhaled through his nose but couldn’t smell anything. He couldn’t sense anyone either. The female daemon would have a difficult time hiding from him, but the male …

      With a touch of magic, he strengthened his cloaking spell and started across the lawn. After only a few steps, the back of his neck prickled. Someone was watching him.

      He kept walking, heading for the tree line where he could hide the tote. His nerves wound tighter with each step, but he reached the edge of the lawn without any problems. Not trusting the emptiness of the yard, he shoved the tote into a bush and turned toward the manor. The Head Consul’s office window stared back at him, and he could see the dark shadow of something rectangular sitting under the sill—a briefcase?

      With a final glance around, he stepped out of the trees.

      “Where is he?”

      Piper’s shout rang across the lawn from the office window. His head snapped toward the sound, and movement flashed in his peripheral vision—something big shooting out of the trees.

      The blow caught him in the chest. He crashed into a tree, his head smacking against the bark. A hand closed around his neck, lifting him off his feet and slamming him back into the trunk.

      The daemon squeezed his throat, thick bands of muscle in his arm bunching. His dark eyes narrowed and he cocked his head, his blond Mohawk flopping to one side. Lyre grabbed the daemon’s wrist, fingers digging in.

      “What do we have here?” his attacker growled. “If it isn’t dragon boy’s little incubus bitch. Where’s your pal hiding?”

      Lyre opened and closed his mouth, then dug his fingers hard into the daemon’s wrist.

      The daemon loosened his grip enough for Lyre to wheeze in a desperate breath. His head swam. He released the daemon’s arm and pressed one hand to the rough tree trunk for support. A whisper of magic spun from his fingertips into the bark, too faint for the other daemon to detect.

      “So?” the daemon demanded. “Where is he?”

      “Where’s who?” Lyre choked.

      “Your boyfriend, Ash.” The daemon sneered. “If you’re whoring for him and he’s whoring for Samael, what does that make you?”

      “Dunno, but I’m definitely more expensive than Ash.” Lyre sent another coil of magic into the tree. Ash’s affiliation with Samael was hardly a big secret, but the true nature of their relationship was known only to Samael’s inner circle.

      Which meant Lyre was in big trouble.

      The daemon crushed him into the tree again and squeezed his throat painfully. “Ash is around here somewhere. I don’t know how he survived what I did to him in the medical center, but since I only found his blood and not his corpse, I know the bastard is still alive somehow.”

      This was the daemon who’d gored Ash in the medical center? Shit. Cottus the Striker was a notorious and deadly mercenary who’d been doing the Hades family’s dirty work for centuries.

      “So, here are your options,” Cottus continued. “Tell me where he is, and you’ll get a head start running for your life while I go finish him off. Don’t tell me, and we find out how many of your body parts I can remove before you die.”

      “Well,” Lyre gasped, barely able to breathe, “I’m rather fond of most of my body parts, so—”

      He turned his head and squeezed his eyes shut.

      The spell he’d woven into the bark activated in a flash of light as bright as the sun.

      Cottus reeled back, blinded. Lyre tore free from his grip and dove for the ground. Recovering faster than anticipated, Cottus flung a blade of magic that Lyre barely evaded. He scrambled to his feet and ducked behind a trunk.

      Another flash of red light and the trunk exploded, hurling Lyre onto the ground amidst a rain of splinters. Cottus jumped onto the smoking stump and thrust out his hand.

      Lyre cast a bubble shield. The swirling gold barrier met the blast from the more powerful daemon and reflected it back. Cottus yelped, singed by his own spell. Lyre rolled sideways and lurched up again, pulling out his chain and snapping off a green gem. It fell from his fingers and disappeared in the grass.

      Staggering backward, eyes wide, Lyre extended his trembling hands defensively. With a brutal grin, the daemon advanced at the same pace Lyre was retreating.

      “You know I’m going easy on you, don’t you?” Cottus taunted. “You might know one fancy shielding technique, but do you think a powerless maggot like you can withstand a real attack from me even for a minute?”

      Lyre stumbled back another step, his gaze flicking down to the grass, gauging the distance between him and the hulking daemon.

      “You’re only alive because I’m sick of chasing that arrogant dragon prick. Tell me where he is, or”—he raised his hand, conjuring a spinning orb of red power that hissed viciously—“my next attack will splatter you all over the ground.”

      Lyre stepped back one more time and Cottus advanced another stride.

      Light flashed beneath Cottus’s feet. The daemon barely had a chance to glance down before sizzling electricity surged over him, encasing his body and paralyzing him in place, his red spell swirling above his palm.

      Tingling power swept over Lyre as he shed his glamour. Before the transformation had even completed, his bow was in his hand and he was pulling an arrow from the quiver on his shoulder. He nocked the arrow and raised his bow as he drew the string back to his cheek with smooth strength. Taking aim with steady hands, he leveled the arrowhead between Cottus’s eyes from three paces away.

      The daemon writhed in the spell, barely able to shift a few inches in the paralyzing weave. Fear lit his eyes but shock dominated his expression—disbelief at the sudden, merciless calm of his supposedly terrified adversary.

      Lyre smiled.

      The arrow went clean through Cottus’s skull, and only then did the weaving release him. The daemon’s orb spell, already formed, exploded, blasting a chunk out of the body before it hit the ground. Lyre covered his face with one arm as blood spattered him. He wrinkled his nose. He was going to need a shower.

      Passing the mutilated corpse, he retrieved his arrow, wiped it off on his already stained shirt, and dropped it back in the quiver. Power slid over him as he shifted back into glamour, and he sighed wistfully as familiar weakness settled into his muscles. He was used to it though. No one liked being around incubi in their true forms. He’d spent most of his life in glamour.

      He rolled Cottus over with one foot and retrieved his gemstone, its spell depleted. Stuffing it in his pocket, he glanced once more at the infamous assassin that even Ash had struggled to defeat.

      There was something to be said for being chronically underestimated; everyone else saw a scared, helpless incubus. And Ash, in all his dark, savage glory, only made Lyre look more harmless in comparison. If their enemies ever figured out the deception Ash and Lyre had so carefully nurtured, they’d be in trouble.

      He smirked. He would have to tell Ash about the “boyfriend” comment, just because it would tick him off.

      Abandoning his dead foe, Lyre grabbed his food tote and carried it twenty paces away from the body before hiding it again. After hastily rubbing away the visible blood splatters on his skin, he broke into a sprint, hoping Piper had managed to hold her own while he’d been busy with Cottus.

      As he darted through the back door, he heard the crash of a body hitting the floor. He shot across the room but pulled up short as Piper came wheeling through the threshold, breezing right past him with her eyes on the kitchen. Right. He’d strengthened his cloaking spell. She couldn’t see him.

      Grinning, he slipped around behind her.

      “Lyre?” she called.

      Leaning close, he slid his fingers up her sides as he dissolved his cloaking spell.

      “Hey there, pretty thing,” he crooned in her ear.

      She spun around with a glare and swatted his hands away. “Lyre, where have you been? I was almost kidnapped.”

      “Yeah, I heard, but I was outside stashing the food. You seemed to have things under control.” He inhaled more carefully and anger snapped through him at the scent of her blood. He tamped down on his aggression as he touched the back of her head, finding it wet. “You’re hurt.”

      She shrugged. “We should—”

      He was so focused on not ripping apart the fools who’d made her bleed that he didn’t hear the footsteps until the back door flew open with a crash. Three haemons stumbled to a stop in the threshold.

      “Look,” one shouted. “There they are!”

      “Shoot them!”

      The middlemost haemon raised a gun. Lyre snatched Piper around the waist and lunged behind the island. With a bang, a shot flashed over their heads and pinged against a cupboard. Something small hit the floor with a clatter and Lyre frowned at the projectile.

      “Was that a tranq dart?”

      Piper pursed her lips. “I did say they tried to kidnap me.”

      “Why?”

      “Beats me.”

      “Come out now,” a haemon called. “Or we’ll come back there!”

      “What’s the plan?” Lyre asked Piper. The only ideas he had were distinctly murderous.

      “Umm.” She glanced over her shoulder and gestured. “In here.”

      She darted into the pantry and he followed on her heels, slamming the door once he was inside. Gripping the knob, he wove a spell through the metal, locking the handle so it couldn’t be turned. The haemons would have to rip the door off its hinges to get in.

      But that left him and Piper standing in a pantry with no other exit.

      “Sealed it. Won’t hold for long though.” He lifted his eyebrows. “I hope there’s a step two to this plan.”

      “Of course. I don’t like closets that much.”

      As he snickered, she pulled a box out from under the lowermost shelf and opened a sliding panel. Another secret passageway? How many hidden rooms were there in this damn house?

      Mutely shaking his head, he followed her in and closed the panel. He squeezed through the tight space, trying not to pick up any slivers as his shoulders scraped the walls. This wasn’t fun at all. Why couldn’t the manor have a nice secret sex dungeon instead?

      The narrow corridor opened into a vertical shaft with a metal ladder, and at the top, they came out into a linen closet illuminated by a strip of light from the crack in the door. He squashed himself into the space, standing almost nose to nose with Piper. Damn, she smelled good—minus the blood. Not his thing.

      “Another one,” he pointed out, grinning crookedly.

      She cleared her throat. “Escaping, remember?”

      “Yeah,” he murmured absently. Hmm. Was that a hint of interest in her scent?

      Possessive, protective instincts were churning in his veins, and his hunger stirred again. He could feel her warmth, and that hint of a change in her scent … she had always rejected him before now.

      He brushed his fingertips along her chin, testing and teasing at the same time. Her eyes widened—but she didn’t swat his hand away. He pressed her back into the wall and brought his mouth to her neck, touching his lips to her skin. She froze in place, unmoving—and desire bloomed in her scent, subtle but distinct.

      “Aha,” he breathed, his mouth on her neck and his fingers under her chin. He could feel her racing pulse. “I knew it wasn’t only aphrodesia.”

      “W-what?” she squeaked.

      He forced himself to straighten and step back before he completely lost track of where they were and what they were supposed to be doing.

      “Just checking.” He let his fingers drop from her chin and slid them down her throat, over the curve of her chest, and down to her belly.

      “Lyre—”

      “Shh.” Despite having lowered his hand only a second ago, he touched her lips with his fingertips. Then, unable to resist, he slid his fingers aside and brought his mouth to hers. The swift, light taste of her lips and the instant reaction of her body only honed his desire.

      She wanted him. She just wasn’t quite ready to admit it yet.

      “You can yell at me later,” he told her. “We’re escaping, remember?”

      “You—you—” she spluttered.

      “Yeah.” He smirked and opened the closet door. Checking that the hallway was empty, he exited the cramped space. Piper stormed out after him and he pretended not to notice her simmering annoyance.

      They silently headed for her bedroom where they could escape the manor and get off the property before they had any more exciting encounters. On the level below, the inexplicable gathering of haemons argued loudly as they tried to figure out where Piper and Lyre had disappeared to.

      If he hadn’t been so enraptured by Piper’s presence and scent, he wouldn’t have missed the approaching female daemon. The hiss and pop of a gun firing took him by complete surprise, and the sharp sting in his neck was a fitting counterpart to his burst of anger for letting his guard down.

      He yanked the dart out of his neck as numbness spread through his body with chilling speed. His eyes met Piper’s as the female daemon’s scent filled the air, and the hallway tilted under his feet. He was falling before he knew it, and Piper grabbed him, lowering his dead weight to the floor as his thoughts blurred incoherently.

      “Well, well, well,” a falsely sweet female voice purred mockingly. “Isn’t that adorable?”

      Shit. As he slid into a deeper daze, one clear thought clung in his mind: Ash was going to yell at him for this.
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      Lyre’s voice was a constant murmur in his ear, but Ash barely heard him. He didn’t notice the screaming crowd or the announcer’s delighted exclamations. All he could hear was the pulsing beat of his heart, a measured tempo counting down until he unleashed the violence building within him.

      Across the pit in the fight ring, Piper cried out as her opponent slammed her down—again. Chest heaving for air, she climbed to her feet and stumbled into a defensive stance—again.

      “Calm, Ash,” Lyre crooned in his ear. “You need to stay calm. She can handle this.”

      They lingered in the shadowy doorway of the waiting room, watching the pit through a gap in the curtain. Ash stood stiffly with Lyre behind him. The incubus had an arm hooked over Ash’s shoulder, hand pressed against his chest to hold him in place. Normally, that wouldn’t be nearly enough to stop him, but Lyre had his mouth close to Ash’s ear and his voice thrummed with hypnotic power.

      His aphrodesia didn’t work particularly well on Ash, but no one was entirely immune to an incubus’s ability to influence willpower. And right now, Lyre’s murmured assurances were the only thing keeping Ash sane.

      When that pig Grudge had pinned Piper under him, Ash had almost charged out of the room. And when that snake Rattler had cut her the first time, Ash had seen red. By the time Piper took him down, Lyre had been threatening to paralyze Ash with a spell.

      Rattler, the fool, should never have come back through the waiting room. It was only with great restraint that Ash had managed not to kill the bastard. As it was, Rattler would need significantly more healing than the paltry wounds Piper had given him. Ash would come back and kill him later. After he got the information they needed from Lilith.

      In the ring, Piper’s current opponent, Thoth, threw her down yet again, and this time she had to drag herself up by the ropes. She was out of strength, out of stamina. She’d never stood a chance against this daemon. Damn Lilith to the darkest pits of the Underworld. She’d done this on purpose—given Piper an opponent she couldn’t defeat. Ash was going to kill the succubus too.

      “Piper is tough,” Lyre murmured to him. “She can survive this.”

      Probably. If Thoth didn’t get carried away.

      Piper let out a scream of challenge as she lunged at her adversary. Ash’s eyes narrowed. Her approach had changed. What was she up to now? As she went on the offensive, he focused less on his fury and more on her moves. Despite taking more blows, she kept attacking as though she was searching for a specific opening. What was she waiting for?

      He got his answer when she caught Thoth’s elbow and broke it in one swift move.

      Lyre’s soothing croon stuttered and he swore in surprise. Ash blinked when Piper snapped Thoth’s lower rib with her elbow, then bent his hand backward until the daemon was howling in pain. Where had she learned to do that? It wasn’t a fighting style he’d expect from a Consul, let alone a woman. The moves were a bit clumsy, like she didn’t have much practice, but it was working.

      Except she wasn’t ready when Thoth cocked his arm back. The punch hit her jaw and she went down. Ash didn’t even realize he’d lunged forward until Lyre clamped his arm around Ash’s neck and hauled him back.

      “Keep it together, Ash. You’re getting in the ring with her next, and you can’t go in already lusting for blood.”

      Ash snarled under his breath, relaxing again and letting Lyre draw him a step back from the curtained doorway. Piper had Thoth in a hold, bending his leg backward and threatening to tear his thigh muscles. The fight was over.

      “Once you’re in that ring, you have to stay in control,” Lyre whispered urgently. “No matter what Piper does. If she’s afraid, angry, whatever. You’ll have to hurt her, so keep your instincts under wraps. If you seriously injure that girl, I’ll fucking skin you alive.”

      Ash’s eyebrows shot up at the threat, and he shrugged away from Lyre’s arm to face him. The incubus’s eyes were shadowed bronze, his face hard and the air around him sizzling with barely contained magic. For all his preaching self-restraint, his own instincts were as riled as Ash’s. They were distinctly alike sometimes—both prone to overprotectiveness.

      Beyond the curtain, the announcer had begun talking about “Dragon,” getting the crowd pumped up for his appearance. A man with a vaguely uniform-like black shirt called at Ash to get ready.

      “Ash?” Lyre prompted quietly.

      “I have better control than you do,” Ash said, turning to the curtain and adjusting the simple cloth mask that covered most of his face, leaving only his mouth and jaw visible. “Give me some credit.”

      Lyre huffed, then gripped Ash’s shoulder, squeezing hard. “I’ll be watching. Put on a good show.”

      Almost on top of Lyre’s words, the announcer shouted, “I give you Dragon!”

      As the crowd burst into welcoming screams, Ash pushed through the curtain and strode into the pit. Two thousand spectators, standing on tiers that circled the ring on three sides, fixated on him with eager intensity, but he ignored them as he crossed the sunken level and swung over the ropes. His feet landed on the stained mats.

      Leaning against the ropes across from him, Piper opened her eyes. Exhaustion tinged her green irises from behind the cloth mask. Blood and bruises marred her skin, her skimpy halter top leaving her arms and midriff exposed. The tremble in her legs was clearly visible. She’d given the last three fights everything she had.

      Seeing her injuries up close sent a fresh haze of bloodlust through him, but he clamped down on his urge to split the skulls of the daemons who had hurt her.

      Piper’s gaze slid over him and lingered on his shoulders. Lyre had done up a simple illusion for him—something to make him less recognizable. It roughly mimicked the markings on his skin beneath his glamour, and his sleeveless shirt left much of the pattern visible.

      As she examined the spiky, curling designs, he wondered what she would think of the real thing—the real markings. His real body, his real face. Would she look at his true form with that same spark of intrigue?

      He almost snorted at his foolishness. Of course she wouldn’t. She would look at him with hysterical terror—like everyone did. Human, haemon, or daemon … they all feared him.

      The announcer finished his summary of Ash’s fighting “career” and approached the wheel on the wall—a giant game-show prop with sections in three colors. Green for the fist match, red for the weapons match, and black for the brawl match. The announcer grabbed the arrow and spun it.

      Ash watched it spin, barely breathing. A fist match would be best. If they ended up in a weapons match, he’d have to engineer a way to disarm them both early on.

      No one in the room moved, the silence broken only by the tick-tick-tick of the arrow whirling across the colored sections. It came around full circle, dropped toward the bottom of the wheel, then swung upward as its momentum dissipated. It stopped, the point aimed straight up into the black section filled with a skull and crossbones.

      Fuck.

      As the crowd burst into rabid cheering, he faced Piper again. Her lips were pressed together, her face white. A brawl match. What kind of shit luck was that? Brawl matches were the most violent, where the rules were tossed out the window and both weapons and magic were allowed. It was the match type where most of the Styx’s deaths happened.

      The referee offered Piper three weapons and she once again selected the katana, leaving the spear and dagger for him. A cold smile pulled at his lips. If they were going to have a no-holds-barred match, then he was going to ignore all the rules.

      Turning away from the remaining weapons, he waved his hand dismissively. He didn’t need a weapon, and his arrogant shrug said as much. The crowd was screaming again, but Piper frowned deeply as she clutched her sword.

      “Fighters, ready!”

      Ash set his feet, squaring off with Piper. She raised her sword, her lower lip caught uncertainly between her teeth.

      The bell clanged.

      She lurched forward, hesitation marring her steps. Was she worried about hurting him? He almost smiled as he slid forward to meet her. Being unarmed against an adversary with a weapon was neither unusual nor significantly disadvantageous for him.

      He lunged at her. She swung the blade but he was already arching backward. It swept over his head, and with her guard wide open, he grabbed her around the middle and tossed her across the ring.

      Gasping, she rolled to her feet and scowled at him. What was the glower for? He was supposed to be defeating her, wasn’t he?

      She approached again and feinted to one side. He smacked the blade away, grabbed her wrist, and kicked her in the stomach as gently as he could without making it completely obvious he was pulling his hits. When she slammed down on the mat with the pffooofff sound of air rushing from her lungs, he winced. He couldn’t be any gentler, but even just knocking her down felt like he was beating on a kitten.

      Still flopped on the mats, she rolled swiftly. Her kick hit his ankle and his foot went out from under him. He caught his balance, pain throbbing up his calf. She wasn’t pulling her hits despite knowing this was all a farce. Not that it really mattered, but—

      Her second kick hit the nerve in his inner thigh and sharp agony lanced up the muscle. His leg buckled. As he fell, he couldn’t decide if he was annoyed or proud of her. Probably both.

      He hit the mats on his back and Piper jumped on him, blade flashing in her hand. He caught her wrist, halting the katana. She sat on him and punched with her other hand. He caught that wrist too. He held her in place as she strained, unable to budge him. Immobilized, she bared her teeth.

      His lips twitched as he fought a smile. Adorably feisty. Lyre had called it right from the start.

      She clearly intended to fight him no matter what, so he should start actually paying attention. If he didn’t, she was going to make a fool of him in front of a lot of witnesses.

      She lurched forward and hooked her leg on his elbow, trying to wrench his arm down to free her wrist. Before she could hurt herself fighting his daemon strength, he threw her off and rolled on top of her. She heaved up, pushing him off using the same move. They tumbled across the floor, and in the middle of the tangle, he yanked the katana out of her grip. A quick twist of his hand sent it sliding across the mats and it fell out of the ring with a clang.

      He let Piper break free and she sprang up. He swung onto his feet, resisting the urge to check his face. It felt like she’d raked her nails down his cheek at some point in that tussle. He hoped it had been an accident, because clawing his face in a fake fight was a low blow.

      Meeting his eyes, she contorted her mouth in a questioning sort of frown. He grimaced back in answer. The sword was out of the picture, and that meant he couldn’t get away with acting cautious anymore. Lilith had insisted on a convincing bogus victory. Such bullshit.

      He and Piper sank into defensive stances, then launched at each other. She went on the attack, throwing kicks and punches that he blocked and dodged with ease. He let several openings go by before taking one. His fist connected with her shoulder and she flailed backward in a dizzying spin. As she fell, she tried to kick him but he caught it.

      If this had been a real fight, he could have broken her leg. He could have picked her up and thrown her right out of the ring. He could have ended it right then in a dozen ways—all of which might have seriously hurt her.

      So he did nothing, and she slammed her other boot into his knee, forcing him to drop her. He backed away a step, jaw clenched. This wasn’t working. Piper had already proved herself too tough to go down from a few punches. No one would believe it if he hit her a couple times and she collapsed.

      And no one would believe that “Dragon,” with his reputation for dealing serious damage to his opponents, would finish the fight with anything less than a decisive victory. He was already having a difficult time pretending to toy with her.

      Piper was on her feet once more and making questioning faces. But with the referee right there, he couldn’t answer. Before the crowd grew suspicious, he sprang at her.

      She did her best to defend against him, but she was too inexperienced. Too weak. Too young. He’d been killing daemon soldiers before she’d even begun serious martial training. He lived, breathed, and embodied battle. There was no move she could make that he couldn’t anticipate—so long as he was paying attention.

      Hitting her sickened him. She would have bruises from his fists. She didn’t cry out, but he knew he was hurting her. She kept getting back to her feet, and then he had to hit her again.

      Anger burned through him as he landed a restrained blow to her gut and she dropped to her knees. Helplessness was fanning his temper from a quiet burn to searing flames. He hated this. He hated hurting people because someone else was forcing him to do it, and he really hated hurting Piper.

      On her knees, she clutched her stomach. She wasn’t gasping yet, meaning her diaphragm had seized. Had he hit her too hard? He started to retreat.

      Still not breathing, she surged up and threw herself into his middle. He staggered back and she fell, clutching his shirt and tearing the seam. He pulled away from her, needing space, needing to get his temper under control. She was gasping now, and the sound cut at him. He could see her limbs trembling from fatigue.

      His concern for her twisted with his helplessness, feeding his anger. Every moment he stood in the ring, preparing to hurt her more, his rage sparked hotter. Burned deeper. Woke the instincts Lyre had warned him to keep buried.

      Peeling off his ruined shirt, he threw it out of the ring. Time. He needed time to cool off. That, or he needed to end this before he seriously hurt her.

      Piper was on her feet again. Chin rising commandingly, she faced him and gestured at her chest. His eyes narrowed. “Come at me,” the gesture said. “Attack me.” Her mouth was a flat, determined line. What was she thinking?

      He exhaled slowly, pulling the shreds of his self-restraint around him, then started forward. He couldn’t help the predatory glide, the prowling steps. He was too close to the edge to contain the violence that was his true nature.

      Two steps away, he lunged for her.

      She met him in a frenzy of attacks. He blocked and deflected each one as frustration bled into her movements. Did she have a plan? Or had she succumbed to her emotions as he was about to?

      She screamed, her attacks growing wilder. He pushed into her, driving her toward the corner. Just before her back hit the post, she kicked out and he retreated. He had to end this. How did he end it?

      Piper planted her feet on the mats, her back stiff and chin high. Her lips moved, forming silent words.

      Charge me.

      Confusion flitted through his rising anger, through the violent instincts that whispered to him. He shifted his stance, thinking fast, but he didn’t have any better ideas.

      So he charged her.

      She screamed and leaped at him without making the slightest attempt at self-defense. Unable to stop, he crashed into her. Her arms and legs clamped around him, and he grabbed her tight, protecting her head as they slammed hard into the post.

      The insidious whispers of his darkest nature coiled around his mind, blurring the voice of logic. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d fisted his hand in her hair and pulled her head back. Her body against his was so small, so fragile. Trapped. Helpless. He had her, and she couldn’t fight him. The part of him that was always hunting, always predatory, saw only prey.

      Their stares met. Something mysterious and unknown blazed in her eyes.

      Then she grabbed his head and yanked his mouth down onto hers.

      All the dark instincts that were overwhelming him screeched to a stop. The moment the taste of her was on his lips, those urges flashed to something entirely different. Instincts just as strong—and far more difficult to resist.

      He shoved her harder into the post and took her mouth with his, claiming her as much as kissing her. Fire seared through him, his rage morphing into desire. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how much he wanted her under his mouth. How much he wanted her body under his hands. How much he wanted to taste her.

      Tightening his grip on her hair, he forced her head back. Her mouth opened for him with willing passivity even as her fingers pulled hard on his hair. The conflicting signals sent his hunger spiraling deep, and he pressed into her, kissing her harder, wanting more. So much more.

      But the cacophony of screaming voices was getting louder and louder, and reality forced itself into his awareness.

      He pulled back, unable to resist giving her lower lip a final nip. Faces so close, they stared at each other, breathing fast. Her eyes were dazed, her lips parted as though waiting for more, her legs clamped tight around his waist. Her scent clouded his head—sweet and salty and hot with passion.

      This fight was over. He couldn’t resume it now—didn’t dare test his control again. Whichever direction his instincts might take him wouldn’t be good.

      He lifted her up, surprising a squeak out of her, and tossed her over his shoulder. Holding the backs of her thighs so she couldn’t wiggle free, he turned toward the crowd and raised his arm triumphantly. It wasn’t a real victory, but it would have to be enough.

      The spectators howled, though he wasn’t sure what the sounds meant.

      The announcer, however, knew it was over. “Well,” the man called energetically, “it seems Dragon has claimed his prize!”

      Piper was going to love that. At least she didn’t protest as he jumped out of the ring and carried her toward the exit. He didn’t glance back at the crowd, not caring in the slightest if they were happy with this result. He was done playing Lilith’s stupid games.

      Leaving the noise behind, he carried Piper to an infirmary room and kicked the door shut behind them. Tilting her forward, he guided her off his shoulder to her feet. Her body sliding down him stirred the banked flames of his hunger, and the way she leaned into him, her cool hands resting on his bare chest, wasn’t helping.

      But he wasn’t an idiot. That kiss had been part of the show, and his reaction to it was his own problem.

      He drew her to the narrow bed and helped her sit. Her limping steps and pained breaths sent another wave of fury and protectiveness rolling through him, adding more emotions to the cocktail. Bloody hell, he was a mess. He wanted to protect her, possess her, and avenge her all at once.

      He had no idea which of those desires was dominating when he found his fingers sliding across the bruise on her jaw. He gently angled her head back, checking for further damage. She didn’t move, allowing his touch.

      Without thinking, he pulled her mask off so he could see her expression properly. She lifted her face, her stare hesitant and somehow questioning. The longer they looked at each other, the stronger that question in her eyes grew. A demand, almost.

      And, fucking hell, he could smell her desire. Which was doing nothing to calm his.

      He pulled his hand away from her and glanced around the room for a distraction. Whatever was going on between them wasn’t something he wanted to try to figure out. Women weren’t supposed to stare at him like that. Those kinds of looks were firmly in Lyre’s department.

      “That was a clever plan,” he muttered. “More than I thought of.”

      “Y-yeah,” she agreed weakly.

      “Good strategizing.” He kept gazing pointlessly around the room. “You’ll make a good Consul.”

      She said nothing, but he could feel her eyes on him. He glanced at her—why was she looking at him with that mix of hesitancy and expectancy?—and stepped toward the door.

      “I’ll get a nurse for you.” He needed to escape and clear his head before he did something stupid.

      “Ash.” She jumped up, staggering for balance, and grabbed his arm.

      He froze, half turned toward her. Her eyes scoured his face, then she reached up. He cleared his expression as she pulled his mask off, and her fingers brushed his cheek where she’d scratched him. The soft touch held so much meaning, but he had no idea how to interpret any of it.

      “Ash,” she whispered. “I … I mean, you …”

      Tension threaded through him as she struggled for words.

      Then the door flew open. Lyre burst into the infirmary room, grinning broadly.

      “Holy shit! That was inspired.” He paused, his gaze snapping to Piper’s hand touching Ash’s cheek, then carried on as though there was nothing unexpected about the sight. “Whose idea was that? That is the hottest kiss I’ve ever seen—if kiss is even the right word. I don’t know if kisses count on that scale—and I would know, wouldn’t I?”

      Piper snatched her hand back and retreated, a blush staining her cheeks. Lyre looked at him inquiringly, but Ash merely shook his head. Whatever question Lyre was silently asking, Ash had no idea how to answer. All he knew was women were fucking confusing.

      His gaze slid back toward Piper, her stare fixed on the floor and her cheeks bright red. Part of him knew she’d just done what was needed to end their match. But another part of him wasn’t about to forget the feel of her, the taste of her … or her passionate, heated need for him.

      A silent sigh slipped from him. He should forget about that, and fast, because as much as Piper might have enjoyed kissing him once, she didn’t know him. She didn’t know who he was, what he was, or why she should hate him. But sooner or later, she would find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Story Four

          

          Bind the Soul (Ch. 11-15)

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part I

          

          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      Lyre crouched on the overhanging rock, staring down at the distant lights that were so painfully familiar. Dread and fear mixed with gut-deep anxiety until he wanted to throw up just to purge the twisting cocktail of emotions from his body.

      He hadn’t looked upon the lights of Asphodel in five years—not since the night he had escaped for good. He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want to be back, to be this close, to take even one step closer to that pit of dark memories and darker nightmares.

      His gaze shifted methodically across the twisting maze, its shape outlined by flickering street lamps. He was familiar with each boulevard and narrow alley. The eclipse had bathed the land in utter darkness, but he knew every mountain peak that surrounded the valley, knew the dark line of the gorge, the bridge that crossed it, the high walls of the town and the narrow canals that intersected the streets.

      Somewhere within those walls was Ash … and Piper.

      His hands tightened around his bow, fingers squeezing the leather grip. He never should have left Piper alone, but how could he have predicted she would be captured? He’d anticipated Samael trying to kill her to bury the truth about his possession of the Sahar. Why abduct her? Why bring her here?

      He’d thought she would be safe at the Amity Gala with Miysis—safe enough, at least. When she hadn’t contacted him afterward, he’d waited a day to hear from her before heading to the Consulate. He’d walked in on chaos—Consuls, prefects, daemon ambassadors all in a frenzy over the abduction of the Head Consul’s daughter. According to her uncle, Ash had abducted Piper, and the Consuls had tracked his trail to a ley line. No one knew where the draconian had taken her.

      Lyre again scanned the vista of warm lights. He couldn’t say Ash would never betray Piper like that. With Samael controlling him, Ash was capable of betraying almost anyone. But Lyre doubted Piper’s abductor was Ash. Raum had already attempted to kidnap her, and now he was conspicuously absent as well.

      But even without that clue, Lyre had all the evidence he needed that Ash hadn’t been in Brinford.

      Zwi clung to his shoulder and stared down at Asphodel as intently as Lyre. If Ash had returned to Earth, Zwi would have been at his side as fast as she could fly to him. Instead, she had been waiting at the Consulate, alone and frightened.

      “He’s in there, isn’t he?” Lyre murmured.

      Zwi chirped an affirmative. She rustled her wings and gave him an expectant look.

      “Zwi …” He sighed. “I can’t go in there. I can’t.”

      As far as he knew, his family believed he was dead, but either way, he dared not set foot in Asphodel. He was already dangerously close. If someone saw him—or worse, if one of his brothers recognized his magical signature—he would be dead or captured long before he could do anything to help Ash or Piper.

      Getting killed would suck. Getting captured would be far, far worse.

      In Asphodel’s center, the cluster of lights belonging to the Hades family residence drew his gaze. Was Samael there, playing with his newest victim? Piper wasn’t made for this world. She didn’t deserve even a moment in this darkness, in this hell. She didn’t belong here.

      Pain shot through his fingers and he realized his bow was threatening to crack under the pressure of his grip. He loosened his hands.

      Piper was so determined to help Ash. Was that why she’d been taken? Should Lyre have discouraged her from pursuing Ash’s disappearance? Should he have come up with a story, some sort of tale to soothe her worries and help her forget about the draconian?

      He grimaced. He should have, but he already skirted the truth around her so often. Sometimes it seemed like every other word out of his mouth was a lie, each one leaving a bitter taste on his tongue. And worse, she never seemed to doubt him. She never seemed to question the persona of the easygoing, kind-of-helpless incubus. He had a lot of practice wearing that facade, and as much as he hated it, he couldn’t let it slip. It was as much for her safety as his.

      His scowl deepened. Plus, he was a bloody coward. He didn’t want to see the condemnation in her eyes when she learned what he had been and the things he had done. Even Ash, who wasn’t prone to remorseful thinking, had been shielding Piper from his own dark secrets.

      Though, it seemed, Ash was willing to share some secrets with her—ones he’d never told Lyre.

      “Fuck you, Ash,” he muttered.

      Piper’s voice seemed to echo in his ears: Ash’s sister.

      A goddamn sister. Ash had never mentioned a single family member, let alone a flesh-and-blood sister he’d once tried to escape Asphodel with. Lyre had wondered for years what chains Samael was using to bind Ash, and now he knew. Samael was controlling Ash by holding his sister hostage.

      Regardless of what Ash had told Piper, Lyre didn’t believe his sister was dead. Ash didn’t lie as much as Lyre did, but only because he was much better at keeping his mouth shut in the first place. A sister, alive and imprisoned in Asphodel, explained everything Lyre had ever suspected about Ash’s mix of reluctant obedience and defiant hatred toward Samael.

      Logically, Lyre understood why Ash had never mentioned his sister. Ash shared almost nothing about Hades or Asphodel or his life in the Underworld—to protect Lyre. To keep that insulating buffer between Lyre and the life he had left behind. Even when Ash asked for help on missions, he never told Lyre more than he needed to know.

      If Ash had told him about his sister, Lyre would have wanted to help. To do something. But what could either of them do? They were no match against Samael and Hades.

      And now Samael held Ash, Ash’s sister, and Piper in his vile prison.

      “Fuck,” he snarled, surging to his feet. Zwi squawked in alarm, claws digging into his shoulder.

      Staring at the lights, he clenched his jaw. He couldn’t go into Asphodel. He couldn’t. It was suicide, and it wouldn’t accomplish anything of value. But fucking hell, he couldn’t do nothing. He couldn’t let his best friend die. He couldn’t let Piper, so innocent and powerless, die.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed a hand to his face. Helplessness was a poison in his blood and he could barely breathe through it. He had to do something. But what? What should he do?

      Zwi trilled softly and rubbed her nose against his cheek. He choked back the misery climbing up his throat and stroked her mane.

      “I’ll come up with something,” he whispered.

      She cooed at him, settling more comfortably on his shoulder. He backtracked off the rocky bluff and down into the long meadow grass. He was halfway between the town and the ley line through which most of Asphodel’s visitors entered the realm. In the mountains beyond the line, Zwi had shown him several sheltered spots that would make decent hideouts—refuges that Ash must have found at some point and shown his dragonet—but those would only be useful if he could get Ash and Piper out of Asphodel first.

      He strode in the rough direction of the ley line, vaguely considering a brief return to Earth to plan and prepare. He was already geared as well as he could be—dressed in clothes that were far more Ash’s style than his own, wrists wrapped in lodestone bracelets, chains of spelled gems hanging around his neck, a loaded quiver on his shoulder and bow in his hand. If he dropped glamour, he was armed even more heavily.

      As he drew closer to the road that ran from the ley line toward Asphodel, Zwi let out a soft, warning chirp. He halted, reaching for an arrow as he scanned the darkness. He already had skin-tight shields covering his body and a strong cloaking spell hiding his presence, but in the Underworld, one could never be too cautious.

      He saw the flicker of light as the sound of thudding hooves reached his ears. On the road a hundred yards away, three riders with a single light were trotting in the direction of Asphodel, mounted on deinoses—beasts that resembled Earth’s horses, but with much sharper teeth and a far bloodier diet.

      As the wind gusted across the meadow toward Lyre, Zwi lifted her head and sniffed the air. She squealed, a sound of surprise and—excitement? Leaping off his shoulder, she disappeared in the long grass, racing toward the riders.

      “Zwi!” Lyre hissed. “Come back!”

      A quiet chirp answered him. Swearing, he ran after her, keeping low and trusting the combination of darkness and his cloaking spell to hide him. She called him onward with faint sounds, otherwise invisible. A couple dozen paces from the road, with the riders swiftly approaching the spot, he stopped and dropped to a crouch in the grass. Zwi appeared at his side, her eyes fixed on the riders.

      A reaper soldier led the way, and a second soldier that could have been his ugly reaper twin followed at the rear of the short procession. That left the middle rider as the object of Zwi’s interest. A male daemon, older, with long hair in a ponytail and a goatee. A visitor being escorted to Asphodel?

      The wind gusted again, and Lyre inhaled deeply through his nose. Recognition flooded him. His sense of smell wasn’t as good as Zwi’s, but it was enough to identify the daemon even though they’d only met once before. But what was he doing here?

      Lyre reached over his shoulder and pulled two arrows. Nocking the first, he rose to his feet and drew the arrow back until his thumb touched his cheek. He shot the bolt, flipped up the second one, and loosed again.

      The first arrow embedded itself in the side of the rear rider’s head. The second arrow did the same to the lead reaper. As they fell, dead before they hit the ground, their mounts bolted. The third deinos reared and its rider wisely slipped out of the saddle, landing neatly as the beast took off at a gallop. The daemon lifted his hand and hurriedly cast a light spell.

      Lyre had a third arrow nocked and the string drawn back to his cheek before the daemon turned to look at him. Keeping his bow drawn, he stalked out of the grass and onto the road, stopping at the edge of the circle of light, twenty paces from the daemon.

      “Well,” he said softly, “fancy seeing you here, Vejovis.”

      The Overworld healer let his gaze slide down Lyre and back up again, a slight furrow between his brows. Did he remember their brief encounter weeks ago, when the healer had followed him, Ash, and Piper from the medical center where Piper’s father had been receiving treatment?

      Vejovis focused on Lyre’s face and his expression went carefully, deliberately blank.

      “Lyre, isn’t it?” He inclined his head questioningly. “A surprise to see you as well.”

      The healer seemed calm, no threat in his voice or body, but Lyre didn’t relax his hold on the bow. “What are you doing here? This isn’t your world.”

      “I travel all three worlds,” the healer explained levelly. “Though I admit I don’t visit the Underworld very often.”

      “Why are you here now?”

      “Business of my own, incubus.” Vejovis’s tone cooled. “Why did you kill my escort?”

      “To talk to you.”

      “Why?”

      “Well.” Lyre raised his eyebrows, arrow still pointed at the daemon’s heart. “I found it strange that you tracked Ash from that medical center and healed him, but since you saved his life, whatever. But now you’re showing up here? Call me paranoid, but ‘coincidence’ is sounding more and more like a stretch.”

      “What does my appearance here, now, have to do with Ash?”

      “You tell me.”

      “And why are you here, alone?” Vejovis’s hazel eyes skimmed Lyre’s face again, flicked toward Asphodel, then refocused on Lyre. “Ah. I remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      “Why you seem so familiar.”

      Lyre tensed, his grip tightening on the bow.

      “It’s been quite a few years since I met Lyceus Rysalis. We were introduced right here in Asphodel, in fact.” Vejovis arched one brow. “What’s one of Lyceus’s boys doing outside Chrysalis?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “You are your father’s spitting image.”

      “Your point?”

      “No matter how far you run, you’re still a Rysalis.”

      Lyre bared his teeth. “You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

      “You can’t outrun your past.” Vejovis’s face tightened. “None of us can.”

      Relaxing his bowstring to half draw before he exhausted his muscles, Lyre flicked a glance over the healer. What past did Vejovis wish he could outrun?

      “I’m not stalking Ash,” Vejovis told him in a suddenly businesslike tone. “Though, from your questions, I assume Ash is in Asphodel. I am here because Samael summoned me, and I unfortunately owe him a … a favor, of sorts. I intend to complete whatever request he has and leave immediately.”

      Lyre grunted, accepting the obvious truth and more concerned by what he had to do next. Since Vejovis had recognized him, Lyre had to kill him. Steeling himself, he added a spark of magic to the arrowhead to ensure it would pierce any hastily cast shields.

      Though Lyre hadn’t outwardly moved, Vejovis raised his hand in a peaceful gesture. “Lower your weapon, weaver. I have no desire to battle you.”

      “That’s fine. It won’t be a battle anyway.”

      “An execution, then?” Vejovis murmured, seeming almost amused. “Unnecessary, Lyre. I have no intention of revealing your identity to anyone. Ash already knows, I assume? What of the girl … Piper?”

      “She doesn’t know,” he replied, buying himself an extra moment to consider whether he should kill the healer or trust a stranger with his most dangerous secret. “Probably doesn’t. Maybe she found out about me when she got here.”

      “Here?” Vejovis went very still. “Why would you bring a haemon here?”

      “I didn’t. Samael decided he wanted a new pet.”

      A deep frown. “Why?”

      “No idea.”

      Vejovis’s gaze flicked toward the lights of Asphodel low in the valley, then back to Lyre. “I see. So she, and Ash, are prisoners in Asphodel, and you are here … unable to enter without being recognized.”

      Lyre finally lowered his bow the rest of the way. “You’re going into Asphodel though. And you’ve helped Ash before—twice.”

      “I do not have the power to free Ash from Samael.”

      “Because of his sister.”

      Heavy sadness darkened Vejovis’s eyes, and he sighed. “Yes.”

      “What about Piper? Could you help her? Get her out?”

      “I can’t—”

      “She’s a human,” he snarled. “An innocent girl. Don’t you realize what Samael will do to her?”

      Vejovis pressed his lips together. “I am aware. However, my skills lie in healing, not combat or stealth.”

      Lyre swore. Before he could decide what to do next, Zwi landed on his shoulder with a sweep of her wings. She stared fixedly at Vejovis, demand clear in her small, reptilian face. Lyre looked from her to the healer and back again.

      “Then will you take Zwi into Asphodel?” Lyre asked. “Get her to either Ash or Piper? She’s more than capable of stealth.”

      “Will a dragonet make any difference?”

      “Maybe. She can at least let Ash know I’m here.”

      Vejovis thought about it. “I can do that much.”

      “And this.” Dropping his arrow back in his quiver, Lyre dug into his pocket and pulled out a red gem. “A linked tracker—an undetectable spell. Give it to Ash so he can follow it back to me.”

      Vejovis cautiously crossed the distance and took the gem. Zwi growled warningly at him, then sprang from Lyre’s shoulder onto the healer’s. She glared at Vejovis as though warning him not to try any funny business.

      “I will get the dragonet and the tracker to either Piper or Ash,” Vejovis promised. “If I have the opportunity, should I tell Piper you’re here?”

      Lyre hesitated. He shouldn’t have. Piper knowing he’d come for her was better than her thinking she was trapped in the Underworld alone, but she could be so persistent. If she had even an inkling he was more than he pretended to be, she would dig for the truth until she was neck deep in the quicksand of his secrets.

      Vejovis nodded as though Lyre had answered. “I will let Ash decide how much of the truth to share. What will you do?”

      Selfishly relieved he didn’t have to make a decision about Piper, Lyre contemplated his options for a moment. “I’ll find somewhere safe, near here in the mountains. A place to hide.” He pulled a matching gem from his pocket. “This is the same tracker spell. You can use it to find me again when you leave Asphodel. I need to know what’s going on in there.”

      Vejovis took the second spell, glancing at it before looking at Lyre. He knew that look—an unspoken signal that more was required. Vejovis was a wily old daemon and, his vow to heal anyone in need aside, he hadn’t survived this long by risking his life for little to no personal gain.

      Lyre slid his hand down the chain around his neck, mentally weighing the danger of each spell as he touched its lodestone. Finally, he snapped off a green gem and held it out.

      “This one,” he said, his voice soft, dangerous, “is for you. As a down payment.”

      The healer eyed the spell. “What is it?”

      “Entirely unique. It will save your life someday.” He smiled coolly. “I’ll tell you what it does and how to use it when I next see you.”

      Vejovis’s answering smile was equally chilly, and he pocketed both the new gem and the two trackers. “Fair enough, weaver.”

      Lyre glanced at the sky. “The eclipse is almost over. If Ash and Piper can escape, they’ll do it at night. I’ll prepare a safe place and wait there until the next sunrise.”

      Vejovis nodded. Relying on him at all was a risk, especially when he knew Lyre’s true identity—and carried spells that could be tracked back to him. He grimaced. If this backfired, he’d figure out damage control later.

      “Good luck,” he murmured, as much to Zwi as to Vejovis.

      Holding his light spell on his palm, the healer strode past Lyre, heading toward Asphodel. Zwi glanced back at Lyre and called a soft farewell trill.

      Lyre stood in the center of the road, watching their silhouettes grow smaller and smaller until the faint light vanished entirely. Alone with only the wind for company, he stared into the darkness, sick with worry and aching with regret that he could do nothing to help. Even Zwi was more useful than him.

      Straightening his shoulders, he turned away from Asphodel’s lights and gazed toward the unseen mountains that surrounded the valley. Zwi had shown him several sheltered refuges, including an abandoned guardhouse that he could probably find again on his own.

      With grim determination, he set off into the endless black night.
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      In the darkness beneath the glowing half-crescent planet, Lyre clung to the narrow crown of the tree and stared toward Asphodel.

      Something was on fire.

      The town was too distant to make out any details, but a building had definitely gone up in flames. He squinted, trying to identify exactly which structure was burning. Was it Ash? Or something else?

      Gripping the tree trunk, he glanced back. Five miles away, the abandoned guardhouse was ready. He had woven his best protections: wards to defend it, to hide it, and to conceal the presence of anyone within it. Ash knew how to key most of Lyre’s custom weavings, so he’d be able to activate the protections even if Lyre wasn’t there. And all the spells were built to decay completely after a few days, so he didn’t have to worry about his brothers discovering them.

      His tracker spell, linked to the two red lodestones he’d given Vejovis, was lodged in the top of the doorframe, a beacon to guide Ash and the healer straight to the cabin.

      He focused on Asphodel again, scanning the lights for any further disturbances. He was too far. He couldn’t see enough. Shifting uncomfortably, he adjusted the bow on his shoulder. Strength filled his limbs, a welcome feeling after so long in his diminished glamour form. He suspected he would need all his strength … soon.

      Light flashed over Asphodel.

      He sucked in a breath as a fiery blast shot from the sky toward the ground—almost directly over Chrysalis. He couldn’t see the building from this distance, but he knew exactly where it was. What was Ash doing over there?

      A couple minutes later, a flare shot into the sky, illuminating the tiny silhouettes of two flying dragons. Two? One had to be Zwi, so the second must belong to Ash’s sister.

      His hands clenched. They were heading for the bridge across the gorge, forced to use the arched opening that was the only way through the wards around the town. He squinted, the darkness and distance defeating his vision. He could see movement near the bridge but not enough to know what was happening.

      Minutes slipped by. Then—

      White light exploded like a detonating bomb. Lyre flinched, shielding his eyes with one hand. An instant later, the sound reached him—a booming roar, the crashing of stone. He leaned forward, frantically scanning the gorge.

      The bridge … where was the bridge?

      His blood chilled. That impossible explosion had taken it out? How? The scope of that blast was beyond even Ash.

      Unable to do anything else, he crouched in place, ignoring the faint twinges in his muscles from holding the awkward position for so long. The breeze whispered through the leaves around him, the branch under his feet creaking.

      His senses prickled and he glanced to his left.

      Briefly illuminated by the light of the planet, two shapes glided among the crowns of the trees a mile away from Lyre’s perch. Two dragons, flying low to hide their silhouettes. Though he glimpsed them only for a moment, he counted four passengers—two male, two female. Ash, Piper, the mysterious sister, and Vejovis? They were headed straight for the cabin.

      The sick knot of dread in Lyre’s gut eased. He scanned the treetops, making sure the dragons were out of sight, then turned back toward Asphodel.

      There. Distant but gaining speed. A dozen silhouettes in flight, following the same path as the dragons. At their lower vantage point, the dragons’ passengers couldn’t see their pursuers—but the pursuers probably had a good idea of what direction their targets had headed.

      Bracing his feet more firmly, Lyre reached over his shoulder, his fingers brushing across the fletching of different arrows. His hand hesitated, then he slowly pulled out an arrow. He glanced at the black fletching before lifting his eyes to the tightly clustered hunters, the feathered wings of their mounts—eagle-like rocs—beating hard. A second group was trailing after the first a mile out.

      He slid his bow off his shoulder. Setting the arrow loosely against the grip, he considered it once more, then closed his hand around the arrowhead and squeezed. Pain dug into his palm. When he opened his hand, blood clung to the arrowhead and dribbled down his wrist.

      He raised the bow and pulled the string back. A powerful surge of his magic slid down the shaft and lit the head with a deep, eerie red glow. Another slow exhalation, then he focused on the closer formation of rocs.

      He’d hidden the guardhouse well, but not well enough to protect it if those soldiers followed the dragons right to its location. Power thrummed through the arrow, sizzling against his skin, straining to be unleashed. Sighting down the shaft, he tracked the leader’s movement.

      He relaxed his fingers. The string snapped away and the arrow shot into the darkness.

      Reversing direction on his perch, he grabbed the tree trunk tightly and squeezed his eyes shut to preserve his night vision.

      Red light erupted like the sun coming to life. The screaming explosion sent a blast of force tearing across the forest canopy and his stomach flipped as his tree teetered wildly, its trunk groaning. When the light faded, he looked up. A red haze marked the spot where the arrow’s blood weaving had detonated. A few feathers were still fluttering to the earth, and only one roc remained aloft, laboring for each wing beat.

      A mile away, the second group of rocs had changed direction—flying not toward the hidden cabin, but toward him.

      Lyre smiled grimly and slung his bow over his shoulder. He could have picked them all off with arrows before they got close enough to attack him, but that would only delay the hunt. Uncoiling from his perch, he sprang down from the crown of the tree, descending easily with his full daemon strength. His feet hit the mossy ground with a soft thump.

      He would kill the pursuers. But first …

      Pivoting on his heel, he ran into the trees, back toward the valley—and away from the hidden guardhouse.
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        * * *

      

      Dropping to his knees beside the stream, Lyre scooped up a handful of frigid water and drank. For several minutes, he crouched in the mud and drank until the parched dryness in his throat eased. Then he slumped against a boulder, breathing slow and deep.

      The quiet darkness soothed the fading pulse of adrenaline and the fierce battle focus, but in its wake, pain was growing. Wincing, he pressed a hand to his side and pulled it away. Fresh blood gleamed, coating his palm and beading on his fingers.

      His lodestones were empty, drained of power. Half the gems hanging around his neck were missing or dull, their spells used up. Over half his arrows were gone.

      His plan had worked … a little too well. Thinking the Asphodel escapees were the ones who’d attacked the first squad, the remaining hunters had gone after Lyre—exactly as planned. Except he hadn’t seen the third squad, and on foot against mounted soldiers, well, that part hadn’t gone as planned.

      He pressed his hand to his side again, trying to staunch the flow of blood. One of the rocs had gotten a bit too close. Their talons were sharp and their grip powerful enough to pierce his protective shields.

      None of the soldiers had managed to touch him though. No soldier was a match for a fully armed and prepared master weaver. They couldn’t comprehend half the magic he’d used on them, let alone fight it.

      But that damn roc. He let his head fall back, staring at the canopy of leaves silhouetted against the near-full planet high above. He was miles from the cabin—closer to the ley line than the mountain. More than anything, he wanted to be with Ash and Piper, to make sure they were alive and unhurt—assuming they were unhurt. But walking that distance was probably beyond him, and in his current condition, he was more likely to lead enemies right back to his friends.

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      He started violently when a chatter answered him. Zwi glided out of the trees, wings flaring wide. She dropped out of the air right into his lap, chittering and trilling in what sounded like a stern lecture.

      “Zwi,” he breathed. “Are they safe?”

      She paused her admonishments to chirp and nuzzle him with her nose, then went right back to scolding him.

      “Where’s Ash?” He was surprised she would leave her master’s side after such a long, painful separation. “He’s not out here too, is he?”

      “Ash is at the cabin.”

      Lyre jerked again, then groaned when pain tore deep into his side at the rough movement. He slumped back against the rock as Vejovis walked out of the darkness from the same direction Zwi had appeared.

      “And he is in no condition to be anywhere but in a sick bed,” the healer continued, joining Lyre and crouching to study him. “It appears the same applies to you.”

      “What happened to Ash?” Lyre demanded, ignoring the last comment.

      Shooing Zwi out of Lyre’s lap, Vejovis pushed his arm up and pressed two fingers to the gouges in his side. “As I discovered in Asphodel, Samael spent the last four or five weeks torturing Ash into a mere shadow of himself. Samael did not intend Ash to survive his punishment.”

      Sick dizziness washed over Lyre.

      “Ash should make a full recovery—physically. As for his mental state, that remains to be seen.” Vejovis frowned. “Your wounds are deep. Without healing, you’ll die.”

      Lyre ignored that too. “What about Piper?”

      “She is unharmed.”

      He let out a long sigh. “And Ash’s … sister?”

      “A fascinating young woman. Lie back so I can begin your healing.”

      Lyre shook his head. “There are still soldiers in this area, and more will come.”

      “I will stop the bleeding before you end up comatose. I can complete the healing after we go through the ley line.”

      “After we—what?”

      Vejovis took his shoulders and forced him onto his back. Before he could sit up, Zwi hopped over and sprawled across his neck to keep him in place. Vejovis prodded his side, then tore his shirt open to access the wounds.

      “I’m not going through the ley line,” he muttered when the healer said nothing.

      “I am taking you through the line with me. Ash, his sister, and Piper are resting at the guardhouse. Thanks to your impressive array of wards, they’ll be safe until Ash recovers from his healing. Once he wakes, he’ll be more than capable of getting them out of the Underworld.”

      Vejovis pressed his hand to Lyre’s side and hot magic shot into his flesh. He winced and concentrated on breathing.

      “Speaking of your wards, I told Piper they were my doing. For now, your secret remains safe.”

      Ash would recognize Lyre’s work, but he wouldn’t say a word about it to Piper. “I should join them.”

      “You can’t walk that far, and if you did, you’d be useless to them.” Vejovis leaned around Zwi to see Lyre’s face, and his expression was surprisingly gentle. “You’ve done enough, Lyre. The trail of bodies you created will keep Samael’s soldiers hunting this area for the rest of the night. You bought them time for Ash to recover his strength. Trust him to get the other two out.”

      Zwi trilled her agreement, the sound vibrating through his throat. Lyre slumped back and closed his eyes as Vejovis focused on the healing. The daemon was right. What use was Lyre now? His power reserves were almost completely depleted. He’d have barely enough magic to make the jump through the ley line.

      And … and if he went back with Vejovis, Piper would never know he’d been here. She’d never know he’d had anything to do with their escape from Asphodel. And she would never ask questions he couldn’t—wouldn’t—answer.

      Without opening his eyes, he brought his hand up until he found Zwi’s head. He stroked her mane. “You’ll take care of Ash, right, Zwi?” he whispered. “You’ll make sure he and Piper get out of the Underworld?”

      She cooed soothingly and nuzzled his palm.

      “And … you’ll tell Ash I’ll be waiting for him?”

      She made a questioning noise that he guessed meant, “Where?”

      “The Consulate,” he answered after a moment’s thought. “I’ll wait for them at Piper’s Consulate. Tell Ash to go there.”

      Pinning his hand down with her tiny paws, she rested her head on it like a pillow. He relaxed again, drifting as Vejovis worked on his wounds. A few minutes later, the healer helped him sit up. Zwi hopped to the ground beside them, watching as Vejovis levered Lyre to his feet.

      “Careful,” the healer warned. “Until I complete the healing, the wounds could reopen.”

      Lyre nodded absently, gazing in the direction of the cabin. Zwi head-butted his leg and chirped bossily. He smiled faintly and nodded. “All right, all right. We’re going.”

      She chirped again, gave him a last look, then spread her wings and took off. He watched her vanish among the trees. Vejovis took his arm, and Lyre wasn’t pleased to realize he needed the extra support.

      “Ready?” the healer murmured.

      Lyre forced himself to look away from the spot where Zwi had disappeared. “I’m ready. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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          Ash

        

      

    

    
      “This is a terrible plan,” Ash snarled. He whirled around to face Lyre. “Don’t you think it’s a terrible plan?”

      Lyre tugged at the heavy bolt on the metal cabinet. It clicked loudly and he pulled it off, by all appearances unconcerned about anyone catching him mid-theft. Ash didn’t care either if Quinn or Calder noticed Lyre stealing gear from the Consulate’s sparring room. With the Consul Directors, Miysis Ra, and a large daemon entourage in the building, Quinn wasn’t likely to notice anything else. He hadn’t even realized his daughter was poisoned.

      “Of course it’s terrible,” Lyre agreed without looking up. “But it’s the best plan we have.”

      Ash clenched his hands into fists, glaring at Lyre as he opened the cabinet. “How can Piper handing herself over to Samael be ‘the best plan’?”

      “It’s the fastest way to get the antidote. The Blood Kiss poison could turn lethal at any time.” Lyre pondered the contents of the cabinet—an extensive array of guns, ammo, and other weapons. “Do you want her to die?”

      Ash swore in answer.

      Lyre shot him a cutting look, no humor in his eyes—the amber darkened to bronze with his fear. He still looked tired. Piper had no idea Lyre had almost died in the Underworld right along with the rest of them, but Zwi had shown Ash her memory of Lyre’s condition before Vejovis had taken him back to Earth. Incubi didn’t have large power reserves like draconians; unless Lyre made a lodestone-charging run into the city, it would be days before he fully recovered his strength.

      Turning back to the cabinet, Lyre knelt to check the bottom shelf, then huffed in relief. He pulled out a bundle of arrows with bright yellow fletching and stood.

      He glanced at Ash. “We have too much work to do to waste time debating this all over again. The plan is made, and now we follow through. Between you and me, we’ll get Piper back again—even if she ends up in Asphodel.” His eyes narrowed. “Speaking of getting people out of Asphodel, maybe we could have gotten Seiya out before this—if I’d known she existed.”

      “Maybe we could have.” Ash didn’t flinch under his friend’s cold stare. “But more likely, attempting it would have gotten you killed. You can’t enter Asphodel, and me taking your magic into the estate would have been almost as bad.”

      Lyre sighed bitterly.

      “You know why I didn’t tell you about her.”

      Nodding silently, Lyre swung the cabinet shut and crossed the long sparring room. Ash followed him into the hall.

      “I need to test these in case they’re total garbage,” Lyre said, waving his new arrows. “It’ll only take a minute. Why don’t you see if Piper is ready?”

      Ash nodded, and Lyre hastened down the corridor toward the back door. Ash frowned after him. Lyre had put on a decent show of confidence, but it was just that—a show. He was good at that kind of stuff. Almost good enough to hide how shaken he was by Ash and Piper’s imprisonment in, and escape from, Asphodel.

      Ash’s fingers curled around his bare neck where he could almost feel the collar burning his flesh. Shaking off the imagined sensation, he pushed into motion. As he stalked up the stairs, memories of the last few weeks slipped through his mind—dark cells and hunger and so much agony he could barely comprehend it—but shadows and blurry numbness coated his recollections. It felt more like a dream than reality.

      Sooner or later, that insulating numbness would wear off, and he would get to relive the pain all over again.

      He stopped in front of Piper’s bedroom door, staring at the wood, his hands clenched. She was going back into that hell. Samael would punish her. Samael would hurt her. Why did the thought of her in pain make his chest ache?

      Baring his teeth, he grabbed the handle and flung the door open. It hit the wall with a bang. He stormed into the room, not caring she hadn’t invited him in. Piper stood in front of her closet, clad in clean jeans and boots, but still wearing the ill-fitting, bloodstained shirt she’d escaped the Underworld in.

      At the sound of his entrance, she whirled around. Her surprise at the sight of him bearing down on her wasn’t quite enough to hide her fear—the terror over what she had to do. Why did her fear twist him up inside? What was wrong with him?

      “I changed my mind,” he snarled as he crossed the room. “You’re not going.”

      She pushed her shoulders back. “Yes, I am.”

      “No.”

      “We’ve been through this already. We’ve controlled the risks—”

      “We’ve controlled nothing,” he interrupted, giving her the icy glare that made most daemons back down.

      Her mouth flattened into a thin line and she poked him in the chest. “So you’re saying you won’t be waiting for me in three hours?”

      He frowned. “Of course I will, but—”

      “And if I don’t meet you, you won’t try to reach me when Miysis’s force and Samael’s soldiers start fighting, whenever that is?”

      “You—”

      “Or, if that fails, you won’t ever have a chance, between now and forever, to get me out? I won’t be going anywhere. Samael wants me alive, remember?”

      “You know I won’t leave you there.”

      “Good. Then there’s no reason not to go through with—”

      He took an aggressive step closer, glowering down at her. “There’s every reason for you not to surrender yourself to Samael.” She tried to interrupt but he kept going in a savage snarl, unable to soften his tone. “We’ll find another way. There has to be a better way. I can return to Asphodel while he’s distracted by Miysis and force his healers to give up the antidote. Anything is better than you handing yourself over.”

      She stared up at him, fear in her eyes. But not fear of him. He could intimidate even Samael’s generals, but she—half a foot shorter and with those large green eyes and soft lips that suggested sweetness and docility—didn’t even flinch. Holding her ground, she planted her palm on his chest and pushed. Setting his jaw, he didn’t move. She waited, her gaze expecting—no, demanding that he move back.

      Snarling silently, he stepped back.

      She stalked to the middle of the room and stopped with her back to him. “How long would that take? A day? What if you couldn’t find it? That’s a day I might not have. Samael needs me. He’ll give me the antidote right away. It’s the only guaranteed way I’ll get it in time. After that, I can wait as long as it takes for you to get me away from him. Samael doesn’t have the Sahar, so he won’t have any immediate use for me.”

      He stared at her back. She was terrified of Samael, but she was convincing Ash to go through with the plan anyway.

      It was that same determined courage that had gotten her—and him and Seiya—out of Asphodel. It was that same stubborn nerve he’d seen in the Chrysalis basement when she’d told him to shade. Told him to shade. He couldn’t believe she’d done that.

      Dark instincts stirred deep inside. That hunger. That possessive, predatory need. He knew he’d hunted her. He remembered her backing away, leading him. He remembered her body pressed into his … her skin under his mouth … her pulse racing against his tongue.

      He recalled flashes of memory, of sensation, of taste and smell and desire. That, and the pain. If their plan went wrong, if he couldn’t free Piper from Samael fast enough, the same kind of pain he’d endured was waiting for her.

      When he didn’t respond, she turned to face him, a frown tugging at her lips. Her eyes searched his, questioning, almost concerned. Why was she worried about him? Didn’t she understand what was coming for her if their plan went wrong?

      The whispered words escaped before he could stop them. “He’ll hurt you, Piper.”

      “I know.” She smiled despite her clenched hands. “I’ll be fine. It won’t be for long.”

      What if it was a long time? What if it was days … weeks … months? What if he could never get her free, just as he’d failed to free Seiya? What if Piper suffered as Seiya had, years of beatings and torture as punishment for his failures, his weakness?

      Despair and torment twisted through him, rising from deep within like a sweeping tide, and for a moment, a sickening, unfamiliar terror gripped him, threatening to send him into a panic.

      He never panicked. Well, almost never.

      Shoving the fear down, he summoned anger to replace it, choosing the first target that came to mind. “I’m going to tear Micah to pieces. Slowly.”

      “No,” Piper shot back. “I want to kill him. Slowly. Now get out of my room so I can finish changing.”

      He met her commanding stare and shoved down another rise of dormant instincts—the ones that fired up instantly to meet her challenge. That familiar surge of possessiveness tightened around his chest and it was harder than it should have been to shrug off the feeling. His control wasn’t what it should be.

      Needing some distance to re-balance himself, he headed for the door. She watched him pass with something close to calculation in her narrowed eyes. He would worry about what she was thinking later.

      Except she didn’t give him a chance.

      He heard her sudden movement and started to turn, only for her to tackle him in the back. He staggered, too busy crushing an instant flare of savage aggression to counter her. Then she pressed the flat of a dagger to his throat and he froze in place.

      “So,” she drawled casually, “in case you were thinking I wasn’t tough enough to handle Micah on my own … have I convinced you?”

      She tapped the cold steel against his neck, and recognizing this as the game it was, he bound his aggression down deep. A slow, dangerous smile pulled at his lips. Maybe she should learn not to play games like this with daemons—especially draconians.

      “Am I convinced?” He felt her shiver at the sound of his voice. “Not even close.”

      Pulling her arm away from his neck, he lunged forward and down. She flipped off his back and hit the floor in a roll. As she sprang up, he grabbed her shirt, tearing it as he yanked her around. She crashed into his chest, her hand flailing out of his reach. He managed to catch her wrist at the same time she got the dagger back to his throat—blade touching his skin.

      He went still again, holding her wrist. He already had her other arm pinned behind her back, and she was pressed tight against him, as unmoving as he was.

      “Convinced now?” she asked archly.

      He would have been amused by her apparent misimpression that she had the advantage just because she had a dagger to his throat, but he was too distracted by her soft chest pressed against him, the warmth of her body, her scent filling his nose—a scent with a hint of hot excitement that was growing stronger by the second.

      “Hmm,” he murmured, buying himself a moment to clear his head. He slid his hand up her wrist, then in a quick, darting movement, plucked the dagger from her grasp and tossed it at the wall. Her now dagger-less hand was still hanging in the air when he caught it and pulled it behind her back with her other arm. And that pulled her body even tighter to his.

      She stared up at him, wide-eyed, heat gathering in those green irises.

      “Maybe you’re tough enough for Micah,” he told her, a growl creeping into his voice. “But are you strong enough for Samael?”

      Fear touched her expression, and her throat moved as she swallowed. He had to work to keep his focus on her face, because the elegant column of her neck was all too tempting. His memories of their escape from Chrysalis might be fuzzy, but the taste of her was all too clear.

      “Well,” she replied, a faint tremor in her voice. “I may not be able to take Samael in a fight, but I am damn good at escaping.”

      She pulled both feet off the floor. Her sudden weight yanked him forward and he lost his balance. They fell, landing on a pile of clothes. He accidentally squashed her into the floor before untangling his arms and pushing up on his elbows. She grabbed his head, fingers sinking into his hair.

      Then their faces were so close, almost touching, and he had no idea if she’d pulled him down or if he’d just assumed that’s what she intended. Either way, he didn’t care.

      He pressed his mouth into hers. Her soft lips melded against his and she arched up, her breasts crushed against his chest, her hands fisted in his hair to hold his mouth tight to hers. All those instincts to possess her, to touch and taste and claim her, came roaring to the surface and he pushed her hard into the floor, needing to feel her body under his, her warmth and softness and that sweet, hot scent laced with arousal.

      He caught her lower lip in his teeth, a gentle bite. Her hands pulled at him, a clear demand for more, and he inhaled sharply. Sitting up, he pulled her into his lap. Her strong, lean legs wrapped around his waist, the junction of her thighs pressing against him, and he could feel the heat of her through the layers of clothing between them. Fuck, he wanted the clothes off her.

      Holding the back of her neck, he kissed her harder, tasting her as she opened her mouth for his tongue. He slid his other hand over the alluring swell of her hip and up the curve of her waist, then under her shirt. Fingers splayed, he ran his hand up the silky skin of her back.

      She kissed him just as hard and her hand yanked at the bottom of his shirt, caught between their bodies.

      “Ash,” she growled against his lips. “Now.”

      Without shifting his mouth from hers, he pulled his shirt up. Her hands went under the fabric, cool against his skin. Tensing as her fingers slid over his chest in teasing touches, he pushed his hand back under her shirt and grabbed the back of her bra, fighting the urge to tear it off.

      With his other hand in her hair, he pulled her head back and took her throat with his mouth, her skin soft and sweet under his tongue. Breathing hard, she arched her back in invitation, and he kissed down the side of her neck to her bare shoulder, relishing her taste. Supporting her with one arm, he moved lower until his mouth brushed the swell of her breasts. Her silent gasp was all the encouragement he needed, and he reached for the hem of her shirt.

      In the back of his head, Zwi gave him a sharp mental jab.

      His eyes flew open, and with his focus on Piper broken, he heard the footsteps coming up the stairs. Shit.

      He lurched up, dragging Piper with him. Dumping her on her feet, he backed up a step as Lyre and Seiya walked through the door he’d left wide open. Nonchalantly pulling his shirt back down, he gave Piper a quick glance to make sure her clothes were where they should be.

      “Piper, are you—” Lyre hesitated in mid-step, eyes darkening as they snapped from her to Ash and back again. “Are you ready?”

      His question sounded calm enough, but Ash knew better. Lyre was an incubus. Female desire and arousal were as obvious to him as a flashing sign. He knew exactly what he’d interrupted—and his eyes were already black with hostile jealousy.

      “Not quite,” Piper answered, turning toward her closet and unaware of the dangerous tension. “I have to finish changing.”

      Lyre didn’t respond, his attention fixed on Ash, a piercing stare full of shadows and aggression. Ash stared back, unable to back down—but also reluctant to initiate a challenge that might destroy their friendship. Though normally reasonable, Lyre wouldn’t be logical about this; his instincts were driving him too hard. He’d kissed Piper more than once, and that was enough for an incubus to consider a woman his territory.

      Before Ash could decide what he was willing—and unwilling—to do, Lyre exhaled silently and turned his head away, breaking eye contact.

      “Come on, Ash,” Seiya said, her icy tone breaking the silence. “We have more planning to do.”

      Ash snapped an irritated glance at his sister, unimpressed with her tone. She could smell arousal as well as Ash could, but that didn’t mean it was any of her business.

      “What planning?” Piper asked, her cheeks still flushed.

      “We need to sort out a few details,” he answered, the reality of their situation crashing down on him again.

      She nodded as fear returned to her eyes. “Got it. Just don’t be late. Three hours.”

      “Three hours,” he repeated.

      As Piper turned back to her closet, Seiya strode out. Lyre was a step behind, and Ash hastened after them. As Seiya swept down the stairs and out the front door, Ash fell into step beside Lyre, their strides perfectly matched. They walked in silence, Seiya a dozen yards ahead, heading into the trees where they didn’t have to worry about Ra eavesdroppers.

      “Next time,” Lyre said, finally breaking the silence as he cast a smirk at Ash, “try closing the door.”

      “It wasn’t exactly planned.” He hesitated, trying to figure out what to say, or if he should say anything at all.

      Lyre glanced at him, amusement flickering in his eyes. “Relax, Ash. I’m not going to steal her away.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Uh-huh.” He smirked. “Considering I can have any woman I want, I think I can spare one for you.”

      Ash said nothing, not wanting to point out the error in Lyre’s statement. There was, in fact, one woman Lyre couldn’t have, and she happened to be the one woman he really wanted.

      The woods surrounding the Consulate enveloped them, dark and lifeless. Leaves crunched quietly under their feet, and a dozen yards ahead, Seiya waited for them in a small glade, too far to hear their quiet words.

      Ash slowed. “You care about Piper,” he murmured in the darkness.

      Lyre stopped beside him, the faint light from the Consulate catching on his eyes and lighting the amber. “I’d just break her heart.”

      Ash let out a silent breath. He was pretty sure he would do the same.

      He didn’t know what he felt for Piper. She was a human—she would disagree with that label, but to him, haemons were merely humans with magic—and by her very nature, she was incapable of understanding who and what he was. His true form terrified her. Yet he couldn’t seem to intimidate her properly otherwise. And she had faced off with him while he was out of his mind from that collar. Maybe …

      He didn’t know. The only thing he was sure about was wanting to be back in that bedroom without any interruptions.

      Lyre’s mischievous smirk returned, and he gave Ash a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Just try not to screw things up too badly.” He leaned closer, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “And if you need any pointers on the screwing part, let me know.”

      Laughing, Lyre strolled into the clearing to join Seiya, leaving Ash standing in the trees with an irritated scowl.
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      “Are you going to pace the entire time?” Lyre asked without looking up from the arrow in his hands. “I can’t take another hour of this.”

      Ash didn’t break stride as he crossed the length of the Consulate’s front driveway and back again. The horizon was beginning to lighten with the coming dawn, the cool air fresh and crisp. He inhaled deeply, enjoying the scent of greenery and damp soil. He’d spent too many weeks in reeking bastille cells and that damn room in Chrysalis.

      “Am I supposed to just sit around? Take a nap while Piper …” He trailed off, unwilling to voice the words in his head. Take a nap while Piper was in the middle of a Hades army? While she was at Samael’s mercy? While she was maybe terrified, maybe in pain, maybe dying?

      “If you sat down for ten minutes, it would help me concentrate.” Lyre dropped the arrow on the pile beside him and picked up another one.

      Ash paced back to the incubus. “You’ll exhaust yourself if you keep weaving.”

      “I used up most of my quiver.” His eyes half closed and golden light spun out from his fingers, coiling around the arrowhead. “I need to restock before we go get Piper, but I’m keeping the weaves simple.”

      Go get Piper. He said it so casually, as though it would be as simple as walking down the road and collecting her.

      Now that Ash had stopped pacing, Zwi sprang out of the tree she’d been lounging in and landed on his shoulder. She curled around the back of his neck, crooning softly. Her thoughts were less soothing as she let him know exactly how annoyed she was that he’d kept pacing and hadn’t let her cuddle with him.

      He sighed and stroked her mane. Their separation had been hard on her. It’d been hard on him too, but her suffering concerned him far more. He owed her a lot of attention and affection.

      She trilled in agreement, emphasizing how much he owed her. And how he could start making it up to her with a whole block of her favorite soft white cheese. Maybe two blocks.

      That much cheese would make you sick, he told her silently.

      She huffed in his ear. She knew better than to eat it all at once. Did he think she was dumb?

      Why do you even like cheese? You’re a dragon. Dragons are carnivores.

      He liked cheese, she shot back.

      I’m not a dragon.

      She thumped her tail against his chest, vehemently disagreeing with him in his head. He was a dragon. He was just weird shaped and missing some scales. She wouldn’t have bonded with him if he hadn’t been a dragon like her.

      Ash snorted, shaking his head slightly. They’d had this debate before, and it always amused him that she saw him as a mutated version of her own species. An ugly mutation.

      Very ugly, she confirmed. But at least he had magic. That sort of made it worth it, and she liked having magic too. It was the only thing that made him sort of useful.

      Ash snorted again. As Lyre set his finished arrow aside, Ash plucked Zwi off his shoulders and dropped her into the incubus’s lap.

      “Terrorize him for a while,” he told her.

      Lyre automatically rubbed Zwi under the chin, her favorite spot. She tilted her head back, purring in enjoyment. Lyre might be able to play most women like a maestro musician, but Zwi had him wrapped around her little claw.

      “You should be petting her, not me.” Lyre switched to rubbing her jaw line. “She missed you like crazy.”

      “Not you too.” Ash crouched beside them. “She’s already informed me about a dozen times how I’m the worst bondmate ever. And Zala told her that Seiya brushes her mane every night. So now Zwi is guilt-tripping me about how I should brush her.”

      “Shouldn’t you?”

      “She doesn’t need brushing.”

      “But she would enjoy it.”

      Ash’s eyes narrowed. “You are no help at all.”

      Zwi’s soft chitter sounded an awful lot like a snicker. He turned his squint on her and she widened her golden eyes innocently.

      Lyre chuckled and leaned back against the tree behind him. They’d retreated outside while they waited, where they could watch the Consulate and had room to maneuver if a certain Ra princeling had arranged an ambush.

      “Speaking of Zala,” Lyre said, “where’s her master?”

      “Seiya and Zala are scouting.” Ash grimaced. “She got sick of my pacing too.”

      “Can’t blame her.” Lyre picked up another arrow and waved the fletching in front of Zwi. The dragonet rolled onto her back and swatted at it enthusiastically, all four feet in the air. “Seiya is probably enjoying the chance to stretch her wings and explore a bit, as well.”

      Ash nodded, his gaze rising to the treetops, dark against the lightening sky. He didn’t like that she was out of his sight; her absence only added to his edgy tension. But he knew better than to shackle her to his side. She could take care of herself.

      Amazement whispered through the darker emotions that had been dominating his thoughts since Piper had surrendered herself to Samael. He again looked across the trees, trying to absorb this new reality. How long had he dreamed of the day he and Seiya could be free?

      And now it had happened. Finally, impossibly, he was on Earth with Seiya, and there were no more chains binding them to Samael. Samael couldn’t command them, couldn’t imprison them, couldn’t hurt them.

      Well, actually, there was one chain left—a new one he wouldn’t have thought would be strong enough to hold him. Yet the thought of Piper in Samael’s grasp exerted an uncomfortable pull on him. He needed to get her back.

      He was on his feet and pacing again before he realized what he was doing. An hour left before he needed to be at the meeting spot. He doubted Piper could escape a second time, not when she had no power, no magic—

      His steps stilled as he remembered the destruction she’d inflicted with a single gesture. Armed with the Sahar, she could wield even more power than he could. He turned toward the Consulate as an idea took form. A very interesting idea.

      “Lyre,” he murmured. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah, but we don’t need to leave yet. It’s a long walk to Samael’s camp, but a much quicker flight.”

      Ash nodded. They had time, but if his idea worked, they would want to leave immediately. A quick thought had Zwi leaping out of Lyre’s lap and flying to him. She hung off his shoulder as he shared his plan with her.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Ash told Lyre. “Be ready to leave as soon as I’m out.”

      “Huh? Ash, what are you …”

      He didn’t wait for Lyre to finish his question. Crossing the lawn, he ascended the steps and walked into the Consulate. An uncomfortable number of daemons were crammed inside—at least twenty members of Miysis’s escort. Add in a dozen Consul Directors, the Head Consul, and a frantic uncle, and the place was a madhouse.

      Ash could hear Calder’s raised voice shouting something about Piper. Quinn answered in a rumble of quiet words. Lyre had told the brothers about Piper’s poisoning and the rough basis of their plan, but he hadn’t stuck around to see how the parental pair would handle the news. Sounded like Calder wasn’t too pleased with his brother’s response.

      But Ash wasn’t interested in those two. As he strode toward the largest meeting room, Zwi shifted down his back, clinging to his armored vest between his shoulder blades, hidden from view.

      He threw the meeting room door open. A dozen Ra daemons turned toward the sound, but Ash’s attention went straight to Miysis. He’d positioned himself near the door—close to the easiest escape route. That made things easier.

      “Ash,” Miysis snapped. “What do you want?”

      Keeping his expression blank, Ash studied Miysis and considered his options. How best to distract the Ra princeling? Miysis opened his mouth to speak again, green eyes flashing with temper, and Ash gave a mental shrug. Better keep it simple.

      Decision made, he clenched his hand into a fist and slammed it into Miysis’s jaw.

      Miysis’s head snapped back and he staggered. In that moment where everyone was too shocked to move, Ash drove Miysis into the floor, dropped on top of him, and landed two more punches before the dozen griffins in the room broke out of their collective slack-jawed daze.

      Two daemons tackled Ash in the back, flattening him on top of Miysis. He twisted away, kneed someone in the gut, grabbed someone else by the face and threw them back, then lunged to his feet. It took a few more punches and a bone-breaking kick before the other griffins backed away, opening a circle around him as they drew their weapons. Ash was now facing the door, his back to the far wall where a window revealed the faint orange glow of sunrise.

      Miysis was on his feet again, one hand on his jaw as he checked for breaks. He glared, eyes black and that overly pretty face twisted with fury.

      “What the bloody hell was that?” the princeling snarled.

      Since “distracting you” wasn’t an appropriate answer, Ash pulled his lips into a sneer. “Just repaying a debt before I take my leave.”

      “A debt?” Miysis’s eyes bulged with outrage. “What debt? What are you talking about?”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Ash shot back vaguely. Let Miysis stew over what he might mean. “Next time, I won’t be this generous.”

      “What?” Practically spitting with rage and confusion, Miysis pointed at him. “You psychotic piece of reptilian—”

      Mission accomplished, Ash turned and strode toward the window that the griffins had foolishly left unguarded.

      “What are you—? Stop!”

      A punch of magic, cast with a flick of his hand, smashed the window apart before half the griffins realized what he was doing. With Miysis still shouting at him, Ash sprang out the window, slapped his hand to the frame, and wove a quick ward across the opening. A second later, a griffin tried to leap through and went headfirst into the spell. Dark light flashed, followed by a muffled crash as the daemon was hurled back into the room.

      Calling the shadows to hide him, Ash broke into an easy sprint, circling the house back to the front lawn. Lyre was waiting for him on the driveway, arms folded and raised eyebrows threatening to vanish into his hairline. Zwi was perched on the incubus’s shoulder, mane ruffled with smug satisfaction.

      “What the hell did you do?” Lyre demanded, half amused, half annoyed.

      Ash held out his hand to Zwi. She swished her tail, then lowered her head and spat. A silver stone landed on his palm. Lyre looked at the saliva-coated stone, then at Zwi, then at Ash, his eyes growing wider and wider.

      “You—you—you didn’t.” Lyre’s face contorted as though he were in pain, then a sharp laugh burst from him. Eyes alight with mirth, he shook his head, completely speechless.

      Ash wiped the stone on his pants. “We should go now.”

      “No shit.”

      Ash grabbed his arm and dragged him into the trees. They jogged away from the manor, not slowing until they were a mile out. It wasn’t much of a head start, but Miysis probably hadn’t realized yet he should be chasing Ash.

      “I can’t believe it,” Lyre muttered.

      Ash plucked the Stone out of his pocket to double check it was the real one. Having seen some of the fakes floating around, he needed to be sure. He ran his thumb across the smooth surface and magic sizzled against his skin.

      Lyre leaned closer—then snatched the Sahar from his hand.

      “What—”

      “What the fuck is this?” the incubus barked, eyes narrowed as he peered at the Stone. “It’s covered in—oh, shit.”

      “It’s covered in wh—”

      Lyre cut his hand through the air, a demand for silence. Focusing again on the Sahar, he turned it slowly in his hands, magic sparking off his fingertips. Concentration tightened his features as he worked and the air crackled softly around him.

      After several long minutes, he let out an explosive breath and looked up. “It was wrapped in weavings. A tracking spell and something else I couldn’t identify on the spot.”

      Ash didn’t move, absorbing that information. They stared at each other for a moment as they silently considered the implications. Samael was tracking the Sahar. No wonder he didn’t seem to be in a big hurry to surround the Consulate with his small army.

      “Did you clear it off?” Ash asked.

      “Already done. They put way more effort into making the weaves nearly invisible than in making them defensible.”

      “Who might ‘they’ be?”

      Lyre’s eyes darkened. “My dear brothers.”

      Ash hissed quietly. Short of another master weaver laying eyes on it, those spells could have gone unnoticed for a very long time. Samael didn’t want to lose track of the Sahar again, but what else had he had the Chrysalis weavers embed in it? Ash’s skin prickled with a fresh wave of dread.

      He needed to get Piper back, and then the four of them needed to disappear.

      Lyre handed him the Sahar and Ash returned it to his pocket. Half an hour left. He would have to fly hard to make it to the meeting spot on time.

      “I’m going ahead.” He adjusted one of his armguards, mentally mapping his route. “Zwi will carry you to the spot Seiya and I picked out earlier. She’s probably already there.”

      Lyre nodded. “Ash …”

      Impatient to be moving again, Ash glanced at him. “What?”

      Shifting his shoulders back, Lyre gave him a hard look. “Don’t do anything stupid. We need to be cautious about this. No reckless charges into a reaper army.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He turned, intending to walk a ways into the trees before dropping glamour to spare Lyre the adrenaline rush.

      “Ash.” Lyre grabbed his shoulder. “I’m serious. Promise you won’t go into the camp.”

      Shrugging off his hand, Ash stepped away, already focused on what was coming and having no intention of making that promise. If he saw a decent chance to free Piper, he was taking it. “I won’t do anything stupid, but I’m not leaving Piper in Samael’s hands any longer than—”

      Lyre stepped in front of him. For a moment, he just glared, dark shadows ghosting across his eyes and indecipherable emotion tightening his face. Then he grabbed Ash by the hair and pulled his head forward until their foreheads smacked together.

      “If you won’t promise,” Lyre growled, rarely heard menace vibrating through his voice, “then I will bring you down right here, bind you in so much magic you won’t even be able to sneeze, and keep you like that until Samael takes Piper back to the Underworld.”

      Ash snarled but didn’t try to pull back. “You wouldn’t—”

      “I can and I will if that’s what it takes to keep you alive.” His eyes blazed, amber and shadows, and his hand tightened on Ash’s head. “I won’t let you kill yourself barely a day after getting free from that bastard.”

      “But Piper—”

      “Samael needs Piper alive, but he wants you dead.”

      Ash swallowed his protest. The edge in Lyre’s voice, the darkness in his eyes—he was afraid for Ash. And he would do whatever he had to if he decided he needed to protect Ash from himself.

      He exhaled sharply. “I won’t go into the camp. I won’t do anything stupid.”

      Lyre’s stare cut through him, then the incubus released him and stepped away, morphing back into his usual easygoing self.

      “Nothing else stupid,” he corrected. “Stealing the Sahar from Miysis still counts as an act of stupidity. You said you can’t even use it without Piper.”

      “Who knows, it might come in handy.” Ash glanced up at Zwi, perched on a branch above their heads. “Take care of Lyre, and I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      She chirped in confirmation. With a final nod to Lyre, he strode a dozen paces into the trees. Between one step and the next, he dropped his glamour and sprang upward, wings sweeping down and muscles burning from the exertion.

      He would keep his promise to not enter the camp, but he fervently hoped he wouldn’t regret it. And he hoped even more that he wouldn’t need the Sahar.

      Because if he did, it would mean things had gone very, very wrong.
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            Part I

          

          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      Lyre braced his head with his hands, elbows propped on the tabletop. Even with his eyes closed, he could see the newspaper in front of him, the headline screaming, “Seventh Consulate Attack, Head Consul’s Daughter Killed.”

      He slumped a little deeper, head hanging, fingers twisted in his hair. He was such a fool. Such an idiot. He’d seen the news this past week: Consulates being blown to pieces one after another. The danger, the threat, had been plastered all over every newspaper. It was the only thing daemons on Earth were talking about, and he’d done nothing.

      But how could he have known Piper would come back from that boarding school a day early? How could he have guessed her Consulate would be attacked the very night she returned?

      A ping in his head warned him his ward had been disabled. A second later, the door to the apartment opened, then closed with a soft clack. Lyre dragged his head up as Seiya crossed the room, a cloth bag of groceries hanging off one arm. She sat at the table across from him and glanced at the newspaper before her eyes flicked to a spot over his shoulder.

      “Has he come inside yet?” she asked softly.

      Lyre turned in his seat to look. Across the cramped room, on the other side of the glass doors, Ash sat on the balcony—tucked in the corner with his back to the wall, legs pulled up and arms folded on his knees, staring at the city vista.

      Straightening, Lyre leaned back in his chair, head aching and a hollow pain in his chest. He didn’t bother replying since the answer was obvious.

      Seiya turned the newspaper around so she could read the article again. Lyre had already memorized it, everything from the description of the destruction, to the boarding school’s confirmation that Piper had been there, to the ongoing search for bodies in the rubble. He was tempted to read it again, because his brain kept rejecting the truth.

      Why hadn’t he insisted, two months ago, that Piper come with them?

      He closed his eyes again. Tonight, at midnight, he had planned to meet with her on the Consulate grounds. It was the only reason he’d known anything about the Consulate attacks. He’d visited her city earlier in the week to leave a note in her bedroom, making careful excuses to Ash and Seiya about why he had to make a solo trip—and never mentioning that he was contacting Piper.

      The secret wouldn’t have lasted long, but he’d wanted a chance to talk to her before Ash got involved. It seemed silly now to think he’d been planning to ask for help from a haemon girl they’d known for only a few months, but he was that desperate.

      “Is your arm bothering you?”

      Eyes popping open, he frowned at Seiya before realizing he was gripping his upper left arm. Dropping his hand, he shook his head. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you sure? Do you want me to take a look?” Her voice was almost kind, which was a pleasant change. Guess she felt bad for the brokenhearted males in her company.

      “I’m fine,” he repeated. Seiya was a good healer—leagues above Ash’s and Lyre’s paltry skills in that department. She’d done an admirable job repairing the gouges Ash had torn out of Lyre’s arm two weeks ago. Not even a scar left.

      Seiya drummed her fingers on the table, nails clicking softly. “Maybe I should talk to him.”

      “Let him have some space.” The words were sharper than he’d intended, but the last thing Ash needed was Seiya “comforting” him by explaining how Piper’s death was sad and all, but really, it wasn’t that big a deal. The draconian girl had serious blinders on when it came to her brother.

      Lyre resisted the urge to glance at the balcony. Ash hadn’t moved in a couple hours. How long would he sit there, lost in his head? Lyre had a pretty good idea what his friend was feeling: grief, fury, self-loathing, and a whole lot of painful regret. All things Lyre had been feeling since he’d found the newspaper.

      That morning, he’d returned to Brinford, intending to stock up on supplies and contact a few trusted sources for information on Samael’s local activities while he waited to meet up with Piper at midnight. Then he’d seen today’s headline, and all his plans had crashed and burned in an instant. Part of him had been tempted to hide it from Ash—to rush the draconian back to the Underworld before he heard any rumors. There, Lyre could have kept Ash in the dark about Piper’s death for months. Long enough for Ash to stabilize.

      But Ash would never have forgiven him for that kind of deceit, and if their positions had been reversed, Lyre would have wanted to know. So he’d taken the newspaper back to their hideout and shown it to Ash. The draconian had been sitting on the balcony ever since. At least he hadn’t ripped more holes in Lyre.

      For a moment, when Ash’s eyes had gone blacker than the darkest midnight, Lyre had thought he might. But Ash’s recent issues weren’t random, nor were they spurred by strong surges of fear or anger like most daemons with self-control problems. His loss of glamour and sudden flashes of violence seemed to come out of nowhere, triggered by stimuli Lyre didn’t understand—though he had a few suspicions, most of which were rooted in the five weeks Ash had spent being tortured in Chrysalis.

      He realized he was gripping his arm again and dropped his hand before Seiya noticed.

      Desperation had fueled his mostly formless plan to see if Piper could get through to Ash where he and Seiya had failed. Ash wouldn’t talk to them about it, even after this last incident. It had been partly Lyre’s fault—he’d known Ash was having nightmares and should have been more careful waking him up—but Ash’s violent reaction had been frightening on a few different levels.

      Lyre rubbed a hand over his face. It seemed he couldn’t get anything right these days. His stare dropped to the newspaper again.

      The glass door ground open and Ash drifted into the room. His face was blank with that numb neutrality that overtook his expression whenever he was feeling overwhelmed or especially emotional. Lyre had seen that look often in the past eight weeks.

      “Ash,” Seiya said quickly, her tone soft and soothing. She never used that tone with Lyre. “Would you like me to make you something to—”

      “I’m going to Brinford.”

      Lyre stiffened. Shit. He should have seen this coming.

      “Brinford?” Seiya repeated. “Why?”

      Ash’s dark gaze flicked toward the newspaper. “Whoever did that, I’m going to find them.”

      And kill them. He didn’t need to speak the last three words. The arctic menace in his voice said it for him.

      Seiya hissed angrily. “We need to stay as far away from Brinford as possible. Samael will have heard about this too. He’s probably expecting you to show up.”

      When Ash didn’t immediately agree with her, she shot Lyre a beseeching look. He reluctantly cleared his throat. “She has a point, Ash.”

      Those cold, cold eyes turned to Lyre and he couldn’t help his slight shiver.

      “You don’t want to avenge her?” Ash asked.

      “Of course I do, but—”

      “I’m going. Do what you want.”

      Lyre pushed to his feet. “Ash.”

      He and the draconian faced each other, tension crackling through the air. Ash stared at him, and that blank mask cracked, revealing the malevolent savagery building beneath his calm exterior. When Ash found the people who had killed Piper, he would show no mercy.

      At the sight of his rage, Lyre’s grief shattered into equal fury. Instincts rose in him on a wave of icy bloodlust.

      Ash’s eyes blazed in answer. “She should have been with us.”

      “We should have protected her.”

      “I won’t walk away from this.”

      “We’ll find them. For her.”

      “Wait.” Seiya stepped around the table. “Get a grip, both of you. Hunting down her murderers won’t bring Piper back, and it might get us all killed.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Ash turned toward the single bedroom in the apartment. “Pack light. We travel fast.”

      “Ash—”

      “Shut it, Seiya,” Lyre snapped. “You don’t understand.”

      As Ash disappeared into the bedroom to get his gear, she jerked around to face Lyre. “Understand what?”

      He eyed her but saw no point in trying to explain. She wouldn’t get it. “Piper was special.”

      “Special enough to die for?”

      “Yes,” he answered flatly and left her standing in the room as he went to get his things. Back to Brinford. And once there, they would ensure someone paid dearly for taking Piper away from them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seeing the Consulate—what was left of it—made Piper’s loss real in a way the newspaper article hadn’t.

      Lyre stood a few paces away from the front steps. They were all that remained of the once grand entryway. The Consulate’s entire front half had collapsed into a pile of broken wood. Part of the back half was standing, but it was charred black from flames.

      Quiet rain pattered on his head, but he ignored it. At the other end of the rubble, Ash was circling, occasionally crouching to examine something or discreetly check for scents. The rain had probably washed away all traces of the culprits.

      Yellow police tape circled the property, but whatever officials had been scouring the grounds or searching for bodies had gone home for the night. Where Quinn and Calder Griffiths might be, he didn’t know. Had they found Piper’s body, or was she buried somewhere beneath the rubble?

      His stomach turned at the thought, and he reluctantly walked up the steps and into the building’s debris. Climbing over broken wood and shattered furniture, he picked his way toward the remains of the staircase. After a few minutes of sorting through the rubble, he lifted a piece of wet fabric from the wreckage and shook it out. A purple t-shirt, small and feminine. Bringing it to his nose, he inhaled, but he could only smell wet smoke and a faint hint of laundry detergent. His hand fell and he let the shirt slip from his fingers.

      The rage was building again, a vicious thirst for violence that pulsed through him.

      He made his way back out of the rubble and circled around to join Ash, who was crouched a dozen paces from the back of the house, surveying the ground. Seiya had wandered out of sight, still in a snit about her brother’s mission to avenge a murdered friend. Sympathetic girl, that one. Hopefully she was making herself useful by watching for any unexpected visitors.

      Stopping beside Ash, he glanced at the wet grass and dark mud that had claimed the draconian’s attention. Ash dug his fingers into the mud and pulled something out of the earth. He held it up.

      “A bullet?” Lyre muttered.

      “Bullets and casings. A lot of them.” Ash rose to his feet. “And I can smell the blood even after all this rain. Haemon blood.”

      “Haemon blood? Not Piper’s—”

      “No, not Piper’s. No one familiar to me.” Turning in a slow circle, Ash scanned the property. “Something happened in this spot—something that involved multiple people shooting large guns.”

      “The article mentioned a daemon who died from a gunshot wound in one of the previous Consulate attacks. The people behind this didn’t want any witnesses.” Lyre looked around as well. “Did someone escape the wreckage of the Consulate and die here instead?”

      He and Ash looked at the patch of rough grass. Could Piper have escaped the building? Had she made it out only to be gunned down in this spot? But no, Ash couldn’t smell her blood. He glanced at the house. If one person had survived that destruction, was there a chance …

      Ash stepped closer and, taking Lyre completely by surprise, pulled him into a sudden embrace.

      He had just a moment to blink stupidly before Ash hissed, “Bubble shield.”

      Lyre obeyed instantly. A golden shimmer encased them both as he cast the complex shield—a spell Ash had never been able to master.

      The next instant, a barrage of small red orbs hit the barrier and exploded in a scarlet cloud. Letting the shield dissolve, Lyre ducked down, pulling Ash with him. They huddled close, positioned so he wouldn’t have to waste his limited magic creating extra-large shields.

      “Reaper assassins,” Ash told him. “A dozen somewhere in the woods behind me, according to Zwi.”

      Lyre felt a sizzle in the air and cast another shield. A second wave of attacks bombarded the barrier, making it shudder, but his weaves were way too good to fall to that kind of magic. He looked over Ash’s shoulder, squinting through the rain and darkness.

      “Can’t see them. What’s the plan?”

      Ash smiled—an expression that promised pain.

      “I like that plan.”

      “Ready?”

      In answer, Lyre let his glamour fall. Tingles rushed over his skin and strength flowed through his muscles. Ash stiffened, leaning back as annoyance tightened his expression. Lyre grinned.

      “A little revenge for all the Nightmare Effect lately,” he purred, his voice thrumming hypnotically.

      Rolling his eyes, Ash gave Lyre a hard shove backward. He laughed as he rolled away, dispelling his barrier at the same time. Ash was already shimmering out of glamour and springing skyward with wings spread.

      Lyre caught himself with one hand, sprang up, and sprinted in the opposite direction. Ignoring the surge of terror from Ash’s true form, he cast a heavy cloaking spell over himself and pulled the bow off his shoulder. With his other hand, he touched the chain of gemstones around his neck, activating two skintight shields—one to deflect magical attacks, one to deflect physical attacks.

      Most days, Lyre’s fighting style might be described as “terrified flailing.” Tonight, however, he wasn’t in the mood for games. Tonight, he wanted the kills for himself.

      No attacks came his way, and he could hear the reapers calling in the trees as they searched for Ash, who’d vanished in the darkness. Lyre smiled. Foolish, foolish daemons. Watching for the monster in the shadows, they wouldn’t even notice the second hunter closing in from behind.

      He slid three arrows from his quiver and glided toward the trees. Once, Ash had called Lyre an angel of death. Tonight, he would do the name justice.
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      Lyre pulled his arrow out of the body, wiped it on the daemon’s black fatigues, and dropped it into his quiver. Dark instincts whispered to him, the hunger for blood, the thirst for more prey to hunt. His fury was barely blunted.

      Off in the trees, Ash and Seiya were collecting bodies and dragging them to a pit where they would burn their fallen foes until only bones remained. No sense in leaving behind suspicious evidence—including any signs of an incubus archer with suspiciously complex spells.

      He ripped an arrow from the eye socket of another assassin. Hacks. Reapers weren’t normally foes to be scoffed at, but Samael should have known these amateurs wouldn’t stand a chance against them. Ash knew exactly how to fight and kill reapers, and nothing short of Hades’s best would even slow him down.

      Retrieving his last arrow, Lyre checked for damage and stuffed it in the quiver. He knew he should put his glamour back into place, especially before going anywhere near Seiya, but he couldn’t quite do it yet.

      If Piper had been here, she would have called him “super shaded” or “red-zone shaded” or some other silly name to describe the precarious edge upon which he perched, where a single thought could send him falling into that state where logic had no say in his decisions. It was a dangerous place to dwell, but he wasn’t ready to draw back from the edge. He needed more time to cool off, to let the need to hunt settle back down into the depths of his soul where it belonged.

      He surveyed the scattered bodies. While their attackers had been desperately searching for Ash in the darkness, Lyre’s spelled arrows had gone right through their shields. Even the few who had attacked him hadn’t so much as scratched his defenses.

      He tilted his head thoughtfully. Against Ash and Seiya, maybe this assassin troupe would have been a real danger. But not against all three of them. Was it possible that, even after the battle against the Hades army two months ago, Samael still hadn’t realized Ash’s incubus companion was more than he seemed?

      He reached down to grab the nearest body and drag it over to Ash’s pit when a tantalizing scent whispered past him—something much different from the reek of blood and death. A female daemon scent.

      He straightened and turned, nostrils flaring and senses stretching out. Without thinking, he unleashed a full pulse of his aphrodesia magic. Almost instantly, he felt it—a presence in his mind. A woman, already caught in his spell. Her will was almost his.

      His lips pulled back in a vicious grin.

      “Come here.” Power thrummed through the layered harmonics of his voice, hypnotizing and irresistible.

      As easy as that, she came to him.

      Limping slowly, she emerged from the trees. Leaves and twigs stuck out of her mass of curly red hair, and her huge green eyes were glazed with desire. Mud caked her clothes and old blood streaked the side of her face.

      The shock of her appearance snapped Lyre out of his predatory focus. He remembered the bullets near the Consulate—someone had escaped the wreckage. Could this daemon be the one? Warily, he watched as she stumbled up to him, completely entranced by his power.

      Footsteps crunched, rapidly drawing nearer, and Lyre turned to see Ash striding through the trees, back in glamour and already scrutinizing the woman. Seiya was a few steps behind him.

      Freed from Lyre’s attention, the female’s mood shifted from passive neediness to fiery desire. She pounced, arms clamping around his neck, and pressed hard into him. He staggered for balance as she moaned and rubbed against him.

      “What is this?” Ash asked.

      Seiya gasped, sounding equally appalled and disgusted. “What did you do to her?”

      Lyre didn’t move as the female daemon, unable to reach his face, latched her mouth onto the side of his neck. Her hands were sliding desperately over his torso, trying to find a way under his clothes.

      “She surprised me,” he replied, absently prying the woman’s face off his neck before she left a mark. “What’s the problem? If she was dangerous, she’s not anymore.”

      With each word he’d spoken, Seiya’s eyes had glazed more. She liked to think she was immune to his allure, that willpower was all she needed to resist him. How very wrong she was. He could feel her in his mind, a second presence falling under his power. He flicked a warning glance at Ash.

      “Seiya,” the draconian said immediately, “go scout the area for more daemons.”

      She blinked hazily, unable to look away from Lyre. “But …”

      “Go!” Ash barked. “Now!”

      Seiya snapped straight. With a nasty glare at Lyre, his victim still pawing at him, she spun on her heel and stalked away.

      Ash waited until she was gone before focusing on Lyre again. “Where did she come from?”

      Lyre opened his mouth to answer when the woman found her way under his shirt—and promptly shoved her hand down the front of his pants. Ash yanked her off and she landed on her ass in the mud, blinking in confusion as she looked from Lyre to Ash and back again.

      Her expression suddenly cleared, and she laughed—a low, sultry sound. “What a delightful sight. I was hoping to see Ash, but I wasn’t expecting an incubus out of glamour … mmm, not complaining at all.”

      Lyre blinked, then commented to no one in particular, “Well, she threw off my aphrodesia pretty fast.”

      “Let’s just say you won’t be my first incubus.” The woman pulled her lower lip through her teeth, looking up at them through her eyelashes. “And if the offer is on the table, I’d be happy to take two.”

      Lyre crouched, smiling as he locked his stare on her. “Am I not enough for you, love?”

      Her eyes glazed over again, and she leaned toward him. As she fell under his power a second time, he asked Ash, “Do you know her?”

      “No fucking clue who she is.”

      He focused on the woman again, aphrodesia flowing out of him like an invisible fog. She’d thrown off his initial control with surprising ease, and this time he wasn’t holding back. Ash retreated a few steps.

      “Tell me,” he commanded her, his purring voice wrapping around her mind like gentle silk, like irresistible chains. “How do you know Ash?”

      “He’s a friend of a friend,” she replied dreamily. “But I don’t think Ash has any friends, and I told her so, but she insisted they’re just friends and not lovers even though—”

      “Who insisted?” he interrupted.

      “Piper.”

      Ash inhaled sharply. Lyre maintained eye contact with the woman, keeping her under his sway. He touched her chin, holding her face and adding another conduit to infect her with his power.

      “Tell me everything,” he purred, stroking his thumb across her cheek. “Everything about you and Piper and what you’re doing here.”

      Her eyes, hot with desire, half closed in bliss. And she told him everything.
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        * * *

      

      Kindra, as she eventually named herself, had been in the Consulate with Piper when it had detonated. She told Lyre how Piper had pulled her from the burning rubble before the perpetrators attacked them. Kindra had been left for dead while the men took Piper prisoner.

      As it turned out, the daemon had been waiting for Ash to show up, intending to rally his help in rescuing Piper. With that revelation, Lyre eased back on the aphrodesia, though he was ready to take her will again if she showed any signs of deceiving them.

      “The men thought I was dead,” she told them. “They dragged me into the trees, and they were saying how close a call it had been that Piper was in the Consulate and how relieved they were she’d survived. They said they needed to get her to Fairglen, as though they would be in trouble if they didn’t.”

      “Fairglen?” Lyre repeated, recognizing the name of a nearby city. “But who are they? What do they want with Piper? Why are they blowing up Consulates?”

      Kindra shook her head. “I don’t know. That’s all I heard. After that, they left, taking Piper with them. It was a while before I could move, and by then, people had come—Consuls and prefects and reporters. I stayed hidden, waiting.”

      Waiting for Ash, as she’d explained. Lyre glanced at the draconian, who was staring stonily at the daemon.

      “I couldn’t hunt down those bastards myself,” she continued, jerking her chin at her injured leg stretched out in front of her. “The prefects are useless, Consuls even more useless, and I had no way to contact you. So I waited here, hoping you would come so I could tell you where to go. Things got complicated when those reapers showed up though.”

      “Why do you care so much about Piper?” Lyre asked.

      Kindra raised her eyebrows. “I already told you: she’s my friend. She’s hilarious and fun and hanging with her is always entertaining. I stay at this Consulate whenever I come here just to see her. If I could save her myself, I would.” She leaned back against a tree and eyed them. “I guess you two will have to do instead. You’re probably too male to be neat about it, but I suppose you’ll get the job done.”

      Ash folded his arms, his first movement in a while. He’d been frighteningly motionless since Kindra had revealed Piper was alive.

      “So,” he rumbled. “Whoever is blowing up Consulates has kidnapped Piper and taken her to Fairglen.”

      “But we don’t know who they are, what they want with her, or where in Fairglen they might be—or even if they’re still there.” Lyre didn’t add that they also had no idea if Piper was still alive. Twenty-four hours had already passed since the mysterious demolition team had taken her.

      Ash’s eyes went out of focus for a moment—a look Lyre recognized as him in communication with Zwi—then he turned to Kindra.

      “Seiya will be here in a moment. She’ll help you with your leg.” He looked at Lyre. “You and I are leaving immediately.”

      “To Fairglen?”

      Ash nodded. “And to Piper.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part III

          

          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      Lyre gripped Zwi’s mane tightly as she swooped between two skyscrapers. Heights weren’t his favorite thing, but he was fairly desensitized to riding the dragon. He preferred it to Ash carrying him. The draconian probably wouldn’t drop him, but Lyre had more faith in Zwi.

      She rumbled, the sound vibrating through him, and swept past another building. Anxious anticipation tightened Lyre’s muscles. It hadn’t taken Ash long to find the signal from his tracking spell.

      Lyre had been more pleased than surprised to learn about the tracking spell Ash had put on the small leather belt he’d given Piper two months ago. Assuming Piper was wearing it, it would shorten their search from weeks to one night, and they’d lost enough time already. Since there were no ley lines within a reasonable distance of Fairglen, they’d had to fly the distance. By the time they’d arrived, the sun had been rising, so they’d been forced to wait an entire day until the cover of darkness returned.

      A couple hours ago, Ash had left Lyre while he began a systematic search for his tracking spell. Lyre had expected to wait all night, but it seemed their plan to start with downtown had paid off.

      Zwi winged through the gap between towering skyscrapers. Another structure came into sight—an old office building several stories shorter than its neighbors. The top level was almost entirely lined with brightly lit picture windows that glowed like beacons.

      Wings beating hard for extra speed, Zwi circled around, staying well away from the windows, and approached the roof. When she landed, the air shimmered a few paces away. Ash appeared as he dropped his cloaking spell, in glamour with his wrap pulled around his face.

      Lyre slipped off the dragon’s back and joined Ash where he stood right at the rooftop’s edge, unconcerned by the deadly drop.

      “She’s close,” the draconian said without preamble. “On the floor right below us.”

      “So why are we standing up here?”

      Ash growled, his eyes too dark. “Because the room down there is brimming with people. A couple hundred, at least.”

      “A couple hundred?” Lyre blinked at the concrete beneath his feet as though he could see through it. “Who are they? What are they doing?”

      “No idea. I can’t lean down far enough to look through the windows, and I didn’t want to fly too close.”

      Lyre glanced at the ledge. “If you want to try for a better look, I can hold your tail so you don’t fall.”

      Ash shot him a dirty look. Zwi rumbled a dragon laugh, then transformed in a burst of black fire. In her smaller form, she hopped off the roof and glided away, searching for a way inside.

      “You’re sure Piper is in there?” Lyre asked.

      “Her tracking spell is.”

      “And what are we going to do about the couple hundred other people?”

      “That depends on who they are and what they had to do with her abduction.”

      Lyre glanced at Ash, wondering if he intended to slaughter his way through that many people. He’d killed almost as many with the Sahar two months ago, but those had been reaper soldiers. Who were these people? Humans, haemons, daemons?

      “Haemons,” Ash said, seeming to answer Lyre’s thoughts. His eyes were distant, his focus turned inward. “Zwi thinks they’re all haemons.”

      “That many?” Lyre muttered.

      “It’s some kind of gathering. There’s a man on a stage talking to the group. She doesn’t see Piper.” He suddenly stiffened, then snarled viciously. “They brought Piper out. She’s on the stage.”

      A punch of relief rose through Lyre. She was alive. “Is she okay? Is she hurt?”

      “Zwi can’t get close, but she seems unhurt. But she’s …” Ash frowned. “She’s just standing there like … like a puppet.”

      That didn’t sound good. “We need to get in there.”

      “Zwi will find the best way for us to get in.” Ash crouched and traced a large rectangle in the dust on the rooftop. “The room is like this. A dais here. The main doors are at the back, here. Piper is on the dais. If we start at the main doors, we’ll have to go through the entire crowd to reach her.”

      “That’ll take way too long. They could kill her before we reach her, or use her as a hostage.”

      Ash nodded. His eyes went distant again. “Zwi found a side hall that I can use to enter the room here.” He pointed to a spot beside the dais on his makeshift map. “I can’t just walk in though.”

      “I’ll be the distraction, then. I can come in through the main doors and draw their—”

      A muffled jeering sound from the crowd rumbled through the concrete. He and Ash exchanged looks.

      “Let’s go,” Ash said.

      They rose and sprinted across the rooftop to the door. Ash smashed it right off its hinges with a single magic-assisted blow, and they charged down the stairs. They came out into a dingy corridor covered in a dusty carpet with a hideous whorl pattern.

      “That way.” Ash pointed. “Wait for my signal.”

      As he took off down the hall, Lyre cast a cloaking spell over himself and raced in the opposite direction. He came out into a lobby with an elevator on one side and closed double doors on the other. Beyond the doors, he could hear the faint murmurs of many people speaking softly, but nothing else. No speeches, no discussion. Why had it gone so quiet?

      He crept up to the doors, tension building in his muscles. Their plan wasn’t a plan at all—he didn’t even know what kind of signal he was waiting for—but he and Ash were used to winging it. He leaned closer, listening, senses stretching out.

      A high, piercing scream shattered the quiet.

      Lyre’s hand clenched around the handle but he didn’t pull it.

      “Hurry up, Ash,” he snarled under his breath. On the other side of the doors, the crowd of haemons cheered and called out muffled words. Praising that scream of pain? What the hell was—

      With a loud pop, the lights went out.

      Lyre yanked the door open and darted into the pitch-dark room. He got about two steps before the lights flickered on. He took in the view with one glance: a couple hundred haemons of all ages and types—including women and children, which meant he and Ash wouldn’t be indulging in a slaughter—and on a stage at the far end, a dark-skinned man stood beside an older woman.

      At the sight of that woman, acidic fury flooded through Lyre. His first encounter with Piper’s mother a couple months ago might have been brief, but it had been more than enough to cement his opinion of her. Beside the traitorous hag, Piper sat in a simple wooden chair, staring blankly across the room.

      Time to play some games. Smiling, Lyre shoved his hands in his pockets and dissolved his cloaking spell with a quick thought.

      As the man on the dais began speaking again, the haemons nearest Lyre looked over at his sudden appearance—and immediately backpedaled away from him. As they bumped into their neighbors, more people spotted him, and the crowd surged away, opening an empty circle around him.

      He looked across the room to meet Piper’s eyes. Though he couldn’t make out the details of her expression from where he stood, she didn’t seem to react to his presence. His concern increased—which only fed his anger.

      A hush had spread across the entire group, and he let out a low whistle to make sure everyone was looking at him and not at the door where Ash was due to appear at any moment.

      “This here’s a mighty big group of Gaians,” he drawled into the silence. “What a gathering! I didn’t know murderers had a support group.”

      The crowd recoiled from him even more, most faces showing surprise and confusion, but a few contorted with anger.

      “It’s not murder when it’s just daemons,” a man yelled.

      “Just daemons?” Lyre pressed a hand to his chest as though the words had struck him in the heart. “Wow, I’m hurt. Your mothers didn’t think we were just daemons.”

      Furious shouts broke out all around him, and the man on the dais shouted, “Restrain that intruder immediately!”

      Oh, really? Restrain him? He’d like to see them try. He kept his attention on the nearest people, not wanting to look toward the stage and draw anyone’s focus in that direction.

      A dozen haemons dressed in black, and looking like they might almost know what they were doing, pushed into the open space around Lyre. As they charged toward him, he pulled a hand out of his pocket and cast a wide band of magic that would make a nice big boom when it hit their shields.

      Except they didn’t protect themselves at all. The unhindered blast hit them and they all went flying backward with surprising synchronization before slamming to the floor.

      “Ooh, sorry.” Lyre winced sympathetically, though he felt no pity for the idiots who didn’t know how to use their magic. “I was expecting you all to shield or … something, you know.”

      No one else seemed to want to come at him. Lyre stuck his hand back in his pocket, considering whether he should continue to be distracting or not.

      “Take that daemon out now!”

      When the man on the dais bellowed, Lyre allowed himself to look at the stage—and a satisfied grin spread across his face.

      Ash stepped out of the shadows, darkness clinging to him like a living thing. The half-dozen haemons on the dais backed away from him so fast that two of them fell down the stairs. Piper’s reaction was just as immediate, but completely different. She beamed happily at Ash.

      Lyre’s eyes narrowed. She’d reacted this time, but it wasn’t quite right.

      The man who’d been shouting orders whipped a gun out of his jacket, but Ash sent him flying with an invisible blow. Lyre slid into motion again. Haemons scrambled to get out of his way—in fact, most of them were bolting out the doors—and the rest he sent sprawling with a few well-aimed push spells. On the dais, Ash had Piper in his arms.

      Piper’s mother stepped into Ash’s path. “You can’t have her. She doesn’t belong to you.”

      “Nor does she belong to you,” Ash shot back as Lyre closed in from behind.

      “You can’t—”

      “Oh, come on.” Lyre stopped a step away, a sneer pulling at his face as he glanced up and down the woman, who’d almost jumped out of her skin at his appearance. “You think you have a claim to Piper? You kidnapped her. Now that’s motherly love.”

      “She belongs with—”

      “With whoever she wants to be with. Now get out of the way.” Though it took a great deal of restraint, his push spell was strong enough only to knock her over backward—and not shatter any of her bones.

      Ash hopped off the dais, cradling Piper in his arms. This close, Lyre could tell she wasn’t right. Her eyes were unfocused, her expression too empty even with that silly little smile. Leaning closer, Lyre inhaled through his nose and almost recoiled at the chemical scent clinging to her. Drugged.

      The doors crashed open and a squad of haemons carrying assault rifles charged inside.

      Later, Lyre would admit he’d probably overreacted. Later, he would wonder if he should have used less force. But if there was one thing he couldn’t tolerate, one thing that sent instant rage spiraling through him, it was someone compromising the willpower of the people he cared about. That might seem hypocritical coming from an incubus, but unlike so many others, he understood exactly what it meant to take away someone’s will.

      And he wouldn’t let these bastards get away with doing that to Piper.

      His glamour was already falling as he pivoted on one heel. His bow was in his hand and an arrow on the string before the shiver of his transformation had faded. He lifted the bow and loosed the bolt. It struck a Gaian’s shoulder and pinned him to the doorframe.

      He drew and shot a second arrow in one smooth movement, pinning another Gaian to the frame. While the squad gaped at his true form, he pulled out a third arrow and activated its spell with a touch of magic. That one he shot into the top of the threshold. It flashed with gold light, then exploded. The doorframe came crashing down, burying the Gaians beneath it.

      “Zwi, lights,” Ash murmured, speaking out loud for Lyre’s benefit.

      Darkness plunged over the room and Lyre slipped back into glamour as he waited for his night vision to kick in. Ash headed for the windows and blasted the glass into a thousand shards. As a cold, fresh wind swept inside, Lyre inhaled gratefully. Together they stepped onto the ledge, and Zwi swooped out of nowhere to land on Lyre’s shoulder.

      “Stop!” Piper’s mother ran toward them, casting a light above her palm. “You can’t have her! She belongs with us!”

      Lyre and Ash looked down at Piper. She gave Ash a childlike smile, nothing but trust and pleasure in her face. Turning to Lyre, Ash held out his hand, and Lyre grasped it tightly. Without so much as a backward glance at Piper’s mother, they jumped out the window.

      They plummeted, but Ash and Zwi were already shifting forms. Two pairs of wings snapped wide, and Ash swung Lyre forward. He dropped five feet to land in the middle of Zwi’s back, and bending low over her neck, he settled in for the ride.

      Ash led the way, wings beating and tail trailing behind him. He held Piper snugly in his arms—far tighter than he’d ever held Lyre during flight, he noted with a snort—and she had burrowed against him, her arms around his neck. They sped through the cluster of skyscrapers toward downtown’s northern edge. Ash banked toward an apartment building. With a final snap of his wings, he landed on a balcony railing before jumping down to make space for Zwi.

      Lyre tensed as the dragon grabbed the railing with her front talons, and he sprang from her back onto the solid concrete. She transformed the instant he was clear and swept through the balcony doors Ash had opened.

      They piled inside and Lyre shut the doors, simultaneously activating the wards he’d already woven into the glass. He and Ash had prepared this place earlier in the day—checking it was safe, repairing the old wards, setting a few trip spells in the halls and stairwells. It wasn’t an impressive unit, boasting only a bed, table, and a dilapidated armchair for furniture. But it was hidden and safe, and that’s all they needed.

      Ash deposited Piper on the bed, then swept around the room, arming the wards as he went. Lyre lingered near the door, giving the draconian space to walk off the last of his aggressive energy. When he finished the wards, he pulled his wings in tight and his form shimmered back into glamour.

      Lyre sighed in relief as the terror of the Nightmare Effect faded, one last shiver rippling through him. Crossing the room, he dropped down on the bed beside Piper, who was staring at Ash like she’d never seen him before.

      Leaning toward her and trying to capture her attention, Lyre asked, “How are you doing, Piper?”

      She said nothing. Ash knelt between her knees, studying her face carefully. He would be able to smell the drugs even better than Lyre, but neither of them had the skill or knowledge to identify what the Gaians had dosed her with.

      “Are you hurt, Piper?” Ash asked softly.

      Piper smiled in answer. Her hands rose and she combed her fingers through his hair, the motion clumsy from the drugs—but distinctly lover-like. Lyre’s eyebrows shot up. In her current condition, would she have touched Lyre like that too? Or was it a caress specifically for Ash?

      The draconian didn’t react aside from gently capturing her wrists and moving her hands down again. “I need to know if you’re hurt.”

      Her eyebrows drew down, her attempt at concentration so blatant it was comical. She drew in a breath and finally replied, “Nnnnn.”

      Lyre choked back his laughter. “Wow, she is stoned.”

      With a slight shake of his head, Ash slid his hands over Piper’s arms and legs, checking for injuries. At the sight of the bruises and scrapes on her body, Lyre’s amusement faded. What had those bastards done to her?

      “Well,” Ash muttered, sitting back on his heels. “I doubt we’ll find out what the hell happened until the drugs wear off.”

      Lyre nodded in agreement. “We should let her sleep it off.”

      As Ash removed her boots, Lyre tugged the blanket out from under her, pulled it back, and punched the sad-looking pillow a couple times, hoping it didn’t smell too musty. This wasn’t a hideout they used often, and he didn’t know when the bed had last been slept in.

      He could feel Piper’s eyes on him, and when he turned, she was beaming at him like she’d never been happier to see someone in her life.

      “What are you so smiley about?” he asked.

      Impossibly, her smile went even wider.

      “So stoned.”

      When she giggled—Piper, giggling?—he shook his head, torn between amusement and worry. Whatever the Gaians had given her was strong stuff. She didn’t seem to be in bad shape though, so he hoped she would be fine in a few hours.

      Leaning over the bed, he pushed her gently backward. As she tipped over, she grabbed his arm with an iron grip and yanked him down. He twisted at the last second and managed to land beside her instead of on top of her.

      Ash grunted, and when Lyre raised his head, he saw she’d captured the draconian’s arm too and was holding on like her life depended on it.

      “The drugs aren’t affecting her strength,” Ash complained, tugging at his arm.

      Lyre had noticed that too. Ash stood beside the bed, not quite willing to rip his arm out of Piper’s grasp. She was smiling, but a small wrinkle had formed between her brows. Her other hand tightened around Lyre’s arm.

      He remembered the trust in her eyes when Ash had stood on the precipice of the window, about to leap into the night. Kicking off his shoes, he stretched out beside her.

      “She wants us next to her. Let her have it, Ash.” When the draconian scowled in response, Lyre hardened his tone. “Her home was destroyed, people she knew were killed, and then she was kidnapped and held prisoner by her own mother. She wants to feel safe. Get in the damn bed.”

      Ash stared back at him with narrowed eyes, then glanced at Piper. Sighing, he stripped out of his gear, dropping it haphazardly on the floor, and lowered himself into the bed on her opposite side. She immediately tucked herself against him and clutched Lyre’s arm with her other hand. He shifted closer, molding his body around her, letting her feel his closeness.

      Cushioned between them, she sighed softly and within two minutes, her breathing had evened out into the soft rhythm of sleep.

      Lyre closed his eyes, enjoying Piper’s warmth and the gentle shift of her body with each slow breath. He wanted to wrap himself around her even more, wanted to bury his face in her hair and press their bodies close. It wasn’t sexual—mostly wasn’t; with him, everything was at least a little sexual. But this urge came from a different place.

      Ash was his best friend, but between his distant, haunted state of mind, his struggle for control, and Seiya’s possessiveness, Lyre hadn’t particularly enjoyed their exile together. And even more than that, he was an incubus. He craved physical contact. Needed it. But Ash wasn’t the cuddly type and Lyre wasn’t going anywhere near Seiya, so he’d coped on his own.

      The quiet, lonely ache had been growing these past weeks, but now, pressed close to Piper, it finally eased. He sighed, relaxing against her. After a few minutes, he turned his head, glancing from Piper’s serene face to Ash.

      The draconian was staring at the ceiling, his eyes pale in the darkness—a shade of gray lighter than Lyre had seen in weeks.

      He closed his eyes again before Ash sensed his attention, letting the silence reign. Tomorrow, he would wonder if his wild theory that Piper might be able to help Ash actually held merit. For now, he was just going to enjoy the moment. Knowing their track record, the peace wouldn’t last long.
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          Yield the Night (Ch. 18-20)
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            Part I

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      He could feel it churning deep inside. A shiver along his nerves, a dark sludge lurking beneath his thoughts. A cold spark, dancing and fizzing somewhere under his heart, waiting to flash into icy rage and terror, to sweep him into the spinning maelstrom inside his mind.

      His hand opened and closed, opened and closed, but nothing he did could make the feeling of Piper’s fragile throat under his fingers go away. Nothing could erase the sight of her blood on his talons or the crimson streaks running down her pale skin.

      So close. So close to killing her.

      He couldn’t control himself anymore. He couldn’t control the rage or the icy panic that kept drowning his mind like waves driven by an ocean storm. Next time, would he kill her? Or Lyre? Or Seiya? Or whatever poor fool happened to be standing too close to him?

      He was losing his mind, and he didn’t know what to do.

      As he climbed the steep path along the unfamiliar Overworld mountain, Seiya followed behind, a constant presence that scraped at his raw nerves. Normally he enjoyed her company, but not now. Not since yesterday when Piper had fallen into the river and Seiya had …

      He twitched his head, throwing the thought aside, and focused on the trail. A griffin walked ahead of him, leading their party back to the ley line, and far behind, Piper followed after Lyre. Ash knew the headaches of her conflicting magic were coming back. He knew she was in pain, exhausted, struggling, but she didn’t show it. He knew she was terrified, halfway in a panic over what she had to do, but she didn’t show that either.

      He was glad Lyre was sticking close to her since he couldn’t. His hand opened and closed again.

      Ahead of him, Zwi reached the narrow ridge where the ley line clung to the rocky cliffs and picked a hiding spot, happy to avoid the griffins. She was unusually quiet, giving him mental space … for the time being. He didn’t trust it to last. She was probably waiting until Piper’s life was no longer in imminent danger to give him a long, emphatic lecture about being an idiot.

      Climbing onto the ridge, he glanced at the shimmering green-blue light of the line, then looked across the valley. The sun hung low in the sky, illuminating the planet that hovered above the distant peaks. He moved away as Lyre appeared, Piper right behind him and breathing hard. He didn’t want to be near her—even as he craved it.

      It was strange. For two months, he’d fought a losing battle with his mind, trying and failing to regain control of the panic attacks that kept sending him into a mindless, shaded rage. That shivering whisper of terror had only grown worse until he felt it all the time.

      Yet, inexplicably, being around Piper took the edge off. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but in the few days since they’d reunited, he hadn’t felt quite so raw, so brittle. She wasn’t a miracle cure for whatever was broken in him, but being with her helped.

      He wanted to be at her side, to let her dull the sharp edges within him. But that was exactly why he needed to stay away. She soothed him enough that he kept forgetting how dangerous he was to her.

      “Are you clear on what you need to do?” Miysis stood beside Piper, eyeing her with carefully masked doubt that Ash could still see.

      Piper lowered herself onto a boulder. The wind shifted, and he caught the undertone of fear in her familiar scent.

      “One of you will take me into the Void and let me go,” she answered. “I’ll have to pull myself back out and into the Overworld ley line, where I’ll let the magic create my … daemon glamour.”

      The fact that no one reacted to the words “daemon glamour” was an obvious sign of their collective desperation. The very idea was preposterous. Even worse, the idea had come from the five-hundred-year-old soul of a dead woman trapped inside a lodestone.

      “You should take your clothes off beforehand,” Miysis told her. “There’s no way to know what your form will be. Constricting garments could be painful.”

      “Okay,” she mumbled, pink tinging her cheeks.

      “Hold on a minute,” Lyre butted in, scowling. “How come when he tells you to take your clothes off, you’re all, ‘Sure, no problem’?”

      If Ash hadn’t been so tense, he would have rolled his eyes. Miysis’s suggestion was a smart one. When Piper unlocked her daemon form, she could end up with a shape that didn’t fit well in human clothes. On top of that, clothing could be pulled into glamour—the same way Ash carried extra weapons under his glamour—and that was a potential complication Piper didn’t need to worry about. Daemons also learned how to use glamour without clothes, later practicing the skill of folding their clothes and weapons in and out of reality with them.

      Miysis fidgeted, his green eyes darker than usual. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

      “If I don’t do it now, I won’t get another chance.” Piper rubbed her temples, her face tight. “The rune venom is wearing off and the pain is coming back quickly. If it gets any worse, I won’t be able to concentrate on anything.”

      “Reduced pain means reduced magic,” Miysis pointed out.

      “I’ll take the risk.”

      Ash hesitated, then took a step closer. “Why don’t you take the Stone instead?”

      Piper looked up in surprise, a flicker of hope in her eyes. “Take the Sahar? Yeah, that would work. Emergency magic if I need it.”

      “No,” Miysis said, his voice sharp. “That would be an even greater risk. You can’t be distracted by the Sahar’s power. It would undo you in the Void. You must stay calm.”

      “Fine, no Sahar,” Piper agreed. “Who will take me in?”

      “Koen can—”

      “I will.” The words had escaped him, cutting off Miysis, before Ash even realized he was speaking.

      Piper’s eyes were even wider than before when she turned to face him. “You—you want to?”

      He met her questioning stare and nodded. He should be keeping his distance, but he couldn’t—not for this. He hadn’t really thought about it during their long hike out of the valley, but he realized now he’d never intended to let someone else take her into the Void. He trusted no one else to do it.

      “Ashtaroth,” Miysis snapped. “Koen is trained—”

      “I want Ash to do it.” She stood up. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Radiating displeasure, Miysis had Koen dig out a blanket for Piper before wishing her good luck. Accepting the blanket, she turned to Lyre.

      He smiled, the expression tainted with worry. “You’re the toughest haemon I’ve ever met. You can do this.”

      Ash moved to Lyre’s side and they exchanged a long look, unspoken words passing between them—a sharing of their fear for her, their determination, their hope that she could make it through this. And the cold, harsh reality that there was nothing they could do to help her survive the Void. Nothing they could do to stop this, to protect her, to fight for her.

      With a silent thought, Ash asked Zwi to stay and keep an eye on everyone here. Placing his hand lightly on the small of Piper’s back, he guided her along the flat ridge, following the ley line until the others were out of sight and hearing range beyond the cliff wall. When the narrow plateau widened, the only sound that of the river rushing by a hundred feet down in the gorge, he stopped at the edge of the ley line between two spindly trees.

      Piper clutched the blanket to her chest, breathing fast as she stared in the direction of the line. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel it. How terrifying must it be to step into that power when she couldn’t even perceive it properly?

      “Piper.” He gently touched her chin as he set aside his own emotional mess to deal with later. “Are you ready to do this?”

      A hundred thoughts and fears swam in her gaze. “You’ll be here when I get back? Waiting for me?”

      “Right here,” he promised. “I’ll be right here.”

      “Okay.” She sucked in air. “Okay. Yes, I’m ready.”

      As she said the words, the panicked look in her eyes faded and the terror in her scent quieted. Was it his promise to be waiting for her that had calmed her, or something else?

      As he let his hand slide from her cheek, she glanced down at herself.

      “I—I just need to …”

      He turned and walked a few steps away, giving her privacy. Listening to the rustle of her removing her clothes, he kept his thoughts calm, not allowing himself to think too much about what she was about to do. Yes, thousands of daemons could travel the ley lines. But many more had never even tried. It was a skill you could only learn by throwing your life at it and hoping you survived.

      When she called him back, she was clutching the blanket in place, bare arms and shoulders sticking out. She gazed up at him, panic climbing back into her eyes.

      “What if—”

      Before she could finish that whispered question, he closed his hands around her upper arms, her skin cool under his palms. “You’ll do this, Piper

      “But—”

      “I’ll be right here when you get back. It’ll be over in seconds.”

      She nodded as she leaned against him as though needing his support. “Just in case—”

      “Piper—”

      “Just listen! Just in case I don’t make it back, I want to tell you something.”

      Tension threaded through him, and he nodded reluctantly. He didn’t want her thinking about failure right before going into the Void, but denying her would cause her more distress.

      She stared up at him. Minute shifts and twitches in her facial muscles betrayed her conflicting thoughts, but she didn’t speak. The seconds slid by, and he didn’t move, waiting for her to say what she needed to say, though he feared what the words might be.

      Her hand rose toward his face. Then she grabbed his cheek, jerked his head down, and crushed her mouth into his.

      His hands tightened on her arms and he kissed her even harder.

      After a minute, she leaned back. “That’s what I wanted to say.”

      “I see.”

      “And I want another one when I get back.”

      “Whatever you want.” As long as she made it out of the Void alive.

      “Good. I’m ready.”

      He drew her into the ley line and positioned himself behind her, hands on her upper arms. “We’ll step together. One step backward. I’ll pull you in then let go. You’ll be right on the edge. All you have to do is step forward again.”

      He said the words as though it was that simple and easy, but they both knew it wasn’t. Still, she nodded. He could hear her heart hammering.

      “I’ll be right here. Right beside you.”

      She nodded again, faint magic thrumming from her as she gathered her power.

      “Ready,” she whispered.

      Hands tight on her arms, he wrapped his mind in a barrier of power, then spun the threads that would pull her into the Void with him. Her panic spiked, adrenaline and terror flooding her scent.

      He leaned down and put his lips to her ear. “You can do this.”

      She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Now.”

      Steeling himself, he stepped back, pulling them both into the familiar, howling black emptiness. She shuddered violently under his hands.

      Then he let her go, and she was gone.
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      The world returned in a blaze of light and air. His feet hit the solid earth and he whipped around, scouring the ley line, senses straining for that ripple in the power that preceded a daemon’s arrival.

      Nothing.

      The seconds turned to a minute, and she didn’t appear. His heart raced, striking his ribs like a frantic hammer—a once-unfamiliar sensation he’d grown accustomed to in recent weeks. Dread gathered in his center, an icy weight pulling him down.

      Still she didn’t appear. One minute turned to two, two to three. Five minutes passed. He stood alone on the ridge, unmoving, waiting. It didn’t take this long. It shouldn’t. The passage through the Void could feel indefinite, but it lasted only seconds. He couldn’t imagine staying in that hellish oblivion for a full minute. If she hadn’t made it out by now, she was already lost.

      No. Not again. He couldn’t go through this again. He stumbled back a step, panic rising. His gaze shot up and down the ridge, searching for a sign. But it had already been too long.

      He’d thought she could do it. If any haemon could, it was her. She was so strong. He’d been so sure …

      His lungs constricted, choking him. Why had he let her go? He should have stopped it. They should have found a different way. To die in the Void was the worst fate he could think of. Ripped apart by the emptiness, mind torn from soul, soul torn from flesh. Imagining Piper lost in that terror and pain—

      He jerked back another step, fighting for control. The power of the line whispered across his senses, rushing by serenely.

      Rushing.

      His gaze flicked from the line to the rocky bluff where it disappeared from his sight. The line flowed, the power moving ceaselessly. Since she hadn’t been changing locations, Miysis hadn’t talked to Piper about controlling her exit point. If she’d stepped in and then out, the line might have carried her away from this spot.

      “Piper?” he shouted.

      Not allowing his faint hope to take hold, he jogged along the ridge, following the flow of power farther up the path. As he whipped around an outcropping of rock, the breeze shifted, blowing in his face.

      He could smell her.

      “Piper!”

      Sprinting along the faint trail, he wheeled around a bend—and there she was, crouched in front of the line, wrapped tightly in the blanket, her loose hair hanging over her shoulders. He ran to her and dropped to his knees, already reaching for her.

      “Piper!” His hands stuttered when she flinched away from him. “Are you okay?”

      Are you sane? That was the real question he was asking, whether she knew it or not. Miysis had wisely refrained from telling her that the Void could drive a daemon insane as easily as it could kill them.

      She nodded mutely, her head bowed and her eyes fixed on the ground.

      He drew in a deep breath, calming the ragged edges of fear. “When you didn’t come out again, I was afraid you’d … but then I thought maybe you’d slipped a little down the line. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she whispered hoarsely.

      He wanted to reach for her again, to pull her into his arms and hold her until she felt strong. But she had flinched from his touch. Why?

      “Did it—” His gaze snapped over her, seeing nothing unusual about her appearance. “Did it work?”

      She nodded, her shoulders hunched as though waiting for blows to start falling. He let his eyes slide over her more slowly. She’d hidden herself in the blanket, and her hair was down instead of in the ponytail she’d been wearing before.

      He lightly touched her chin. She drew away, but he stretched his arm out, pulling her face up as she squeezed her eyes shut. Something shiny glinted under the curtain of her bangs. He brushed her hair aside—and stared at the three tear-drop scales that formed a triangle in the center of her forehead. If he hadn’t seen the exact same scales yesterday, he would have had no idea what daemon lineage they represented.

      “I don’t believe it,” he whispered. “How is it even possible? You’re part ryujin.”

      Stunned, he pushed her hair away from her ear to reveal a thin appendage that matched the ones that had decorated the male ryujin’s head.

      “I don’t believe it,” he repeated. How? How was it possible? Every rumor and story he’d ever heard about the ryujin insisted they never left their territory, let alone left their world to procreate with humans.

      Piper’s brow scrunched and she squinted her eyes open, her expression almost confused. Did she not understand what this meant?

      “Piper, this is—it should be impossible. Ryujin never leave the Overworld. How can you have a ryujin grandparent? It’s—it’s astounding.” He knew he was stammering, but he couldn’t help it. Of all the castes she might have shared a bloodline with, he would never have guessed this one. He brushed his thumb over a scale on her forehead, just to make sure it was real. “It also explains a lot about your encounter yesterday. You have the blood of one of the rarest and most powerful Overworld castes. You couldn’t have been luckier.”

      “Lucky?” Despite her voice being a rough croak, anger burned in the word. “Lucky?”

      He blinked.

      “I’m not lucky! I’m hideous.”

      “What?” He blinked again when he saw tears shimmering in her eyes. “No, you’re—”

      “Don’t lie to me!” She jerked her head away, hair swinging wildly. “I’m a freak. I have goddamn tentacles.”

      Tentacles? He didn’t see any—oh. He glanced at the narrow appendages rising from behind her ears. Those didn’t look like tentacles to him. And even if they were, that didn’t make her a freak.

      Anger slid through him. If she was a freak, then all daemons were freaks. Is that what she thought of them? Was she ashamed to share a lineage with his kind? Grabbing her arms, he pulled her up. She clutched the blanket, head turned away, gaze pointed down, shame and humiliation oozing from her body language.

      “You are not a freak,” he growled. “You’re beautiful.”

      She looked at him in surprise, then crumpled again. “No, I’m—”

      “Do you think I’m hideous?”

      “No!” she gasped, eyes widening as though the thought horrified her.

      So she didn’t think all daemons were mutants. Just her? Because she had a few scales and an unusual pair of appendages? Among daemons, outward appearances meant very little.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve been called a monster?”

      She swung her head back and forth. “But I’m—you—you haven’t seen—”

      “Show me, then.”

      She shook her head more violently, gripping the blanket like it was her only lifeline. Clearly, she wasn’t showing him anything unless he forced the issue.

      “Piper,” he huffed in exasperation. With a quick motion, he grabbed the blanket and gave it a hard tug, pulling one end out of her grasp.

      She squealed and clutched the other end to her chest. The fabric hung down her center, hiding her breasts and belly, but leaving the sides of her body bared for him to see.

      For a long moment, all he could think was that she was fucking gorgeous.

      He’d pictured her naked enough times, but the reality—what he could see, at least—far outstripped his imagination. The slim curves of her waist, the luscious swell of her hips, those lean thighs that he craved to have wrapped around him again. The sides of her breasts peeked out from the edges of the blanket, a teasing hint of soft roundness. Her silhouette, unhindered by clothes, had his mouth watering and his thoughts caught on what it would feel like to touch those curves, to run his hands over her, to pull that blanket away entirely and taste the parts of her still hidden.

      And the new daemon additions to her form. The large, shimmering scales seemed placed deliberately to enhance every perfect line and curve of her body. The contrast of the scales made her skin look even silkier, even more enticing. He wanted to explore her body from her pink lips, breathlessly parted, down every inch of her to those long, toned legs.

      He wanted to take her. Right here, right now.

      With a sharp inhalation, he wrestled his mind back on track. How could she think she was a hideous freak? She wasn’t as heavily scaled as a full-blooded ryujin, and each one glittered like a jewel, fluctuating from blue to green to teal with each shift of her body. The scales were spectacular, so he doubted that was the source of her shame. He focused on the appendages that swayed around her legs, starting from somewhere near her tailbone.

      “You don’t have tentacles,” he told her.

      She looked down at herself. “Uh, are you blind?”

      “Do you see suction cups?” He stepped closer, trying to see behind her—then quickly straightened before the teasing view of her backside, another perfect curve he wanted his hands on, could derail his thoughts again. “Can you wriggle them around like little arms? They aren’t tentacles.”

      Glancing again at the appendages, she mumbled uncertainly, “Not tentacles?”

      “No.” Though he didn’t understand what exactly they were. Curious, he bent forward and caught the end of one, sliding it between his fingers. He’d barely absorbed the smooth, slippery texture when she jerked away from him, shuddering from head to toe.

      “Holy shit,” she gasped. “Don’t do that again.”

      “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      “N-no. It just felt … really weird.”

      He exhaled in relief, his gaze sliding down her body again. Her violent retreat from his touch had shifted the blanket, revealing more of her breasts, and it was an effort of pure willpower to keep his eyes on her face.

      “Piper …”

      She shrank under his stare. “What?”

      That timid retreat, that innocent, wide-eyed gaze as though she had no idea how badly he wanted her. Bloody hell. Forcing his stare away, he cleared his throat. “We should go get your clothes.”

      “Huh?”

      “You need to put some clothes on.”

      “I—I do?”

      She had no fucking idea, did she?

      “This way,” he muttered, starting back down the trail and letting her follow at her own pace. He hoped she didn’t take his demand for clothing the wrong way, but all things considered, it wasn’t a great time for her to be naked.

      Behind him, her footsteps started, then stopped. After a moment, she resumed walking, then came the scuttle of running steps. She stopped again.

      He glanced back to see her standing on the trail, thoroughly wrapped in the blanket, staring at her feet. “Piper?”

      Her whole face brightened. “Coming!”

      With leaping strides, she raced to him and slid to a graceful stop, her smile stretching from cheek to cheek and her eyes sparkling with delight.

      “Is it always like this?” she demanded.

      “Like what?”

      “I feel so strong. Like I could pick up a car.”

      “Ah, probably not.” Even he couldn’t pick up cars.

      Her smile melted into a frown. “Do you get weaker in glamour?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really? By how much?”

      He raised his eyebrows. Had she not noticed before? Maybe his Nightmare Effect was too distracting for her to pick up those kinds of details. “A lot.”

      “Why would you ever use glamour then?”

      “Because everyone runs away screaming when I don’t.”

      “Oh, right,” she said as though his uncontrollable talent for terrifying everyone was an easy thing to forget. Her giddy smile bloomed again. “Can you believe I did it?”

      “Did what?”

      “The Void. I made it through! Can you believe it?”

      His smile broke through. “Yes, I can.”

      “Can’t you pretend to be amazed at my awesomeness?”

      “I knew you’d be fine.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Weren’t you the one yelling for me all panicky when I didn’t come out in the same spot?”

      Had he sounded that frantic? Damn. He hoped none of the others had heard. “I never panic.”

      She gave him a long stare, but he merely pointed at the pile of fabric on the ground.

      “There are your clothes. I’ll wait over here.”

      Moving toward the sheer cliff wall rising toward the mountain peak, he again waited, listening to her rustling around for a surprisingly long time. The sound of tearing fabric was also unexpected, but maybe she was making alterations to her clothes to accommodate the “tentacles.”

      When the sounds stopped but she didn’t join him, he shifted his weight. “Piper?”

      Light footsteps swished through the short grass as she came up behind him. “Okay. Best I could do.”

      He turned around—and barely managed to keep his eyes from bulging. What the hell was this? He’d wanted her to get dressed because the blanket wasn’t nearly enough coverage. Now, she was wearing two smaller—much smaller—strips of blanket, and it was even worse! It was completely inappropriate, utterly ridiculous—

      And absolutely irresistible.

      His gaze roved across the skin left bare by the strips of fabric around her chest and hips. From her waist to the dip in the hollow of her hips peeking above the wrap, then down the length of her legs. By the time his eyes made it back up to her face, he was no longer thinking about self-control or appropriateness or life-and-death situations.

      He was only thinking about all the things he wanted to do to her.

      His hand found her hip, fingers sliding across the smooth, hard scales before curling over her waist. He pulled her closer, inhaling the rising heat of her scent, watching her pupils dilate and her lips part.

      “You promised me something,” she said, sounding winded. “Before I entered the Void.”

      “Did I?”

      “Yeah. You definitely did.”

      She slid her hands into his hair, and her touch felt so damn good. He caught her mouth with his, his tongue slipping between her lips. Spinning them around, he pushed her into a tree. She felt amazing, every curve and line of her body pressed against his.

      His hands roamed, sliding across soft skin and hard scales, tracing those delicious curves, memorizing them. She swung her leg up and hooked it over his thigh, pulling her hips hard against his. He swallowed a growl, hands clenching against the need to tear off those stupid bits of blanket. He wanted the barriers between their bodies gone. He wanted to wrap her legs around him, to tilt her hips up, to fit their bodies together.

      Pulling his mouth from hers, he shifted to her neck, tasting her skin. She arched in his arms as he kissed down her throat and grazed his teeth across her collarbones. Her hands found his shoulders, fingers digging in. His mouth continued downward as his hand slid up, cupping her soft breast, thumb catching the fabric to pull it down so he could take her in his mouth. With a wild gasp, she arched her back, pushing into his hand.

      Pain cut into his shoulders and he jerked up.

      “What?” she demanded, sounding none too pleased that he’d stopped.

      “You—” He felt for the back of his shoulder and his fingers met open, stinging lacerations. “You clawed me.”

      “I—” She broke off, staring at her hand, fingers tipped with sharp new claws adorned with crimson stains. “Oh. Oops. Sorry?”

      That was the least sincere apology he’d ever heard. Not that he was bothered—in fact, he didn’t mind getting clawed. She’d just taken him by surprise.

      When he didn’t answer, she eyed him like he might faint or something. “Are you okay?”

      “I think I’ll live.”

      “Oh, good, so—” Her eyes suddenly bugged and she clamped both hands to her forehead. “Uuuugh.”

      As she swayed unsteadily, gripping her head like it was about to burst, cold adrenaline doused his lust. The rune venom had worn off. He shouldn’t have wasted so much time. He sent a quick thought to Zwi, telling her to bring the others.

      “Piper, what are you supposed to do next?”

      “I—” She shuddered and gasped, barely coherent. “I—”

      He gripped her arms, steadying her.

      “Ash! Piper!” Lyre’s voice rang out a moment before he raced around the rocks. He skidded to a stop and his eyes popped, disbelief splashed across his face. “Piper! Holy crap, look at you!”

      Miysis followed almost on Lyre’s heels, and his eyes bulged even more, his mouth hanging open for a moment before he managed to speak. “Ryujin? She’s ryujin?”

      “Piper.” Ash wrapped his arm around her middle, supporting her weight. “You have your daemon glamour now. What do you need to do next?”

      “I—I need to see my magic.”

      “Then she should shade,” Miysis said immediately. “Magic is clearest while shaded.”

      “Can a haemon shade?” Lyre demanded.

      Intense pain could trigger shading as well as anything else, and the fact she wasn’t shaded right now suggested she wasn’t capable of it. If she couldn’t see her magic in her new form, then this had all been for nothing.

      Ash held Piper tighter as she shook, her face white as snow. “Piper, can you shade?”

      She trembled, gasping, then her head snapped up, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Ash, scare me.”

      “What?”

      “Drop your glamour. Scare me!”

      For an instant, he didn’t understand. Then he stepped back and let his glamour fall, hoping the fear from his Nightmare Effect would work where intense pain had failed. He spread his wings to make himself larger and loomed over her as she stared at him with wide, teary eyes. Lyre and Miysis stepped back, an involuntary response to the panic his presence triggered.

      But Piper didn’t move. Desperation twisted her face. “Scare me!”

      “I can’t bloody do anything else,” he snarled. Was he not terrifying enough already?

      Her head swung as she looked around frantically. “Seiya! Seiya, where are you?”

      His sister slipped between Lyre and Miysis to join them, too cool while everyone else was frantic. “Yes?”

      “Drop your glamour,” Piper begged. “Please frighten me!”

      Seiya shrugged and obeyed, her form shimmering out of glamour. But if his Nightmare Effect hadn’t made Piper shade, why would Seiya’s be any different?

      Except the moment his sister spread her wings, terror blanched Piper’s face and panic flooded her scent. And that’s when he realized that terror had been absent from her body and scent before that moment. Piper hadn’t been asking Seiya to scare her more. She’d been asking Seiya to scare her, period.

      Because Ash hadn’t frightened her. His Nightmare Effect hadn’t worked.

      He had only a moment to feel shock before Piper went ominously still, her shudders disappearing and her expression smoothing. Her green eyes darkened to the deepest black and stared at them with eerie calm.

      “Holy shit.” Lyre’s voice was almost soundless, as though he didn’t want to draw her attention. “Look at her eyes. Black as pitch.”

      Ash tensed, slipping back into glamour and waiting for Piper to either attack or flee the threat before her. Seiya copied him, her wings vanishing. Piper stared at them, then her eyes lost focus. Her hands came up, cupped together, and light burst into existence above her palms.

      Ash, Seiya, and Lyre lurched back, but Piper didn’t attack.

      She stared at her magic, at the swirling tangle of blue and purple light. Where the two colors touched, an unnatural orange glow emanated. Face tight with concentration, she began to pull her hands apart. As she moved them, the twisting flames came apart too, the colors separating until she held a purple orb in one hand, and a blue one in the other. The orange glow was gone entirely.

      With casual flicks of her fingers, as though she’d done it a thousand times before, she cast the magic away. Green reappeared in her eyes and she smiled weakly. Ash couldn’t quite react. She’d done it. She’d gone into the Void, unlocked a ryujin form, shaded like a daemon, and separated her two breeds of magic.

      And his Nightmare Effect hadn’t scared her.

      Her smile widened, eyes lighting up. “I did it!”

      She sprang at him, arms reaching for his shoulders—and slammed him off his feet in a powerful tackle. Completely unprepared, he hit the ground on his back and the wind rushed out of his lungs.

      “Good job,” he wheezed.

      “Sorry!” she yelped, scrambling off him with a bright blush.

      He pushed himself up, and she was already grinning at him again, euphoric from her success. His own relief was almost as strong. The last few days felt like a nightmare he was finally waking from.

      “Congratulations, Piper,” Miysis said, smiling at her. “I can’t say how relieved I am. And your new form is quite spectacular. I am extremely curious as to how you came to have ryujin blood.”

      Ash glanced at the Ra princeling, not liking the subtle gleam of greed in the daemon’s eyes as he looked over Piper. Protective—and possessive—instincts sparked awake and Ash suppressed a warning growl.

      Piper, seemingly oblivious, shrugged and brushed her hair off her forehead. “We’ll probably never know. Though I suppose I could go ask the ryujin.”

      “Ah, perhaps not today,” Miysis murmured. “We have only just assured your continued survival. Let’s not risk that so soon.”

      Ash’s eyes narrowed, cold suspicion crawling through his gut. Piper owed Miysis a favor for his help venturing into the Overworld, and the princeling would probably collect soon. Ash didn’t trust it. They needed to get out of this world and onto more neutral ground.

      “We should pack up and get back,” he said.

      Miysis nodded in apparent agreement and moved toward his waiting men. Ash glanced at Piper, but didn’t mention his worries about the Ra princeling. He didn’t want to dampen her happiness so soon. Letting her have a few more minutes, he summoned Seiya to his side with a look.

      Miysis was up to something. He, Seiya, and Lyre would need to be prepared for whatever was coming. He just hoped they could outmaneuver the Ra prince. Unfortunately, Ash’s track record for that wasn’t as good as he’d like, and the last time he underestimated Miysis, he’d almost died.

      If it happened again … he’d figure it out. To keep Piper safe, he would have to.
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      A warm, scaled nose poked Ash in the cheek. Persistent thoughts jabbed inside his head, and a taloned paw batted the side of his face. He scrunched his eyes more tightly.

      Zwi’s mental voice filled his mind. She knew he was awake. He was pretending to sleep, which was stupid because he’d been sleeping for ages and ages. She was bored, and lonely, and the dragons here were weird, and he needed to wake up so they could leave.

      He drew in a slow breath, analyzing the faint pain between his ribs and the stuffy feeling in his lungs. His body ached from too little activity for too long, and a bone-deep weariness dragged at him. He carefully tensed his muscles, working from his feet up to his neck, testing for injuries. Aside from the lingering ache in his chest and the pervasive fatigue, he felt surprisingly decent.

      Finally, he opened his eyes.

      Zwi’s face filled his vision and she trilled admonishingly. Didn’t he care that she was bored out of her mind? All he’d done was sleep, sleep, sleep. Time to wake up!

      “I’m awake,” he muttered.

      She swatted him with her tail. He’d been sleeping for seven nights. Eight whole days!

      Eight?

      She trilled, and his mind filled with images: his unconscious body being carried by ryujin through an underground city; an entire group of them clustered around him; Piper lying beside him, curled against his side, tears on her cheeks; a ryujin telling her that Ash had a lung infection; the same ryujin coming back again and again to check on him; Piper hugging Zwi goodbye; the ryujin bringing Zwi plates of fish—

      Wait. Piper left?

      Zwi’s unhappiness colored her thoughts. Yes, Piper had left. She’d gone back to Earth.

      He closed his eyes again, relaxing into the bed as Zwi shared everything he’d missed over the last eight days. His memories of the same period were a muddied mix of dreamlike hallucinations and confused impressions of voices and unfamiliar presences. Whenever he’d come close to consciousness, Zwi had been there to assure him he was safe, so he hadn’t fought the endless hours of exhausted sleep.

      What he remembered too clearly was the feeling of the three daggers cutting into him—the slide of cold steel into his flesh, the scrape of blades across his ribs. He shuddered. That was something he’d love to forget.

      His own fault. He’d let himself be distracted during a crucial moment, and he’d paid the price. If not for the healers, he would have been long dead—all for a stupid mistake. He was almost as embarrassed over his idiotic brush with death as he was relieved to be alive.

      Very idiotic, Zwi agreed mercilessly. He’d been stupid. Piper could take care of herself.

      Against Miysis and another griffin? he asked doubtfully. She’s continually underestimated the Ra princeling.

      Piper had fought off Miysis and a bunch more griffins, Zwi informed him.

      But she still needed rescuing, he argued. The ryujin defeated the griffins in the end.

      Zwi ruffled her mane in annoyance and told him that whatever Piper had or hadn’t managed on her own, him getting stabbed hadn’t helped anything at all.

      He winced, unable to argue with that. So Piper left to search for Seiya and Lyre?

      Zwi confirmed his guess, her mental voice tinged with worry. He didn’t allow his fear over Seiya and Lyre’s unknown whereabouts to take hold. Splitting up had been a mistake, but if there’d been an ambush waiting on the other end of the ley line, he wasn’t sure his presence would have made a difference.

      Exiting a ley line was a dangerous moment for all daemons—disoriented, mentally exhausted, magic drained. For that reason, most daemons didn’t make their exit location known to anyone else. He should have remembered that and picked a different exit point on the same line.

      Zwi pushed her muzzle against his neck, whimpering as a question slipped from her mind to his.

      They aren’t dead, he responded instantly.

      She puffed a breath against his skin but didn’t argue, though they both knew he had no evidence to support that statement. But he refused to even entertain the thought. Piper was already searching for them, and as soon as he could, he would join her. They would find Seiya and Lyre.

      He sensed someone approaching before he heard the scuff of bare feet on stone. With a silent grunt, he shifted on the pillow but couldn’t manage to sit up. His muscles trembled even from that small effort. Zwi burrowed into the blankets, hiding under one of his wings.

      The curtain across the doorway—a strange thing woven from vines and decorated with bits of sparkling quartz—rustled as a pale hand pushed it aside. A ryujin paused in the threshold, studying him.

      Ash inspected the daemon in return, fairly certain it was the same one who’d healed Piper after her fall into the river—so the same one who’d almost killed him. The male’s age was impossible to determine, his exotic face timeless and his dark eyes, devoid of discernible irises or sclera, revealing nothing. Pristine white skin contrasted with the shimmering scales that covered a large portion of his body, and a long finned tail swept gracefully behind him.

      Ash glanced at the ryujin’s tail, and his own—thinner, a bit longer, and ending in a tuft instead of fins—flicked side to side.

      The ryujin moved, his steps flowing with eerie grace, and knelt beside the low bed, by all appearances unaffected by a draconian out of glamour. Ash supposed the ryujin had had a lot of time to get used to the sight over the last eight days.

      He didn’t like being stuck on his back with an unfamiliar daemon leaning over him, but he’d already failed to sit up and he wasn’t keen on trying again with an audience.

      “You have awoken,” the ryujin stated unnecessarily, his husky voice quiet and the words lilting with an unfamiliar accent. “I am Hinote, your healer. How do you feel?”

      “Well enough,” Ash answered cautiously.

      The ryujin blinked, faint surprise flickering across his face. Ash’s voice, especially out of glamour, tended to have that effect. The sepulchral tones could sound very … inhuman.

      “Please be more specific regarding your condition,” Hinote responded, polite but firm. “It is necessary to assess what healing you may yet require.”

      Somewhat bemused—weren’t the ryujin supposed to be viciously hostile?—Ash described his lingering symptoms in more detail. Under different circumstances, he might have been hostile himself, but considering this daemon had been carefully tending to him for a week, he saw no point in acting like an ungrateful ass. Plus, he couldn’t even sit up.

      When he finished, Hinote nodded, his expression unfathomable. “You are healing well, but your lungs require more time to recover and your strength is heavily depleted from fighting the infection.”

      “How long until I can travel a ley line?”

      Hinote considered the question. “Another week, at the least.”

      “I can’t wait that long.”

      “You have no choice.”

      Ash tightened his jaw and finally attempted to sit up. More through stubbornness than anything else, he managed to push himself up, though the effort left him winded. Hinote watched him struggle with an impassive stare.

      “I can’t wait that long,” Ash repeated breathlessly. “I need to—”

      Hinote grasped Ash’s shoulder and casually shoved him down again. He hit the mattress on his back, snarling as the ryujin held him in place with ease.

      “I promised Piper to care for you as my own kin,” Hinote murmured. “Therefore, until I deem you hale and fit, you are as my son. And as your patriarch, I will enforce your bed rest by whatever means I find necessary.”

      Ash blinked. Despite the mild tone, Hinote had just threatened him.

      “Further,” the ryujin continued, “you will not distress your temporary relatives with reckless or antagonistic behavior. There are many here who are anxious to see your swift recovery.”

      Ash blinked again. Another threat?

      “As our adopted ward and guest, we hold you to the same standards as our people, meaning we expect grace, respect, and consideration toward all, without fail.”

      Ash opened his mouth, then closed it. Since he’d been old enough to talk—and hold a weapon—he’d lived and breathed rebellion against all forms of authority. Defiance was second nature to him, especially when faced with uncompromising commands.

      Yet, as he studied Hinote, he couldn’t summon the insolent reaction that normally flared in the face of any challenge. He could sense this male’s age—that aura of wisdom carried by daemons who’d lived for centuries—and his steady authority was subtly different from anything Ash had encountered before.

      “My patriarch?” he repeated slowly.

      Hinote nodded and lifted his hand from Ash’s shoulder. “My promise to Piper aside, you are dragonkin … and so you are our kin as well.” His gaze flicked to Ash’s tail and he smiled, the first real expression to touch his face. “I will return shortly with broth soup. Try to stay awake until then.”

      After Hinote had left, Ash relaxed back into the bed. Zwi popped out from under his wing and shook off, then chittered conversationally. What a strange daemon, she declared. Hinote was nice though. He’d been nice to Piper too.

      Hinote could be frightening as well, Ash knew. He’d seen it himself when Hinote had trapped him in a telepathic trance and prepared to kill him in cold blood. Ash wasn’t trusting by nature, and it went against his instincts to take Hinote’s welcome at face value.

      Yet, despite his mistrust, he wasn’t worried. Something about Hinote’s no-nonsense expectations was comforting. As long as Ash respected those expectations, the ryujin were no threat.

      He blinked his eyes open, realizing he’d closed them. The ryujin were no threat? Had he really just thought that? He must be growing complacent. That, or the exhaustion was making him stupid. He was alone in an enemy world, helpless and under the power of a hostile and powerful caste. He couldn’t trust anything.

      As his eyes closed again, he still couldn’t work up any real concern. Hinote and the other ryujin had saved him. For now, he was as safe as he could be, and until he recovered his strength, this was where he’d stay.

      Despite Hinote’s request that he stay awake, Ash was asleep again in moments.
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        * * *

      

      Ash gazed absently at the cavern ceiling high above. Long stalactites dripped from the veins of crystals that twisted through the dark stone. He hated being underground, but the cavern was large enough that he could ignore his claustrophobia.

      His torso rose and fell with the movement of the large water dragon acting as his back rest, its broad chest expanding and deflating with each breath. Another one had its heavy head in his lap, throat exposed so Ash could rub the spot under its chin, and half a dozen more of the graceful koryu were sprawled on the rocks around him.

      He scratched at the delicate scales covering its throat, and the dragon chuffed softly. As he nestled into the dragon behind him, he let his eyes lazily close. Somewhere farther along the river that ran through the cavern, Zwi trilled loudly, the sound echoing. A large splash answered her call. Whatever game she was playing with the koryu seemed to involve a lot of splashing.

      Four days had passed since he’d woken. Seven days since Piper had left without him. Twelve days since he’d been stabbed, and since Seiya and Lyre had disappeared.

      He was recovering quickly. The first day, he’d barely been able to feed himself. The next day, Hinote had helped him take several short walks. Yesterday, he’d been able to don his glamour and explore the city with a few shy but friendly ryujin as his guides. Today, he had already done some light exercise, interspersed with several large meals, and now he was relaxing before exercising his body again. Most of the stiffness was gone. He tired quickly, but it was manageable. Only a faint ache remained in his lungs.

      Claws clicking, another koryu approached him. He opened his eyes as the creature dropped its head, the three teardrop scales on its forehead glowing. It bumped its nose into his chest and a faint, buzzing pressure pushed against his mind.

      Swim with us?

      He didn’t hear the question so much as feel it. It was similar yet different to how he communicated with Zwi. With her, she lived in his mind and he in hers, their thoughts flowing back and forth with ease. With the koryu, he had to strain to hear them and he could only discern simple concepts and emotions.

      Being able to hear them at all had been a shock. He’d seen the water dragons over the last few days, but this afternoon was his first real interaction with them.

      The ryujin people were emotionally perceptive to the point of near mind-reading—though Hinote had assured him no one could actually read his mind. The ryujin who’d been taking turns watching him whenever he left his room, either to make sure he didn’t overexert himself or to ensure he didn’t cause trouble, hadn’t needed to ask if he wanted time alone. They’d simply abandoned him in the open center of the city where he could relax next to the flowing river.

      He’d only had maybe twenty minutes to himself, however, before the first koryu had climbed out of the river to investigate him. His wonder and curiosity had matched the koryu’s, and they had examined each other with the same intensity. The water dragons were striking creatures, lean and sleek with shimmering silver scales.

      The buzzing pressure had confused him until the koryu had managed to push a thought through. When he’d responded with his own thought, the koryu’s shock had rippled through his mind. Less than five minutes later, a dozen dragons had swarmed him, all wanting to talk to the strange daemon.

      His mental strength had run out before their interest in this new game, but by then, he’d apparently been adopted into the pack. And that’s how he’d ended up in the middle of a dragon slumber party on the shore.

      He didn’t mind. In fact, he hadn’t felt this relaxed in a long time. All his worries and fears were quiet murmurs, and he’d been drifting on the edge of sleep for a while—at least, he had until the invitation to swim.

      The inviting koryu gazed at him expectantly, waiting for an answer, and the others nearby raised their heads.

      Ash glanced at the water. The river appeared sedate enough, but he didn’t trust it, not after what had happened to Piper. And though he could swim just fine, he wasn’t a fan of deep water. As a creature of the wind and air, he didn’t like being anywhere where he couldn’t take flight—so, namely, underground or underwater.

      The koryu prodded him in the chest with its muzzle. Swim.

      He shook his head, but the one using his lap as a pillow nudged him in the gut. Swim.

      Swim. Swim. Swim.

      Pressing a hand to his forehead in an futile attempt to quiet the insistent telepathy, he waved his other hand. “Okay, okay. But only for a few minutes.”

      The dozen koryu flowed to their feet, and he rose as well, stretching his arms over his head. Stifling a yawn, he glanced around but saw no ryujin nearby. With a mental shrug, he stripped down to his undershorts and walked to the edge of the water, the koryu escorting him, their fins flaring with eagerness.

      “You guys are awfully persistent,” he muttered as he sat on the rock ledge and let his feet hang over the water. “You’re not going to drown me, are you?”

      In answer, the dragons slid into the water with barely a splash. He sighed and pushed off the ledge.

      Cool water engulfed him as he plunged under the surface, and the current immediately tugged him downstream. A koryu dove under him and rose, lifting him until his head broke the surface. He sat astride its back, surrounded by dragons drifting effortlessly through the water.

      Listen.

      He frowned. Had he heard that right? Listen to what?

      The koryu keeping him afloat swished its tail, then dove under again. He pulled away from its back, treading water as the current pushed him away from the shore. Another koryu glided over, stared at him, then ducked its head under the surface.

      Its head popped out again. Another stare. Another duck under the water. Ash frowned at it. The dragon huffed, put its chin on top of his head, and shoved him under.

      Shit. They were going to drown him. He grabbed on to the dragon’s head before the current carried him even farther downstream, intending to launch off it and toward the shore.

      Listen.

      He stilled, holding on tightly, lungs aching for air. As a small stream of bubbles escaped him, he squinted his eyes open but wasn’t able to see anything except the blurry silver shape right in front of him. Listen to what? He couldn’t hear anything but the burbling rush of water in his ears.

      He almost pushed back to the surface when a strange sensation whispered through him—a warm caress of power within his mind, a brush of something vast and ancient and immeasurably powerful. The strange presence slid across him, a curious tasting followed by recognition.

      Then it was gone.

      The koryu he held pushed him up into the cool air and he gasped in a welcome breath.

      “Ash?”

      He looked up. Hinote stood on the shore, frowning at him.

      With the help of the dragon, Ash climbed back onto the ledge, water cascading off him. Shaking his hands dry, he shrugged in response to the ryujin’s questioning stare.

      “They wanted me to swim with them.”

      Hinote’s frown deepened and he looked at the water. A few koryu poked their heads out, scales on their faces glowing faintly.

      The healer’s eyes widened. “You can communicate with them?”

      Ash shrugged again. “A little.”

      Hinote nodded slowly. “The connection is limited, certainly. Is that how you communicate with your dragonet?”

      “My bond with Zwi is much deeper. Probably more like how you can talk to the koryu.” Still dripping wet, Ash picked up his clothes. “I’m guessing they can’t communicate with just anyone.”

      “No one outside our people has ever spoken to them before.” Hinote tilted his head. “They tell me the river has welcomed you.”

      Ash remembered that touch of ancient power. He hesitated, but said nothing, not sure if he’d imagined it or not. If he said something crazy, Hinote might decide to keep him under medical supervision for even longer.

      “They call you Blackfire,” the ryujin added.

      Ash raised his hand and cast a flare of dragon fire, the ebony flames dancing across his fingers. “Accurate, I guess.”

      “There is much to learn of each other, I think.”

      “But not now.” Ash exhaled, steeling himself for another debate. “I need to return to Earth. I’m ready.”

      “You are not fully recovered.”

      “I’m ready enough,” Ash clarified. “I don’t have time to wait for a complete recovery. I’ve been badly injured before. I know how to pace myself until I’m back to full strength.”

      Hinote studied him, then gestured. “Come. You should dry off.”

      Biting back further arguments, Ash followed the ryujin toward the city dwellings. Disagreeing, even politely, with the healer felt oddly disrespectful, but he couldn’t be passive any longer. He needed to return to Earth and find out what had happened to Piper, Seiya, and Lyre.

      Clothed again, he sat across from Hinote at the low table in the healer’s room—a space resembling an office or library, ryujin-style, with nooks in the walls filled with texts and scrolls. In the few minutes it had taken Ash to dry off and dress, Hinote had produced a platter of fresh fruits and vegetables. Ash preferred more meat in his diet than the ryujin, but he accepted the food without complaint.

      “You are anxious to rejoin Piper and locate your companions,” Hinote said after a few minutes of silent eating.

      “Lyre and Seiya are missing.” Ash picked up a piece of unfamiliar orange fruit. “Since Piper hasn’t returned, I have to assume they’re still missing.”

      “I would assume as much myself,” the healer agreed. “Yet, in your current state, will you be of aid in the search, or a burden?”

      “Even weakened, I’m better prepared to find them than Piper is alone. Locating missing daemons is something I’ve been doing a long time.” He didn’t add that he was usually finding daemons who were hiding from Samael—and killing them. “As I said before, I know how to pace myself so I don’t strain my body.”

      “Physically, you can pace your recovery. But mentally?”

      Ash stiffened. “What does that mean?”

      “You are recovering from wounds not just of your body.”

      Ash bared his teeth, defensive anger rising in him. “That’s none of your business.”

      Those dark, unreadable eyes watched him. “Wounds to the mind and heart are no different from injuries to the body, and certainly no cause for shame. An enemy inflicted damage on your psyche in an attempt to destroy you. Though you survived, the wounds linger.”

      Ash pushed away from the table, intending to walk away. His failure to control his temper, the bouts of panic and rage, were not up for discussion. He didn’t even want to imagine how Hinote came to know about it.

      “Ash.”

      He paused halfway up, unable to ignore that gentle tone.

      “Healing the mind is not as straightforward as healing the body, but it is a skill we possess. We can help you.”

      Ash hung awkwardly in place. They could … heal his mind? They could cure him of the panic attacks and unfettered rage? They could fix him again so he wouldn’t have to fear ripping out his loved ones’ throats?

      Slowly, he sat again. “What would that kind of healing involve?”

      “As I said, it is a process different to the healing you know. It requires meditation, self-reflection, and forming a deep bond of trust with your healer.”

      Ash frowned. “How long would it take?”

      “Several weeks,” Hinote admitted. “Months, or perhaps even years.”

      “I don’t have that long.”

      “But how long can you survive as you are?”

      This time, Ash rose without hesitation and stepped away from the table. Even if Hinote had protested, it wouldn’t have stopped him. The healer had no concept of what Ash had endured in his life—injuries to both mind and body. He wasn’t that fragile, that useless, and it pissed him off that Hinote thought he was so weak.

      “I’ve survived this long. I’ll figure it out.” He glanced back. “I’m leaving in the morning for the ley line.”

      Hinote gazed at him for a long moment, then nodded. Ash pushed through the curtained doorway, and once out of sight, he massaged his temples. He might have considered this “mind healing,” but not if it would take months. He couldn’t stay here that long. He’d have to take his chances and find his own way to heal, as he always had.

      Back in his room, he slumped on the mattress and closed his eyes. Thoughts spun through his head, worries and fears mixing with dark memories. Clearing his mind, he forced himself to relax.

      Though he’d already decided to leave at first light, one thing about Hinote’s offer tempted him. The idea of being free from the panic and rage …

      A memory rose from where he had determinedly buried it. Hazed in that muzzy feel of an almost forgotten dream, he felt Piper’s cool hand against his cheek, her lips brushing softly across his, her breath warm on his skin as she whispered three words.

      Three words he’d thought he would never hear from anyone.

      Grunting in annoyance, he rolled onto his stomach and shoved his face into the pillow. It had been another fever dream. When he’d woken from the healing, his head had been full of tangled remnants from the hallucinations he’d experienced during the long days of fever and infection. That memory of Piper was just another dream, and wondering if it had been real was no more than wishful thinking.

      Either way, he wasn’t fit for her company. Once Seiya and Lyre were safe, he would put as much distance between him and Piper as he could—where he’d never have to worry about seeing his talons in her throat again.

      His hand rose to the side of his head where his hair was braided close to his scalp. The strip of fabric from her shirt, the representation of his promise to protect her, had been gone when he’d woken. He didn’t know what had happened to it.

      Dropping his hand, he got more comfortable and closed his eyes. Tomorrow he would return to Earth and use the tracking spell to find Piper. Putting that spell on her was the best idea he’d had in the last couple months, and it was pretty much the only thing working in his favor. Once he found her, together they would uncover the truth of Seiya and Lyre’s disappearance.
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          Ash

        

      

    

    
      Ash squinted in the bright light. The caverns of the ryujin city weren’t pitch dark—the veins of crystal running through the ceiling reflected sunlight into the belly of the mountain—but it was never what he would call brightly lit.

      The morning sun, on the other hand, was blinding. He kept one arm looped around the neck of the koryu towing him through the water, barely able to see with the sun beaming down and the light sparkling off the crystalline river. A mile above, Zwi drifted on warm updrafts with her wings spread wide, her delight warming his thoughts. He contained his envy. He would be able to fly soon enough.

      A couple other water dragons glided along nearby, and a few yards upstream, Hinote’s head broke the surface. The water was unnaturally calm, the current almost caressing even though it looked like this spot should have been violent with rapids. The ryujin’s control over the river was disturbing, but Ash was grateful either way. With the gorge walls rising steeply on either side, he wouldn’t want to be caught in the river’s full power.

      Hinote swam ahead, cutting through the water as effortlessly as Ash could dive through the air. The ley line was another few miles ahead, and somewhere upstream, Hinote would lead Ash ashore where he’d be able to take flight.

      His thoughts were already back on Earth. He would start in Brinford, where he figured Piper had gone. She didn’t know any other ley line locations, and it was the best place to start the search for Seiya and Lyre.

      The idea of Piper traveling a ley line by herself, with no training and only one brief step into the Void for experience, left a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. And away from the otherworldly ryujin city, his fear for Seiya and Lyre was increasing rapidly. He refused to consider that they might be dead, but if griffins had ambushed them … Ra family members tended to kill draconians on sight, and incubi were loved by no caste.

      A tugging sensation in his head broke into his thoughts, and he almost told Zwi to stop pestering him—but it wasn’t his dragonet’s mind he could feel. This sensation was different: the pull of his own magic.

      His tracking spell.

      His eyes widened. He hadn’t recognized it at first because he hadn’t been expecting to sense it, but it was barely a mile upstream.

      Zwi! The moment he called her name through their bond, she tucked her wings and dropped into a dive to gain speed. Her small form shot away, whipping out of sight between the winding gorge walls.

      “Hinote!” he yelled.

      The ryujin surfaced and turned toward him.

      “The tracking spell I gave Piper—I can sense it a mile ahead of us.”

      Hinote glanced toward the water. “She is not in the river.”

      The signal from the tracker didn’t seem to be coming from the high cliffs, but the magic wasn’t terribly precise. With a snap of his finned tail, Hinote shot forward. Ash hooked his arms around the koryu’s neck as it took off after the ryujin, towing him through the cold water. They sped up the winding river, the signal growing stronger and clearer. It definitely wasn’t coming from the cliff walls.

      They rounded a bend, and Zwi circled above, her worry pulsing in Ash’s head. She couldn’t see Piper anywhere.

      Hinote slowed, turning as he searched the cliffs on one side and the stony shore on the other. The gravel bank stretched only a few yards before steep rocks rose into another cliff. There was nowhere for a person to hide.

      But Ash could feel the tracking spell, unmistakably close. His gaze dropped from the rocks to the sparkling surface of the water, a sick swoop of horror spinning through him.

      Hinote saw the direction of his gaze. “She is not in the river. I would be able to sense her presence.”

      “But …”

      The ryujin’s dark eyes narrowed and he dove beneath the surface. Ash waited, holding the koryu’s neck as its tail swept back and forth to counteract the current. A minute passed, then another.

      Hinote’s head broke the surface beside Ash. His arm came out of the water, something resting on his palm.

      Ash took the object and turned it over in his hands. His fear and dread slipped away, replaced by disbelief as he looked at the spelled belt he had given Piper, wrapped around the strip of cloth from his hair, both tied tightly to a rock. A rock that had been at the bottom of the river.

      Piper had done this. She had taken the cloth from his hair. She had removed the tracking spell.

      And she had thrown both away like garbage.

      “Ash.”

      Hinote’s voice barely penetrated the rising tide of emotion shredding his chest. Fury, betrayal, rejection, disgust, and something very, very close to hatred. And beneath it all, a bitter pain tightened his lungs.

      “Ash.”

      He looked up. Hinote was gazing at him with muted concern.

      “Well.” He was surprised by how calm he sounded. He felt anything but calm. “I would say Piper’s message is quite clear.”

      “What message is that?”

      She couldn’t have been any clearer: Stay away from me. Was it because he had almost ripped her throat out when she’d tried to stop him from attacking Miysis? She hadn’t seemed to feel that way when he’d helped her go through the Void to unlock her daemon power. What had changed?

      Did it even matter? She had made her choice.

      He looked again at the rock, at the drenched blue fabric covered in slime from the river’s bottom. With a touch of magic, he dissolved the tracking spell on the belt, then turned his hand. The rock fell, hitting the water with a splash and sinking out of sight.

      Cold rage pulsed through him, and he bathed his soul in the flames. He drank the fury deep, letting it eclipse all the other emotions he didn’t want to feel. Letting it strengthen him, letting it harden him for what he had to do next.

      Piper might want to be rid of him, but he wasn’t done with her yet. He would find her, he would learn whatever she knew about Seiya and Lyre’s whereabouts, and then he would grant her wish to be free of him.

      He let go of the koryu’s neck. The current swept him away from the water dragon and Hinote. At the same time, Zwi drew on the well of power within him.

      Black flames erupted over her as she dove. Her wing span quadrupled and she loosed a deep roar as she swept toward him. He stretched an arm up and grabbed her front leg as she whipped past. She yanked him clear of the water, glistening droplets flying everywhere, and he let her go as his glamour shimmered away.

      His wings snapped open, catching the wind.

      He glanced down, once, to see Hinote and the three koryu watching him ascend. Someday, he would return and thank Hinote properly for his care. Someday, he would find a way to repay the ryujin for saving his life. He didn’t like owing anyone, and he wouldn’t allow a life debt to go unanswered.

      But at that moment, he couldn’t even bring himself to offer a farewell. The only voice within him was that of his fury.

      His wings pumped as he climbed the updrafts toward the ridge where the ley line ran, its soft power calling to him. For once, he welcomed the coming trip through the Void, where the dark oblivion would, however briefly, numb his mind and soul.
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        * * *

      

      Still, silent, he perched on the rooftop, staring across the street. The windows of the rundown church glowed with warm orange lights. The crumbling bell tower was a black silhouette against the red haze where part of the city burned.

      Within the church, Zwi lurked in the shadowy rafters, eavesdropping on the Consul refugees waiting in the sanctuary. He listened to them talk about the mission that was currently being undertaken by a group of apprentice Consuls—including Piper.

      The rage burned deeper, colder. He’d finally found her, and it only made him more furious.

      Two days of searching. The city was in chaos like he’d never seen on Earth—destruction, fire, open combat in the streets. Daemons fighting Gaians fighting humans. It was a goddamn mess, not that he cared aside from the ramifications for him. Finding one girl in the disorder and confusion had proved nearly impossible.

      He’d gotten lucky though. His search for Piper had produced zero results in the first twenty-four hours, but then he’d run across a familiar scent: Raum.

      Worry over what Raum was doing in the city had driven Ash to follow his fellow draconian’s trail. It had soon become obvious that Raum was searching for someone too—and doing a much better job at it than Ash, probably because he’d been at it much longer.

      Raum’s trail had led Ash right to the church. On his own, he wouldn’t have thought to look in this area for quite some time.

      He lurked on the rooftop, watching the church as he worked to bring his temper under control. He could understand—barely—that Piper no longer wanted anything to do with him. He was having more trouble believing she was callous enough to leave Seiya to die, but he could accept that too. But he couldn’t believe she would abandon Lyre.

      Yet it seemed that’s exactly what she’d done. Unless she’d already confirmed they were dead and hadn’t cared to share that information with him.

      Through Zwi, he listened to more of the discussion inside the church. The Consuls were expecting the “team” back within an hour or two, and he considered how he should approach Piper. If she realized he was here, would she slip away from the group so he could talk to her? Or would she hide from him among her haemon companions? He didn’t know. A couple days ago, he would have known exactly what to expect from her, but now he didn’t have a clue.

      He’d thought he knew her. He’d been wrong.

      He eyed the building again, and a cold smile twisted his lips. He’d been wondering how to discreetly get her attention, but he didn’t need to be subtle. This wasn’t a Consulate. These haemons weren’t Consuls anymore. They were no threat to him, and he didn’t give a damn about whether his appearance might cause difficulties for Piper.

      With icy rage simmering and his temper barely leashed, he dropped off the rooftop and landed in the street. Glamour slid over his form in a wash of power, and he strode toward the church doors.

      Piper would return soon. And he would be waiting for her when she did.
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          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      Lyre couldn’t quite suppress his smirk as he watched the cab driver. The poor guy had such a tight grip on the steering wheel that his knuckles looked like they might burst from his skin. Sucked to be a human with a car full of daemon passengers.

      Twisting around, Lyre looked into the backseat. Ash and Kiev were mashed into the doors with Seiya crammed between them, a dark scowl on her face. Add three dragonets trying their best to hide behind the front seats, and there was hardly room to breathe.

      “Comfy back there?” Lyre asked, stretching his legs out in the spacious passenger seat.

      Ash’s expression didn’t change, and Kiev kept his stare fixed out the window, a faint blush staining his cheeks. Seiya, however, shot him a “get bent” sort of look. Lyre swallowed a laugh and faced forward again.

      It was kind of funny how the consequences of something terrible could end up being a good thing. He wouldn’t have thought his and Seiya’s imprisonment in the Ra embassy could have produced any positive effects, but Seiya had come out the other side with a different perspective. Her jealous need to hoard Ash’s attention had shifted, and she was taking the first steps toward a healthier mentality.

      His gaze rose to the cab cruising along the road a few car lengths ahead where he could make out the silhouettes of Piper and her mother through the tinted back window. Eyes narrowing, he tapped his fingers against the chain of spells hidden under the neckline of his shirt. He didn’t trust Mona. He didn’t like anything about this plan.

      Samael had infiltrated the Gaians, controlling them from the shadows, and the right people needed to know. Unfortunately, those “right people” were the radical, militarist commanders of the Gaians, and Piper going into that with only her mother at her side made him nervous.

      He and Ash would stick close but stay out of sight. They knew how to move around undetected, though it was unfortunate that it was midmorning. Cloaking spells worked a lot better in the dark. Humans should learn to conduct their business at night, like daemons did.

      He glanced back one more time, briefly meeting Ash’s stormy gaze. His eyes were shadowed but not black; he was tense but in control. Good. Lyre didn’t want any repeats of the disaster in the church. Ash running a sword through Piper was something he could do with never seeing again.

      There was another relationship that was starting to shift in a better direction. Lyre had almost lost hope for those two. Things had completely fallen apart between Ash and Piper in the two weeks Lyre had been held captive, culminating in the stabbing incident—though he didn’t blame Ash for that. Piper had literally jumped in front of his sword to save her father.

      He smiled to himself, watching Piper’s silhouette in the car ahead. She and Ash had disappeared for a few hours last night, and they’d come back smelling of wind, grass, and each other. Even if he wasn’t an incubus incapable of missing the subtler signs, Piper’s blush had been a dead giveaway. He didn’t know why she was so bashful. In his opinion, it was about damn time.

      The cab slowed, pulling his attention back to the present. He frowned as the car pulled over. The other one kept going, speeding farther down the road before turning a corner.

      “Why did you stop?” he demanded.

      The driver hunched his shoulders, trying to look small and harmless. “This is where I was told to drop you off.”

      “Yes, this is correct,” Seiya replied before Lyre could. “We’re getting out here.”

      Still frowning, Lyre threw his door open and climbed out. The draconians and their dragonets unloaded from the cab, and the car pulled a quick U-turn and rumbled back down the road. Ash and Kiev frowned at their surroundings—a row of crumbling warehouses and a lot full of rusting tractors and excavators.

      “Mona wants us to approach on foot,” Seiya told them. “She didn’t want the Gaians spotting a second vehicle. She said the facility is about a mile east of here, surrounded by a chain-link fence.”

      “A mile?” Ash repeated. He lifted Zwi off his shoulder and tossed her into the air. Wings beating, she soared upward, the rest of them watching in silence. The dragonet rose higher and higher, a dark spot in the blue sky. Then Ash swore.

      “It’s not a mile east—it’s about four miles,” he snarled. “Either Mona messed up her instructions to the cab driver or she didn’t want us close enough to interfere.”

      Lyre’s jaw tightened. He was putting his money on Option B.

      “Let’s go.” Ash started forward at a fast jog.

      On open terrain, they could have run four miles in about twenty minutes. Or if it had been dark, they could have flown the distance in even less time. But in the bright morning light, they had to stick close to buildings, moving in the shadows, hiding when the occasional truck drove by. The warehouses and construction lots were a mess, and only the dragonets’ scouting saved them from having to backtrack around obstacles.

      Around the time Lyre heard what sounded like a fire alarm blaring, he caught a glimpse of the facility. The “chain-link fence” Mona had told them to watch for wasn’t hard to miss—the tall, heavy barricade was topped with coils of barbed wire. Beyond the fence, a maze of equipment sprawled everywhere—heavy pipes, tall towers and smokestacks, massive cylindrical tanks, gargantuan warehouses.

      The closer they got, the louder the sirens grew. They stopped between two shipping containers in a cramped train yard a hundred yards from the fence. The main entrance was marked by a booth large enough to hold half a dozen security guards, and in the distant corner of the grounds, a watchtower probably held a few more.

      “What’s with the alarm?” Kiev asked. He put a hand over his face. “And why does it stink so bad?”

      Lyre wrinkled his nose. If the acrid stench was burning his sinuses, it would be worse for the draconians.

      Ash scanned the fence line. “Lyre, has Piper used her signal spell?”

      “Nope.” He’d woven the spell to be strong and clear. If she triggered it, he would be able to follow the signal even from across the city. “I’ll know the instant she does.”

      “Is the alarm related to her arrival?” Seiya wondered.

      “I’m not sure we can sneak in without being seen.” Lyre craned his neck, looking along the fence. “There’s no cover at all. Maybe we should sneak around to check the other—”

      The dragonet perched on Kiev’s shoulder let out a loud, surprised chirp. Ash spun on one foot, hand flashing to the hilt of a sword sheathed alongside his thigh.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The deep, snarling voice came from behind them. Lyre whirled around as a new draconian strode out of the shadows, a dark wrap around his lower face and his ice-blue eyes cold and hard.

      “Raum!” Kiev said, his tone both pleased and confused. “What are you—”

      “Raum,” Ash snapped, far less welcoming. “How did you find us?”

      “I gave Kiev a tracking spell,” the older draconian replied.

      Lyre scanned Raum, tense and alert as he tried to figure out what was different about the daemon. His clothes were torn and damp blood shone on the tattered edges. He was fresh from a battle, but that’s not what was different.

      Lyre focused on the draconian’s face. Before, Raum had always been expressionless, his voice toneless and his eyes blank. But now, his stare blazed with an intensity Lyre had never seen.

      “What are you doing here?” Raum repeated, an aggressive snarl in his voice. “I’ve been searching for—”

      “What do you want?” Ash interrupted. “We’re busy.”

      “Busy getting Kiev killed? I told you to protect him.”

      “I’m not getting him killed. I’m—”

      “About to walk into a death trap,” Raum hissed. “Or did you not bother to scout the facility at all?”

      Ash went rigid. “A death trap? What are you talking about?”

      Raum sneered, the scars on his face warping his features.

      “We only just got here,” Kiev cut in urgently. “We haven’t had time to scout anything. What’s happening, Raum?”

      “Ten miles north, four full companies of Hades soldiers are advancing on the facility.”

      “What?” Lyre gasped. “Samael sent an army? Here? Why?”

      “Samael brought an army here,” Raum corrected. “And he’s going to use it to raze this place to the ground, killing everyone.”

      “How do you know this?” Ash demanded, his eyes black and half his attention already shifting toward the grounds where, somewhere, Piper was meeting with the Gaian leaders.

      “I’m supposed to be leading the vanguard.”

      “Why are you here, then?”

      Raum pulled the wrap down off his face, his mouth stretching into a savage smile. “I’m not taking orders from that bastard anymore.”

      Ash tensed even further. “What—”

      White light flashed in the distance and a billow of thick smoke roiled into the sky. A moment later, the boom of the explosion reached them, rattling the shipping containers.

      “It’s starting,” Raum said.

      “Fuck,” Ash snarled. “We need to go in.”

      “You’re coming with me,” Raum barked. “I told you that place is a death trap.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” Ash spat, turning away from his former mentor.

      Raum grabbed Ash’s shoulder before he could take a step, spinning him around. “You aren’t walking away again. You aren’t turning your back on us again.”

      “I’m not—”

      “You abandoned them all again and again so you could protect your sister. Seiya is free, and now you owe the others your sword.” Raum bared his teeth. “You got her out, and I got the others out. But I can’t keep them safe by myself.”

      Ash stood frozen, staring at Raum. Lyre blinked, wondering if he had understood Raum correctly. Another explosion flashed in the distance.

      It was Kiev who broke the silence, his words a disbelieving whisper. “What do you mean you got them out?”

      “Samael took his army to Earth. His best men, his best generals, his best commanders. So I went back, alone, and got the others out of Asphodel. They’re waiting for us.”

      “All of them?” Seiya asked uncertainly, as though afraid to hope. “Everyone?”

      “Every draconian.” His gaze snapped back to Ash. “And I need you to help me keep them free. I can’t do it alone.”

      The last words were bitter and laced with anger. Raum didn’t want to need Ash’s help for anything.

      Ash remained motionless, not even seeming to breathe. Then he jerked back a step. “I’ll help you. But first, I’m getting Piper.”

      “Where is she?”

      Ash jerked his head toward the facility.

      Raum looked at the columns of smoke and his expression tightened. “You’ll never find her in time.”

      “I’m not leaving without her. Even if you don’t care about her life, she has the Sahar, and we can’t let Samael get his hands on it—or on her.”

      Raum swore. “We’ll have to move fast, then.”

      Ash looked at Lyre, but he shook his head. “She hasn’t triggered the signal spell.”

      Jaw clenched, Ash turned to the others. “Kiev, Seiya, head south. Warn any workers you see that they need to get out, but don’t take any chances. We’ll catch up to you.”

      “How will you find Piper in all this?” Seiya demanded.

      “I’ll track her. Fastest way.”

      They split up, Kiev and Seiya darting into the shadows between shipping containers while Lyre followed Ash and Raum straight for the main gate. The pair shimmered almost simultaneously as they dropped glamour, wings spreading wide.

      Fear shot through him, but he ignored it as he dipped a hand into his shirt and pulled out his chain of spells. A quick touch activated powerful, skintight shields that would protect him from physical and magical attacks.

      A single blast from Ash ripped down the front gate. Men poured out of the guardhouse, long guns in their hands, but terror blanched their faces at the sight of the two winged monsters bearing down on them. They didn’t get a single shot off before Raum, with an effortless sweeping gesture, hurled them against the building.

      On the road inside the gate, Ash darted back and forth, crouching briefly as he searched for Piper’s scent. Then he was moving again, charging down the road with Raum on his heels. Lyre trailed after them, covering the rear, scanning for danger. They closed in on the largest warehouse he’d ever seen; the three tractor trailers at the loading bay looked like toys next to the five-story-high steel walls. His nerves prickled.

      He felt the shivering sensation deep in his bones an instant before it happened.

      “Ash!” he yelled.

      Ash grabbed Raum and slid to a stop. Lyre crashed into their backs, already activating a lodestone.

      His dome shield popped around them as the walls of the warehouse bowed outward, then burst with the scream of tearing metal. Bands of white power lashed the air and raked his shield, threatening to tear it apart.

      Then even brighter light erupted—an explosion that had nothing to do with magic. A roaring fireball ripped through what was left of the wall and flung the tractor trailers into the air. Orange flames tore through the warehouse ceiling as fiery debris rained down.

      The roar finally quieted, leaving Lyre’s ears ringing. He deactivated the shield—what was left of it.

      “That was the Sahar,” Ash half snarled. “She’s in there.”

      He lurched one step, then pivoted and cast.

      This time it was his shield that saved Lyre by deflecting the blade of magic that would have gone through his back.

      He spun around as winged forms dropped from the sky, surrounding them—a dozen griffin warriors. An uncomfortable flashback of being captured by daemons in those same uniforms sent ice plunging through him. His instincts sharpened, viciousness and aggression twining together. He focused on survival, saving the question of why the hell griffins were here for later.

      As Raum and Ash spread out, drawing their swords, Lyre stepped away from them and let his glamour fall. Slinging his bow off his shoulder, he pulled an arrow from his quiver. Maasehet already knew who he was and what he could do. He had no need to hide his abilities or his magic against griffins—and he’d been hungering for a chance to pay the Ra princess back for what she’d done to him and Seiya.

      His first arrow went right through a griffin’s shield, lodged in his heart, then exploded—taking his nearest companions out with him.

      Aware of Ash behind him, Lyre shot another arrow, its weaving glowing with deadly light. It hit a griffin in the throat and burst into a thousand golden needles that impaled the nearest daemons. They fell, screaming. Someone threw a blast at him, but he let it slough off his protective shields without even pausing.

      He grabbed three arrows with simple shield-piercing spells and loosed them in rapid succession. On his other side, Raum cut down another griffin. Half a dozen more had joined the fight, leaving eight opponents.

      “Go,” Raum said calmly, pulling his sword out of his victim. “Find Piper. I’ll deal with them.”

      Lyre glanced dubiously at the griffins, who had shifted into a defensive formation and were wordlessly signaling a plan of attack.

      He pulled out another arrow and arched an eyebrow at Raum. “How well do you need to see to fight?”

      “I don’t need to see at all.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      He nocked the arrow and shot it into the ground at the griffins’ feet. Gold light spiraled across the dirt and black smoke boiled out of the glowing lines, engulfing the entire group. Shouting in alarm, the griffins started coughing violently—their minds playing tricks on them, because the smoke was an illusion.

      “Have fun,” he told Raum.

      The draconian’s smile was faint but bone-chilling.

      Ash was already running for the warehouse, and Lyre sprinted after him, bow in hand. They sprang through one of the holes in the wall, passing through smoke and flames to reach the interior. Ash’s steps slowed and he tugged his wrap higher up his face. Lyre wished for something to cover his nose and mouth as the smoke—real smoke this time—burned his throat.

      They rushed through the rubble, searching for a sign of Piper. Lyre could neither see nor sense any life in the building, and she still hadn’t activated the signal spell.

      Another warning shiver ran along his nerves, and he grabbed Ash’s arm as magic exploded somewhere outside the warehouse. The rapid-fire crashes grew louder as familiar magic that tasted of hatred sizzled the air.

      “The Sahar,” Lyre growled.

      Without another word, he and Ash launched into motion. Out of the warehouse, down the road, they raced for the explosive magic that grew only more powerful with each passing moment. Piper shouldn’t be using that much of the Sahar’s magic. Her haemon body couldn’t hold it, couldn’t channel it.

      Ash grabbed Lyre around the waist and sprang into the air. Three beats of his wings lifted them on top of a fat cylindrical tank. They ran across it, footsteps clanging on the hollow metal, and slid to a halt at the edge.

      Spread before them was a war zone: the smoking remains of military jeeps, burnt bodies sprawled in the awkward poses of death. Huge tanks like the one they stood on were blown into twisted shreds of steel. Billowing smoke roiled across the field.

      And in the center of it all, a woman’s faint silhouette crackled with white power that was visible even through the smoky haze.

      “Piper,” Ash whispered. “Did she …?”

      He trailed off, letting the question die into silence. Had Piper killed those soldiers? Had she slaughtered her way across that field, killing everyone with the Sahar?

      Lyre gripped his friend’s shoulder. “We have to stop her. She’s out of control.”

      Ash nodded grimly. “We can’t touch the Sahar either, or we’ll end up doing worse.”

      Lyre looked at him, studying the tension in his jaw. “Can you do this?”

      He didn’t have to explain what he meant. Ash knew.

      “Can you?” he asked in return, his eyes black and his face pale.

      Lyre exhaled. Could he hurt Piper to save her life? Against the Sahar’s power, they couldn’t hold back too much. Maybe they couldn’t hold back at all.

      He pulled an arrow from his quiver. “Let’s go save our girl one more time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part II

          

          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      Stepping carefully to avoid crunching rocks or debris underfoot, Lyre positioned himself at the edge of the battlefield, his shields already engaged and his chain of spells held in his teeth for easy access. The arrow he’d pulled was already on his bow, and as he watched Piper’s shadow shift among the smoke, he wove a spell around the arrowhead.

      The haze thinned as the breeze cut across the field. Piper stopped. Through the clearing smoke, he examined her—her daemon glamour with scales sparkling, clothes torn and smudged with soot, blood matting her hair. White light crackled over her arms, magic ready to be unleashed.

      She abruptly turned toward him. Her eyes were black as pitch.

      Their gazes met and he let his aphrodesia uncurl from his body, trying to pull her in. She snapped her gaze away before he could get a hold on her will. The greater the distance, the harder it was to gain control over a woman, and the longer it would take his aphrodesia to work.

      Ash wanted Lyre to cover him from a distance, so that’s what he’d do. Aphrodesia might disarm her—or it might do nothing against the madness of the Sahar.

      She turned to face the darker shadow in the distance, and Ash’s shiver-inducing voice drifted through the haze.

      “Drop the Sahar, Piper.”

      She threw her head back and laughter, echoing with madness, chimed from her throat. A chill ran down Lyre’s spine. He’d been expecting her to act like a mindlessly shaded daemon, but that laugh was something else entirely. How deep in the Sahar’s power had she fallen?

      Her arms rose, the sizzling light flashing.

      Lyre drew his arrow back and shot it into the ground behind her. As the spell triggered, she spun away from Ash and hurled silvery light at the arrow. The blast meant to knock her down collided with the Sahar’s power and exploded, flinging her backward.

      With impressive agility, she landed on her feet. And then Ash was on her.

      He slammed her into the ground. Magic burst from her again, and even with his fast shield, he was thrown back. She was up again, her movements sleek with a predatory edge at complete odds with that manic laugh, and a glowing white band lashed out from her fingers like a whip.

      Lyre’s heart leaped into his throat when the attack went right through Ash’s shield. He threw himself backward, but the whip-like blade cut across his middle. Blood spilled down his stomach.

      “Piper,” he shouted, his voice cracking. “Snap out of it!”

      Pointless. The girl they knew wasn’t there right now. This … this female body was nothing but a killing machine. And if she hit Ash with that whip spell again, she would kill him.

      Lyre snatched a second arrow and nocked it, but Piper was already throwing another blast at Ash. He shielded, letting the power push him backward, then lunged in with his sword. Dragon fire swept off the blade, encircling her, but he was holding back. He was afraid to hurt her.

      Lyre raised his bow and pulled it to full draw.

      She effortlessly dispelled Ash’s black flames, and as he charged her again, she raised her hand. Lyre saw the spark across her fingers, that deadly white whip taking form again. He loosed his arrow.

      It cut straight through the palm of her hand. Her scream of pain took him by surprise—lost in madness and shading, he would have expected her to be all but immune to pain.

      Ash shoved her to the ground a second time. He grabbed her face, no doubt planning to use a sleep spell as he and Miysis had done while Piper had channeled the Sahar in the Overworld. Lyre almost relaxed, thinking it was over.

      Magic shimmered strangely over Piper’s body. Instead of passing out, she slammed her hands into Ash’s chest. Without a shield to blunt it, the blast hurled him into the side of a jeep with bone-breaking force. Wings limp, he crumpled to the ground.

      Lyre snatched another arrow as Piper spun toward him. Her black eyes glared hatefully as she raised her hands, one bleeding profusely, and summoned another spell. The glowing sphere that took form between her hands wasn’t quite like anything he’d seen before. Raising it above her head, she smiled as she threw the orb at him.

      Smiling. Laughing. Feeling pain. This madness in her was completely wrong. He’d never seen her lost to the Sahar’s poisonous influence before, but this wasn’t what he’d expected. She should have been berserk with power and shading, attacking everything in sight with thoughtless bloodlust. But even with madness burning in her black stare, she was composed and calculating.

      Her spell expanded into a howling maelstrom of light, and he snapped a gem off his chain and dropped it onto the dirt. A glowing web flashed across the ground, forming a circle filled with spinning runes. As the golden dome snapped around him, the white tornado hit.

      It screamed across his shield, barely shaking the weave of his most powerful barrier. Not even the Sahar could damage this one; the stronger the attack, the more power the shield absorbed.

      The moment her whirlwind faded, he dispelled his barrier and pulled an arrow. Ash was up again and already on Piper, and as he caught her with a strike that sent her spinning, another dark shape burst from the shadows.

      Raum shot out from between two mangled jeeps and closed in on Piper’s blind side.

      He slammed his fist into her side, and even Lyre heard her ribs break. Ash might be holding back too much—but Raum wasn’t holding back at all. He didn’t care about saving Piper. He just wanted to get the Sahar away from her and Samael’s coming forces.

      Ash and Raum shoved Piper to the ground. A wild explosion of silver power threw them off, and she rolled to her feet, lightning raging over her body as she prepared to attack.

      Steeling himself, Lyre drew his arrow back, activated the spell, and let it go.

      It struck her upper thigh, buckling her leg. With a rush of light, the paralysis weave surged over her body. She hit the ground, screaming and convulsing.

      As his weave died, Raum sprang on top of her, knees digging into her back. Piper screamed again, in fury this time, and Raum hit her in the face, silencing her. Lyre’s hands clenched.

      Ash snarled furiously. “Raum!”

      “Hurry up.”

      Lyre didn’t move, waiting with another arrow ready to loose, as Ash grabbed Piper’s arm and used dragon fire to cut into that damn impenetrable armguard of hers. She pushed herself up with enough violence to jar Raum half off her back.

      Ash tore the armguard away, and a silver stone arced through the air. Piper went limp, as lifeless as a marionette with cut strings.

      It was over—but Lyre couldn’t stop to enjoy the moment. Grabbing his gem from the ground, he turned north, where he could sense a slow tide of power drawing closer—hundreds of daemons, armed with spells. Samael’s forces, heading this way.

      While Ash and Raum leaned over Piper, Lyre slid his fingers across the fletching of his arrows, searching. Pulling out two, he pinched one against the edge of his palm and nocked the other. Drawing the string back to his cheek, he aimed high, finding the right angle more by instinct than calculation. He relaxed his fingers and the string snapped away. He flipped up the second arrow, nocked it, and let it fly.

      One heartbeat passed. Two. Three.

      The first spell detonated, and three hundred yards away, a huge storage tank ruptured into a massive fireball. A moment later, a second tank exploded in a rain of flaming liquid. Distant cries confirmed his choice of target.

      Slinging his bow over his shoulder, he jogged over to the others as Ash lifted Piper into his arms, the arrow sticking out of her leg. She hung listlessly, her head lolling against his shoulder, eyes open but staring blankly.

      “Is she okay?” he asked, suppressing the hypnotizing power of his voice as much as he could.

      “I think so,” Ash replied. “She seems to be in shock.”

      “She needs healing.” He glanced at the blood soaking Ash’s front from the deep slice in his lower belly. He needed healing too, but since he hadn’t passed out yet, it could wait a little longer. “Are Kiev and Seiya out?”

      “Should be.” He pointed with his chin. “Grab the Sahar so we can get the hell out of here.”

      Lyre hesitated, then snatched the Sahar from the rubble, half afraid that touching it would drive him mad too. But nothing happened, so he quickly tucked it into the inner pocket of his shirt.

      An explosion shuddered through the earth and he glanced back at a new tower of rising smoke—closer than the tanks he’d detonated. Almost close enough for reapers to spot them and start teleporting.

      Raum obviously thought the same. “Go,” he said tersely.

      Ash took a couple steps then pulled up short. For a second, Lyre thought maybe he was going to pass out from blood loss after all.

      “Wait.” He looked down at the girl in his arms. “Piper, where’s your mother?”

      Shit. Lyre looked around wildly, but no mothers magically appeared among the devastation.

      “Piper, where’s your mother?” Ash asked again. “Do we need to go get her?”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Raum snapped, glancing at the advancing force, dangerously close. In another minute, they would be seen.

      Piper closed her eyes, tears spilling down her cheeks as her face twisted with anguish.

      “Ash!” Raum barked.

      Lyre grabbed Ash’s shoulder to get his attention and shook his head. Piper’s face was the answer. Whatever had happened, it was too late for Mona.

      Realizing the same thing, Ash surged into motion, cradling Piper as he ran. Raum shot ahead, leading the way, and Lyre trailed after them, watching behind him as more explosions sounded—the Hades force blasting their way through the debris, searching for the source of the battle they had heard and sensed.

      Samael would know the Sahar had been unleashed. Assuming he was here with his army, Lyre was surprised the bastard hadn’t shown up during their fight with Piper. That would have made everyone’s day so much better.

      By the time they reached the facility’s southernmost fence, Ash was staggering. Lyre caught him as his legs buckled, and Raum pulled Piper out of Ash’s arms before he could drop her. She didn’t react, eyes closed, face slack. She’d lost consciousness.

      Blood dripping from his stomach into the dirt, Ash braced his hands on his legs, then dropped to his knees. Lyre crouched beside him, glancing warily back where explosions sounded with disturbing regularity.

      “Raum, do you have any healing ability?”

      “No.”

      Damn. Seiya wasn’t here, and Ash couldn’t wait any longer. Sucking in a resigned breath, Lyre pulled Ash upright and pressed his hand to his friend’s wound, blood slick and warm under his fingers.

      “Sorry, man. This is gonna suck.”

      Ash nodded tersely, his face white and eyes squinted in an effort to stay focused. Lyre concentrated on the flesh beneath his hand. He had mastered more magic and weaving than most daemons would in their entire lifetimes, but he was shit at healing. Without natural talent, it was almost impossible to learn.

      He sent magic sliding into Ash’s flesh, mentally feeling for the torn edges of skin and muscle and binding them together. Ash groaned, hunching with pain. Healing could be painless, but Lyre wasn’t anywhere near that good. All he could do was literally stitch Ash’s wounds together with magic, then flood the damaged flesh with power to encourage faster healing.

      Finished, he dropped his hand and fought a wave of dizziness. Pain throbbed in his skull, his magic reserves dangerously depleted. Healing was demanding spell work, and incubi didn’t have much magic to start with.

      He staggered to his feet, then grabbed Ash’s arm and pulled him up. The draconian stifled another groan as he straightened, the movement pulling on the ugly, bloody line across his stomach. That was going to leave one hell of a scar.

      “You can take a break later,” Lyre told him. “When we aren’t being chased by an army.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Ash grunted.

      They pushed into motion again, but within five minutes, Ash’s endurance flagged entirely. Before he could collapse again, Zwi appeared, ebony fire whooshing over her as she transformed. Ash swung onto her back, and she ran ahead, faster than the exhausted incubus and the draconian carrying an unconscious haemon.

      Seiya and Kiev found them a few blocks away from the facility. Zala transformed to carry Lyre, and within minutes, they were fleeing at a proper speed, leaving the sound of explosions behind.

      At the edge of the city’s industrial district, they stopped on the crest of a sprawling hill. Perched on Zala’s back, Lyre stared grimly. In the distance, red flames leaped higher and higher, black smoke boiling from the facility’s remains. Everyone on the grounds had to be dead—including Piper’s mother, the Gaian command staff they’d come here to warn, and however many griffins had inexplicably shown up to play war games with Hades.

      “Well,” he said hoarsely. “That didn’t go quite as planned.”

      Ash grunted in agreement, leaning heavily against Zwi’s neck.

      “Samael brought an army to Earth,” Kiev murmured. “He’s never done that before.”

      Lyre didn’t correct Kiev. Technically, Samael had brought a company to Earth once before, and Ash had used the Sahar to wipe out the entire force in a single attack. But this was different.

      Seiya rubbed her hand across her cheek, leaving a streak of soot. “After he destroys the Gaian facility, will he take his force back to Asphodel?”

      Looking away from the fiery destruction, Lyre met Ash’s bleak gaze. “I think the question is … what if he doesn’t?”

      Silence pressed down on them as they considered the possible answers.

      “What Samael does is no longer our concern,” Raum said. “Where we’re going, he and his minions will never reach us.”

      Ash glanced at the older draconian, exhaustion rolling off him. “And where are we going?”

      As Raum tilted his head back, the hard lines of his face softened, his icy blue eyes warming with the faint glow of hope.

      “We’re going home.”
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      Lyre closed his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose. The scent of the air was simultaneously familiar and disconcerting. It was sweeter than the Underworld’s air, rich and almost cloying, and he missed the crisp, dry winds of the mountains they’d been traveling for so many weeks.

      His stare drifted across the vista of summits that couldn’t have been more different from his world. Mountains that sprawled instead of towered, the warm rock veined with shades of blue and green. Lush, temperate forests draped the slopes and overflowed from the broad valleys, the foliage mirroring that odd blue tint. The sound of rushing water, far below at the canyon’s bottom, competed with the rustling breeze.

      If he hadn’t known better, he would have assumed this land, so soft and gentle looking compared to the Underworld, would breed soft and gentle daemons.

      Moving away from the ley line, Piper approached the cliff’s edge with what he felt was a dangerous lack of care. Her black shirt was charred and smudged with dirt, hiding the shimmering dragon scale top she wore underneath. It also hid the recently healed injuries, including two thick scars across the backs of her arms from when she’d leaped in front of an executioner’s sword to save Ash.

      Part of him wished she hadn’t done that. All things considered, Ash would probably have preferred his fate at the draconian executioner’s hands.

      Piper’s voice broke into his thoughts.

      “The river will carry us directly to the ryujin.” She pointed casually toward the hundred-foot drop.

      He glanced into the canyon then back at her, his eyebrows creeping up. “You want to jump?”

      “It would be fastest,” she said with a shrug, as though jumping off cliffs was completely normal and sane. “I did it before just fine. Barely hurt at all.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Um.” She blinked at him. “Yes?”

      “Are you even thinking straight at this point?” He wasn’t sure if he was more entertained or worried. He was losing track of all the shit she’d endured in the last twenty-four hours—attacked by the great dragon, stranded alone in the mountains with Ash unconscious, ambushed by draconian warriors, attacked and injured, flown back to the camp, attacked again by the dragon. But even after all that, he suspected the biggest contributing factor to her dazed exhaustion wasn’t the blood loss or lack of sleep, but losing Ash.

      “I am not jumping off the cliff,” he added since she was still gazing at him expectantly. “Even if it only ‘barely’ hurt.”

      She pursed her lips. “I guess we can find a lower spot …”

      Shaking his head at her concession—as though he was the one being unreasonable—he stepped closer. “You look like the walking dead, Piper. Maybe we should rest for a bit first.”

      “We can rest in the ryujin city,” she told him. “They’ll have food. And blankets. It’s not that far.”

      He remembered it being a decent hike, but realizing he couldn’t convince her, he sighed and linked their arms, just in case she collapsed right off the rocky ledge. Together, they started down the same path from their last visit to the Overworld. Miysis had been leading them that time.

      According to Piper—and confirmed by Ash—somewhere under these mountains was the ryujin’s subterranean city. Both of them had described the ryujin as welcoming, peaceable, and polite, but Lyre wasn’t looking forward to visiting the ferociously territorial caste. Just because they were nice to Piper and her lover didn’t mean they would extend the same kindness to him.

      In fact, he had good reason to believe they most definitely wouldn’t.

      “So,” Lyre drawled, distracting himself from one worrisome issue with another. “You were going to tell me about your weird space out while you were talking to Eliada.”

      Piper’s immediate tension increased his concern, and he especially didn’t like the way her hand went to her pocket where she’d stashed the Sahar after refusing to give it back to him. She said nothing as they circled a tall tree with broad branches and hanging vine-like tendrils that grabbed and bound anything that touched them.

      He waited, not about to let this slide. While they’d been talking to the draconian elder before leaving the Underworld, Piper had broken off in mid-sentence and stared blankly ahead for a solid minute, her eyes frighteningly empty. Eliada had assumed her strange behavior was caused by exhaustion, but he didn’t think so.

      “Right,” she eventually muttered. “Well, do you remember how I was able to communicate with Natania, the soul in the Sahar, the last time we were here?”

      “Yes, of course. She tipped you off about unlocking your daemon glamour using the Void.”

      “Well, after that, I started … dreaming about her.”

      “Dreaming?” he repeated, brow furrowing.

      “Yeah, but not actual dreams.” She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “While I was sleeping, I could talk to her the same way I did the first time.”

      “How often did this happen?”

      “Just a few times, and not since you and Ash took the Stone away. When I was talking to Eliada, though, I thought that maybe Natania would know something about what had happened to Ash.” Her voice caught on his name. “And all of the sudden, it was like I was dreaming again. We talked for a few minutes, then I … zoned back in.”

      Walking in silence, Lyre absorbed this new information. He had carried the Sahar for weeks, and in that time, he’d cautiously examined the weaves. A living soul bound by magic … the creators of the Sahar had played a dangerous game. They’d probably intended the soul to be a passive power source, but this soul wasn’t passive at all.

      Lyre no longer doubted that the Sahar was responsible for Nyrtaroth’s violent madness five centuries ago when he’d slaughtered an entire town. And that same power was infecting Piper’s mind with its insidious influence, even when she wasn’t actively wielding it.

      “So you’re saying,” he clarified, “this soul in the Sahar knows what you’re thinking, since she responded to your thought about speaking with her, and she can affect your mind while you’re sleeping and while you’re fully conscious?”

      She nodded, the complacent movement sparking his anger.

      “And you don’t find this concerning at all?” he demanded.

      “Of course I do! It worries me a lot that she can mess with my head like that, but causing me to space out in the middle of a conversation is hardly life threatening.”

      Lyre stopped abruptly and turned to face her. “You definitely aren’t thinking straight about this at all, Piper. What if next time she causes you to space out in the middle of a fight? What if she pulls your mind into one of these ‘dreams’ and won’t let you go?”

      “You’re making too big a deal of it.” She crossed her arms, oozing stubbornness. “She won’t get me killed because she wants me to live. Same with trapping my mind forever—my body would die, wouldn’t it? If I die, no one can tap the Stone and she’ll be trapped alone. She doesn’t want that.”

      “Do you hear yourself?” he asked disbelievingly. “You’re allowing her all this power over you because you think she wouldn’t want to be alone if you died?”

      He knew Piper was smarter than this. She might be impulsive and mulish sometimes, but she wasn’t stupid. She was spouting nonsense because she was too tired to think clearly, too addicted to the Sahar’s power to see clearly, or already under the influence of the soul in the Sahar. Maybe all three.

      Shaking her head, she shoved past him and stormed down the path. “I’m not just ‘allowing’ this. It’s out of necessity.”

      His longer gait quickly closed the distance between them. Whether the Sahar was twisting her thoughts or not, he needed to get it away from her. He should have insisted on her returning it right after that dragon attack, but he hadn’t wanted to cause a scene.

      “Natania knows a lot of things,” Piper continued as he caught up. “For example, did you know Nyrtaroth created the Sahar specifically to fight the great dragons?”

      That tidbit derailed him. “What? Natania told you this?”

      “Yes. Nyrtaroth was afraid of the dragons. I guess one of them tried to bond with his grandfather, but his grandfather died.”

      “Did Natania know anything else about the dragons?”

      Piper’s shoulders hunched. “Not that she told me, but maybe I can get more out of her next time.”

      “No.” He grabbed her arm, stopping her in the middle of the path, and forced her to face him. “There won’t be a next time.”

      “Huh?”

      His eyes narrowed. She was still talking about communicating with Natania’s soul. She was walking along, carrying a weapon that could overpower her mind, and she wasn’t afraid. He didn’t know why she wasn’t.

      “You’re done with the Sahar.” His voice hardened. “You’re so twisted up with this Natania specter that you don’t see how dangerous she is. Give me the Sahar.”

      She wrenched against his hand without seeming to realize what she was doing. “I’m not—”

      “Why are you arguing with me? There are no dragons here for you to fight. Give it to me.”

      She leaned back, pulling on her arm. He tightened his grip.

      “I need to talk to Natania again—”

      “No, you don’t,” he growled. This was stubbornness beyond even Piper’s usual obstinate streak. It wasn’t normal, and if he couldn’t convince her, he would have to take the Sahar by force. “She already told you what she knew about dragons.”

      “She never tells me everything. She might know—”

      “She’s stringing you along! Open your eyes. She wants you to keep hold of the Stone so she can maintain access to your mind.”

      Finally, Piper hesitated. A slight frown pulled at her lips.

      He softened his grip on her arm, squeezing gently. “Trust me, Piper. You can’t see it, but the Sahar is too dangerous for you.”

      She looked at him, really seeing him, and uncertainty touched her expression for the first time. She was listening. She was hearing him.

      A slow breath slid from her, making her shoulders rise and fall. “You’re right. You’re—”

      She broke off, and he felt it: the silent impact of magic. A sizzle along his inner senses, a crackling power both distant and immediate. He froze in place, struggling to perceive what it was and where it had come from.

      “You’re right,” Piper said again, recovering as though she’d never stuttered. Except, this time, those two words came out in a seductive purr that would have done a succubus proud. She reached for his face and slid her finger across his lower lip—a sensual touch that was completely unlike her.

      “You’re so very right,” she purred. “Such a clever incubus. So cautious. You have always been too wise to fool, haven’t you?”

      Different tone. Different syntax. Between her uncharacteristic touch and the abrupt change in her speech, he had to fight a sudden rise of dread, keeping his expression locked in a puzzled frown. Was Piper slipping into madness, like at the Gaian facility, or was Natania’s soul influencing her behavior more strongly?

      Releasing her, he stepped back, wondering if he could activate his defensive weavings fast enough.

      She slipped a hand in her pocket and withdrew the Sahar, holding up the silver stone like a trophy. “I can’t give this to you, Lyre, my love. Not after you so kindly returned it.”

      He snapped a quick glance at the Stone, crackling with light, and ran a mental tally of what spells he was carrying that might hold against it. “Piper, what …”

      “You were wrong about one thing,” she remarked, nearly gloating with satisfaction. “It is not Piper’s mind I wanted access to. My mind is perfectly functional. It was a body I lacked.”

      No. No, it wasn’t possible.

      He stared at the girl in front of him. This wasn’t Piper falling into madness. This wasn’t Piper being influenced by another power.

      This wasn’t Piper at all.
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      “In another life,” the woman who wasn’t Piper whispered breathily, “I imagine we could have enjoyed each other very much. But sadly, I must kill you instead.”

      He jerked back another step, mentally scrambling to realign reality and his understanding of the impossible in a few seconds. White light burst out of the Sahar, and he threw up his hands, casting a bubble shield.

      The power hit him, shattering his barrier and slamming him into the rocky ground. He rolled down the sloped path, tumbling to a stop with every bone aching.

      Slumped on the ground, lungs locked from the impact, he slid one hand under his shirt, the angle of his body hiding the movement. Running his fingers down the chain around his neck, he activated his skintight magical and physical defense wards. They weren’t as powerful as the dome shield he’d used at the Gaian facility, but that weaving was good only for defense—it would render him immobile and unable to launch attacks of his own. He’d have to take his chances with the less powerful shields.

      He pushed himself onto his hands and knees, testing for broken bones with part of his attention on the girl strolling down the path toward him, her hips swaying provocatively.

      “Ah,” she crooned. “You blunted a great deal of my power. Impressive for an incubus. But I already knew you were talented. Piper can’t see it; she sees a shield like any other, not that delightful, swirling weave that absorbs as much power as it deflects.”

      Flinching as he pushed to his feet—one arm was not working right, the pain deep and aching—he turned to face her. Her assessment of his shield was disconcertingly perceptive; her knowledge went well beyond the average daemon’s understanding of advanced weaving techniques.

      As she stopped a few long steps away from him, he took a silent breath. On the exhale, he eased back on his tight control of his aphrodesia and invisible tendrils of seduction magic uncoiled from him.

      “You must be Natania,” he said, his voice hoarse. Blood was running down his face and into his mouth, and he spat on the ground. “I can’t say I’m pleased that my suspicions about you were right.”

      She smiled with sweet arrogance—a woman who was used to getting her way with men. “Do not think yourself too clever, my love. You suspected nothing the last time we met.”

      “The last time?” Carefully, he let more aphrodesia slip from him, keeping it soft and subtle.

      “You may have torn the Sahar from me once, but you will not manage it a second time.”

      Torn the Sahar from her once before? What did that mean?

      Then he remembered Piper’s chiming laughter and the way she’d smiled at him before unleashing a maelstrom of power to tear him apart.

      His eyes widened. “Wait, you—you mean at the Gaian facility? You were controlling Piper when she fought—”

      “Yes,” Natania interrupted, purring the word more than speaking it. “Did you really think her that skilled? You and Ashtaroth would have defeated her in mere moments.”

      Now that she mentioned it, how had he not realized they’d been fighting someone else? Piper was a physical fighter; even with magic, she fought using her whole body. But in that battle, she’d relied entirely on the Sahar.

      He shook his head slightly, letting more aphrodesia flow from him. Soon he would have her. He just needed her to keep talking.

      “Do you not see?” Natania continued before he even had to prompt her. “I know her whole mind, every thought, desire, and fear. I know her better than she knows herself, and I can tell you that she is not as strong as you believe her to be.”

      He could sense Natania more strongly, and her gaze was shifting, her focus changing. Her eyes slid down him and back up, and she sighed with a wistful air.

      “Lyre, my love, I do think Piper chose poorly.”

      He suppressed his smile. Did she realize the direction her thoughts had wandered—and why?

      “Ashtaroth is nothing more than a loyal dog: a powerful, obedient guardian. He lacks the cunning wit of my Nyr. But you …” She hummed a soft note, eyeing him hungrily.

      “Piper made the right choice.” Despite his focus, despite the lethal danger, bitterness coated the back of his throat. His lack of serious interest in her aside, he’d never been surprised that Piper had chosen Ash over him. “Incubi are lovers, but no woman’s true love.”

      Natania’s smile shifted, sharpened—a predator sensing weakness. “Who broke your heart, dearest Lyre?”

      Not Piper. In the moments when his guard was down, it was someone else who slipped into his thoughts—her soft laugh, her silky hair under his hands, her summer-sky eyes looking at him with quiet fire. And someday … someday he would find her again.

      He met Natania’s smile with one equally cold. “I break hearts, not the other way around.”

      “You’ve broken many, haven’t you?” She was crooning again. “I could have broken yours, I’m sure, had our paths overlapped.”

      “You think so?” he murmured, letting that deep, sensual rumble into his voice. He could feel her mind—almost his. “I very much doubt it.”

      “Such confidence. You have no concept of who I am.”

      “Who you were,” he corrected. With his uninjured arm, he wiped his hand across his bloody cheek, coating his fingers in wet crimson. Her presence pulsed in his senses, primed for the taking, and she didn’t even realize it. “But it doesn’t matter. You’re still female.”

      Her eyes narrowed with wariness, then she threw her head back in a peal of laughter—the same laugh he’d heard at the Gaian facility. “You think you can defeat me with aphrodesia?”

      Such mocking derision. She had no idea.

      “I already have,” he crooned, his purring tones far deadlier than hers could ever be.

      As she stepped back, alarm touching her expression, he allowed the chains that bound his true power to fall away. His aura flooded the air around him like a broken dam, and it felt so good, like flexing muscles that had been immobile for too long.

      Natania raised her fist, power crackling over the Sahar, but he’d already pulled his chain from under his shirt, a gem between his blood-coated fingers. Power sizzled through his skin into the stone, and the blood-magic weave hungrily drank it in.

      Golden light flashed outward, and with it, the illusion took form.

      Darkness plunged over the world. Everything vanished, replaced by black emptiness filled with eddies of pale mist. Tiny white lights swirled like dancing stars, drifting through the haze that hid and revealed dark, terrifying shapes. He was one of those unidentifiable shadows, and as he slipped slowly toward her, closing the distance, he took gentle hold of her will.

      Natania staggered backward, terror on her face. She turned one way, then the other, completely disoriented.

      “This is no incubus power!” she screamed into the blackness, her voice muffled by the same part of the sophisticated weave that deadened all sounds—including his approaching footsteps. “This kind of illusion isn’t possible! I know the rules of magic!”

      In some ways, she was right. This kind of illusion hadn’t been possible—until he’d perfected it. Smiling, he discarded his glamour and let the gem fall from his fingers to hang from the chain. The illusion continued, but without his direct touch, it released him from the weave—making him visible to Natania.

      She whipped around, and as her eyes fell on him, he pulled in her will and made it his.

      Her huge eyes stared at him, blank and unblinking, glazed with desire. She still held the Sahar in the air, her arm locked in place. She didn’t have the resolve left to move on her own, but power was thrumming in the Stone, waiting to be released.

      “Your magic may have rules,” he whispered, his musical voice reinforcing his control over her mind, “but I can weave anything I can imagine.”

      He brought his fingers to her cheek in a feather-light touch that left his blood smudged on her skin. She leaned closer, eyes fixed on him, and even though it was Piper’s face and Piper’s body, he could feel the difference in her mind. This was not the girl he’d come to care for so much. This woman had hurt Piper. This woman was trying to destroy Piper.

      With gentle fingers, he tilted her head back and lowered his mouth to hers.

      He kissed her slowly, thoroughly, lips and tongue caressing hers until her body melted against him, until desire burned in her scent and throbbed in her aura, until the power gathered in the Sahar trickled away to nothing.

      Now she was his, mind, body, and will.

      “Sleep,” he commanded, mouth brushing over hers.

      Her eyes closed and her muscles went limp. Ignoring the pain in his injured arm, he caught her as the Sahar fell from her hand and landed on the path with a soft clink.

      He lowered her to the ground, hissing with pain—his arm was probably broken, he decided—and picked up the Sahar. Weighing it in his hand, he could sense only the slumbering weaves. Good enough.

      Pulling his glamour back into place, he sat heavily on the trail and dispelled the illusion. Sunlight blasted his eyes. Grimacing, he tucked the chain back under his shirt and half-heartedly wiped his face with one sleeve. Not much he could do about the blood.

      His gaze shifted to Piper, lying on her back, by all appearances sleeping peacefully. Sick worry twisted in his stomach, and he reached for her shoulder.

      “Piper?” He gave her a careful shake. “Piper?”

      Her head bobbed with the movement, but she didn’t stir. He shook her more forcefully. His aphrodesia shouldn’t keep her asleep like this.

      “Piper!”

      She didn’t move, didn’t react at all. He leaned over her, squeezing her shoulder hard enough to bruise, then pulled back one of her eyelids. Her blank eye stared at the sky, pupil dilated despite the bright light.

      At the Gaian facility, she had returned to normal as soon as Ash had taken the Sahar away. Why wasn’t she waking this time? What was wrong with her? He remembered that impact of magic he’d sensed, the sizzling power when Piper had first disappeared from her body. Had Natania done something to Piper’s mind when she’d taken control?

      His stare rose to the miles of wild mountains, the steep cliffs, the narrow path above the gorge. Piper was unconscious, and he was otherwise alone in the territory of a violent Overworld caste that might blame him for her unresponsive state and probably already wanted him dead.

      What the hell was he supposed to do now?
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      He sat in the middle of the path, knees drawn up, chain of spells hanging from one hand. His other arm was pressed against his chest, broken and useless.

      Piper wouldn’t wake. Though he couldn’t sense anything wrong with her physically, nothing he did got a reaction. His healing skills were painfully limited, and he had no spells or weavings for this.

      He stared blankly at the soft blue sky, so bright and cheerful. Darkness crept along his nerves, an empty loneliness that sometimes slept, sometimes slipped through him with lethal cold, but never quite went away. Right now, it was bubbling up from his core, chilling his body and blanketing his thoughts.

      In his head, Ash stared at him with mindless eyes that glowed an unnatural blue, his face blank and utterly devoid of life. Ash had asked Lyre to kill him if the dragon took his will. Lyre understood what it meant to take, and lose, your willpower, so he’d promised he would. He’d promised to kill his best friend.

      But he had failed to keep his word. He hadn’t factored Piper into the equation, had been too focused on making the shot to realize she might interfere. He couldn’t blame her; she hadn’t understood. It was his fault for allowing her to stop him.

      Ash was gone, lost to the dragon’s control, and Lyre had failed him.

      His fingers tightened around the chain he held, the useless spells that couldn’t save the only friend he had. Piper lay before him, prone and lifeless, and he was just as helpless to save her.

      He kept staring ahead, unable to look at Piper in case he lost his composure entirely. Being in this place again … why did everything go so wrong whenever he came here? This time, Piper had been controlled by Natania and ended up in this coma-like state. Last time, Piper had fallen in the river and almost died. And the time before that …

      He’d never mentioned to Piper, had never even hinted, that their first Overworld visit hadn’t been his first visit. Being back here again was bringing forbidden memories to the surface, awakening thoughts and questions he didn’t want to consider. His eyes turned east toward the distant mountains as though, if he only stared hard enough, he could cross the hundreds of miles between this place and where he longed to be.

      Dropping his chin onto his knees, he forced himself to look at Piper. She hadn’t moved, lying where he’d left her, positioned as comfortably as he could arrange her limbs.

      His throat closed and he swallowed hard. He needed to make a decision. Returning to the Underworld where he could take proper stock of the situation seemed best, but the ache in his head warned him that he was running low on magic. He didn’t have the reserves left to take Piper back through the ley line.

      Remaining on the cliff-side path, exposed to the elements, wouldn’t be an option for long. But with a broken arm, he would have trouble carrying Piper over the treacherous footing, and even if he could carry her, he didn’t know where to take her.

      Low on magic, with a broken arm unable to draw his bow and nowhere to go.

      That left only one option, and it was the reason he was still sitting here. Piper had come to this place for the ryujin’s aid, and she’d been unwaveringly confident they would help her. They’d saved her twice before and spent two weeks nursing Ash back to health. Despite his mistrust of the caste, Lyre was relatively confident they would help her again. Maybe, with their exceptional healing skills, they could fix whatever was wrong with her.

      But whichever way he looked at it, his presence would complicate that.

      With a final harsh exhale, he uncurled from his position and climbed carefully to his feet. Deep, lancing pain shot through his left ankle. He winced, gingerly testing it. Damn, that first blast from Natania had done some damage. The joint had swelled while he’d been sitting and it didn’t want to hold his weight anymore.

      Dropping his chain back around his neck, he looked down at Piper, unconscious and vulnerable, then glanced around for a spot where he could take cover and watch until the ryujin arrived. There he could ensure they intended to help her, and if they didn’t … well, he still had a few good spells left on his chain.

      He managed two limping steps before he felt the prickle along his nerves.

      Spinning back around, he scanned the path for that telltale hint of shadow. A couple dozen yards away, ripples distorted the path: a daemon wrapped in a strong cloaking spell. Reacting instinctively, he grabbed at his chain—

      Loud, off-key buzzing filled his head.

      He blinked. Confusion twisted through him, worsened by the weird, muted crackling clouding his thoughts. He was … sitting? On the ground?

      He blinked again, and a face came into focus. Large, solid black eyes, shiny white skin, bluish-green scales, long green hair. The triangle of teardrop scales on the ryujin’s forehead glowed soft azure.

      “Fear,” the ryujin murmured in a strange accent. “Desperation, pain, loneliness. Grief, both old and new.”

      Lyre blinked for a third time, struggling against the haze in his mind. The ryujin was crouched in front of him, and off to one side, two more stood, their long tails swishing across the rocky path. Piper hung from the arms of one, cradled gently in his grip.

      Lyre lurched backward across the dirt, pain shooting through his arm and ankle. The ryujin’s forehead scales glowed brighter and that buzzing sound swept through his head. He slumped limply.

      “Fear not,” the ryujin said, his tone undeniably gentle. “We intend you no harm.”

      “I didn’t do that to her,” Lyre whispered, the first words that came to his fuzzy mind.

      “I know. Your heart bears no malice.” The ryujin tilted his head. “You are Lyre, are you not? Piper spoke of you many times. She was anxious to find you when we last parted.”

      Lyre drew in a shuddering breath. “You … Are you Hinote?”

      The ryujin nodded.

      “You’re a healer, aren’t you? Can you help Piper?”

      Still crouched in front of him, Hinote leaned back on his heels. The glow from his forehead disappeared and the faint noise in Lyre’s head quieted.

      “I am not certain. A strange malady has afflicted her mind. We will assess her more thoroughly once we return home.” Hinote frowned slightly. “I have offered my promise of your safety, yet I sense your fear. What troubles you?”

      Lyre’s gaze darted between the three ryujin. “I’ve … been here before.”

      “Weeks ago when you came with Piper?”

      “No.” He swallowed, not sure why he was admitting this at all. “Years ago.”

      “Years,” the ryujin repeated, his expression going blank. The scales on his forehead brightened with that blue glow again, but this time, buzzing didn’t fill Lyre’s mind.

      Hinote abruptly rose, the motion uncannily fluid. He extended his hand, fingers webbed up to the first joint and nails forming pointed claws exactly like Piper’s daemon glamour. “The past lies in rest, its ghosts long slumbering, and I would not disturb them. Let us begin again.”

      Lyre stared at the offered hand. “But …”

      “Your injuries require healing, and I must learn what you know of this disturbing state that has afflicted Piper. Come.”

      Hesitating, Lyre fought the instinctive fear, the memory of a long ago battle. But if Hinote was willing to let the past sleep, as he’d put it, then Lyre could as well.

      He exhaled slowly, then grasped Hinote’s cool hand. The ryujin helped him up and supported him easily, taking weight off his sprained ankle. Then he pulled Lyre forward a step—a step that took them closer to the canyon’s edge. He looked at the ryujin in alarm.

      Hinote gazed back at him, his face expressionless. “Jumping,” he said with solemn pragmatism, “is the fastest way to reach my home.”

      Lyre’s shoulders slumped. After all that, he still had to jump off the damn cliff.
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            Part I

          

          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, when death was only seconds away, time slowed until every moment etched its mark. Other times, the clock didn’t hesitate, and all he could do was wait to meet his end.

      And today, the spiraling blast of magic leaping from his brother’s hand looked a lot like death.

      Ariose’s eyes were black, his mouth pulled into that mocking, smug, arrogant smile that Lyre remembered only too well. The chain around his brother’s neck, lined with gemstones, flashed and sparked with weavings.

      More magic than Lyre had. Better magic. Ariose had always been better—more intelligent, more skilled, more technically gifted. But he was also an arrogant bastard who knew he was good. He’d never had to fight for his place in the world.

      Lyre had been fighting since the very beginning. And he’d learned to fight dirty.

      The attack blasted into him, ripping at the skintight shields around his body. The weaves shuddered and tore and pain scraped across Lyre’s nerves. He held his ground, letting his shields tear as his hand closed around a lodestone on his chain. He snapped it off, activated the spell, and threw it at the floor between him and his brother.

      It exploded and Ariose sneered, flicking his hand in an effortless counter shield. But the explosion was a decoy, and Ariose didn’t notice the second part of Lyre’s spell—the faint wires of light that sliced a thousand holes in his protective shields.

      Then Piper flew into the hazy cloud of magic and dust that surrounded them.

      Blade in hand, she charged Ariose head-on. Surprise didn’t stop the incubus from throwing his hand up in a swift, deadly cast. Blades of power whipped toward her, and Lyre lunged after her, knowing he wasn’t close enough to help.

      She cast a barrier around herself: swirling blue and purple light that clashed in an ugly orange glow. The spell hammered against her shield, flaring orange, but Ariose’s cast was too powerful and complex for Piper’s hybrid magic to deflect. It cut through her barrier, scoring bloody lines in her clothes.

      But she didn’t falter and slammed into Ariose. He caught her wrist, stopping one of her twin swords, but he didn’t catch her other arm—either missing it or not bothering because her blade would bounce right off his shield.

      Except Lyre had just destroyed his shield.

      Piper’s sword sank into his side, splattering blood across the floor. Ariose’s eyes bulged, and the air sizzled as he cast again—his hand touching Piper, his lethal magic an instant from taking her life.

      Power was already coursing through Lyre as he followed an instant behind Piper. He grabbed Ariose by the throat, and his death spell surged into his brother’s unprotected flesh.

      Ariose stiffened, then his pupils dilated, his face went slack, and his body collapsed. Lyre let him fall, his head aching from the expenditure of magic. How many spells had he cast and counteracted before he’d been able to use his shield-destroying weave?

      Piper stumbled back a step, bleeding from a dozen shallow cuts. Did she have any idea how close she’d come to death? As a haemon who’d discovered her magic only a few months ago, she couldn’t even fathom what a master weaver was capable of.

      Turning toward the ongoing fight where his draconian escorts—what was left of them—were in a desperate battle with reaper soldiers, he mentally calculated how much magic he could spare to end this fight as quickly as possible. He still had to destroy Chrysalis’s records and make it out—and then he would join Ash, the great dragon, and the draconian warriors in waging war on Asphodel.

      Before he could decide, a concussive boom so loud it was almost a physical force slammed through the cavern.

      The sound rattled his skull, pounding like a hellish drum—and the three draconians and their dragons hit the floor, writhing in agony. He froze in place, his senses torn between the excruciating noise and the ley line’s power scraping inside his skull. Then his confusion flashed to horrified understanding.

      “Piper!” he yelled desperately, yanking his bow off his shoulder.

      She was already sprinting for the helpless draconians, but she couldn’t match the speed of a teleporting reaper. Three draconians, four reapers. Someone was going to die.

      He pulled three arrows and was nocking the first when two reapers appeared beside one of the draconians. Their scythes flashed an instant before his first arrow severed one of their spinal cords. His second arrow went through the other’s heart, but not fast enough to save the draconian warrior’s life.

      As Piper rammed her sword into the third reaper’s back, Lyre shot an arrow into the throat of the last one as he cut open a draconian’s leg.

      She knelt beside Kiev, pulling him halfway up while blood ran from the deep wound in his shoulder. He clutched his head, muscles bunched with torment as the reverberation howled through the room.

      Piper looked up at Lyre, her eyes wide and face white. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “It’s the sound!” Lyre shouted as he grabbed her arm and pulled her away from Kiev. The boy didn’t matter right now. Couldn’t matter. “It’s like the Gaian’s little ultrasound speaker, but it’s a large field of sound instead. The sonic shock waves are brutalizing their inner ears.”

      Her mouth formed a horrified O, her voice lost in the clamor.

      “The shock waves will incapacitate all the draconians so the reapers can slaughter them—including Ash and Tenryu.” He swung her around and pointed at the ley line receptors. “Look!”

      In the center of the cavernous room, two mechanical towers, weighed down by the heavy cords running across the floor from the generators, buzzed with electricity. The rippling band of ley line light that flowed between the towers pulsed in time with the sonic beat.

      “See how the line is oscillating? The ley line must be powering the amplification spells.” When he’d last been in this room, the receptors hadn’t been capable of reliably powering a spell—but it seemed his family had overcome that obstacle.

      “You have to shut it down!”

      “I don’t know how!” He’d only worked on the receptors for a brief time, and he had limited knowledge of the exhaustingly complex and precise art of blending magic and technology. Ariose was the one who’d excelled at that, not him. “Can’t you tell how unstable it is? One mistake and I could blow up the whole estate. The amplification spell is somewhere else. There might be more than one, and they’ll be big. You have to find them and destroy them!”

      Her fear and horror disappeared, determination hardening her face. She shrugged away from his hand. “I’m on it. Try to shut down that machine.”

      Leaving him standing there, she grabbed her swords, shoved them in their sheaths, and ran for the exit. Zwi raced out of the shadows after her, and in a few strides, they’d vanished through the heavy steel door.

      Kiev staggered to his feet, shaking his head blearily. Ignoring his own bleeding wound, he stumbled to his injured comrade and pressed his hand to the man’s leg where a deep slice leaked blood.

      Lyre glanced at the slow trickle and knew the warrior was already dead, having bled out in the minute he and Piper had been talking. His gaze flicked to Kiev’s shoulder and he hesitated. Another deep wound that was bleeding heavily. If he did nothing, the boy would die, either from blood loss or from being too weak to defend himself. But if Lyre helped, he’d be using up precious time and magic, neither of which he had any to spare.

      Swearing under his breath, he knelt beside Kiev and gripped the boy’s shoulder. A fast surge of his magic pulled the edges of the wound together, binding the flesh to slow the bleeding and allow the cut to clot on its own. Aching discomfort from the fast drain of power gathered in Lyre’s head, worsened by the relentless ultrasonic attack.

      “Get out of here,” he told Kiev. “Join the others.”

      “Staying,” Kiev gasped weakly. “Have to protect you.”

      “You did your job already, and now you’ll just slow me down. Get clear of this area. I won’t be that long.”

      Kiev hesitated, then nodded. Lyre pulled him up and nudged him in the direction of the door. His dragonet climbed onto his shoulder as he limped for the stairwell, flinching with each ultrasonic blast.

      Lyre turned back, his gaze skimming past the bodies without seeing them. It was harder to ignore the dragonets, curled beside their deceased masters as the life faded from their small bodies. He hardened his soul against the grief. He would mourn them later—if he survived.

      Approaching the towers, he flipped open the metal panel where he’d seen Ariose put his hand. Inside, colored wires connected an array of large uncut diamonds. Each sparkling stone held a portion of the weavings that controlled the machine.

      Squinting, he started with the largest diamond, examining the weave’s outer layers as he attempted to parse out its purpose. With the booming racket slamming through his skull, he worked his way down the panel, searching for anything familiar that he could use to disable the tower. If he messed with the wrong part of the weave, he could trigger an explosion that would not only kill him, but also potentially wipe out the town. Ley lines were a near unlimited power source, and tampering with them at all was beyond dangerous.

      As he worked, focused on the glowing threads, a small part of him refused to concentrate—the part that was too distracted by this cavernous room and the last time he’d set foot here. His mind kept plucking up memories and flashing them over and over.

      A whispered question. What is this place?

      Running across the cavern, pain burning in every limb.

      Feet braced on the rocky floor as he pulled arrows from his quiver.

      A scream, full of terror and pain, echoing off the stone walls.

      Against his will, his eyes darted toward the cavern’s farthest end, invisible in the darkness. Distracted by phantoms of the past, he lifted his hand from the panel, fingers hovering a few inches from the wires and diamonds.

      The ley line blazed and a tidal wave of power blasted through the towers. The surge hit him like a bolt of lightning and hurled him backward. He slammed down on his back, muscles convulsing and clothes smoking. The ground trembled, and somewhere above, an explosive detonation shook the earth.

      Ripples of magic followed the shock wave, and he could taste the distinct flavor of the Sahar’s power.

      When the earth stilled again, the ultrasound had stopped and the green light stretching between the towers flickered sedately. That explosion must have been Piper destroying the ultrasound amplifiers. The girl was unstoppable.

      Lyre pushed himself up, aching in every bone, and glanced at his hand. If he’d been touching the receptor when the magical feedback tore through it, he would have died. Shivering at the dumb luck that had saved him, he staggered to his feet and headed for the cavern wall lined with steel doors. Breaking the ward on the records room door took a painful three minutes, then he shoved it open and cast a light.

      Inside, metal filing cabinets formed parallel rows with a narrow aisle down the center. In them, every spell Chrysalis had ever developed was documented, from the simplest explosives to the long history of the ley line receptors his family had been developing for generations.

      Each cabinet was wrapped in preservation weavings—protections against all physical damage, from water to fire. The rocky walls were layered in even more spells—including one to trigger the room’s collapse in the event of an attack. A cave-in wouldn’t damage the cabinets—just kill anyone who was trying to get into the records. With all those weavings in place, even Tenryu’s fire wasn’t guaranteed to destroy everything.

      Lyre started with the walls. The minutes ticked past as he broke down the spells, careful to dismantle them without triggering anything.

      Exhaling harshly when he’d finished without killing himself, he approached the first cabinet, placed his hand on the metal, and shredded the preservation weaves. Luckily, he didn’t have to worry about death spells or other defenses. This underground level was so well protected that all the nasty spells had been saved for the doors and entrance.

      Cabinet after cabinet, he destroyed the weaves. His head ached, the pain growing worse with each cast, and exhaustion dragged at his limbs. He’d used too much magic fighting Ariose and healing Kiev, and soon he would hit his limit.

      Five more cabinets. Four more. Three.

      He ripped through the last one and stumbled into the center aisle. Done. He’d done it. Panting for air as he hastened toward the exit, he pulled a gem from his pocket and activated the spell. Magic pulsed from it, and somewhere in Asphodel, Ash’s matching gem would be flashing its signal. All Lyre had left to do now was get out of Chrysalis before Ash and Tenryu arrived.

      He stepped through the doorway, and something hit him in the left side.

      The impact slammed the breath from his lungs. He looked down, surprised to see an arrow shaft protruding from his middle. The signal spell slipped from his numb fingers, clattering to the floor, and a second later, fiery pain ignited in his guts.

      Well, fuck.

      A few feet from the ley line towers, an incubus stood with another arrow already nocked on his bow. He seemed almost as surprised as Lyre, then a sneer twisted his lips.

      “Lyre? I never thought you would show up here.”

      Lyre gripped the arrow shaft. At least it had been spelled with a shield-piercing weave and nothing nastier. Not that any spell had been needed. Lyre’s shield weave had been torn apart in his fight with Ariose and he hadn’t cast any new protections on himself.

      Gritting his teeth, he ripped out the arrow. Agony whited out his vision and he slumped sideways, needing the doorframe to stay upright.

      “Madrigal,” he greeted his brother, too breathless to sound as mocking as he’d like. “Long time no see. How’ve you been?”

      “Back from the dead,” Madrigal mused, ignoring the question. “I wasn’t all that surprised when we heard you were still kicking around. Why did you return?”

      “Oh, you know, I got homesick for all the blood and mayhem.” Lyre glanced at the signal spell between his feet. Ash was going to be so pissed. He’d made Lyre promise about ten times that he would get clear of Chrysalis before activating the signal. How long until the draconian and dragon arrived? The sooner the better. If Lyre was going to die down here, then he wanted to take his brother with him.

      “Well, I hope you enjoyed your visit.” Madrigal raised his bow and drew the string back, aiming for Lyre’s head. Light sparked on the arrow’s barbed point as his brother activated a weaving. “Since I didn’t get a chance to say it last time, I’ll say it now: goodbye, brother.”

      One hand pressed to his side, blood oozing between his fingers, Lyre watched as wire-like blades, glowing gold, swirled to life around the arrow. Casting a shield seemed like a waste of effort. That spell would rip through anything less than Lyre’s best barrier, which he had no time to activate. His brother’s arm flexed as he prepared to release the arrow.

      With a high-pitched shriek, a dragonet landed on Madrigal’s head.

      The bowstring twanged and the arrow shot past Lyre’s face, the spell slicing across his cheek. Two more dragonets plunged down on Madrigal, screaming as they tore at him with their teeth and claws. For an instant, Lyre stood paralyzed, shocked that the grieving, dying dragonets had left their fallen masters to help him.

      Madrigal flailed and shouted furiously as he tried to tear them off. They couldn’t do any significant damage, but they had death grips on his head and shoulder, their bodies and wings blocking his vision.

      Lyre threw himself forward, his throat closing as he left the doomed dragonets behind. He shoved through the steel door and launched up the stairs.

      The steps seemed to rise forever. He climbed and turned and climbed again, over and over. Pain seared his lungs and injured side, and he could barely breathe by the time he staggered into the lower level vestibule. It was another two flights of stairs to the main level of Chrysalis, but he swung away from the stairwell and shoved through a smaller door instead.

      A long, pitch black tunnel opened before him, and he cast a light as he ran. A few hundred yards along the underground passageway, he heard the door slam open again. Madrigal was catching up. Jaw clenched, he pushed for more speed. The fire in his side kept growing hotter.

      An arrow shot past him, barely missing his left arm. He grabbed at the chain around his neck as a door came into sight at the tunnel’s end ahead of him.

      He felt the air change. Felt the crackle of immense power growing rapidly.

      Force impacted the earth like a meteor strike. The ground heaved, throwing him off his feet. Rocks rained down from the ceiling and cracks split the walls. He grabbed a gem and shot a frantic bolt of magic into it.

      As the golden dome snapped over him, light bloomed. From the farthest end, boiling blue and black flames came screaming up the passageway, and he knew even his best shield wouldn’t be enough against this fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part II

          

          Lyre

        

      

    

    
      He curled into a protective ball, arms wrapped around his head as the flames ripped across his barrier. Impossible heat beat at him, and fire spilled through the failing shield, splashing over him like scorching acid.

      The flames flickered out, and for the barest instant, all was still and silent.

      The earth rumbled, then an even more powerful quake struck. He clutched the ground as it rocked and bucked like rough seas. Hunks of stone crashed down all around him. Ley line power rushed through his body, a hot wash of energy that singed his soul instead of his flesh.

      Then, finally, it stopped.

      Debris continued to fall, pattering on the ground, but the earth was motionless again. Too exhausted to move, Lyre considered just staying where he was and waiting for whatever would happen to happen. Then he realized his clothes were on fire.

      Bolting upright with a yelp, he slapped away the flames devouring the sleeve of his shirt. Excruciating pain sank deep into his shoulder and the side of his face, adding to the ball of agony devouring his left side.

      With one hand braced on the cracked wall, he climbed over the broken rocks to the bent door hanging off one hinge. The stairwell on the other side had thankfully survived, but each step cost him in pain and exhaustion.

      When he reached ground level, he pushed the door open, expecting to step into another hall. Instead, he found a field of rubble where the rest of the building should have been. Beyond that, where Chrysalis had loomed minutes before, the largest ley line he’d ever seen, a band of light several stories high, rose from an immense chasm. Smaller ley lines zigzagged across Asphodel, dancing above the new fissures in the earth.

      Shouts and screams and blasts—and the roars of an enormous dragon—combined into a cacophony of chaos, but the sounds seemed so distant. He stumbled through the wreckage, gazing at the burning remains of his past. Chrysalis had seemed as permanent as the planet in the sky, forever hanging over him, a dark shadow he couldn’t escape. Now it was gone.

      His gaze slowly shifted across the destruction. What other family members had been in there when Ash and Tenryu had attacked? Who else had been destroyed along with the building?

      As though in answer to his question, footsteps crunched on stone. Lyre turned and immediately spotted a blond-haired incubus in a scorched lab coat hastening toward him, his face blank with shock.

      Lyre vaguely recognized one of his cousins, but he couldn’t remember the guy’s name. He had a lot of cousins, and they all looked alike.

      In an almost dreamlike daze, he slung his bow off his shoulder, surprised it had survived the dragon fire. His cousin stumbled to a stop, his brow furrowing in confusion as Lyre placed an arrow on the bow and lifted it. Light sparked on the head as he activated its shield-piercing weave.

      Recognition flashed across the incubus’s face right as Lyre let the arrow go.

      It lodged in his cousin’s chest. The incubus blinked once, twice, then dropped to his knees and slumped over. As he fell, the doorway twenty yards behind him was revealed. Madrigal stood in the threshold, bow in hand as he pulled a bolt from his quiver.

      Gasping, Lyre fumbled for another arrow. He snatched one out, nocked it, and shot an instant after Madrigal. His arrow hit his brother’s in midair and both projectiles shattered.

      Madrigal didn’t pause, didn’t speak, didn’t even blink as he pulled a second arrow. His clothes were charred, his skin blistering, his eyes black with rage. Lyre pulled another arrow too, lifting it despite the tearing pain in his side. Weakened muscles trembled as he drew the string back, the motion almost perfectly synchronized with his brother’s. They both loosed their bolts.

      This time, Lyre missed.

      Madrigal’s arrow flashed past his and Lyre jerked as it hit him a few inches above the first hole in his side. He staggered back, barely keeping on his feet. His arrow struck Madrigal in the chest and splintered apart against his brother’s shield.

      Magic crackled through the arrow lodged in his side. In a flash of panic, Lyre grabbed it to yank it out.

      The spell on the arrowhead activated.

      He was on the ground, screaming in agony, before he even knew he’d fallen. He didn’t know what the weaving was doing to him, only that the torment was ripping his mind apart. Scrabbling wildly at his middle, he found the shaft and tore it out of his flesh.

      The pain subsided, leaving his entire body throbbing. Sucking in air, he twisted around. Madrigal limped closer, stopping a few steps from the cousin Lyre had killed, and reached for a third arrow.

      For an instant that seemed to stretch on for minutes, Lyre considered giving up. He had lost. Magic reserves depleted, his defensive weavings already used up, wounded and bleeding and barely able to stand, he was beaten.

      A shudder ran through him. Ash and Piper would never forgive him if he gave up. And even worse than letting them down was letting his bastard brother win too easily.

      He dredged up the strength to move from a deeply buried well of bitter hatred—hatred for this place, for his family, for the person his family had forced him to become. With stubbornness fueled by that loathing, he pushed onto his knees and reached over his shoulder for his quiver.

      He didn’t consciously decide to reach for his last blood-magic arrow, but when his hand closed around the black fletching, he didn’t hesitate. He pulled it out, blood dripping off his fingers and running down the shaft.

      The arrow nestled between the bow’s grip and the side of his hand. Still on his knees, he raised the bow, smooth and calm as though he had all the time in the world to shoot. Gathering the last of his magic, every drop of power left in his body, he flooded the arrow’s weaving.

      The arrowhead glowed crimson.

      Madrigal seemed to move in slow motion as he loosed his arrow. It soared gracefully, closing the distance toward Lyre. He watched it come as he pulled his bowstring back. His knuckles brushed his cheek, and he let the string slip from his fingers.

      His arrow hit Madrigal’s and the other projectile burst apart in a spray of dust. The crimson bolt continued its journey, singing through the air, and struck Madrigal in the chest. His brother’s shields didn’t even slow the blood magic. It cut through the barrier, through flesh and muscle and bone, and kept going.

      Madrigal fell. A hundred yards away, Lyre’s arrow found a mark that could stop its flight, and it exploded in a red blast that took a three-story building with it. The shock wave of wind and debris blew across Lyre, pelting him with stinging dirt.

      It was strange. He’d carried those last three blood arrows for years, only to use them all in the span of a few months.

      He pushed to his feet, swaying dangerously. Bow hanging from one hand, he staggered toward his fallen brother. He made it most of the way before his legs gave out. Knees hitting the rubble, he sagged forward, staring at Madrigal. Flames reflected on the glassy surface of his brother’s eyes, giving the strange impression of phantom life.

      Lyre’s vision slipped in and out of focus. He weakly pressed a hand to his side where blood flowed steadily. The second arrow wound was deep. He would bleed out soon, and there was nothing he could do about it. Even if he could have healed himself, he wasn’t sure he had enough magic left to conjure even a light.

      Darkness crept through his mind. His thoughts slipped from hazy logic to nonsensical rambling before fading to silence. He didn’t move, kneeling a few yards from his dead family members, seeing nothing, hearing nothing, waiting to die. It seemed fitting, somehow, that he would die here. He’d come full circle.

      Pain dug into his body like fiery pokers stabbing him. The torment cut through the dark blankness in his head, and with a pained gasp, he opened his eyes.

      He wasn’t alone anymore.

      A blurry face, directly in front of him. Pale blond hair, amber eyes hazed with shadows. Handsome features, almost identical to Lyre’s, tight with stress and smudged with soot.

      The incubus kneeling in front of him had a hand pressed to his side, the sharp stab of rough healing magic just beginning to fade. Lyre stared into that familiar face, his lungs squeezing in his chest, his throat too tight to make a sound.

      He swallowed hard, and his voice was an almost inaudible whisper. “Reed?”

      His brother lowered his hand, hesitating as he searched Lyre’s face. A thousand questions hung in the air, the years since they’d last seen each other filling the space between them.

      Lyre reached up with a jerky motion. Reed’s stillness broke at the same time, and then they were clutching each other, embracing for the first time Lyre could remember. He held his brother, unable to breathe, his jaw clenched and eyes stinging.

      After a minute, Reed leaned back. Lyre stared at him, not knowing what to say. Not knowing how to speak when it had been so long, when Lyre was a traitor to their family, when he’d killed two of their brothers and helped destroy their home and livelihood.

      There was no malice or resentment in Reed’s face. Only weariness. His clothes were scorched and burns marred patches of his skin. Like Lyre, he’d been too close to Tenryu’s fiery attack. He also carried a bow, but his quiver was almost empty. Had he been shooting down draconians before Ash and Tenryu had obliterated Chrysalis?

      Whatever they had been before, his brother was an enemy now. Reed was a Chrysalis master weaver, and he carried far too much of the knowledge Ash and Tenryu had tried to wipe out of existence.

      Lyre didn’t have any delusions about killing Reed; he knew he couldn’t take this brother’s life. If Reed had to die, then someone else would have to do it—and if any draconians caught up to the incubus master weaver, they wouldn’t hesitate to try.

      Suddenly, the distant sounds of battle were too close.

      Sickness turned over in Lyre’s stomach, the nauseating dread of committing a betrayal. But no matter what he did, he would be betraying someone important to him.

      So, ignoring his gut, he reached for his quiver and closed his hand around the bundle of arrows that remained. Pulling them out, he shoved them into Reed’s nearly empty quiver. His brother’s eyes widened at the gift—not just the arrows, but the custom weavings embedded in them.

      He gripped Reed’s shoulder, squeezing hard, and whispered, “I hope I never see you again.”

      Reed inhaled sharply. Shadows and pain passed through his eyes, then his hand went under his shirt. He pulled out a chain. Lifting it off his neck, he dropped it over Lyre’s head.

      He smiled faintly at Lyre’s surprise, then he was on his feet. Without a word, without having spoken once, he sped away, heading toward the ruins of Chrysalis—toward the rippling light of the ley line where he could flee to anywhere in the three realms he wanted.

      Lyre watched Reed disappear among the debris, his hand tight around the new chain hanging from his neck, loaded with Reed’s unique weavings. For a long time, he stared at the spot where his brother had vanished, unable to move.

      He hoped he would never see Reed again so he’d never have to decide if it was safe to let him live with the knowledge he carried. But he also hoped … he hoped someday he could once again speak with the only brother he’d ever loved.

      Exhausted and with blood leaking from the roughly healed arrow wounds, Lyre stayed where he was, staring at nothing as the past played and replayed inside his head.

      “Lyre?”

      The familiar voice interrupted his dazed reverie. It was more difficult than it should have been to turn his head. Piper knelt beside him. He didn’t remember her approaching. How long had he been sitting here? All was quiet, the sounds of battle gone. Only the crackle of flames broke the eerie silence.

      “Piper.” Pushing through the haze of pain and fatigue, he focused on the present. “Is it over?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was oddly gentle. “It’s over now.”

      He nodded. The bodies of his brother and cousin drew his stare back. She had to know he had killed them. And, with the obvious resemblance, she had to realize he’d been murdering his own family.

      “I had to do it,” he mumbled. “It had to be done.”

      She took his arm, her touch soft. “Come on, Lyre.”

      He let her draw him up, his muscles aching. Fiery agony rippled through his side, and the burns on his shoulder and face throbbed excruciatingly. He was surprised he could stand at all.

      She led him away from Chrysalis until the building’s remains were out of sight. His legs trembled with each step.

      “Are you okay, Lyre?” she asked, slowing to a stop. “Are you hurt?”

      He glanced at her, his gaze skimming across her wounds, her exhaustion as apparent as his. She too had fought and suffered and pushed herself to the limit. Drawing in a deep breath, he steadied himself, determined not to burden her with his weakness.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he replied with a faint smile.

      She smiled back, either not realizing he hadn’t answered her question or deciding not to force the issue. Keeping a tight grip on his unburned arm as though he might run off if she let him go, she started forward again. He didn’t notice much of anything as they walked, focused on putting one foot in front of the other when his body threatened to give out at any moment.

      The whoosh of dragon wings disturbed the muffled quiet that had settled over the town. Tenryu swooped over their heads, the wind of his passing setting Lyre’s blistered burns on fire all over again. The dragon dropped into an open space and Ash hopped off the beast’s immense back. An unexpected pang of relief swept through Lyre. He hadn’t realized until that moment that he’d been worried Ash might not have made it through the battle. Though, if that had been the case, he supposed Piper wouldn’t have been quite so calm.

      As the dragon took off again, Ash marched straight to Lyre, limping with each step. He snapped a fierce glare over Lyre from head to toe.

      “Where are you hurt?”

      Lyre grimaced before he could stop himself, then lifted one shoulder in a slight shrug.

      “Lyre,” Ash growled warningly.

      He huffed. Ash could tell by the way he was standing that he was injured, and even without that telltale sign, he probably reeked of his own blood. Resigned, he pulled up the hem of his shirt to reveal the arrow wounds. Piper gasped.

      “I mostly stopped the bleeding,” he told them. Technically, Reed had stopped the bleeding, but he didn’t plan to mention Reed to anyone, not even Ash.

      “Arrow wounds go deep, you idiot,” Ash snapped.

      Lyre frowned. He knew that, but if he wasn’t dead yet, then he was probably—

      Piper grabbed his arm and yanked him upright before he tipped over. The next thing he knew, Ash had crouched in front of him, and she had pulled him onto Ash’s back. Ash stood, holding Lyre’s legs as he strode forward, limping even more with the added weight.

      He thought about insisting on walking. Ash shouldn’t be carrying him with that leg injury. Yet, somehow, he found his head resting on Ash’s armored shoulder, too heavy to hold up. And his eyes were closed, eyelids refusing to open again. The haze was back in his thoughts, and his mind filled with a sort of blank fuzziness that usually preceded the loss of consciousness. Great. He was going to pass out.

      A sigh slipped from him. He had been in mourning since the moment he’d set foot in Asphodel—not just for the brothers he’d killed, but also for the relationships they’d never had. His kin had never been much of a family, and for a long time now, they hadn’t been a family at all.

      But, he decided as he listened to Ash and Piper talk, his new family was way better than his old one had ever been.
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      Ash looked across the stark vista. Basalt mountains pierced the sky with sharp peaks, their rocky sides plunging into steep valleys where forests of tall trees with red leaves strained toward the Underworld’s fickle suns. It was a stark, harsh landscape that punished anyone who wasn’t prepared for it.

      But it was also majestic. Fierce. Honest. It was home.

      Folding his wings tighter to his back, he glanced beside him. Lyre stood with his hands in his pockets, gaze traveling slowly across the summits. Feeling Ash’s attention, he turned, his half smile pulling at the horizontal scars on his cheek. Even after three cycles, Ash found those small imperfections in his face disconcerting.

      “How does it feel?” The incubus’s words lilted teasingly but his amber eyes were unusually serious. “Owning your very own mountain range and all that?”

      “I wouldn’t say I own it.” No one could conquer or own this untamable wilderness.

      “Well, it’s your territory, so close enough, right?”

      “I suppose.” Ash shifted his weight uncomfortably. Looking back, he could see the exact sequence of decisions that had led to him becoming the Warlord of Taroth, but each step had just been the next necessary move on the board. He’d been working toward Samael’s destruction and reviving the draconian people; becoming their warlord had never been his goal.

      Tenryu, on the other hand, considered it his destiny.

      He flicked a glance toward the empty sky, suns blazing across the blue expanse. Tenryu was wise in many ways, but he wasn’t omniscient. Not even an ancient dragon could convince Ash to believe in fate.

      His bond with Tenryu was a quiet spot of heat deep inside him. A sleeping fire, waiting to be rekindled upon the great dragon’s return. For now, Tenryu had retreated to another world to sleep and recoup his strength. His slumber could last years or lifetimes. Ash wouldn’t know until the dragon returned—if he ever did.

      “It’s strange,” Lyre murmured, breaking into Ash’s thoughts. “Could you have ever imagined it would play out like this?”

      It seemed Ash wasn’t the only one lost in deep thoughts and old memories. Lyre’s gaze was fixed on the distant horizon where, hundreds of miles away, Asphodel lay in ruins.

      Their new reality was still sinking in. Samael was dead, Asphodel destroyed, Hades’s power broken. At some point, Ash and Lyre would have to worry about what came next, what new power would take Hades’s place in the Underworld, but for the time being they could relax. It was the first time either of them had known freedom without the fear of hunters.

      “Do you remember?” Lyre’s gaze flicked from the horizon to Ash. “That night, years ago? While I was still … I asked if you would escape Asphodel if you could, and you told me—”

      “In a heartbeat,” Ash finished, smiling briefly. “Things were different back then, weren’t they?”

      “Yeah. I seem to remember you trying to kill me shortly after that.” Lyre puffed out a breath. “Back then, I didn’t think escaping was even possible.”

      “We both needed some help,” Ash murmured. “Where are you headed now?”

      Lyre blinked at the abrupt question. “Back to Earth. Brinford to start.”

      “And then?”

      Lyre shrugged.

      “But you’ll be staying on Earth, won’t you?” Ash’s eyes narrowed. “And not going into the Overworld?”

      As it always did whenever Ash broached the topic, Lyre’s face shuttered. He stared blankly, saying nothing.

      “You can’t go,” Ash told him, wishing he could soften the words. But he needed Lyre to listen—to obey. “Even without Samael and Hades, it isn’t safe. Chrysalis’s master weavers are too well known, and you can’t draw that kind of attention to yourself.”

      Lyre looked away, but not before Ash saw the flash of pain. “I know.”

      “So what are your plans?” Ash pressed. He should have asked sooner instead of waiting until literally minutes before Lyre’s departure, but he’d forgotten about the reasons Lyre might do something stupid like sneak into the Overworld.

      Lyre tipped his head back, squinting in the sunlight. “Since I’ve been away for a while, I need to check on my properties and finances, maybe pick up a few jobs. You know, boring stuff. After that … I’m going to start hunting.”

      Ash’s breath caught. “The rest of your family?”

      He nodded. “I need to find them. If they’ve scattered and gone their own ways, then whatever, they can do what they want. But if they try to reform Chrysalis, that could be a problem, especially if they know how to recreate the ley line receptors.”

      “You should wait for me.” He didn’t like the idea of Lyre going after his remaining brothers. “That isn’t something you should do alone.”

      Lyre smiled, but the expression was wistful, almost sad. “Wait for you … until when? I don’t think you’ll have that kind of leisure time for a while.”

      Ash frowned, reluctant to agree. He didn’t know yet what responsibilities came with the warlord title, but the idea that he could vanish on a dangerous escapade for months or longer didn’t seem likely.

      “Besides,” Lyre added. “This might come as a surprise, but I’m bloody sick of all this Nightmare Effect bullshit. I’m looking forward to sleeping properly again.”

      “You still shouldn’t attempt that alone,” Ash insisted, too used to Lyre’s dissembling to fall for the topic change. “What about Piper?”

      Lyre shook his head. “She’s the wrong person for this job.”

      Ash hesitated, then sighed. No, Piper was not the right kind of fighter to go up against a master weaver. He appraised Lyre, well aware he couldn’t stop his friend from doing whatever he decided to do.

      “Be careful,” he finally said. “And if you need to take them out, come get me first. I’m not chained here.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Lyre promised. He glanced over his shoulder at the far end of the plateau. The entrance into the draconian city was no more than a shadowy crag in the mountain face. “Is Piper coming or what?”

      Ash sent a quick thought to Zwi and received a litany of grumbling complaints in response. “Zwi was having trouble finding her. They’re on their way now.”

      Lyre sighed. “She’s going to yell at me, isn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “And argue with me.”

      Ash nodded.

      “And then she’s going to give me that sad look where her eyes go all big and her forehead gets that cute little wrinkle.” Lyre scowled. “I don’t think she even realizes she does that.”

      “I hope she never figures it out.”

      Lyre snickered. “If she does, you’ll be doomed.” He raised an eyebrow. “She’s been looking at you with the sad eyes a lot lately. Is she still planning to leave?”

      A dart of anxiety shot through him. “As far as I know.”

      “She hasn’t talked to you about it?”

      “Not a word. Something else is bothering her—more than leaving for a while. I don’t know what though.”

      “Have you tried, you know, asking her?”

      Ash shrugged. “I figured she’d tell me when she was ready.”

      Lyre stared at him, then heaved a sigh. “Ash, my friend, you have a lot to learn about women.”

      “Why force it out of her if she doesn’t want to talk about it?”

      “Because women like to stew about shit that could otherwise be sorted out in no time,” Lyre informed him. “And if you’d just talked to her a couple cycles ago, she wouldn’t have had time to get this worked up about it. Then you could have focused on getting her worked up in other ways.”

      Ash snorted at the last comment—Lyre’s tone having left no question about what “other ways” he was referring to—then paused. “Wait, do you know what’s bothering her?”

      “Of course.”

      “She told you?”

      “Nope,” Lyre said cheerfully. “But it’s pretty obvious, you know.”

      “Maybe to you,” Ash growled. “If you know, then tell me already.”

      “Hmm. No, I don’t think so. You need to figure out these things without my help.”

      “But—”

      “It’s just a different sort of skill. You’ll learn.” Perhaps sensing his worry, Lyre gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze and grinned. “She’s crazy about you, man. She’s not going to quit on you now, no matter what happens.”

      With Zwi’s nearing presence warning him that Piper was almost there, Ash merely nodded. He hoped Lyre was right. Emotions weren’t his strong suit, and he had no experience with relationships. He was more afraid than he wanted to admit that he would drive Piper away with his ineptitude and natural reticence.

      Lyre’s gaze shifted toward the other end of the plateau and he smiled—that mischievous, flirty expression he reserved for his favorite women. Ash didn’t take the flirtatious part seriously; it was simply who Lyre was.

      Piper stormed over, her green eyes flashing and ponytail swinging with each stride. All other thoughts paused as Ash took a moment to admire her figure in the close-fitting ryujin leathers. She still wore them despite the damage they’d suffered; her only concession had been to add a loose, lightweight black sweater over the blue top, which had a few strips of material hanging off the bottom where it had been torn in battle. Since sewing needles couldn’t pierce dragon scale, they hadn’t figured out how to repair it yet.

      She planted herself in front of Lyre, hands on her hips. “Where do you think you’re going? And without saying goodbye!”

      That probably counted as yelling, Ash mused. Though Piper would have said she was projecting her voice over the persistent mountain wind.

      “Of course I was going to say goodbye,” Lyre answered innocently. “That’s why I waited for you.”

      “But why are we saying goodbye at all?” she demanded with a scowl. “Why are you leaving?”

      “For the same reason you are.”

      Ash’s focus sharpened. Since he didn’t know Piper’s specific rationale for leaving the Underworld, Lyre’s response was very interesting.

      “But … where will you go?” Piper asked.

      “Oh … places,” the incubus answered evasively, smiling and shrugging. “Does it matter?”

      If Piper knew he was planning to hunt down his brothers, she’d definitely say it mattered. But that’s why Lyre was keeping secrets from her again. Even with no knowledge of his hazardous plans, she was still arguing with him—just as he’d guessed she would.

      “Of course it matters!” she said emphatically. “You don’t need to go off by yourself. If you don’t want to stay here, you can come with me.”

      “You have your own things to do, Piper,” Lyre told her, his tone gentling. “You don’t need me tagging along.”

      She glanced from Lyre to Ash and back again, her lower lip caught between her teeth. “But what about you?”

      And there was the sad look, as predicted. Three for three.

      “Don’t worry about me.” Lyre was either immune to her pleading stare or doing a good job faking it. “There are untold numbers of gorgeous women out there just waiting to meet me.”

      Her sorrowful gaze vanished in an eye roll and she turned to Ash. “Are you okay with this?”

      “Of course,” he answered immediately. “I was beginning to think he would never leave.”

      Her mouth fell open. “W-what?”

      He didn’t bother hiding his amusement as he asked Lyre, “Have we ever spent this much time together before?”

      “Not even close. At this rate, people will start thinking we’re an item.”

      “Yeah, you’d better get your ass out of here, then.”

      Lyre smirked at Piper. “It’s her fault. Ever since she dragged us into her Sahar mess, we’ve been stuck together taking care of her.”

      “Hey!” she complained.

      Ash caught Lyre’s eye and smiled faintly. He knew Lyre didn’t actually think of their “adventures” in a bad way. Neither did he.

      “I didn’t drag him into the Sahar mess,” she told Lyre indignantly, pointing rather aggressively at Ash. “He was trying to steal it, remember?”

      Lyre raised his eyebrows. “Well, you got us accused of the theft, so I think it’s your fault. Right, Ash?”

      “Definitely,” he agreed, solely to see her reaction.

      “No way!” she spluttered, throwing up her hands. “That’s not fair!”

      Ash swallowed his chuckle before she got even more annoyed with them.

      “All’s fair in love and war.” Lyre gave a dramatic sigh. “And despite all my best efforts, I never quite managed to get you out of your clothes.”

      “You never had a chance,” she shot back with a snort.

      “Hey, that time in the car—”

      “Lyre!” She shot a panicked look at Ash, apparently under the impression he didn’t know about that incident. She didn’t seem to have considered that though he’d been deeply asleep, Zwi had been awake for the whole thing. His dragonet’s rendition of events might not have been detailed, but he’d gotten the gist of it.

      Lyre snickered, his wicked smile returning. “You and Ash are perfect together,” he told her. “You’re both bullheaded and reckless. I don’t need that kind of stress in my life.”

      Her expression sobered. “Do you really need to leave now?”

      “Yep. Already said my goodbyes. And I saved yours for last because I knew you’d argue with me.”

      A scowl crept back over her features. “I don’t know that I like being that predictable.”

      From the craggy entrance into the mountain, Mahala walked onto the plateau, her raven hair sweeping down her back and her dragonet perched on her shoulder. She joined them with a subdued smile for Lyre.

      “Ready?”

      Noticing Piper’s confusion, Lyre explained, “Mahala is flying me over to the ley line. Ash is still on the no-fly list after that wing injury.”

      “Oh,” Piper mumbled. That sorrowful look was back again, and it seemed Lyre couldn’t ignore it this time. Reaching out, he pulled Piper into his arms.

      “This isn’t goodbye forever,” he murmured as she hugged him tightly. “I’ll catch up with you for the next adventure, don’t worry. Ash knows how to track me down too.”

      He detached from Piper and turned to Ash, and they embraced briefly before clasping forearms.

      “Take care of yourself,” Ash said.

      “You too, man.”

      As Lyre turned to Mahala, Ash slipped his arm around Piper. “Time to go.”

      “Huh?” She blinked at him. “But Lyre—”

      “Is ready to go,” he interrupted, pulling her away. “And you don’t need to hang around and watch him fly off into the sunset.”

      She squinted at the blue sky. “But sunset isn’t—”

      He hauled her backward, ignoring her dragging feet.

      “See you around, beautiful,” Lyre called.

      Piper hesitated, then waved to Lyre. After that, she let Ash lead her back inside the mountain without resistance. Zwi trotted along behind them, chattering in his head about how she would miss Lyre because he was good at giving pets, and he never complained about petting her whenever she wanted—unlike a certain draconian bondmate.

      As Piper slipped her hand more comfortably into his, he considered what Lyre had said about how he needed to stop waiting to talk to her. And considering she was leaving soon, he couldn’t hold off forever.

      After a brief moment of consideration, he guided her down a stony corridor in the opposite direction of his rooms. As the narrow passageways began showing obvious signs of neglect, she stirred from her thoughts and looked around with a frown.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” he murmured.

      The path grew steeper, winding upward. Eventually it ended where an overhead gap in the crust of the mountain admitted a beam of sunlight into the dark interior. A fresh breeze teased his senses as he heaved himself onto the narrow ledge. Reaching back in, he pulled Piper out, careful to hold her tightly.

      She gasped and backpedaled, pressing against him. There was nowhere else to go on the thin lip of rock. A step away, the mountain plunged downward in a thousand-foot drop. Rocky summits surrounded them, and in a nearby valley, a thin waterfall poured down into a forest.

      Even over the wind, he could hear her pounding heart and smell her adrenaline. Tightening his arms around her, he put his mouth to her ear.

      “This is all Taroth territory,” he murmured. “This is all ours.”

      “All yours,” she said softly. “It’s beautiful.”

      He frowned slightly but didn’t comment on her correction of “ours” to “yours.” Did she truly think it was beautiful, or did she see only the stark severity?

      He stepped away from the rock behind him, forcing her closer to the edge. Before she could panic, he pulled her into his lap and sat on the edge so their feet hung over the drop. She leaned back into him, her fingers constricting around his arm.

      “Uh, is this a good idea? You’re not supposed to fly yet.”

      Did she think he would fall? “I got the all-clear from the healers last cycle.”

      “You did? Why didn’t you fly Lyre to the line, then?”

      “Because Mahala wanted to do it more than I did.” He shrugged, careful not to jostle her and send her adrenaline skyrocketing again. “Besides, Zwi couldn’t fly him and I don’t really like carrying people around—except you, of course.”

      “A little too close and personal for anyone else?” she asked, amused.

      “Just a bit.”

      “You’ve carried Lyre before,” she pointed out.

      “Only when necessary.” And neither of them had enjoyed it.

      Finally, she relaxed, resting her head against him. “I’m glad your wing is healed.”

      He slid his hands down her shoulders, his thumbs tracing the raised lines across the backs of her upper arms—the scars from a blade that had been meant for him. She’d saved his life too many times, and he wasn’t sure anymore that he could survive without her.

      “Are you still planning to leave next cycle?” he asked quietly, unable to delay any longer.

      She flinched at the question, ducking her head to hide her face from his view. As though realizing what she’d done, she pressed closer to him.

      “It’s time for me to go,” she eventually said. “Just like Lyre, I guess. I want to visit Hinote and actually stay in the Overworld for a while this time. Plus, I need to thank Shinryu for everything and pass on Tenryu’s message. After that, I’ll go back to Brinford to see my father and Uncle Calder.”

      He nodded slowly. She had many things to do, and they would all take time. She would be gone for weeks. Perhaps months. But even an absence that long didn’t explain the anguish saturating her scent.

      “Dealing with the Gaians will be a job and a half,” he commented, not sure how to broach a topic based on his sense of smell. He didn’t think she knew he could detect her strongest emotions that way.

      She twisted her fingers together and he ran his hands over her arms again to soothe her.

      “You have a big job to do too,” she whispered. “There’s so much going on here. Your future is here. But …” Her voice broke. “Mine isn’t. My future isn’t here … with you.”

      He went completely motionless, his lungs constricting. That night when she’d told him she wanted to try, he’d promised to be hers for as long as she wanted him. But he hadn’t thought she’d tire of him so quickly. Was this what she’d been hiding?

      She twisted in his arms, her stare oddly frantic as it darted over his face. “It’s not that I don’t want to be with you,” she blurted anxiously. She pressed her hand to his cheek, her skin cool against his. “I love you, Ash, but I can’t stay here. With you as the Taroth warlord … I just—I don’t belong in this place and …”

      She trailed off, and he finally took a breath. I love you. Those words soothed the ache before it could take hold. She wasn’t done with him. She just didn’t feel like she belonged here. That he understood. He had expected it—though not quite this soon.

      “Is this what’s had you in knots since Asphodel?” he asked. That’s when he’d first noticed something was off, and it was also around the time she might have realized his role among the draconians was changing.

      “I—” She struggled for words, a hurt frown pulling at her mouth. “Well, maybe it doesn’t bother you, but the idea of leaving you does actually upset me—”

      He caught her chin with his fingers and pulled her lips to his, silencing her. Her arms slid around his neck, her mouth crushed against his with desperate fervor.

      Pulling back enough to speak, he murmured, “I’ve always known our futures would take us to very different places, just as I knew you would never be content to follow me. You’re not a follower, Piper. That’s part of what I love about you.”

      Her breath hitched at his last words and he caught her mouth in another slow kiss.

      “I never expected this to be simple,” he explained. “Or easy. There’s no script for two people like us, but is there some rule that we can’t write our own?”

      Her eyebrows pinched together. “What do you mean?”

      “I told you before that I’m yours for as long as you want me. Our being apart doesn’t change that.”

      “It … doesn’t?”

      He tightened his arms around her. She wanted to be with him, and that’s all he needed to know. Humans had a narrow definition of what a relationship should look like, but daemons didn’t. She could leave tomorrow and be gone for months, and he would still be hers. She could leave him for years, and he would still be hers. As long as she wanted him, he was hers.

      “Our paths might be different, but does that mean they can never intersect?” he asked.

      “But you’ll have responsibilities,” she mumbled, doubt gathering in her eyes. “You need to ensure the Taroth line continues.”

      Her gaze dropped away and he caught her chin, keeping her head up. Continuing his bloodline was an obstacle he wasn’t looking forward to tackling, but he’d been pressured to reproduce for someone else’s benefit before—and the draconian elders had nothing on Samael’s tools of persuasion.

      “That won’t be today or tomorrow,” he told her. “It won’t be this season or the next. I’m yours for as long as you want me, and no amount of distance will change that.”

      She stared at him, and he watched the slow shift from doubt to hope as she realized this wasn’t the end. She was going off to do the things she needed to do, but then she would return—and he would be waiting for her. No matter how many times she left to follow her own path, her own dreams, he would be waiting. And if she couldn’t come to him, then he would go to her.

      “But … do you really think we can make it work?”

      “What constitutes ‘working’? Is there a checklist I don’t know about?” He pulled her tight to his chest, wanting her to forget those human definitions, wanting her to see him here, now, promising to be hers until the day she told him to leave. “We make our own rules, Piper. Whatever makes us happy. Whatever makes you happy.”

      A slow smile curved her lips, and light grew in her eyes until it lit up her entire face. She wrapped her arms around his neck and stretched upward to bring their mouths together again. This time, there was no hesitation in her kiss, no sorrow or pain. He pressed his mouth harder into hers, wanting to run his hands over her but wary about moving too much while they were perched on the cliff’s edge.

      Raising his head, he leaned back to look at her. Cheeks flushed, pupils dilated, lips parted and waiting for his mouth to claim them again, she slid her fingers across his cheek, tracing the scales under his eye. Once, he hadn’t dared to hope she could ever look at his true form without fear, let alone want to kiss him.

      Holding her close, he climbed to his feet and spread his wings, stretching the powerful flight muscles.

      “The weather is perfect for flying,” he observed.

      Her eyebrows rose. “Oh?”

      “That valley with the waterfall is beautiful,” he added.

      “Is it?”

      “It is.”

      “And is it”—her voice softened suggestively—“private too?”

      He crushed her in his arms, startling a gasp out of her. Then his mouth was on hers once more, catching the last of her inhale. His tongue slipped between her lips, tasting her as his hunger sharpened. Even though they’d spent every night together for the last three cycles, he hadn’t had enough of her. He knew without a doubt he would never have enough.

      Tearing her lips away, she glanced toward the valley. “We should go see the waterfall.”

      Smiling wickedly, he pivoted and stepped backward toward the cliff, tail lashing for balance. With a thought, he called Zwi to join them.

      Trapped in his arms, Piper looked over the edge, her eyes wide.

      “Hey, wait,” she began. “You aren’t thinking of—”

      With a delighted chitter, Zwi hopped off the rocky wall and landed on Piper’s back. Her quick, silent confirmation that she had a good grip on the flightless haemon was all he needed. He boosted Piper up his body and folded his wings tight to his back.

      “Ash,” Piper exclaimed shrilly, “don’t you dare—”

      A wide grin stretched his lips. He leaned back.

      Gravity took over, and then they were falling, the wind ripping at their clothes.

      Piper screamed, and he laughed at the mixture of fear and exhilaration in the sound. He let them plummet, faster and faster, no streets or buildings in the way. Nothing but the side of the mountain flashing past and the open valley.

      Pulling his wings halfway out, he caught the wind. The warm afternoon updraft pushed against their momentum, and he flared his wings wide, changing their fall to a swooping turn. The summits spun past, the wind cold and fresh, Piper’s arms around his neck.

      He glided across the nearer valley toward its neighbor, a smaller basin with steep walls. Rising on the updraft, he drifted toward the top of the waterfall where it spilled off the rocks. Angling closer, he swept into the cool mist, then folded his wings and dove again.

      Piper gasped as they fell alongside the water, racing it to the forest far below. When the treetops were dangerously close, he snapped his wings open and soared in a few wide spirals to slow their speed. Once he was gliding serenely, he dipped beneath the forest canopy.

      The water crashed into a wide pool, its roar loud but somehow soothing. Beyond the pool, the bed of smooth gravel narrowed into a fast, shallow creek that roiled deeper into the valley.

      He landed on the carpet of red leaves covering the mossy ground and loosened his arms. Piper wobbled a step away, her face white but her eyes bright with elation. Zwi jumped down and trotted into the trees, nose to the ground as she checked out the new scents and unfamiliar scenery.

      Piper walked to the edge of the pool where gentle ripples lapped at the rocks. Mist drifted through the air, the water crashing down without pause. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. His mouth closed over the side of her neck and she leaned back into him, moaning softly as he kissed her from shoulder to jaw.

      “You were right,” she breathed. “The waterfall is beautiful.”

      He raised his head to glance at her profile. “Your eyes are closed.”

      She huffed and opened her eyes. “I was looking before you distracted me.”

      “Should I go wait over there while you finish admiring the scenery?”

      In answer, she turned in his arms and pulled his mouth back down. He moved his lips over hers, hands sliding over her hips and waist.

      She sighed against his mouth. “I’m going to miss you while I’m gone.”

      “We’ll be together again before you know it.”

      Leaning back, she searched his eyes, but he didn’t know what she was looking for. He brushed his fingers across her cheek.

      “What is it?” he murmured.

      “Are you sure?” she whispered. “You still want me … even though I don’t want to live here with you? Asking you to wait for me to visit seems so selfish …”

      He slid his hand into her hair, their faces so close, their lips almost touching. “Maybe it doesn’t feel like it yet, but this is my home, and I want it to be yours too. It doesn’t have to be your only home, but you aren’t a visitor. You’ve earned your place. You belong here.”

      “But the draconian elders—”

      “I don’t give a damn what they want.” His hand tightened in her hair. “Piper, there are three people in all the worlds that I would give up everything for. Seiya, Lyre, and you. Do you really think I would let anyone stand between us?”

      Tears filmed her eyes and her fingers dug into his upper arms. “Ash …”

      “Do you plan to never return here again?”

      “Of course not!” she gasped. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Then I don’t care how long you’re gone while you do what you need to do. If I want to see you before you come back, I’ll find you.” He smiled sharply. “I hate to break it to you, but there’s nowhere in the three worlds you can hide from me.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Was that a threat?”

      “A promise,” he murmured. Releasing her, he slid his hand down to her waist, finding the torn edge of her ryujin top. With a touch of dragon fire, he ripped the strip off.

      She sucked in a surprised breath, stepping back to see what he’d done. When he took the shimmering ribbon of leather and knotted it around his left wrist, her eyes went wide.

      “A promise,” he repeated softly. “And I’ll wear it from now on so you never forget.”

      Her mouth quirked down. “Wait, you’re promising I can’t hide from you?”

      “No,” he said with a snort, hands curling around her hips as he drew her close again. “I’m promising I’ll be yours for as long as you want me … and that we’ll always be together, even when we’re apart.”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks, and then her mouth was crushed against his, her arms nearly strangling him. He kissed her just as hard, conveying his promise with more than words. He didn’t care if she wanted a life she couldn’t live here in the Underworld, as long as she came back to him. He didn’t care if she left to do her own things, as long as she came back to him.

      He didn’t care about any of that, as long as she was his.

      When they first met, when this inexplicable bond between them had begun to form, they’d soon been separated—five weeks where he’d been trapped in Asphodel. They’d reunited only to be parted again, then again. From the very beginning, the pattern of separation had been there, and it was a challenge they would always face.

      Soon she would leave once more, but like the times before this, they would come together again. After all they had gone through, what could possibly keep them apart?

      The draconians needed him, so he would stay here and wait for her return. But eventually, when his people didn’t require his presence so desperately, he would go to her. They would never have a typical relationship as humans defined it, because neither of them were human. Sometimes it would be difficult, and they would struggle, and they would miss each other.

      But they would be together. They would have each other. Together or apart, that would never change.

      He rubbed his thumb across the wet trail of tears on her cheek, and her fingers closed around his wrist where the nearly indestructible dragon scale fabric was tied. She lifted her lips from his, her eyes burning with soft heat and fiery passion.

      “Your promise,” she echoed in a whisper. “What about me? What should I promise?”

      He smiled and drew her mouth back to his. “This is all the promise I need.”

      And then he kissed her, tasting everything she didn’t have to say. She was his, he was hers, and that was all he needed to know.
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        Piper, Ash, and Lyre will return

        in the upcoming sequel series:
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        Discover Lyre’s and Ash’s dark pasts in Asphodel

        in the prequel trilogy:

        Spell Weaver

        (Keep reading for the first chapter)
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        New Release Alerts: Thank you for reading the Steel & Stone Companion Collection! Don’t miss future books in the Steel & Stone universe, including the upcoming sequel series Blackfire, by signing up for new release alerts.

      

        

      
        Please review! Reader reviews play an important role in a book’s success by helping other readers discover stories they might enjoy. Please consider taking a moment to leave a review for the Steel & Stone Companion Collection on Amazon!

      

        

      
        Want to chat? I love hearing from readers, so if you’d like to say hi, ask a question, or chat with me and other readers, come visit my Facebook group at facebook.com/groups/annettemarie.
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          [image: Red Winter Cover]
        

      

      
        
        To save her world, Piper will need Ash’s strength, Lyre’s cunning, and Clio’s magic … but even that may not be enough.

      

      

      
        
        Ten years ago, Clio and Lyre fought to protect the realms in Spell Weaver. Five years ago, Piper and Ash battled the evil of Hades in Steel & Stone.

      

        

      
        Now, the story continues in an all-new series that will bring Piper, Ash, Lyre, and Clio together for the first time.
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        Five years before Chase the Dark …

      

      

      
        
        As a nymph living in exile among humans, Clio has picked up all sorts of interesting skills. But pilfering magic from the Underworld’s deadliest spell weavers? Not so much.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, that’s exactly what she has to do to earn a ticket back home.

      

        

      
        Conning her way into the Underworld may have gone pretty well, but now she’s got a new problem. His name is Lyre, a sinfully alluring incubus and gifted spell weaver—and her biggest obstacle to getting her hands on some damn magic.

      

      

      
        
        - See the Spell Weaver Trilogy on Amazon -
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      Five.

      Voices murmured nearby, the speakers hidden by haphazard shelves. Rain pattered against the shop’s small display window as Clio strolled along the outer aisle, her gaze passing over the merchandise.

      Four.

      A man, anonymous in a black sweater with the hood pulled up, stood in front of a cabinet, its glass doors locked to protect the valuable items within. She squeezed past him and stopped beside an array of dainty necklaces with colorful pendants.

      Three.

      A few steps away, the cramped aisle widened into an open space with a high counter, where the owner lounged in the spotlight of a buzzing fluorescent bulb. From beneath bushy gray eyebrows, he surveyed his domain with a glower, his beady stare shifting from patron to patron as though ready to bellow accusations of thievery.

      Two.

      She couldn’t blame the owner for being suspicious. The hooded guy to her right, staring intently into that cabinet of the shop’s most expensive wares, wasn’t even the shadiest customer present. The darkness and rain had brought in more business than usual for a Tuesday night.

      One.

      She twitched the sleeve of her knitted maroon sweater up and glanced at her watch just as the second hand ticked onto the twelve, marking 10:00 p.m. exactly.

      A bell jingled as the door swung open, and she smiled. Right on time.

      Unlike the half-dozen other customers, the new arrival hadn’t bothered hiding his face. His dirty blond hair, pulled into a braid, was tucked under the neckline of his long black coat, the severe style accentuating his sharp cheekbones and yellow-green eyes, far brighter than any human possessed—but that was hardly a surprise when none of the shop’s patrons were human.

      The newcomer strode directly to the counter and offered the owner a brief greeting, just as he had last week at this exact time. And the week before. And the week before that. She was running out of disguises, but it didn’t matter because this was her last chance to get what she needed.

      Ostentatiously examining the necklaces, she picked up two cheap pendants with even cheaper chains and checked their price tags. The shopkeeper and his customer exchanged a few brisk sentences she couldn’t hear, then the owner disappeared through a curtained doorway into the back of the shop. The customer leaned against the counter and drummed his fingers on the surface with obvious impatience.

      As his gaze drifted past her, she casually moved away and reached for another crappy necklace to add to her handful. She wasn’t too concerned about being noticed—her long maroon sweater, leggings, knee-high boots, and oversized cap were forgettable, and considering the strange visitors this place attracted, she hardly stood out. With its dim interior and shelves jammed into every nook and cranny, it was a haven for shoppers who couldn’t exactly buy spellcrafting tools or pre-made magic at the local human strip mall.

      And then there were the customers who, like the buyer at the counter, came here to order something more special than a simple ward or illusion spell.

      She took another step away from the counter. She would have to get close again once the owner returned, but no sense in risking them noticing her too soon.

      Two steps away on her other side, that guy standing at the locked cabinet was tapping one finger thoughtfully against the glass. She shot him an irritated look. Black sweater, hood pulled low over his forehead to keep his face hidden, shoulders slouched, and one hand jammed into his jeans pocket. If he kept standing in one spot like that, especially right in front of the most expensive products in the store, he would draw attention—and she did not want any attention in their direction.

      Putting a necklace back, she coughed quietly, hoping to spook him before he tried opening the cabinet. In a place like this, it was probably sealed tight with the kind of magic thieves would regret messing with. Only an idiot would attempt it … but the world was full of idiots.

      At her fake throat clearing, he glanced at her. Light fell across his face and caught on gleaming amber eyes.

      Her heart jammed itself into the vicinity of her tonsils. Choking, she whipped back to face the necklace display and took a deep, calming breath. Okay, she hadn’t expected that.

      “That” being the most drop-dead gorgeous man she’d ever seen.

      She gave her head a slight shake. So he was a serious hunk. Whatever. Didn’t change anything. At the counter, her mark was picking at a loose thread on his sleeve as he stared at other shoppers. Mr. Gorgeous had returned to his intense contemplation of the cabinet, still tapping it absently with a finger. His hood had shifted, revealing a sliver of his face—the smooth line of a cheekbone sweeping down to a strong jaw.

      She pursed her lips. Amber eyes … amber was close to gold. And she knew what had gold eyes and the kind of looks that made women feverish.

      An incubus.

      Lords of seduction. Masters of lust. Inhumanly beautiful, flawless, sensual. The bane of self-respecting women everywhere. She nodded to herself, her nerves easing and her embarrassment fading. No big deal that he’d caught her off guard like that. And she didn’t need to worry about him causing problems. Among all the magic-wielders she could have encountered, incubi were pushovers.

      At least, that’s what she’d heard, but it wasn’t like she spent her free time chatting up denizens of the Underworld. In fact, she did her best to avoid them. Life was much easier that way, and she planned to keep her record nice and clean by not gawking at the sex fiend three feet away.

      But he was still tapping the glass, and the sound drew her gaze back to him.

      Movement at the counter snapped her thoughts back on track. The owner had returned with a long object wrapped in brown paper. The buyer turned to face him, smiling like a shark as he leaned over the counter and began unwrapping his special order.

      Yes. This was it—her moment. Dropping the necklaces on a shelf, she walked toward the counter and passed a hand over her eyes to bring her other sight into focus.

      Light blazed everywhere—the swirling, shifting patterns of the spells that filled the shop. Before the tangle of magic could distract her, she concentrated on the man and his parcel.

      A chartreuse haze coated his body—his glamour, the magic that disguised his true appearance. Spelled weapons hidden on his body glowed in her vision, and his forearms were branded with green sigils she recognized as defensive spells that could deflect magical attacks. Despite his casual appearance, he was well armed, as she’d expected.

      But she wasn’t here to dissect his magic. As the man pulled the last of the paper aside, she pinpointed the object on the counter. Red light formed a complex layering of runes that emanated from whatever lay within the wrapping. She stepped closer, intending to walk nonchalantly by on her way out the door. All she needed was one good look.

      A strange crackle, almost inaudible, hissed behind her, followed by a quiet pop. Reflexively, she glanced over her shoulder toward the sound, and her magical sight fell on the incubus standing at the cabinet.

      Disbelief obliterated all other thoughts from her head. She froze in place, mouth hanging open.

      If the buyer at the counter was well armed, then she didn’t know how to describe the incubus. He was carrying an entire arsenal of magic.

      Golden weavings layered his body, so bright they almost obscured his form. Spells wrapped his wrists and arms, looped around his neck, circled his hips, and even glowed around his ankles. He had enough magic on him to blow the entire building sky-high.

      And the spells … her disbelief shifted to something colder. Something that tasted like fear.

      She didn’t recognize any of the spells he carried. Not a single one.

      She was familiar with all basic defensive and offensive weavings, as well as a large number of the less common ones. She knew them all on sight, and even the unfamiliar ones required no more than a swift assessment.

      But she couldn’t parse any of his spells, meaning they were complex enough to require a more thorough look, just like the mysterious red weaving the buyer—

      The buyer. Oh shit.

      She whipped back around just as the man folded the paper back over his order and tucked it under his arm. He shook the owner’s hand. The older man came around the counter and walked the buyer to the door—and all Clio could do was stand there and watch him go, her only chance to read the weaving gone.

      She clenched her teeth before the string of profanity spinning around in her head could escape her mouth. She’d missed it. She’d missed her chance—because she’d been gawking at that damn incubus instead of paying attention to what she was doing.

      A customer hailed the shopkeeper, and as he headed away from the counter, Clio turned back around, furiously blinking her mundane sight back into focus. The overly armed incubus was still standing in front of the cabinet, and this time she saw what she’d missed before.

      The cabinet door was wide open.

      For a third time, her jaw dropped. What had happened to the spells that kept it sealed shut? The spells that should have been keyed to the shopkeeper, preventing anyone else from opening it?

      The incubus had his hand inside the cabinet and was casually sorting through various vials and bottles while ignoring the assortment of sparkling diamonds and precious stones on the shelf above. He plucked a tiny bottle out and lifted it to the light. Its contents glittered like liquid silver mixed with diamond dust.

      His gaze flicked from the vial to her.

      She stiffened, clamping her jaw shut and narrowing her eyes into a glare despite the way his attention quickened her pulse. Well, now she knew where he’d gotten all those rare, priceless weavings. He was a thief. And here he was, stealing another expensive rarity from this shop and distracting her from her job.

      He met her glower, his eyebrows climbing higher above those magnetic amber irises. He didn’t move, apparently waiting to see what she would do now that she’d caught him in the act. Had he noticed her earlier gaping at his spell arsenal? Probably not. Her ability to read magic was rare, and she’d bet he was too desensitized by constant female attention to question her reaction. With a face like his, she wouldn’t be surprised if he caused regular traffic accidents just by appearing in public.

      When she didn’t scream any accusations, a corner of his mouth pulled up in a smile that sent a traitorous swoop through her middle. He lowered the vial, and she expected him to slip it out of sight under his clothes.

      She didn’t expect him to drop it.

      It tumbled out of his fingers and smashed onto the floor, the sound of breaking glass lost in the jingle of bells as the shop door opened again. She blinked at the silver puddle on the dirty tiles. The incubus shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged. Had it slipped from his grip … or had he dropped it on purpose?

      Footsteps thudded behind her and a hand grabbed her shoulder. She was roughly shoved into the display of necklaces, arms flailing and hat slipping half off her head. Her hair spilled out from underneath it in long blond waves that fell past her elbows.

      The man who’d pushed her stopped in front of the incubus, his companion following behind more sedately. They were similarly dressed in dark jackets with the hoods pulled up.

      “Well?” the first newcomer snapped. “Did you find any?”

      Pushing herself upright, Clio rubbed her ear. She hadn’t known a male voice could sound so … so good. Even with that angry edge, the man sounded as though he could melt the clothes off a woman’s body just by humming a few notes.

      “Nope,” the incubus answered. “None here.”

      She straightened her floppy cap with overly careful movements. How was it possible that the incubus’s voice was even sexier?

      “Dulcet was certain this shop would have it,” the second new arrival murmured, far calmer than his companion and with a voice just as divine.

      The pushy one cut a hand through the air. “How can this entire city be devoid of quicksilver?”

      Quicksilver? As in the shiny puddle on the floor that looked a lot like liquid metal?

      The incubus shrugged. “I can’t conjure it out of thin air just because you want some.”

      The pushy man surveyed the incubus, then casually grabbed the front of his shirt and shoved him back into the cabinet. His head hit the glass door with a thud, and a spiderweb of cracks spread out from the point of impact.

      “We have time to check one more place,” the other man muttered. “Let’s go.”

      As he started to turn, his foot slipped in the maybe-quicksilver puddle and he wobbled. Before he could glance down, Clio moved.

      She wasn’t sure what made her do it. Maybe it was watching that asshole shove the unresisting incubus like he was a punching bag. Maybe it was the realization that the incubus had smashed the vial to thwart said asshole. Maybe it was her fear of what the asshole would do if he discovered the broken bottle and ruined quicksilver.

      “Excuse me,” she declared, striding forward aggressively. All three guys looked around and her steps faltered.

      For a moment, she thought she was seeing triple. That’s how close to identical the three men were—no, not men. Three incubi with chiseled jaws, sensual mouths, and smoldering amber eyes.

      The combined sight of so much male gorgeousness overloaded her brain and her thoughts fizzled out. Instead of striding right past them like she’d intended, she stumbled. And while stumbling, she stepped right in the puddle on the floor that she hadn’t wanted the two new incubi to notice.

      Her foot slipped and she pitched forward.

      Her face smacked into the original incubus’s chest. She grabbed at him, clutching handfuls of his sweater to stop her fall. His arm swept around her and pulled her tight against him, halting all movement entirely.

      Now her face was mashed against his shoulder, her front pressed to his, and her heart was pounding her rib cage into rubble. An enticing scent—exotic spices with an undertone of cherry—filled her nose.

      “Literally throwing themselves at you,” the angry incubus said, his words dripping with disgust. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He and his pal strode away, leaving her in the grasp of the original incubus.

      “Don’t just stand there,” one of them called back irritably. “Come on!”

      The bells clanged and the door slammed. She just stood there, leaning inappropriately against a total stranger with her thoughts mired in a dreamy haze as though his touch alone was a potent drug. His hood had fallen off, revealing tousled hair of a blond so pale it was almost white, the contrast striking against his warm, honey-tan skin. How did he keep getting more attractive every time she looked at him?

      She needed to get a grip. He was just a man. A really, really, really hot man. And she should get off him before he got the wrong idea about her intentions.

      His arm flexed against her back, then his hand slid down her hip—and over her backside.

      All the sweet, floating feelings in her head popped like a soap bubble and she shoved herself backward, stumbling free of his arm.

      “What the hell?” she snarled.

      His eyebrows rose and his mouth quirked in a teasing smile that was somehow unrepentant and playfully contrite at the same time. Then, before she even knew what he was doing, he had closed the distance between them. His fingers slid lightly across her cheek, intimate and caressing, and his lips touched her opposite ear, his breath warm on her skin.

      “Thanks,” he whispered.

      His touch disappeared and he brushed past her. She stared after him, her head spinning as he strolled to the door and pushed it open. Pulling his hood up before stepping into the rain, he glanced back and met her eyes. His impish grin only lasted a second, but her belly still flipped.

      Then he was gone, and the door swung shut again.

      She blinked several times, then pressed her hands to her face. Beneath her palms, a blush scorched her cheeks. Holy shit. She could still feel his soft lips on her ear, his warm breath. Thanks. What exactly had he been thanking her for?

      Shaking her head, she huffed out a long exhalation and straightened her hat again. Missed her mark, blew her cover, made a fool of herself, and let an incubus feel her up. This had not been her best night. Could it have gone any worse?

      “What the—”

      She whirled around. The hulking shopkeeper stood at the aisle’s other end, veins bulging in his forehead as he looked from the open cabinet to the shimmery silver puddle.

      “Girl!” he roared.

      Yeah, she’d been wrong. Her night could get a lot worse.
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        Emi has spent her life hiding from the creatures that hunt her. The savage earth spirits are determined to kill her before she can become the living host of a goddess, so she stays hidden—until the day she saves the life of one of her hunters.
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