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      I crawled over the dusty field, blood pouring from the deep gash in my gut. Pain splintered my body, and with each movement, agony shot through my bones. Had I made it away from the others? Desperation for water pierced my mind like an arrow as I breathed in another cloud of sand.

      I looked up at the night sky, hoping to find the answers etched among the stars, hoping to find salvation. I found only the icy, uncaring gleam of the constellations. As dizziness overwhelmed me, I searched for Gemini. My vision blurred.

      I just needed to rest for a moment. I fell back hard on the dusty earth, gasping for breath as the starlight dimmed.

      After a moment, the sound of footfalls reached me, chilling me to the marrow. Before I could scramble to my feet, he was on top of me, moonlight washing over his beautiful features. He held me down, his grip firm, pain blazing in his arctic, silver-flecked eyes.

      Sorrow and defeat welled in my chest. I never thought it would be him.

      “Dawn,” he rasped.

      I opened my mouth to plead with him, but his blade was already at my throat. A final, desperate will to live surged through my body.

      But it was too late. The blade pierced my skin.
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      Massachusetts, Present Day

      In the overgrown grasses of Mount Auburn Cemetery, my best friend Holly held out her arms. Bluebells dappled the grass around us and chinks of light flecked her body, streaming through alder boughs.

      The breeze toyed with Holly’s dark hair, giving her an almost otherworldly look, which seemed fitting given that she was attempting to commune with the spirits. Apparently she wanted to draw a powerful spirit into our vicinity—one that would bless us with good luck or help us fulfill our destinies or something.

      Considering the complete, unparalleled disaster my life had become, I had been desperate enough to join her.

      I lay down in the grass by her side and closed my eyes, humming along.

      I wasn’t sure how a spirit’s presence would feel—maybe a whispering or a buzzing of magic, a tingling of energy up the back of my neck—but right now, the only thing prickling over my skin was the sharp itch of a mosquito sucking my blood. My eyes snapped open, and I sat upright again. I smacked my arm, grimacing at the smudge of blood on my tanned skin. I gagged. Freaking bugs. Gross.

      Okay. I’d given the séance my best shot.

      I scooted out of the shade and into the August sunlight while Holly continued humming loudly on her back. Bathed in the rays of the setting sun, I instantly began to relax. I was a born sun worshipper.

      I looked down at my pink nails, watching them shimmer in the light, and smiled at the color. I couldn’t actually afford to buy any clothes, but I could afford nail polish, and I could sew. My life might be falling apart around me, but I’d still look like myself.

      Holly opened one of her deep brown eyes. “Dawn,” she chided. “You’re not focusing.”

      “I wasn’t feeling any spirits. Were you?”

      She sighed. “Not exactly.”

      I bit my lip. “Maybe depending on spirits isn’t the best way to turn our lives around. I’m not sure I believe in that stuff. It’s more my mom’s thing. I’m probably ruining your mojo just by being here. I’m scaring the spirits off.”

      Sunlight bathed her tawny skin in gold. “Whether you believe it or not, you have a destiny, Dawn. Like, an important one. You just have to find your way to it.”

      I crossed my arms. “Oh yeah? Is my destiny to end up destitute, out of work, and wearing shoes discreetly held together with duct tape and glue? Because that’s what’s actually happening in the world of Dawn Geddes.”

      There’d been a time when my life had been perfect. In high school, I’d had a 4.2 GPA, access to a platinum credit card, and plans to go to an Ivy League school. I’d carefully cultivated all the necessary extracurriculars: dance team, captain of the cheerleading team, treasurer of the student council, head of the prom organization committee. I’d written my college entrance essay about the importance of plural identities and interculturalism. I’d even spent my summers volunteering at a homeless shelter.

      My boyfriend had been the golden-haired, muscular captain of the football team. I’d practically glowed walking through the halls of my suburban high school. And I’d done it all while dressed in Prada.

      All that had changed fast.

      That had been before Mom’s illness had taken over, before she started seeing demons or angels or something swarming the skies. It had taken her less than a year to blow through our entire savings. The state covered her medical expenses, but I had no money for college. I’d been wearing the same pair of shoes for a year and a half, scrambling from one minimum wage job to another. Turned out, when I applied for a job in a cafe or fast food joint, no one cared at all about plural identities or the dance team.

      At least I still had Luke, my high school sweetheart. Without him, I’d probably be homeless. And I’d definitely be lonely.

      I blew a strand of platinum blonde hair out of my face. “Look, I appreciate your help, but I just need a job. Seems like even the minimum wage gigs want a college degree. Any chance you could put in a good word for me where you work?”

      Holly sighed. “Yeah. I’ll put in a good word with N.B.”

      “Who?”

      “My boss. He’s kind of a douchebag, but just ignore him when he talks and never make eye contact.”

      I smiled, relieved. I didn’t need a profound destiny. All I needed was some rent money and to feel a little better about myself. “Thanks, Holly.” I toyed with my silky, taffy-pink skirt—one of my own creations. “I just want to contribute to help out Luke. He’s been shouldering all the bills, and I need a little more independence.”

      My boyfriend was in medical school now, and he had enough stress as it was without having to pay for me. Plus, right now, he got to call all the shots. As long as he was paying the bills, it was hard for me to argue with his decisions.

      Holly made a face. She wasn’t a big fan of Luke. “Money for rent or for moving out. Whichever.”

      I glared at her. Luke was the one topic we always argued over. “Drop it, Holly.”

      “Fine. How’s your mom doing?” Holly twirled one of her long chestnut-brown braids. “The last time I saw you, you said she was getting worse.”

      I swallowed hard, my mind burning with images from the start of her illness: the episodes where she’d buy four thousand Chanel scarves because she thought it would somehow save the world; the days when I’d come home to our palatial house in the hills to find that she’d scrawled incoherent phrases all over the walls in Dior lipstick:

      Angels. Stars alarming the wars of Mars. The end is coming.

      I twisted the hem of my silky skirt around my fingers so tight my knuckles turned white. “Not better, no. She keeps going off her medication. She says she wants to see the angels, that only she can save the world.”

      “You ever think she could be right about any of that stuff?” asked Holly. I could hear a little bit of hope in her voice. Of course she’d want to meet angels. She probably considered them a step up from spirits.

      “Nope. Not even for a second.” I reached into my raspberry-colored handbag—handcrafted by yours truly—and pulled out a small compact mirror. My platinum hair hung in soft waves around my face, and the sunlight glinted in my pale blue eyes, framed by dark eyelashes. I pulled out my pink lip gloss, running it over my lips.

      Like I said, the world could fall apart around me, but that was no reason to let myself go to pieces.

      “I don’t believe a flipping thing my mom says about angels,” I added, snapping my compact mirror shut.

      Holly narrowed her dark eyes. “You know why I think our séance didn’t work? You need to embrace your primal side.” She jabbed her finger in my face. “You have a stick up your ass.”

      “Holly!”

      “You’re twenty-two years old and you can’t even swear.”

      I straightened. “I don’t see any need to be vulgar.” Discomfort with swearing was a relic from my mom—even if she’d changed drastically in the past five years. “Anyway, don’t you remember what happened the last time we tried to ‘embrace our primal sides’?”

      “I guess.”

      “We ended up having pudding on a bench in Harvard Yard. Granted, it was amazing pudding, but I’m not sure it brought out our feral sides or connected me to primordial power. Face it. You’re as boring as I am, Holly.”

      “Bullshit.” She cocked her head. “Let’s try again. I can feel a power stirring in the air around us. The gods of luck are going to smile on us. Someone magical lurks nearby. Someone who can help you fulfill your destiny.”

      I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. Holly was starting to sound a little too much like my mom.

      She crawled over to me in the sunlight, then held her hands out to me. I took her palms in mine, closing my eyes.

      “Spirits of the primordial realm,” she intoned. “Gods of luck. We ask for you to bring us good fortune, to bring us to our destiny.”

      She began humming, and I joined in. It felt a bit stupid, but Holly was trying to help me, so the least I could do was play along.

      Strangely, as we hummed in harmony, I did feel something thrumming over my body, moving over my legs, my hips, in a slow, primitive crawl. Was it the summer breeze kissing my bare skin? A deep, primal power that would burn from the inside out, coiling around my ribs in some kind of ancient invitation to adventure?

      In fact, as I hummed along with Holly, I could feel a strange sort of magic moving over my breasts—

      With a jolt, I realized it wasn’t magic at all. Snapping out of my trance, I yanked my hands from Holly’s. Something was definitely crawling over my skin, but it wasn’t magic. What the cuss?

      With a hammering heart, I pulled my cream blouse away from my skin, and my stomach dropped. There, slinking between my cleavage, was an enormous freaking spider the size of a plum. I unleashed a scream, leaping up. I didn’t want to touch the cursed thing—I just wanted it away from my skin.

      Desperate, I pulled off my shirt, then bent over to try to shake the monster off my chest. I may have been screaming a bit. Screaming bravely, I assure you. I was vaguely aware of Holly’s howls of laughter. I was not, however, aware of the brick wall I was stumbling into until I looked up.

      My face reddened. Not a brick wall, no. Shirtless, with a spider clinging to my womanly assets, I’d stumbled into a six-foot-tall man.

      I looked up into his face and found a wry smile curling his beautiful lips.

      So here I was, topless in a cemetery, with a giant arachnid crawling over my lacy pink bra, and a stranger smirking at me like it was the funniest freaking thing he’d ever seen.

      Oh, the gods of luck were not blessing me today. The gods of luck were distinctly flipping with me.

      “Do you need help with that?” he asked, his voice deep and accented.

      Even if he was handsome as all get out, I wasn’t allowing this strange man near my boobs. Scowling, I forced myself to pluck the spider off my skin by one of its hairy legs. With a shaking hand, I dropped it in the grass.

      I shuddered and said, with as much dignity as I could muster, “no, thank you. I have everything under control.”

      “Of course. You seem perfectly composed. I’m sure you often stumble around cemeteries half-naked and covered in insects.” British. He was definitely British and definitely laughing at me, and maybe I couldn’t quite blame him. “I’m not sure this day could get any more interesting,” he continued. “Unless, perhaps, you have a spider hiding in your skirt?”

      I was certain that my cheeks were flaming red at this point, and that a deep flush had spread over my chest. I turned to search the grass, then scrambled to snatch up my blouse and the last vestiges of my dignity. Pulling on the shirt, I shot Holly my most blistering look. She’d been no help at all. In fact, she was still laughing into her hand, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      I turned back to the stranger and flicked my blonde hair over my shoulder in what I hoped was a defiant gesture. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people in cemeteries.”

      “True. You never know when someone might be running around naked, covered in exotic spiders. It’s just that something drew me here. I can’t be sure if it was some magic, the shrieking, or perhaps the sheerness of your bra.”

      My cheeks flamed deeper, and I glared at him.

      As I did, I was struck for a moment by his staggering, infuriating beauty. The scent of cedar smoke curled off him, caressing my skin in distinctly intimate places that I didn’t want to think about right now. I had a feeling this man could seduce the frock off a nun if he wanted to.

      The wind toyed with his dark hair, sweeping it across his sun-kissed skin. Amusement danced in his eyes as he looked down at me, his irises a deep blue flecked with gold. Whorls of dark tattoos covered his muscled forearms—stars and moons with brutal swirls between them that ended in sharp points. It must have been some kind of optical illusion cast by the setting sun, but it seemed like his body almost glowed with golden light.

      Maybe it was the way he stood with a strange, animal stillness, but I couldn’t escape the sense of menacing allure he exuded—or that magic had drawn him here.

      Nope. That was crazy. Magic wasn’t real.

      Anyway—tattoos, leather pants. This was exactly the kind of guy my mom would have warned me about. Before she lost her mind, it would have been something like, “women from our family don’t mix with men like that.”

      After she lost her mind, it would have been something about how he was a demon hell-bent on destroying the Earth.

      Either way, as I stared at his breathtakingly beautiful features, alarm bells were ringing in the recesses of my mind.

      So why was it that I wasn’t turning away from him? Must have been the muscular physique, I guess, or the sensual curve of his lips….

      Freaking heck, Dawn. Get a grip. I had a wonderful boyfriend and had no business gaping at other men.

      I smoothed out my blouse. “I’ve never seen a spider that size in Massachusetts. It could have been venomous. Pulling off my shirt was a rational reaction.”

      The honeyed sunset seemed to cast a halo around him. I couldn’t explain it, but it almost felt like a gravitational force pulled me closer to him, and my pulse raced. His gaze traced over the contours of my body, as if he was remembering exactly how I had looked without my shirt on. And given the power in his body, I could almost picture his large hands picking me up by the waist—

      “Venom,” he said. “Of course.”

      I crossed my arms. “Who are you, exactly?” I wasn’t sure why I even asked. What did I care?

      “Raphael Valis.” As he looked down at me, smiling faintly, the light seemed to intensify around him.

      For just a moment, I had the strangest sense that he wasn’t completely human. The moment was over as soon as it had come, though, and I blinked away the insane thought.

      A sly smile. “Shall I call you my Queen of Venom, or do I get the pleasure of knowing your name?”

      My pulse raced harder. “Dawn.” What was I doing still talking to him? I cleared my throat. “I have to go.”

      I turned, pinning Holly with a furious gaze, and I grabbed her by the elbow. I needed to get as far away from the cemetery as possible before that man’s overwhelming beauty made me lose my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The man sitting across from me in the cafe smiled cheerfully, the corners of his eyes crinkling. A few droplets of his latte lingered in his mustache. “So, Dawn, tell me why you’d like this job.”

      I’m desperate for money to help my boyfriend Luke with the rent, and making cappuccinos is one of the few things within my skill set. I plastered a smile on my face. “Well, my best friend, Holly, has been telling me how much she loves her job at the Cafe du Monde. How lovely it is to work in Harvard Square, and it sounded like the right place for me, Mr.—” He hadn’t actually told me his name.

      He waved a hand. “Oh, no need for formality. You can call me Greg. Or N.B. All my close friends call me N.B.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Does that stand for something?”

      Blotches of red appeared on his cheeks, and he ran his finger over the hair on the back of his knuckles. “Naughty Biscotti. Just an old joke.”

      I swallowed hard. I really didn’t want to know. “Let’s just go with Greg.”

      “Oh, it’s not as bad as it sounds. I just cheat on my low-carb diet sometimes, sneak a biscotti here and there. A little naughty. The cherry-chocolate ones are really to die for. Not too often, mind you. You don’t get to look like this without a lot of discipline and work.” He gestured at his thin, hunched form.

      I smiled. “Right.” I had the feeling that his comment had been an invitation to compliment his physique, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. So far, this was the strangest job interview I’d ever had.

      He frowned, suddenly all business. “Have you ever made a latte before, Dawn?”

      “I have, yes. I worked at the Coffee Connection.”

      He snorted. “They don’t know what they’re doing. Bunch of instant-coffee hacks. Have you made a cappuccino?”

      “Yes.”

      “An Americano?”

      I nodded. “All the coffees, really.”

      Greg narrowed his eyes. “Tell me the difference between a latte and a cappuccino, succinctly.”

      “They’re the same thing, but—”

      He wagged his finger. “Ah. No. They’re not the same thing.”

      I cleared my throat. “But a latte has less foam.”

      He steepled his fingers, eyeing me carefully. “It’s not just about the foam, Dawn. People always think it’s about the foam. That’s a major oversimplification. It’s also about the milk-to-coffee ratio. It’s about the meaning of froth. It’s about the coffee drinker’s fantasies. We’re selling fantasies here, Dawn, not just coffee. It’s okay. You’ll learn from me.”

      Please stop talking to me. Smile plastered on face, Dawn. “I’m a fast learner.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” He tapped his fingertips together. “Where are you from, Dawn?”

      “Northington, Massachusetts. Just like Holly.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” He peered down at my resume. “I don’t see a college degree on here. You had a 4.2 GPA in high school, a million extracurriculars. And then… no college. Tell me about what happened there.”

      Well, my dad left my mom before I was born, and I have no idea who he is. Mom came from old money, but she spent her savings during several psychotic episodes. I pretty much have to be on call to deal with her psychiatric and legal problems at all times, and I have no money for things like textbooks.

      My hands tightened into fists below the table, and I tried to smile again. “I think I’m just on a different path than most people. You know, everyone has their own journey.”

      Greg smiled back. “Me too. I like that, Dawn. I have a good feeling about you. All you need to do is accept the wisdom I have to offer you, and you’ll be well on your path to greatness. Just like me.”

      Smile, Dawn, smile. “Sounds wonderful.”

      He thrust out a hand. “Welcome to the team. Your journey into the wonderful world of the Cafe du Monde begins today.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After Holly and I locked the cafe doors, I dipped the mop into the bucket of muddy water, sloshing it over the tiled floor. I tried not to let any of the water splash on my handmade dusky rose dress that I’d labored over for hours.

      Fifteen minutes ago, someone had spilled an iced coffee over the floor and tracked it to the door, along with the mud and grime from their shoes. The new girl—me—had been left to clean it up. Of course.

      My feet ached a bit from standing all day in my heels, but at least I was now gainfully employed.

      So my life had veered wildly off track in the past few years—but I was sure that things would work out eventually. Just a few more years of washing coffee stains, and I’d be sitting in a wood-paneled lecture hall, learning about Freud and Jung. Dawn Geddes did not give up easily.

      But for the foreseeable future, I guessed I’d be spending time with Monsieur Naughty Biscotti.

      As I squeezed out the mop in the bucket, I grimaced at the thought of him. Twice today, I’d caught him stroking a biscotti lasciviously before putting it back on the shelf.

      Behind the glass counters, Holly was restocking the muffins. “I’m so happy we’re working together. It’s amazing how it’s all worked out, isn’t it? You found me an apartment, and I found you a job. I know N.B. is super weird, but he’s not awful. Plus, we can hang out when we have the same shifts, right?”

      “Absolutely.” I smiled. “I’m excited to have a paycheck. Now I can actually take some control over my life.”

      “Yeah!” she agreed brightly. “Independence is exactly what you need. When you and Luke break up, you need to be able to stand on your own two feet.”

      I sighed, wiping the back of my hand across my forehead. “You know my favorite thing about you? Your relentless optimism.”

      “I’m just saying. He’s weirdly controlling.” She leaned over the countertop. “Maybe it’s time to meet other men.”

      I shoved the mop back in the bucket and rolled it behind the counter, glancing at myself in the mirror. I winced at the milk spatters all over my pink dress. My cheeks looked flushed, and wisps of my pale hair stuck to my face. As he had proudly told me earlier, N.B. did not believe in air conditioning. You see, sweat was a natural body secretion.

      I frowned. “Luke is working on the controlling thing. He says he’s just protective.”

      She crossed her arms. “I’m just saying that someday you might find out he’s a bit entitled and thinks the world revolves around him. And if you do come to that conclusion, you can move on.”

      “Understood.” I was desperate to drop the conversation. My legs ached. I leaned against the counter, my elbows resting on the glass.

      The setting sun slanted sharply through the windows, and I watched the silhouetted figures moving outside. As if drawn to the light by a magnetic pull, I crossed to the window, peering out. As I pressed my palms against the glass, I recognized my neighbor, and my pulse began to race.

      He was the man Holly and I called ‘the Lord of Cambridge’—a newcomer to our neighborhood. He’d moved into one of the remote Victorian mansions across the street. I hadn’t failed to notice his Rolex or his Porsche, his cashmere scarves or Valentino suits. I’d had that kind of lifestyle once. Luke hated him for reasons I didn’t understand. Said he was some kind of psychopath, but never gave me any details.

      “What are you doing?” Holly called from across the room.

      “Staring at the Lord of Cambridge.”

      He must have been about six foot four, with dark hair and brown eyes. He wore a white shirt, crisp against his tanned skin. His chiseled features seemed to draw the gaze of every woman who walked past him. If I had to guess, I’d put his age at around thirty-three.

      Holly hurried over to the window. “Why just stare at him? Why not go talk to him?”

      “What would I have in common with him? Isn’t he a professor or something? At Harvard?”

      “So? You read books. Anyway, men don’t really care if you’ve read books. You need to flirt with him. Like, draw attention to your breasts. Trace your fingertips over your cleavage. Look at his crotch so he thinks you’re thinking about his penis. It’s not hard. Men are not complicated.”

      From this vantage point, I could see why Luke reacted to him. With the rigid set of his jaw and his powerful build, he seemed to exude pure, dangerous masculinity. The way he scanned his surroundings, I sensed something primal about him. My pulse began to race. “I’ve had a bad feeling about things lately, Holly. Like something bad is about to happen.”

      “Bad things have been happening,” she said, her tone grim. “Have you been reading the news?”

      Lately, the violence in Massachusetts had begun spiraling out of control. Serial killings, shootings, random assaults… I didn’t even want to think about it.

      Holly tutted. “Anyway, there’s nothing you can do about that, is there? Just go out and be a normal, friendly neighbor and say ‘hi’ to the super hot guy, and then touch your boobs.”

      No sooner were the words out of her mouth than we witnessed something utterly unexpected. Another man was approaching the Lord of Cambridge—one I recognized. My pulse quickened at the sight of the dark tattoos snaking over muscled arms. “Well, well, well. Raphael Valis. From the cemetery.”

      Holly let out a low whistle. “Is he the one who saw your tits?”

      There, in the golden sunlight, Raphael Valis was sidling up to the Lord of Cambridge, hands in his pockets, blue eyes glinting in the sun.

      “That’s twice you’ve seen that man,” she said. “It’s a sign.”

      I forced myself to pull my eyes away from the pair. “Forget it. I already have a boyfriend. Let’s just go home and relax, okay? We can drink some of that delicious screw-top wine and watch a movie.”

      I crossed behind the counter to grab my bag but was unable to stop myself from casting one last glance back at the window.

      The two men had disappeared, as if they’d never been there at all.
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      The next morning, I woke in Luke’s bed with my face mashed into the pillow and a thin stream of drool pooling beneath my lips. The smell of frying bacon wafted through the house, making my stomach rumble. I threw off the bedsheets and stretched my arms over my head, my tank top riding up.

      In this gorgeous apartment, I actually liked waking up in the morning. Granite countertops, sun streaming through the bay windows, hardwood floors; a black walnut headboard with a bookcase built into it, crammed half with my favorite crime novels and half with Luke’s medical school textbooks.

      I rose and pulled on a pair of skin-tight jeans that lay crumpled on the floor. Braless, I walked into the kitchen. Milky sunlight slanted into the room, electrifying the steam that rose from the frying pan. Luke stood over the stove, scrambling some eggs. Two hot cups of coffee sat on the kitchen table. How could Holly honestly think I should break up with this man? Everything here was perfect. Just the way I liked it.

      Luke turned when he saw me, his cheek dimpling with a smile. His gray T-shirt hugged his athletic body. “I have to go in a minute, but I wanted to make sure you had something to eat.”

      “Thank you, my dear.”

      He nodded at the table. “Have a seat. It’s almost done.”

      I sat at the table, wrapping my hands around one of the cups of coffee, a smile curling my lips. I might not have a great job, or money of my own; I might have a dysfunctional family and a mom who got arrested more than I cared to admit. But my life wasn’t that bad.

      I took a sip of my coffee. “My first day at work went well.”

      “Of course it did. They’re lucky to have you.” He crossed to me, sliding a plate of bacon and eggs across the table. “But you really don’t need to work there. It’s a minimum wage job, and I don’t need the extra money.”

      “Okay, you don’t need it. But what harm is it?”

      Leaning against the countertop, he ran a hand through his blond hair. “You could stay here. I could spend more time at home. You could work on your dresses.”

      I scooped up a forkful of eggs. “You’re busy with medical school. I need something to do.”

      He bit into a crispy piece of bacon. “It’s just… a woman as pretty as you… men will try to take advantage. You’ve read the news recently, haven’t you? It’s chaos out there. I’ve read studies that say violence feeds violence. Copycat killings. Violent rapists. Abductions. And it’s all over right now.”

      Irritation simmered. This was the part of Luke that frustrated me. “You can’t just keep me in your apartment.” I glanced out the window idly. From here, I had a view of the Lord of Cambridge getting out of his Porsche, his dark hair rustling in the breeze. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would tell his girlfriend she couldn’t have a job…

      Luke’s face reddened, and he yanked the curtains closed. “You’re staring at him again. We’re going to have to move if you keep obsessing over him.”

      I stared at Luke, wondering if Holly was right about him. Ever since the Lord of Cambridge had moved in across the street, Luke had become more and more paranoid and controlling. “I was just looking out the window. Do you have any idea how you sound?”

      He slammed his coffee cup down on the granite counter so hard it chipped the bottom, and I jumped. “Look, Dawn. If you want me to look after you and pay for your rent and your food—if you want to be the wife of a doctor—all I ask is that you do what I say.” Something dark and forbidding flashed in his eyes, and I shrank away from him.

      My jaw clenched, and rage began to simmer deep in my chest. “Do what you say? Have you lost your mind?”

      His eyes looked cold—no trace of the warmth that had been there earlier. “I’m the one looking after you, aren’t I?”

      “That’s why I want a job, Luke. I don’t want you looking after me or telling me what to do. I want to be my own person.”

      “Why?” he barked, getting in my face. He gripped my wrist hard, squeezing until I felt like he might crush it. Something like shadows slid through his eyes. “You want to sneak across the street and lift your dress for that professor, don’t you?”

      His words and actions hit me like a punch to the gut. He’d always been protective, but now he was starting to act like a monster.

      I tried yanking my wrist from his grip, knocking over my coffee in the process. “Let go of my arm!”

      He stared at me for a long, tense moment. Then, with a final, brutal squeeze, he released my wrist and crossed to the window, tugging aside the curtain. “We can’t stay in this apartment,” he rasped. “We can’t stay near him.”

      Adrenalin raced through my body, making me shake. “You’re freaking me out, Luke.”

      “You should be scared. Men like him are predators. All the men like him. We’ll move out west, somewhere far away from here. And I want you to stay away from Holly.”

      My chest flamed with fury. “Why are you scared of Holly now? Is she a predator too?”

      A long silence reigned over us. His mouth opened and closed again. Then he tightened his fists. “She’s never liked me. She’s trying to turn you against me. She wants you to break up with me, wants you to be with one of them.” He gestured at the window.

      “One of who?” I closed my eyes, trying to marshal my patience, but inside it felt like my heart was breaking. I didn’t want to be here anymore. Never before had I felt such a desperate need to break free. “You know what? Never mind.”

      Luke took another step closer, his eyes intent. “We’re going to be moving out of here, Dawn. We’re getting out of the city.”

      Not a request. Not a discussion. An order. And this was why I wanted my own job, my own life.

      Rage quickly overtook my sorrow, and I ground out, “Go. To. Class.”

      His fists tightened in front of his chest, face red with rage. Then he seemed to master himself, his features relaxing into a smile. It didn’t reach his eyes. In fact, his smile didn’t fool me anymore. Today, Luke had given me a glimpse of the real monster underneath his charming surface.

      He leaned down and kissed my forehead as I sat there frozen, too shocked to move. “Sorry, buttercup. Of course you’re right. I just want to keep you safe. Like you said, we can talk about this later. I’ll take you out to Vialé. Cocktails, oysters. We’ll figure out a plan that makes us both happy.”

      The speed with which his mood had changed unnerved me deeply—swinging from angry to joyful within moments. I didn’t believe the charm for a second.

      On his way out the door, he flashed me a brilliant, dimpled smile—so dazzling I nearly forgot the bruises blossoming on my wrist. He was out the door before I could say another word.

      A hollow had opened in my chest, a sort of gnawing void between my ribs. Right now, I felt completely alone. I blinked, trying to shove back the tears.

      With a sense of dread tightening my throat, I finished up my breakfast and loaded the dishwasher. Then I crossed into the living room. Pale linen curtains flitted in the breeze, streaming over the mahogany desk, and the wooden floor felt cool beneath my bare feet. Tears stung my eyes and I sniffled, trying to forget what had just happened. Why on Earth was Luke so threatened by this stranger? I’d never even spoken to the man. I wiped my sleeve across my face, drying my tears.

      So I liked to look across the street at the Lord of Cambridge. Maybe I liked to spy on his house just a little, imagining what his life was like. Somehow, watching him made me forget all the chaos in my own life. In fact, for a few minutes, it almost filled that hollow void in my chest…

      I paused in the center of the room, peering out the window at the row of mansions across the street. Then, hating myself just a little, I pulled a pair of binoculars from under Luke’s sofa. I crossed to the window and looked at the dark, gothic mansion that belonged to the ‘Lord.’

      There—through one of the windows on the top floor, I caught a glimpse of him in his bedroom. When he pulled off his T-shirt, my breath caught in my throat. Faintly, I could see tattoos on his broad, chiseled torso, and my skin began to heat. I’d never seen him without his shirt before, I’d never seen the thickly corded muscle…

      Then he turned his head, and I could have sworn he was looking directly at me, arching an eyebrow. My heart skipped a beat, and I dropped the binoculars.

      A sharp stab of guilt pierced my gut. Son of a gun. I’m some kind of Peeping Tom pervert. How would I feel if some guy were spying into my bedroom window?

      A thin sheen of sweat had risen on my neck, and I could feel my cheeks burning. I swallowed hard, crossing the living room to the desktop computer, trying to act normal. Maybe it was time for me to end things with Luke, to find some way out of here. A cheap—practically free—apartment where I could stay on my own. Or maybe a better job to pay for rent.

      Still sniffling, I dropped down in a chair in front of the desk to use Luke’s computer. He’d left it on, and I jostled the mouse to wake it up. I scanned the screen, looking for my job application folder.

      When the screen popped on, I cocked my head at a thumbnail in the corner of the screen, nearly lost under my mess of Word documents and resumes. I narrowed my eyes at it, pulling it out from under the .docx files. Was that a picture of… me?

      I double-clicked it, and my pulse sped up. It was a picture of me, walking on the sidewalk in Central Square. Taken from behind. When had that photo been taken? And who’d taken it?

      An uneasy feeling began to rise in my gut. I opened a search window to look for .jpg. And when I did, my hands began to shake.

      What. The. Cuss.

      There, buried in a series of inauspiciously named folders, were hundreds of photos of me. Walking around Cambridge, lying in the cemetery grass with Holly—pulling off my shirt while the spider crawled on me. Bile rose in my throat. There were pictures from yesterday—me working in the cafe. Had Luke taken these, or had he paid someone to follow me?

      Neither answer was good.

      I’d been living with a psycho.

      I ran into the bedroom on shaking legs, tearing apart the bed until I found my phone embedded in the sheets. My hands were trembling so hard I could hardly navigate to Luke’s phone number.

      It took three rings before he actually picked up, his voice sounding annoyed. “Yeah? I’m on the bus.”

      “Why are there hundreds of photos of me on your computer? Have you had me followed?”

      A long pause greeted me from the other end of the line. Then he cleared his throat. “Why are you searching through the computer? Stop invading my privacy.”

      “Invading your privacy? Are you kidding?” I yelled into the phone.

      He loosed a long sigh. “Dawn. Relax. I was just making sure you’re not in any danger.”

      Hot fury overtook me, so intense I could hardly put a sentence together. For a moment, I just spluttered. “You’re the danger, Luke. You are the predator.”

      “Look, Dawn. You’re hysterical. You need to calm down.”

      Rage burned through my nerve endings until—at last—fiery fury gave way to an icy clarity. I didn’t need to be angry. It was just over, simple as that. Luke wasn’t who I thought he was, and it was over. “Luke?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We’re done.” And with that, I hung up my phone. I understood clearly what had to happen next.

      My body trembled as I shoved my clothes into a duffel bag, clenching my jaw tight. I’d take my handmade dresses with me, the discount shoes I’d saved for. I didn’t have much else anymore.

      No boyfriend, no place to live. All I had now was a job in a coffee shop, working for a man who liked to fondle the biscotti.

      I wasn’t sure things could get much worse.
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      When I said I thought things couldn’t get much worse, it turned out I’d been wildly off target.

      I hauled my duffel bag full of meager belongings off to work, walking a mile across the city because I didn’t want to pay for the bus. I’d have to save every penny for a new place. As I dragged myself through the hot city, sadness bloomed in my chest. I hadn’t been able to get in touch with Holly, and loneliness pierced me to the core. Tears spilled down my cheeks as I walked and I sniffled, wiping them away on the back of my hand.

      Maybe it had been stupid to try to drag all my things across the city, but I didn’t want to see Luke ever again. Lord knew he wasn’t giving up on me easily—my phone had buzzed mercilessly in my pocket until I’d blocked his number.

      By the time I got to work in Harvard Square, Holly was already steaming up coffee behind the counter, skin glistening in the heat. A line of customers snaked through the shop. Why did anyone bother coming in here when they could go to the air-conditioned Starbucks across the street?

      As I approached the counter, N.B. glared at me from a table in the corner where he sat picking at piece of focaccia. “I need you to clean the espresso machine. And when you’re done with that, I need you to prep our sandwiches.”

      “No problem.” I lugged my duffel bag behind the counter, then dropped it off in the staff room by the kitchen.

      With the oven on in the back, the kitchen felt roughly like the inside of a volcano. For a moment, sadness speared my heart, and I blinked back the tears. I needed to keep things together, at least while I was at work. At some point, a flood of emotions was due to hit me, but I had to keep it at bay as long as I was serving people their biscotti and cappuccinos. And for the love of all that was holy, I did not want to cry in front of N.B.

      I crossed to the espresso machine and slowly began taking it apart to clean the chrome pieces. As I slid the soapy sponge over the nozzle, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, my muscles tensing as the word Mom popped up on the screen. I wasn’t sure I could handle her right now.

      Sometimes my mom’s calls were fine. Other times she would yell at me about the apocalypse and angels climbing out of the heavens.

      “Hello?” I held my breath.

      “Dawn? Look, I need to talk to you today. Something very important is happening. Something very big. I found these toasters in Porter Square. You know, people just throw things out that have value. Like, why would someone waste them? Do you have any idea what I could do with them?”

      I closed my eyes, marshaling my patience. It was going to be an ‘angels climbing out of the sky’ day. “I’m at work now, Mom. I got a job in Harvard Square. Maybe check in with your caseworker, and I’ll come by later.”

      “Don’t do that to me!” she shouted. “Don’t try to pass me off like that. This is important. I’ve discovered something that can change everything. I just need to get to Worcester.”

      I swallowed hard. “Please stay where you are. I’m at work. I’ll call you back.”

      It was times like these I wished I could contact her caseworker directly.

      As I got back to wiping down the steam wand, Holly frothed a drink at the machine next to me. “Hey. You okay? You look upset.”

      “I tried to call you.”

      “What happened?”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t talk about this now. And yet, I couldn’t not talk about this now. “Luke. We broke up.”

      Her dark eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? What happened?”

      “Well, you were right. He is a controlling monster. He didn’t want me to have a job. He’s been photographing me walking around without my knowledge. Oh, and he’s been flipping out about the Lord of Cambridge.” Nausea rose in my gut. “Who, by the way, caught me using binoculars to stare at his naked chest.”

      I’d grown agitated and kind of shouted the last sentence. It was, of course, that exact moment when the buzz of the coffee shop died down, and the words “naked chest” rang off the tiles.

      I cast a nervous glance at N.B., who had paused mid-lick of his biscotti and was staring at me, his tongue hovering lasciviously just over the frosting.

      Kill me.

      A woman with frosted hair leaned over the counter, frowning at Holly over the rims of her glasses. “Miss? That is skim milk, right?”

      Holly slammed the coffee on the counter, staring at me. “What did I tell you about him? Just because I don’t have a storefront doesn’t mean I’m not a real psychic.”

      “You were right. You’re always right.”

      She pointed her finger at me. “Damn right. I’m like that Greek woman no one listens to.”

      “At the Dunkin Donuts? The one who shouts about cabbages and wears a shower cap?”

      “No. Ancient Greece!”

      I scrubbed the espresso grounds off the machine. “Oh, right. Cassandra.”

      “Miss?” The woman on the other side of the counter was growing more irate. “I’d like it with skim milk. Can I have my skim latte?”

      Holly frowned at her, slamming a top on the drink. “Yeah. I got it.”

      “So, about that.” I grimaced. “I don’t have a place to stay.”

      “Oh! No problem. Stay with me.”

      “Is that okay? I know your apartment is tiny, but it’s just till I find a new place.”

      A woman in enormous sunglasses tapped impatiently on the countertop, clearing her throat.

      Holly leaned in closer to me, ignoring her. “Yeah. And you know what else? We’re going out tonight. We’re getting wasted. And then you’re going to find a nice guy. Like the Lord of Cambridge or his leather pants tattoo friend.”

      My phone buzzed again, my mom’s name appearing on the screen. “I’ve got to take this.”

      “I need you to finish the machine, Dawn!” N.B. called out.

      I held the phone to my ear, taking apart the drip tray with the other hand. “Mom, I’m at work. Please call your caseworker.”

      “No, no, no, no. He doesn’t understand. Dawn, I’m going to need your help with getting these toasters up the stairs. There’s dozens of them. It’s important, Dawn.”

      “What do you plan on doing with them, exactly?”

      “It’s for protection. They’re coming for you, do you know that? The shadow angels are coming.”

      In my mom’s world, angels were terrifying.

      I loosed a frustrated sigh. I’d heard the phrase ‘shadow angels are coming to get you’ so many times that it was practically white noise at this point. “I’ll be careful of the shadow angels. Please just call your caseworker.”

      I hung up the phone, glancing at Holly, who’d resumed her speed-coffee-creation, working her way through the line.

      From my pocket, my phone buzzed again. I considered picking it up—my mom had a habit of getting arrested when I didn’t pay her enough attention—but N.B. was glaring at me from his table in the corner, and I hadn’t gotten very far on the espresso machine. With any luck, Mom would be too distracted by her toasters to get into too much trouble.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By lunchtime, I couldn’t ignore my phone anymore. It had been ringing incessantly, frantically, and I knew something bad was about to happen.

      As I took my break in the overheated staff room, I held my phone to my ear. “Mom?”

      “Yeah. Look, I’m not fucking around here, Dawn. But you need to know this. He’s here.”

      “Who? Who is here?” All I knew right now was that I needed to get her to the hospital.

      “The Devil. He’s here. In Cambridge. And he’s coming for you.”

      I took a deep, steadying breath. Okay. Okay. I need to work with the delusions. Whenever I contradicted her directly, it just backfired. “Tell me what the Devil looks like,” I said, “so I know how to avoid him.”

      “You’d know if you saw him. His eyes glow like stars. Smoke curls around his body. Beautiful. More beautiful than anything you’ve ever seen. I just don’t know where to find him. I need to find him. I’m supposed to stop him. I’m trying to piece together the right signs.”

      “What kind of signs are you looking for?”

      “I won’t know until I see them.”

      Think, Dawn. How could I get her to the ER? Ravens. She was always talking about ravens. I cleared my throat. “I think I saw something, not far from here.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah. A flock of ravens circling over Mount Auburn Hospital.” I had to do this part delicately.

      “Ravens. You think that’s it? You think that’s where I’ll find him? Ravens are messengers, you know.”

      “I know. Maybe I could meet you there.”

      “Mount Auburn Hospital?” she asked doubtfully. “Are you sure that’s the right place?”

      “Yeah. I’ll leave now. I’m gonna walk there.”

      “Okay. I’ll be twenty minutes. Be careful, Dawn. If the Devil’s here, his henchmen will be everywhere. They’ll be drawn to you, like vampires to blood.”

      “I know. I’ll be careful.” I had an unsettling suspicion that my mom might come armed with some kitchen knives, but she wouldn’t divulge that kind of thing ahead of time.

      I hung up, wiping the sweat off my forehead. Now I just had to explain to N.B. that I’d be leaving early. And he didn’t seem like the forgiving type.

      I crossed to Holly, who was wrapping up a sandwich in a paper bag. Her shift was ending in twenty minutes, and I was about to ask her to stay longer. Guilt tightened my stomach. I knew she wanted nothing more than to get home and drink wine in front of the TV. I was starting to feel bad about all the favors I was asking today.

      “What’s up?” she asked when she noticed me.

      I chewed my lip, regretting that I had to ask this. “Any chance you could cover me for a few hours? I need to get my mom to the hospital.”

      “Uh oh. Yeah. No problem. You’re having a shitty week.”

      “I promise I’ll repay the favor.”

      I turned to find N.B. glaring at me, his arms folded. A few crumbs hung in his mustache. “Were you going to run this idea by me?”

      “Sorry,” I blustered. “I was just about to check with you. It’s an emergency.”

      “It’s fine.” Holly waved a hand. “I have it covered. And I’ll get your giant duffel bag home, too.”

      Relief flooded me, and I blew the hair off my sweaty face.

      N.B. held up his hands. “Look, I’m a nice, chill guy. Ask anyone. I do yoga. I have Tibetan prayer flags. I go to Coachella. I’ve got Instagram photos of me wearing war paint and feather headdresses. But just because I’m a chill guy doesn’t mean you can take advantage. You know what I mean, Dawn?”

      My chest clenched. My mom was going to arrive at Mount Auburn Hospital without me, possibly armed with a knife.

      “It’s an emergency,” I repeated.

      He nodded, narrowing his eyes. “It’s just that it’s only your second day here.”

      Holly frowned. “She’s telling the truth, N.B. She needs to get her mom to the hospital.”

      He steepled his fingers, tapping them together. “We all have issues in our private lives. But when you step through that door”—he pointed at the glass door—“you’re entering a sacred space. I don’t need part of Dawn to be here. I need all of Dawn to be here. Your personal issues stay at home, and you’re with me during the time I schedule you for.” He smiled serenely. “Otherwise it would be chaos, right?”

      My phone buzzed again, and my mind flashed with an image of my mom brandishing a knife at the hospital staff. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. I’ll be back here first thing tomorrow, if you’ll let me.”

      But as I rushed to the door, I heard N.B. calling after me, “don’t bother coming in tomorrow!”
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      I stood in the ER, a few feet outside of Mom’s room.

      It had gone just about as terribly as I’d anticipated. When she’d realized there were no ravens there, she had flipped into hysterical mode. She’d tipped over a medical cart, screaming about angels, and two guards had had to restrain her and drag her into one of the free rooms.

      Now she sat on a gurney in one of the ER rooms. Six cops guarded the entrance like she was Hannibal Lecter or something, and she’d pulled a blanket over her head. She was no longer speaking to me, but she seemed willing to speak to one of the doctors. I watched as the young, white-clad woman leaned over Mom’s bed, talking to her through the blanket.

      Then the doctor straightened, catching my eye. As she approached, her forehead wrinkled. “You’re familiar with HIPAA, yes?”

      “Yes. The law that means you’re not allowed to tell me anything useful because of confidentiality.”

      “Not without her permission. But…” She bit her lip. “She’s agreeing to treatment. You don’t have to worry, for now. You can go home.”

      The doctor wouldn’t tell me where they were taking Mom, but I had an idea: McLean Hospital, a place my mom actually enjoyed sometimes. There, she got to spend time around others like her, making grandiose plans.

      I nodded. “Thanks. I’ll give her a call tomorrow.”

      I cast one last glimpse at my mom, who peered out from her sheet, her gray hair sticking up with static electricity. It was hard to reconcile her with the mother I’d had years ago—the glamorous woman with three-hundred-dollar highlights, Prada dresses, and pearls.

      Shoving the image out of my mind, I turned and walked down the crowded ER hallway.

      As I neared the end of the hall, a doctor in a white coat walked toward me, his icy eyes locked on me. His skin was pale, hair as black as midnight. I could see a dark tattoo on his neck peeking over the top of his shirt—a curving beak.

      A raven’s beak.

      His cold blue eyes pierced me, and a chill rippled over my skin. What was it my mom had said about starlit eyes?

      I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. Whatever she’d said had been nonsense.

      It was at that point that I realized I’d stopped directly in his path, blocking his way. I peered up at him, my eyes drawn again to that sharply curved tattoo on his neck. And then, suddenly and with a jolt of horror, I realized I’d been reaching up to touch it, not even conscious of the movement. I jerked my hand away.

      He arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you all right? You look upset.” His voice had a rich, velvety quality that seemed to wrap around my body. Oddly familiar, somehow.

      My heart hammered against my ribs, and I wasn’t quite sure why. As I stood there, transfixed, he leaned in closer to me. He breathed in deeply, closing his eyes. Then he tilted his head back, exhaling. As he did, his body seemed to glow with a pale light. My pulse raced, and I thought I heard the faintest of growls rise from his throat.

      Oh my goodness. I’m losing it too.

      I hurried past him, desperate for fresh air. Clearly I’d had a stressful day, and I needed some rest. I crossed through the enormous lobby with one refrain whirling around my mind:

      Gods of luck, please don’t let me turn out like Mom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time I reached Holly’s neighborhood, the skies had opened up, unleashing a torrent of rain over the city. As I got closer to my old apartment building, my stomach tightened at the thought of Luke.

      My gaze flicked to Lord Cambridge’s mansion. I caught a glimpse of him in the warm light, sipping a glass of wine in his kitchen. For one brief, insane instant, I felt overcome by the desire to bang on his door and invite myself in, but I quickly shoved the stupid thought out of my mind.

      I looked up at my apartment building, my teeth chattering. At one point, my apartment’s proximity to Holly’s had been a blessing. Whenever Luke was in a bad mood, I could stop by Holly’s for some reality TV and cheap wine. Now the proximity seemed like a curse. Tonight I’d be staying on Holly’s little sofa, just two doors down from the apartment I’d shared with Luke. And I had no desire to be anywhere near him.

      Still, I couldn’t just stand out here all night, freezing in the rainstorm.

      In any case, I’d get through this disaster. I was Dawn Geddes, dang it, once-proud boaster of a 4.2 GPA, former captain of the cheerleading team. Life slammed me in the face with the blunt side of an axe sometimes, but I was in control of my own fate. Right?

      Standing straight, I stepped up to the front door and pushed the buzzer for Holly’s apartment. I waited, the rain plastering my hair to my face, but no one answered. While I stood on the steps, I cursed myself for leaving my key in Luke’s apartment when I’d moved out. It would really come in handy right now. I glanced reflexively at Lord Cambridge’s warm home again, at the amber glow coming from his windows. A lonely ache gnawed at my chest, and I found myself fighting the urge to go over there, to try to worm my way into the warmth of his living room.

      After a moment, I pushed the buzzer again, waiting for the door to click open, or for Holly’s voice to answer on the intercom. Cold rain hammered hard against my skin.

      A few minutes later, I couldn’t take the chilly rain anymore. I moved in closer to the door to shield my phone from the rain and scanned for Holly’s number. After I dialed, it rang until her voicemail picked up. I tried six more times before finally giving up.

      There was no way in the world I was going to buzz Luke, but a neighbor named Karina who lived down the hall might let me in.

      I pressed her buzzer, and a second later, her voice rasped through the intercom.

      “Yeah?”

      “Sorry, Karina. It’s Dawn. I’m locked out.”

      No need to mention that I’d be staying in a different place tonight. The door buzzed, and I pushed it open, my sodden dress dripping onto the carpet. The rain had soaked right through my cotton cream dress, leaving me practically naked. You could see my lacy pink bra right through the fabric.

      I walked upstairs, heading for Holly’s place. When I got to her door, I knocked.

      No answer.

      I pressed my ear against the door, tuning in to the sound of a chair scraping over a floor. If she was home, why hadn’t she answered the door? Why hadn’t she picked up her phone? The hair rose on the back of my neck. I banged on the door, louder this time.

      A loud crash sounded through the door, and my heart skipped a beat. “Holly?”

      An eerie silence fell over the hall, and my pulse raced.

      When I tried the doorknob, the door swung open into darkness. Cold dread danced up my spine. “Holly?”

      As if formed from the shadows, a figure moved closer. His pale blue eyes, flecked with silver, gleamed in the darkness, and my breath froze in my lungs. Shadows seemed to breathe around him, like smoke in a bellows. Too dark to see anything but those strange, pale eyes.

      He took another step closer, his movements too fast to be human…

      Too fast to be human.

      In the dim light, his lip curled in a snarl. Not human.

      The look he gave me was one of pure, frigid rage. In the back of my skull, my mom’s words whispered, the Devil is here.

      Raw fear gripped my spine, and I screamed. “Holly!”

      The creature lunged for me, and I turned and fled into the stairwell. I thundered down the stairs and burst through the front door.

      I ran blindly into the street, rain streaming in my face. In my panic, I didn’t even see him there—the Lord of Cambridge—and I slammed right into him, his chest solid as an oak trunk. He scooped an arm around me, steadying me.

      Brows knitted, he looked down at me. “What’s wrong with you? What did you see?”

      My heart pounded against him. “There’s someone in there!” I shouted.

      While he stared at me, I stepped away from him and yanked my phone from my purse, frantically dialing 911.

      When I got through to the dispatcher, I had to rack my brain to figure out what to say to her. I couldn’t start rambling about angels and demons, about men who didn’t seem human, for crying out loud. That was crazy stuff.

      “What’s the address of the emergency?” she repeated.

      “Forty-seven Upham Street.”

      “Call back number, please?”

      My hands shook as I rattled off my phone number.

      “Tell me what happened,” she said.

      My gaze flicked to Lord Cambridge, who still stared at me, rivulets of rain streaming down his olive skin.

      “Miss? Can you tell me what happened?” she repeated.

      The Devil is here… For just a moment, I wanted to call my mom and tell her she had been right.

      Cripes. You’re losing it, Dawn. I needed a rational explanation for what I’d just seen. I took a deep breath, trying to mentally transform the horrific monster into something that made sense. “An intruder. Um, I opened the door to my friend’s apartment, and there was a man in there. He looked… Pale blue eyes. Blue, or gray. He lunged for me.” Too fast to be human. “I don’t know where my friend is. I don’t know if she was in there.”

      The dispatcher instructed me to stay outside of the building, to wait for the police to arrive. As I waited outside in the pouring rain, I didn’t even notice that the Lord of Cambridge had slipped away into the shadows until the whine of sirens sliced through the air, the lights reflecting off nearby windows.

      Think rationally, Dawn. Somehow, with all of today’s stress, my mind had fabricated an illusion. The man I’d seen hadn’t really been a demon. But I knew I’d seen someone in there.

      And demon or not, the man had been pure evil.
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      Outside the building, I shivered in the rain, comforted by the fact that the police had gone in to investigate.

      Should I warn Luke about what was going on? The last thing I wanted to do was speak to him—but if there was some kind of murderer in the building, he should probably know. I dialed his number.

      “Dawn?” he said, his voice desperate.

      “There’s an intruder in Holly’s apartment.”

      “What?”

      “I was supposed to be staying with Holly, but I went into her apartment and I didn’t see her. I found an intruder in there. Lock your doors, okay?”

      A long pause greeted me on the other end. “Dawn. I have no idea who you’re talking about. Have you been taking your medication?”

      His words hit me with the force of a freight train. My medication? “Holly,” I repeated, stunned. “Holly. Is missing.”

      “I don’t know anyone with that name.”

      Fury erupted in my mind. “We’ve known her since high school. She lives two doors down from you. My best friend.”

      He sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t know anyone with that name. I really think you should check in with your psychiatrist.”

      I didn’t have a psychiatrist. “What are you talking about? What psychiatrist? There is someone dangerous in there!”

      He loosed a long sigh. “Look, things aren’t working out for you in Boston. You have too many stressors here. Your mom, losing your job… this is what I’ve been trying to tell you. You need some time off. Maybe it’s time to get out of town for a while. I can take you out west, look after you.”

      I clenched the phone so tight I thought I might break it. “There is a dangerous predator in your apartment building.”

      “Fine. Say that there is. There are dangerous predators all over this city at the moment. All the more reason for you to get out of Boston with me.” He let the command hang in the air before repeating more firmly, “let me take you out of this city. You need to get out of Boston. Now.”

      Dazed, I hung up the call. Get out of Boston. Now. Was that some sort of warning? A threat?

      My throat went dry. Hadn’t Luke said that Holly hated him, that he wanted me to stay away from her? Part of me wondered if Luke could be involved in her disappearance—except the man I had seen stood several inches taller than Luke, his eyes a different color. Could Luke have paid him, or was I becoming paranoid?

      As thunder boomed overhead, I waited for the police to lead some kind of intruder outside, his hands cuffed behind his back. But when the two cops pushed through the door fifteen minutes later, they were alone. One of them, a man with a blond mustache, looked irritated. The other, a man with deep brown skin and kind eyes, had a sympathetic expression.

      He took a deep breath. “We didn’t find anyone inside there, miss. It’s an empty apartment. The neighbors tell us it’s been empty for at least a month. Before that, a man named Gary lived there.”

      A dark emptiness bloomed in my chest, and my mind whorled with confusion. I shook my head, the rain pouring down my skin. “No, that’s not right. There was no Gary. That’s Holly’s apartment. She’s lived there for years. We were neighbors. I’m sorry—who gave you this information? Was it Luke? Because he is a psycho, and he wanted me to stay away from her. He might be involved in all this.” I sounded agitated. I knew that.

      Blondie shook his head. “We spoke to several neighbors, miss. Up and down the hallway. They all said this Gary guy moved out about a month ago. Landlord confirmed the same thing. The apartment is completely empty.”

      Several neighbors. This wasn’t right. What the heck was going on? Was I losing my mind? “No. I saw him in there!” I yelled. “And the building has no other exit. He’s still in there.”

      “We think you might have the wrong building, or you might otherwise be confused.”

      “No. No, I don’t have the wrong building. Gary—what did they say his last name was?” I asked.

      “Gary Shoe.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut with frustration. “That’s obviously a made-up name. Like someone was looking at a shoe when they thought of it.”

      Sympathetic Cop furrowed his brow. “No one in there has heard of anyone named Holly.”

      “I’m not sure why they said that.” What in the blazes was this crap? “They’re all lying. Everyone in there is lying!” I could hear the hysteria rising in my voice. I knew how I sounded.

      I threaded my fingers into my hair, practically pulling it out by the roots. This was how my mom sounded when she argued with the cops.

      Keep it together, Dawn.

      Sympathetic Cop cleared his throat. “We spoke to your ex-boyfriend. He says you have some… psychiatric issues.”

      I want to kill him—does that count? I shook my head, tears burning my eyes. “What? No. No, that’s not me. That’s my mom.”

      He nodded slowly, trying to choose his words carefully. “Is there someone you can call?”

      No. Apart from Holly, there wasn’t a single person I could call.

      The cop continued, “we can give you a ride to the hospital. They should be able to help you out. Get you some help.”

      I rubbed my eyes, my mind screaming as I tried to remain calm. “No, thanks. I don’t need to go to the hospital.”

      “Miss? We don’t recommend that you go back inside the building. I don’t want to have to come back here hearing that you’ve been harassing the residents, okay?”

      “No.” I shook my head frantically. “I don’t do that. That’s not me.”

      That’s my mom.

      As they crossed back to the cruiser, I called after them, “there’s no one named Gary!”

      I pulled my phone from my purse, dialing Holly again. By now, the battery was dying, and rainwater poured down the phone’s surface. This time, when I dialed her number, a robotic voice came on the line, telling me I couldn’t reach the number I was trying to call. I tried three more times. Each time I got the robot-lady, and my mind began screaming with panic.

      I was starting to wonder if I was losing my mind. Let’s face it—I was homeless, unemployed, and according to the cops and multiple neighbors, I had an imaginary best friend. I had about seven dollars in my wallet. Things were not looking good in the life of Dawn Geddes right now.

      Emptiness cut through my chest, so sharp it took my breath away, and I clutched my heart.

      What were my options? Barging my way inside, railing at Luke that I wasn’t crazy? It was hard to convince people you were sane when you wanted to punch them in their stupid faces.

      I didn’t even know how to explain this to myself. I thought I’d seen a demon—a man with icy eyes and shadows enveloping him. But I had no idea how the man had disappeared, or how the apartment had ended up empty.

      My teeth chattered in the cold rain, and my gaze flicked to the mansion across the street, to the warm light glowing in the windows. What had he said to me when I’d run into him? First, “what is wrong with you?” Then he’d said, “what did you see?”

      An odd question, wasn’t it? Not “what happened?”

      I swiped the tear off my cheek. It wasn’t hopeless. I had a lead here. If I could just think everything through, calmly and rationally, I could figure this out like I always did. Dawn Geddes did not give up easily.

      Maybe Luke was trying to make me feel insane, but I was in control here.

      Talking to the Lord of Cambridge was my next step, and there was a good chance he’d seen something. After all, he’d been standing right outside the building.
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      I hurried across the street toward the imposing brick wall that surrounded the Lord’s house. When I pushed through the wrought iron gate, it swung open with a loud groan. My footsteps crunched over a gravel path, and I took in the enormous gabled home that loomed over me: three stories, wings fanning out on both sides, and a widow’s walk crowning it all. Ivy climbed the dark wooden walls.

      I crossed to the front door, which was painted a deep brown. Golden light glowed from his living room. A few days ago, I would have never had the nerve to knock on the Lord of Cambridge’s door. But now, what did I have to lose?

      I picked up the knocker—a brass carving of a hand—and knocked three times. From within the house, I heard the floor creaking.

      A few moments later, the Lord of Cambridge opened the door. He leaned against the doorframe, staring down at me.

      I reminded myself that my primary goal right now was to seem sane. After all, I appeared to be a homeless woman out in the rain raving about invisible intruders and imaginary friends.

      “Hi. I just wanted to know if you saw anything over there. I thought it was the most logical thing to come here. In an entirely rational way. You asked me what I saw, and logically, I thought maybe you also had seen…” I cleared my throat. Nothing makes you sound crazier than when you’re mentally working overtime to try to sound sane. “My friend is missing.”

      Up close, I could see he was at least six feet tall, his skin a beautiful gold. Lightning cracked the sky and illuminated his chiseled features, his strong jaw. His clothes—the charcoal suit and white shirt—looked like they cost thousands.

      Slowly he let his dark gaze run down my body—a carnal look that reminded me my underwear was on display under my transparent cream dress, my headlights engaged. I folded my arms under his intense stare.

      Meeting my gaze again, he raised an eyebrow. “You never answered my question.”

      I was in no mood for his imperious attitude. Drenched, I nodded into his house. “Do you think it’s a good idea to leave me out here in the freezing rain when there could be a predator skulking around?”

      His expression darkened. “Do you think it’s a good idea to knock on strangers’ doors, half dressed, when you have no idea who the fuck the predator is?”

      Nice manners on this guy. Goosebumps rose over my skin, and I hugged myself. “A gentleman wouldn’t comment on my clothing.”

      A low rumble rose from his throat, tingling through my body. “So you’ve figured something out, at least. I’m not a gentleman.”

      He spoke with an accent, rolling his Rs, but I hadn’t quite placed it yet. His words sent a strange shiver through my core, but I stared him down until he opened the door wider, gesturing for me to enter. I stepped into a dark wooden hall with bare walls.

      He cast a sharp look back at me. “Might as well come in, then.”

      He led me through an arched doorway into a two-story living room with windows that towered above us, giving a view of his darkened garden. His living room had an actual balcony that wrapped around the upper story. A faded tapestry depicting a starry sky hung above a stone fireplace, and a set of glass doors led onto a patio outside.

      How much money did professors earn?

      The Lord of Cambridge gestured to a faded leather chair by the fireplace, and I took a seat, my clothes drenching the chair. He sat across from me, swirling the liquid in his glass.

      Under his intense gaze, I felt acutely aware that my dress was too short, my legs dripping with rainwater. He seemed like an arrogant bastard, and there was something unmistakably sexual about him—something about his smoldering eyes and his tensed muscles, as if he were constantly restraining himself from taking what he wanted. He made me feel strangely naked, even though I wasn’t.

      A strange thrill prickled over my skin, and I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “I’m Dawn.”

      “Okay.”

      I gritted my teeth. “What’s your name?”

      “How is that relevant?”

      I loosed a weary sigh. “It’s just how normal humans interact.”

      “You hardly seem like a normal human.” After a moment, he added, “Balthazar.”

      “Balthazar,” I repeated. It seemed a fitting name for him, somehow masculine and barbaric at the same time.

      “Answer my question, Dawn. You came running out of that building like you’d seen something.” He leaned forward. “What did you see?”

      Bit of a bossy one, isn’t he? “Here’s my question for you. Why did you ask me if I’d seen something? It implied that you knew I’d seen something strange.”

      “Simply the expression on your face. You looked terrified.”

      Ah. Scottish. That was the accent.

      I crossed my legs. Might as well try my luck telling my story to the arrogant professor, since no one else believed me. “I had no place to stay. My boyfriend and I broke up. He was controlling, and he caught me looking out the window…” Spying on you. Suddenly acutely uncomfortable, I cleared my throat. “You know.”

      Some sort of mischievous challenge glinted in his eyes. “Care to elaborate? Did you see something you liked?”

      I felt my thighs clench together. “It’s not important. The point is, I was supposed to stay with my friend Holly, who lives two doors down from him. I’ve known her since we were twelve. But… she wasn’t there. I went up to her apartment, and I heard a crashing noise through her door. When I opened the door, I saw a man there.”

      “And what did this man look like?”

      “Well, he didn’t look like a man, if that makes sense.”

      “It wouldn’t to most people. I’m not most people. Go on.”

      I shifted in my chair. “I’m not sure what I saw. A blond man with pale eyes. It seemed like smoky shadows whirled around him, but, you know… that sounds crazy.”

      “The police didn’t find him?”

      “The police said they spoke to the neighbors, and that I’d made everything up. There was no man, and there was no Holly. That I’d imagined my own best friend. Even Luke denied knowing Holly. I can tell you that he’s not trustworthy, and he wanted me away from her, but… the man I saw in the apartment wasn’t Luke. He didn’t seem like a man at all.”

      “Describe him.”

      “Pale blond hair, eyes that shone in the darkness… he moved too fast to be human.” I cleared my throat. “Rationally and logically, I realize how that sounds.”

      “Yes. Like you’re losing your fucking mind.” He swirled his whiskey again. “But I believe you.”

      The tightness in my chest unclenched just a little. At least someone believed me. “Now I want to know what you saw. You live right across the street. You’ve seen us before, right? You’ve seen Holly? The tall girl with long brown hair?”

      “I’ve seen you together, yes.”

      At least someone outside of my own head was acknowledging her existence. “Did you see anything weird tonight? A man going into the building?”

      “No, but I don’t often spend the evening staring at your apartment building with binoculars. Only one of us in this room is fond of that particular habit.” His heated gaze bored into me.

      I felt my thighs involuntarily clench again. Squirming, I pulled down the hem of my skirt, trying to cover my legs. “We’re getting sidetracked here.” I leaned forward, determined to get some answers of my own. “You like to make me uncomfortable, don’t you?”

      “I like to watch the blush spread across your skin. Most of the women I’ve had in this room were not nearly as shy as you are. They were older. More sophisticated.”

      A furious blush rose to my cheeks. He clearly wanted to throw me off guard, to watch me squirm. “That doesn’t have anything to do with anything. If you and I both know Holly is real, why is everyone saying she’s not?”

      He swirled the ice in his drink. “I’m guessing it has something to do with the man you saw in her apartment. Or not a man, as the case may be.”

      “Not a man?” I asked. “That sounds like something my Mom would say.”

      His only reply was a quirk of his eyebrow, and I felt the need to fill the silence. “She always says there are creatures in this world most people can’t see. Things I’m supposed to stay away from. She has issues. She’s currently into hoarding toasters.” I cleared my throat. “I’m not sure why I’m telling you all this.”

      He held my gaze steadily. “Toasters aside, I think your mother might be on to something. Maybe you’re not yet ready for it.” 
      I shivered. I’d never believed in this stuff before. “Well, ready or not--I need to find my best friend. Got it?”

      He tapped the side of his glass, brow furrowed. “Fine. Can you get us back in there? I think we need to have a look for ourselves.”

      “Okay. Yeah, I can get us back in.” He wasn’t divulging much information, but at least another human being was taking me seriously. “What are we looking for, exactly?”

      “For clues, of course. Do you know of anyone who would be capable of altering people’s memories, of forcing them to forget a person entirely?”

      I shook my head. “No. That’s not possible.” I cleared my throat. “Unless we’re talking about these… things that other people can’t see. But that’s absurd. This whole thing is absurd.”

      “And yet, here we are. Please try to keep up.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m keeping up as well as anyone would. Just because I’m blonde and like to dress in heels doesn’t mean I’m an idiot. I was at the top of my class in high school.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’re arrogant?”

      My eyes widened. “I’m arrogant? That is what we call projecting. You need a living room this size to accommodate your giant freaking ego. Now, are we going to hunt some shadow angels, or are we going to sit around here arguing?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “‘Shadow angels’, you say?”

      I hadn’t even been aware of what I was saying until the words were out of my mouth. “Not shadow angels, obviously. That’s just something my mom says. I meant it as a general metaphor for predators. Bad guys. Whatever you want to call them. Assuming you’re not just dead weight in this whole endeavor.”

      He lifted his whiskey, as if in a toast. “I guarantee, Dawn, I have all of your skills and more.”

      “Whatever.” I stood. “Let’s go.”

      As I moved toward the door, Balthazar stopped me with a gentle touch on my arm.

      His brow furrowed, and he stared intently at the deep bruises that had formed on my arm. His shoulders tensed, and he gripped his glass so hard I thought he might break it. “Who did that to you?”

      “Luke. My ex-boyfriend across the street.” I wasn’t sure why I was telling him this. “That’s why I moved out.”

      The sound the professor emitted was something between a snarl and a growl. “I want to meet him.”
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      I pressed the buzzer to Luke’s apartment, and he answered within moments.

      “Luke? It’s, uh… Dawn. Again. I just left my makeup in there,” I bluffed. “I just need to grab a few things, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “Of course!” he said hurriedly. “Then we can talk about getting away from here.”

      My blood boiled, but I tried to stay focused. “Right. Getting away.”

      He buzzed me in, and I pushed through the door with Balthazar following close behind me. I climbed the stairs, my breath shallow in my throat. I ran my fingers over the bannister, trying to keep my thoughts clear.

      Were there really things in this world that most people couldn’t see? No. That sounded nuts. I’d probably just seen an intruder, and my mind had invented a bit of smoke and eeriness in the panic of it all.

      At the top of the stairs, I paused at Holly’s door, then carried on down the hall. Balthazar hung back, just like I’d asked him to. I didn’t want his presence setting Luke off and getting us sidetracked. I had a few questions I wanted to ask Luke before he… ‘met‘ Balthazar. For one thing, I wanted to figure out if he was lying, or if he’d somehow been brainwashed along with the other neighbors.

      I knocked on Luke’s door, and after a moment, it creaked open. He peered out, frowning. The sight of him sent a sharp stab of disgust through my ribs. Just last night, I’d worn his T-shirt to bed. Now the sight of him made me feel sick.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Dawn?”

      “I want to talk about Holly. Maybe I can jog your memory. In high school—”

      His brow furrowed in confusion. “Holly? I told you. I have no idea who you’re talking about.” He leaned against the doorframe, reaching for my arm, his grip a little too hard. “I think you’ve just fabricated a way to come crawling back to me, desperate to—”

      In a blur of movement, Balthazar was at Luke’s throat, lifting him into the air. How was he that strong? That fast? A strange, raw power seemed to curl off his body in waves.

      “You won’t touch her again,” he said through gritted teeth.

      My stomach clenched at the sudden viciousness. Luke’s face reddened in the professor’s grip.

      “Stop it!” I shouted.

      Balthazar dropped Luke back into his apartment, and Luke sprawled across the floor, gasping for breath.

      Between gasps, he managed, “what did I tell you, Dawn? He’s a predator. Stay away from him!”

      Balthazar slammed the door, then peered down at me. “That maggot can’t help you.”

      I stared up at him. “Do you have some kind of history with him?”

      Balthazar narrowed his eyes. “No. Why would you ask that?”

      “He hates you for reasons I’ve never understood. He calls you a predator.”

      “He’s a fucking child.” Balthazar was already moving on to Holly’s apartment.

      Two men who hated each other, and maybe both were untrustworthy. But so far, only one of them had left bruises on my body.

      Balthazar paused outside Holly’s door, and I sidled up next to him. It was at that point that I smelled the professor for the first time—a distinctly masculine scent of leather and musk.

      I looked up at him. I wasn’t sure if it was the stress of the evening or another sign that I was losing my mind, but I felt an overwhelming, otherworldly power emanating from his body, almost like something was skimming over my bare skin. So close to him, I wasn’t sure if I felt safer or more vulnerable.

      “Will you come in with me?” I asked, glancing between him and Holly’s door.

      I didn’t want to admit I was too scared to go in by myself, but of course I was terrified. Even if he was an Ivy League professor, Balthazar would clearly be able to kick the crap out of anyone I might find in there.

      I wasn’t exactly sure of the Lord’s role in all this, or why he was even helping me. But right now he was the only one even pretending to think I was telling the truth.

      Holly’s apartment door was still unlocked, and when Balthazar pushed it all the way open, I braced for impact. When nothing slammed into me from the shadows, I strained my eyes in the darkness, searching for threats. But nothing was there.

      I really mean nothing.

      Even a big old sign that read “Welcome to Chez Gary Shoe” would have been more satisfying and informative than what I found there. When my trembling hand finally found the bravery to slap against the light switch, the overhead illuminated… nothing.

      Holly wasn’t here.

      But neither was there any demon, or vampire, or icy-eyed devil. No furniture—no worn gray sofa with a rainbow afghan, no colorful rug or string beads in the doorway. No table of healing crystals and incense… it was just empty.

      The blood roared in my ears as I tried to make sense of all this.

      “Right.” Balthazar folded his arms across his broad chest. “I’d love to know what conclusions you’ve drawn from this empty room.”

      I glared at him. I had the feeling he’d already discovered some game-changing clues but wanted to test me. Before I could answer, I’d have to claw my way out of the panic smothering my brain.

      I folded my arms across my sheer dress, mirroring his pose by accident. “Well, we have an empty apartment. It used to be a full apartment. As in, full of my friend and her stuff.” I pointed to a bare spot on the floor. “We used to sit on a sofa, there, eating spring rolls and watching The Bachelor. She always left pint glasses of water around the place, mostly because she was often hung over. The apartment usually smelled like garlic and ginger from whatever she was cooking.” I loosed a sigh. “Now it’s just empty. That’s the conclusion I’ve drawn so far. What have you got?”

      “It’s not totally empty.”

      I surveyed the room, my heart threatening to gallop out of my chest. I tried to focus, taking in the dusty wood floor, the ever-so-slightly chipped white paint on the walls. I turned, tracing my finger over a dent right by the door, and felt my expression turn stony as I remembered Holly and me moving her couch in here and smacking the corner on the wall, making this very mark. She had been here. She had been real. I hadn’t imagined my best friend.

      “I’m not crazy,” I muttered, sounding very much like a crazy person.

      When I glanced back at the empty apartment, I couldn’t escape the sense of menace hanging in the air. Something in the darkest depths of my mind was screaming at me to get out, to leave this place and never return.

      My legs were trembling and I shook my head, refocusing on Balthazar’s question—my conclusions. “I don’t know. I see an empty room. The only thing distinct about it is the pervasive sense of evil in the air.”

      Balthazar’s silhouette looked enormous in the doorframe, and I wasn’t sure if his size was comforting or intimidating. “That evil you’re sensing is the smell.”

      I breathed in deeply. “It smells like….” I sniffed a couple more times, trying to pick out what exactly that was. “Burning. Asphalt? Tar. Smells like someone’s laying down a road outside. I don’t understand. What does it mean?”

      “It’s creosote.”

      “Right,” I said evenly. So I was pretty much right—the smell of tar. I didn’t know why he felt the need to get so specific about it. “And does that mean something to you?” Against my will, I shivered.

      Instead of answering me, Balthazar frowned at me disapprovingly. “You’re cold.” Somehow he managed to make this benign observation sound like an insult, like I’d failed him.

      “I’m just a little creeped out by being in here without her,” I said, unsure of why I had so readily told him my true feelings. “I barely even… feel her here anymore. It’s like there’s a whole new atmosphere in here.”

      He began tracing his fingertips over the wall. “Something dark has imprinted here. Something that reeks of death and isolation, of human blood and sea-battered cliffs.”

      I had no idea what in the blazes he was talking about, but a shudder raced up my spine anyway. What did you say to a comment like that?

      “We should leave now,” he said abruptly. And with that, he was out of the room.

      Without anyone else around, a sense of dread washed over me, sending chills racing up my neck. The word danger screamed in the hollows of my mind.

      I rushed out of the apartment—smack into Balthazar’s muscled body.

      I backed up hastily and smoothed down the thin fabric of my dress, trying to regain my composure. “Now what?”

      When I looked up at him, to my slight surprise, he was already staring down at me with those incredible, intense, dark eyes of his. More surprising still, he didn’t look away when I caught him pinning me with his stare. Under his gaze, I felt vulnerable, acutely aware of the way my dress was clinging to my body.

      And as crazy as it sounded, for just a moment, I glimpsed something under the surface of his sophisticated exterior—something almost feral. Primal.

      I shook off the feeling. The fact was, even if I didn’t trust Balthazar, I didn’t have anyone else right now.

      “Have you been reading the news? Dangerous people are all around us, Dawn.” The way he said my name—that accent of his—made the hairs on the back of my neck prick up.

      “I know. I feel like I’ve stumbled into some insane conspiracy.” I shot a look in the direction of Luke’s door. How could he have picked now to act so insane? Now that my best friend was missing? Anger pricked at my chest.

      “You’ll stay at my house tonight.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, then quickly closed it again. Where else was I planning on staying? Luke’s place was out of the question, and Holly’s was full of evil.

      But I could at least let him know how I felt about it, how… improper it was. “I don’t even know who you are,” I said quietly, looking up at him.

      He glared back down at me, but I was beginning to realize that his glares didn’t always mean anger. That was just his natural look: intense. Thoughtful. It was almost as if he were irritated by absolutely everything; his expression implied that he found most things to be beneath him, but just about tolerable. I was already getting used to it.

      “What exactly do you need to know about me?” he asked.

      “If you’re…”

      “Yes?”

      I let silence surround us. “Dangerous.” I don’t know if there’s some kind of primal creature under all that sophistication.

      As if answering my accusation, I felt a rush of raw power thrumming off his body, raising goosebumps on my drenched skin.

      For the first time, I saw what it looked like when the Lord of Cambridge allowed his pensive glare to fade. “Stay with me if you want, or don’t, if you don’t want to. I don’t give a fuck. It seems to me you don’t have a lot of options. Maybe I am dangerous, but not to you. And I can’t say the same for Luke, or for whatever it was that took your friend. But I won’t make the decision for you. Even if you look like a drowned sorority girl, you’re a grownup, and you can make your own choices.”

      “Not very polite, are you?”

      “Your friend was just kidnapped, and the crime level is out of control right now. This is hardly the time to worry about manners.”

      As much as he irritated me, he was right about the fact that I didn’t have a lot of choices right now. In fact, he’d echoed my own earlier thoughts.

      As he turned to walk away from me, I grabbed his arm, almost like I wanted to convince him that my situation wasn’t as screwed as he had implied. “I could try the police.” I shook my wet hair out of my face in what I hoped was a show of defiance and aloofness.

      He snorted. “You’re running around talking about angels and missing girls—and don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’re wearing a dress that barely conceals your body. But like I said. You can make your own choices.”

      I gave him my very best glare, but he had already turned to head down the stairs. I followed. Even if the arrogant bastard pissed me off, some instinct in the back of my brain told me that he was my best option right now.

      Something real was going on here, and somehow I was involved—me, who had never been involved in so much as a speeding ticket until now. And Balthazar, whether or not I could trust him, seemed to be the only person around with any answers so far.

      There was only one thing bugging me, and it took me until we had crossed the street and reached his front door to realize exactly what it was.

      I had called him dangerous, expecting him to try to put my mind at ease, at the very least. But he hadn’t made any effort to deny my accusation… at all.
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      Once inside Balthazar’s front hall, I had to admit it; I did feel safer. Certainly safer than I’d felt back in the eerie atmosphere of Holly’s empty place. And Lord knew Luke’s place had turned from my home into the cold, stifling abode of a stranger in mere moments.

      In his dark-walled hallway, Balthazar leaned past me to hang up his coat, filling my nostrils once again with that rich, masculine scent. I took a step back, briefly gripped by the urge to reach out and touch that firm, solid frame beneath his shirt.

      Son of a nutcracker. What the heck was wrong with me? Maybe it was the shock of the evening.

      I snapped myself out of it, though, because Balthazar was looking at me again in that glaring and thoughtful way. “Your clothes,” he said, his voice almost a growl, his entire body rigid.

      I looked down at the outfit he seemed so intensely angry about—or maybe I was reading him wrong. In any case, the outline of a pink bra shone beneath the damp material. Worse, my headlights were turned on. Again.

      I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “Yeah. My clothes.”

      “I’ll get you something dry to wear.”

      He left me alone in his foyer, and his footfalls creaked up the stairs.

      Might as well invite myself in…

      My teeth chattered, and I crossed into his living room again, scanning the opulent setting. Amber light from a chandelier washed over the bookshelves, the tapestry, and the particularly inviting crystal flasks of whiskey on a mahogany table. He hadn’t offered me any, but I needed a drink more than anything right now. Plus, he’d pretty much seen my nipples, so the least a gentleman could do was give me some of his booze.

      Even if he’d made a point to tell me he wasn’t a gentleman.

      I grabbed myself a glass from the table, plucked off the top of a decanter, and poured myself a shot. I sniffed the peaty Scotch before taking a sip, and it warmed my throat.

      By my third sip, Balthazar was coming back into the room, gripping a button-down shirt, a pair of his pants, and a towel. His own dark hair had been toweled off. He nodded at my glass of Scotch. “Help yourself,” he said gruffly.

      “This hardly seems like the time to worry about manners. Isn’t that what you said?” The whiskey burned going down, but it felt strangely soothing at the same time.

      Balthazar thrust out the clothing. “I don’t have dresses around here. This will have to do. You can change in the guest bedroom at the top of the stairs.”

      “Good enough.” Reluctantly parting from my whiskey, I grabbed the clothes from him.

      The stairs creaked gently as I walked to the upper floor, my hand brushing over the smooth oak bannister. I pushed through the first door into a large bedroom, my breath catching at the beauty of it. I prided myself on my taste, but Balthazar’s rivaled my own. The dark wood panels that made up the wall complemented the pewter gray and pale gold of the luxurious duvet. A sleek chandelier cast the room in a glorious honeyed light, washing over the hardwood floors, along with some iron wall sconces.

      It was pretty clear to me now—if it hadn’t already been from the way the rest of the house was decorated—Balthazar was old money rich. He had money: serious money.

      I closed the door behind me. Cream-colored curtains hung over the windows, so even if any nefarious types lurked outside, at least I had some privacy.

      In the warm light of Balthazar’s guest room, I pulled off my sodden dress, my bra, even my wet underwear. I draped my clothing over the iron wall sconces to dry, then toweled off.

      At last—dry and completely naked—I pulled on Balthazar’s button-down shirt, enveloped in his musky smell. The silky fabric slid luxuriously against my bare breasts as I buttoned it up, and the hem reached my mid-thighs. I attempted to pull on the pants next, but the waist was enormous on me, and they immediately fell down to my knees. Not to mention that I’d be tripping over the extra foot of hem on the stairs.

      The shirt would have to do, I supposed. Like a short dress. I left the pants on the bed and strode out of the room to join Balthazar again. Hopefully I’d get some answers out of him.

      By the time I got downstairs, goosebumps prickled my skin. I rubbed on my upper arms as I joined him in the warmly lit living room.

      From his spot in one of the chairs, his eyes raked over me, and his fingers clenched tighter to his glass. “What happened to the rest of the outfit? What happened to the trousers?”

      “They didn’t fit.” I snatched my whiskey off the table, taking a sip.

      Now, in front of Balthazar, I felt completely exposed, and strangely aware of every place his silk shirt touched my naked skin. Maybe it was the fact that his gaze was slowly sweeping over my bare thighs like he wanted to lean over me on the sofa and spread them.

      My skin heated, and I tried to focus. “So, are you going to tell me what in the blazes is going on? I know you’re not telling me everything.”

      He tore his gaze from my legs. A muscle tensed in his jaw, and he slammed his glass down on the table. “What the blazes?” he repeated. “Where the fuck do you come from, anyway?”

      I cleared my throat, holding his gaze. I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me. “Just because the world is apparently ending, I don’t see a reason for vulgarity.”

      Balthazar slid off his chair, turning to the fireplace. He grabbed an iron poker and began jabbing at the logs.

      I sat awkwardly perched on the edge of his sofa, staring into the budding embers in his fireplace as he stoked it. A lull fell over the room, filled only with the sound of my own heartbeat and the crackling fireplace. I couldn’t take my eyes off the shape of Balthazar’s forearms—he had rolled up his shirtsleeves, and the muscles were tensing and relaxing as he coaxed the fire to life.

      I cleared my throat softly. Time to try again. “I need answers. You said something about dark forces conspiring. About me being in danger. What makes you think that’s the case?”

      Without looking at me, he said, “I know you’re in danger because I believe you. I believe that your friend lived in that apartment, and that you saw the man who took her. I believe that he might not have been human. I’m going to help you find your friend. Drink your whiskey, warm yourself by the fire, and tomorrow you’ll learn the rest.”

      And that pretty much summarized what I’d learned of Balthazar so far—a combination of helpful and infuriatingly cryptic.

      The flickering light illuminated the firm curves of his arms and the angular lines of his face in profile. Strangely enough, I believed him when he said he’d help me find Holly. Maybe Balthazar was dangerous, but every fiber of my being told me he wasn’t dangerous to me. As if he was here to protect me, somehow.

      Still, I needed answers. “Do you honestly think I’m going to sit here and relax, just because I have whiskey and a fireplace, when my friend is missing and you’re telling me absolutely nothing concrete?”

      He cut me a sharp look, then returned to stoking the flames.

      Maybe I shouldn’t piss off the one person willing to help me right now. I ran my fingertips over one of the silky sleeves of the shirt I was wearing. What was that expression about honey and flies? I could be nice. “Thanks for the shirt. I’m much warmer now.”

      “Pass me another log,” he said in response, meeting my gaze with an intensity that rivaled the flames.

      After a short pause, I knelt on the hearth and leaned forward to brush my palm over the logs piled in a metal basket. I sized them all up, then plucked out a hefty one and handed it over.

      His fingers brushed mine when he took it from me, and electricity sparked between us.

      I swallowed, shifting back to the sofa. I tugged the shirt’s hem down around my thighs.

      A heavy silence fell over the room until he slid back into his chair, his dark eyes piercing me. “All right. I understand that you’re confused. I’m going to explain some things now, so try to listen carefully and don’t get distracted.”

      Ahhh, there was that delicious condescension.

      I felt the need to cut in before he could continue. “Oh, I’m listening. My life is flaming garbage right now, but I think I can manage to not get distracted.”

      He glared at me. “Let me speak, Dawn. I am affiliated with something known as the Academy of Light. Are you with me so far?”

      I tried to bite my tongue, but instead I snapped back, “I understood the simple sentence, yes. I’m not stupid. I just don’t know what the Academy of Light is. Is it some kind of secret club?”

      “It’s like an academy of scientists, a group of experts who have been inducted because of their specializations. In our case, it’s a secret order,” he replied. “We study the paranormal. Things that others can’t see.”

      I stared, waiting to see if he was about to burst out laughing and tell me this whole thing was a joke. “What, like ghosts?”

      His jaw clenched. “Not like ghosts.”

      I blinked. “Okay. Shadow angels?”

      If he was annoyed by my dismissive tone, it didn’t show on his face. “Yes, in fact. We search for things in the shadows. Things that wish to remain unseen.”

      I had to admit to myself that these words—ridiculous as they may have been—sounded convincing coming from him. If my mother had said the exact same thing to me a few days ago, I’d be asking the doctors to up her meds. But that was before Holly had disappeared, before I’d seen the shadows whirling around a demonic man.

      “Can you be more specific?” I asked.

      “Dawn, the things you called shadow angels…” He closed his mouth, tightening his fists again as if fighting with himself. “I can’t be more specific, actually. That’s not how the Academy works. We don’t give answers. We allow you to discover them. It’s always been this way. And it’s the only way true knowledge has meaning.”

      Infuriating. I swallowed hard, thinking over my reply. “Well, obviously I need to work with you,” I said. “With the Academy. Even if I have to discover everything for myself.” I still didn’t quite know what he was talking about, but I had a best friend to find, no one else was listening to me, and frankly, I had nowhere else to go.

      “Are you sure?” asked Balthazar.

      “I saw something, didn’t I? Someone who didn’t look human.” I swallowed again, my throat dry. I had a lot to process, but my head ached, and the room’s heat didn’t help. “I don’t know what he was, but you might need my abilities.”

      “Perhaps,” he conceded.

      My chest clenched. “I need to find Holly. She’s my best friend. Something’s happened to her, and if I can help her, I need to. I’ve never believed in magic or ghosts or whatever, but… you’re the only person who is actually listening to me. According to everyone else, Holly never existed at all. And I know that’s not right.”

      “And you trust me?”

      An unexpected question, one that I wasn’t entirely sure I knew how to answer. I decided to go with the truth. “Not entirely. But you’re the only one who seems to believe anything I’ve said. The things you’ve said match up with what I’ve seen tonight, and you don’t seem to have lied to me yet either, from what I can tell. That’s the best I have.” True—and depressing.

      Balthazar didn’t look too convinced by my arguments, but he had stopped pushing back for now, so I considered it a partial victory.

      He leaned back in his chair, his eyes slowly sliding over my body once again. His jaw tightened. “You should go upstairs. Get some sleep. I’ll tell you more about the Academy tomorrow.”

      As if his words had been a soporific spell, my eyelids suddenly felt heavy, my body dragging. Now that the adrenaline of the day’s events had left my system, all that was left was a kind of exhaustion, both heavy and hollow. I wouldn’t be able to think clearly until I’d had a full night’s sleep. If nothing else, I had a place to sleep with a roof over my head tonight. It was more than I’d have had going for me if I hadn’t run into the Lord of Cambridge.

      “I’m completely worn out,” I told him truthfully.

      “I’ll walk you to your room.” He rose, gesturing for me to go upstairs.

      I obediently crossed to the staircase with my fingers pressed, as casually as possible, to the hem of the shirt to secure it to my thighs. With him behind me, I didn’t want to accidentally give him a show, especially considering that the sight of me without pants on seemed to provoke some kind of primal rage in him every time he looked at my thighs.

      At the top of the stairs, he pushed open the guest room door, and his eyes locked on the sight of my pink panties and bra hanging from his iron sconces. “I see you’ve decorated already.”

      Flames heated my cheeks. “Thank you for giving me a place to stay.” I sucked in a deep breath. Strangely enough, some part of me didn’t want this condescending professor to leave.

      “You need sleep,” he said, nodding at the bed. “You have a lot in store for you tomorrow, Dawn.”

      “Care to be more specific?” I asked, not for the first time tonight.

      “Tomorrow evening, you will meet the members of the Academy.”
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      As soon as a nightmarish fog of sleep pulled me under, I found myself crawling over a dusty field, blood pouring from my gut.

      Pain splintered my body, each movement an agony.

      Sand coated my throat, and the thought of water pierced my mind like an arrow. Had I made it away from them?

      I looked up at the night sky, hoping to find the answers etched there, hoping to find salvation. I found only the icy, uncaring gleam of the stars. As dizziness overwhelmed me, I searched for Gemini among the constellations. My vision blurred.

      I just needed to rest for a moment. I fell back hard on the dusty earth, gasping for breath.

      After a moment, the sound of footfalls chilled me to the marrow. Before I could scramble to my feet, he was on top of me, moonlight washing over his beautiful features. He held me down, his grip firm, pain blazing in his arctic, silver-flecked eyes.

      Sorrow welled in my chest. I never thought it would be him.

      I opened my mouth to plead with him, but already his blade was at my throat. A final, desperate will to live surged through my body.

      But it was too late. The blade pierced my throat.

      My own scream jolted me awake, and I gripped the covers to my chest, my heart slamming against my ribs. Frantically I searched my surroundings, trying to get my bearings.

      It wasn’t until the door slammed open and the Lord of Cambridge strode in that I remembered exactly where I was, and that I was sleeping in nothing but his shirt.

      He sat on the edge of the bed, searching my face in the dim light. “What are you screaming for? What’s happened?”

      I shook my head. “Just a nightmare. Sorry for waking you.”

      “A nightmare about what?” His voice sounded soft, for once, and the question surprised me. I hadn’t expected him to be interested in my dreams.

      I shook my head. “A battlefield, I think. Except I was the only one there, and I was crawling over the ground. Near death.” I swallowed hard. “Someone found me. A warrior. He stabbed me in the neck.”

      “There you are,” he murmured, looking me over with the most open expression I’d seen on his face since I’d met him. “You’re remembering.”

      I blinked. “Remembering what?”

      His body stiffened, gaze shuttering. “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      And with that, he left me alone in the dark.

      * * *

      It was late afternoon the next day when the Academy meeting convened. I sat in Balthazar’s living room, dressed in my now-dry white dress. I took a sip of lemonade, awaiting the arrival of the members of the Academy of Light, whoever the heck they were.

      What I was not expecting was Raphael Valis to walk into the room—the stunning man from the cemetery. At the sight of the tattoos snaking over his body, which almost seemed to glow with a golden light, my jaw dropped. My face heated at the memory of our first meeting—specifically, Raphael’s encounter with my breasts.

      He sat next to me on the sofa, and my eyes trailed over the whorls of starry tattoos on his muscled forearms. Amusement danced in his blue and gold eyes as he looked back at me. Everything about him screamed seduction.

      A wicked smile curled his sensual lips. “Dawn. I believe we’ve met before.” His British-accented voice slipped around my body like a caress, luring me into his spell. “How could I forget the Queen of Venom?”

      Even that simple sentence had a strangely erotic tinge, and my cheeks flushed. “Right. Yes. Cemetery. Spider.”

      He stared at me.

      Idiot. Try again. “So, you know Balthazar.” I’d already seen them together; I guess this explained it. But it really didn’t explain anything else. Like what the ‘Academy‘ actually was.

      Before Raphael could answer, Balthazar stalked into the room, narrowing his eyes at Raphael and me.

      “You two look cozy already.” A hint of steel undercut his tone, like the sight of us together annoyed him.

      Ignoring Balthazar’s comment, Raphael reached over the edge of the sofa for a decanter, pouring himself a measure. “Balto. Please tell me this isn’t the cheap stuff.”

      “As if I’d buy anything cheap.” He settled into an armchair across from us. “Sebastos is on his way in.”

      Raphael put his feet up on Balthazar’s coffee table, leaning back into the sofa, all easy grace. “I’ve missed the comforts of your home.”

      Balthazar arched an eyebrow. “It’s a far cry from your East London slums. Wouldn’t you be more comfortable sweeping a chimney somewhere, or stealing an eel pie to fill your stomach?”

      Raphael snorted. “I never stole a day in my life. I earned my wages.”

      I frowned. “Chimney sweeps? Eel pies? What decade are you both from?”

      Balthazar arched an eyebrow, and a heavy silence fell over the room. Raphael flashed a wry smile. “Bit of a sore subject for old Balthazar, now that you mention it.”

      I blinked. Raphael looked a little younger than Balthazar—maybe in his twenties—but both looked to be in their prime.

      I could feel Raphael’s eyes on me, studying me closely, and a flush spread over my chest. I couldn’t explain the fact that I wanted to move closer to both of these men, even though they unnerved me. “So it’s just you three?”

      “We’re missing a few,” said Balthazar. “They’ve gone rogue.”

      “And I don’t suppose there are any women among the experts of the Academy?” I asked.

      “No,” said Raphael. “An unfortunate oversight.”

      The floor creaked, and a long shadow crept into the room, followed by one of the largest men I’d ever seen in my life. ‘Man’ might be too tame a word for what he was, given that his muscled body took up the entire doorframe. I stared at his deep caramel skin. His eyes were a deep hazel, fading to gold at the edges, and the corners of his mouth quirked upward, giving him a contemplative look.

      His size, the serious expression on his face—everything about him screamed warrior.

      “Sebastos,” said Raphael. “You’re going to miss all the whiskey.”

      Sebastos merely grunted in response. With his eyes still on me, the warrior moved into the room. The man looked like he could break any errant predators in half with his fingertips, or possibly his mind. He also looked like he could pull me into his lap and—

      Why was I thinking about curling up in his lap? I had no idea. I shook my head, clearing the stray thought.

      Sebastos took a seat across from Raphael and me, his large forearms overhanging the armchair.

      Raphael poured a finger of whiskey into a tumbler, then shoved it into my hand, plucking out my lemonade with the other. He clinked his tumbler against mine, his blue gaze incendiary. “To the first woman to attend a meeting of the Academy of Light, a formidable goddess with dominion over arachnids.”

      I straightened my spine. Wasn’t it a bit strange that they were accepting me so easily? A secretive organization composed entirely of men allowing an errant homeless woman into their midst—one who draped underwear over lighting fixtures?

      Balthazar tapped his armrests, the gesture strangely hypnotic. “Now, we all know why we’re here.”

      “Not even close to being true,” I said. When the three of them stared at me irritably, I added, “but go on.”

      Balthazar’s gaze was on me. “We’re drawn to each other.”
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      Raphael stretched out his arms over the sofa back—just behind my shoulders. “It’s fate, obviously,” he said in his thick London accent. “Fate brings us together.”

      “We are all here,” said Balthazar, “because we see things others don’t. We can see the manifestations of evil.”

      Oh give me a break.

      He arched a perfect eyebrow at me. “Do you have any issue with that fact, Dawn?”

      “No, why?”

      “You rolled your eyes.”

      Oops. “Okay, maybe I did. I just want someone to tell me something straightforward. Not fate. Not evil forces. Just—where is Holly Lennox? Why does no one know who she is?” Frustration simmered in my chest. “I spent all day on every social media site—Facebook, Instagram, Twitter. I found no trace of her. It’s all been deleted. It’s like she never existed. So I need to know what the freak is going on, and not some philosophical or mystical mumbo jumbo.”

      They were all quiet. I knocked back a long sip of my whiskey, cautioning myself that I needed to be patient with these men. I had nothing else.

      I gritted my teeth for a second and then spoke. “I’m sorry, Balthazar. I’m just confused. Please continue.” I clenched my skirt tightly. I was the kind of girl that generally just got things. And when I didn’t, my mind couldn’t rest. Now my world had been turned upside down so fast I felt dizzy.

      Balthazar’s expression remained stony. “The bottom line is, if you have skills to identify these manifestations of evil, we could use them.”

      Sebastos was staring at me, and I felt my toes curl under the intimidating weight of his stare. “She looks small. Not very strong.”

      My jaw dropped. “I’m right here, you know.”

      “Sebastos,” Balthazar snarled. “We won’t gain anything by rushing, whatever the case. She’ll join us for now, until we know more.”

      My fingers tightened on my tumbler. “You’re all talking about me like I’m not here.”

      Balthazar nodded at me. “Tell them what you saw.”

      “A man who moved too fast to be a man. Pale skin. His eyes were like ice. Gleaming like stars. Shadows whirled around him like smoke.” I cleared my throat. “Um, so, that’s what I thought I saw, anyway. It was a bit dark.”

      Sebastos nodded slowly. “Eyes like ice. Could be Death.”

      I blinked. “I’m sorry. Did you say Death?”

      Ignoring my question, Raphael met my gaze. “You want answers, fine. The Academy of Light is tasked with one thing. We study evil, and we hunt the bad guys. The guys with glowing eyes who abduct people from their apartments.”

      “So what are they… monsters?” Tone down the snark, Dawn.

      Raphael looked unfazed. “Monsters, yes.”

      My mouth closed and opened again. “And who is ‘Death’? You’re hunting the Grim Reaper?”

      Sebastos’s hazel gaze burned into me. He reached over to the table beside him, plucking a lethal-looking blade off the surface. It took me a moment to register that it was only a letter opener. “‘Death’ is just our name for him,” he said. “He fits your description.”

      “So how do we find him?” I asked.

      “Simple,” said Balthazar. “We must locate and figure out how to utilize a particular medieval astrolabe, which was stolen by a sadistic, evil-worshiping cult in the sixteenth century.”

      I nodded along as if this were all normal. “Right. Astrolabe. Evil cult. Sorry, what the cuss is an astrolabe?” Were these men insane, or was there a whole other side to reality that I was only just discovering?

      Balthazar traced his fingertip around the rim of his tumbler. “It’s an ancient navigational technology. This specific astrolabe can be used only for one purpose—to find members of the Academy. If you are who we’re hoping you are, you’ll be able to read it.”

      A lump rose in my throat. I was fairly certain that I’d have no idea how to read a medieval instrument. “How does this help us find Holly?”

      A slow, infuriating shrug from Raphael. “We think he may be involved.”

      Sebastos growled, piercing me with his gaze. “Assuming she’s telling the truth. We’ve seen no evidence of the little one’s abilities.”

      I shook my head, ignoring the slight. “I don’t even know that I have any abilities. I didn’t ask to be caught up in all this.” I took another sip of my whiskey until it started to warm my chest. “Why would this ‘Death’ character want Holly?”

      Silence fell over the room, heavy as wet soil.

      Balthazar leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees. “We don’t know a lot about who took Holly, only that he’s capable of erasing people’s memories. You’ve seen that for yourself.”

      “Right. And this guy Death can do that. That’s what you’re telling me?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Balthazar said. “Now, you need to tell us… apart from what you witnessed in Holly’s apartment, have you seen anything unusual? Anyone who didn’t entirely seem ordinary to you?”

      I was about to tell him no when a memory rose in my mind. “I… have, actually. A doctor in the ER where I brought my mother. Mount Auburn. He had a tattoo just above his collarbone, like a curving beak.” I took a deep breath, remembering with a shock what his eyes had looked like. “He had pale blue eyes. He leaned in close to me, inhaling like he was… drinking in my scent. I felt a sense of… power coming off him.” I swallowed hard, making the connection for the first time. “I can’t be entirely sure, but maybe his eyes were the same pale color as the intruder in the apartment.”

      I left out the strange compulsion I’d felt to touch his tattoo. No need to make things weirder than they already were.

      It made my skin hot and prickly to have three such intense sets of eyes on me and only me. I had to remind myself when I was done talking that it was just my story they were interested in. “Are you getting anything from this description?” I asked.

      I noticed Sebastos still holding the metal letter opener in his hands, squeezing. He’d bent it nearly in half as he stared at me, his jaw clenched. Something had obviously struck a nerve.

      “Anyone care to fill me in?” I asked.

      “Death came for you,” Raphael said simply, quietly, and the words hung in the room. “And perhaps he came for your friend.”

      Thinking back on the man I’d encountered, the memory chilled me to my core. His eyes had shone like starlight, and something had drawn me toward him with a magnetic pull. Maybe there was more to this world than what I’d always known.

      Balthazar nodded at Sebastos. As I looked across at them, I was struck momentarily by how very different the two of them were, despite their similarities. Though they were both large and seemed keenly intelligent, they radiated vastly different energy. Where Balthazar was a brooding scholar, Sebastos just screamed strength. “You check the hospital lead,” Balthazar told him.

      I could have sworn I saw a twitch of irritation in Sebastos’s jaw, as if he hated being ordered around. Maybe they were working together out of necessity. None of these men seemed like they wanted to take orders from anyone.

      Balthazar rose. “Meeting adjourned. We’ll reconvene tonight to hunt for the astrolabe. If you truly belong with us, you’ll be able to sense it.”

      Raphael stood, raising his arms above his head to reveal his perfect abs and the black flecks of ink that covered them.

      I blinked. “What’s happening tonight?”

      Sebastos stood, looming over me. “You’ve given us the first lead we’ve had in ages, and I’m going to investigate it.” Without another word, he headed for the door.

      Raphael’s lips curled in a wicked smile as his gaze drank me in. “You’ll be dressing up and coming out with us. We’re taking you out on a date.”

      “A date,” I repeated, embarrassingly enticed by the idea. “An astrolabe-hunting date, I presume?”

      With his hands in his pockets, Raphael sauntered toward the doorway. “Yup. I’ll be around if you need help getting dressed.”

      Finding myself alone in the room with Balthazar, I rose, chewing my lip. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was supposed to do now.

      “Dawn.” The way Balthazar said my name, it rumbled through my belly, sparking embers of warmth. “You’ll be staying here, since you have nowhere else to go. I’ll send an assistant to purchase clothing for you. You’ll need it for where we’re going tonight.”

      “And where is that?”

      “We think we’ve known where to find the astrolabe all along, but none of us can sense it. We’re hoping you can. And if you can find it, it can lead us to Death.”

      I nodded, tears stinging my eyes. The stress of the past few days was starting to overwhelm me.

      When Balthazar left the room, I wandered over to the window, staring out at the apartment building I’d once lived in. My breath fogged the glass. Not that long ago, I’d been leading a normal life in there, living with my boyfriend, scrambling for rent money.

      Death, dark forces, grim reapers, fate… the Academy of Light. An astrolabe I was supposed to just sense. Who were these guys? And were they peddling a bunch of hogwash?

      As I stared out at the city street, a dark, winged creature arced below the ruddy skyline before the vision thinned into the air again. Shadow angels… My heart skipped a beat, and I jerked the curtain closed, stumbling away from the window. All this time—had my mother been right? My pulse raced. I shook my head.

      No! She made terrible decisions. What about the toasters? Shadow angels or not, the toaster hoarding was not the work of a well-functioning individual.

      And yet, at some point, I was going to have to consider… if she was crazy, maybe I was getting there too.
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      I stared at the stranger in the mirror, the vixen of a woman dressed in a short black leather dress. I’d curled my blonde hair and applied heavy amounts of eyeliner and mascara. Apparently, where we were going tonight, I needed to dress a bit Goth to blend in. Of course Balthazar had been sparse with the details, but I gathered it was to a mansion owned by cultists.

      Cultists with a predilection for debauched parties.

      I pulled up the top of my strapless dress, feeling completely exposed. Could I really go out in this? Tonight I’d be tapping into a deep recess of my personality; a recess I wasn’t even sure I had. I was playing a part, and I couldn’t allow myself to slip up. I crossed into the hallway, my heels clacking over the floor.

      Balthazar waited for me at the bottom of the stairs, dressed in a charcoal gray suit. His fists clenched tightly at the sight of me, as if he were restraining himself from unleashing some carnal impulse. For just a moment, I had a vision of him tearing the thin dress off me, running his hands all over my body while I writhed beneath him.

      I swallowed hard. What is wrong with you? Get a grip, Dawn. Some kind of fever had overtaken my brain.

      I shoved the image out of my mind, trying to regain my composure. “Thanks for the dress.” My high heels clopped over the wooden stairs. “What will people be doing at this debauched party, exactly? Will they be…” I trailed off, my skin flushing. “You know… in front of other people?”

      He held my gaze with a steely intensity. “Fucking?”

      That vulgar word on his tongue made my body feel like it was heating, swelling. He loved making me uncomfortable. I flicked my hair over my shoulder. “That’s what I was getting at.”

      “Probably. You can always look away to hide your delicate sensibilities, little flower. Unless you want to learn a thing or two.”

      The temperature in the room seemed to be rising. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you quite ready now? The others are waiting outside.” He took off, heading for the door.

      Folding my arms in front of my chest, I followed Balthazar out to his driveway. Sebastos stood next to a Porsche, his enormous form draped in a layered brown suit.

      Raphael leaned against the car, wearing leather pants and a suit jacket. He stood casually, his hands in his pockets, and let out a low whistle when he swept his gaze over me. The look he was giving me suggested he could see right through my dress. “Do we really have to take you to a party? I’d rather spend time with you on my own.”

      I blinked at him, my skin warming.

      Balthazar glared at him. “Get in the car, Raphael.”

      Raphael opened the back door for me, and I scooted onto the leather seat, my hair falling over my shoulders in soft waves. Raphael slipped in the back with me.

      “So, we just go to this party,” I said, “and I try to sense the astrolabe. That’s the plan?”

      Sebastos hefted his enormous body into the front seat. “That’s the plan.”

      In the driver’s seat, Balthazar started the ignition.

      “And what makes you think I’m the person who can sense it?” I asked. “Or operate it? Why, exactly, would I belong with you?”

      In the back seat, Raphael slid his gaze to me. For just a moment, a felt power thrumming off his body—a warm, tingling sensation that caressed my skin like sunlight. I fought the urge to scoot closer to him and crawl into his lap—

      I clenched my fists, piercing my palms with my fingernails until the unwelcome image left my thoughts again. We were on a mission. A mission I barely understood, but a mission nonetheless.

      “You feel it,” he said, “don’t you? You feel that you belong with us.”

      “We don’t know that yet,” Sebastos said from the front seat.

      I definitely felt something for them, but I had a feeling it had more to do with how they looked than anything else. Somehow the stress of the past few days had fiercely ignited my libido, much to my horror.

      Balthazar turned a corner onto a dark Cambridge street. “We’ll know when we get there.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to think clearly through the panicked haze that had descended ever since Holly had disappeared. But instead of logical thoughts, glimmers of images sparked in my mind: clashing swords, bodies glistening with sweat and blood. A feeling of perfect unity. The grunts of the battlefield—

      My eyes snapped open again. Keep it together, Dawn. This is not the time to lose your mind.

      Raphael turned to me, a faint smile on his lips. “Did Balthazar explain the role you’ll need to play in order to fit in?”

      I shook my head, an uneasy feeling settling in my ribs. “Shockingly, he failed to mention that.”

      Raphael’s gaze darkened. “The cultists call their women thralls. The women are submissive, there only to sexually gratify the men.”

      Suddenly my dress felt too small, too tight. “And that’s what you want me to do? Are you freaking joking?”

      “Don’t get your pink panties in a twist,” Balthazar said curtly from the front seat. “Just simper and look pretty and that’s as far as it has to go. I’d never expect someone with your delicate sensibilities to let herself have any fun.”

      Just simper and look pretty. It was a shame he couldn’t see the death stare I was shooting him from the back seat.

      After a few minutes of driving in silence, Balthazar turned into a long, dark driveway off Brattle Street. We rolled past a line of other cars—sleek sports cars lined up neatly beside manicured bushes—until he pulled up to a spot at the front of the house.

      “House” hardly seemed an appropriate term. Built of stone, with towers that loomed above us, it looked more like a castle. A castle apparently full of debauched cultists with penchants for medieval compasses and submissive thrall-women. Just my kind of party.

      As I stepped out of the car, I sucked in a deep breath, imagining myself sitting with Holly over a glass—or six—of wine, telling her about everything that had happened. I couldn’t think of anyone I wanted to talk to more right now, and her loss pierced my chest with a sharp pang. I took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to ignore that void that had opened in my chest. If I could really detect this thing the way they seemed to expect, then all we had to do was sweep on in there and join the party, and the astrolabe would get me to Holly.

      I flicked my hair over my shoulder, staring nervously at the imposing front door nestled between two stone columns. “I don’t suppose they’re nice cultists?” I whispered.

      Raphael leaned into me, and his breath warmed the shell of my ear. “They worship darkness.”

      A chill rippled up my spine, and my mouth went dry. I was a creature of the light. I really didn’t belong in this place.

      Sebastos touched the small of my back, urging me forward. “I can hear your heart. Stop panicking. You’re safe with us.”

      The touch of his large hand on the curve of my back sent a jolt of warmth through my body. Sebastos was pretty much terrifying—like a warrior god forged from steel—but as soon as he touched me, I felt protected. I glanced up at him, our eyes meeting. He was right. As long as he was on my side, I really had nothing to fear.

      Despite the cars parked in the driveway, the house seemed completely silent. Some party.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I said, climbing the front steps.

      At the top of the stairs, Balthazar rapped firmly three times on the large wooden door. After a moment, the door opened inward with a creak, seemingly by itself. As soon as it did, a wall of noise hit me like a train out of nowhere. Balthazar swept inside, head held high, and I followed behind him.

      I sucked in a deep breath, surveying the scene. Under the high ceilings, the guests gyrated in a writhing mass, bodies swaying to the thumping, rhythmic music. The women wore tiny shorts, dresses, and fishnets; the men wore suits. The atmosphere sucked me in the second the door shut behind me. Tension—and unwelcome excitement—rippled up the back of my neck.

      Although the exterior of the mansion looked like some kind of medieval castle, the interior was pure, modern luxury. Sleek walls, white leather furniture, marble floors…

      My gaze flicked to the ceiling. Mirrors. Of course there were mirrors on the ceiling.

      I stuck out my chest and rested my manicured hand on my hip, feeling the eyes of men and women alike trail over my exposed skin… and over everything left unexposed, too. Now this was a party. Already Raphael was moving into the crowd, blending in. Tantalizing waltzy beats drifted through the hallway with a sprinkling of faint, teasing high notes and an undertone of pulsing bass that gripped at my core.

      A lithe brunette knelt on all fours on an oak table, wearing only a bra. An olive-skinned man was spanking her hard, leaving red imprints on her skin. I glanced at Balthazar, who met my gaze with a smoldering intensity, and my breath caught in my throat. Tall, brunette, naked and submissive—was that the kind of woman he liked?

      I blinked. Why should I care what he liked?

      Raphael had found himself two new friends, nice blonde ladies who seemed to have misplaced their tops and were now looking for heat in the form of a male body. I stared at them, at the sensual grace with which they moved their hips around him, and warmth began to pool in my belly. What would it feel like to give in to pure pleasure…

      Sebastos leaned in closer, murmuring, “the astrolabe.”

      I cleared my throat, straightening. “I know. I’m focused,” I said, a little testily. “I’ll just sense it, shall I?”

      A topless, ginger waitress simpered over to us, holding a tray of champagne flutes. “Madame,” she said, and I caught a strong French accent.

      Just blending in here. I smiled as I plucked a glass from the tray. As she retreated, I noted the brazen fingernail marks on her milky white shoulder blades and felt suddenly even more out of place than I had before.

      Balthazar leaned in close to me. “I’ll be waiting near the door in case we need to make a fast exit, okay? Sebastos will go with you.”

      I nodded. Willing my cheeks not to redden, I forced myself to move deeper into the party. Honestly, I had no idea how to sense an astrolabe, or what exactly I was supposed to do. I knocked back my champagne to calm my nerves. I’d hate to use the word chugged, because I wasn’t a frat boy, but I had to admit that it was gone within moments.

      And just as I was trying to tune into some kind of vibrations, a man wearing a bowler hat stepped right in front of me. He leered at me with a wide smile.

      “First time?” he asked, his voice slithering across my skin in a way that had me suppressing a shiver.

      I forced a smile. I was supposed to be nice, right? Simpering and pretty. I wasn’t going to fall at the first dang hurdle, even if I was nearly choking with disgust at the situation.

      “Virgin here, are you?” He waggled an eyebrow. “I like virgins.”

      Another topless waitress wandered past, and I snatched another champagne flute. I took a long slug. “Um, what?” I raised my eyebrows, desperately trying to tune into the feel of a… medieval compass. Still, the sight of a gun in the man’s belt distracted me.

      I cast another subtle gaze around the room, now spying a few other guns in holsters strapped around men’s waists. My blood went cold.

      These men worshipped evil… and they were armed. Of course.

      “First time here?” he repeated. “I haven’t seen you before.” He reached out, and though he didn’t touch me, he traced the outline of my waist through the air beside me. And he just gets creepier.

      I knocked back a gulp of my new champagne, and my gaze flicked to Balthazar by the door, who was glaring at us in a way that did not suggest he was enjoying himself.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” asked Bowler Hat.

      “Yes,” I said when I’d swallowed. “Um, you?” And can you tell me where to find an astrolabe?

      He let out a laugh. “I can tell you’d be wild.” The way he was looking at me, I knew he was fantasizing about things that would make me want to puke. I had the strongest desire to run back to the men from the Academy.

      “That’s me,” I said unconvincingly. “Totally flipping wild.” Another long sip of champagne, only half paying attention to how much I was drinking. Oh astrolabe… where are you?

      A long, pointed tongue darted out of his mouth as he licked his lips. “You’re unclaimed?”

      I opened and shut my mouth. I hadn’t been expecting that question, but a quick mental calculation told me it was best to say no. Otherwise Bowler Hat might try to claim me himself, and I had a feeling that would involve his meaty hands and lizard tongue getting up close and personal with my intimate parts. “Already claimed, sorry.”

      It was at that moment that I felt a strong presence beside me, and a protective touch around my waist. And then powerful arms scooped me up as if I weighed nothing. Good thing my champagne flute was empty.

      Wait a second—had I really drained the second one that fast?

      Pressed against Sebastos’s steely chest, I breathed in his briny, marine tones. I looked up at him gratefully. He gave a low warning rumble as he locked eyes on Bowler Hat. “Claimed,” he said. “Mine.”

      The man’s wide grin fell underneath the brim of his hat, and he instantly looked a heck of a lot scarier than he had when curiosity had lit his face. Still, he backed off without a fight, slinking back into the shadows. Even with a gun, no one was going to mess with Sebastos.

      Slowly, the giant set me down, and I slid down his body as he lowered me to the floor. He said nothing, just narrowed his eyes to take in the scene around us.

      A woman stood in the doorframe, her chest pressed against the wood. Behind her, a man pulled up her dress over her waist, exposing her tiny black panties. The bubbles must have gone straight to my head, because I found myself just staring at them as the man slid the panties down over her rump…

      My skin heated, and I pulled my gaze away—accidentally catching the eye of a pale, raven-haired man, who licked his lips at me.

      Sebastos yanked me close until I stood pressed up against his thick, solid frame.

      I let out a breath and rolled my shoulders, trying to relieve some of the tension in my body. “Let’s get on with this. If I can.” I swallowed hard. “I don’t feel anything yet.”

      With one hand lightly on my waist, he leaned in, whispering, “close your eyes, Dawn. Try to remember a feeling that you once had. A power you once possessed.”

      What the heck was he talking about? I had no idea, and yet the soothing warmth of his voice caressed my skin, and some of the tension left my shoulders. Something about him drew me closer, healing some of that void I’d felt since Holly had been kidnapped. I found my body brushing against Sebastos, and his fingertips touched my waist.

      He leaned down again, enveloping me with that marine scent. “Remember, Dawn. A power you once possessed…”

      His words sparked a fire in my body, and I arched my back into him. As I did, something tingled over my skin—a dry, sunlight-filled magic that warmed my chest. It moved up from my core, between my ribs, until it settled in my chest.

      And from there, an invisible thread seemed to tug at my body.

      “I feel it,” I whispered.

      “Take me there.”
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      As I led Sebastos deeper into the mansion, past the sleek walls and writhing bodies, another powerful presence slid up to my side.

      Raphael’s blue gaze caught mine. “Didn’t think you’d be going without me, did you?”

      I let myself look at his beautiful features for just a moment before tuning in again to that warm tug in my belly. I was pretty sure it wasn’t just the champagne making me feel this way. Was it?

      I should have felt scared, deeply unnerved at this preternatural feeling. And yet it felt so strangely familiar, like… a skill I’d once had. Something I’d forgotten. Something that had always been a part of me, just like Sebastos had said.

      I’d once read an article about a famous neurologist who’d done too much cocaine and had messed up some part of his brain. Bizarrely, he had woken up with an intensely heightened sense of smell. And he’d felt like it was a power that had once belonged to him, a hidden relic in the ancient parts of his brain. This felt exactly like that.

      If magic lurked in the ancient part of my brain—if magic and shadow angels were real—then I needed to have a long talk with my mom in the near future. Granted, I also had to consider the possibility that she might still be unwell, even if she was right about the angels. The toasters didn’t fit with anything.

      In any case, I couldn’t get distracted by these ruminations, or I’d lose my tenuous connection to this thing.

      I led the two men to a wide marble stairwell, moving faster now, more sure of myself. At the top of the stairs, the stairwell opened to an expansive corridor of clean white walls and slate gray doors. Two guests lingered in a doorway, rubbing up against each other, but no one lurked at the far end.

      Up here, the warm tug intensified, a clear rope of light pulling at my middle.

      What was this feeling, and why would I be connected to this ancient instrument? Given their whole ‘discover everything for yourself’ philosophy, I didn’t suppose any of the Academy of Light members were going to fill me in anytime soon.

      My footsteps echoed in the hallway, and I followed the tug further down the corridor. My skin hummed with excitement, until at last we arrived at the isolated end of the hall. I paused outside one of the doors, my chest blooming with a warm, arid magic.

      Magic. I’d hardly allowed myself to even think the word before, and now it kept coming into my mind, unbidden. But how else could I explain everything that had been happening?

      I met Raphael’s sea-blue gaze. I mouthed, “in here.”

      Sebastos pressed his ear against the door. He held up a finger. “Wait.”

      My heart pounded. “If anyone is in there, are they likely to be armed?”

      Raphael leaned against the doorframe, shrugging. “The cultists are awfully fond of weapons. And torture. Things like that.”

      I shuddered. Of course they hadn’t mentioned any of this before we’d come up here.

      “Empty,” Sebastos murmured.

      “Really?” I chewed my lip. This seemed too easy, right? I had envisioned opening the door to a roomful of armed cultists, each of them aiming a gun at me.

      Maybe I was overdue for some blessings from the gods of luck. For Holly’s sake, I hoped I could just grab this instrument and get the flip out of here.

      Sebastos turned the doorknob and the door creaked open, revealing a room that rivaled the guest room at Balthazar’s for opulence. The color scheme in here was pale silver with accents of deep maroon. Oak furniture gave the room a cultured, expensive appearance, and the faint smell of fresh varnish hung in the air. Silky sheets were neatly tucked over an enormous bed; and just as Sebastos had promised, the room was totally empty.

      I closed my eyes again, tuning in to that warm tug in my belly. The sooner we found the compass, the sooner we found Death—and Holly. Then my life could go back to normal. Or at least the vague approximation of normality I’d once nearly managed to achieve.

      The tug in my belly compelled me toward one of the dressers, the warmth intensifying into something that felt like euphoria. I pulled open the top drawer, finding it stuffed with items that could only be described as Victorian curiosities: tiny animal skulls, a stuffed bird, corked vials full of herbs. Creepy.

      Raphael leaned over me, pulling out something that looked like ancient, three-pronged scissors. “Is this an astrolabe?”

      Sebastos narrowed his eyes. “It’s a medieval arrow remover, you uncultured barbarian.”

      As I reached for the second drawer, voices outside penetrated the wood. “In here—I swear it’ll be empty!” a man’s silky voice assured loudly.

      Sebastos pointed to the closet across the room, mouthing, “over there.”

      All at once, we bolted across the room to the closet, cramming inside. We’d just made it in when the bedroom door burst open. With the closet door open a crack, I could see a few flashes of pale white flesh—nothing more. A cacophony of liquor-tinged laughter floated across the room.

      I found myself wedged tightly between Raphael and Sebastos. To my right, I felt the steely, thickly corded muscle of Sebastos. He smelled like the ocean and, faintly, orange blossoms. To my left, Raphael’s body felt supple and warm, his cedar smoke scent wrapping around me. Sebastos had put his hand on my back again—a protective gesture—and my heart sped up. If it hadn’t been for my best friend’s absence—and the pervasive threat of violence I’d felt since we’d entered this place—I might actually be enjoying myself right now.

      “You weren’t wrong about this bed,” the woman purred. I found myself squinting through the crack in the door to get a good view of the couple. It’s not like I was a voyeur, but—

      Okay, I was a little bit of a voyeur. I spied on my neighbors, and I hid in closets to watch people fondle each other. But I was also fighting the forces of darkness, so I didn’t think it was fair to judge me.

      Black hair cascaded over the woman’s shoulders, and she sat on the bed, looking up at her partner with pure adoration. The man was powerfully built, and he pulled off his jacket. I watched as she peeled off her short silver dress, revealing lacy red underwear. Her attention looked completely rapt on his face as she pulled off her bra straps, exposing her nipples. Had I ever looked at anyone with the unrestrained lust with which she was staring up at him?

      A thin sheen of sweat rose on my cleavage, and my heart began pounding so hard I worried for a moment they’d hear me right through the door. Fortunately, they were absorbed in only each other.

      Teeth scraped flesh, her ruby lips parted to let out groans, and the two beautiful men to either side of me pressed in close. I felt as if my body was overheating, straining against the tight fabric of my dress. Heat arced through my blood, and words alien to my vocabulary began to enter my skull.

      In fact, my mind became a jumble of fevered words like breasts, groping, grinding, writhing… Balthazar’s lips promising me fucking.

      I closed my eyes, trying to master some control over myself. I took a step back from the door’s crack, knocking into a coat hanger.

      Raphael’s hand shot out to grab it before it the hanger squeaked against the metal rail. After he stalled it, he hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me close. I was about to tell him I was capable of standing on my own two feet, but I didn’t want to give away our position.

      In these close quarters, with Raphael’s strong arm around my waist, listening to the muted moans, my heart hammered faster and faster. I glanced at Raphael, just able to make out his gold-flecked eyes in the dim light. And was it just me, or was his body… glowing? Would it glow brighter if he started touching me the way the man outside was touching that woman, if I peeled off my dress for him and splayed my legs…?

      Get a grip, Dawn.

      I tried my hardest not to brush my hips against him… it would be so easy to pass it off as accidental in the dark, so close together.

      “Where are they?” a voice barked from outside the room. “Seriously? The master bed?”

      The woman on the bed shrieked with laughter, clapping her hand over her mouth as someone banged on the door.

      “Out!” someone yelled, his voice penetrating the door. “Seriously. That’s out of bounds.”

      “But we’ve already started,” the woman groaned, wrapping her legs around her lover’s neck and giggling.

      “Come on.” The man straightened. “Let’s find somewhere more private.” He nipped on the woman’s hip and she squealed.

      Then he pulled her off the bed. She didn’t even bother picking up her dress, just pulled her bra up to conceal her breasts, and they stumbled out of the room. When the door clicked shut, we all started to breathe normally again.

      Raphael pushed open the closet door. “At least the cultists know how to enjoy themselves.”

      I stepped into the room, hoping that I no longer displayed a vibrant flush on my chest. “Hang on,” I said. “I’m the one who can sense this thing. You two just need to stand watch outside and let me work my magic, okay?”

      Sebastos cocked his head. “Your magic?”

      “Yes.” I shooed them toward the door. “Go, go. Let me search.”

      Raphael rested his hand on my waist, and his touch sent a jolt of electricity through my body. “We’ll be right outside.”

      They crossed to the door, and I watched the way the men moved: Sebastos’s stiff soldier’s posture versus the easy grace of Raphael’s fluid gait, his hands in his pockets.

      As soon as they left the room, I closed my eyes once more, summoning that warm light in my belly. The unmistakable tug lured me back to the bureau again, pulling me downward. I crouched on the floor, pulling open the bottom drawer.

      My heart sank for a moment when I found it empty, but the warmth in my belly intensified. I stared at the empty drawer. Was I just drunk, or… was this drawer way shallower than the top one?

      I dug my thumbnails into the grooves at the side and gently, carefully, lifted the wooden bottom, biting my lip when I realized that this was actually working. Whatever was in this drawer, someone wanted to keep it hidden—and the warmth radiating through my body told me this was the right place.

      As I slid off the lid, I stared down at a golden, palm-sized compass. Its surface was etched with swirls and arcs, Roman numerals, and a network of starry designs that seemed at once familiar and alien. It seemed to sing to me, to call to me like it wanted me to pick it up. I had the strangest sense that I’d seen it before, that it belonged to me.

      “You beautiful little thing!” I whispered, pulling it out of the drawer. I ran my fingertips over its surface, feeling the grooves.

      Since I’d broken up with Luke, I’d felt a hollow void in my chest. It had only worsened the moment I’d discovered Holly’s absence. When I’d met the men from the Academy, a little of that void had begun to fill again. And now, with this astrolabe in my hands, the gnawing emptiness eased even more, imbuing me with a sense of power that I couldn’t help but feel had once belonged to me.

      Quickly I replaced the false bottom of the drawer, then rolled it shut. Would this ancient tool actually take me to Holly? I could only hope.

      Unfortunately I didn’t have any place to hide the thing; the dress didn’t happen to come with any pockets.

      I wrapped my fingers around it, pressing it against my side as inconspicuously as I could manage. I pulled the door open, then shut it quietly behind me.

      Raphael waited for me outside, leaning against the wall. He raised his eyebrows expectantly.

      I nodded at him, still clutching the astrolabe, coming up with a brilliant idea to hide it. I carefully slid the compass into my bra. “Nature’s pockets.” I snorted at my own joke before becoming distracted by the feel of the astrolabe glowing warmly against my heart.

      “Time to take you home,” he said, his sensual voice moving over my body like a caress. “Sebastos is keeping an eye out at the bottom of the stairs.”

      I folded my arms in front of my chest, making sure the astrolabe stayed in place in my cleavage. My heels echoed off the marble walls, and Raphael’s arm brushed against mine as we walked.

      When we reached the bottom of the stairs, I found Sebastos engaged in some kind of stare-off with Bowler Hat. I sidled up to Sebastos, hoping we could just scoot out of here and move on with things.

      The cultist now swayed on his feet, slurring. “It’s jusss that I’ve never seen you here before.”

      Raphael stepped forward, his blue eyes penetrating the dim light. “We were just on our way out.”

      Bowler Hat reached into his belt, drawing a gun, and my stomach dropped. “Or maybe you stay and we get to know eashh other a bit better. How does that sound?”

      Sebastos didn’t move an inch, showed nothing on his features. A perfect, stoic soldier.

      The music still blared, and most of the partygoers hadn’t yet noticed that someone had pulled a gun. My heart hammered against my ribs in time to the music. This was not a good situation.

      As I gaped at them, a rough hand pulled me to the side, and a man with long black hair stared down at me. His pupils dilated as he leaned in, huffing a sniff of my neck. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” He clutched my arm hard, fingers digging into my flesh, and the gesture reminded me of Luke. I wanted to punch this intrusive jerk.

      “One of who?” I said, trying to tug my arm away.

      I cast a panicked glance at Sebastos just in time to see him slam his arm into Bowler Hat’s wrist. The gun flew out of the cultist’s hand, and Sebastos managed to catch it in his other hand.

      It only took an instant for Sebastos to turn the gun on Bowler Hat.

      “Like we said,” Raphael continued, completely unruffled, “we were just leaving.”

      That was when complete pandemonium broke out—shrieking, guns pulled—and I tried to wrench my arm free from the freak gripping me. I brought my knee up hard into his crotch, and he finally released me.

      I wasn’t staying in this place a moment longer. Through the throng of panicking people, I elbowed my way to the door, the astrolabe heating my chest.

      With a racing pulse, I rushed into the cool night air. Another hand grabbed my arm, this one gentler, steadying me. I brushed the hair from my face and blinked up into dark eyes.

      “Balthazar,” I said with relief.

      Concern etched his features. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, mostly truthfully. “We need to go, though. Now.”

      The front door slammed open, and Sebastos and Raphael raced out in a blur of speed, so fast they almost seemed… inhuman.

      I hurried into the Porsche after them, my mind buzzing with nerves. Balthazar turned on the ignition, speeding off into the Cambridge night. In the back seat, I pulled out the astrolabe, mesmerized by its graceful arcs and gears.

      I felt as though I was suddenly in the center of something, but I had no idea what.
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      I crossed into Balthazar’s living room, where the fire roared in the fireplace. It cast warm, dancing light over the floor. It felt good to be back home—

      Home? Not my home, obviously. It just felt good to be back somewhere normal, anyway.

      In an instant, the men were in the room with me, forming an expectant huddle around me.

      “Well?” said Balthazar in his usual gruff manner. “Let’s see it up close.”

      I slipped my fingers down the front of my dress and into my bra, clutching the warm metal. I pulled it out with a slow, careful motion that all three men watched unblinkingly. Then I held it out before them, and they stared down at the ancient object.

      “That’s it,” Sebastos confirmed in a murmur. “That’s the astrolabe. I remember.”

      I pushed aside the weird comment for now, sticking with what mattered. “And you’re sure this will take us to the person who abducted Holly?”

      “If Death has Holly, then yes, it will lead us to her.” Balthazar plucked the astrolabe from my hand, running his fingers over it with something like reverence.

      Irritation simmered. “What do you mean if Death has Holly?”

      Sebastos lifted his shoulders in a stiff shrug. “It’s the most likely explanation, but nothing is certain.”

      Balthazar handed the astrolabe back to me. “Can you read it?”

      I frowned at the indecipherable surface. “No problem. I’ll just channel my inner… what would it even be? Astrologer? Astronomer?”

      “Whatever makes it easier,” said Raphael.

      I traced my fingers over the etchings, over the stars that marked its surface. This was more Holly’s thing than mine. What would she do in this situation? She’d totally inhabit the role, press her palm to her forehead while the spirits took over her body. Or something.

      My chest ached when I thought about her. To my utter horror, I actually felt tears spring to my eyes as I stared at the astrolabe. I couldn’t stand the thought of anyone here seeing me like this, so I lowered my head, obscuring parts of my face with my long blonde hair, and stared at the shiny, round object in my hands.

      When the blur left my eyes, I saw things more sharply than before. The hands, the symbols, the directions—my mind blazed with images of the sun’s position in the solar system, casting light over the Earth. My pulse raced, and my grip on it tightened. It wanted me to read it, but… something was missing.

      For the first time, I noticed a small ring at the top. As if ruled by some instinct, I gripped the ring, shifting the astrolabe vertically. Without entirely realizing what I was doing, I brought it close to my eye. And suddenly it wasn’t just an object to me anymore. It felt like a part of me.

      “The sun,” I said.

      “What?” asked Raphael.

      “I can’t read it without knowing the sun’s position.”

      Raphael moved closer to me, touching my waist with his hands. Heat radiated from his body, caressing my skin in waves of warmth, the feeling at once strange and intensely familiar. Another long-lost sensation well known to some ancient part of my brain. With the astrolabe pressed to my forehead, I stared into his deep blue, gold-flecked eyes, ready to lose myself in them. The alluring scent of cedar smoke snaked around me.

      Raphael leaned in close to me. “Look into my eyes, Queen of Venom. You’ll feel the sun.”

      What the heck was he talking about? And yet—he was right. When I stared into the stunning gold flecks of his eyes, I felt the sun’s warmth heating my skin, the rays washing over me. My mind whirled with images of stars, and the rays of light connecting them to form constellations. Then, in the recesses of my mind, I envisioned afternoon shadows growing long over a grassy landscape, long fingers retreating from the setting sun…

      I gasped at the intensity of the vision, stepping away from them. “Anyone care to tell me why, exactly, I can operate this thing with my mind?”

      I looked up at three stony faces, three sets of eyes staring right at me, no one speaking.

      I loosed a sigh. “Of course not. Silly me.”

      Sebastos nodded at the astrolabe. “Where do we need to go?”

      “West,” I said. “We need to go west. And I think we should go now.” More than ever, I desperately wanted to find Holly. I had to tell her about everything that was happening to me.

      Balthazar narrowed his eyes. “You’re sure you can read that thing?”

      I looked between the three men towering over me. The pressure of the past few days suddenly started to rise in me. “No. I’m not really sure about anything, to be honest. Not sure if I’m crazy, if you’re crazy. Not sure why I just saw a whole bunch of constellations in my mind, or why Raphael feels like the sun, or why I want to touch you all. Not sure if I saw a shadow angel flying overhead, or if Holly is an imaginary best friend that I invented to cover for my disaster of a life and the oppressive freaking loneliness that eats at my chest.” I took a deep breath, not entirely sure what I’d been rambling about.

      Raphael flashed a wicked smile. “Can you go back to the bit about wanting to touch us, Queen of Venom?”

      Did I really say that out loud? I swallowed hard, smoothing out my dress. “I didn’t say that.”

      Sebastos cocked his head. “I like her when she gets worked up.”

      Balthazar arched an eyebrow. “Are you quite finished?”

      I lifted the astrolabe. “Yes. Let’s get to the car. I think I can find this Death jerk.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As we sped down Route 2, I sank into the plush leather seat of Balthazar’s Porsche, gripping the astrolabe. We moved along the highway, and I let my mind fill with visions of stars, of the sun blazing hot over the horizon. Under the burning light, the astrolabe filled my mind with visions of shadows moving across grass, over leaves and deadfall in the forest. With each crawling movement of the shadows, the astrolabe was telling me exactly where we needed to go.

      After the initial reading, I didn’t seem to need Raphael’s aura in order to operate it.

      “Keep heading west.” I tightened my grip on the astrolabe, my frustration increasing along with my excitement. “I think I’m due some answers at this point. Why is it that I know how to read this thing? What are these visions in my mind, and how did you know I’d be able to do this?”

      Raphael met my gaze, his blue eyes penetrating the darkness. “I want to tell you, Dawn. But I can’t. You just have to remember.”

      I unleashed a long sigh. That is some bullcrap. “Tell me about yourselves, at least. Who are you? How did you end up in the Academy of Light together?”

      “My story is the most interesting,” said Raphael. “I was born in France. Travelled to London with my mom to seek our fortune, which turned out to involve a low-end brothel run by someone named Mrs. Adkins. Lived in the rough end of South London as long as the city would have me, and when I’d overstayed my welcome in Britain, I came to the States. Ended up in Massachusetts—fuck knows how. But I can tell you that the women here are just as lonely, and they pay well for my considerable skill set.” A wicked smile curled his lips. “I’ve never left a customer unsatisfied, anyway.”

      “You’re a…” I said, trailing off pointedly so that he would finish my sentence, but he just shot me a cryptic smile.

      “A whore,” Balthazar cut in.

      Raphael tensed. “It’s not my preferred term, is it? I’m an expert in the seductive arts.”

      It was one of his usual jovial comments, but his tone had changed. There had been a distinct edge to it—an anger, almost.

      I wasn’t going to ask any more questions, but Raphael turned to me abruptly. “Do you remember anything?”

      I shook my head. “About what?”

      “About us.”

      His words sent a spark of excitement dancing up my spine, but I still had no idea what anyone was talking about. “I don’t know what you mean. I’d never met you before I ran into you in the cemetery.”

      From the front seat, Sebastos turned to look at me, curiosity carved on his bronze features. “You don’t feel anything when you’re around us?”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” said Balthazar. “If this is going to be all about feelings from now on, I’m turning on the bloody radio.”

      Raphael was still studying me. “Dawn, Balthazar was right. We’re drawn together. There are… forces in the universe that are difficult to explain. These forces prefer it when we’re together.”

      “Forces,” I repeated in a low tone.

      “Haven’t you noticed a power when we’re together?”

      I considered Raphael’s question with more seriousness than I would have dreamed of just a week ago. Yes. When I’d looked into his eyes as I read the astrolabe, I’d certainly felt something. And the way I’d been able to home in on the astrolabe in the first place seemed like it had come from a connection to the men from the Academy.

      Only last year, I’d given Holly such a hard time for buying a crystal healing pendant. When she’d seen my reaction, her eyes had scrunched at the corners. Her lips had turned downward when she’d realized I held absolutely no belief in the supernatural.

      My chest tightened at the memory. Had I been a good friend at all?

      And now here I was—considering the possibility that my proximity to three exceptionally hot men gave me magical powers.

      Not that their hotness had anything to do with anything.

      If I got her back—when—I’d change. I’d be an amazing friend. No, I’d be nothing short of a perfect one. Supportive, open-minded. Anything she needed.

      A lump rose in my throat. If she were truly caught up in something dangerous because of me, my heart would break.

      “Are we still going the right way?” asked Raphael.

      Once more, I let my mind meld with the astrolabe, my skull whirling with images of stars and shadows spreading over a grassy field, moving north and west.

      “Yes. But we’ll need to head a little bit north. Head north as soon as you can, actually.” I glanced out the window, realizing we were driving through rural Concord. We turned off onto a dark, empty road. “When I use the astrolabe, I see stars. Anyone care to tell me what that’s about?”

      Sebastos turned to look at me, pinning me with his hazel eyes. “The stars rule our lives, Dawn.”

      I cast my mind back to the nightmare I’d had—the one about crawling over a battlefield, half dead. I’d been searching for Gemini in the night sky.

      I shot a quick glance at Raphael, at the tattoos that snaked over his arms—the entrancing, dark whorls of stars. I’d seen the same ones on Sebastos—and on Balthazar.

      I frowned. “Do you guys all have matching tattoos of stars?”

      “How did you know about mine?” asked Balthazar, a hint of amusement tingeing his steely tone.

      My cheeks heated. “I, uh… I saw them from across the street.”

      “When you were using your binoculars,” he added.

      Raphael huffed a laugh. “Spying on her neighbors. Our Dawn does have a wild side.”

      I knew he was making fun of me, but something about the way he’d said ‘our Dawn’ made warmth flutter through my belly. “I notice none of you are answering my question.”

      “I have more tattoos that you haven’t seen, Dawn,” said Balthazar. “But this would hardly be the time or place to show you.”

      I sighed. Then I leaned forward, examining the tattoos on Sebastos’s neck. “They’re constellations. Aren’t they?”

      Sebastos turned around to regard me, an impressed smile curling his lips. He opened his mouth to respond.

      But before he could answer, a car swerved suddenly out of the opposite lane, screeching right into our path. I hardly had a chance to scream.
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      A sharp of force rammed through my spine as the nose of the Porsche screeched in a concertina of rippled metal. The windshield shattered, glass raining into the front seat.

      I slammed forward in my seatbelt, pain screaming through my neck. The shock momentarily stunned me. I couldn’t think or move as adrenaline surged up and down my limbs.

      The crash had winded me. Panic gripped my body, and my ears rang. Time seemed to slow down around me.

      I couldn’t focus well enough to see what was happening with the others, but I was vaguely aware of the door beside me opening wide. Strong arms wrapped around my waist, freeing me from the seatbelt. Dazed, my head lolled, blonde hair in my face.

      Was it Sebastos? No… it wasn’t his scent. I blinked, trying to clear my vision, confusion clouding my thoughts.

      That was when I realized that the hold on me wasn’t tender or protective at all; it was rough and probing, the grip of someone who had no intention whatsoever of making sure I was all right.

      Which meant it was probably the same person who’d crashed into us in the first place…

      I looked up at him, seeing nothing familiar in his haunted face, in his wide eyes, dark as midnight. When I thought I saw the faint outline of wings behind his back, my heart skipped a beat.

      I slammed my elbow into his chest, and he dropped me. I landed hard on the pavement, and he lunged for me, snarling like some kind of beast. I scrambled to stand, to save my own life. Again, time seemed to stretch out, the man’s movements slowing to a crawl, my blonde hair drifting slowly before my eyes.

      Fight, Dawn.

      As if responding with some long-dormant reflex, warmth began building in my body, trembling through my limbs. My back arched. A flash of blinding light rocketed from my ribcage, hurling into my attacker.

      The word magic echoed in my mind, and I stared, stunned. I pushed the hair out of my face to take in what had actually happened.

      A man in a dark suit now lay on the ground, his eyes closed, chest rising and falling. A trickle of blood streaked his pale cheek. He looked human enough—no wings on him.

      My breath had grown ragged in my throat, and my ears buzzed. Had I really seen wings and black eyes on him? And more importantly—had I just shot a stream of magic out of my ribcage?

      When I glanced back at the Porsche, my heart jumped into my throat. The crash had totaled it, throwing it into a ditch by the side of the road. The impact had crumpled the hood, mangling the whole front. A fire burned under the hood, smoke curling into the air. Are they okay?

      I let out a long exhale as I saw signs of movement within the car.

      They’re all right.

      I touched the back of my neck, where I was sure a bruise was forming. Soreness throbbed through my limbs and head, but nothing was broken, and nothing felt serious.

      Grimacing, Sebastos slid out of the car. As he did, the mangled door creaked off its hinges and clanked onto the pavement.

      Balthazar climbed out the other side, shock engraved on his features. “Dawn!” he shouted. “Are you all right?” He was by my side in a flash, fingers brushing my neck as he studied me for injuries. “What the fuck happened? How did you get out of the car so fast?”

      I pointed to the road, to the place where the man had been lying on the pavement. Except—he’d vanished. Only the other smashed car remained, upside down in the ditch on the other side of the road. Where my attacker had lain, bare tarmac stretched out before me.

      My hand shook. “He was there. He pulled me out of the car, and…” I swallowed hard. “I guess he ran off.”

      Sebastos cocked his head at the wreckage. “Whoever he was, he was trying to stop us. That means we’re on the right track.”

      I clenched my jaw. “So we’re almost there. We have to keep going. Right? We need to get to Holly.”

      Raphael scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “I feel the need to point out that we’re in the middle of an empty road in the countryside, and the car is wrecked. And we don’t know how much further we have to go.”

      The astrolabe. As smoke curled around me, I rushed back to the car, my heels crunching over the shattered glass. I wrenched open the back door. My pulse raced until I found the astrolabe on the floor of the car. “I’ve got it. We can still find our way there.”

      When I whirled around again, Balthazar was staring at me, a keen curiosity shining in his dark eyes. “What happened after he pulled you out of the wreck?” he asked in his deep Scottish accent.

      I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead, where sweat had begun to bead. “I guess it might sound nuts if I said he didn’t look human, right? That I saw black eyes and wings?” The words were coming out in a rush. “And it would probably sound crazy if I said I somehow summoned light in my body and it just… burst out of my chest and knocked him out. And then he disappeared. That would probably sound like a load of nonsense.”

      A stab of pain shot through my spine and I winced, touching the back of my neck. Balthazar frowned at me, then gently wrapped his hand around the side of my throat. I looked up at him, breathing in his musky scent.

      “I feel the pain here,” he said. “The crash knocked your spine out of alignment.” He nodded at Sebastos. “Can you help her?”

      Sebastos’s hazel eyes sparkled. “Of course I can.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What, are you a doctor or something?”

      Sebastos shrugged. “Not officially.” In the next moment, he was brushing his fingertips over my throat, his brow furrowed. At the touch of his fingers, warmth spread through my neck muscles, soothing the pain. My back arched slightly at the sensation, and I craned my neck to study his face. Who was this man? And how was he healing me with his fingertips?

      “Where are you from?” I asked. I knew my question came out of nowhere, but I suddenly wanted to know more about him.

      “North Africa. Malta. Sicily. Lots of places.”

      “Do you miss it?” I asked.

      “Miss what?”

      “Your home. Wherever it is.”

      The scent of the ocean, tinged with oranges, wafted off him, as if it had been imbued into his body over the years. His light touch found its way to my spine, and he traced his fingertips downward, leaving a trail of tingles in their wake.

      A wistful smile curled his lips. “I’ve had a good life. Drinking Nero D’Avola on the cliffs of Taormina. Reading Rumi on a Mediterranean beach. Living in places where the sunlight gleamed with lemon-yellow light.”

      The way he answered confused me. For one thing, there’d been a hint of unexpected poetry in his description. For another, the way he’d said I’ve had a good life… almost as if it were coming to an end. Seemed like the answer of someone in his nineties, not someone in his prime.

      He traced his fingertips gently up my spine again, sending a rush of warm tingles through my body. My back curved into him, eager for his touch as he pulled the pain from my body. Then his fingertips swooped over to my ribs. I kept staring up at him as if entranced. He was enormous—all warrior. Or so I’d thought. I’d never expected him to have such a gentle touch, or that poetry would have been important to him.

      “Your ribs are bruised,” he said in a low voice.

      “Are you nearly done touching each other?” asked Balthazar, his voice laced with irritation.

      I blinked up at Sebastos. “What do you mean you’ve had a good life? Seems to me that it’s still going.”

      For the briefest of moments, I caught a flash of vulnerability in his eyes. Then his gaze shuttered, and he pulled away from me. “There. I fixed you.”

      I rolled my shoulders. Miraculously, I felt totally normal—better than normal, even. My muscles were so relaxed, I felt like I’d just gotten back from a day at the spa. “Feels… amazing, actually. Thank you.”

      Balthazar turned, walking along the dark road without another word. I followed after the three guys, rubbing my bare arms. I was still wearing the stupid heels that clopped loudly over the pavement.

      As we walked, I studied the three members of the Academy. I was starting to get the sense that none of these men were exactly what they seemed. For one thing, they seemed to have otherworldly abilities of one kind or another. There was that word magic rolling around in my head again.

      Sebastos had not only healed my pain, but realigned my spine with only a light touch of his fingertips. Not to mention that Raphael had somehow summoned the power of the sun to help me use the astrolabe. Not only did the men have powers of their own, they were bringing out something in me, long-dormant skills that were starting to roil and erupt to the surface just from being in their presence.

      Old Dawn would have rebelled at the idea of magic, but now that I could feel and see it for myself, it felt hard to deny.

      A pang of guilt shot through my chest when I thought about my mom, how I’d shot her down every time she’d mentioned something magical. I had to remind myself that it wasn’t just her supernatural beliefs that had concerned me—it was everything. Spending all the money; getting arrested for assault on a bus; painting the walls of our old mansion with rambling, rhyming slogans. How could I have guessed that some of what she’d been saying might actually have been accurate?

      The men around me clearly believed in angels and magic—except they actually made sense when they talked.

      Still, rational as they seemed, all of these men were hiding something. At first glance, Balthazar exuded pure sophistication—the way he dressed, his books and education, his fancy car (the one that now lay totaled and smoking in a ditch). And yet something about the way he held himself—and that carnal look he sometimes gave me, like he was fighting with himself to not rip all my clothes off—I almost had the sense that he was overcompensating for a wild, barbaric nature.

      Sebastos looked like he was built solely for fighting. But I was beginning to understand that there was much more going on beneath the surfaces of all these men. Sebastos might look like a pure soldier on the outside, but he loved a fine wine and the beauty of sunlight. Maybe internally, he might have more of a sense of peace than Balthazar.

      And then there was Raphael. He walked with fluid ease, projecting sensual grace. And yet when he’d talked about his history—his chosen profession—real anger had simmered under the surface. He hadn’t wanted that life.

      All I knew was that I’d just begun to scratch the surface of the true natures of these three men.

      I wanted to find out more.
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      My bare feet padded over the cool pavement, my high heels now in my hands. I supposed it would probably be a waste of Sebastos’s healing powers to ask him to run his hands over my aching arches, though the idea was tempting as anything.

      “Any updates?” asked Balthazar.

      I plucked the astrolabe from my cleavage and traced my fingertips over its surface. My mind whirled with images of constellations moving through the sky, of the sun casting long shadows over the Earth. I breathed in the rich, heavy scent of the marshy soil around us. “East,” I said abruptly.

      I pointed at a dark expanse of grass that stretched out before us. At the end of the field stood a row of hemlock and oak trees.

      Balthazar paused, arching a quizzical eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I mean, just to be clear, we’ve been navigating using visions I’m having of shadows climbing over grass this whole time, and those visions are apparently placed in my mind by a medieval instrument. So, assuming that this whole process is accurate, then yes. We need to turn off the road here.”

      Raphael shrugged. “Seems perfectly reasonable to me.”

      I marched onto the wet grass, and the three men turned off the road with me.

      This entire time, I hadn’t really allowed myself to imagine what might be happening to Holly. Now that we were walking in the quiet of night, with only the sound of crickets and our own footfalls punctuating the silence, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about her.

      Memories of Holly whirled in my mind: skipping class in high school; getting suspended, then spending the day together watching sketch comedy videos; our double date to the prom, when she snuck vodka into the hotel in a water bottle; our low-budget trip to Montreal on an overnight bus, only to find we were too broke for the youth hostels and had to sleep in a park. I missed her so badly right now that it felt like a hole in my chest.

      I clamped down the worry in my mind, trying not to let it overtake me. I coped by moving forward, trying not to dwell on the past or worst-case scenarios.

      And yet, by the time we reached the line of trees, worry consumed my mind. Would someone known as ‘Death’ even keep her alive at all?

      I swallowed thickly, finally working up the nerve to ask directly. “I know the three of you don’t like to tell me anything, but I need to know. What would this Death character be doing with Holly?” A lump stuck in my throat. “Would he hurt her?”

      Balthazar whirled abruptly, meeting my gaze. “No. He’s a baffling man, but he has his own moral code. He’s obsessed with atonement.”

      Frustration simmered. “And what would he want with Holly?”

      Balthazar lifted his hand for a moment before his fist tightened, closing hard. “You have to remember what she is. I can’t tell you anything except that he’s obsessed with her kind.”

      I blinked. “Her kind? What, hippies? Vegetarians?”

      A muscled twitched in Balthazar’s jaw, and then he moved toward me across the grass. He scooped me up in his arms, one hand under my knees, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, not sure what was going on but oddly relieved at the contact nonetheless.

      “Um, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “I’m going to help you remember.”

      He moved swiftly, and once we were within the cover of the trees, he set me down, my body sliding down his. He looked at me like he wanted to devour me, his eyes roaming over my bare skin.

      “How are you going to help me remember?” I asked softly.

      His dark eyes burned with an ancient intensity. “There’s only one way. And since you walk around half dressed all the time, it’s all I can think about anyway.”

      What?

      I had no idea what was going on now, and standing this close to him made my heart race. His primitive energy pulsed over me, heating my blood, my skin, and my mind burned at the way he looked at me. Just like when I’d been trapped in the closet with Sebastos and Raphael, heated words inflamed my mind: breasts, stroking, grinding, writhing… Balthazar’s lips promising fucking.

      No, Dawn, no. He was an arrogant, presumptuous jerk given to unnecessary vulgarity.

      And yet—molten heat swooped lower through my belly, between my legs, and I wanted to close the last bit of distance between us.

      He must have read the look on my face, because his hands were on my hips, his grip strong and possessive. My mind raced back to the things I’d seen at the party, the woman with her back to the man, her face flushing as he pulled up her skirt…

      I was sure he noticed my breathing speeding up, my lips parting. I’d seen him before, looking at me like he wanted to rip my clothes off. And now I could think of nothing else. Maybe I wanted some of that roughness he promised with his gaze. Maybe I wanted some of that fucking.

      In the name of all that was holy, as liquid heat surged between my legs, I wanted him to pull up the hem of my dress, spin me around and push me against a tree…

      As if hearing my thoughts, he slid his powerful hands down my waist, then gripped my rear end, lifting me up. Staring into his eyes, I wrapped my legs around him, and he pushed my back against a tree.

      With a low, primal growl, he leaned in, claiming my mouth with his. I no longer remembered any of my objections to his character. I just opened my lips, letting my tongue brush against his. My breasts seemed to swell and strain against my dress, my nipples hardening. God, I wanted to fuck him. Fuck—when had I ever used that word? That word didn’t belong to me, but right now it was the only thing I could think about. My back arched, my hips grinding against him. I regretted every inch of clothing between us.

      His tongue swept against mine, and nothing existed in my mind beyond the electrified points of contact between us. I moaned lightly into his mouth. As I did, a vision replaced the raw lust in my mind, so real it seemed like I was seeing it in front of me.

      
        
        It was Holly, her body glowing with light. Silver, feathered wings cascaded from her back. She was there to protect me, to guard me.

        

      

      I pulled away from Balthazar, my hand pressed over my mouth, and I stared at him. I unlocked my legs from him slowly and slid down his body. My legs were shaking from the vision. And maybe a little from the intensity of the kiss. “What the blazes was that?”

      “What did you see?”

      “Holly. But she looked like an angel, I guess. White light. Silver wings.”

      He cocked his head. “So now you know what ‘her kind’ means.”

      My jaw dropped. Holly was an angel? Since when? Not to mention the fact that Balthazar could apparently invoke visions in my mind just by kissing me.

      I shook my head. “She can’t be an angel. We drink boxed wine together. She’s addicted to goldfish crackers and reruns of The Golden Girls. I’ve seen her throw up in a trashcan in Harvard Square. Angels don’t do that.” The familiar memories of Holly pierced my chest with a sharp pang. I wanted to see her more than anything right now. And yet the vision of her as my guardian had seemed so real.

      Balthazar cocked his head, shrugging easily. “Has it occurred to you that maybe you don’t know a lot about angels?”

      And he was back to his cocky, arrogant self after our mind-blowing kiss.

      “What just happened?” I asked.

      “I helped you remember the truth.”

      The kiss had left my body trembling against his, but he seemed completely unfazed. In fact, he was already turning, moving away from me, marching deeper into the forest.

      It took me a moment to realize that I was still clutching my high heels tightly, my knuckles white—that I’d had them in a death grip the whole time. A flicker of movement captured my attention, and I also realized that Sebastos and Raphael were standing nearby, staring at me expectantly. Had they been watching that?

      Raphael’s blue-gold eyes glinted in the darkness. “Did you remember something?”

      “I saw Holly as an angel,” I said breathlessly. “Wings. Glowing white light. Everything.”

      “Are you all right?” asked Sebastos, his brow furrowed with concern.

      I waved a dismissive hand. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” Never mind that the kiss had completely knocked the world out from under my feet, until I’d been ready to pull off my pink silk panties and—

      Well, there was no point thinking about it.

      I straightened, smoothing out my dress and trying to slow down my breathing. I could feel that my cheeks had gone bright red. “Were you standing there the whole time?”

      “No,” said Sebastos. “Let’s go.”

      I took a deep, steadying breath as we walked, starting to catch up with Balthazar.

      Our footfalls crunched over the deadfall. Sticks and brambles pricked the soles of my bare feet, and I considered putting on the heels again. But I thought maybe their specific brand of torture was a bit worse. “What are we, exactly? What are these powers we—”

      Sebastos held out his arm to stop me from moving, and I walked right into it. “Wolves,” he said by way of explanation. He seemed to be listening intently to something.

      Wolves? Here in Concord? That seemed ridiculous, but I supposed it would not be the most ridiculous thing to happen tonight.

      Up ahead, Balthazar paused too, his body going still. The sound of distant howling wound through the air, raising the hair on the back of my neck.

      Balthazar strode back to us, his features grave. “The wolves are downwind. I don’t think they’ve caught our scent yet.”

      “Damn it,” Raphael hissed through his teeth.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “Rain.” Just then I felt the first dot of cool moisture land on my nose.

      Balthazar nodded at me. “What does your compass say?”

      I pulled the astrolabe from my cleavage again, letting its magic fill my mind. After a tense moment, I said, “forward. I can’t tell you how far, but we’re going the right way.”

      Raphael grabbed me by the wrist, tugging me along. I winced as a stick pricked my foot, and he glanced at me, his gaze sweeping over my body. “You’re barefoot.”

      “So you’re the observant one,” I said breathlessly.

      In an instant, he’d scooped me up—just like Balthazar had. I wrapped my arms around his neck, accidentally dropping my shoes behind him. Before I could let out a word of protest, he broke into a swift sprint, moving like the wind through the trees. Rain poured in rivulets down his stunning golden skin.

      Not human, my mind whispered.

      “What are you?” I asked, my gaze on his perfect face.

      His cedar smoke scent curled around me. “There’s only one way for you to remember, Dawn.” The sensual timbre of his voice lit a spark in my belly and left no question as to his meaning.

      “I have to kiss you all to remember things. That’s how it works, right?”

      “Kissing. Touching. Stroking. In any case, you’re catching on.”

      His words sent a thrilling heat through my body, electrifying me, and I had the strongest urge to find out exactly how much I could remember…
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      Raphael stopped abruptly, setting me down on the forest floor, and I disengaged from his neck. Balthazar and Sebastos stood by a tall stone wall, its surface covered with moss. It towered over us, at least twenty feet high. Apparently astrolabes didn’t take into account things like giant freaking walls that blocked your path when they gave you visionary shadow directions.

      Raphael ran his fingertips over the stone. “This is exactly the kind of weird, antisocial thing Death would do. A fucking giant impenetrable wall around his house.”

      “Bit of a loner, is he, Death?” I asked. “And here I was thinking he’d be charming.”

      A boom of thunder rumbled over the horizon, and fat drops of rain fell over my skin, soaking my hair. Another keening howl pierced the air, and my blood chilled.

      I couldn’t imagine how this situation could get any dicier than it already was, but then I saw it. Not only was the wall roughly twenty or twenty-five feet tall, but a flash of silvery-gray fur moved between the trees, followed by the whip of a tail, the snap of a twig under a giant paw.

      I swallowed and pressed my back against the wall beside Raphael. “Uh, guys? The wolves are coming our way. They’re huge.”

      I caught another glimpse of a patrolling predator, this time between two closer tree trunks. My heart kicked against my ribs. The thing looked to be the size of a horse, and I could almost see the thick muscle ripple beneath its gray fur.

      “We need to get up there,” Balthazar growled in a low voice. “They can smell us.”

      Raphael prodded at the rocks. “The wall is rough enough that we can get handholds.” He met my gaze. “I’ll start up and help you from the top. Sebastos can help you from below.”

      Raphael began hauling himself up, gripping the mossy rock, and I climbed up after him, my fingertips struggling to find purchase on the rain-slicked wall. When I’d pulled myself up six feet or so, Sebastos began climbing up after me. I was fully aware of the shortness of my dress, and that he’d have a view of my tiny pink panties, but I was mostly thankful that he’d catch me if I fell.

      Up ahead, Raphael glanced down at me. “You’ve got this, Dawn.”

      The sound of growling from below tightened my gut. My chest unclenched a little when I saw that Balthazar was already out of reach of the wolves, climbing next to me.

      I glanced down at Sebastos, noting that he was keeping a very close eye on me. In fact, he was keeping his eye on one particular part of my anatomy with an intensity that made me wonder if he’d lose his grip soon.

      When I looked beyond Sebastos, my stomach dropped to the sodden ground. A wolf’s amber eyes flashed in the darkness—right on me.

      Hurry, Dawn. I scrambled for the next handhold, but this time, my fingers slipped. Reeling, my bare foot slid on a patch of slick green, and my knee smacked into the cold stone. Pain ripped through my leg, and I lost my grip.

      For a split second I was falling, headed toward the wolves. But, quick as a flash, Sebastos’s powerful arm shot out. He grabbed me around the waist, pulling me in close to his chest. His other hand had a firm grip on the stones.

      “Got you,” he mumbled into my wet hair, and I shivered against him, my clothes sticking to my skin as the cool rain continued to drench us.

      I couldn’t tell if it was my heart or his pounding against my chest. I only knew that a deep, rhythmic pulsing of blood roared in my ears, and that it felt good to be pressed in close to his powerful body.

      For a moment, I studied his face, the intensity of his concern for me. I was suddenly far more aware of his strong grip on my waist than I was of the cold, wet wall or the sodden fabric sticking to my skin. Wherever he touched me stayed warm, and I didn’t want to move.

      If I was going to make it to the top, I’d need to climb, and yet…

      What would I remember if I kissed him? His sun-kissed skin and his full lips promised wistful memories, safety. As if entranced, I stared at his lips, his heavy-lidded eyes.

      With a move totally unlike me, I leaned in and tasted his lower lip. I knew he wanted it just like I did, and in that moment, I saw no reason to hold back. His lips tasted faintly of salt, like the sea. Almost instantly, his tongue, deliciously warm against my freezing lips, darted into my mouth. He kissed me with hunger, moving his lips expertly, teasingly, against mine. His fingers tightened around my waist.

      And then, in a crackling, quivering instant, I was no longer on that stone wall.

      Not in a sentimental way. Not in a metaphorical way.

      I didn’t remember having closed my eyes, but I opened them, finding myself somewhere else entirely.

      
        
        A thick bronze breastplate weighed down my body, but I didn’t feel encumbered. The armor was a part of me; my fit form was built to carry weight like this without any problem. My platinum hair hung in a tight braid at the nape of my neck, and the breeze toyed with loose wisps. I gripped a sword that gleamed the same bronze as my armor, filled with the certainty that I knew exactly how to use it. And perhaps the strangest thing of all was that I didn’t feel a shred of doubt in my entire being. I belonged here.

        A wild field stretched out in every direction, purple heather dappling the long grasses. I’d come to fight, but… who was my enemy? I whirled, and my heart slammed against my ribs. I wanted to end this war, and to do that, I’d need to stain these fields with blood.

        I locked eyes with Sebastos, and he towered over me, also clad in thick bronze armor, his hair different, longer. Still, those hazel eyes were unmistakable, his thickly corded muscles flexing as he stared at me. For just a moment, I could have sworn I saw a gleam of coppery horns on his head. They didn’t surprise me. The horns belonged to him.

        I’d come to fight him, hadn’t I? To kill him. To end all this.

        I was a warrior, and this was my battlefield. The wild fury of war flowed through me, lighting me up from the inside out until I felt in control.

        I gripped my sword, staring at Sebastos. He might be larger than me, but he should fear my power. I’d pull his still-beating heart from his chest and revel in the blood flowing down my arms…

        My blood thundered in my mind like a war drum, my body blazing with the sweet ecstasy of battle rage, and I ran for him.

        

      

      But before I could reach him, the snapshot faded. With an uncomfortable crackle in my mind, I was thrust back into the real world.

      The chill of the rain and the wind seeped back into my bones instantly, and even the heat of Sebastos’s body on mine did nothing to ease the shock of that change. Heart pounding, I pulled away so dramatically that I almost fell, but his firm grip around my waist prevented me from going anywhere.

      “What the fuck...” I stuttered, shocking myself with my choice of words for the second time today.

      “What did you see?” he asked.

      Wolves brayed loudly below us, trying to scale the wall, but we were out of their reach.

      I gasped for breath, staring into Sebastos’s eyes. “I was going to kill you. We were on a battlefield, but it was only us. We wore armor, and I was going to kill you. I was a savage.”

      His eyes narrowed, but his lip curled in a slight smile. “You did kill me, Dawn.”

      I shook my head, unwilling to reconcile myself with the barbaric woman who wanted to pull hearts from chests. “What was that? A past life?”

      “Yes.”

      My blood roared in my ears, this revelation rocking the foundation out from under me. “And why did I kill you?”

      His grip was firm around my waist, holding me steady. If it hadn’t been for his powerful arm, I’d probably be flying off the wall into the pack of wolves right now. “You had to.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      From the other side of the wall, Balthazar bellowed, “what the fuck is going on over there? Are you coming?”

      “You’re remembering,” said Sebastos. “That’s good. But right now, we need to go.”

      I didn’t want to leave the warm safety of his arms. I wanted to stay here, protected, and learn whatever else I could about my past. I wanted to know why I’d needed to kill him, why I’d been so savage.

      But Sebastos had a point. We were halfway up a rain-slicked stone wall, with a pack of angry wolves below us, and my best friend was captive somewhere nearby, prisoner to someone called Death. Clearly we had to keep moving.

      I pulled away from him reluctantly. If I was going to make it to the top, I’d need to climb on my own. “I’ve got this,” I said quietly. Gritting my teeth, I found footholds and handholds on the slick rock.

      “I’ll catch you if you fall again,” said Sebastos, hanging back just a little.

      One stone at a time, I pulled my way up to the top of the wall, my arms shaking with the exertion. If I’d been some kind of warrior in a past life, I’d clearly lost all that muscle tone when I’d arrived in this one.

      And yet, some of that battle fury still arced through my blood. A new sense of surety imbued my limbs, and I climbed the wall, every handhold now crystal clear. I hoisted myself up the second half of the wall without any help from Sebastos.

      I hooked my leg over the top of the wall, my dress riding up to my hips, and pulled myself up with a grunt, rain pouring down my body. I could feel the guys’ eyes on me from below as I swung my second leg over.

      Next time I went exploring in a forest crawling with wolves, I’d come prepared with better clothing. And, like, some shoes.

      At last I reached the bottom of the wall, and Raphael reached up to grab me by the waist. He lowered me to the ground, and while I hadn’t needed his help, I wasn’t going to object, either. I turned around, catching his gaze, temporarily distracted by the contrast of colors in his eyes, like buttery sunlight gleaming off a deep blue lake.

      What would happen if I kissed him too?

      Before I got the chance to find out, the snapping of twigs alerted me to Balthazar’s presence. He was staring at my mud-coated feet. “What the fuck happened to your shoes?” His deeply accented voice rumbled through my gut.

      “Dropped them.”

      Balthazar frowned at me. “Why do I get the feeling that, in this incarnation, you’re not exactly good at life?”

      In this incarnation. “About that incarnation thing.” I raised my eyebrows, warmth tingling through my belly. “And I’m beginning to understand the way that I remember in this incarnation.”
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      My feet sank into the marshy earth. Raphael had offered to carry me again, but oddly, I was actually liking the feel of the mud and moss beneath my feet, like it connected me to the Earth. Since I’d kissed both Balthazar and Sebastos, a certain wildness had begun to roil deep within my mind. I watched the two of them walking just ahead of me—the beauty-loving warrior and the feral professor.

      By my side, Raphael studied me as he walked. “You’re beginning to remember things.”

      I nodded, my eyes sweeping over the sharp, savage tattoos marking his muscled arms. My gaze trailed up to his face again, taking in the sensual curve of his mouth and lips that promised insane, torturous seduction. I suddenly had an overwhelming desire to remember more, but I also wanted to press on, to find Holly as soon as we could.

      I tore my eyes from Raphael, forcing myself to stay focused. It was like a force greater than myself wanted me to throw myself at these men.

      In the next moment, snarling at my back had the hairs on my arms standing on end. I swallowed hard, my throat tightening. Were the wolves on this side of the wall as well? My heart beat a wild rhythm in my chest.

      “Raphael,” I hissed, grabbing for his arm. “Do you hear that?”

      At the same time, Balthazar whipped around, his dark eyes narrowed to slits. “Do you smell that?”

      “Is this some kind of bloody quiz?” Raphael asked.

      “More wolves,” Sebastos said, confirming my assumption, sending a shiver dancing up my spine. “Just keep moving.” He nodded at the dark expanse of forest ahead of us.

      “We’re no longer downwind,” said Balthazar. “The rain might have masked our scent, but it’s slowing to a trickle now.”

      “I know how this works, Balthazar,” Sebastos interrupted. He tried to sound dismissive, but I caught a glint of worry in his hazel gaze.

      A low growling rumbled through the forest. Adrenalin began to surge through my nerves again, and when twigs snapped nearby, my stomach lurched.

      “They’ve clocked us,” Raphael whispered.

      For whatever reason, we all looked to Balthazar for a plan. His nostrils flared as he looked at the three of us, and then beyond us.

      “Fucking run,” was all he said.

      Good enough. We broke into a sprint. My feet slammed over the wet, marshy earth, and Raphael gripped my arm, pulling me along as though he could force me to run faster.

      I sucked in breaths of thick, humid air and the scent of wet earth, listening only to the sounds of our feet thumping, the beating of my heart. I felt as if I were moving at speeds I’d never known before, the air rushing over my skin. Around these men, power seemed to flow through me. Still, when a deep howl pierced the air nearby, that power didn’t stop my blood from turning to ice.

      From the shadows, the wolves lunged in a blur of fur, a flash of teeth. Sebastos growled a curse, jumping in front of me to shield me. I just about had time to pull in a deep breath before the beasts leapt into the air. Sebastos slammed his powerful fist into a wolf’s jaw, cracking the bone. I clenched my fists, desperately wishing I had that sword from my vision.

      Within moments, a hurricane of snapping and growling roared around me.

      Balthazar lunged in front of me too, and I stared as he grabbed a wolf by the throat. “Get away from here, Dawn.” With stunning speed and strength, he threw his full weight at the wolf, pinning it to the ground.

      I took a step back from the melee, but maybe I could help, even without a sword. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to summon that light I’d projected before—that feeling of warmth that had built in my ribs.

      I was coming up empty.

      “Dawn!” Raphael roared.

      I ducked sharply as four huge paws soared over me. The second the beast landed, it turned and snapped its jaws at me.

      Sebastos’s powerful body slammed into it from the side and he rolled with the wolf, tumbling down a slope. Tangled together, they crashed and snapped over branches until they disappeared from sight.

      I pushed myself up, my breathing becoming harder, more ragged and desperate. Fog curled through the humid air, coiling around me and making it hard for me to see. Someone barked at me to run—a deep, guttural voice, a Scottish accent. Balthazar.

      For once, I decided to listen. I broke into a sprint, pumping my arms hard, my feet sinking into the marshy earth with each footfall. As I ran, a heavy mist thickened in the air, whirling around me.

      Distantly, I heard one of the guys roar with pain. Raphael? Sebastos? I ground to a halt again. A twinge of guilt pierced my chest.

      No, this was wrong. I couldn’t just run from them. We were supposed to fight together. Gasping for breath, I backed up against a tree, my legs trembling. Once again, I raised my hands, desperately searching for that warmth, that burst of light that had knocked out the man in the street. I tried to force the magic into my hands again.

      Once again, nothing happened, and in the thickening mist, I could no longer see what was going on.

      “Sebastos?” I called out. I took a tentative step forward, my feet crunching on the leaves.

      No response.

      A gust of wind whooshed through the leaves above me, sending the last clinging droplets of rain showering onto my head. I bit my lip and pushed the wet hair from my face, trying to get my bearings. I was no longer exactly sure from which way I’d come, or which way I’d be going.

      All I had was the astrolabe. At least that could get me where I needed to go. With any luck, the guys would make it there too. They’d seemed like they could take on the wolves, anyway.

      I pulled the astrolabe from my cleavage, closing my eyes as visions of stars, shadows, and a grassy landscape flooded my mind. I pivoted, now clear on which way I should go.

      But something stopped me. I couldn’t quite bring myself to leave without the guys, without knowing if they were hurt.

      If I turned back in the opposite direction—

      A branch snapped behind me, and I whirled around. “Raph—”

      I froze. Penetrating the fog were the dipped head and flashing eyes of a huge gray wolf. It took another step forward, paw splaying on the marshy earth.

      I stood frozen, too stunned to move.

      A funny thing happens when you are faced with something that absolutely might kill you; everything else around you falls away. It was just me and the wolf’s eyes, burning brightly in the darkness.

      The creature tensed its back legs and sprang. As he bowled me over, his sharp claws pierced my shoulders.

      As the beast’s teeth sank into my flesh, I unleashed a wild, agonized scream. Fueled by adrenaline, I reached up, tangling my fists in the long, shaggy fur of the wolf’s neck. A hot surge of ferocity ripped through my body. I wanted blood. With all my strength, I pulled its face from mine, keeping its teeth from my throat.

      At that moment, energy rippled and pulsed from my core, blasting through my hands. White-hot and burning, scorching—yet, somehow, I remained unscathed.

      The wolf yelped, rearing back. It would have fled into the trees, but my fingers had locked, and I couldn’t release them. The light continued to flow through me, arching my back, seizing up my muscles.

      My blood pounded through the fresh gash in my shoulder, but every surge of pain only strengthened me.

      “Dawn!” Balthazar screamed my name, panic lacing his voice. “Dawn, where are you?”

      His voice grounded me long enough for me to unclench my hands. The animal fled, whimpering, into the trees.

      I sucked in a ragged breath as all the light left my body. Suddenly the pain in my shoulder dialed up sharply, and the smell of burning fur filled my nostrils so intensely that I had to roll over, coughing hard.

      Balthazar rushed to me, getting down on his hands and knees to examine the damage. The wolves had torn his shirt, and blood streaked his collar, but apart from that, he seemed unharmed. He touched my shoulder gently, his eyes glinting with concern. “Dawn. You’re hurt.” His musky scent wrapped around me, soothing the wild hammering of my heart.

      I swallowed hard. “I’m fine.”

      He slid his arms under my shoulder, glaring at the wound as if it had personally wronged him. “No you’re not.” He lifted me to my feet gently. “How bad is it?”

      The teeth marks throbbed, blood flowing from the wounds. Still, I didn’t think the wolf had nicked an artery or anything.

      I sucked in a breath of damp air. “It’s not life-threatening. Where are the others?” My voice was hoarse.

      “They’ll be fine. We got separated, but they know which way to go.”

      “Even through this fog?”

      For just a moment, amusement danced in his eyes. “Believe me, Dawn. They’ve lived through much worse than fog and some fucking dogs.”

      Ah, sweet Balthazar. Reassuring as always.

      He took off purposefully, and I rushed to catch up with him, the cool mud coating my bare feet. As I walked, I stared down at my palms.

      Balthazar’s gaze flicked to me for a moment. “Why are you looking at your hands like that?”

      Oh, you know, I just shot white-hot magic out of my palms. They shook as I stared at them. “I just don’t understand what happened.”

      “The wolves? They protect these grounds.”

      “No,” I said quietly. “Me. What am I? How am I making this heat come out of my body?”

      The look he shot me was positively smoldering. “Dawn. As I think I showed you, there is only one way to remember your past.”

      A flicker of movement overhead caught my attention. Through the misty sky, I could have sworn I glimpsed dark figures circled between the clouds, wings outstretched. Fear gripped my spine, and I closed my eyes tightly. When I reopened them, the creatures had disappeared, as if they’d never been there at all.

      I swallowed hard, a twinge of panic piercing me, and I swayed on my feet.

      “Dawn?”

      I shook my head, not entirely sure if I’d imagined the vision, if I was hallucinating the same shadow angels my mother had always seen. “I’m just not sure what’s real and what isn’t.”

      Exhaustion burned through my body. I just wanted to find Holly and get home as soon as possible. I wanted to start a new life—though I wasn’t sure it would be possible to get back to normal. Not with this new knowledge of magical light powers and reincarnation.

      Balthazar frowned at my shoulder, his fingers gently encircling my arm. “It’s the blood loss. We need to stanch the bleeding.” I felt the weight of his gaze on my collarbone. “Sebastos isn’t here, so I’ll have to do.”

      He reached down, tearing a strip from the bottom of his white shirt. Then, with surprising tenderness, he carefully tied it under my arm, securing it with a tight knot over my shoulder.

      The wound throbbed underneath it, but the pressure of the makeshift bandage soothed it a bit. I tested the range of motion in my shoulder and found that, despite the blinding pain of wound against fabric, I was still able to raise my arm.

      “Good.” His lip quirked “You’re stronger than you look.” It was just a statement; it didn’t even seem particularly like a compliment, just an observation of fact. We started moving again through the mud, the cool mist pooling around us.

      “Not feeling particularly strong right now,” I said.

      “And yet you defeated a wolf by yourself.”

      True. Somehow the light from my hands had defeated the wolf, though I had no idea what it was or where it came from.

      I took a deep breath, walking so close to Balthazar that I could feel the heat radiating from his body. Now that the last vestiges of adrenaline had seeped out of my bloodstream, I wanted to stay close to him. He might be an arrogant, vulgar jerk half the time, but all I knew was that with Balthazar, as with the others, I felt safe. Warmer, somehow.

      He infuriated me, but I couldn’t deny the way my core hummed when he was near me, and I’d never forget the searing heat of that kiss, or the way his hands had gripped my backside. I couldn’t deny the thrill that had shot up and down my spine when he’d touched my skin, or the way he’d made me want to tear off my dress, show my naked body to him, and fu—

      My fists tightened and I tried to shove that thought deep under the surface. Get a hold of yourself, Dawn.

      “I can hear your heart speeding up,” he said in his low rumble. He turned, searching my face again with a look of such intensity that tingles ran up my spine.

      Remembering our kiss, an ache built inside me. I knew I should focus on moving forward, on getting to Holly, but a bone-deep need compelled me to move closer to him. Maybe it was some kind of magic at work, but I needed him like a parched woman needed water.

      As I closed the distance between us, an ancient, primal power rippled over my skin, sending my pulse racing. I felt the Earth’s energy race up from the wet soil under my bare feet, and I felt strangely compelled to drop into the soil with him, to get on my hands and knees. My breasts seemed to swell, straining against the damp leather of my dress. It was practically choking my body.

      “What if I want to remember more?” I whispered.

      I took another step closer to Balthazar, until my breasts were brushing against his powerful chest. His seductive, carnal gaze warmed me from the inside out. He grabbed me by the back of my neck possessively, one hand around my waist. Molten heat slid through my body.

      He leaned in, pressing his lips hard against mine. It was a desperate kiss, as if he’d been waiting centuries for it, as if he thought he’d find redemption through my lips.

      I arched my back, melting into him, skin blazing with electricity. He tugged up the hem of my dress, hands gripping my backside, thrusting into my panties, and I moaned. My nipples hardened against my wet dress.

      Balthazar lifted me, and I wrapped my legs around him, my dress hiking all the way up.

      The more I kissed him, the more powerful I felt, my body blazing with strength—

      Just then, a crack filled my ears, and I was tugged away—but I knew I hadn’t moved in space. It was more like I’d fallen through layers of reality, whipping through the fabric that made up time and space like wind through a billowing net curtain.

      
        
        Six of us stood together, proud and solid silhouettes against a vivid backdrop of greens and reds. A bronze breastplate sculpted my body, reflecting the bright sunlight. Shadow angels swooped under the reddening sky, their wings outstretched. They were watching us, making sure we did everything we were supposed to.

        Along with my heartbeat, the sound of a war drum pounded in my ears. My skin buzzed with apprehension as I looked across the field.

        A woman looked back, her face set like stone, her red hair flaming like the setting sun behind her. Blazing. Sorrow pierced my chest at the sight of her.

        Once my closest ally, now my worst enemy.

        I knew what we had to do today, and I knew why. Today we had to kill one of my men—or the angels would tear the world apart.

        

      

      A tug at the center of my body pulled me back to the forest, and I stared into Balthazar’s dark eyes. My legs were still locked tightly around his body, my hips pressed into him, and I heaved in deep breaths.

      “What did you see?” he asked, his voice a deep rumble.

      “I was supposed to kill Sebastos.”

      Balthazar nodded, and his breath warmed my neck. “Do you know why?”

      The vision had been so vivid. I remembered it all. “Because if I didn’t, the world would end.”

      He brushed his thumb over my cheek. “Ah, my shining one. Now you’re remembering.”
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      Sebastos and Raphael were waiting for us at the edge of the clearing, their bodies silhouetted in the moonlight-tinged mist. Not only did the men from the Academy attract me like a moth to flame, but the moonlight did as well. From the darkness, I could actually feel the light calling to me.

      Raphael rushed to me, his blue eyes vivid in the gloom. “Bloody hell, woman, you scared the shit out of us.”

      In the next moment, Sebastos was at my side, examining the bloody bandage around my shoulder. “Is this really the best you could do, Balthazar? Pathetic.”

      “Stopped the bleeding, didn’t it?” growled Balthazar.

      Sebastos held me gently by the biceps, and a warm, soothing energy from his body swept around me. When I closed my eyes, I smelled briny, lemon-swept air. As he traced his fingertips around the wound, all the pain left my body, the skin slowly knitting together.

      When I opened my eyes again, I caught the warmth in his hazel eyes, and I couldn’t help but smile. He liked being able to heal me.

      Then, all at once, I winced at the memory of my blade at his throat, of the bloodlust with which I’d attacked him. He liked healing me and, once, I’d enjoyed killing him. I didn’t want it to be real, but I knew that it was.

      “There,” he said. “All better.”

      I looked between the men. “Are you guys okay?”

      Raphael shoved his hands into his pockets. “Of course. We’ve faced worse.”

      “Right.” I had a feeling we all had. I just didn’t remember most of it. “Let’s go find Holly, shall we?”

      A misty field stretched out ahead of us, and we started walking, moving in the direction the astrolabe had indicated. If Holly really was some kind of angel, I had a billion questions to ask her. I mean, assuming I didn’t have to make out with her to get any answers.

      But mostly, I just needed to see my old friend.

      Raphael frowned at me as we walked. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

      I arched an eyebrow at him. “I want you to know,” I said as I fell into step with him, “that I’m a badass now.”

      “You are?” he asked, eyelids flaring with what may have been mock awe. “Will you teach me your ways, Queen of Venom?”

      I shook my head. “Some things can’t be taught, Raph.”

      He chuckled, and I rolled my shoulder, still feeling the warmth that had flooded my body when Sebastos had healed me.

      “Watch your step,” Sebastos warned us.

      “Please don’t tell me there are more wolves coming for us,” said Raphael.

      Sebastos breathed in deeply. “I don’t know. Something in the air is… odd. Magical, maybe. Unfamiliar. Just watch your step.”

      Balthazar’s arm brushed against me as we walked. “Let’s just make sure we stick together.”

      Stick together. Not only did I want to do that, I needed to stick with the guys. Around them, I had power. I had meaning. Heck, I could even shoot light from my body. I’d certainly never been able to do that before. I still had a million questions, but at this point, I had to get to Holly.

      The damp grass tickled my bare feet as we walked, and my body buzzed with excitement at the thought of seeing her again soon. Could we actually be drinking wine together on her sofa in just a few hours?

      I cleared my throat, unable to let it go. “I saw the shadow angels in a vision,” I said to no one in particular. “And I saw Holly in a vision, looking a lot like an angel. Like, my guardian angel. Even though I’ve seen her puking in Harvard Square station and falling asleep on the 76 bus. Even though she had a crush on Jacob Marlow in eighth grade and pretended to be a superhero to win his affections. She’s an angel, I guess.”

      “As I said,” said Balthazar, “you’re remembering.”

      “Am I right in thinking there are good angels and bad angels? Because those shadow angels in one of my visions—they wanted us to kill each other. And that’s not Holly.”

      Balthazar met my gaze, moonlight glinting in his dark eyes. “That’s exactly right.”

      I loosed a long breath. I’d only just begun to scratch the surface, but one thing was clear to me now; I had to steer clear of the shadow angels.

      I pulled out the astrolabe again, now more eager than ever to find my old friend. I traced my fingertips over its etched surface. This time, the shadows that bloomed in my mind had stopped stretching over the grassy earth. They’d gone still.

      I cleared my throat, pausing in my tracks. “Guys? It says we’re… there.”

      A dull panic throbbed in my chest. Had this all been a giant mistake? We were in the middle of an empty, mist-filled field. We weren’t ‘there’ at all. Wherever ‘there’ was, it certainly wasn’t the vast expanse of fog and grass around us.

      “What do you mean?” asked Raphael. “There’s nothing here, love.”

      “You’re not joking,” said Balthazar.

      Around me the mist thickened, so heavy now that I could hardly see the guys. The fog curled around my feet, and I wiggled my toes until I couldn’t see them anymore. “Darn it.”

      This no longer seemed like ordinary fog at all.

      I squinted through the mist, looking for the others. “Guys?”

      “Which direction, Dawn?” Balthazar’s voice sounded strangely distant.

      I stared at the astrolabe again, trying to read it, hoping for a new answer this time. I clenched my jaw in frustration as it kept giving me the same answer. I wasn’t sure I wanted to admit defeat right here.

      “Umm…” I stalled for time, panic creeping into my mind. What if I’d just taken them all on a wild goose chase through a wolf-infested forest for no reason because of shadowy visions in my mind…?

      When I looked up again to come clean to the guys, I found nothing. It was as if the mist had consumed them completely.

      “Guys?” My voice sounded dull in the mist. “Balthazar?”

      Silence greeted me. When I swiped my hands through the mist, I marveled with horror at the way it curled past my fingers.

      “Raphael?” I shouted. Somehow my voice sounded small even in the relative silence, swallowed up by the thickness of the air itself. I sucked in a breath, wondering if it was even all right to breathe in this magical fog. “Raphael! Balthazar?”

      Gripping the astrolabe, I folded my arms across my chest, teeth chattering.

      “Sebastos!” My voice seemed to fall like a dead weight in the air. I took a step forward, not entirely sure where I was going. “Son of a nutcracker.”

      The fog was as thick as a brick wall, and I inhaled deeply to steady my nerves. As I did, the fog suddenly split vertically, parting like the Red Sea. The edges billowed outward, forming a clear path. Cold dread snaked up my spine. Was this some kind of magical trap?

      Cool dew coated my skin, and I began walking through the parted mist as it opened before me.

      “Where are you taking me?” I called out to the sky after a while. My voice carried a little further than it had before, and I balled up my fists and yelled as loudly as I could, “Balthazar! Anyone?”

      Nothing.

      I huffed a breath, following the path over the wet grass until I started to get the feeling I’d been wandering in circles.

      After a tense few minutes, the labyrinth of mist around me thinned, revealing stone steps that led up to palatial glass doors, the rest of the house obscured by fog.

      I cleared my throat. So I’d come to Death’s door. I probably should have been terrified, but I snorted at my own joke. “Next time, if you want to welcome somebody, a red carpet is pretty traditional,” I said aloud. “And actually less ostentatious than a magical mist maze.”

      As if responding to the sound of my voice, the doors creaked open.

      Okay, so this seemed ominous and slightly terrifying, but if Holly was in there, I needed to find her. My heart pounded hard in my chest as I made my way up the steps, the stone cold and wet under my bare feet. Through the doors, darkness greeted me.

      “Holly?”

      Before I could go inside to explore, the sound of footfalls turned my head, and I whirled around.

      My gaze trailed slowly from tailored suit pants up to a finely cut shirt, then to a pair of elbows and muscled forearms. A man, standing with his hands in his pockets, completely relaxed.

      When my eyes reached his face, I found two of the most piercing gray eyes I’d ever seen, and a sweep of dark hair. “Are you the one they call Death?” I whispered.

      “Yes.”

      I swallowed hard, staring into his eyes. Practically the same color I’d seen in the apartment, but grayer and missing those flecks of silver. And his hair wasn’t that pale blond. My fingers tightened into fists. It wasn’t him. Death didn’t take her. Not the same man I’d seen in the apartment, even if a similar menacing aura whipped around his body, dark whorls of shadows.

      I took in the tattoo on his neck—the pointed beak of a raven. It was the man from the hospital. Not the man from Holly’s apartment.

      “Dawn,” he said quietly, his lips curling in a faint smile. He looked pleased, like he’d been expecting me.

      “Doctor,” I replied even more quietly. “I saw you at the hospital. The night my mom was screaming about devils and ravens.”

      My gaze trailed over him, over the constellation of stars stamped over his collarbone. Just like the tattoos Sebastos, Balthazar, and Raphael had. What had they told me about him? He had been a member of the Academy who’d gone rogue.

      My jaw tightened. “What’s going on? Where are the others, and why did you lead me here?”

      He stepped closer to me on the stairs until he was level with my gaze, the force of his presence rippling over my skin. I tried to ignore the blood roaring in my ears at the sense of power emanating from him. When he leaned in close to me, I concentrated as hard as I could to summon the light from within my chest. A burst of it left my body—then curled around him before evaporating in the damp air. His faint smile never wavered.

      “I’ve been waiting for you.” His voice slipped around me like velvet, tracing up my bare thighs. “Eagerly.” His breath warmed the shell of my ear. “They say I’ve gone rogue. I just like to spend time alone. It’s time to begin again, isn’t it?”

      He was part of this—this war we were supposed to fight. The war orchestrated by the shadow angels.

      “Do you know where Holly is?” I demanded, my breath clouding around my face.

      His smile faltered at that. “You’re asking me?”

      “They said you were obsessed with angels like her. What do you know?” I repeated more loudly, hoping he’d ignore the way my voice threatened to crack. Exhaustion burned through my body, and I stood before him shoeless and cold and wet and dirty. “Why do they call you ‘Death’?”

      “Dawn,” he said, his voice level and his eyes showing a shade of concern that confused me. “Holly’s not here. You’ve come to the wrong place. And I’m not fond of the nickname they’ve given me. You can call me Sam.”

      For just a moment, I glimpsed a ghost—a whisper—of wings cascading from his back. I swallowed hard. “You’re like her, aren’t you?” I asked.

      He arched an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “An angel.” I took in those star tattoos again. “And you’re one of us. One of the six, reborn, forced to fight in one age after another. Destined to kill each other under the watchful eyes of the shadow angels.” My hands were shaking, legs trembling. I didn’t even understand what I was saying, but I realized how I sounded. Like I’d completely snapped. “The others needed me to find you, didn’t they?”

      He cocked his head. “You’re remembering already. And yes, the Academy of Light needed your astrolabe skills to get to me. But I don’t have your friend. You’ve come to the wrong place.”

      Frustration simmered in my chest, so hot and furious I could feel myself about to explode. “I’ve been searching for Holly. I’m doing all of this for her. And you’re saying, what? That she isn’t with you?”

      Sam stared at me for several seconds too long before answering, and I rubbed the goosebumps on my arms. “You mentioned six.”

      I swallowed hard. “I saw six people in a vision. All standing on a battlefield.” A spark lit in my mind. “So… there’s one more.” Silver-flecked eyes. “I’ve dreamed of someone. His eyes were blue, flecked with silver. Just like I saw at Holly’s apartment the night she was abducted.”

      Sam nodded slowly and confirmed my thoughts. “So there’s one more.”

      Tears stung my eyes. I’d been so close to finding Holly again, to embracing her. Or so I’d thought. And now I had to start over.

      His pale eyes bored a hole into me. “You’re stronger than you know, Dawn.”

      I didn’t feel strong right now, but maybe he was right. Maybe I could use my own skills to find Holly. The guys had said the astrolabe’s purpose was to find the other members of the Academy.

      I looked down at the astrolabe again, running my fingers over its surface. Emptiness pooled in my chest, a deep isolation. I gritted my teeth. “I’m going to find the others. And then I’m going to find the sixth. It’s him. I know it’s him.”

      I marched down the steps, gripping the astrolabe hard. I just had to keep going, keep moving until I found Holly, even if fatigue wanted to pull me down to the wet grass.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I turned back to Sam. “Will you keep your wolves away from me?”

      “They won’t be a problem.”

      Once again, wings darkened the air behind his back, swooping gracefully behind him. Unlike my vision of Holly, his angelic appearance was terrifying instead of protective. I shuddered as the seed of an idea began to bloom in my mind.

      “What’s your full name?” I asked. “Just Sam?”

      “Samael.” The ancient word rumbled through my bones, and my blood turned to ice. Samael. The avenging angel of death. So that’s where the nickname had come from.

      Maybe he was one of our six, destined to fight among us, but this man was pure danger.

      I turned away from him, moving quickly through the field, aware that an angel of death loomed somewhere behind me. What the heck had I gotten myself into? In this world of shadow angels and past lives, I was in way over my head.

      The icy mist wrapped around me, and I tried to ignore the cold isolation gnawing at my chest. I whispered to the astrolabe. “Tell me where to find the sixth one—the man with the silver-flecked eyes.”

      I closed my eyes, tuning in to the canopy of stars and constellations that burned in my mind. But a cold rush of wind over my bare arms opened my eyes again.

      I didn’t see him coming until a blur moved through the tree line. Until his arms were wrapped around me.

      Frozen with fear, I stared up into his pale, silver-flecked eyes. Something like icy rage shone there. He gripped me roughly around the ribs, then threw me over his shoulder.

      I screamed, but the mist seemed to absorb the sound. I tried frantically to summon that light from my body, but as an alien darkness began to claim my mind, I found myself depleted.

      Of everything.

      It seemed I didn’t need to find the sixth member. He’d found me.
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      I woke with a jolt, my cheek resting on scratchy sackcloth fabric, drool streaming from my lips.

      As the fog of sleep cleared from my mind, I tried to focus my vision. Slowly, I pushed myself up to my elbows, and my stomach clenched as I took in the space around me. Thick shadows climbed the walls. When I looked down at myself, I took in my mud-splattered legs, my chipped pink toenails, my short, tattered dress. My astrolabe was nowhere to be found.

      I blinked, realizing that I was on a scratchy cot in the corner of a damp, stony room. A single candle in a sconce lit the room, and I strained to see in the dim light. I glanced at the closed wooden door, certain it would be locked.

      Could this situation get any worse?

      When I looked up again, I realized the answer to that question.

      Silver-flecked blue eyes surrounded by dark, thick lashes stared back at me. My abductor stepped out of the shadows, and a flicker of dim candlelight wavered over his handsome features. His pale hair was shorn close to his skull, and his lips quirked in a dark smile.

      He wore a tight T-shirt, showcasing the powerful arms folded in front of his chest. Despite his simple clothes, he managed to exude a certain sensual decadence. Was it his smell? The silver rings glinting on his fingers?

      But what stood out the most was that he was glaring at me like he really, really hated me. It was so intense that I had to drop my gaze.

      “You were in one of my visions, weren’t you?” I asked, staring at my mud-spattered legs. “You’re one of the six warriors.” I forced myself to meet his gaze again, even as anger roiled in my chest. “And you took Holly.”

      “You should know by now that it’s more complicated than that,” he said, his voice low and accented. Something Northern European, I thought.

      “Is that a yes?” I snapped, losing my patience.

      The noise he let out was a low growl that I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard from a human before, and so quiet I almost wondered if I’d imagined it. It made my skin tingle all the same. “What do you remember?”

      “I’m aware that we have a… history, spanning centuries. And given the way you’re looking at me like you want to rip my throat out, I’m guessing we have some bad history. But whatever you think I did, I don’t even remember it. I’ve seen flashes, glimpses of the past. That’s it. That old version of me—the warrior with the shield and the sword—she’s not me anymore. I watch The Bachelor. I drink boxed wine. I move from one shitty job to another, mopping floors of cafes. That’s who I am.”

      His pale eyes flashed, and I clenched my jaw. Shut up, Dawn. I was his prisoner, and I had to keep my wits about me. I could already tell that emotions ran deep with this guy—he loved deeply and hated with equal passion.

      My fingers tightened into fists. How could I possibly know that about him? I wasn’t sure where these thoughts were coming from—maybe from the long-forgotten recesses of my mind. Just like the memories that came in flashes when I kissed my guys.

      My guys. I guessed that’s what I was calling them now.

      I lowered my face into my hands, wondering if I was losing it. A headache throbbed in my skull, and my whole body ached. Underneath my fury at this abduction, I felt completely and utterly defeated, in body and in mind.

      “Sleep,” he said harshly.

      “Wait,” I managed to say. “Where is Holly?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Hogwash. I saw you in her apartment the night she was taken.”

      He simply stared at me, and the temperature seemed to cool in the room, the candle flickering.

      Okay. I’d find her without his help.

      “Blankets? Clothes?” I gestured at the sodden, muddy dress I was wearing.

      He looked me over, lingering a little too long over my bare thighs and strapless neckline before pulling his gaze away with what looked like considerable effort. Once he’d managed that task, his features instantly darkened into loathing once again.

      He disappeared with a slam of the door, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the sound of dripping water.

      Well. This is going great.

      I hugged myself, desperately wishing that my magical powers involved the ability to turn back time—that I could go back a few days, to when Holly and I were sitting in the cemetery, bathed in sunlight. I’d warn her. I’d tell her that the gods of luck were not on our side, and that we had to leave at any cost.

      I rose from the cot, inspecting the room. In the dim light, I noticed an arched doorway opening into darkness. I pulled the candle from the sconce, then walked barefoot over the stone floor. A flicker of hope lit in my chest. A hallway?

      When I crossed through the doorway, that hope was quickly extinguished. Candlelight washed over a small bathroom with a simple tub in the center of the room. No windows, no doors. At least I’d be able to wash myself and pee when I needed to.

      Sebastos... Balthazar... Raphael. I need you. Where are you?

      I crossed back into the bedroom and slid the candle into the sconce. Then I threw myself down on the cot again.

      After another minute, the doorknob creaked, and I jolted upright.

      My captor came into the room and threw a crisp blue shirt at me, a button-down like the one Balthazar had given me. The insanity of the situation was really getting to me, and for some reason, this was almost the last straw; I could feel a near hysteria bubbling in my chest. I gripped the smooth, freshly washed silk, my fingers knotting in it. He’d kidnapped me, then thrown one of his freshly cleaned shirts at me.

      He left without another word, the lock clicking shut behind him. I stared down at the silk, then brought it to my nose. It smelled of icy mountain winds and, faintly, of creosote. Just like I’d smelled in Holly’s apartment.

      And all at once, the familiarity of that smell crashed over me like a powerful ocean wave from the ancient depths of my mind, beyond Holly’s disappearance. I knew that scent like I knew my own.

      Whoever this guy was, we definitely had a history.

      [image: ]
* * *

      On what I thought was the fourth morning of my captivity, I sulked on the cot, still wearing one of my captor’s shirts and pretty much nothing else. Anger clenched my chest. The fact that he’d kept bringing me clean shirts did little to quell the rage I felt for him. My legs dangled over the side of the cot, and I stared sullenly at the floor.

      The psycho had kidnapped me and trapped me in an empty room with nothing to read and only bread to eat. I kind of wanted to strangle him with one of his own silk sleeves right now.

      Still, rage would get me nowhere. Catch more flies with honey and all that.

      A thin ray of morning sunlight streamed into the room from a tiny slit of a window high above my head. A new day. One more without.

      After all my time here, I still didn’t know the man’s name. Desperation tightened my chest. The guys from the Academy weren’t coming for me. Maybe they couldn’t, or maybe they didn’t want to. Maybe they had no idea where to find me. In any case, they weren’t here, and I was. The longer time stretched on, the more I began to lose hope.

      And I was nearly positive that Holly was in this building somewhere with me. First he’d captured my guardian angel—and then me.

      When the door creaked open, as it had done every day for the past four, I straightened in my cot, catching my captor’s eye. The cold fury in his icy eyes once again sent a chill over my skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning light sculpted the masculine planes of his face, and his intense, angry stare rooted me in place. As he crossed the room, his footsteps echoed off the stone walls.

      As he’d done every other day, he handed me a tall glass of water and a plate with buttered bread, then started to turn for the door. I realized for the first time how thirsty I was, and I brought the glass of water to my lips, taking a long gulp.

      As he moved toward the door, I stopped him. “Why am I here?” I asked, doing my best to hide my rage.

      He paused, turning to look at me, the sunlight catching his eyes. I took in his form, the white T-shirt molded around his perfect body. For just a moment, his gaze flicked over the shirt I wore, slightly open at the neck given its size. I watched as his fists clenched, jaw tightening.

      “Hello?” I asked, the sweetness quickly leaving my voice. “Why am I here?”

      “To stop it all from happening.” An oddly cryptic statement, but what else was new?

      “The fighting, you mean? The battle we’re supposed to fight throughout the ages?”

      He just glared at me with that ruthless intensity, and my gaze roamed over the scattered star tattoos on his neck.

      I loosed a long sigh. “I know that you’re one of us. I know that we all battled each other, that we killed each other.”

      “And what do you think we are?” His voice was pure ice.

      “The Academy,” I said.

      He didn’t even twitch.

      “The Academy of Light. You all have the star tattoos.”

      He shot me a truly derisive smirk. “The Academy of Light? Is that what they call it in this iteration? They have not been inviting me to their parties.”

      I crossed my arms, realizing that the guys might have given me a euphemistic version of whatever the blazes we were. ‘Academy of Light’ probably sounded better than ‘ancient reincarnated warriors forced to battle to the death.’

      “Whatever we are,” I snapped, “we’re all supposed to kill each other, right? We battle, again and again, throughout the ages. If we don’t, the world ends. That’s how it works, I think. I saw myself killing Sebastos in one of the visions. I’ve seen you killing me. I’m pretty sure they were different time periods, with different weaponry.”

      His jaw clenched. “I never killed you. That’s the whole problem.”

      I blinked. “I was sure I dreamed it. And now you want to stop it all. Fine. I’m not really up for a battle to the death either. But what exactly do you plan to do with me?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” His cold, uncaring tone made me shiver in his silky shirt.

      And yet—something told me that the more I got him to talk, the easier it would be to get through. I couldn’t escape the feeling that I knew him, that I remembered a volatile personality, someone who felt emotions deeply. And I was certain I could figure out how to use that to my advantage.

      “What’s your name?” I asked. “It’s only fair. You know mine.”

      “Fair,” he muttered, his glacial eyes flaring. “What do you care about fairness?”

      I held his gaze, the air crackling with intensity.

      “Ragnar,” he said after a moment.

      I hadn’t expected him to give me a response at all, so I nodded gratefully. “And you were once part of… whatever we are. What the other guys call the Academy.”

      His lip curled in a sneer, and for just a moment, I thought I caught a glimpse of fangs. “The Academy has brought us only pain. You, especially, have brought us only pain.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Okay. All I know is that, clearly, all of us are linked. Are you telling me that’s wrong?”

      A muscle feathered in his jaw. “We are all linked, yes. And our job is to stop the world from ending, as you said. But I wonder if things are different this time.” His accent was coming through thicker the faster he spoke, and I sifted through the thousands of questions in my head to keep myself on the right track. “I will not submit this time. I will not submit this time, and I will break—” His muscles went rigid, as if some outside force were restraining him.

      “What are you talking about?”

      As he began to pace left and right, clearly grappling with some kind of choice, I struggled to keep his mind off what he was going to do to me—whatever it was.

      A glint at his belt drew my attention to the silver skeleton key hanging there, and a semblance of a plan began to form in my mind. I needed to shove my anger deep below the surface and find a way to charm him. To get close to that key. I had to figure out some way to get past those barbed-wire-tipped defenses of his and get on his good side.

      If I could bring myself to forget that he’d abducted me against my will.

      “Ragnar,” I said softly, toying with the hem of his shirt. His gaze slid down my body like a burning caress. “We knew each other well, didn’t we?”

      I rose from the cot, aware that my legs were mostly bare, and crossed to him. Honestly, I had no idea how to seduce someone, and the fury etched on his face didn’t exactly put me at ease. I faltered, stopping halfway across the room, and his gaze shuttered, his body going rigid again.

      “I’m done here.” Despite his words, he stayed exactly where he was. Ragnar didn’t seem like he could tear his eyes off me. I did my best to flash a coquettish smile, trying to visualize the stress washing away from me.

      Steeling my nerves, I took a couple of steps closer to him, closing the gap between us until I could feel an electrical energy pulsing in the air. “You can’t just keep me in this room forever.”

      The candlelight glinted in his silvery eyes. There was something so incredibly resentful in his gaze that it was almost painful to look straight at him, but I saw something else in there too… regret? Sorrow? I wanted to find out. I wanted to find out what exactly our history was and how I could use it to my advantage.

      “I need to decide,” he said under his breath, clearly not directed at me.

      I had to wonder exactly how much time he’d spent on his own. He didn’t exactly seem accustomed to human contact. I took another step closer, now so close that I could feel a dark power thrumming off his body, skimming over mine in icy wisps. I felt so small in front of him, so vulnerable. Like this powerful man might lose control of himself at any moment.

      “What do you need to decide?” I asked. “Maybe I could help.”

      He grimaced. “No, you can’t.”

      “I’ve been here all by myself for days. What if we just ate together? We can talk about whatever you want to talk about. I have nothing to hide.”

      His frown deepened. “Eat together?” It sounded like a foreign concept to him, reinforcing my sense that the guy really needed to get out more.

      “It’s something that normal people do. And you seem like you’ve been isolated. How often do you see other people?”

      He narrowed his eyes, and the smile he shot me was dark and deeply sexual all at once. “I see women. Not to eat with them. They’re drawn to me for other reasons. They can’t resist.” He said this in a strangely erotic voice that I could imagine drawing shuddering moans from a woman. He wasn’t lying.

      I took a deep breath. “Okay. Well, maybe sex doesn’t always ease loneliness. Anyway, I just want to talk to someone.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized I actually meant them. In fact, I had to work to keep my voice steady.

      “Fine,” he said.

      His response actually shocked me so much that it must have shown on my face, because he gave a small snort of laughter.

      “If you try anything, it won’t work. I want you to understand that I’m not an ordinary man.”

      I had no doubt of that. “I know.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by ‘try anything.’ Maybe he meant my light powers. They hadn’t worked on the death angel, and maybe they wouldn’t work on any of the star-tattooed men. He might have meant an attempt to steal memories and knowledge with a brush of my lips against his—or maybe he meant getting close enough to him to steal that key off his body.

      In any case, I had to try. Holly had to be in here somewhere, and I needed to find her.

      Catch more flies with honey and all that.

      I tried to remember how Holly used to flirt, how she’d reel in guys with her feminine wiles. Bit of cleavage, a little vulnerability. Some flipping of her hair.

      I stuck out my lower lip, almost pouting. “Do you hate me for something I did in the past?”

      “Yes.” The word was delivered with such ferocity that it hit me like a fist.

      Wrong tactic.

      He turned for the door. “I will come for you later,” he said over his shoulder.

      “Wait!” I called out. “I’ll need something to wear other than one of your shirts and my muddy dress.”

      “I save no clothing from the women who visit me here. I have nothing for you.”

      “You seem like a clever man. I’m sure you can figure something out.”

      When he slammed the door, the sound echoed through the room.
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      The sunlight grew ruddier, streaming through the slit in the wall, and I wondered exactly when Ragnar was coming back for me. I’d bathed in freezing cold water in the tiny bathroom, and I now smelled like freshly scrubbed skin. I sat on the cot, waiting for something to happen.

      I’d spent most of the day telling myself stories, faking conversations between Holly and me. I’d even made myself burst out laughing a few times with my hilarious banter about flirting techniques.

      Okay, I was losing it.

      When the door creaked open, I wondered for a moment if I was dreaming it.

      It wasn’t until a cold draft wafted over my skin that I understood it was real. I crossed to the door, finding a box lying on the flagstones. I picked it up, plucking off the top to find golden tissue paper.

      I closed the door for some privacy. Then I pulled out a long white and silver gown that shimmered in the dying sunlight.

      Okay. So this was what Ragnar wanted me to wear to dinner.

      I unbuttoned Ragnar’s shirt and dropped it on the bed, feeling the drafty air whisper over my skin. When I pulled on the gown, the silky fabric slid over me easily. The dress was cut low in the front, and it hugged my body beautifully. A slit slashed all the way up my thigh. How had he known my size so well?

      No shoes, but it was a start.

      Barefoot, I pulled open the door to find a golden-winged hawk sitting in the hallway. He cocked his head at me and squawked, then puffed his wings and soared down the bleak stone corridor.

      I cleared my throat. “Am I supposed to follow you, or what?”

      Shadows swallowed the hallway. Maybe this was my opportunity. As I walked, I studied the closed wooden doors, looking for a sign that Holly could be in here; only I couldn’t see anything, not a crack of light beaming from beneath the doors. It was like they’d been hermetically sealed from top to bottom.

      Maybe I could use the one skill I’d developed since all this had started—light. I closed my eyes, summoning that glow in my chest, until I felt something pulling me, an invisible tug at the light between my ribs.

      I paused at one of the doors, the tug pulling at my middle more urgently, and I pressed my palm against it.

      There was light in this room.

      I cleared my throat. “Holly?”

      Nothing.

      “Holly?” I asked a little louder.

      Then I heard the frantic pattering of footfalls across the floor, and a body bumping against the other side of the door. “Yes?”

      It was her voice, and a wild, ecstatic hope bloomed in my chest. “It’s Dawn!” I whispered, frantically trying the doorknob. It was locked, of course.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked.

      Euphoria bubbled in my chest. I’d known she was here, and I’d found her at last. “Ragnar brought me here. Just—can you tell me how to get you out of there?”

      “He’s got a key.”

      “Right. Okay, so—”

      The hawk’s urgent squawking and flapping interrupted me. I was running out of time.

      “Holly,” I whispered. “I’m coming back for you. With the key.”

      Another frantic squawk from the hawk told me I needed to move on. But at least now I had a destination and a clear goal: get the keys. Escape with Holly.

      I crossed my arms in front of my chest, following the hawk as he swooped around a corner. When I reached an arched doorway, I found Ragnar sitting at the end of a long oak table in a candlelit dining room. A plate of salmon and potatoes had been set for me, along with red wine.

      Rage ignited at the sight of him. He’d abducted my friend, and then he’d refused to admit that she was here, that she was okay.

      He straightened when he saw me, his body stiffening, pale eyes locked on me. A muscle tensed in his jaw.

      I forced a smile onto my lips and I slowed my walk, sashaying my hips like I thought Holly might. “Thanks for the dress.”

      “Sit,” he said, motioning to an empty chair pulled out under a glittering chandelier.

      I swept my skirt aside as I lowered myself into the chair. Channel your inner Holly.

      I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, then let my hand fall idly down my neck. Holly had always said to trace your fingertips down your body, like trailing a trickle of water. Just as she’d instructed, I slid my fingertips down my collarbone.

      Ragnar stared at the movement. Before I reached my cleavage, I lost confidence in the gesture, pulling my hand away from my chest. Instead, I snatched the glass of wine off the table. I could always find courage at the bottom of a wine glass.

      Even that simple gesture seemed to entrance Ragnar. I was definitely starting to believe that his deep rage toward me masked a different kind of passion. At least, I thought so.

      I glanced at Ragnar’s plate, realizing for the first time that he didn’t have one. I raised my eyebrows. “It’s just me eating?”

      He lifted a goblet to his lips. “It’s just you.” A red droplet glinted at the corner of his mouth until he wiped it away with the back of his hand.

      The smell of the freshly cooked salmon wafted into my nose, and my mouth started watering. All at once, starvation ripped through my stomach, and I started cutting into the potatoes and fish. The food was delicately flavored with dill, cream, and a hint of mustard, and I had to eat something before I could move on to stealing that key off his belt. I almost felt guilty eating while Ragnar simply watched, until I remembered the diet of bread he’d been keeping me on.

      “Do you have a cook?” I asked, trying to make conversation.

      He shook his head. “No. I made it. An old recipe I remembered from long ago.”

      Pretend to be nice. “You’re a heck of a cook, Ragnar. You’re really not eating?”

      He lifted his goblet, a faintly amused smile on his lips. “Just this.”

      I heaved a deep sigh. “I know you have Holly here.”

      His only response was a glacial stare, his body preternaturally still.

      “I want to see her,” I tried again.

      Pure, icy silence. Then, “nothing is what it seems, Dawn.”

      Charm him, Dawn. I knocked back a few sips of wine, steeling my nerve. I’d come here for the key. I’d never exactly tried to seduce anyone before. I hadn’t really had to do anything special to land Luke, come to think of it. In high school, he’d just started sitting next to me in chem, and we’d made fun of Mr. Schneider’s bowl cut.

      I pushed away from the table, turning my body so my legs pointed at Ragnar. What did men like? Holly said they were simple. Call attention to your breasts, make them think you’re envisioning sex. I remembered how Balthazar had looked at me when my white dress had been drenched from the rain.

      I grabbed a glass of water, pretending to clumsily spill it on the front of my dress.

      “Whoops!” I said, all innocence. Already I could feel my nipples hardening under the cold splash of water.

      The muscles beneath Ragnar’s plain white T-shirt tightened, and I watched as his knuckles whitened around his goblet.
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      As much as I hated Ragnar, I began to notice the deeply sexual allure of his scent, and it slipped around my body like a velvet caress. Like so many things about him, it didn’t seem human; the aroma was designed to seduce, to heighten pleasure. It seemed like a lure, a weapon to entice his prey. The deeply erotic scent could almost make me forget what sort of person he was, could make me do things I never meant to do.

      A hot ache began building between my legs, and my thighs clenched. I hated my own body’s reaction to him.

      He’d said that women flocked to him, and I now understood that he’d been serious. Maybe he lived an emotionally isolated life, but the man would never want for lovers.

      I flicked my hair over my shoulder, the flirting coming more naturally now. “Can you help me dry off?”

      He cocked his head, jaw clenching with some kind of tightly coiled emotion. With his cold eyes, he reminded me of a snake about to strike. “No,” he said, and he seemed to feel no need to add anything else.

      Still, he couldn’t tear his eyes off me, and they swooped down to my breasts. His jaw dropped open slightly at the sight of the sheer material.

      I reached across the table, taking his hand. “I want to know what happened before. I want to remember more. I want to remember us.”

      He tore his gaze away from my breasts to stare down at my hand, as if the contact shocked him. And as I touched him, a power thrummed between us, a deep, instinctive drive compelling me to move closer to him.

      What the heck was wrong with me? Considering what he’d done to me—to Holly—I could only explain this through magic.

      He pulled his hand away from mine abruptly. “I don’t trust you.”

      He didn’t trust me?

      Not good enough. I needed to get closer to him, and I needed to get the damn key off his belt.

      “I know you’re angry at me for something I did in a past life. Possibly for killing you, like I killed Sebastos. But I have no idea what I did to you, and it’s not exactly fair to punish me for something I can’t remember, is it? All I’ve done is work shitty jobs in coffee shops. I don’t deserve to be a prisoner in—where are we, exactly? Are we still in Massachusetts?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Anyway, I don’t deserve this. The worst thing I’ve ever done in this life is run out on a restaurant bill, but in my defense, I was only two dollars short, and I’d miscalculated, and I did come back—”

      “Please stop talking.”

      Charm him, for the love of all that’s holy. You are failing at this. I refilled my wine glass, chugging it down until the nerves had left my body.

      If I wanted to manipulate Ragnar, I needed to find out what the blazes had happened between us. I had to work smarter.

      I glanced down at my dress, sheer from the water. I brushed my hair back with my fingers, and I let one of the straps of my gown fall down my shoulder so he could see the swell of my breast. “I was hoping you would talk to me more. Tell me more about yourself. It’s just that I feel like I remember you. I remember your smell. The smell of icy mountain winds over rocks.”

      “Dawn.” His voice was husky, a rasp in his throat.

      I felt his body luring me closer, as if with a magnetic pull. Instinctively, I knew I couldn’t scare him off. I needed him to come to me.

      I arched my back, drawing his eyes to my breasts until he was unable to look away. He was obviously emotionally warped, but for some reason, I didn’t mind his eyes on my body. And more importantly, his rapt attention allowed me to steal another glance at the key hanging by his belt.

      Then I crossed my legs, letting the slit in my dress expose my skin all the way up to my thigh.

      Ragnar prowled forward, a low growl escaping his throat, and I had the sense that he was about to loose whatever leash he’d been keeping on himself.

      He lunged for me, grabbing me around the ribs, lifting me up. His fingers around me felt strong, but also like he was restraining himself so he wouldn’t hurt me. He eyed me with a repressed intensity that threatened to drive me completely crazy.

      Until recently, I hadn’t known what it was like to be wanted this badly, so badly that men would make horrible decisions, push all other things aside just for the chance to touch me, to be alone with me.

      Ragnar wasted no time. He leaned in, raking his teeth over my throat. I felt a hint of something sharp—fangs? In any case, I knew he had complete control over me. Despite myself, my neck arched.

      “Is this what you really want, Dawn?” he asked, his voice husky.

      I let out a quiet and completely real moan. “Yes.” Hating myself for my desperation, I arched my back into him. I was falling prey to some sort of magical seduction, and I hardly had control over myself anymore.

      In the next moment, he pressed me against the wall, the cold stone biting into my back. He crushed his mouth against mine, letting out another growl, and pushed against me. His strong hands moved down my body, over my hips, his tongue sweeping in. The kiss deepened, my hips grinding hungrily against him.

      And in that second, it was like a floodgate had been opened. A vision burst into my mind—

      
        
        I just needed to rest for a moment. I fell back hard on the dusty earth, gasping for breath

        After a moment, the sound of footfalls chilled me to the marrow. Before I could scramble to my feet, he was on top of me, moonlight washing over his beautiful features. He held me down, his grip firm, pain gleaming in his arctic eyes.

        Sorrow welled in my chest. I never thought it would be him.

        I opened my mouth to plead with him, but already his blade was at my throat. A final, desperate will to live surged through my body.

        The blade pierced my skin.

        “No, Ragnar!” I rasped, knowing exactly what he wanted to hear. “I love you. We can end this.” I hoped I sounded convincing, even as the lie tripped off my tongue.

        His hand shook, and he pulled the blade from my throat, tears gleaming in his pale eyes. “You know what happens if you don’t die.”

        I touched the nick at my neck. “The world ends. That’s what they tell us. But how do we even know they’re telling us the truth? We could be together, Ragnar. We could love each other.”

        The hope in his eyes almost made me feel a twinge of guilt. Almost.

        A muscle feathered in his jaw. “The angels will curse us for all of eternity. Their vengeance will be unparalleled.”

        “But what could be worse than being forced to kill the person you love?”

        He shook his head, and the vision rippled until I was standing in a dusty, sunlit field. An angel hovered above me, silhouetted by the sun.

        “The Judge…” I whispered, horror ripping through my bones. “You’re here.”

        “Dawn… cursed to forget. Cursed to be born again, one cycle after another, separated from the only one you love. You will reclaim your memories, your powers, only through seduction. Perhaps that will teach you a little humility.”

        

      

      I gasped as the vision left my mind, and I stared up into Ragnar’s eyes. His arms were still wrapped around me, his body pressed in close. I could hardly speak, but I was beginning to understand now.

      Once, long ago, I’d broken the rules. When it had been my time to die, I’d convinced Ragnar not to kill me. And for that, we’d all been cursed, one iteration after another.

      “So… I guess you’re a little mad at me,” I said in a throaty whisper. “I remember the Judge. I remember the curse.”

      He pulled away from me, searching my eyes. “Dawn. You made me what I am.” He opened his mouth, fangs glinting in in the candlelight, and my stomach dropped. “You’re the reason I’m cursed to drink blood, to watch everyone I love die before me. And I will destroy the creature who put this all into motion.”

      My pulse raced. “You’re a vampire,” I breathed.

      “The first vampire. And I want to break my curse. I don’t know how yet, but I want to break it. I will find the Judge.”

      My breath was coming fast. “Why did you kidnap Holly? Why me?”

      “I didn’t kidnap Holly. I found her today, wandering the fields, looking for you. You are both in danger. The shadow angels cannot get you here.”

      I gritted my teeth. I was supposed to believe that he’d locked me up to protect me, and that he’d just found Holly? “Is Holly okay?”

      He stared into my eyes. “She’s safe, yes. Outside, she is in danger. Just like you.”

      That’s nice. Wonderful. I’m still getting her the heck out of here.

      Heat from his body warmed mine, making my skin tingle, and I arched my back into him. Some insane, terrible part of me was desperate for more of his touch—but that wasn’t why I was luring him in. I’d come here to break Holly out of here, and that’s what I intended to do.

      I let my breasts brush against his chest, and I ran my fingers over his waist, his hip.

      His eyes were locked on mine, entranced, but shadows whirled in them. “Dawn,” he said, his voice husky.

      I slid the keychain from his belt so slowly, so subtly, that he didn’t seem to notice.

      “You betrayed me once,” he rasped, already pulling away from me. “Now I must remain focused. I will not let you seduce me away from my goal.”

      I palmed the skeleton key so he couldn’t see it. “Fine. You don’t trust me yet. We can work on that.”

      “You don’t remember, Dawn, but you are devious still.”

      Maybe a little devious right now, but he could hardly blame me, considering he’d locked me in a room against my will. I crossed my arms behind my back, all innocence, and cocked my head. The sigh I let out sounded mostly genuine. “I guess I’ll just go back to my room alone, then.”

      He reached for my arm, touching it lightly, then leaned down to whisper in my ear, “I’ll just need the key.” His warm breath sent tingles over my neck. “Perhaps you’re not as sly as you once were.”

      A jolt of frustration shot through me. Guess I wasn’t as subtle as I’d hoped.

      He stared down at me. I was clearly no match for him physically.

      My lip curled in an angry snarl, and I clutched the key tighter. Rage roiled in my chest. “You can’t keep me here against my will. Whoever Dawn was in a past life, whatever she did—I’m a new person now. And I know one thing, Ragnar. We’re supposed to work as a team. You think I want to take part in some apocalyptic war overseen by shadow angels? Like hell I do.” I was losing control of my anger a little bit. “I don’t want to kill you, or Sebastos, or anyone else, and I don’t give a crap what the shadow angels think. So how about you don’t alienate one of your allies?” Energy ignited between us. “Whatever we are, we’re supposed to be on the same side, Ragnar.”

      He planted his hands on the wall on either side of my head, boxing me in, and excited fear licked over my skin. “And what do you propose that I do to lift my curse?”

      “I don’t know exactly! But how about you let me go?”

      I could tell by the rigid set of his jaw that he intended to do nothing of the kind.

      Maybe my light powers were worth a shot, after all. Sure, they hadn’t worked on Sam, but perhaps Ragnar was different. Ragnar was, after all, a creature of darkness.

      I summoned the light within my chest, a warm, crackling feeling that sparked through my ribs, thrumming over my skin until it burst from my chest in an explosion of light.

      The blast threw Ragnar’s powerful body backward, slamming him into the table.

      I took off at a sprint without looking back.
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      It wasn’t the most graceful or sophisticated plan, I admit. But several days alone in an empty room had made me desperate, and at least I knew that my light powers worked on Ragnar. I tore through the hall at a wild sprint, clutching the key hard in my hand.

      I’m coming, Holly.

      I ran as fast as I could, as if speed itself were the answer to all my problems. And maybe it would be. If I could just see Holly’s face, feel the familiarity of her presence… maybe everything would make sense again. I could really use a mickey-frickey win here, gods of luck.

      At last I reached the door where I’d spoken to her. I jammed the key into the lock. “Holly?”

      “Dawn!” Her voice penetrated the wood as I turned the key. As soon as the door creaked open and I saw her dark shining eyes, relief washed over me.

      “It’s really you.” I hugged her harder than I’d ever hugged anyone. “You won’t believe what I’ve been through to find you. But we need to get the crap out of here right now before Ragnar recovers.”

      She pulled back and folded her arms. “Apparently you’ve been recovering your memories. Is that how you got the key? You’re getting your powers back?”

      “You’ve known about all this all along.” I couldn’t keep the anger from my voice. “Tell me. Just how dangerous is Ragnar?”

      “Extremely. But not to us—I don’t think. He can’t hurt you. Instinct will stop him, and he’ll be compelled to protect you. I think that’s why he brought you here. He thinks he can use you to get rid of his curse, but in his own insane way, he also thought he was protecting you.”

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “He just found me today.”

      My mind whirled. “So what happened to you?”

      “There’ll be time to tell you that later. If you want to get out of Ragnar’s fortress, now’s the time to do it. There are people—things—out there that really want you dead, and the truth is, we’re safe here. But the locked rooms are pissing me off. Ragnar has no idea how to behave in a normal way at the best of times, and he really doesn’t trust you.”

      “You don’t say.”

      She crossed her arms. “Look, we have two options. We stay here and try to persuade Ragnar that we’re on the same side, and that you’re much more trustworthy than you were in past iterations…”

      I grimaced. “Yeah, I just pretended to seduce him, then attacked him with magic and stole his key, so that’s going to be a hard sell. What’s the other option?”

      “We run. But we’re probably going to have to fight our way out of here until we get to safety.”

      I didn’t know exactly what she meant, but I wanted to get out of here before Ragnar woke up. She’d have to explain on the way. “All right. Any idea how to get out of here? I hit Ragnar with my light power, but he could wake up any time, as far as I know.”

      “Yeah. Follow me. And let’s go fast.”

      She took off down the dark stone hall, and I hiked up the hem of my dress to keep up with her. We careened into a stairwell, then thundered down the stairs. At the bottom, we burst through a door into an open field, and I ran faster than I ever had. I mean, I was trying to outrun the world’s oldest vampire.

      My bare feet pounded damp grass and breezes blew past parts of my body that had never seen sunlight, but I was alive, and I was free. And I had my best friend.

      Beaten down or not, I counted it as a win.

      Through labored breaths, I gasped, “do you know where we are?”

      “Western Massachusetts. We need to find a way to get to the guys from the Academy.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Too bad Ragnar stole my astrolabe.”

      A dark line of trees loomed before us, and we slipped into the forest. My feet slammed over rocks, twigs. After a while, my lungs began to burn, and I ran out of breath. I ground to a halt, then turned and grabbed Holly’s arm.

      “Okay. Before we go any further, can you tell me what’s going on?”

      She started to count her points on her fingers. “We’re escaping from a vampire. Shadow angels are probably trying to kill you. That’s enough information for now.”

      “No. Not enough information. Every cycle, we’re supposed to kill one of the men from the Academy. Or one of them kills me. And if that doesn’t happen, the angels destroy everything. I’ve seen it in my visions. And I saw a creature known as the Judge.” The words were tumbling out of my mouth. “I was terrified of him, and he’s the one who cursed us. I think Ragnar is trying to kill him.”  I clenched my jaw. “So who is supposed to die this time? All of us? One of us?”

      “You’re supposed to know.”

      I grunted with frustration. “Okay, another question. What happened to you if Ragnar wasn’t the one who abducted you? Where the nutballs did you go?”

      “You saw the Judge in your vision, right? He kept me in a prison until I escaped. Ragnar found me today, wandering barefoot and starving. He healed me with his blood, blah blah.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Then he locked me in a room, which pissed me off. Good enough? Can we run again?”

      A chill snaked through my bones. I shook my head, nearly too stunned to speak. “Where is he? What does he look like?”

      Her dark eyes shone brightly in the moonlight. “He takes different forms every time.”

      I swallowed hard. “I remembered him cursing me. I remembered feeling that he controlled it all, that he’d set it all in motion.”

      “Exactly. See? Not that complicated. And I wasn’t sure what form he was taking in your life until he abducted me. Even though I’ve always had my suspicions, and you never listened to me.”

      The cold night air whispered over my skin. “Who? The doctor? Death? Ragnar?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Dawn, you really don’t know? I’ve tried to tell you for years about my suspicions. Except his curse stopped me from telling you anything that would have actually been helpful. Now, at least, you remember that the Judge existed. You remember the control he’s had over your life.”

      I resisted the urge to let out a shriek of pure frustration. “Who is he?” I yelled.

      She moved in closer and gripped my elbows. “Dawn. It was Luke. Your ex-boyfriend abducted me the day you broke up with him. Ragnar has been hunting him, always one step behind, but he had no idea who he was. The Judge is very good at disguising himself, at embedding himself into your life.”

      I reeled, taking a step back and shaking my head. “No! Luke’s a total jerk and an idiot, but—he’s not in charge of legions of shadow angels.”

      “It was him. Luke has been the Judge all along. He locked me in his apartment. The night you and Balthazar showed up there, I was tied up in a corner. Then he kept me in a prison in the countryside until I escaped. Ragnar found me wandering away from the prison, but the Judge is always one step ahead of him, always slipping away.”

      “Why would Luke—the Judge—take you?” I asked.

      She shook her head, soft waves falling around her shoulders. “I don’t know. You’re supposed to meet up with all the men from the Academy. You join together, form a team. One of you dies. You save the world. That’s how it works every cycle. But this time, it seems like he wants to keep you away from the others. Ragnar knows this too, but neither of us understands why.” She blinked, and I took comfort in those big brown eyes I knew so well. “I am on your side, okay? It’s always been my job to help you find your men. And I’m going to protect you without locking you up. So let’s get through this. Together. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      “Now, we need to stay out of open spaces, because within the forest, I’d estimate our chances of survival go up at least thirty percent.”

      Chances of survival? What exactly was she factoring in here? “Chances of survival,” I repeated dumbly, feeling the rolling chill of the night prick up the skin on my arms.

      “If Ragnar and I are right,” she continued, “and if the Judge really wants to keep you apart from the other men this time, he might be sending his shadow angels after you. And I’m not sure you’re ready to fight them.”

      To be honest, I could have really used a second or two to process what was going on here. I’d been kidnapped by a vampire who possibly thought he’d been protecting me. I had magical powers. My ex-boyfriend was an evil celestial being, instead of just a controlling jerk, and he might be sending a legion of shadow angels after me.

      “And you’re my guardian angel,” I said, to clarify.

      Holly blinked at me, and her expression softened into a smile. “Yes. I’ve been by your side through every iteration. It’s been you and me, girl. However many times it happens, we’ll find each other.”

      “Considering the past few days I’ve had, I’m not sure you’re doing the best job.”

      She crossed her arms. “Sorry. I was a bit busy being chained to a wall in a dungeon.”

      I glanced back in the direction from where we’d been running. Distantly, through the trees, I caught a glimpse of the looming castle, its dark stone walls gleaming in the moonlight. The air seemed to shimmer around it, as if some magic protected it.

      A shiver ran up my spine. “Did our escape seem too easy?”

      The snap of a twig turned my head. As if on cue, Ragnar stood before us, his icy eyes shining in the darkness. My heart skipped a beat. Of course a vampire could move through the darkness better than we could.

      “You want to leave?” he asked, tracing his fingertips over my astrolabe. “Fine. But I am warning you. Now that you have found all your other men from the Academy, the game will begin. And this time, I think the Judge might be changing the rules.”

      I had a sudden, desperate urge to get back to my guys, to talk this all over with them. “I’ll just have to take my chances.” I held out my hand. “Unless you want me to blast you again, can I have my magic compass back?”

      He handed it over, and I clutched it tightly to my chest. Maybe, somehow, Ragnar really did think he was protecting me.

      I looked down at the astrolabe’s surface, relieved to have it in my hands again. Already it was telling me where I needed to go, how to get back to my guys.

      My mind whirled with a stream of constellations, then shadows stretching over the forest. East. We had to go east.

      “Follow me,” I said, pushing past Ragnar.

      I cast one last look back at him, but I saw only shadows. He’d already disappeared.

      My stomach clenched.

      I started walking, my feet crunching over the deadfall. “Follow me.”
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      By the time we arrived at the next open field, my legs were aching. Sadly, the astrolabe didn’t give me any indication of how far we had to go. I glanced up at the sky, where a few wispy clouds drifted over the moon.

      As my bare feet padded over the damp blades of grass under the open sky, an uneasy sensation began crawling over my ribs—a sense that the shadows were thickening, curling through the air around me. I stopped walking, my heart rate speeding up.

      “Holly? You said the Judge might send shadow angels after—”

      “Duck!” she screamed from somewhere to my right, and before I could remember how to think, I flattened, and a terrifying winged creature swooped over my head.

      Shadow angels.

      “They found us,” said Holly, the words tearing from her in a haze of panic as she covered her head with her hands. “Dawn, they’re here for us.”

      “What do we do?” I asked and dared to look up. Circling us were a half dozen dark winged shapes, pale eyes gleaming in the darkness. When I strained my eyes, I caught the gleam of metal at their waists. Swords.

      My stomach dropped. Holly and I didn’t have a weapon between us, unless you counted my magical lighting effects… and even those seemed to only work about half the time.

      I managed to roll onto my side as a curling blast of black energy pounded the grass beside me. Smoke lifted from the charred blades. I hopped to my feet, palms forward, my body ready for a fight before my mind was.

      “Ready?”

      When my gaze flicked to Holly, I caught the faint outline of ghostly white wings, and my breath caught in my throat.

      “Ready?” she asked again.

      “Not sure that I am, actually,” I croaked. Part of me wanted to blast all of them down from the sky and curb-stomp them one by one. The other part of me still reeled with the shock of everything that was happening to me.

      “Fight now. Use your magic,” she snapped. “We can discuss your feelings over smoothies later.”

      I took her point. It didn’t, of course, matter if I felt ready or not.

      This was it.

      The night wind rippled over my skin, raising goosebumps, and toyed with my pale hair. One of the shadow angels emitted a deafening noise like a trumpet and flicked his wrist at us. His black, feathered wings stretched out underneath the night sky. As my body started to glow with warm light, I couldn’t help but notice that some of the others looked uncertain, exchanging looks and grimacing.

      Were they… a little afraid?

      Their fear gave me the confidence I needed. The Dawn of this iteration and the Dawn of the past were not quite the same. Maybe I wasn’t the badass warrior from my flashbacks, but they thought I was. I couldn’t quite remember the bloodlust, the satisfied thrumming in my veins that came after taking their kind down, but they remembered it vividly enough for all of us.

      And maybe Warrior Dawn still lived in me, somehow. Already I could feel a little of her battle fury humming in my blood, making my pulse race.

      I stared up at the shadow angels, licking my lips, and a voice whispered in the back of my mind: you’re mine, you fucking vultures.

      Okay. Warrior Dawn was coming back. My feet felt rooted in the earth, as though ancient magic flowed upward from the soil, electrifying my body.

      I’ll tear your wings from your backs and leave you to bleed out in the grass.

      Just as the dark angel tossed caution to the wind and swooped down at me, eyes locked on mine, I arched my back. Beaming, pearly magic roiled within my chest, an eruption of power. I punched outward with my two hands, sending a physical ripple through the air between us. A low boom rumbled over the horizon, and light surged from my chest.

      The burst of light streamed through the air, and the shadow angel met it with a burst of darkness from his own body. The two energies collided and knocked me backward on my butt. But I stared up at the sky as my light magic sent the angel spiraling down to Earth on scorched wings. He slammed hard into the grass. The other shadow angels swarmed, the air filling with the sound of ancient curses, their fear intensifying.

      One down. Five left.

      I summoned another burst of light magic, and as I did, my gaze flicked to Holly. In her hand, I saw what looked like a gold coin, glinting in the light. She flicked it upward like she was tossing for heads or tails. As it spun, it grew outward until it looked like a javelin of blinding light. When it spun back toward her, she caught it in an outstretched hand. In one sweeping movement, she threw it with all her might.

      I stared as her javelin impaled another angel. When she clapped her hands, it exploded, shattering into beautiful, glittering light that rose delicately into the sky. It would have been a breathtaking sight, honestly, if it hadn’t been for the fact that it had detached the shadow angel’s head from its body in an equally showy explosion of gore.

      Two down, four left.

      My legs felt weak. “How long have you been able to do that?”

      No answer. Instead, she pointed upward. The other angels were hesitating, but they still swarmed above us, ready to attack with more inky magic, or maybe their swords. I could tell they weren’t planning on running away, which left them only one other option.

      “The fight is only just beginning,” Holly reminded me under her breath.

      A bloodlust that felt familiar surged in my veins, raising the hair on the back of my neck—a dark feeling I’d once known well. A feeling I’d lost.

      Warrior Dawn really wanted to come out. “Come and get us, then, you spineless fucks!” I roared in a voice that wasn’t quite my own. Light beamed from my body. “What are you waiting for?”

      The only response was the sound of wings beating the air, and a wordless show of pointed teeth.

      With them all grouped together like that, I figured I’d get in a hit on all four. I rubbed my palms together as if to warm them, then thrust them outward. Energy sizzled over my body, up my ribcage. Another ripple exploded from me, but with less intensity than before. The burst petered out just short of the closest angel, who simply braced himself and shielded his face with an arm, feathers displaced by the gust.

      Well crap.

      When the angel lowered his arm, his eyes glinted with a cold rage. He unleashed a hideous trumpet noise, mouth to the sky, and the others all followed suit until we were listening to some kind of deafening orchestra of the underworld. The sound set my teeth on edge and sent nausea swirling through my stomach, and I clamped my hands over my ears.

      A shadow demon swooped for me, and this time, I found no magic left in my reserves. The creature slammed into me, knocking me to the ground, and dark tendrils began to curl around me, filling me with a sense of gnawing emptiness. The angel ripped his sword from his scabbard, then pressed it to my neck.

      Fear and a feeling of intense isolation, a void, ripped through my body.

      The shadow angel leaned in close, his features at once beautiful and terrifying. “The Judge didn’t want you to remember this time.”

      Screw that. I gritted my teeth, unleashing a sharp burst of light that knocked the bastard off of me. He fell to the ground, body smoking, and I rushed to my feet. A primal rage erupted in my mind. I began kicking the fallen angel, trying to break his bones.

      Holly grabbed my arm, pulling me away. “Dawn! You need to conserve your energy better.” The tone of her voice sent a pang of anxiety through me. She already sounded so… defeated.

      I pulled the sword off the fallen angel, slicing it through the air like it had always belonged to me.

      “Easy, Dawn,” said Holly. “Easy.” She held another coin of light in her hand, flicking it upward with her thumb until it burst into a large disc in the air. She caught it on her arm and held it out like a medieval shield. Damn, she had some amazing powers. All I really had going for me were wild bursts of uncontrolled light that seemed to burn out awfully fast.

      And, apparently, a primordial rage problem.

      All at once, the trumpeting grew louder, loud enough that I needed to grit my teeth and press my hands against my ears for a second of relief, still trying to grip the sword. At that moment, another group of shadow angels swarmed into the air above us, their dark wings glinting like oil in the moonlight.

      Dread coiled between my ribs. There were more of them than I’d realized. And from their frenzied swarming, I was sure they were about to attack.

      Six—at least—dive-bombed, their flight too fast to track. Their swords glinted with silvery light, dark magic spooling off their powerful bodies. And yet more shadow angels gathered above us.

      I lifted my sword; Holly lifted her shield. I wanted to drive my blade into one of the fuckers’ ribcages, but Holly pulled me behind her shield with her.

      “Stay with me,” she whispered. She slipped her hand into my free one.

      That simple act communicated so much to me: to be strong, to be graceful. She was glad I was here beside her. But it also sent a shock of fear through me that even Warrior Dawn registered. Something about the gesture felt like a goodbye, and my pulse raced out of control, grief welling in my chest. I had the sense that she wanted to go down swinging. But make no mistake, we were going to go down—together.

      “I love you,” I said, trying not to let the wobble in my voice out.

      “I love you too, girl.”

      She let go just as the angels slammed into us, and with a collective roar, we fought back.

      Light burned through my body and I burst into action, feeling my pilfered sword moving through the air as an extension of myself. From behind, something sharp nicked my shoulder blades, the pain sharpening my senses.

      As fury and ancient knowledge imbued my limbs, my stolen sword clashed into the blades around me. Another angel’s sword sliced my thigh, and I screamed.

      Shadowy magic swirled around me like smoke, and I summoned my light, letting Warrior Dawn take over. I will drive my blade into your putrid hearts.

      Even as they closed in on me, I kept fighting, sending bursts of light from my body, swinging my blade. Every single winged freak I took down was a true victory, one important enough to die for.

      A sharp blade cut into my arm. I screamed with everything I had in me, and torrents of white light rippled from me again and again, scorching feathers and lancing flesh around me. From the corner of my vision, I caught glimpses of Holly’s javelin.

      I grappled with the sudden, dreadful realization that they were doing far more damage to us than we could ever hope to do to them. We were simply outnumbered.

      The shadow angels pressed in, a writhing mass of burned feathers around us. The metallic stench of blood washed over me. Was it my own? My thigh and my arm gushed blood, crimson streaks cutting spider-web lines over my pale skin. My consciousness fought to leave me every second. Another blade sliced into my back, and I tried to summon my light, but I came up empty.

      Nothing left in the chamber.

      I felt myself fall onto the wet grass, and darkness began to claim my mind like the shadowy magic around me.

      Coldness overtook my body. Nothing left to do but sleep.
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      “Holly,” I managed to say, opening my eyelids with all of my remaining strength. Had I really survived that onslaught?

      I needed to see Holly. With extreme effort, I craned my neck, my gaze landing on her. Her hair covered her face as she lay on her side. The only sign that she was still alive was the occasional twitch of her forefinger. A tiny spark of light tried to come alive in her hand, then died.

      Was this my fault?

      A scream pierced my skull. The agonized shriek of a dying shadow angel, perhaps, or my own?

      My blurry vision began to clear, and I focused more clearly on Holly. Her chest rose and fell slowly. Apart from that, she wasn’t moving.

      Before I could expend too much energy searching for answers, a movement of shadows turned my head.

      A dark form, a pale face slammed down to the earth. It took me a moment to recognize Ragnar, now twisted into something almost more hellish than the shadow angels. His fangs glinted in the moonlight as he sank them into one of the angels.

      Adrenaline raced through my veins at the sight. Ragnar’s victim unleashed a strangled cry as the vampire tore out its throat. The angel’s head lolled.

      Slowly I pushed myself up onto my elbows, surveying the scene around me. Dozens of shadow angels, their throats torn out, blood staining the grass.

      My my. Ragnar had been busy.

      “Ra-Rag—” I tried my best, but my voice wouldn’t come out. He locked eyes with me, his pupils blazing red. Blood dripped from his fangs, and my heart skipped a beat. It seemed like he’d killed everyone around us. Never in my life would I have imagined I’d feel such relief at the sight of a blood-streaked monster.

      A flutter of dark wings broke our gaze, and Ragnar launched himself at the twitching body of another shadow angel. He ignored its shrieking, its beating wings. He reared back and head-butted it in the nose. Bone crunched. I could barely muster the willpower to look away from the violence. My vision blurred as Ragnar bit into the angel’s jugular. Blood soaked his clothes.

      When he’d wrenched the last bit of life from the final shadow angel, he stood, panting. His body, thickly corded with muscle, looked rigid with tension, and his white shirt was soaked with gore. Dead angels littered the ground around him, their wings splayed, blood glistening in the light of the stars.

      Ragnar wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Dawn.” His fangs receded, and concern shone in his eyes—now that familiar ice blue instead of red. “Holly. What happened?”

      “You were right,” I rasped. “Not about kidnapping me. But you were right that the shadow angels were coming for me.”

      A dim battle drum still beat through my body, even as more and more strength left me by the second. I must have lost a lot of blood because dizziness overwhelmed me, and my head landed in the wet grass again. I could feel Ragnar’s hands on me, distantly heard him speaking to me, but I couldn’t quite keep my eyes open or understand what he was saying. As the blood left my body, nausea and a deep chill rose in my gut.

      In every iteration of the past, Warrior Dawn had always been stronger than I was now. I knew it deep in my heart at that moment.

      She would never have rolled over and let herself die.

      What has been giving you strength since this all began?

      I tried so hard to think about it.

      Why could you read the astrolabe? Why could you use your powers? When did this all start?

      My men. My star-tattooed mystery men. We all drew strength from each other—me from them, and them from me. Our strength came from our unity. Even if I hated some of the bastards.

      I reached out, touching Ragnar’s arm until I found his hand. I threaded my fingers into his.

      His deep voice curled around me like a blanket of night. “You’re going to be all right, Dawn. I’m here. You’re not alone.”

      Warmth and power from his hand pulled into mine, filling the empty void in my chest. His soothing, warm magic pulsed over my skin, assuaging the sharp ache inside me. Slowly, strength filled my cold veins, buzzing through my leaden limbs, energizing me once again until I gasped with relief. The bleeding began to stop.

      Looking into his pale eyes, mesmerized, I sat up. I gripped his hands, my body trembling but alive.

      The night breeze kissing my skin had never felt so good.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I feel better now,” I said, my voice coming out more clearly.

      Ragnar stared at me. “We’re still in danger. We’re all in danger this time.”

      “Why?”

      “The Judge wants to keep us apart this time. When you broke his rules all those centuries ago—when you manipulated me into letting you live—you ignited his wrath, and it’s never been quenched.”

      My stomach clenched, and silence fell over us.

      Unexpectedly, from the darkness, Holly’s voice interrupted the lull. “Okay, but right now, we need to go.”

      I stared, stunned, as she got up and brushed herself off, her body glowing with silver light.

      “You look amazingly unharmed,” I said. With a grunt, I pushed myself to my feet, then pulled her into a tight hug. My injuries had all but stopped bothering me, and I wondered if, somehow, my recovery had aided hers in some way. Like we were linked. I squeezed her as gently as I could, just in case.

      “We kicked ass,” she mumbled into my hair. “Hello Ragnar. Please tell me you’re done locking us in rooms with no TV.” Her voice had cooled.

      “Holly.”

      Dark forms swarmed above us, wings silhouetted by the moonlight, and I pointed upward. “We have to get running.”

      Ragnar’s icy gaze followed my finger. My pulse raced as I saw his pupils dilate at the sight.

      Holly inhaled sharply. “Are you kidding me? I just want a bath and a fucking cocktail.”

      “They’re coming for Dawn first,” said Ragnar. “She’s the easiest to kill.”

      Holly scowled. “I know what kind of danger she’s in. Why don’t you just work on getting back into beast mode, and we can talk later.”

      More winged shapes swarmed beneath the moon, and my throat went dry. “I’m not liking our chances,” I whispered. “Ragnar was able to finish them off because we’d weakened them with magic. Now I can hardly feel it. There are at least… twenty of them.” As the winged forms in the sky grew larger, the knot in my stomach did too.

      “We take down as many as we can,” said Holly, looking to me for confirmation.

      I nodded once. “Okay.”

      I surveyed the bodies around me, plucking another sword from an angel. Maybe I’d nearly run out of magic, but Warrior Dawn wanted to come out to play. Already, battle rage pulsed through my blood, hot and angry.

      When I glanced up at the sky again, the shadow angels were nearly upon us. My heart stopped.

      They slammed into us with the force of a tornado, swarming around us—wings beating, swords cutting the air. An ancient, familiar power flowed through me—the power of Warrior Dawn—and I began moving among them. Somehow I knew how to put every foot in the right place, knew how to cut every careful arc of my blade.

      My magic had begun to run out, but Warrior Dawn still wanted blood, and she knew how to get it. My sword sparked in the air as it clashed against the angels’.

      “Don’t show weakness!” Ragnar snarled, slashing out with a jagged blade.

      As I moved with surety, whirling and ducking with the slashes of my sword, I summoned what magic I could. I let out a blast of light energy, feeble compared to before, but enough to knock the closest angel into the grass.

      “Dawn!” A deep Scottish voice rumbled through my gut, and I whirled to see Balthazar moving in the distance, body glowing with pale light. Beside him were Raphael and Sebastos. Their bodies seemed to pulse with some kind of golden aura.

      And then, behind them, an angel. Only this one gleamed with that same golden aura, his wings a shimmering copper. It took me a moment to realize who he was—the man they called Death. Samael.

      Maybe he was an angel of death, but in that moment, I could see he was on our side.

      I loosed a relieved breath, feeling almost whole. Together.

      Still, I didn’t have long to bask in the sudden good fortune, because a blade was swinging for my head. I managed to deflect it, casting another glance at the men from the Academy. They sprinted over the bloody, scorched earth, swords raised, bodies gleaming like stars.

      “You know what to do!” Balthazar barked.

      Raphael bolted toward me while Sebastos launched himself right into the center of the fray, his blade arcing through the air like a master swordsman. Samael soared above us at the angels in the air, a sword in his hand.

      I turned just in time to see one of the shadow angels swooping lower toward me, teeth bared and bloodlust in his cold, empty eyes. I summoned a surge of light, shooting it through my blade. It slammed him in the chest but didn’t take him down.

      I gritted my teeth. Not enough power anymore to do any real damage.

      The angel lunged again, his blade swinging close to my face, and I dodged backward, losing my footing. I braced for a blow, but the angel’s back arched, his face contorting with a grimace.

      I stared, open-mouthed, as Raphael tore one of my attacker’s wings off. The angel screamed in agony.

      Another angel swung for me and I parried, shifting back over the grass until I slammed into the body of an enemy behind me. A powerful arm gripped me in a chokehold, strangling me until my lungs burned.

      I managed to drive my heel into his shin, and he dropped me. I whirled, slicing through his throat with my blade. Blood poured from his neck. I stumbled, my mind swimming. My brain was becoming overwhelmed with everything happening around me, my body going into shock, and I no longer felt like my legs could hold me up. Dizzy, I started to fall, until a powerful set of arms scooped me up, lifting me back onto my feet. Balthazar.

      Blood pulsed deep inside my core as he stared into my eyes with his trademark intensity. “I found you,” he breathed in his low voice, still keeping his arms around me.

      “You found me,” I repeated, my breath coming fast.

      He leaned forward and grazed my lower lip with his teeth, surprising me. The contradiction between his actions and the bloody violence around us made it all the more intense. Not quite a kiss, but enough to send heat shooting through my body. Somehow, it calmed me and energized me at the same time.

      “Don’t run out of my sight again,” he said, sounding like he was scolding me, but with a sincerity that almost made him seem vulnerable. Almost, but not quite. Weirdly, the desperation with which he spoke just made him seem stronger to me. I wanted to be able to borrow that strength.

      With the weight of his gaze on me, I felt like I was able to do just that. And in that split second, warm, sunlit power simmered in my belly, spreading up through my chest and moving through my limbs.

      A low growl escaped my throat, and my lips curled in a dark smile. Balthazar was bringing out the animal in me, and the beast was scratching and clawing its way to the surface.

      He flashed me a wicked smile. “Welcome back.”

      I clenched my fists at my sides, stepping away from him. This time, the hot glow of my true power radiated from my ribs outward.

      I dropped the sword. I didn’t need it.

      Arching my back, I flung my arms out to the side, and light exploded from my body. It was almost as if the light knew where to go, who to hit. It slammed into the closest shadow angels, blasting them away from me and singeing their wings.

      With that burst of power, my magic had depleted again. Still, it had helped to give us the upper hand.

      Together, the way we were always meant to be.

      My gaze flicked to Raphael, who sliced through an angel’s wings from behind. Nearby, Sebastos gripped a shadow angel by his head, snapping his neck with a loud crack. When I glanced at Holly, I found her leaping through the air and jamming her light javelin through an angel’s throat. I pivoted, searching for Ragnar, and gaped as he punched his fist through an angel’s chest, ripping out the creature’s still-beating heart.

      Despite the carnage, I loosed a sigh of relief. As long as we fought together, we couldn’t be defeated easily.

      With my bare feet planted in the earth, mud staining my dress, I drew power from my team around me. I closed my eyes, digging deeper within myself to summon light from the depths of my core.

      I am the blazing inferno of a star’s surface, and I will burn you with my power.

      My back arched as the magic flowed from me, a wild blaze of wrath. And when I opened my eyes again, I surveyed the battlefield. Sam—Death—landed gracefully on the bloodied earth by our sides.

      The bodies of our enemies lay all around us, blood and burned feathers littering the grassy field. We stood in a tight formation, hardly realizing we’d fallen into one, spurred on by the roaring battle drums of our beating hearts.

      This was how it was always meant to be.

      “Let’s go home,” Balthazar said, breaking the heavy silence with his firm voice. “This is over.”

      I hoped he was right—that nothing worse was going to happen here tonight. I gave a short nod.

      “Yes,” Ragnar said. “It is.” He skulked off into the shadows. Probably back to his castle to brood by himself.

      “Home,” I reiterated as I watched Ragnar go, feeling a slight pang at watching our group break up. Nobody made any effort to stop him, but I felt the air thin a little at his departure. He was one of us, whether he wanted to be or not.

      “Home,” Holly said, with far more warmth than Balthazar or I had managed, a huge smile brightening her face.

      When she hooked her arm into mine, I felt the power of the word like a magic spell.
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      The last time I’d sat in Balthazar’s living room with some of the men from the Academy, I’d felt wide-eyed and confused, straightening out my cream-colored dress. I didn’t feel quite the same now. When I caught my reflection in Balthazar’s mirror, I hardly recognized the black-clad woman who stared back at me, the one with the wild hair.

      I kind of liked her.

      Raphael sidled up beside me, a sensual smile on his lips. “L’aurore. Queen of Venom.” He tilted his head. “You look like a new woman.”

      “I’m not a new woman,” I told him plainly. “I just had to find the real me.”

      I turned, looking at the others. Raphael dropped down on the sofa next to Sebastos. Across from them, Balthazar and Holly sat in armchairs before a pot of tea. Sam and Ragnar were notably absent.

      I plopped down in a chair next to Holly. “Maybe some of you helped me find the real me little bit.”

      Holly raised her hand. “Special mention to me, your lifelong—no, eons long—best friend.” With an easy smile on her lips, she reached across Balthazar, lifting the teapot. Steam curled into the air, faintly perfumed, as she filled the teacups in front of her. “I know we have important things to talk about, but any guesses as to what kind of tea this is?”

      Balthazar had seven unlabeled jars of tea in his kitchen, and it was anyone’s guess what we were getting.

      “Sod all this Assam and Nilgiri shit,” said Raphael, snatching a cup of tea from the table. “Give me regular black tea with a splash of milk, the way the gods intended.”

      “And eight sugars, right?” With an arch of his eyebrow, Sebastos plucked a delicate teacup from the table. It looked ridiculous in his enormous hands. “Like the gods intended. Right, you philistine?”

      Ignoring him, Raphael closed his eyes, inhaling deeply. “Ahh… it’s Earl Grey. I’d know the smell anywhere. Smells like a whore’s perfume.”

      Balthazar frowned, drumming his fingers on his armrest. “Of course you’re the only one here with expertise in whore perfumes.”

      “Guys,” I called over the chatter, effectively silencing the bickering. “I think I’ve earned my place enough here to ask a question. A single, simple question.”

      Four sets of eyes turned to me.

      “I just want to know who I am,” I said. “What you all are. I remember the different cycles, the iterations. I remember that one of us is supposed to die every time, or the world ends. But why?”

      Silence hung over the room, and I gritted my teeth.

      “I’ve earned your respect, and I’ve fought as hard as any one of you. I deserve to know who and what I am, beyond this whole apocalyptic explanation. Why do I have these powers? Why am I destined to be part of this?”

      Balthazar sipped his tea. “We can’t tell you that, Dawn. Only what you already know. Each time, one of us has to die, or the apocalypse begins. The Judge oversees it all. Only this time, it seems he wanted to keep us apart.”

      “Like he wants the apocalypse to happen,” said Sebastos.

      An icy shudder rippled over my body. “The Judge. Right. Can we find him?” I shot Holly a quick look. “Luke, I mean.”

      Holly set her tea down on the coffee table, leaning forward. “We’ve inspected his apartment. He’s not there anymore, Dawn. He hasn’t been there since just after he kidnapped me. He’s completely disappeared, and we don’t know what he looks like. The Judge has always taken many forms, worming his way into your life, making sure you behaved as you should. It’s just that, now, he’s acting differently. Sending his shadow angels to kill us all.”

      Balthazar’s dark eyes glinted. “Here’s what you need to know, Dawn. We have to keep the fucking world from ending. Why this is your destiny, I can’t tell you. Not because of the curse, but because I have no idea. It just is. And you’ll have to deal with it.”

      I leaned back in my chair, still grappling with everything I’d learned. As soon as I cleared my head, I was going to check in with Mom, to tell her that maybe I’d been wrong about a few things. That shadow angels were real, and magic flowed through my veins. Did she know what I was? Had she known all along?

      I pulled a teacup off the table, inhaling the ‘whore’s perfume.’

      Whatever the case, apparently I’d found my destiny among the members of the Academy of Light. When we were together, I felt like a deep wound in my chest was beginning to heal. I’d once thought that that sense of feeling incomplete was a normal part of being human, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was that I was meant to be a part of something larger than myself.

      “All right,” I said. “I guess I’m an official member of the Academy now, and it seems we have a common goal. Finding the Judge. I’m still a tad uneasy about Ragnar, considering he kidnapped me and locked me in a room.”

      Sebastos leaned forward. “Believe me, we are all uneasy about Ragnar.”

      “Vampiric prick.” A rather unhelpful comment from Balthazar.

      Raphael loosed a sigh. “He spent too long on his own among the ice and mountains with only the occasional lover to keep him company. He lost his mind. I’m not sure if he feels anything at all anymore. But he’s driven to protect you, just like we all are.”

      I thought of the way it had felt when he’d kissed me. He’d definitely felt something then, and he had layers beneath his fury that I hadn’t even begun to explore.

      Sebastos met my gaze. “Dawn, as much as the curse allows, we will let you in.”

      I shrugged, picking up my teacup. “Well, at least I don’t have to find a new job.” Despite everything that had happened, a smile curled my lips. As confusing as it was, I’d found my place in this world.

      And I had no intention of giving that up.
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        Eve Carmichael can’t wait to graduate from college and move on with her life. Loner, outcast, and enemy of the dean, she tried her best to fit in, but all the money in the world can't buy genuine friends—or anonymity.

        Then things take an unexpected turn when she witnesses a murder on campus. Especially because there's no evidence a crime ever happened the next day, and the five men responsible disappeared into thin air.

        As she tries to unravel the mystery behind the phantom homicide, she finds herself on a dark and familiar path. With no-one else to trust, she seeks the help of an unlikely—but alluring—group of men. A group of men with one thing in common—an undying interest in her.

        For better or worse, the rocker, the wanderer, the student, the therapist, and the adviser all have a part to play in fulfilling her destiny. Hopefully they can awaken her to the danger closing in before Eve gets herself killed.
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