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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      My toes curled over the ledge and I stared at the city two thousand feet below. Night descended like a dark blanket over the city and lights began to twinkle. Most mortals only knew the beauty of a sunset from the ground, unless they’d been fortunate enough to glimpse one from an airplane. I was able to enjoy one from this height every day if I chose. When I was younger, the Elders called me Cloudhopper because I spent so much time outside. It seemed perfectly natural for a girl like me to want to spend every day with my head in the clouds.

      “You can’t hide from me,” a voice said.

      My body snapped to attention. I thought I was safe here. Where did he come from?

      I flattened my back against the curved wall of the spire and tried to creep out of sight before he noticed me. As I reached another curve, a strong gust of wind betrayed me and knocked me off balance. My feet slipped off the ledge and I had no choice but to spread my wings. No chance of hiding now. I flew downward at a forty-five-degree angle. A quick glance over my shoulder revealed the bad news.

      “I’m coming for you,” he yelled. His own wings were synthetic because he’d lost his original set, but he knew how to use them as well as I did.

      Better, in fact.

      I swooped around the base of Spire 3 and tried to maneuver in and out of the poles that connected each spire to the earth. They were the tallest poles in the mortal realm, except humans didn’t know they existed.

      I misjudged his speed, a foolish error on my part. His fingers wrapped around my ankle and he snapped me backward in midair. Before my back slammed into him, he threw an arm over my chest in an attempt to hold me in place. I used my momentum to shift right into a somersault and forced his hand away. I tucked my wings behind my back and went into a dead drop, feet first. When I was halfway down the length of the pole, I ripped my sword free of its sheath and shot back up to the spires. He was waiting for me on the ledge of Spire 2. He leaped in front of me with his sword at the ready and our blades collided. The space between my eyebrows began to throb. Why did these headaches always seem to happen when I was in the middle of a good fight? I shook it off and continued my counterattack.

      As he blocked and dodged my blows, his scars seemed to glow in the darkness. Long and short. Some precise. Some misshapen. The one on his face was the most intimidating. A slice next to his mouth, as though someone had tried to cut out his tongue and missed. I would not have wanted to be the one that failed.

      My blade swept wide and I could see from his expression that the move was unexpected. He lowered his blade to block the attack, but I’d put too much force behind it. He lost his grip on the hilt and the sword plunged toward the earth below.

      I couldn’t let it reach the ground. Too dangerous.

      In a single swift motion, I dove headfirst as though into water and chased the falling sword. My wings streaked behind me and I pushed myself to fly faster. The sword was within view.

      I extended a hand and grasped nothing but empty air. One final push and I relieved it of gravity’s control. I swooped up and returned to the ledge of the main spire.

      My opponent lingered there, his expression neutral. I produced the sword and his mouth split. “Well done, Cassia. So many excellent moves tonight.” He reclaimed his sword and sheathed it.

      “You really think so?”

      He gave me a meaningful look. “Do I coddle you?”

      I shrugged. “Depends on who you ask.”

      He patted my cheek. “You’ll make us all proud someday.”

      “Thank you, Elder Sam.”

      He scratched his shoulder. “I can’t wait to take off these wretched wings. Mine never itched like this.”

      “You’ll have to talk to Elder Alastor about that,” I said. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d made them itchy on purpose. He didn’t approve of Elder Sam. Or me. In his mind, we were a package deal.

      “I saw you press your forehead,” Elder Sam said. “Another headache?”

      “It’s gone now,” I said.

      “It was probably just stress,” he said. “Heat of battle stuff.”

      I smiled. “That’s what you always say.”

      “Then it must be true.” He clapped me on the back. “We should get you back inside. Big day tomorrow.”

      My stomach curdled at the thought. “Don’t remind me.”

      He steered me to the hatch, an entry point for winged beings like me. “There’s nothing to worry about. You’ve known this day was coming for a long time.”

      “It still came sooner than expected.”

      He grinned and ducked through the hatch. “Trust me. You’ll be fine, Cassia. I believe in you.”

      “I’m glad one of us does.” I followed after him, still queasy. Tonight would be the end of an era. I both dreaded and welcomed the new life that tomorrow would bring. I’d grown too comfortable, but that was all about to change.

      

      “Today’s the day,” Mariska sang. She entered my room and threw open the curtains, causing ribbons of light to ripple across my bed.

      I shielded my eyes from the sudden intrusion. “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.” I immediately wanted to snatch back the grumpy words. My caretaker was right. Today was the big day—the day I’d been both dreading and looking forward to since the moment the decision was made.

      “I made sure that Aldo cooked your favorite breakfast, so don’t let it get cold. Chop chop.” She smacked her hands together.

      “Just five more minutes.” I rolled away from her and pressed my cheek against the pillow. “I was in the middle of a really good dream.”

      Mariska yanked off my covers. “I doubt that. You suffer more nightmares than any cambion I’ve ever known.”

      She was right. I’d suffered from recurring nightmares for as long as I could remember. Elder Kali always said they were a subconscious expression of my anxiety, but they seemed so real. Last night’s offering probably was triggered by anxiety though. I was being hunted by a sky kraken and it had eyes on its tentacles, making it difficult to hide. I knew the kraken represented a fear that seemed larger than life. Naturally I’d killed it—even in nightmares I was formidable—but it still woke me in the middle of the night and I had trouble falling back asleep afterward. I’d lifted my pillow to make sure my dreamcatcher was there and had been surprised to see that it was. Mariska had brought it back from the city when I was five years old and had suffered a steady stream of nightmares about the Whistlers coming to get me.

      “Fine. I’m exhausted because I had bad dreams last night. Can you blame me? Change is kind of a big deal for someone like me.”

      For the past seventeen years I’d lived here in the main spire of Domus Academy with the five Elders, Mariska, and Aldo. Today, I would finally join my peers in Spire 10. The other cambions had grown up side-by-side at the academy. They’d spent years getting to know each other and developing close bonds. Not me though. I’d been sequestered from birth. Of course, there would be some latecomers to the academy. Not all demon hybrids arrived at the same age. It was completely dependent on when they were discovered and brought to safety, though the Elders made every effort to find us as infants.

      “I’ll make sure that all your things have been brought over to your new room by midday,” Mariska said.

      I sat up and surveyed the state of my room. Five matching boxes held my every belonging, plus a hefty sack of weapons. “Thanks.” I knew I’d have to share a room in the new spire. I’d never had to share with anyone before. I was the only cambion in the main spire. Elder Sam said that they’d tried to put me in the nursery with the rest of the infant cambions when I first arrived, but my cries were so loud and disruptive that none of the other babies could sleep. From that day forward, I lived in Spire 1 and became Mariska’s responsibility.

      I crossed the room and peered out the enormous window. Puffs of cloud blocked my view of the city below. A plane rumbled overhead and I looked up to see how close it was. Sometimes it seemed as though I could reach out and grab the landing gear. Of course, I didn’t need a plane to fly anywhere. I had my very own set of wings. Black streaked with dark gray, a gift from one of my parents. Which one, I had no idea.

      “Come and eat,” Mariska said. “Then you can concern yourself with how to dress for the occasion.”

      I cut a glance at her. “Why do I get the sense that you already have an outfit in mind?”

      She couldn’t suppress her smile. “I may have picked up a little something when we went into the city last week.”

      “How the devil did you manage that? Elder Sam and I were with you the whole time.” Elder Sam and I had what others described as ‘a special bond.’ He was the only non-demon at the academy. It was hard to tell without his wings, but he was a seraph from Dominion. He’d found me as an infant in a place in the mortal realm called Trenton, New Jersey. He’d had to act quickly because he knew that Whistlers were in the area. Of course, he only knew I was there because the seraphim had sent him from Dominion to kill me. They weren’t fans of demonspawn roaming the mortal realm and sought to eradicate them whenever possible. Thankfully, Elder Sam made a different choice that day. I was the reason he was expelled from Dominion forever. They’d mutilated him and tortured him for his crime, rendering him almost unrecognizable as a seraph. They tore every feather from his wings and burned them into stumps so that he could never forget his betrayal of them. As far as the rest of the Elders were concerned, Elder Sam was a gift from the gods. He’d served as a devoted Elder at the academy for the past seventeen years.

      “I have my wily ways, poppet.” Mariska winked. “Why do you think I tried to convince him to leave you behind that day?”

      Elder Sam often took me on errands outside of the academy, although I was never allowed to stray from his sight. Too dangerous. There were far too many that wanted to see us dead. Mariska often accompanied us as well. I knew it was a privilege to leave the spires. I was given a lot of advantages that my peers weren’t thanks to my place with the Elders.

      That would all end today. At least there would be field trips in our final year. According to Elder Sam, this year the Spire 10 cambions would be properly introduced to the mortal realm, where our academy was hidden in the clouds and cloaked from the view of all other creatures. It wasn’t safe for us anywhere else. As the offspring of humans and demons, we were reviled by everyone. Those that weren’t merely disgusted by us sought to kill us.

      I contemplated the changing clouds. “I think it might rain later,” I said.

      “Never mind the weather,” Mariska said. “That’s for mortals to contend with.” She ushered me out of the room and downstairs to the kitchen where Aldo had a steaming bowl of wheat grain waiting for me on the table.

      “Big day,” Aldo said. The cook offered an encouraging smile. “How are you feeling?”

      “Terrific,” I lied. “I can’t wait to be the new girl even though I’ve lived here for seventeen years.”

      “That was your own doing, my dear.” Mariska placed an affectionate kiss on the top of my head.

      “Maybe so, but surely I stopped crying at some point around the age of three. You could have moved me in with the other cambions then.”

      Mariska more a vague smile. “Try twelve. Anyway, I think we all got rather used to you in the main spire. At a certain point, it didn’t seem right to cast you out.”

      “Elder Sam has always been overprotective of you,” the cook said. I didn’t miss the pointed look that Mariska gave him. The brownie was more expressive than she realized.

      “Who’s talking about me behind my wings?” Elder Sam sauntered into the kitchen.

      “Should you even use expressions like that anymore?” the cook asked, not unkindly.

      “Aldo!” Mariska scolded him.

      “Sorry,” the cook said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Elder Sam patted his shoulder. “No harm done, friend.” He observed my basic breakfast. “Your final day in the main spire and that’s your choice?” He clucked his tongue. “All that education wasted. And here I thought I’d taught you better.”

      “You’ll still have plenty of opportunities to teach me,” I said. “It’s not like you won’t be giving lessons over in Spire 10.”

      Elder Asago entered the kitchen, his black cloak swishing around his ankles. Mariska and I joked that he wore his cloak to bed judging from the creased fabric.

      “Another dawn,” Elder Asago said. “Another day to be thankful.”

      On the one hand, I appreciated Elder Asago’s commitment to gratitude. On the other hand, he sucked all the joy out of the room with his constant reminders that the world was a bleak place for our kind.

      “I’m leaving today, Elder Asago,” I said.

      He scratched the back of his neck where his hair curled gently around the nape. “That’s today, is it? I suppose that makes sense with it being the start of the new academic year. Hard to remember when one day bleeds into the next.” He poured hot water from the kettle and squeezed a wedge of lemon over the top. “It’s not really you leaving, though, is it? I’ll be over in Spire 10 at least twice a week for your lessons.”

      “Oh, I can’t wait any longer,” Mariska said. Restless energy exploded from her chest and she shuffled to a tote bag against the wall that featured the image of Ben Franklin, one that American mortals called a Founding Father. Domus Academy had its own founders, but they were the Elders and they were comprised of females as well as males. “I have a parting gift for you.”

      “Really?” I said.

      Mariska pulled a small wrapped box from the tote bag. “I couldn’t resist something special.” She set the box on the table next to my bowl.

      “Finish your breakfast first,” Elder Sam said. “You don’t want to be late on your first day. I’m sure the others are already wondering about you.”

      Everyone fell silent. We knew it wouldn’t be an easy transition for me. Even knowing this, no one wanted to have me leave any sooner than necessary. It was Elder Kali who’d suggested that it was time for me to join the others for the final year at the academy. “Unless you plan to lock her in the spire for the rest of her life, it’s time to introduce her to her peers,” she’d said, giving Elder Sam a pointed look.

      “No,” he had replied, “that only happens to princesses in fairy tales.”

      “Not unwanted cambions,” Elder Alastor had added, somewhat unhelpfully.

      And that was the day my fate was decided.

      I shoveled my breakfast into my mouth as fast as possible so that I could unwrap the gift.

      “It’s only a small trinket,” Mariska said. “Something to remind you of us when you’re feeling unsettled over there.” She paused. “Not that I think you’ll be unsettled. You’ll be fine, poppet.”

      I tore off the paper and pulled the lid off to reveal a shiny silver bracelet. A single silver heart dangled from the metal circle.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” I threw my arms around her and kissed her cheek.

      “Oh, Mariska, you mustn’t spoil her,” Elder Kali said.

      Mariska winked at me. “Too late.”

      “Another coffee, Aldo. I have testing all week,” Elder Kali said with a soft groan. “As fun as it is to discover their hidden talents, it’s also exhausting.”

      “I think little Petra is going to be part phoenix,” Elder Bahaira said. “She’s got that orange birthmark on her shoulder.”

      “I’ll wager you ten coins that she isn’t,” Elder Asago said. “She lacks the temperament.”

      “That’s her human side,” Elder Bahaira said. “You know as well as I do that you never know how dominant one side will present.”

      “A shame you never figured me out,” I said. “I’m sure the others will want to know.”

      “Not everyone gets classified,” Elder Sam said kindly. “You’re not alone.”

      “You could always test me again,” I said. “It’s been years.” Despite efforts over the years, no one had been able to learn anything about my origin.

      “There’s no need,” Elder Sam said. “We know enough.”

      “Who cares for labels?” Mariska added. “If I weren’t a known brownie, maybe I would have done something different with my life.” She offered an apologetic smile. “Not that I would trade my time with you for anything, poppet.”

      I gazed out the kitchen window where I had a panoramic view of the other nine spires. Spire 10 gleamed in the distance. I felt Mariska’s hand warm and comforting on my shoulder.

      “Remember our motto,” she said quietly. “Spire 10 is still a part of this academy.”

      “Domus amica, domus optima,” I said. Home beloved, home best. My hands balled into anxious fists. Beloved or best or neither, I would find out soon enough.
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      I arrived at Spire 10 and was delivered straight to the aptly named weapons room, where four other cambions were already gathered. According to Elder Sam, the five of us would complete our final year at the academy together. Although the room wasn’t as large as the armory in the main spire, that didn’t surprise me. The Elders seemed to have every imaginable weapon at their disposal, not that we got to train with all of them. The Elders tried to match us with weapons that complemented our specific skill set.

      I thrust back my shoulders and adopted a swagger as I entered the room. Admittedly, I had practiced this walk in my room in front of the full-length mirror for the past few weeks in anticipation of this very moment. While I was wholly comfortable entering a room full of grown demons, I didn’t have experience with cambions my own age. Mariska reminded me many times that my upbringing gave me a distinct advantage over my peers. For most of their lives, their only interaction with adults had been limited to lessons and the occasional counseling session.

      “Cassia, so pleased you could join us.” Elder Alastor pressed his palms flat together and bowed. The demon was my least favorite of the Elders. I’d always gotten the distinct impression that he tolerated me more than anything else. I couldn’t blame him really. As the only child in the main spire, I must have put a damper on adult time over the years. “I’d like you to meet your kenzoku for the next year.”

      “We’ll see about that,” someone muttered. I realized it was the dark-haired girl with brown skin and lashes so thick that they nearly blocked my view of her eyes.

      “Sage, you’ve been warned,” Elder Alastor said. “This is Sage, Barris, Zeph, and Rylan.”

      “You really do have white hair,” Barris said. “I always thought it was a myth.”

      “That’s because you never bother to look out the window,” Sage said. “I’ve glimpsed you during your outdoor lessons with Elder Sam.”

      I nodded. “He taught me how to fly.” Among other things.

      “Must be nice to have your very own army of tutors,” Sage said under her breath.

      “Elder Bahaira says that white hair is the kiss of the angels,” Barris said.

      My hand flew instinctively to a strand of my hair. “It’s my human side. I’m missing something called melanin.”

      “But your eyes are gray,” Sage said. “Shouldn’t they be red or something?”

      I shrugged. “Not all albinos are created equal.”

      “I’m a rakshasa demon,” Sage said. She flipped her long, dark ponytail over her shoulder. “So, if anyone kills you today, I can possess your corpse.” Her lips curved into a malevolent smile.

      Zeph elbowed her in the ribs. “Knock it off, Sage. You’re only half anyway. Maybe you can only pilot half a corpse.”

      She narrowed her eyes to slits. “We’re all only half. That’s what makes us cambions.”

      Barris seemed to have had enough of Sage’s attitude. He produced a dagger and held it in a threatening manner. Sage responded by grabbing a double-sided axe from the wall. Before either could strike the first blow, two swift kicks had them both on their backs on the floor. They struggled back to their feet, stunned.

      Zeph gaped at me. “How did you do that?”

      “She had excellent training,” Elder Alastor said, returning to the weapons room. “I can see it was a mistake to turn my back. If the five of you can’t get along for five minutes, it doesn’t bode well for the next year.”

      “May the Whistlers find you and leave me your corpse to play with,” Sage practically hissed. The Whistlers were a group of five mercenaries that combed the realms for cambions. When I was younger, Mariska used to threaten me with the Whistlers if I didn’t do as I was told. Most of the Elders talked about them as though they were just an old folktale or a creepy story to share in the darkness. If you hear whistling in the woods, you’d better start running. Unfortunately, I knew from Elder Sam how terrifyingly real the Whistlers were. The leader was called Moloch and Elder Sam had met him more than once. Their final meeting was in Trenton, New Jersey when they battled over an infant with a shock of white hair.

      “Don’t even talk about Whistlers,” Rylan said with a shudder. “They’re the main reason I never tried to sneak out of the academy.”

      “They’re just an old nursery rhyme,” Zeph said. “A story to keep us from running off and wreaking havoc in the mortal realm.”

      “You couldn’t wreak havoc if you shifted into a bull in a china shop,” Sage said. “Face it, goat boy. Havoc is not your specialty.”

      Zeph gave her a dark look. “Have you forgotten that I command the wind?”

      Sage’s laugh tinkled throughout the weapons room. “You’re lucky if you can blow the petals off the flower.”

      Despite his great height, Zeph seemed to shrink in front of my eyes.

      “Mariska says the wind can be as powerful as a god’s breath,” I said. “I remember getting caught in a bad storm once when Elder Sam took me into the city for errands.”

      “Elder Sam has taken you into the city?” Sage asked.

      I realized quickly that had it had been a mistake to mention it. “Yes.”

      “Sounds like you and Elder Sam have quite the cozy relationship,” Zeph said. “I would’ve thought that sort of thing was frowned upon.”

      I scowled at him. “He’s like a father to me.”

      “He’s like a creeper to me,” Sage said. She shivered. “I don’t know how you can look at that kind of disfigurement without cringing.”

      Anger coursed through my veins. “He can’t help the way he looks,” I said. And I knew I was the reason he looked that way. If it hadn’t been for rescuing me, he might never have been cast out by the seraphim. I owed him a debt that I could never repay.

      “Look how cute she gets when she’s angry,” Sage said. “Her nose scrunches like a bunny’s.”

      A shrill sound jolted the room and Elder Alastor turned to us, his expression unreadable. “Huddle together and stay here!”

      “What’s going on?” Barris asked.

      Elder Alastor shot from the room without another word.

      “It sounds like some kind of alarm,” Rylan said.

      “Well, we couldn’t choose a safer room to be in,” Barris said, motioning to the weapons around us.

      “Unless it’s a fire,” Rylan said. “Then I don’t think the double-sided axe will be very useful.”

      “It will be if we want to chop through the walls or break glass,” Barris said.

      A trio of Elders rushed into the room. I noticed Elder Sam’s eyes flicker with relief when he spotted me.

      “What’s happening?” Sage asked.

      “There’s been an intrusion,” Elder Sam said.

      “How is that even possible?” Rylan asked. “No one knows we exist.”

      “Shouldn’t you be checking on the other spires?” I asked. I thought of all the younger cambions, how terrified they must be.

      Elder Sam glanced uneasily at his cohorts. “We already did. They’re fine. Just a little shaken up.” Something in his tone made me think that he was lying, but I couldn’t think of any reason why he would lie about a thing like that.

      “What do we do?” Sage asked. Her dark eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. She seemed awfully enthusiastic about an intrusion.

      “We wait here until we know the matter’s been handled,” Elder Bahaira said. “Elder Asago will let us know.”

      “How could anyone find this place?” I asked. Domus was the most well-kept secret in the realms. Spires in the clouds. One external portal with enough wards to stump a dozen covens.

      “We’ll let you know when we know more,” Elder Sam said.

      “Somehow I doubt that,” Sage murmured.

      “Perhaps we should check on Asago,” Elder Bahaira said. She seemed torn between staying in our room and returning to the main spire.

      “You know the protocol, Bahaira,” Elder Sam said. “We wait here until we’re given clearance.”

      “Surely you don’t mean here,” Sage said. “Of all the cambions, we’re the most able to take care of ourselves.”

      “I meant this room,” Elder Sam said. “The weapons make it the safest place in the spire.”

      Elder Kali burst into the room. She didn’t seem at all surprised to see the Elders with us. “You must come to the main spire.” Her thin lips were nearly as pale as the rest of her.

      “What is it?” Elder Bahaira asked.

      The Elder’s gaze flicked to me and I saw the tears glistening in her eyes. “We’ll discuss it on the way,” she said.

      “Is Mariska okay?” I asked.

      The expression on Elder Kali’s face told me everything I needed to know. “Away, Elders,” she insisted.

      I tried to chase after them—to demand answers—but one of them locked the door from the outside.

      “Tell me what happened!” My fists pummeled the door in vain. “I can’t stay here.” I suddenly felt like a caged animal. If something had happened to Mariska, I had to be there. She’d always, always been there for me. I began to feel around the edges of the door.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Sage asked.

      “Getting out of here.” I ran to retrieve the double-sided axe.

      “You can’t be serious,” Rylan said.

      I swung the axe as hard as I could.

      Rylan tried to wrest the axe from my grip. “Are you stark raving mad? I guess we now understand why you were kept in the main spire all these years.”

      Sage smiled. “Isn’t it awesome?” She grabbed another weapon from the pile. “Here. Let me help you.”

      Together, we hit the door again and again, until it broke off the hinges.

      “I bet they sealed the internal portals,” Sage said.

      “Fine by me. I’ll use the hatch.” And I ran to the nearest one.

      “No fair,” I heard Sage say behind me. “Now I really want wings,” Sage said.

      I spread mine wide and flew.

      

      I landed on the ledge of the main spire and peered into the first available window. The kitchen was dark and empty. Evidence of breakfast had long been cleared away.

      I maneuvered to the nearest hatch. Of course, hatches were generally off limits to cambions unless they were used during a training exercise. Mariska taught me to ask forgiveness, not permission, though. I was more willing to take advantage of that now.

      I opened the hatch and dropped to the floor with the grace of a cat. Not Gretel, of course. That bulky feline weighed a good twenty-five pounds thanks to a steady diet of Elder scraps. No one claimed responsibility for feeding her outside of designated mealtimes, yet her oversized physique told a different story.

      The library was vacant as well. I felt a pang of longing as I passed by the rows of books. I’d spent many a happy evening in this room, alone with a good story or with Gretel on my lap. Mariska and Elder Bahaira enjoyed books as much as I did and took every opportunity to bring me here as a child.

      I crept into the corridor and strained to listen. Voices drifted from the right. There weren’t many rooms of interest in that direction—the incinerator room, the south-facing greenhouse at the end, and the door to the lower level that led to the archives.

      I padded down the corridor, continuing to eavesdrop while I edged closer.

      “A healer is no good to her now,” Elder Alastor said. “We should notify her next of kin.”

      “And who would that be?” Elder Kali asked. “The only one she cared about is…”

      “Me.” I emerged from the shadows to stand behind them. When the Elders parted their circle to regard me, I saw her.

      Mariska.

      Her throat had been cut and she lay in a pool of blood. Gretel meowed on the floor beside her. I’d like to say that I screamed and howled and pounded my chest before throwing myself across her fallen body. In truth, I did none of those things. I simply gawked at her like she was a strange animal in an enclosure at the zoo. My body felt numb. So did my head.

      “Cassia, you shouldn’t be here,” Elder Sam said, though no one moved to escort me away.

      “How could I not be?” I managed to say. My voice came out softer than I’d intended, nearly a whisper.

      “There’s evidence of a struggle,” Elder Asago said. He shifted uncomfortably on his feet, seemingly aware of how clinical he sounded under the circumstances. “Whoever it was, she tried to stop them.”

      “And gave her life in exchange,” Elder Sam said. He looked again at Mariska’s body.

      “Protocols are in place,” Elder Alastor said cryptically. “We need to…” He stopped short and sucked in a shaky breath. “We need to deal with Mariska.”

      Elder Asago stepped forward. “I’ll do it.”

      “Be sure to collect whatever evidence you can,” Elder Alastor said. “We want to find the one responsible.”

      “And show no mercy,” Elder Kali said. Her stony expression made that abundantly clear.

      I took a hesitant step forward. “Before you…can I…?” How did you ask for a final moment with a loved one? Which words did you string together to make such a request?

      The Elders cleared a path for me and I dipped my knees in the blood beside her. My fingers curled around her hand the way they did as a small child. I used any excuse to hold her hand—to walk from my bedroom to the library or from the kitchen to the training room, just because I could. She was the only one to show me physical affection. I knew I was fortunate to have had that much. Only the cambions in the nursery were afforded hugs and kisses. According to Elder Bahaira, once you made it to Spire 3, you were basically on your own.

      I smoothed back her hair and closed my eyes so that I could picture her as she was—her pleasant expression and infectious smile. I bent over and kissed her forehead.

      “I’ll see you over the rainbow bridge,” I whispered.

      Elder Sam squeezed my shoulder and I returned to a standing position. Blood stained the knees of my new pants, not that I cared. It was Mariska’s blood. The last trace of her I’d ever have.

      “Come, Cassia,” Aldo said. “I’ll fix us all a drink.”

      We dragged ourselves to the kitchen and sat around the island. My body felt heavier than normal, as though a weight pressed me to the seat of the chair. The cook made a pot of coffee, one of many bounder indulgences that the Elders enjoyed. Gretel jumped on the island in front of me, seeming to sense our distress and coming to investigate.

      “What did the intruder want?” I asked. I’d been wanting to know from the moment I saw Mariska’s lifeless body—what was so valuable that the killer was willing to steamroll over whatever got in his way.

      “They took something from the archives,” Elder Kali said. “They must have encountered Mariska on their way back to the external portal.”

      The archives? What prize could possibly have been downstairs in the dusty archives that was worth Mariska’s life?

      “There aren’t any valuables down there,” I said. I knew firsthand, having spent hours of my formative years in the archives organizing documents by topic. Elder Bahaira used to call those dull exercises character-building.

      “Not valuables per se, but there are objects of value,” Elder Asago said.

      “Like what?” I asked. “Spit it out.”

      The Elders exchanged wary glances. In the end, old habits die hard and Elder Sam spoke. “A list.”

      “Of what? Groceries? Day of the Dead gift ideas?” I asked in exasperation.

      “A list of current cambions at the academy and their origins, or what limited knowledge we have of them,” Elder Sam said. “It’s called the Book of Admissions.”

      “Curiously, the second book was untouched,” Elder Alastor added. “The Book of Graduates.”

      “Who would want that information? How would they even know to come here? Our location?” My mind reeled as question after question pressed against my tongue.

      “We all need time to process the events, Cassia,” Elder Bahaira said. “Perhaps then things will become clearer.”

      “Mariska is dead,” I said. “Someone murdered her right here in what is supposed to be a safe haven for our kind. It has to be someone who knew.” Which made it that much worse that they’d killed Mariska. Odds were good that Mariska had known her murderer.

      “We don’t know for certain,” Elder Alastor said. “It could be that information was sold by an insider, but the theft itself was carried out by another.”

      “You mean the theft and murder,” I ground out.

      “Yes, of course.” Elder Alastor averted his gaze. “We are all deeply saddened, Cassia. You are not alone in your grief.”

      “The good news is that the book is warded with powerful magic,” Elder Bahaira said. “The perpetrator of this heinous act won’t have an easy time trying to open it.”

      “Why would you bother to ward it in the archives room?” I asked.

      “The ward is only designed to take effect if the book leaves the academy,” Elder Kali said. “Once outside our borders, the book is locked and unable to be opened without the proper key.”

      I looked at her. “A metaphorical key, I presume?”

      “Warded or not, we need to find that book,” Elder Asago said. “We can’t risk that information getting out.”

      Elder Kali’s eyes blazed with an amber hue. “What could they possibly intend to do with it?”

      “Sell it,” Elder Alastor said. “Use it to prepare for an attack.”

      My stomach lurched. “On the academy?”

      The Elder held my gaze. “If you were going to storm a building, wouldn’t you want to know exactly what or who you were up against?”

      Elder Bahaira picked imaginary lint from his cloak. “Now Alastor, let’s not frighten the poor child any more than she already has been. No one is storming this academy under our watch, are they?”

      “They’ll die trying,” Elder Sam said.

      Aldo slid a mug of peppermint tea into my stiff hands. “Careful not to burn your tongue.”

      “I’m not a child,” I yelled and Aldo recoiled.

      “You should return to your room,” Elder Alastor said.

      “My room is here.” I lifted my chin a fraction.

      “Not anymore.” Elder Alastor drained his coffee mug. “Finish your drink and then return to your chambers in Spire 10. Your kenzoku will wonder what’s happened to you.”

      “They’re not my kenzoku,” I said. “I just met them. And Sage isn’t even nice.”

      Elder Kali suppressed a smile. “You’ll get used to them, as they will get used to you.”

      “I’ll walk you to the hatch,” Elder Sam said.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to escort me personally and make sure I get there in one piece? Turn yourself into body armor?”

      His expression suggested that he’d considered it. “The threat is gone now, Cassia. Get some rest. We’ll resume lessons tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow.

      There would be no more tomorrows for Mariska. Choking back tears, I flew back to Spire 10.
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      Everything in Spire 10 seemed to pale in comparison to the main spire. Even the food tasted less flavorful than when I ate meals in the kitchen with Mariska and the Elders.

      I hadn’t slept well for obvious reasons and it appeared that Elder Kali was suffering as well. Half-moon shadows rimmed her eyes and she yawned between sentences. I was surprised and a little dismayed that they’d opted to carry on like it was a regular day. It wasn’t. Mariska was dead today. Someone had come into the academy, a place no one was supposed to know existed, and stolen a list of our names and origins. But why? Who knew such a book existed and where it was kept? The Elders had to know more than they were letting on. It was impossible to run Domus Academy as successfully as they had without having a system in place.

      Elder Kali was trying to ease us into the day with morning stretches. That plan fell apart when Elder Sam entered the room. I shot from my yoga mat to question him.

      “Any updates?” I asked.

      Elder Sam leveled me with a look. “Cassia, when I have something to report, rest assured that I’ll report it.”

      My face grew hot. “If all the Elders are still here, conducting training and lessons as usual, then who’s investigating the break-in? Who’s investigating Mariska’s murder?” My voice and hands began to tremble. “Someone is out there with a list of our names and abilities. Someone is out there with Mariska’s blood on their hands.”

      So much for a calm, relaxing morning.

      Elder Sam gripped my shoulders. “Cassia, try to calm down. We all recognize the magnitude of what’s happened…”

      “Then why aren’t you doing more?” I yelled.

      He grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the corner of the room, his eyes ablaze. “Do you think we’re sitting on our hands? Do you think you’re the only one mourning her?”

      I balled my hands into fists as emotions threatened to overwhelm me. “Of course not.”

      “There are nine spires of cambions at this academy,” he said, his tone still heated. “We can’t let the whole academy fall apart. The children need to feel safe, now more than ever. Can you honestly say Mariska would have wanted anything less?”

      I felt the pressure of unshed tears behind my eyes. “No, but she would want us to make an effort.”

      “We are making an effort.” Elder Sam jerked his head away in frustration. When he made eye contact again, his expression and his voice mellowed. “I know you’re accustomed to knowing everything that’s going on and I understand why this is immensely upsetting for you, but you have to trust that we’re doing everything we can. Just because you’re not privy to it doesn’t mean it isn’t happening.”

      “Is everything under control here?” Elder Kali had positioned herself between us and the rest of the cambions, not that it did much good. My new classmates heard every word.

      Elder Sam took a deliberate step backward. “Everything is fine, Kali. I think Cassia has some feelings she needs to express.”

      “Well, perhaps we should arrange for a sparring lesson,” Elder Kali said. “That will release any pent-up frustration.” She turned to address the others. “Who would like to volunteer to be Cassia’s sparring partner?”

      The other cambions shifted awkwardly, except Sage. She sauntered forward with an air of confidence that gave me pause. “No weapons. No magic,” she said.

      Elder Kali gave her an approving look. “An excellent suggestion.” She moved to the center of the training room and motioned for us to join her. “When I call time, you stop. Ignore me at your peril.” She looked directly at Sage before leaving us alone in the middle of the room.

      I’d never sparred with anyone close to my age before. My usual opponent was Elder Sam. All of our weapons training and fighting skills were taught under the guise of defense. The Elders wanted to prepare us for life outside the safe haven of the academy. We would be targets wherever we went. In the Nether, we’d be hated for our human sides. In the mortal realm, we’d be hated for our demon sides. In Faerie or Dominion…Well, it wouldn’t be wise for creatures like us to visit either one of those places.

      Sage packed more of a punch than I expected for a cambion with her lithe build. Her knuckles cracked against my jaw and I tasted blood.

      “And here I thought you were kept in the main spire because you were too dangerous for us,” Sage said. “I guess the real problem was that you were too weak.”

      I rubbed my jaw. It would heal before the fight was over, so I wasn’t concerned about any real damage.

      “Do you have any healing abilities, Sage?” I asked. “Let’s find out.” I closed the gap between us and whacked my head against hers. Hard. She stumbled backward and nearly lost her balance. The ‘o’ shape of her mouth underscored her surprise. Before she could regain her composure, I lunged. We toppled to the floor and I straddled her before she could move. I let the anger and pain rush to the surface and channeled them into this moment. I raised my fist, ready to strike. The spot between my eyebrows stopped me in mid-motion. Instead of the usual throbbing, there was an agony that I’d never felt before. My hands pressed against my forehead and I felt strong arms slide me off my opponent. The pain was so intense that I couldn’t see.

      “You agreed no magic, Sage,” I heard Rylan say.

      “You think I did that? You know what my skills are. She’s having a meltdown over that caretaker. Nothing to do with me.”

      I brushed off the concerned hands and glared at Sage. “Her name was Mariska.”

      Sage must have sensed the ferocity behind that statement because she didn’t respond.

      “You know what? It’s later than I realized,” Elder Kali said. “Why don’t you all find an activity to occupy yourselves before bed?”

      Sage turned to the other cambions. “We can go to the greenhouse and see if Zeph’s carnivorous plant caught anything today.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Zeph said.

      It didn’t sound like much of an activity to me. Then again, I would have opted to curl up in the library with a book and a cup of peppermint tea if the option was still available to me. Which it wasn’t.

      Elder Sam crouched in front of me. “Do you need ice or any pain relief?”

      “It’ll pass in a second,” I said. It always did. “I got too worked up.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elder Kali said. “I thought hand-to-hand sparring would be good for your present state of mind. Work out the aggression.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I said. “It was a good idea.”

      “It seems that your Achilles’ heel is in your forehead,” Elder Sam teased, as he helped me to my feet.

      “Hardy har,” I said. “I wish I hadn’t made a fool of myself in front of the others. It’s bad enough I’m the new cambion in the spire.”

      Elder Kali squeezed my shoulder. “They like to talk a good game, especially Sage, but I promise you they’re soft-hearted, every last one of them. They understand you’re grieving.” Her lips compressed. “We all are.”

      “Sage doesn’t look at me like she’s soft-hearted,” I said. “She looks at me like she wants to cut out my heart and eat it with a spoon.”

      Elder Kali laughed. “If she gives you any grief, just tell her that you know all about the Great Gummy Bear Incident in Spire 5.”

      Elder Sam chuckled. “I’d forgotten about that. That was Sage?”

      Elder Kali looked at me. “Elder Sam had brought back this human confection called gummy bears from a trip in the city. We’d given them as treats to some of the children and Sage…Let’s just say she developed a taste for them. She began trading all sorts of food and possessions for everyone else’s gummy bears.”

      “I think I remember trying one, but I didn’t like it,” I said.

      “As you can imagine, Sage was quite territorial about her gummy bear collection. The ones she hadn’t eaten yet, she decided to store them under her pillow.” Elder Kali stifled a laugh. “It was a particularly balmy night with no breeze. It seems that the gummy bears melted and, at some point, Sage’s pillow fell on the floor.”

      I clamped a hand over my mouth. “Oh no.”

      “Oh yes,” Elder Kali said. “They were extremely sticky. We couldn’t get them out without cutting her hair. Took six months for her to grow it in.”

      “That was the end of her obsession, if I recall,” Elder Sam said.

      I tried to picture a younger Sage with melted gummy bears in her hair. “Thank you, Elder Kali. I feel much better now.”

      “Thought you would.” She glanced at the doorway. “Perhaps join them in the greenhouse. If you want to be one of them, you need to make an effort.”

      Truth be told, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be one of them, but I was here now and I had to make the best of it. That was what Mariska would have wanted.

      I headed for the greenhouse and found them gathered around a large Venus flytrap. They were talking in hushed tones, which came to an abrupt halt when they realized I was there.

      “How are you feeling?” Rylan asked.

      “Better,” I said. “It happens sometimes when I fight. It’s not the first time. The pain subsides quickly.”

      “Pretty inconvenient though,” Sage said. “If we’d been in a real fight, you would’ve lost the advantage.”

      Barris clutched his chest. “Be still my heart. Did Sage just admit that someone else had the advantage?”

      Sage elbowed him in the ribs. “I’m willing to admit defeat. It’s just that it never happens.”

      “So, what are you all doing in here?” I asked. “Is this your carnivorous plant, Zeph?”

      The group wore matching mischievous smiles.

      “We tell the Elders we’re in here monitoring Zeph’s plants,” Rylan said.

      I noticed the collection of herbs on the table in front of them. “You’re practicing magic? Why is that a secret?”

      “Because it’s unauthorized magic,” Sage said. “Our education is tightly controlled. Do you think they give me real corpses to practice on?”

      “I hadn’t given it much thought,” I said. Though the idea of dancing corpses in the spire didn’t hold much appeal under the circumstances.

      “Hasn’t that been your experience, Cassia?” Rylan asked.

      “Not really. The Elders didn’t tend to limit me.”

      “The fact that they kept you locked away in Spire 1 for seventeen years seems somewhat limiting to me,” Sage said.

      Zeph tried to smooth over her statement. “It probably depends on what kind of demon you are.” He squinted at me. “What kind are you, anyway?”

      “I don’t actually know,” I said. “They tested me years ago, but they couldn’t figure it out. They said it happens on occasion. There isn’t enough of an obvious connection.”

      “I bet that’s why they kept you in the main spire,” Rylan said. “They wanted to wait until you were old enough to make sure you weren’t a real monster.”

      “I think we’d know by now,” I said.

      “Which is why they decided to assimilate you now, I guess,” Barris said.

      “It’s because we’re so close to graduating,” I said. “They didn’t want to release me straight from Spire 1 into the realm. Too big of a transition.”

      “I used to be so jealous of you, getting all that undivided attention.” Sage plucked a few different herbs from the table and placed them in a mortar. She used a pestle to grind them together.

      “What do you mean you used to be jealous?” Barris asked. “You were moaning about her the whole week before she moved in.”

      Sage shot him a dark look. “That was before I met her.”

      “That’s it?” Barris asked. “Jealousy’s cured is it?”

      Sage kept her gaze on the mortar and pestle. “I’m just glad I had the chance to grow up with cambions my own age. If I had to choose to be any fairy tale princess, it definitely wouldn’t be Rapunzel.”

      “She escapes and kills that woman pretending to be her mother,” Barris pointed out. “A happy ending.”

      We had televisions and a large collection of books from the mortal realm in the library. Mariska’s favorite was called The Secret Garden. She’d read it to me multiple times, but when I’d tried to read it on my own, I’d found the Yorkshire accents too distracting. I never admitted it to her, though, because I knew she would’ve been devastated.

      “No one has to pity me,” I said. “I think I’ve done well under the circumstances. There are advantages to being the only child in a spire full of adults.”

      Sage handed me the mortar and pestle. “Want to take a turn? Once it’s fully mixed, we’ll show you a spell.”

      I accepted the mortar readily. “That sounds fun, thanks.” As soon as I held the mortar in front of me, a sweet smell filled my nostrils. “What is this?”

      “We call it Odyssey,” Zeph said.

      “It’s our own concoction,” Rylan added. “Barris figured out if you mix stargazers from Faerie with ash leaves and burdock root, you get this awesome mind-altering substance.”

      I gaped at them. “And you use it?”

      Sage showed a set of perfect teeth. “Regularly.” She inclined her head toward the bowl. “Barris, will you do the honors?”

      Barris held open his hand and a tiny flame appeared. He tipped his hand sideways and the flame slid on top of the mixture.

      “You don’t have to destroy it,” I said. “I’m not going to tell on you.”

      Sage pinched my cheek. “Educating you is going to be my new favorite thing.” She leaned over the bowl and inhaled deeply before passing it to Rylan.

      “What does it feel like?” I asked. I couldn’t quite grasp what ‘mind-altering’ meant.

      “It makes you feel light and airy, like you can fly,” Rylan said. She passed the bowl to Barris.

      “I can fly,” I said.

      “Lucky,” Zeph said. “You’re the only one of us that can.”

      When it was my turn to inhale, I hesitated. The thought of altering my mind made me nervous. What if I made a fool of myself and threw up or said something embarrassing?

      “No one’s going to force you,” Sage said, “but after what we saw in the training room, I think you could use a little Odyssey in your life.”

      I knew she was referencing my interaction with Elder Sam rather than our sparring match. “This will calm me?”

      “Very relaxing,” Rylan said, and began to twirl slowly around the greenhouse.

      Maybe it would help ease my constant thoughts about Mariska. I seemed incapable of thinking about much else, which was understandable but also painful. I took the mortar and inhaled the sweet-smelling fragrance. The aroma was muskier now that the mixture had been set on fire. I felt momentarily overcome by dizziness, but it quickly passed, leaving only a lightheaded sensation. Everyone seemed to move in slow motion. Rylan and Zeph were holding hands and performing a strange kind of dance. Barris held his hand in front of the Venus flytrap and snatched it away before the plant clamped down on it.

      “Transform us again,” Sage said. She tugged on his shirt.

      Rylan’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, that was so fun last time.”

      “I want to be Elder Alastor,” Zeph said. “That way I can glower at you all.”

      I observed Barris. “You can do that?”

      “For years, I thought I could only transform myself,” he said. “Then, one night in here, we discovered that I could use the same magic on anybody.”

      “We think the Elders didn’t tell him so that he didn’t cause mischief when we were younger,” Rylan said.

      “But what a great defensive skill to have,” I said. “That could save your life.”

      “I tried to ask about it once or twice, but the way the Elders reacted…” Barris trailed off. “I could tell they wouldn’t approve, so we just do it in here for fun.”

      “You can transform us into anyone?” I asked.

      “Or any animal,” Barris said.

      “Don’t remind me,” Rylan said. “He once turned me into a monkey.” Her grumpy expression told me the experience had not been a pleasant one.

      “Hey, I can’t help it if Monkey Rylan found the idea of throwing poo amusing,” Barris said.

      “The rest of us certainly didn’t,” Sage said. “You’re lucky I’m quick and agile.”

      Barris opened his hand and looked at Zeph. “Are you picturing Elder Alastor?” When Zeph nodded, Barris blew on his palm. I watched in fascination as the cambion morphed into the cantankerous Elder.

      “You disrespectful kids keep away from my spire,” Zeph-as-Elder Alastor said, shaking a finger at us.

      The other three laughed giddily.

      “That never gets old,” Sage said. She turned her dreamy eyes to Barris. “My turn.”

      Barris blew his magic at her and Sage became Elder Sam, complete with artificial wings and scars. The sight jolted me.

      “How about you, Cassia?” Barris asked. “Is there anyone you’d like to be?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is.” I closed my eyes and waited. The shift was minor, but I felt it—mostly on my back where my wings should be.

      “I thought you might choose her,” Barris said.

      I turned to admire my reflection in the glass wall of the greenhouse. Mariska’s deep-set eyes stared back at me. The experience was both unsettling and deeply satisfying.

      “I’m going to take advantage of my new look,” Sage said. She moved to the hatch that was located at the far end of the greenhouse. “It isn’t every day a girl has wings.”

      The others laughed watching a frustrated Sage try to maneuver the wings through the hatch. It wasn’t easy if you weren’t used to them. It also wasn’t easy when you weren’t operating at full mental capacity. I moved closer to offer assistance.

      “I don’t know how he lives with these,” Sage muttered. She yanked at the second wing that had become lodged on the inside of the hatch.

      “He doesn’t,” I said. “They’re not real.”

      Something crashed to the floor. I looked back to see Barris, his face pale. Pieces of the bowl were at his feet.

      “What do you mean they’re not real?” Barris asked.

      “Elder Sam’s wings,” I said. “They’re artificial. Elder…”

      “Sage, don’t!” Barris bolted for the hatch just as Sage successfully pulled the other wing through the hole.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “She won’t be able to fly,” he said. “Not if the wings aren’t actually part of him.”

      There wasn’t time to think. I started to climb through the hatch, until I realized that I no longer had wings of my own.

      “I need to change back,” I said, panicked. “How do I change back?”

      Barris jumped from foot to foot. “We usually wait until the magic wears off.”

      Rylan and Zeph-as-Elder Alastor ran over to join our hysteria. Suddenly the mellowing Odyssey wasn’t so mellow anymore.

      “Change me back,” I screamed. I had one leg through the hatch already. I couldn’t wait to be certain. There was no time. Barris blew and I jumped.

      For a frightening moment, I was in free fall. I felt my wings unfurl and my anxiety eased. I spotted Sage, dangling from the ledge of Spire 6. Elder Sam’s wings were gone and so was the rest of him. She’d somehow transformed back into herself. It had to be the spike of adrenaline or some sort of intense chemical rush that triggered the reversion.

      To her credit, she appeared relatively calm. She was trying to pull herself onto the ledge. She moved onto her elbows and managed to get one leg up.

      And then she slipped.

      I pushed through the haze of my mind and focused on Sage. I knew I could reach her. Her arms were above her head and she looked up at me, as though willing me to save her.

      I’m coming, I thought. I won’t let you die.

      This was the entire purpose of the academy, to keep us safe, but from outsiders not from ourselves. If Sage died, we’d be the only ones to blame.

      I flew faster, my wings angled to take advantage of the wind. The air was cooler than usual for a hot summer’s night and I was grateful for it.

      I extended a hand toward her and my fingertips brushed hers. Almost there. Finally, my hand caught her wrist and I clenched my teeth as I strained against the force of gravity. It was tough to change direction in mid-air after flying at top speed, especially when I carried additional cargo. Thankfully, my strength was one of my skills.

      We made it back to the greenhouse and I deposited her on the ledge in front of the hatch where three anxious faces awaited us. Sage climbed inside and dropped to her knees as I entered the greenhouse behind her.

      “What were you thinking, Sage?” Zeph asked.

      Sage seemed unrepentant. “I was thinking I had wings and I wanted to use them.” She looked at Barris. “I had wings, right? I didn’t imagine them.”

      “They’re not really part of him,” Barris said. “They’re like an article of clothing as far as magic is concerned.”

      Sage’s hand cemented to her hip. “He’s a seraph. The guy has wings.”

      “They’re not real,” I said. “His wings were…removed when he was cast out of Dominion.”

      Sage looked aghast. “So, they scarred the crap out of his face and body and took his wings?”

      “I’m so glad I was born a cambion,” Rylan said. “I’d much rather feed off sexual desire than be an angelic monster.”

      “I’m surprised you’ve never seen him without his wings,” I said. “I thought everybody knew.”

      “Well, I know now.” Sage caught sight of the mess on the floor. “Who committed the party foul?”

      “I did, when I realized you were about to die,” Barris said.

      Sage patted his cheek. “You are so clumsy sometimes.”

      “This has been a disaster,” Barris said. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Same.” Zeph looked at Sage. “You should clean up.”

      “Oh, it’s my fault? How was I supposed to know the wings were fake?”

      “You’re too impulsive,” Zeph said. “Everybody says so.”

      “And you’re nothing more than a goat boy,” Sage said. “Everybody says that too.”

      “I’ll help you clean up,” I said. I began to collect the large pieces of the mortar off the floor.

      “Me too,” Rylan said. She retrieved a dust pan and brush from the supply closet. Sage took the brush and began to sweep the debris into the dust pan.

      Rylan looked at me. “I heard you were some kind of spoiled princess. For the record, I don’t think it’s true.”

      “Thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t have much of an impression of the other cambions other than the snippets of conversation I’d overheard now and again. I guess it made sense that they would wonder about me. After all, there were at least a hundred of them in the other nine spires, but only one me.

      We finished cleaning up and returned to our quarters, where we took turns showering and prepping for bed in relative silence. I had the distinct impression that Sage was more shaken up over the evening’s events than she was willing to admit. It was healthy to have fear—that was what Elder Sam had taught me. Fear was necessary for self-preservation.

      I settled into bed and barely noticed when someone turned out the light.

      “I’m sorry about your friend,” Sage’s voice pierced the darkness. “I didn’t really know her, but you were obviously close.”

      “She rarely left the main spire,” I said. “She took care of all of us there.” Especially me.

      “I wish I’d had someone like that,” Rylan said, “even for a little while. You’re lucky, Cassia.”

      I’d never really considered myself lucky—how could an abandoned child with no known origins be considered lucky—yet I knew what she meant. I fluffed the pillow and closed my eyes, but I couldn’t rest.

      I bolted upright. “My dreamcatcher!”

      No one commented and I quickly realized they were already asleep. I’d left my dreamcatcher in my old room under the pillow. Not that it was all that effective. Nightmares seemed to find me anyway. Still, there was something soothing about knowing it was there.

      I yanked up the sheet in an effort to get comfortable. I wasn’t sure whether I could ever be truly comfortable here. Although Spire 10 was the academy, it wasn’t home. I’d left there days ago and, sadly, there was no going back.
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      At first light, I changed out of my pajamas and prepared to head back to the main spire to reclaim my dreamcatcher. With all the chaos surrounding the burglary and Mariska’s death, I doubted that anyone had had time to rearrange my bedroom. I could sneak in and out under the Elders’ noses and no one would be the wiser.

      “Where are you going this early?” Sage blinked the sleep from her eyes.

      Rylan yawned and stretched. “Lessons don’t start for another hour. No need to be eager.”

      “Does anyone else’s head hurt from last night?” Sage asked.

      “You’re probably traumatized from nearly dying,” Rylan said. She flipped back the covers and slid out of bed. “Did you even say thank you to Cassia?”

      Sage shot her an aggrieved look. “I’m not a monster.” As Rylan moved to the dresser to brush her hair, Sage mouthed the words ‘thank you’ to me and I bit back a smile.

      “I’ll be back before lessons,” I said. “Please don’t tell anyone I’ve gone anywhere.” I didn’t want to confess to the Elders that I’d returned for my dreamcatcher. Knowing Elder Alastor, he’d take it from me and toss it in the trash. He didn’t like anything that could be perceived as coddling. I had a feeling that dreamcatchers fell under this umbrella.

      “Hey, as long as you don’t tell anyone about last night, we’re cool,” Sage said.

      I pretended to lock my lips and left the room. The corridor was empty, so I went straight to the hatch. I checked that the space between the spires was clear before launching into the air. It wasn’t uncommon to see a smaller cambion testing their wings in the morning. I’d once asked Elder Sam how many of us at the academy had wings and the number had been low—fewer than ten percent. That was one of the reasons they’d decided on creating the academy in spires high above the city, so that it was hard for anyone to find us and also hard for us to leave.

      I flew back to the main spire and snuck into my old room. I only intended to grab the dreamcatcher and go, but once I was in the room, it was hard not to savor the moment. I sat on the bed with the dreamcatcher in my hand and pictured Mariska by the window, cajoling me to get ready for the day. Reminding me which lessons I had and which books needed to be returned to the library. My chest tightened when I realized I’d never hear her voice again. It was a difficult concept to accept—that someone who’d been an important part of my life every single day was now completely and entirely gone.

      Voices outside the door brought me to my feet. I hurried into the wardrobe and closed the doors. After my outburst at Elder Sam, I didn’t want to get caught in here and give the Elders any more grief. They had enough to worry about with Mariska’s death and the missing book.

      I was surprised when the door opened and I heard the swish of cloaks.

      “We can discuss it in here so as not to upset Bahaira,” Elder Asago said.

      “I’ve never seen her like this,” Elder Sam said. “I’m glad Cassia isn’t here to witness the aftermath.”

      “I’d had the same thought,” Elder Asago said. “Anyway, I wanted to say that I think you should speak to Harlan.”

      “Harlan?” Elder Sam asked. “The orderly? I don’t recall that he left under difficult circumstances.”

      “No, but he left and now we’ve had an unauthorized entry. We can’t leave anyone out.”

      “He’s a demon,” Elder Sam said. “He would never betray the academy.”

      “We have no idea what he would do,” Elder Asago said. “Maybe he’s in dire straits in the mortal realm. Desperate times call for desperate measures, as the humans are fond of saying.”

      My heart hammered in my chest. I remembered Harlan. He’d always seemed quiet but nice. As far as I knew, he and Mariska had a perfectly pleasant relationship. Sure, she occasionally complained that he let the trash bins get too full before emptying them, but her gripes were minor and inconsequential.

      “Also, there’s something I wanted to mention that doesn’t make sense,” Elder Asago said.

      Elder Sam grunted. “There’s a lot that doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yes, but this could be important. There were traces of magic in the archive room.”

      “And?” Elder Sam prompted.

      “The residual magic was strong,” Elder Asago said. “Yet there was no need for it there.”

      “Maybe they tried to open the book?”

      “They wouldn’t have needed magic for that inside the academy,” Elder Asago said.

      “They must have used seriously powerful magic to access the external portal,” Elder Sam said. “It wouldn’t be a surprise that they tracked it downstairs. What do the others think?”

      “Alastor dismissed it as trivial, of course. Kali thinks we’re looking for a magic user. I didn’t mention it to Bahaira for obvious reasons. She’s far too distraught.”

      “Do you know where I can find Harlan?” Elder Sam asked.

      Someone cleared a throat. “As I told you before Asago, I think we should find Packer first.” Elder Alastor must’ve entered the room.

      “Packer?” Elder Sam said. “Are you sure? I’ve had many dealings with him. While he may be a smuggler, he’s always supported our cause and not for the purpose of profit.”

      “Still, he knows too much,” Elder Alastor said. “We have to be sure.”

      “Fine. I’ll go into the city after lessons,” Elder Sam said. “See if I can find him.”

      “He won’t make it easy,” Elder Asago said.

      “Gentlemen, I’m aggrieved. It seems there’s a party in Cassia’s old room and I wasn’t invited.” My heart lifted at the sound of Elder Bahaira’s voice.

      “We were just deciding how to use the space,” Elder Asago said. “Sam wants to turn it into a gym.”

      “What need do we have for such a thing?” Elder Bahaira asked. “We’re not humans. Our bodies don’t deteriorate like theirs do.”

      “I quite like the idea of a music room,” Elder Alastor said. “Somewhere to play my violin in peace.”

      “If you soundproof the room, then we’ll all enjoy it in peace,” Elder Bahaira said.

      Their voices grew fainter and I heard the soft click of the door as the last Elder left. I waited another full minute before exiting the wardrobe, in case someone decided to return. With the dreamcatcher in hand, I crept down the corridor to the hatch. My mind raced with the information I’d overheard. If Elder Sam was starting with Packer and the smuggler was innocent, then that would give Harlan time to get away. I couldn’t let that happen.

      The moment I returned to the room, I selected my weapons.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Sage asked.

      “Going to find Mariska’s killer.” I didn’t stop to answer her.

      “You know who did it?” Rylan asked.

      “No, but there’s a lead and they’re not following it fast enough,” I said. “At this point, he might have left the city already, but it’s worth a try.”

      “Who is it?” Sage asked. She sat on the bed filing her nails into sharp points.

      “Harlan,” I said. “He worked here as an orderly.”

      Sage aimed the file at me. “Right! The lutum demon.”

      “Why would he kill the caretaker and steal the book?” Rylan asked.

      My resolve strengthened with each passing moment. “I have no idea, but that’s what I’m going to find out.”

      “Lessons end at noon today,” Sage said in a hushed tone. “Then it’s independent study. We should have plenty of time to sneak out and back before we’re missed.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve never tried to sneak out before,” I said. “It seems like the kind of thing you would do.”

      Sage flipped her ponytail over her shoulder. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      Barris poked his head through the doorway. “What’s with the whispering? It makes it hard to eavesdrop.”

      Sage chucked a throw pillow at his head and he ducked. Zeph wasn’t so fortunate. The pillow hit him squarely in the face.

      “We came by to see how you’re feeling after last night and this is the thanks we get?” Zeph tossed the pillow back into the room and it landed on Sage’s bed with a gentle thud.

      “They’re up to something,” Barris said. “Look at those eyes. Devious.” He jabbed two fingers at Sage.

      “We’re sneaking out to solve a crime,” Sage said.

      “Out?” Barris repeated. “As in…” He pointed downward.

      “You got it, tornado butt. The big city.”

      Barris scowled. “I told you not to call me that. You know perfectly well that real djinn have legs and not some unnatural lower half.”

      “I beg to differ,” Sage said. “Twisters are the epitome of natural. They occur in nature.”

      Zeph laughed. “Humans do have strange ideas about demons.”

      “We need a plan,” I said. “We can’t enter the mortal realm without one, especially given that you’ve never been there.”

      “And you have?” Barris asked.

      “Lots of times,” I said.

      Sage leaned against the wall, a vague smile playing upon her lips. “Why doesn’t goat boy carry us down gently on one of his famous gusts of wind?”

      Zeph glanced out the window and his body tensed. “I don’t know. I’d need to practice a drop like that.”

      “Doesn’t help us now, does it?” Sage asked.

      “We can’t fly down anyway,” I said. “If we fly out of range, the alarm will sound. Elder Sam will have us back in no time.”

      Sage positioned herself in front of me with her arms folded. “Then how?”

      “The external portal,” I said.

      They stared in disbelief.

      Sage snorted. “Liar. No cambion knows how to access that.”

      “I grew up in the cloaks of the Elders, remember? How do you think I left the city all those times? Trust me, I know.”

      Sage studied me, a dangerous glint in her eye. “Prove it.”

      Rylan raised her hand. “I’ll stay here and make sure you don’t get caught. I’ll make up a story if someone comes by.”

      Zeph seemed relieved that someone else opted to remain at the academy. “And I’ll help her.”

      Sage stepped closer to the door. “Fine, the big girls will take care of business while you all braid each other’s hair and tell bedtime stories.”

      “I’m coming too,” Barris said. “The only hair I’m interested in braiding is yours.” He blanched. “Wait. That’s not what I mean. It was supposed to be…Forget it.”

      “A-plus for effort,” Rylan said.

      “We can use the internal portal to get to the main spire,” I said. “Then use the external portal to get to the city. No flying or gusts of wind required.”

      “What about the external portal, though?” Barris asked.

      “What about it?” I asked. “We just need to make sure the coast is clear along the way. No one guards it.”

      “Maybe they should start,” Sage said.

      She wasn’t wrong. The killer had to have come through the portal and only someone with demon blood could access it. That was one of the reasons I thought Elder Sam took Mariska or me with him on errands. He used us to access the portal unless he’d already arranged for someone inside the academy to open it for him. An approach by air would have alerted us to the intruder earlier. The protective ward started at ground level and ended above the highest spire—Spire 10.

      “You ready?” Sage cut a quick glance at Barris. “If you’re going to freak out, do it now so we can leave you behind.”

      Barris squared his shoulders. “The only ones who will be freaking out are the mortal women when they lay their eyes on a specimen like me.”

      Sage looked at me. “We’re going to be invisible to humans, right?”

      I shrugged. “If we want to be. I mean, it’s probably a good idea, or at least glamour ourselves to look more human.” I wiggled my wings. “I’m sure you’ll be shocked to discover they don’t have these except in lingerie catalogs.” I only knew that much because I’d seen Elder Asago’s secret stash of them on his nightstand.

      Sage placed a hand on Barris’s chest. “Do us all a favor and stay invisible.”

      “You’ll want to have your weapons on you,” I said. Elder Sam never went to the city without a small arsenal.

      “Right,” Barris said, wary. While he went to his room, Sage and I grabbed our swords and daggers. Barris returned with a crossbow secured to his back.

      Sage sheathed her sword in one swift, deliberate movement. “Now we’re ready.”

      Rylan stuck her head through the doorway and looked left and then right. “Clear.”

      The three of us slipped into the corridor and went to the internal portal at the far end. It was how the Elders came and went between lessons, except Elder Sam who sometimes chose to fly with his artificial wings. Old habits die hard.

      “I’ll go first,” I said. “If I see anything problematic, I’ll whistle once. That means don’t follow. If I whistle twice, you can come.”

      “Got it.” Sage nudged me forward.

      I stepped through the portal and emerged in the main spire, in the corridor not far from the kitchen. Based on my knowledge of the Elders’ schedules, nobody should be in this area right now except Aldo. Everyone else should be checking in on the younger cambions in the lower spires.

      I whistled twice and Sage emerged, with Barris close behind.

      “A little breathing room,” she said, and gave him a light shove.

      I rushed down the corridor in a blur and the others followed. The external portal was at the end of a side corridor. It blended in with the wall until you activated it. I placed my palm flat against it until the circle glowed. One ring, then another.

      “Cool,” Barris said.

      I pulled a pin from my pocket and stuck it into my palm until a small blood bubble appeared.

      “Less cool,” Barris said.

      “Won’t they know it was you?” Sage asked.

      “No, it doesn’t work like that. And even if it did, they won’t think to check because we’ll back before anyone notices we’re gone.”

      “If it did work like that, then they could’ve seen whose blood was used to access it from the city,” Sage said.

      “It wouldn’t have mattered. It’s not like they have the blood of every demon in the world on a database,” I said. “Now stop pestering me with questions. We need to hurry. When I press my hand on the activator, we’ll have sixty seconds to go through, so don’t trip or anything.”

      Sage tossed a glance at Barris. “Hear that?”

      He muttered something unintelligible. “Just do it.”

      I bowed. “Your wish is my command.” I smacked my hand against the activator and the portal exploded with light.

      “Wow,” Barris said.

      “Stop gawking and move.” Sage shoved him through and went straight in after him.

      I gave a cursory look behind me before entering the portal. I felt the familiar drop in my stomach and heard the whoosh of air as the portal closed behind me.

      And then it went dark.
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      “Why is it so dark?” Sage moaned. “It’s the middle of the day.”

      “We’re in a tunnel,” I said.

      Sage turned around in a circle. “Why?”

      “Because the Elders thought it made sense to leave and enter the city somewhere inconspicuous.”

      “But they’re invisible,” Barris said. “What does it matter?”

      “Not to everyone,” I said. “Not to celestials or fae or other demons.” Or Whistlers, but I didn’t dare mention them out loud for fear of summoning them, not that it worked that way. “Besides, Harlan is a lutum demon. His type of demon prefers underground. It’s one of the reasons he left the academy. He couldn’t handle the location.” I remembered the way his eyes would turn to slits when the sun’s glare was too much for him. I bet when he took the job, the Elders hasn’t discussed the location because of the secrecy surrounding it. Harlan would have been surprised and disappointed. Demons—even half demons—didn’t tend to go upward. The sky was for celestial beings. Dominion cities were full of spires like ours, apparently.

      “How many tunnels do we need to search?” Sage asked.

      “As many as it takes to find him,” I said. “If you’re not up for it, now’s the time to say so. You can go back.” I gestured toward the wall where the portal was hidden from view.

      Sage scrunched her nose. “It reeks down here. Why does it smell like urine? I thought bounders had toilets like we do.”

      “I wouldn’t think the stench would be an issue for you, given your fondness for corpses,” Barris said.

      Sage ignored him and examined the tunnel. “How often do the trains come through?”

      “Often enough. This one is a disused track though,” I said.

      Barris eyed me curiously. “How do you know?”

      “It’s the reason the Elders chose it.”

      We walked the length of the tunnel until we reached a crossroads.

      “Left or right?” Barris asked.

      “There’s more light in the tunnel on the right,” Sage said.

      I started forward. “Then left it is.”

      “Why?” Sage asked. For someone who liked to brag about her ability to puppeteer corpses, she sure seemed nervous about dark spaces. Too much time in the spires and not enough time underground, Elder Alastor would say. In this case, he wouldn’t be wrong.

      “Because Harlan would choose the deepest, darkest tunnel available,” I said. “Whenever he mopped the kitchen floor or swept the common areas, he’d chat to anyone within earshot. Sometimes that anyone was me. His dream life was an underground lair with a good woman—didn’t have to be a demon, he wasn’t particular—and as far from sunlight as possible, with a box of donuts and an endless pot of coffee.”

      “In that case, why not go to the Nether?” Barris asked. “Seems more in line with his dream life.”

      “I got the sense that he’d left the Nether for a reason,” I said. “He didn’t mention it often, but he made a few negative comments here and there about his family. Didn’t get along with his parents. His brother was the golden demon of the family.”

      “And you think someone like that would murder poor Mariska?” Barris asked.

      I shrugged. “That’s what we’re here to find out.”

      “Either the smell is fading or I’m getting used to it,” Sage said.

      “Regardless, it’s a win.” Barris clutched his stomach. “I really should have considered bringing a packed lunch. I’m already hungry.”

      I shushed them both so I could listen. The noise was faint and quick, but I was sure I’d heard it. “Might just be rats,” I whispered.

      Sage rolled her eyes. “Oh, that’s much better.”

      “Might be,” I said. “Depends on the alternative.” Slowly I withdrew a dagger. Sage noticed me and did the same. Barris left his crossbow on his back, which was probably a wise decision. I got the impression that he was more adept with magic than weapons.

      A lone figure emerged from the shadows. All six foot four of him boasted lean muscle. His dark blond hair shone even in the darkness of the tunnel and his white wings were dusted with silver. His clothing appeared normal enough—black jeans, a gray T-shirt that showed off the definition in his arms—but there was something not quite human about him.

      Barris spoke first. “He’s…”

      “Hot,” Sage finished for him. “And dreamy.”

      “I was going to say armed.” Barris gestured toward the scabbard he wore.

      “Even better. Come to mama,” Sage said huskily.

      The hot, dreamy guy edged closer and drew his sword. “Stop where you are,” he said. The sword began to glow with a white light, illuminating our section of the tunnel. “You’re not bounders. What are you?”

      “Hey, is that a light saber?” Barris asked. “I’ve heard of them but haven’t seen one.”

      “It can’t be a light saber,” Sage said. “It didn’t make that sound.” She tried to mimic the noise.

      I looked at them sideways. “Are you serious right now?”

      The hot guy frowned, seemingly confused by our unconcerned response. “What are you doing down here, demonspawn?”

      Sage pointed an angry finger at him. “Hey, language.”

      He blinked at us. “You do realize I’m a Watcher, right?”

      I snapped my fingers. “Right, he’s one of the nephilim. I knew I sensed it.”

      “Sensed it? I’m carrying the Sword of the Watcher,” he said. “Kind of a dead giveaway.”

      Sage cocked her head. “Somehow seeing one in the wild isn’t the same as studying them in pictures. This one is definitely better looking up close.”

      The Watcher’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword. “This tunnel is my domain.”

      “Sucks for you,” Barris said. “I’d request an upgrade.”

      “Or a neutralizing spell for the smell,” Sage added.

      “Not just the tunnel,” the Watcher said in a huff. “The whole city.”

      “One Watcher for the fifth largest city in the United States?” I asked. “The seraphim are spreading you guys a little thin these days, huh?”

      Instead of responding, the Watcher slid his sword back into the scabbard and held up his hands. “I can see I have nothing to fear from you. Tell me—what business do you have here?”

      A flash of movement caught my eye and I spun to the right. The creature was fast. It launched itself from the wall of the tunnel and landed on the Watcher’s side. Its long arms clung to the nephilim like a needy toddler. The Watcher tried to reach for his sword, but the creature’s grip was too tight.

      “That’s the ugliest monkey I’ve ever seen,” Barris said.

      My heart thundered as I tried to get a handle on the situation. “It’s not a monkey,” I said. “It’s a kappa. We have to help him.”

      Sage looked at me askance. “Are you nuts? Let’s just go.”

      “It’s our fault he put away his sword,” I said. “We owe him.”

      Sage grimaced. “You think we owe a Watcher anything? They kill our kind.”

      “They’re not Whistlers,” I said. “They’re protectors of the mortal realm. He would only harm us if we were here to hurt humans, which we’re not.”

      Barris and Sage remained rooted in place, so I went ahead on my own. I’d never seen a real kappa before, but this one looked exactly like the one I’d seen pictures of during my lessons with Elder Asago.

      “You have to drain it,” I yelled.

      The Watcher was busy trying to elbow the kappa in the stomach to remove his powerful grip.

      “Drain it?” Barris asked. “It’s not a sink.”

      The Watcher’s expression brightened. “Water demon.”

      “Aim for its head,” I called from a safe distance.

      “Why do you know that?” Sage sounded annoyed.

      The Watcher used his free hand to grab the kappa by the neck. The creature was scraping and clawing with a ferocity I wouldn’t have expected from such a small demon. Finally, the Watcher gave up whatever he’d intended to do and employed a blinding head butt instead. They broke apart and both he and the kappa staggered backward, away from each other.

      I was too impatient to let him handle it.

      “Cassia, what are you doing?” Barris asked, alarmed.

      The dagger sliced through the air and punctured the kappa’s forehead. Water streamed out and the creature shriveled to a husk before it turned to dust.

      The Watcher wiped his hands on his jeans. “I appreciate the help, but I had it under control.”

      “If having it under control means getting your butt whooped by a monkey demon, then you most certainly did,” Barris said. “Are you sure your job is to keep the mortal realm safe? Because I have to think there are worse creatures to fight down here.”

      The Watcher ignored him and focused on me. “I’ve never actually met a kappa before,” he said. “They’re not local to this area.” He extended a hand. “The name’s Rafe.”

      “Cassia.” His hand was rough and calloused. “These are my…friends, Sage and Barris.” I couldn’t very well tell him that we lived at the academy together. Domus was a secret we’d take to our graves, like those that came before us.

      “And you live here?” Rafe asked.

      “In the tunnels? No,” I said quickly. “We came here looking for someone.”

      He observed me with renewed interest. “And who would that be?”

      I decided to go ahead. It was possible the Watcher might have helpful information if he kept tabs on demons in the city. “A lutum demon named Harlan. Short and squat with stringy hair.”

      Rafe rubbed his rugged jawline. “Can’t say he sounds familiar. What’s he done?”

      “We’re not sure if he’s done anything,” I said. “We need to speak to him to find out.”

      “That’s decidedly vague,” Rafe said.

      I debated whether to say more. Maybe there was a way of giving just enough information that the Watcher could be of use. “Someone stole a book and we want it back,” I said, choosing my words carefully.

      “Don’t forget the murder,” Sage added.

      Rafe blinked. “A mortal?”

      “A brownie,” I said. “We think she tried to stop the thief.”

      “What kind of book?” Rafe asked.

      “It has confidential information in it,” I said. “It’s warded, so whoever took it will have trouble opening it, but we need to find it and get it back before they manage.”

      “If they’re willing to kill to get it, it sounds to me like they’ll manage.”

      “That’s what we’re afraid of,” Barris said.

      “What about you?” I asked. “Just patrolling down here for fun?”

      He hesitated and I knew he was assessing the situation—debating whether to share, whether we might be helpful to him. “I’m looking for an entrance, actually.”

      “To a nightclub?” Sage asked hopefully.

      “Afraid not,” Rafe said. “To the gray market. Have you heard of it?”

      “No,” I said. “Is it like the black market?”

      Rafe’s expression hardened. “Worse. It’s an illegal trading ground like the black market, but for the worst types of exchanges, often involving the sale of living creatures or death deals.”

      “And you want to go there why?” Barris asked.

      “It’s an assignment I’m working on,” Rafe said.

      “You’re a Watcher,” Sage said. “You don’t know how to get to it?”

      “It’s somewhat new and a well-kept secret, as you can imagine,” Rafe said. “Only those buying or selling are given the location.”

      “It’s probably heavily guarded though,” Barris said. “Even if you find the entrance, you might want reinforcements.”

      Rafe offered a winning smile. “I can take care of myself, thanks.”

      “Not if that monkey demon was anything to go by,” Barris said.

      Rafe’s smile faded. “It took me by surprise. I was focused on the three demonspawn I wasn’t expecting to encounter.”

      Sage narrowed her eyes. “I warned you once already.”

      “Shouldn’t you be afraid of us?” Barris asked.

      Rafe met his inquisitive gaze. “I assessed the situation and determined that you weren’t a threat.”

      “But like you said, we’re demonspawn,” Barris pressed. “We’re supposed to be reviled and feared.”

      Rafe reached for his sword. “I can fight you if you’d like.”

      Barris waved his hands. “No, no. I’m good.”

      “I’ve been a Watcher for many years now,” Rafe said. “I can tell fairly quickly if a demon is going to be a problem. Lesser demons are more of a nuisance, although there are certain depraved ones to watch out for. Greater demons are more of an issue. Those I tend to keep a close eye on.”

      Sage stepped forward, her chin tilted upward. “And half demons?”

      The Watcher’s eyes twinkled. “To be honest, I find half demons in this city to be surprisingly well behaved. It’s like they’ve gone to some sort of finishing school on how to maintain a life in the mortal realm.”

      “That’s kind of insulting,” I said. Yet kind of true.

      “And you three seem to be no exception,” he said cheerfully. “And knowledgeable about kappas too.” He winked at me.

      I started forward. “Good luck with your search,” I said. “We should probably be going.” We didn’t have much time before we had to sneak back or we risked getting caught and Elder Alastor’s punishment would be far worse than any damage a kappa could do.

      Rafe put a hand on my arm to stop me. “If you come across anything that would help, would you call me? I’ll give you my number.”

      My gaze shifted to Barris and Sage. “Um, we don’t have phones,” I said.

      “We’re against technology,” Barris added quickly. “Makes everyone lazy.”

      Rafe seemed to take it in stride. “Too bad. It’s helped the Watchers immensely. Now we don’t have to meet all the time. We just have a group text.” His eyes locked on mine, sending a jolt down my spine. “Thanks again for your help, Cassia.”

      “No problem.”

      He swaggered past us and I resisted the urge to turn and watch him walk away. I was fairly confident that the back view was every bit as good as the front.

      “If I’d known nephilim looked like that, I might have snuck out a long time ago,” Sage said.

      Barris snorted. “And here I thought Rylan was the only half succubus.”

      Sage popped out a hip. “The realm is lucky I don’t have any succubus in me or there’d be a trail of dead bounders from here to L.A.”

      “That’s a lovely image, Sage,” I said. “Shall we get on with the search?”

      “We should try another tunnel,” Barris said. “The Watcher came from this way and didn’t see any sign of Harlan.”

      “Good point.” I turned around. “I guess we’ll check out the tunnel on the right now.”

      Sage didn’t bother to hide her smug expression. “I’m allowed to say I told you so, right?”

      “Would you resist the urge if I said no?” Barris asked.

      She broke into a cheerful smile. “Not a chance.”
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      “Do we have to try another tunnel?” Sage asked. We were now on our fourth tunnel and her patience was wearing as thin as mine. “Can’t we go somewhere cool like a nightclub?”

      “Not in the middle of the day,” I said. “Besides, we need to get back before the Elders figure out we’re missing. We’re running out of time.”

      “I, for one, do not want to suffer Elder Alastor’s wrath,” Barris said. “He once made me practice magic by myself for an entire day because I was two minutes late to his lesson.”

      Sage giggled. “That was awesome. You turned every plant in the greenhouse into a cat. He was none too pleased.”

      I halted in my tracks. “Did you hear that?”

      “The sound of Barris whining again? Yes, I heard that,” Sage said.

      I stood perfectly still and listened. “It’s a scratching sound.” Up ahead, a pair of eyes glowed red. A shiver traveled down my spine and my wings expanded instinctively. Apparently when it came to fight or flight, I was a bit of both.

      Barris pushed down the top of my wing for an unobstructed view. “Did you see those glowing eyes?” he asked.

      The scratching sound started again, prompting my companions to huddle closer to me.

      Sage peered into the darkness. “What is it?”

      “At this point, it could be anything,” I said. “Shifter, vampire, hellhound.” I racked my brain trying to think of all the demons with glowing eyes. “Fluffy murder mice.”

      Barris gripped my arm. “By the devil, don’t say fluffy murder mice.”

      Slowly, I reached for my dagger. “Why not? We’re in a tunnel. They love tunnels.”

      “Aren’t fluffy murder mice the ones that travel in packs?” Sage asked.

      The eyes grew larger. Whatever it was, it was moving closer to us.

      Barris stuffed his hands into his pockets and began rooting around.

      “What are you doing?” Sage asked.

      “Looking for coins,” he said.

      “What? You think it’s some kind of Billy goat demon? You toss it payment and it will let us pass?” Sage asked.

      Barris looked at her sideways. “Fluffy murder mice like shiny objects. If we can toss coins to the side, we might be able to get past them without injury,” he explained calmly.

      I frowned. “Hang on. I think Elder Asago said that their eyes glowed white in the dark.”

      “Not their eyes,” Barris said. “Just the rest of them.” He paused. “Which this one is not doing, apparently. I only see glowing red eyes, not a glowing white body.”

      The sound of dramatic hissing bounced off the tunnel walls and my fingers loosened their grip on the handle of the dagger, ready.

      “I think it has a fur ball lodged in its throat,” Sage whispered.

      “Try the coins anyway, Barris,” I said quietly. “If they are a pack of fluffy murder mice, then we don’t want to be trapped in an enclosed space with them.” I knew from my studies that it would be a death sentence.

      A small creature crept into view. Its head seemed far too big for its body and its enormous eyes shone the color of blood.

      “Is it possible to find something both cute and repulsive at the same time?” Barris asked.

      Sage flicked a glance at him. “Yes,” she said.

      A feeling of dread washed over me as the creature inched closer. Thankfully there seemed to be only one, but my gut told me that one would be quite enough.

      “Barris, now would be a good time to test your theory and toss something shiny,” I said.

      He threw a coin over the creature’s head. It turned around in pursuit and I thought for a moment that we were home free.

      “What is with that tail?” Sage asked.

      “Forget the tail, are those fingers?” Barris asked with a shudder. The creature sported a tail that looked like a witch’s broom and its claws looked like bony spiders covered in black, wiry fur.

      “Gross,” Sage said. “How many more coins do you have? Let’s throw them all.”

      “Not so fast,” I said. The creature seemed to have lost interest in the coin. It shuffled back around and focused its haunting eyes on us, causing my heart to skip a beat. “I’m officially ruling out fluffy murder mouse.”

      “What else do we have that’s shiny?” Barris asked. “I can’t very well toss it Sage’s nose.”

      “Forget shiny, Barris. We have to try something else.” I fumbled around to see what else I had to offer the creature that didn’t involve sacrificing one of us.

      “Just kill it,” Sage said.

      “I can’t,” I said. “It has big eyes. It’s an unwritten rule that you can’t kill anything with big eyes.”

      “I hope I’m never trapped in a cave with you and a cyclops,” Barris said.

      “Here, try this.” Sage produced a packet of peanut butter crackers.

      The creature opened its mouth to make a hissing sound and I saw a set of gleaming sharp fangs. Terrific.

      Sage tore open the packaging.

      “Wait,” I said, placing a hand on her arm. “What if he has a nut allergy? Or a gluten intolerance? Check the package.”

      Sage looked at me like I had two heads. “I don’t think the demon is worried about gluten. And the package won’t tell us anything we don’t already know. The peanut butter crackers clearly contain nuts.” She shook the packet at me.

      “But what if he eats them and starts defecating everywhere?” Barris asked.

      “We’ll be long gone by then,” I said. “It’s not like we’ll have to clean it up.”

      The creature arched his back and the witch’s broom swept from side to side. He was either planning to launch an attack or clean the floor. Sage slid one of the crackers across the floor directly to him. The demon sniffed it before devouring it whole. I heard the satisfying crunch of the crackers as his fangs plunged through them.

      The demon shifted his big eyes back to us, expectant.

      “Give him another one,” I urged.

      The demon crept closer, his nose twitching as he went. I glanced at the remaining peanut butter crackers.

      “He wants more,” I said. “How many of those did you bring?”

      Sage shot me an incredulous look. “Only this one packet. Forgive me if I wasn’t planning to feed an army of demons today.”

      “May I?” I held out my hand and Sage gave me the remaining crackers. I tucked away my dagger and crouched closer to the ground. “Hey, buddy. Looking for these?”

      “Cassia, what are you doing?” Barris asked. “That thing will slice you like cheese.”

      “I don’t think he will,” I said. “Look at those eyes.”

      “Yes, they’re the color of blood or have you not noticed?” Barris said. “Look at that middle finger. It looks like my shoulder.”

      “And those teeth are like tiny chisels,” Sage said. “I’m starting to wish for fluffy murder mice.”

      I placed a single peanut butter cracker in my palm and held it out for the demon. He took a few cautious steps forward, dragging his strange tail behind him. His little nose scrunched again as he sniffed. “He might be murderous, but he is adorable.”

      The creature licked one of my fingers before grabbing the cracker with his teeth. His tongue tickled and I quickly pulled my hand away. He wolfed down the second cracker and fixed his enormous eyes on me again.

      “You’re not going to hurt us, are you?” I said, adopting a soothing tone. It was, in fact, Mariska’s tone that she used to reserve for trying to coax me to do something I didn’t want to do, usually something involving calculations.

      The tiny demon nudged my shin with the top of his head.

      “He likes you,” Sage said.

      “You don’t have to sound so surprised.” Carefully, I reached out to stroke the demon’s fur. It was every bit as rough as it looked.

      “What do you think his powers are?” Barris asked.

      “Lulling unsuspecting travelers into a false sense of security, clearly,” Sage said.

      The demon made a contented noise and I continued to scratch him gently. “We can ask when we get back to the academy.” Of course, we’d have to ask in a way that didn’t suggest any real-life experience.

      “We should name him Jiffy, like the peanut butter,” Sage said.

      “We shouldn’t name him anything because he’s a dweller demon, not a pet.” Barris still seemed wary of the small creature.

      “Besides, the peanut butter is Jif,” I said. “Unless you mean Skippy.”

      “I guess Jiffy is a nice combination of the two brands,” Barris said approvingly.

      “It was nice meeting you, Jiffy.” I patted the demon on the top of the head and resumed a standing position. “We need to hurry. If we don’t find Harlan in the next thirty minutes, we need to go back.”

      “We can try again though, right?’ Sage asked.

      “Only if we don’t get caught this time,” Barris said. “We don’t have phones. We have no idea what’s happening at the academy right now. Rylan and Zeph could be getting hammered with questions.” He covered his face with his hands. “By the devil, what if they’re using literal hammers?”

      I sniffed the stale air of the tunnel as we walked. “I smell donuts.” I smacked my head. “I can’t believe it.”

      “That you smell donuts?” Barris asked. “Elder Sam brought us donuts back from the city many times. Something called munchkins.”

      I shook my head, annoyed with myself. “Harlan was obsessed with donuts. Elder Sam only started bringing them to the academy because Harlan said he missed them so much.”

      “Then I guess we should follow that smell,” Sage said.

      We walked through the tunnel at a faster pace. Each time a train went by, we flattened ourselves against the wall.

      “This is slowing us down,” Sage grumbled.

      Barris gestured to the track with a flourish. “Then, by all means, step in front of the train next time.”

      I was barely listening to the two of them squabble. In the distance was a familiar silhouette. Short and squat with an awkward gait that I’d recognize anywhere.

      “Come on,” I hissed. I raced to catch up to him. Suddenly he turned and—disappeared into the wall.

      “Is he a ghost?” Barris asked, right behind me.

      “No, it must be a cloaked entrance.” I stopped at the place where he slipped through the cracks and placed my hands on the wall.

      “Allow me,” Barris said. He moved in front of me and rubbed his hands together, producing purple sparks. Then he pressed his hands on the wall and kept them there until the outline of a door materialized.

      “Finally useful,” Sage said. She patted his chest. “Well done.”

      I opted to do the polite thing and knocked. The door opened a crack and half of Harlan’s face appeared. It registered shock when he saw me.

      “Horns of a devil,” he said. “I never expected to see you again.” He looked at me with an expression bordering on affection. “What are you doing here, Cassia? Is Elder Sam with you?”

      “Trust me, Harlan,” I said. “I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      His brow furrowed. “You’re here without an Elder. How?” His gaze darted to my companions.

      “Can we come in?”

      Harlan jerked open the door and closed it behind us. He moved to turn on a light for our benefit and stood beside a small desk and chair. The space seemed more like a prison cell to me. Small and dark with minimal personal effects. To each his own.

      “What’s this about?” Harlan asked.

      “Mariska is dead,” I said.

      Harlan fell back against the chair. “Dead? That’s terrible, but why come to tell me?”

      Sage didn’t appear to be in the mood to be reasonable. She withdrew her sword and lunged at the demon, pressing the blade to his neck. “We know you came through the portal to steal the book. We know you killed her.”

      Sweat bubbled across his forehead. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t been back since I left.”

      “Liar!” Sage spat. “Why did you do it? Did she spurn your advances back when you lived at the academy? You decided to steal the book to throw the Elders off the trail?”

      Harlan swallowed hard. “No! I liked Mariska, but I wasn’t interested in her like that. We were friends.”

      I blinked away tears. “Then why would you kill her in cold blood? She deserved better.”

      His eyes flashed orange and I knew that he was preparing to fight back. “Sage, let him go,” I said.

      She looked at me in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? I should slit his throat right now.”

      “A lot of good that would do us,” Barris said. “Then we’ll never know what happened to Mariska or be able to find the book.”

      Harlan used the momentary distraction to strike. His claws extended and he slashed at Sage’s arm that held the sword. The weapon clattered to the floor and she gripped her injured arm with a whimper. Harlan jumped on to the seat of the chair and launched himself over us, rolling to a standing position in front of the door.

      He swiped his stringy hair off his forehead. “You kids shouldn’t be here. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      Thoughts of Mariska whirled in my mind. I couldn’t let Harlan escape, not when he had the information I needed. As he turned to open the door, I plucked Sage’s sword from the floor and flung it at his shoulder. The point of the blade caught a flap of skin along with the material of his shirt and pinned him to the door. He cried out in pain and tried to wriggle, quickly realizing that the more he moved, the more it hurt.

      “Help me,” he said.

      I marched over to him. “Is that what Mariska said when you slit her throat? Oh no, I guess not since she wouldn’t have been able to talk.” I leaned closer and said through clenched teeth, “Tell me what happened.”

      Harlan began blubbering like a baby. “It wasn’t me, I swear. I would never hurt her. I didn’t even know she was dead.”

      “But you provided the information, didn’t you? You may not have wielded the blade, but you’re the one responsible for her death.”

      “They threatened to kill me,” he said. His words came between gasps for breath. “I don’t know his name or what he looks like. He cornered me in an alley one night, but I didn’t see him. His fighters were cloaked too. Invisible. They beat me, but even then I refused to talk. I took my oath to Domus seriously.”

      “Well, you talked eventually, didn’t you?” Sage asked. “Otherwise Mariska would still be alive and the Book of Admissions would be in the archives.”

      Harlan pressed his forehead against the door and closed his eyes. “They tortured me. Look at my back. I’ll prove it.”

      I nodded to Barris, who shook his head. “I’m not lifting up his shirt.”

      Sage rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll do it.” She yanked up Harlan’s shirt to reveal angry welts that covered his back. She dropped the hem of the shirt and looked away.

      “I swear I didn’t tell them even then, not until they injected me with the serum,” Harlan said.

      “A truth serum?” I asked.

      He nodded and started to cry again. “They knew that I’d worked there. I don’t know how. They knew my name and where to find me. I didn’t want to tell them anything, but they asked direct questions and compelled me to answer.”

      I removed the sword from the door and released him. He collapsed in a heap on the floor. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted to hurt anyone. If I could take it back, I would.”

      Part of me wanted to lash out—to kick him and scream until my voice left me, but I knew that Mariska would not have wanted that. Harlan had done everything he could to resist. This was a flaw in the Elders’ plan. If someone was determined enough, they could find a way in. It had always been a possibility and now it was a fact.

      “Can you tell us anything about his voice?” I asked. “Anything distinctive?”

      Harlan crawled away from the door and sat in the fetal position against the wall. “One of the invisible friends called him master. That’s all I’ve got.”

      Barris snapped to attention. “Vampire?”

      “It’s not definitive enough,” I said. “Besides, how many vampires are there in the city? Probably at least a hundred.” Rafe probably knew.

      Harlan placed a hand on his wounded shoulder. “More than that in a city this size. I don’t know that many vampires that dabble in truth serum though.”

      I’d have to take his word for it. I’d never met one. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Harlan,” I said. “Please don’t tell anyone you saw us.”

      When he looked at me, his eyes were sorrowful. “She was like a mother to you, I know. I used to watch you together. Made me realize how my own mother should have behaved toward me. You were lucky, Cassia.”

      A dull ache filled my chest. Harlan was right. Mariska was the closest thing I had to a mother and now she was gone. I handed the sword to Sage.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “We’ve done all we can here.”
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      I felt triumphant as we accessed the portal to return to the academy. We hadn’t solved the murder, but at least we’d put a piece of the puzzle in place. It was better than nothing.

      My positive mood didn’t last long. The moment my head poked through the portal in the main spire, I knew we’d been caught. Elder Alastor’s face was practically purple with rage. I had no idea how long he’d been waiting there. Once all three of us were safely through, he spoke.

      “In Elder Asago’s office. Now.”

      I didn’t dare look at the others. The mantle of guilt settled heavily on my shoulders as we trudged the long stretch of corridor to the office.

      We squeezed into Elder Asago’s office and silently accepted his reprimand. And Elder Alastor’s. And Elder Sam’s. Pretty much everyone with the title Elder gave us a tongue-lashing. I tried to explain, but they refused to listen. Eventually they marched out of the office and left Elder Asago to deal with us. He rubbed his hands over his face, debating our punishment.

      “I think solitary confinement fits the crime, sir,” Barris said.

      Elder Asago sighed and shook his head. “Your introverted tendencies are well-established, Barris. For you, solitary confinement would be a reward.”

      “I wanted to find Harlan,” I said, for what was probably the tenth time. For some reason, I felt like if I kept saying it, Elder Asago would accept it as a good excuse.

      “It doesn’t matter the reason,” Elder Asago said again. “You cannot leave the spires without permission and an Elder to accompany you. It simply isn’t done.”

      “And if we don’t punish you,” Elder Kali said, returning to the office with Elder Sam, “then it sets a bad precedent for the younger cambions. We’ll have a mutiny on our hands.”

      “But we found a lead,” I said. “We have to follow it up.”

      “The lead that Harlan gave you?” Elder Kali asked.

      “You can’t trust Harlan,” Elder Sam said. “He’d say anything now to save his own skin.”

      “I believe him,” I said. “If you’ll just let me go back…”

      “Absolutely not,” Elder Asago said. “The Elders will take it from here.”

      I clasped my hands in my lap. “There’s something else you should probably know. We met a Watcher while we were down there.”

      “You what?” Elder Asago was on his feet, slapping his palms flat on the desk. “And you only now decided to share this?”

      “I was somewhat distracted,” I said.

      “An actual Watcher?” Elder Kali asked. “One of the nephilim?”

      “Yes,” I said. “His name was Rafe. I helped him fight a kappa.”

      Elder Sam’s face paled. “You didn’t tell him about Domus, did you?”

      “Of course not.” My neck grew warm. How could anyone think I’d expose the academy?

      “Was he alone?” Elder Sam asked.

      “Yes, he was searching for an entrance to something called the gray market in the tunnels beneath the city,” I said.

      “The gray market,” Elder Kali said, frowning.

      “I thought you’d be proud of me,” I said. “I was able to defeat the kappa because of what I learned in class.”

      “Forgive us if our pride is somewhat overshadowed by your deceit and recklessness,” Elder Kali said.

      “Wasn’t this Watcher curious about the three of you?” Elder Asago asked. “Three young cambions lurking in a tunnel?”

      “He was, but we seem to have put him at ease,” I said.

      “He was unexpectedly reasonable,” Barris added. “He put away his sword when he determined we weren’t a threat.”

      “It’s only because he wanted me,” Sage said. “He didn’t want to scare me off by threatening me with his sword.”

      Barris groaned. “Yes, that was apparent.”

      Sage wiggled in her seat. “Of course, I would have quite liked to be threatened by his sword. It looked…big.”

      Barris groaned louder. “Can we go now? This conversation is punishment enough.”

      “I don’t think the three of you grasp the enormity of what you’ve done,” Elder Kali said. “Now the Watchers know there are three cambions in the area that they didn’t know existed. It will raise questions.”

      “They don’t keep tabs on every non-mortal in the city,” I said. “That’s not how they operate.”

      “One run-in with a Watcher and now you’re an expert?” Elder Kali snapped.

      “Anyway, we’re safe in the spires,” Sage interjected. “The academy is cloaked and warded.”

      “Didn’t help Mariska, though, did it?” I asked softly.

      Elder Asago dropped back into his seat. “A week in lockdown. No lessons. No training. No field trips. Meals in your rooms.”

      “What about Zeph and Rylan?” I asked.

      “They showed common sense,” Elder Asago said. “Therefore, their studies will continue as planned.”

      “They were complicit,” Barris said, and quickly realized what he’d said.

      “They told the truth the moment they were questioned,” Elder Asago said. “I’m willing to overlook the fact that they weren’t forthcoming about it before then.”

      “You heard him,” Elder Kali said. “No lessons. Plenty of time to think over what you did.”

      “I don’t know that ignorance is a punishment,” Barris said. “It’s more of a crime, really.”

      “It’s not fair,” Sage said. “I’m stuck with Cassia, but Barris gets to be alone and that’s how he likes it.”

      “I can put him in with you two,” Elder Asago said.

      Barris waved his hands. “No, no. Please. Mixed gender bedrooms at our age could only bring about unwanted pregnancy.”

      Sage barked a short laugh. “In your dreams.”

      “Switch Rylan into Zeph’s room,” Elder Kali said. “Barris will take Rylan’s place for the week.”

      Sage’s hands gripped the arms of the chair. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Elder Kali, please make sure that these three miscreants make it back safely to Spire 10.”

      Elder Kali crooked a finger. “Come, cambions. To the internal portal. Clearly you know how to use it.”

      “One more question,” Barris said. “Would it be possible for us to have phones? They seem really handy…”

      Elder Kali shooed us out before anyone could answer.

      “This is all your fault,” Sage said, once we’d been sent to our room without supper.

      I realized she was looking at Barris. Eventually he realized it too.

      “My fault?” he sputtered. “How is it my fault?”

      “You pushed them into a decision,” she said.

      “How about we focus on how we ended up in trouble in the first place?” Barris said.

      I was too deep in thought to follow their argument. Someone tortured Harlan for this information and then used truth serum. Why not start with the easy way? We were looking for a sadist, it seemed.

      “Anyway, I’m glad this is finished,” Barris said. I’d missed whatever came before that statement.

      “It isn’t finished,” I said. “Not until we’ve found Mariska’s killer.”

      “Get a grip, Cassia. We’re never seeing the ground again.” Barris grabbed a pillow and pressed it over his face.

      “I plan to see it again tonight,” I said.

      Sage sat up, listening intently. “Do tell.”

      Barris threw the pillow aside. “No, no, no. Bad idea in the history of bad ideas. Have you learned nothing in the past twenty-four hours?”

      “Quite the opposite, in fact,” I said.

      “How do you propose to accomplish this?” Barris said. “You think they won’t be watching you?”

      “We’re trapped in this room anyway,” I said. “It’s not like there’s anything to miss.”

      Barris scoffed. “And you think no one will check to make sure you’re here? That’s the oldest trick in the book.”

      “It’s only a good trick if there’s magic involved.” I offered my sweetest smile.

      “What kind of magic…?” Barris stopped. “You want me to use magic to make it look like you’re still here?”

      I made a sound like a ringing bell. “I’ll be in bed, feeling sorry for myself.”

      Sage jumped to her feet. “Cassia, my love, where have you been all my life?”

      “I can’t do that,” Barris said. “I want to graduate and live my own life on my terms.”

      “How will this interfere with your grand plan?” I asked.

      “They can hold us back if they want too,” he said. “They’ve done it before. Remember Fiona?”

      “Fiona was stark raving mad,” Sage said. “They had to break her before they could set her loose.”

      “She wasn’t a stallion,” I said. “She was a cambion like us.”

      “Not like us.” Sage pulled her hair into a tight ponytail. “Fiona was far more demon than human. In fact, there was no humanity in her at all as far as I could tell.”

      “They tried for years,” I said quietly. I remembered the Elders’ hushed whispers in the kitchen, where they often discussed difficult cases. It was rare when a cambion couldn’t be taught to favor their human side.

      Barris’s expression turned sullen. “She’s dead now. What does it matter anymore?”

      “You can turn that pillow into Cassia,” Sage said. “And turn that pillow into me.” She pointed to the one on her bed.

      “No, Sage.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m not risking anyone else this time. It isn’t fair to you.”

      “Stay here and annoy me,” Barris urged. “It’ll be fun.”

      She played with the fringe of her ponytail. “That is amusing.”

      A knock on the door interrupted us and Elder Bahaira poked her head in. “I just wanted to see how everyone’s feeling after all the excitement. It isn’t every day we have escapees.”

      “We’re ready for another…” Sage didn’t get to finish. Barris’s foot made contact with her shin and she abruptly stopped talking.

      “Would you mind if I spoke to Cassia alone?” Elder Bahaira asked. “I know you’re supposed to stay here, but I give you permission to go and see Rylan and Zeph. I know they were worried about you.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice. The two cambions zoomed out the door without a backward glance.

      Elder Bahaira crossed the room and embraced me. “I’m sorry. I know how distraught you must feel. You never would have acted so rashly under any other circumstances.”

      “I miss her.” I heard the quiver in my voice and felt embarrassed. I wasn’t a child anymore. I had to stop acting like one.

      She rubbed my shoulders as she released me. “Excellent work with Harlan, by the way. I know the others won’t admit it, but they were impressed. They just don’t want to encourage you.”

      “There’s something that’s been bothering me. Harlan thought maybe the culprit was a vampire, but why would a vampire use truth serum?”

      “I don’t know that a vampire would,” she replied. “Unless he could tell that no amount of pain would force an honest answer.”

      “Then why use pain at all?”

      “Because he enjoys it?” Elder Bahaira suggested. “Which does point back to a vampire or someone cut from a similar cloth, doesn’t it?” Her brow furrowed. “We discussed Balthazar, but I can’t imagine he would do anything of the sort. He’s only vicious to those that deserve it.”

      “Balthazar?”

      “The vampire that owns Hotel Franklin in the city,” Elder Bahaira said. “He’s not a regular like Packer, but he gets in touch if he picks up a stray cambion. Doesn’t like to see them hunted, which is odd, considering he’s a vampire.”

      “What other creatures might resort to torture and truth serum?”

      She looked thoughtful. “Not shifters. Not lesser demons. I can’t see any greater demons from the Nether wanting to break in here. What would be the point?”

      “Seraphim?”

      Elder Bahaira snorted. “Doubtful. They’re not sneaky. They’d waltz in like they owned the place and make demands. Uppity bastards.”

      I wagged a finger at her. “Don’t let Elder Sam hear you say that.”

      She waved me off. “Please, you think he doesn’t agree after what they did to him?” A frown rippled across her forehead. “You know, I wouldn’t put it past the fae. They are as cruel as they are beautiful.”

      “But why would they be in the mortal realm?”

      She smiled. “Same reason as we are perhaps.”

      There were no half fae among the cambions. They tended to stick to Faerie, their own realm.

      “Can they make themselves invisible?” I asked.

      “Oh, they’re capable of any number of tricks,” Elder Bahaira said. “Not to be trusted in my experience. They reel you in with their silver tongues and then…” She trailed off, a blush creeping into her cheeks. “Never mind. I can’t think of any reason they’d want the Book of Admissions anyway. It doesn’t seem as though our existence would be of interest to them.”

      Then Balthazar it was. At least I had a destination when I arrived in the city. A hotel would be better than combing dank tunnels.

      Elder Bahaira kissed my cheek. “Try to rest during your punishment. Bond with your kenzoku. These are important times in a campion’s life. Don’t miss them.”

      She blew me another kiss as she exited the room.

      By the time Sage and Barris returned, I was ready to execute my plan. Like a fairy godmother, Barris turned my pillow into a sleeping replica of me. I stood over myself for a moment, fascinated by the likeness.

      “You have really cool magic, Barris,” I said.

      “Thank you.” He shot Sage a triumphant look.

      “How do you plan to sneak out?” Sage asked.

      “Same way I did it last time. No one will be watching. They’d never dream I’d try again so soon.” I slipped on the bracelet that Mariska had given me.

      Barris appeared unconvinced. “Please be careful.”

      I collected my weapons and saluted them before creeping down the corridor to the internal portal. If only the ward wasn’t activated, then I could simply fly down. Sadly, the portal was my best chance.

      I looked up and down the corridor in the main spire and was relieved to see the area was clear. I heard movement in the kitchen and realized that Aldo was probably making tea for the Elders. I missed the rhythm of the day in the main spire.

      I turned and the portal beckoned to me from the far end of the corridor. I bolted for it, not wanting to risk being seen. I withdrew a pin and pricked my palm for blood. The moment my hands touched the portal, I knew something was wrong. There was no response. No glow. Instead, there was an alarm.

      “Goddess of mercy,” I breathed. They’d been ready for me after all. I turned around to see Elder Alastor at the end of the corridor. He looked both pleased and furious, if such a combination was possible. He crooked a finger and I had no choice but to submit. There was nowhere to flee.

      The Elders were assembled in the kitchen. Elder Bahaira couldn’t bring herself to look at me.

      “You have disobeyed us and flouted our rules in our faces,” Elder Alastor said. “For this, you must be held accountable.”

      “Mariska’s death is more important than any rules,” I said.

      “No!” Elder Alastor slammed a fist on the counter and my insides quivered. “Nothing is more important than the rules of the academy. Do you understand me? Our entire existence hinges on that one fact.”

      “You put the entire safety of the academy at risk,” Elder Asago said, more softly. “And then you intended to do it again.”

      “No, the entire safety of the academy was at risk when someone broke in and stole the Book of Admissions and murdered Mariska.” I knew I was shouting, but I couldn’t stop myself. I was angry and the threat of rules and punishment wasn’t enough to silence my rage.

      “You were with your kenzoku for one day and managed to lead them astray,” Elder Alastor said. “Barris and Sage never would have left the academy if it hadn’t been for you.”

      “Trust me, Sage was overjoyed to break the rules,” I said. “She thrives on danger.”

      “Do not presume to tell me about the cambions in this institution. I have known each one of them far longer than you have.” If Elder Alastor were a cartoon, there would’ve been smoke pouring out of his ears.

      “And whose fault is that?” I shot back. “It wasn’t my idea to sequester me from my peers, remember? I was an infant when I came here. Too young to have a vote.” And apparently still too young to have one.

      “Let’s not tread old ground,” Elder Bahaira said. “Dole out the punishment, Alastor, so we can be finished with this.”

      Elder Alastor tightened the belt around his cloak. “Very well then. I cast you out, Cassia. If you are so cavalier that you would risk the lives of everyone at this academy, then do so on your own. Go down to the city and remain there until you’ve captured Mariska’s killer.”

      I wasn’t the only one to gasp. “You’re kicking me out?”

      “Temporarily,” Elder Alastor said. “You have an itch, Cassia. I’m agreeing to let you scratch it. Consider it a gift.”

      Elder Sam’s pallor turned green. “Alastor, this doesn’t seem wise.”

      “You want her to learn independence, don’t you?” Elder Alastor asked.

      “Yes, and that’s what Spire 10 is for,” the seraph replied. “That entire curriculum is designed to prepare them for life outside of the academy.”

      “We’ve allowed Cassia to hide under our cloaks long enough,” Elder Alastor said. “This will be exactly what she needs to prepare for her final year with us. No more coddling.”

      “It isn’t coddling,” Elder Bahaira interrupted. “You know why…”

      “Enough,” Elder Alastor said. “My decision is final.”

      “And why is it only your decision?” I asked. “You’re not the only Elder here and others seem to have a different opinion.”

      Elder Alastor shook an angry fist at me. “Show some respect, Cassia. You have been treated as special for far too long, but that ends today.”

      The other Elders seemed as shocked by his response as I was.

      “If I agree to this, does that mean no one else will be searching for Mariska’s killer or the book?” I asked.

      “You do not get the luxury of agreeing to anything,” Elder Alastor said. “It is my decision and you must obey.”

      “Alastor, the book is too important to leave in her hands,” Elder Kali said. “If we don’t find it quickly, the result could be catastrophic. The break-in will be the least of our worries.”

      “We have trained her, each one of us,” Elder Alastor said. “Now we must trust that we have trained her well.”

      My eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “You never liked me. This is your chance to finally get rid of me.”

      “On the contrary, I only need to wait this year for that happy outcome,” he said. “I’m more patient than you give me credit for.” He maintained a neutral expression. “Elder Sam will go to your room and pack a bag of essentials.”

      “What about my kenzoku? Can I say goodbye?”

      “I think you’ve said enough to them,” Elder Alastor said.

      Elder Bahaira offered me a cup of tea while I waited for Elder Sam. I took two sips, but felt too queasy to have the rest.

      “Take good care,” she whispered.

      Elder Sam returned with a bag and my weapons. He handed them to me with a solemn expression. “Cassia, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t speak to me,” I said. “You let him do that to me. You stood there and watched and let it happen. You of everyone there knows how it feels to be cast out of your home.”

      I spun on my heel and headed for the portal. The snap of fingers prompted me to turn around.

      “There’s no need for the portal, is there?” Elder Alastor said. “You might as well use the wings you were born with.”

      I cast a final glance over my shoulder before pushing through the hatch to stand on the ledge. I spread my wings and soared. It wasn’t until I was halfway to the city that I let the tears fall. I didn’t know why I was crying. Ultimately, I got what I wanted. I would bring Mariska’s killer to justice, even if it meant putting myself in danger, because I knew without a doubt that she would have done the same for me.
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      Hotel Franklin was located, appropriately enough, on the Ben Franklin Parkway. The exterior boasted a brick paved entrance with a three-tiered fountain and a covered entryway. A clock tower presided over the rest of the hotel. A bellman opened the door with a friendly smile.

      The formal lobby was teeming with well-dressed guests. A statue of Benjamin Franklin lorded over the lobby from the middle of the atrium. Marble pillars supported the tiers above and a pianist played classical music on a gleaming black piano in the corner. Elder Alastor was fond of classical music, a thought that burned a hole in my heart. He often said it was one of the few things humans did well.

      Looking around, I wondered whether this was a typical evening at the hotel. It was the kind of question I would have asked Elder Sam. It felt strange to be here without him.

      A woman in a dark blue dress approached me. “Are you here for the fundraiser?”

      “Yes, of course,” I said. “Why else?”

      The woman glanced at my clothes. I hadn’t thought to glamour a nice outfit. “I’m going to change in my room,” I said. Once I secured one. I needed a place to sleep anyway. I’d seen one of Elder Sam’s credit cards in my bag and knew that he probably hadn’t mentioned the addition to the others.

      “I thought so,” the woman said. “The registration book is there on the stand. You can sign in and enjoy a drink before we move into the ballroom.”

      “Can you tell me where I can find Balthazar?” I asked.

      “Oh, I see,” she said. “Apologies, I didn’t realize you were a friend of his.” She placed an emphasis on the word ‘friend’ that made me think it was a polite way of saying something else. “He’ll make an appearance later. He tends not to mingle this early in the evening.”

      She moved on to another guest, so I took the opportunity to book a room. I hurried to the elevator and took my bag and weapons to the fifth floor. My wings were tricky enough—it wasn’t easy to keep everything glamoured yet still lug it around. I also changed my casual outfit into a dress based on one I saw on a woman in the lobby. She seemed closer to my age, so I figured it was appropriate.

      I returned to the lobby to search for the vampire. It was hard not to be distracted by the architecture. The tray ceiling was covered in stained glass. The panels that surrounded it were equally elaborate, with gold-plated leaves and matching light fixtures. Gargoyles gazed down at me from atop each marble pillar.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” a man asked.

      My head jerked toward him. I’d been too distracted by the architecture to notice him. He was only a couple inches taller than me with reddish-brown hair and matching facial hair.

      “I don’t know where to look first,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like this place.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have. It’s one of the oldest hotels in the country. Back when it was still a private home, rumor has it that Ben Franklin himself would come here when he needed a respite from his own guests. A miracle that it survived the war.”

      “Is it?” I didn’t know very much about the city’s history. We were only taught very broad facts about the mortal city.

      “Well, when British troops occupied the city, this was one of the first homes they chose for obvious reasons,” the man said. “The owner made each soldier who entered promise to leave the building as they found it. As the story goes, they were so enamored by the place that they agreed.”

      “I can’t believe this was a house,” I said.

      “Well, there have been tweaks here and there over the years,” he said, “but it’s a real architectural and cultural gem.”

      “It’s nice to have relics of our past,” I said. “Helps us not repeat the same mistakes in the future.”

      “Another history lover, I take it.” He stuck out a hand. “Professor Jamison. I teach at one of the local universities. I never miss an opportunity to attend a function here. Balthazar spares no expense.”

      I pulled back slightly. “You know him personally?”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes. I’ve been coming here for years, ever since I took up the post at the university. He’s wonderful company. The one time I can honestly say I’m not the most knowledgeable person in the room when it comes to history.”

      A server came by and offered us small plates of shrimp, and I accepted one readily.

      “Have you been to see the gallery upstairs?” Professor Jamison asked. “It boasts the most impressive collection of artwork from the colonial era.”

      I glanced around for any sign of Balthazar. Although I didn't know exactly what he looked like, I knew he was a vampire. Among this crowd, that would be enough. “I wouldn't mind a quick peek,” I said. It was only when we arrived at the top of the steps that I realized we were the only ones in the gallery. The professor placed a hand on the small of my back and guided me closer to the first portrait.

      “I’m sure you recognize Thomas Jefferson.”

      “One of the most famous Founding Fathers,” I said. Inwardly, I sighed with relief that the Elders had seen fit to teach us the names of the most prominent men and women in American history.

      “There’s a private room that has an even better collection,” the professor said. “Would you like to see it?”

      I began to feel uneasy. It seemed the kindly professor was steering me further into isolation.

      “I should probably get back to the lobby,” I said. “The appetizers won’t be circulating for much longer.”

      He grabbed my wrist and yanked me toward a door that was slightly ajar. “No need to play coy now that we’re alone,” he said.

      “I think you have me mistaken for someone else,” I said.

      His eyes flashed with menace. “On the contrary,” he said. “I know exactly who you are and why you’re here.” He pushed me into the empty room and slammed the door behind us.

      There was no way he could know my identity. “The only way you can know the reason I’m here is if you’re responsible,” I said.

      His expression reflected confusion. “Responsible? The only thing I’m going to be responsible for is picking your bones clean.” His nails elongated into sharp claws and his eyes turned black.

      I balked. “You’re a ravener demon.” How could I be so stupid? Ravener demons were greater demons from the second level of the Nether. They tended to prey on anything and everything.

      “You, my dear, are my guilty pleasure this evening. Why do you think I keep coming back here? I always find a morsel like you to taste.”

      Blood pumped through my veins as my body geared up to defend itself. My hands twitched. He ran straight at me and I waited until his body struck mine to heave him aside. He flew through the air and crashed into a sideboard. Before he could regain his senses, a silhouette joined us in the room.

      “Jamison, are you troubling my guests once again? I warned you that if you made an appearance again, it would be your last.”

      The demon scrambled to his feet and lowered his head in submission. “It won’t happen again, Balthazar. I swear it.” He tried to brush past the vampire, but Balthazar caught him by the collar and yanked him back.

      “I’ll need your unbreakable word this time,” the vampire said.

      The demon twisted. “I just gave it to you.”

      “No, no. Not this time. Your word, as in your bond.”

      The demon winced and held up his forearm. Balthazar leaned down and sunk his fangs into the demon’s flesh.

      “You taste much better than you look,” Balthazar said, once he had retracted his fangs. He released the demon and flung him toward the door. “If I spot you here again, I will kill you.”

      The professor bolted from the room and Balthazar turned his attention to me. “You are quite welcome, though you seemed to have the matter well in hand.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      I stood perfectly still as the vampire slowly circled me. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was sizing me up for a meal, but I knew that any vampire that took the trouble to rescue cambions couldn’t be the vicious killer he pretended to be.

      “I sense very little fear in you,” he said. “Do not think that because I came to your aid that I am to be trusted.” He completed the circle and stood in front of me.

      “I’m not here to trust you,” I said. “But I am here to ask for your help.”

      He looked down his long, narrow nose at me. “How interesting. And what makes you think I would offer help to demonspawn?”

      “Because Elder Sam told me so,” I said.

      He cocked his head. “A graduate, are you? Finding your way in the mortal realm for the first time?”

      “Something like that,” I said. “There was a break-in recently. An object of value was taken and someone was killed.”

      Surprise rippled across his sharp features. “How can that be? The location is quite secure. Even I don’t know where it is and I take pains to know everything I can about my city. As one of its oldest residents, I consider it my duty.”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” I said. “I’m tracking down anyone with a connection to the academy in Philadelphia.”

      Balthazar slid his hands into the pockets of his neatly pressed trousers. “Surely you haven’t come here to level an accusation against me, not after all I’ve done for your little halfling playground.”

      Music began to play and I realized the sound was coming from his pocket. He withdrew his phone so quickly that I could have blinked and missed it. He scanned the screen and looked at me.

      “I’m afraid the rest of this conversation will have to wait. As you can see, I’m in the middle of an event and I’m needed downstairs.” He looked me up and down. “You’re more than welcome to linger until we’re able to speak again. I think you’ll find my event to be quite to your liking.”

      “I can’t say I’ve enjoyed myself so far.” I nodded toward the doorway where the ravener demon had disappeared.

      The vampire chuckled. “Fair enough, little cambion. Come, allow me to escort you to the ballroom. The main event is about to begin.”

      Despite my reticence, I accepted his arm and allowed him to escort me down the wide staircase. Most of the guests from the lobby had already filed into the ballroom and the music had changed from classical to something more up-tempo. It wasn’t music that I recognized. Once we entered the ballroom, Balthazar took his place in the center of the room and a spotlight illuminated him. He clapped his hands together to get everyone’s attention.

      “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to another marvelous affair at Hotel Franklin. As always, I am your host, Balthazar. Thank you all for coming and spending your impressive amounts of money on a wonderful cause. Enjoy.” His hand twirled in the air with a flourish and I watched as the crowd swallowed him, eager to get their two minutes of conversation with the popular host. He certainly didn’t strike me as someone who would torture Harlan and murder Mariska. Then again, he did warn me not to trust him.

      I maneuvered around bodies until I reached the buffet table. If I had to wait to speak to Balthazar again, I figured I should eat something. No need to suffer unnecessarily.

      “I thought I recognized that unusual head of hair,” a gruff voice said.

      I turned to see Rafe. He wore a black suit with a matching tie and a white shirt. His dark blond hair was slicked back in a way that emphasized his blue eyes.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” I said.

      “That was going to be my next line,” he said. “I’ve never seen you at Hotel Franklin before. I would’ve remembered.”

      I tried not to read too much into the remark. “I’ve never been here before, but I have a lead.”

      He wore a vague smile. “Let me guess. Balthazar.”

      I tried to disguise my surprise. “How did you know?”

      “He’s a major player in the city. I’ve had past dealings with him.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” I asked. “You think he might know the entrance to the gray market?”

      “Oh, I think he definitely knows,” Rafe said.

      “Then why not come to him first?” I asked.

      He popped a piece of cheese into his mouth and chewed. “Because Balthazar doesn’t part with information easily. Usually you have to offer a trade. Given that he knows mostly everything that happens in the city, it’s hard to find something of value.”

      My brow lifted. “And now you have?”

      He laughed. “No, but events like this, sometimes you’ll catch him in a good mood. I thought it would be worth a shot. Wait until later in the evening when he’s had his fun.”

      I peered at the Watcher. “You know what he is, don’t you?”

      Rafe laughed. “Of course. He’s a wealthy man who happens to be over two hundred years old and likes the taste of blood.”

      The music changed again, slowing to a moody beat. People moved to the dance floor hand-in-hand. A server passed by with a tray of wine glasses and I debated whether to take one. I’d never tasted wine, but the Elders seemed to enjoy it.

      “Do I look old enough to drink in this realm?” I asked.

      “You look old enough to me, especially in that dress.” His gaze lingered on me in a way that gave me a tiny thrill.

      “So, you’re saying I look old? Is this because of my white hair? I know it’s a sign of age in bounders.”

      He reached for my hand and squeezed it. “Relax, Cassia. You don’t look old. And even if you did, you’re beautiful anyway.”

      My heart fluttered. No one had ever called me beautiful before. It was the kind of thing a mother or father might tell you. The Elders were not that demonstrative or effusive with their praise. The closest Mariska came to a compliment like that was to say that my hair looked brushed.

      Balthazar leaned his head between us as he moved past. “My guests enjoy the evening more when they’ve danced.”

      Rafe offered a thumbs up. “Subtle.” He extended a hand to me. “Care to?”

      I hesitated. I’d never danced before, though I’d seen it on television. We didn’t have phones, but we were allowed limited access to mortal TV for educational purposes. Anything to help us assimilate later on.

      “I promise I won’t bite,” Rafe said. “And neither of us appears to be armed.”

      I moved closer and his arm circled my waist. My body reacted to his touch with heat coiling in my stomach and spreading to my limbs.

      “Did you find the demon you were looking for?” he asked. His mouth was less than an inch from my ear, causing his breath to tickle my skin. It was not at all an unpleasant sensation.

      “I did,” I said. “He’d been tortured for information.”

      Rafe winced. “In the city?”

      “Yes.”

      His arm tightened around me. “If this is happening in my territory, I need to know about it.”

      “He’s a demon, not a human,” I said. “He’s not your responsibility.”

      “Any violence in my city is my responsibility. I know not all seraphim and nephilim view it that way, but I do.”

      Rafe didn’t seem to possess the snobbery associated with seraphim and their offspring. It was nice to know.

      “When you met us in the tunnel, you knew we were cambions. Why not try to kill us?” I asked.

      “I told you. Watchers don’t run around killing cambions,” he said. “Besides, outside of the wings and the attitude, you don’t seem very demon-like, to be honest.”

      “Well, I am half human.”

      He pressed closer to me and my pulse raced. “Why don’t we work together?”

      I pulled back slightly. “What?”

      “You need help following leads…”

      I squinted. “And what do you need help with?” And how could I possibly fill that role?

      “I have a lead, but I can’t access it without help.” He smiled. “It’s one of the reasons I decided to give old Baz a try. I’m at a loose end.”

      “How can I possibly help you?”

      “There’s a nightclub called Pandora. Do you know it?”

      I shook my head. “Nightclubs aren’t really my thing.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it though. It’s demons-only.” He smiled. “Or half demons. Anyway, you can’t get in unless you are one—or you’re with one.”

      “And you don’t know any demons that can bring you?”

      He laughed. “You seem to mistake me for someone popular with the local demon crowd. They see a Watcher and they run, even if they have nothing to hide.”

      “You do have a certain reputation.”

      He pulled me close again. “How about it? Want to be partners?”

      Did I ever? But I knew he meant professionally. As it was, I could use the help of someone who knew the city and its inhabitants well.

      “You have a deal.”

      Balthazar slung an arm across my shoulders. “Ah, you two seem to be getting along famously. Lovely. Would you like to have that chat now, little cambion?”

      “Cassia,” I said.

      “Beautiful name.” He looked at Rafe. “Do you mind if I cut in?”

      Rafe released me and I couldn’t help but notice the look of disappointment on his face.

      Balthazar was every bit as graceful as Rafe. I felt like a clumsy oaf by comparison.

      “Why don’t we continue the talk we started upstairs?” he asked.

      “A demon was tortured for the location of the academy. When he didn’t break, his captor used truth serum.”

      “Oh my. A sadist in our midst.”

      “That was my reaction. Anyway, the information was used to break in and steal a book and my caretaker was killed in the process.”

      Balthazar cut a quick glance at me. “You’re still there?”

      I nodded. “Please don’t say anything. Rafe can’t know about the academy.”

      “No, of course not. I’ve worked hard to preserve its secrecy in this city, which is why it’s disconcerting that I’d even be considered a suspect. I would never resort to truth serum.”

      Interesting that the implication was that he would, however, resort to torture. He wasn’t kidding about not trusting him.

      “Do you know anything about the break-in?” I asked. “The one that tortured Harlan—he had two minions with him. They were invisible, so he didn’t get a look at them at all. They knew where to find him and that he used to work at Domus.”

      “So, they knew of its existence already,” Balthazar said. “Curious. It is one of the best-kept secrets in Philadelphia. He inclined his head. “If you don’t mind sharing, what did they steal?”

      I decided to come clean, that way if he learned anything, maybe he’d reach out. “The Book of Admissions. It lists all the current cambions at the academy and their origin and abilities, if known.”

      The vampire whistled through his fangs. “My, my. Very dangerous information in the wrong hands, isn’t it? And I suppose you’re on that list?”

      “Yes, though my origin is still unknown.”

      “Interesting.” He brushed my hair from my shoulder. “And your hair is so striking. I would think you’d glamour it to remain inconspicuous.”

      He made a good point. I’d been so focused on glamouring weapons and wings, I hadn’t given much thought to my hair.

      “I’m staying at the hotel,” I said. “If you hear anything at all, will you let me know? I’m in room 530.”

      “And what will you offer me in return, hmm? I don’t know that there’s much you can—a cambion from the academy.”

      “I can owe you a debt. I won’t be in the academy forever, and you’re immortal. Eventually the favor will be returned.” I leaned back. “This is contingent on actually receiving helpful information from you, of course.”

      “Fair enough.” We continued to dance. “Tell me, it isn’t Sam who was killed, is it? I rather like that crusty seraph.”

      “No. Her name was Mariska.”

      “I am sorry for your loss. It must be especially hard to lose someone when you’ve already lost so much. Trust an immortal to understand your pain.”

      “I guess you would.”

      The song ended and Balthazar took a step backward and bowed. “A pleasure, Cassia. Don’t be a stranger.” And with that, he merged with the crowd.

      Rafe must’ve been watching us because he was by my side in an instant. “I need to catch Balthazar before he disappears, but how about tomorrow night for the club? Meet out front here at ten?”

      “Sounds good.”

      He observed me from head to toe. “This is pretty, but you might want to dress more like a demon for Pandora. Just a thought.”

      “I’ll take it under advisement, thanks.”

      He held my gaze a beat longer than necessary. “See you tomorrow night.”

      I watched him thread his way through the crowd in search of the vampire. He was ridiculously handsome. Were all nephilim that attractive? If so, I could understand why they were ‘uppity bastards’ as Elder Bahaira had said.

      My stomach rumbled, so I grabbed a plate of food from the buffet table and headed to my room for a solid night’s rest. I had a feeling tomorrow night was going to require all of my faculties on high alert.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Pandora was located down a dark alley off Chestnut Street. There were no signs. No landmarks. Nothing to indicate that a demon nightclub was in full swing. The bouncer was glamoured to look like a homeless man staggering his way around the alley. That would be enough to keep the bounders away.

      The bouncer looked at me sharply. “Cool hair.”

      “Thanks.” I’d left it white for the demon club. Left my wings intact as well. I did, however, trade my mortal attire for black leather pants and a shimmering silver top, which seemed to meet Rafe’s approval. I drew the line at a spiked collar.

      The bouncer scowled at Rafe. “This isn’t your kind of place, nephilim.”

      “He’s with me. He’s a Watcher who likes to watch, if you catch my meaning.” I rubbed his bicep. “And I like to perform.”

      The bouncer brightened. “Then this the place for you. Go ahead in.” He moved aside and a doorway appeared. Rafe and I stepped through it together.

      The nightclub was like no other place I’d ever seen. The pulsating music seemed to emanate from inside my own body. Lights flashed in different colors and it took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the glare.

      The interior was a mob scene. Every type of demon from the Nether seemed to be present tonight.

      “I had no idea so many demons lurked in this city,” I said.

      Rafe looked at me askance. “How long have you been here again? I know I said it before, but I’m surprised you haven’t heard of this place. It’s pretty popular in your circles.”

      I knew by ‘your circles’ that he meant demons. “I’m only a half,” I said. “You know how that goes.”

      His expression darkened. “Yes, I certainly do. A bit of both so we belong to neither.”

      “It must be different for you though,” I said. “Seraphim are more accepting of their offspring.”

      He offered a rueful smile. “You’d be surprised. It’s not always that simple.”

      I strained to hear him over the loud music. “This place is so packed that it’s going to be difficult to find Tommy.” Tommy the Bull owned the club and was the demon Rafe hoped could lead him to the entrance to the gray market.

      “We should go to the bar. It’s a better vantage point.” He took my hand and led me through the dancing demons to the bar. The entire counter looked like it was made of lava, although it was cold and hard to the touch. The bartender was busy pouring drinks for the two vampires next to us, so we waited our turn.

      “What are you having?” he asked.

      I stared blankly at the rows of bottles behind the bartender. “I have no idea. I guess the mortal drinking age doesn’t apply here.”

      “Definitely not. I can order for you, if you like.”

      “I’m in your hands,” I said. My thoughts instinctively turned to the way his hand had felt around mine. Strong and secure. It was a nice feeling and one that I wouldn’t mind repeating.

      The bartender shifted his focus to us. He sneered when he saw Rafe. “Your kind isn’t welcome here.”

      I leaned across the bar and fixed him with a hard stare. “He’s with me,” I said. “If you have a problem with that you can take it up with Tommy.”

      The bartender flinched at the mention of his boss’s name. “Got it. What can I get you?”

      “Two volcanic rocks,” Rafe said. He turned to me and said, “They’re very popular with this crowd. It’ll help us blend in.”

      I happened to think that nothing was going to help us blend in, but I didn’t argue. Rafe paid for our drinks and we moved away from the bar. We tried to thread our way through the gyrating bodies in search of Tommy. It wasn’t easy. It seemed that every demon we passed either wanted to dance with us or took a dangerous interest in Rafe. He was brave to come here for the sake of a lead.

      “I’ve never seen so many incubi and succubi in one place,” Rafe said. “Not that I’m surprised. Lots of their kind of energy here.”

      Many demons were only partially clothed, exposing the more alluring parts of their bodies. It seemed that everywhere I looked, I felt the need to avert my gaze. Nowhere was safe.

      “See any demons that look like someone called Tommy the Bull?” I asked.

      “No. I bet he’s in one of the private areas,” he said. “Let’s check them out.” He tugged me down a narrow hallway.

      “I can’t really hear you,” I yelled over the din.

      He slipped behind a curtain and into an alcove and pulled me with him. “Is this better?”

      I closed the curtain behind me. “A little.” I surveyed the cramped space. “Definitely no bull here. I’m not sure he would fit. What’s the point of a space this small?”

      “No idea. At least we can hear each other.”

      “Yes, but we can’t look for Tommy here.” Although, suddenly, I didn’t really care. I only wanted to talk to Rafe, to get to know him better. He was the one that wanted Tommy.

      “I don’t mind hanging out here for a minute to stop the throbbing in my head,” Rafe said.

      “Not used to noise, huh? I guess that’s what happens when you live alone.”

      “Yeah, I grew up in a noisy home, so you’d think I could deal, but I’m used to quiet and solitude now.”

      I tried to picture the environment he grew up in but found myself floundering for an image. “What’s the story with your parents?” I asked.

      “I’m nephilim,” he said. “What do you think?”

      “I honestly don’t know. It’s not something that gets discussed in my circles,” I said. The main thing we’d learned about seraphim and nephilim from the Elders was to avoid them at all costs. A lesson I’d clearly not learned very well or I wouldn’t be here now. Elder Sam rarely spoke about Dominion or his kind.

      “My father is a seraph and my mother was earthbound,” he said. His fingers squeezed around the glass. “She died not long after I was born.”

      “So you were raised by your father in Dominion?” I asked.

      He laughed bitterly. “Not quite. Why do you think I became a Watcher? There wasn’t really any other place for me.”

      “But your father knew about you,” I said. “He didn’t…” I nearly said “want you,” but I realized how awful that sounded. “Was he too upset about the death of your mother to care for you properly?”

      “That’s very sweet, Cassia. No, my father had no special attachment to my mother. He’s fathered many like me over the centuries. I met him once though.”

      I nearly spat my drink all over his shoes. “You met your father once?”

      “Many of his offspring were raised in the Silver City together,” Rafe said. “My father lived elsewhere, but one year he decided to pay us a visit. He wanted to choose a favorite to take back with him.” He looked away. “He chose my half-brother, a boy called Solomon. We never saw either one of them again. It was after that I was chosen to train as a Watcher.” He fell silent and I got the sense that the memories haunted him.

      I set down my drink on the bench. “If it’s any consolation, I never knew either of my parents. They abandoned me after I was born.”

      He looked at me with a pained expression. “I’m sorry, Cassia. They didn’t deserve you if they were willing to throw you away like garbage.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I like to think that they died, not because I’m evil, of course, but because it somehow seems less painful than not being wanted by those who created you.”

      His blue eyes glimmered with understanding. “How did you survive?”

      “Fortunately, I was taken care of by someone,” I said. “It’s her murder I’m trying to solve. Her name was Mariska.” I realized that I was treading in dangerous territory. I felt terrible that I couldn’t be honest with him when he’d just been so open with me, but I couldn’t betray the academy.

      “I’m so sorry…” He set down his drink next to mine and locked on my face. “They killed the woman who raised you? Cassia…”

      My throat thickened. “I’m going to find the one responsible. I’m going to take back the book and bring her killer to justice.”

      His stare intensified. “Has anyone ever told you that your eyes look like the clouds of a gathering storm?”

      I turned away so he could no longer see them. “How poetic.”

      He chuckled. “You don’t seem impressed.”

      “If I wanted poetry, I’d open a book.”

      “Too bad you don’t have a phone,” he said. “You could Google one.”

      I looked back at him, smiling. Before I could respond, Rafe fastened his lips to mine. I was as pleased as I was surprised. My hands moved to cup the back of his head and my fingers slid beneath his silken hair. His body pressed harder against mine as the kiss deepened. Although I could scarcely breathe, I didn’t care. The only air I wanted to swallow was the air we currently shared. Rafe seemed to feel the same because I felt his strong hands tighten on my waist. We both seemed to have forgotten the reason we were here.

      “Who’s in there?” a voice demanded. “That space is off limits.”

      The curtain rustled and we broke apart.

      “Oh, right,” the horned demon said, noticing our embrace. “Listen, lovebirds. Tommy’s on his way and he wants the kissing booth for him and his new friend.”

      “Kissing booth?” Rafe asked.

      The demon frowned. “Didn’t you know? You’re in the enchanted kissing booth, bro.”

      The curtain was jerked further aside, and this time the voice was less forgiving. “What the devil do you think you’re doing in my private space?” The demon sported a bull’s head with horns, a stout body, and gryphon wings. His lower half appeared human. Tommy the Bull, presumably.

      I cut a glance at Rafe and saw that his cheeks burned from embarrassment. I wasn’t sure whether the shame was a result of being caught kissing or being caught kissing demonspawn like me.

      “We’re so sorry, sir,” Rafe said. “We meant to leave, but time got away from us.”

      Tommy seemed to soften. “It isn’t every day one of your kind gives me the respect I deserve.” His gaze flickered to me. “Nice choice, by the way. It isn’t often you see angels and demons together unless one is trying to vanquish the other.”

      “No vanquishing here,” I said. “Isn’t that right, muffin?”

      Rafe’s brow lifted. “Absolutely, my…flower.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.

      “We’d like a word with you while we’re here, if you don’t mind,” Rafe said. “It’s a matter of great importance to the Watchers.”

      Tommy shoved the curtain closed behind him, making the alcove a tight squeeze. “What do I care what’s of great importance to the Watchers? They certainly don’t care what’s important to me.”

      “It’s my job to protect this city,” Rafe began.

      “I’m not stopping you,” Tommy said. “Protect it all you like.”

      Rafe seemed to grow frustrated. “The gray market, sir, I need to know…”

      Tommy cut him off with a sharp look. “I don’t know anything about the gray market, so you can stop right there. Now if you’ll excuse me, my friend is outside here and would like to join me. She’s a karma demon, so I certainly don’t want to keep her waiting.” He moved his hand to the curtain.

      “I need to find the gray market,” I said quickly. “He’s asking for me. Not the Watchers.”

      Rafe gave me a sidelong glance but stayed quiet.

      Tommy released his grip on the curtain. “What do you need at the market?”

      “Something was stolen from me and I have reason to believe it’s going to turn up there,” I said. Once I said the words aloud, there seemed to be a ring of truth to them. “I need to make sure that I’m present so that I can buy it back. I don’t want any trouble. I just want the return of what’s rightfully mine.”

      Tommy studied me. “You’re going to buy back something that already belongs to you?”

      I shrugged. “What choice do I have? They went to a lot of trouble to steal it. They’re not going to hand it back to me for free.”

      Tommy licked his lips. “Okay, fine, but you didn’t hear it from me. The entrance pops up when the market’s open and never in the same spot. A business associate mentioned it yesterday because he thought I might be interested in checking it out. He said go to the portal at Fifth and Arch.”

      “The burial ground?” Rafe asked.

      “Like I said, that’s the last I heard. I don’t go to the market. Not my thing.” His expression hardened. “You might want to take precautions when you go. Even if you don’t intend to start trouble, it doesn’t mean trouble won’t find you.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “You’ve been more helpful than you know.”

      Tommy gave a gruff nod and opened the curtain, a clear signal that it was time for us to leave. Rafe and I grabbed our drinks from the bench and returned to the main floor of the club. I sucked down the rest of it in an effort to calm my nerves. Between kissing Rafe and dealing with Tommy the Bull, I was a wreck inside.

      “Thanks for helping out back there,” Rafe said. “I don’t think he would’ve given me the information without you.”

      “Oh, he definitely wouldn’t have. Maybe the Watchers need to add a demon to their team. We come in handy.” I hiccupped and clamped a hand over my mouth.

      Rafe suppressed a smile. “Feeling okay, Cassia? I don’t suppose you’d like another volcanic rock?”

      I shook my head mutely. The mere thought of the red and black liquid made me want to puke. “What’s in those drinks anyway?”

      “Lots of alcohol,” Rafe said. “Beyond that, I have no idea.” He polished off the rest of his drink and left the empty glass on the end of the counter. He plucked my glass from my hand and did the same. “Listen, about what happened back there, before Tommy came in…”

      The room swayed and Rafe managed to grab me before I plummeted to the floor.

      “Easy does it,” he said. “Looks like you could use a little help getting out.” He kept an arm firmly around my waist and guided me to the exit, where I stumbled out the door and into the alley. My stomach turned and I began to worry that I would vomit. If this was the result of drinking alcohol, I could understand why the Elders kept us away from it.

      “I’ll be fine. My stomach’s not happy with the contents, that’s all.”

      “Where do you live? I’ll drop you home before I head to the portal.”

      I balked. “You’re going now?”

      “Now’s as good a time as any. Just need to grab my weapons from where I stashed them.”

      “I should go with you. I’m an asset.”

      Rafe sighed. “You should go to bed and sleep off the alcohol. Tell me where you live and I’ll take you home.”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      He gave me a funny look. “Well, I’m not leaving you, so if you won’t tell me where you live, then we’ll just have to stand here all night.”

      The bouncer shrugged. “I don’t mind the company.”

      I felt too horrible to argue. “I’m staying at Hotel Franklin.”

      He cocked his head. “You live at the hotel?”

      “For now. It’s a long story.” The more words I spoke, the more in danger I was of puking.

      “One of these days I’d like to hear it—when you’re feeling better,” he said.

      I whipped around and puked into the dumpster. Then I turned back to Rafe with a smile. “Better now. Let’s go check out that portal.”
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      The entire way to Fifth and Arch, I replayed the evening’s events in my mind. Kissing Rafe was so unexpected and thrilling, but each time I remembered the way his face flamed when the curtain opened…His embarrassment had been palpable. Even in a demon nightclub, he was mortified to have been caught kissing a half demon, enchantment or not. You could take the nephilim out of Dominion, but you couldn’t take Dominion out of the nephilim.

      “Is this really the best time to be trawling a cemetery?” I asked. We’d arrived at Christ Church burial ground after stopping at a mailbox where Rafe had hidden his weapons.

      We started to scour the perimeter in search of a portal.

      “I would think the witching hour would be right up your alley,” Rafe said.

      “Only if I were a witch.”

      “Maybe not, but this is the most active time for demons,” he said. “It’s why I tend to sleep until the afternoon. If I get up too early, then I’m too tired to deal with demons at night.”

      I smiled. “And here I thought that was laziness.”

      “There’s no chance to be idle in this city. Laziness is a luxury I can’t afford.”

      “You’re not a slayer,” I said. “How much energy does it take to watch?”

      He laughed. “I think you know I do a lot more than observations.”

      “I sure hope so, because just watching is creepy.” I jumped when I thought I spotted something on a headstone, but it was only moss. “You said you used to meet with the other Watchers but now you have phones.”

      Rafe used the celestial light from his sword to examine one of the headstones, prompting a mouse to scurry across the grass and out of sight. “What about it?”

      “Is that your only interaction with others? Do you have friends?”

      He looked taken aback by the question. “I don’t really have the kind of life that lends itself to friends, I’m afraid.”

      “Why not? Do you really spend every waking moment as a Watcher?”

      “It’s a calling, Cassia, not a hobby.”

      “It’s not a calling if it was assigned to you,” I said. “A calling is something that you do because you choose it, when you can’t imagine doing anything else.”

      His expression softened. “That is a better definition, isn’t it? And what about you? Do you have friends? What were their names?”

      I chewed my lip. “Barris and Sage. Not quite.” There was a chance that I’d become friends with them in time, but now…

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “I’m not upset. I just hadn’t really given it much thought until now.” I wondered what the others thought about my exit. Were they worried about me or had they not given me a second thought? After all, they were accustomed to life at the academy without me, so the days wouldn’t feel any different for them.

      Rafe continued to the next headstone. “About what happened earlier…”

      “You mean Pandora?” I waved a hand. “Don’t worry. I know it was the kissing enchantment. We don’t have to act like it meant anything.” How could it? We’d only just met.

      He halted in his tracks. “Do you feel that?”

      I did. There was a pulsing sensation that seemed to emanate from the headstone.

      “Do you think it’s the portal?”

      Rafe looked at me. “Only one way to find out.” He extended his hand toward the headstone.

      “Don’t go in,” I warned. “You don’t know where it will take you.” There were two types of portals—natural and artificial. The natural portals tended to be where the fabric of reality was thinnest between realms. There were portals all over the world that connected the mortal realm to Faerie, or Dominion, or the Nether. No one had created them. They simply existed. Artificial portals were like the ones at the academy—and this one on the headstone.

      “If I’m lucky, it’ll take me to the gray market.” Before he managed to touch the headstone, the grave erupted. Dirt scattered in all directions and a skeletal hand thrust its way out of the ground, followed by the rest of the body.

      I skittered backward and Rafe straightened, brandishing his sword. I quickly unsheathed the loaner he’d given me. Of course, I still had my daggers. They were well-concealed and Elder Sam had warned me never to leave them behind.

      “We must have triggered a protective ward,” Rafe said.

      All around us, the ground exploded and skeletal demons with burning eye sockets climbed out of the earth.

      I stared in disbelief. “They’re not the actual corpses, are they?” No way did I want to fight Ben Franklin’s corpse, or any other Founding Father. It would seem sacrilege.

      “No, these are grave demons,” Rafe said. “You’ve never encountered them before?” He inched closer to me so that our backs were touching and we were able to have a complete view of our opponents.

      “Uh, no. I don’t actually make a habit of hanging out in cemeteries.”

      “They’re basic foot soldiers. Disposable but tricky to dispatch.” He glanced at the sword he’d given me. “You should be able to manage with that. It’s a solid blade.”

      “Should?” I echoed. Not exactly encouraging.

      “Only one way to find out.” He slashed at the first skeleton that approached and the bone cracked. Unfortunately, the skeleton kept on coming.

      A hand thrust through the ground and bony fingers clenched my ankle, securing me in place. I couldn’t use my blade to detach it—the angle was too awkward and I risked cutting my own leg. I tried to yank my leg away instead but to no avail.

      “Cassia, watch out!”

      Another grave demon launched itself at me and I swung the blade, unable to move from my spot. The skeleton split in half—his upper half toppled to the ground and broke into pieces while his lower half kept moving. My blade sliced the air again and connected with one knee bone, and then the other.

      I turned in time to see Rafe’s blade coming toward me and I screamed as it broke the hand that held me in place. The bony fingers scattered across the ground and I jumped to the side as the next demon advanced. Bones fissured and fractured as my blade hacked the demons. The only sound was steel on bone. At times it seemed that Rafe and I were fighting in sync, even when he was out of my peripheral vision.

      Finally, we bested the last of the grave demons and I watched in fascination as the bones were reclaimed by the earth.

      “Their eye sockets are the scariest thing about them,” I said.

      “I didn’t notice,” Rafe said. “I was too distracted by the way you grunt when you fight.”

      My cheeks grew warm with indignation. “I do not.”

      “Next time I’ll remember to record it on my phone so you can hear.”

      “You’d better not or you’ll find yourself without a phone.”

      The ground trembled and I gripped my sword. I should have known we weren’t out of trouble yet. The energy-charged headstone vibrated with a green hue and another wave of attackers appeared. These demons were different though. Not simply bones but flesh and blood. Small wolves with serpent tails and, judging from their dramatic entrance, they also breathed fire. Not an ideal development.

      “Terrific. Amon demons,” Rafe said.

      “You have no business here,” the first demon said, and I jerked backward. I wasn’t prepared for conversation. I expected them to be as silent as the grave demons.

      “We’re looking for a portal,” Rafe said. “That’s our business here.”

      The amon demons didn’t seem satisfied with that answer. They fanned out around us, preparing to attack. Hot flames streaked from their mouths and I blocked the fiery breath with my sword. Rafe’s blade glowed with a blue light that seemed to absorb any wave of flames that came his way.

      “Sorry, pal,” he said. “Celestial fire trumps elemental fire any day of the mortal week.”

      My own sword lacked the benefit of celestial fire, so I pulled out a dagger and flicked it at the nearest demon. The blade struck the demon’s head and the creature fell on its side. I ran to retrieve the dagger and strike again. As I whipped around, another demon opened its jaws and released a torrent of flames. I felt the intense heat as it engulfed me and braced myself for the pain.

      It didn’t come.

      The demon appeared as surprised as I did. Its serpentine tail slashed right and left, a sign of agitation. I didn’t give it the chance to attack again. I hurled the dagger directly between the demon’s eyes. Blood bubbled from the wound and the creature went limp. I charged ahead to reclaim the dagger and wiped the blade clean on the demon’s fur before securing it. Not the most sanitary move, but I’d clean it properly once this fight was over, assuming I lived through it.

      Another amon demon snarled as it shot out from behind a headstone. Its claws tore at my pants, slicing apart the fabric at the thigh. I knocked it aside with the hilt of my sword. There was no time to recover. Its companion jumped at me. The amon demon’s claws slashed my shirt open, exposing my midriff. The demon pounced again and slammed me back onto the ground. The sword flew from my hand, too far to reach. The demon showed its fangs and seemed ready to tear into my flesh when, inexplicably, the snarling stopped and the powerful jaws snapped closed. I glanced down and saw that it was staring at my bare stomach.

      The demon lowered its head and backed away. An unexpected howl pierced the air—more high-pitched than a typical wolf—and the other amon demons gathered behind it in a tight pack. They moved to stand in front of the headstone that Rafe had identified as the source of the energy. One by one, they jumped into the headstone and disappeared. I ran after them, but when my hand reached the portal, the headstone had turned solid again and my knuckles cracked against the hard surface.

      “Are you okay?” Rafe ran over to check on me.

      I shook the pain from my hand. “That was weird.”

      “I don’t understand what happened. They were winning and then they left.”

      “Maybe their master called for them to retreat.” I didn’t mention the amon demon’s reaction to the mark on my midriff. There was no point when I didn’t know what it meant.

      “Whoever their master is, he has this burial ground under his protection,” Rafe said. “The question is why?”

      “He has a secret he wants to keep buried?” I cringed at my own joke.

      “Or it’s the portal,” he said.

      I glanced back at the headstone. “Well, he’ll move it now.”

      Rafe nodded. “Whoever is responsible for this, he’s got a lot of power to be able to command that many demons without being present.”

      I inclined my head, thinking. “But what if he was present?”

      “What do you mean? He was one of the demons?”

      I thought of Harlan. “What if their master was here watching but invisible?” It didn’t make him any less powerful, not really, but it was certainly a possibility.

      “Then why have them retreat if they were winning?”

      I shrugged. “To prove a point. Maybe he didn’t want to kill us, only scare us to stop looking for the entrance to the market.”

      “I don’t know.” Rafe sheathed his sword as he stared at the headstone. “It’s almost as though they ran in fear.” He shifted his attention to me. “Wow. They did a number on your clothes. We should get you back before you’re arrested for indecent exposure.” He paused. “Not that I mind the view.”

      I yanked the shredded material together in a lame attempt to cover myself.

      “I swear I saw that demon douse you in flames,” Rafe said.

      “He missed,” I lied.

      “I figured it was the angle,” he said. “It was difficult to watch what was happening with you while also trying not to die.” He broke into a broad smile. “You have to admit—it was kind of fun, wasn’t it?”

      “Battling demons in a burial ground and praying that Ben Franklin’s corpse didn’t pop up?” I shook my head. “Not my definition of fun, Rafe.”

      “You fought well, Cassia. Someone with lesser skills would have perished before the demons chose to retreat.” I saw the admiration in his eyes and my stomach fluttered.

      “You, too. I guess all that Dominion training paid off.”

      We left the grounds and started down the street. Blood dripped down my leg. The amon demons had proven to be more vicious than sparring with the Elders at the academy. We passed a group of drunken young men and one of them whistled when he saw my clothes.

      “The ripped look is the best,” he yelled, as though I’d dressed this way for his benefit.

      We continued past them in silence until we reached the corner.

      “Cassia, you’re limping and bleeding,” Rafe said.

      “I’m a fast healer,” I said. “I’ll be fine by the time I get there.”

      “You can’t leave a trail of blood all the way to Hotel Franklin. I might be able to heal you faster.” He rubbed his hands together and produced a faint white glow. Gently, his fingers touched the wound on my leg and the pain vanished.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      “Being half seraph has its advantages. Listen, I only live a couple of blocks from here. Come back with me and I’ll get you cleaned up. I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone after that encounter.”

      “I’ll be fine. Balthazar will be there and I can fly, so no one will bother me.”

      “You think he’ll protect you? Don’t be fooled.” He waved me back. “Come with me. I promise it’ll be fine. It’ll certainly be safer.”

      I glanced down at my shredded clothes and the rest of my untreated wounds and relented. “Okay.”

      “You should probably cloak yourself now,” he said, and extended his wings.

      “You said it’s only a couple of blocks.”

      “I know, but this is how we reach it.” He launched into the air and I followed suit. At least there was nothing wrong with my wings.

      We stayed relatively low, only skimming over the tops of buildings. He landed on a rooftop balcony. “This is home. I call it the loft.” He opened a door and ducked inside.

      The loft was two levels, with the room adjacent to the rooftop balcony serving as Rafe’s bedroom. The bathroom, kitchen, and living area were on the level below.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked. “I can cook.”

      “Not really. I feel too gross to want to eat,” I said.

      “The shower has great water pressure,” he said, and gestured downstairs. “Everything you need should be in there.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go first?” I asked.

      “I think you need one more than I do.” He waved a hand in front of his nose and I gave him a playful shove.

      I didn’t bother with the steps. I flew to the lower level and landed soundlessly in the living area. The loft was compact and neat, so different from the spires. For a fleeting moment, I felt homesick.

      I entered the bathroom and stripped off my torn clothes. My muscles ached as I let the warm water wash over me. It was comforting to know I wouldn’t be sore tomorrow. While I appreciated that the demon part of me recovered quickly from injury, I was a little envious that Rafe actually had the power to heal others.

      After I washed off the blood and dirt and dried myself, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror to examine the mark on my midriff. I’d always known it was there, of course, but I’d never paid much attention to it. The mark was just another part of my body like fingers and toes. It was slightly larger than a freckle and shaped like a star. The strangest thing about it was the color. It wasn’t brown like most freckles. It was dark blue, the color of a sapphire. Mariska commented on it only once during my entire childhood and only to say that it was “unusual.” I didn’t give it much thought at the time. If the Elders didn’t think it was important or significant, then neither did I.

      I stood naked in the bathroom, realizing that I couldn’t glamour clothing. That only worked on humans. If I didn’t want Rafe to see me naked, then I needed actual clothes, preferably ones that weren’t ripped and bloodstained.

      I cracked open the bathroom door and, as my lips parted to call his name, I spotted the pile of neatly folded clothes on the floor outside the bathroom door. I scooped them up and brought them into the bathroom. A Penn T-shirt and a pair of black cotton shorts. They were a little big, but they fit well enough.

      I left the bathroom and found Rafe in the kitchen with two mugs. He passed one to me.

      “Are these yours?” I asked, glancing down at the outfit.

      “No, but I figured they’d fit you.”

      “So what? You have clothes here for any random women you might bring home?” I was teasing, until I realized that it might actually be true. I knew very little about Rafe. Maybe kissing strangers and bringing them home to the loft was a normal night for him.

      “They belong to another Watcher,” he said. “She spends time here sometimes.”

      Of course, there was another girl. How could I think there wasn’t? Rafe was handsome and powerful and kind. She was probably another nephilim or a seraph—someone he wouldn’t be embarrassed to be caught kissing.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t find the entrance to the gray market,” I said in an effort to change the subject.

      He sipped his tea. “That’s okay. It was progress. Someone did not want us in that burial ground.”

      “Gee, what gave that away?” The tea tasted like a blend of peppermint and nettles. Very soothing.

      “Was it weird for you—fighting demons on the side of the nephilim?” he asked.

      “No, we were defending ourselves,” I said. “It’s not like we were attacking others like me.”

      His mouth twitched. “Let’s face it, Cassia. I don’t know that there are any others like you.”

      “Do all nephilim have healing powers?” I asked.

      “Nope. We’re a mixed bag like any halfling. My powers aren’t particularly strong. I can heal minor injuries, but I can’t raise the dead, no matter how nicely you ask.” He grinned.

      I refrained from telling him that Sage could control corpses. I wasn’t sure how he’d respond to information like that—probably with fear and revulsion.

      He drained the mug and set it down. “I’m happy to take the sofa if you want the bed upstairs.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to put you out. I can even fly back to the hotel now. I feel much better.” A huge yawn escaped me and I covered my mouth.

      “You’re exhausted. So am I. Take the bed.” He shuffled to the sofa and spread a blanket that had been draped across the back. “Tomorrow we’ll figure out next steps.”

      “Next steps? But I helped you get into Pandora…”

      “And now I have to help you follow your leads,” he said. “You don’t think I would shirk my responsibility, do you? Besides, I think you’re right. Having a demon on my team—even a half demon—might come in handy.”

      “Why do you need access to the gray market so badly?” I asked. “What’s going on there that you need to stop?”

      His expression turned grim. “A story for another day.” He managed a small smile. “Wouldn’t want to fuel your nightmares.”

      “I appreciate that.” I flew up to the loft and prepared to settle down for the night.

      “Good night, Cassia,” Rafe called.

      Good night. It was a bounder greeting that we didn’t tend to use at the academy. I looked down at his angelic expression and something in my heart stirred. “Good night, Rafe.”
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      I awoke early the next morning—too early given the time I finally drifted off to sleep. My dreams didn’t lend themselves to a peaceful slumber. The imagery was filled with glowing eye sockets and empty graves. One dream involved me getting sucked into a portal that had blades like a propeller. I wasn’t sure whether I ended up transported or skewered because I woke up drenched in sweat.

      I flew downstairs to the bathroom and washed my face before heading into the kitchen. When I returned, there was no sign of Rafe on the sofa. I flew to the loft and called his name. A gentle breeze led me to the open door. I found him on the rooftop balcony with his wings spread wide, watching the sun rise. Ribbons of orange and yellow threaded through the faded blue palette of the sky.

      “It’s pretty from down here,” I said.

      He smiled, still focused on the view. “Down here? We’re on a roof.”

      “I prefer a more aerial view,” I said. Of course, I couldn’t tell him more than that.

      He cast a sidelong glance at me. “You want to stretch your wings later? It isn’t often I have someone to fly with.”

      “You’d fly with me? Just for fun?” I’d never flown for fun at the academy. It was always in pursuit of training or practice.

      He fixed his blue eyes on me. “Unless we spot a cloud demon or something, then I guess it won’t be for fun anymore.”

      “Speaking of demons, if I wanted to research a mark, where would be the best place to do that?”

      He frowned. “What kind of mark? Did one of the demons bear one?”

      “Yes. I noticed it when I went to retrieve my dagger,” I lied. “I’d like to see if it’s significant.”

      “Liesel,” he said.

      “What’s Liesel?”

      “Not what, who. She’s a Watcher like me. Those are her clothes you’re wearing.”

      Oh, great. Now I needed Liesel’s help as well as her clothes. “And she has access to a library?”

      He grinned. “Something like that.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket and sent a text. The reply was immediate. “We can see her after breakfast.”

      “She’s in the city?”

      He nodded. “The northeast section.”

      “I suppose she’s on the group text.”

      “That she is. We had to have a firm talk with her, though. Too many emojis were being used at the end of sentences. It was a problem.”

      I grew mildly anxious about meeting another Watcher. What if she asked probing questions? What if she didn’t trust me like Rafe did?

      “How about we fly there?” he asked.

      “Not on an empty stomach,” I said. “It makes me queasy.”

      “What a lightweight,” he teased. “Then again, I should have realized that from your reaction to the volcanic rock cocktails.”

      “Hey! I’d never had alcohol before.”

      “Doubt you’ve ever been in a kissing booth before either, but you managed that just fine.” His cheeks colored as he realized what he’d said. “I didn’t mean to suggest…”

      I smiled. “It’s okay, Rafe. It was a compliment, right?” He thinks I’m a good kisser.

      His shoulders relaxed. “Yes, it was a compliment…not that I think we should do it again. I mean, we won’t because it was only the enchantment that made us kiss in the first place. They really should put warning signs on those areas. What if you went in there with a sibling?”

      Whatever buoyant feelings I’d experienced a moment ago were quickly deflated. “Yes, that would be uncomfortable.” I turned and reentered the loft now that the sunrise had lost its luster.

      We ate breakfast in relative silence and I went to the bathroom to make myself presentable. I dragged Rafe’s comb through my hair, which was no easy feat considering how thick mine was in comparison.

      Rafe knocked on the door. “Are you ready? Liesel’s texting me. She’s very impatient, as you’ll soon see.”

      “Coming now.” I tidied up the bathroom before I left. It wouldn’t do to make a mess of Rafe’s home and give him a legitimate reason to dislike cambions.

      We returned to the rooftop balcony and prepared our wings. “It’s not far,” he said. “About five minutes as the angel flies.”

      He launched into the air, his muscular legs propelling him skyward. His form was perfect, not that I was surprised. Elder Sam always chastised me for sloppy flight form—my shoulders were too slouched or my wings were at the wrong angle. I had to tighten my core. The criticism was relentless, even though I knew he was only trying to improve my performance. It wasn’t as though I was going to make a career out of flying though. That was what I’d say to him after one of his critiques.

      “What does my form matter? I’m going to tend bar somewhere far away when I’m older,” I’d say, just to agitate him. Elder Sam had high hopes for me when I left the academy, though exactly what those hopes where I wasn’t sure.

      Rafe and I soared through the air and I was reminded how exhilarating it could be. The sky was now a soft, cloudless blue and the sun was warm enough to be comforting but not so warm that I’d break into a sweat.

      “She won’t mind that I’m wearing her clothes, will she?” Talk about awkward. At least I could change into my own clothes once I returned to the hotel.

      “No, she’s very laidback. You’ll see.”

      We landed on a second-floor balcony and entered the building through French doors. I was completely taken aback by the interior.

      “It’s an actual library,” I said in amazement.

      “Liesel specializes in knowledge,” Rafe said. “Each Watcher in the city has a specific skillset.”

      “And here I thought two eyes was the only requirement.”

      The sound of laughter tinkled behind us and I spun around. A statuesque young woman with sleek auburn hair and porcelain skin sauntered toward us. Her wings were stark white and she wore a one-piece peach-colored outfit that zipped up the front. As she came closer, I noticed that a thick strand of white hair framed the left side of her face.

      “Hey, Liesel.” He greeted her with a kiss on the cheek. “I’d like you to meet Cassia.”

      Curiosity sparked in the Watcher’s green eyes. I realized that she had flecks of gold around the iris like Rafe did. “Never thought I’d see the day when Rafe was cavorting with demonspawn.” She noted my outfit. “And I do mean cavorting.”

      “We’re not cavorting,” Rafe said.

      “And don’t call me demonspawn,” I said.

      “If I were you, I’d embrace the term. Make it your own.”

      “We have our own term,” I said. “Cambions.”

      “Cassia saw something last night that requires your excellent research skills,” Rafe said.

      Liesel’s lips formed a thin line. “I’m not sure that we should be using nephilim resources to help her kind, Rafe.”

      I fixed Rafe with a hard stare. “I thought you said she was laidback.”

      “It isn’t to help her kind,” he said. “She and I got attacked by demons last night and she saw a mark on one of them. We think it might be helpful to know if it means anything.” He crossed his arms over his firm chest. “Besides, you owe me a favor.”

      “More than one actually,” she said, “but I keep hoping you’ll forget.”

      Rafe smiled at me. “Liesel had a run-in with a tree a few months ago. I helped untangle her wings.”

      “That tree came out of nowhere,” she said. “And I might have been a teensy bit drunk.”

      Rafe cleared his throat. “It was two in the morning, so my money is on yes.”

      “Well worth the trouble,” Liesel said. “I met the most delicious young woman that night. Haylee. Two e’s, no y.”

      “And I’ll bet you haven’t seen her since,” Rafe said.

      “Of course not. She’s human. I’m only interested in long-term relationships with seraphim or nephilim.” She gave me a long look. “Which is a shame really.”

      “Down, Liesel,” Rafe said.

      “But she wears my clothes so well. It’s like we were made for each other.”

      So it seemed that Rafe and Liesel weren’t an item after all. That was a relief, not that it mattered. Rafe probably felt the same way Liesel did—that only the nephilim or seraphim would be good enough for a real relationship. I should have expected as much.

      Liesel padded across the wooden floor in her bare feet. “Tell me, Cassia. What did the mark look like?”

      “It was small and blue and in the shape of a star.”

      She crossed the room and sat down in front of a computer. “Doesn’t sound familiar.” She began to tap the keys. “What kind of demons?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked.

      “Of course it matters,” Liesel replied. “That’s how we’ll narrow it down.”

      “We fought grave demons and amon demons,” Rafe said. “Cassia was pretty impressive. You should’ve seen her.”

      Liesel arched an eyebrow. “Teamwork, eh? That’s not usually your style, Rafe.”

      “We made a deal,” he said. “I needed her help to speak to Tommy…”

      Her face lit up. “You spoke to him? That’s great.”

      “Well, his information led us to the burial ground battle, so not sure I’d describe it as great,” Rafe said.

      “Do you think it was a set up?” Liesel asked.

      “No,” Rafe said. “I think we might have triggered a protective ward.”

      Liesel launched an eyebrow. “Protecting the entrance to the gray market?”

      “It’s not that surprising. They take great pains to move it, so why not protect their investment with a powerful ward? That’s how it stays the best-kept secret in the city.”

      Although I begged to differ, I remained silent.

      Liesel studied the results of her search on the screen. “Lots of references to marks that fit that description. I can give you a list. The books should all be here.”

      “I’ll help,” Rafe said. “No need to be idle.”

      “As if you ever are.” Liesel handed us each a slip of paper with numbers written on them. “Yours are going to be scattered throughout the right side of the library and Cassia’s will be on the left.”

      “Separating us, are you?” Rafe smirked.

      “It doesn’t take two of you to look for the same book,” Liesel said.

      I was relieved to be searching separately from Rafe. I didn’t want him to be too invested in the research, not when I didn’t want him to know that the demon with the mark was actually me.

      “So you helped Rafe get into Pandora,” Liesel said. “What’s Rafe helping you with?”

      “I’m looking into a murder and a theft and the leads are in the city,” I said. “He seems to know the lay of the land thanks to his role as a Watcher, so it made sense to work together.”

      “Our own little tour guide.” She smirked. “Then you’re only visiting? If you need a place to stay, my bed is king-sized. Plenty of room.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’m good right now.”

      Her gaze flickered to the end of the row and back to me. “Sure looks like it.”

      “It isn’t like that,” I said.

      “So you two keeping telling me.” Her finger trailed down the spine of a book. “What was stolen? Tell me it was something cool like a scepter that brings back the dead.”

      “It was a book.”

      Liesel remained cheerful. “Does it at least have spells in it?”

      “No, names.”

      Her face fell. “Bummer.”

      “The one advantage we have is that the book is warded,” I said. “Whoever stole it won’t be able to open it without great effort. It buys us time if nothing else.”

      “I hate to think of books as a potential weapon,” Liesel said. “I prefer them as a means of escape.”

      “Same.” I inhaled the scent of the leather-bound books and felt a pang of loss. “The library used to be my favorite room at home,” I said. I missed curling up on the sofa with a good book. I missed Mariska and Elder Bahaira and their ramblings.

      “I knew you looked like a kindred spirit,” Liesel said. “Rafe likes books, too, though he pretends not to just to spite me. We have what you might call a sibling rivalry.”

      “But you’re not siblings?”

      “Not that we know of.” She shrugged. “You never know with those promiscuous seraphim.” My expression must have shown my surprise because she laughed. “What? Demonspawn think seraphim are the physical embodiment of morality? Not quite, honey. Seraphim love to travel here from Dominion and take their pick of willing bounders, just like the old days.”

      “As I mentioned, I prefer the term cambion,” I said firmly.

      Liesel seemed to ponder the statement. “Fine. Cambion it is. Or how about bianco diablo? Sounds sexier.”

      “White devil?”

      Her mouth quirked. “Suits you, don’t you think?”

      “Only if you give her one too many volcanic rock cocktails,” Rafe said, rounding the corner. He carried a small stack of books.

      “This was at Pandora’s?” Liesel asked. “Now I really want to go. Maybe you can bring me as your plus one next time.”

      “Avoid the small alcoves past the velvet rope,” he warned. “They’re not what you think. You could end up kissing a gopher demon.”

      Liesel grunted. “I doubt that.”

      “No, seriously,” I said. “The club has an enchanted kissing booth. You don’t want to end up in there with the wrong companion.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Liesel said. “An enchantment in a kissing booth is only activated if the parties already want to kiss each other. It removes the inhibitions, that’s all.”

      Rafe and I fell silent. If Liesel noticed, she didn’t comment.

      “Here are the books on my list,” he said. “Where should I put them?”

      “The table near the computer,” she said. “What’d you do, use super speed to find them?”

      “No, I just didn’t waste time flirting with our guest.”

      Liesel flashed a mischievous grin. “I wasn’t flirting, was I?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “You only unzipped your outfit as far as your navel.”

      She threw back her head and released a throaty laugh. “Bianco diablo, indeed. She’s a keeper, Rafe.”

      “I don’t know why you’re telling me,” he said. “Our relationship is strictly professional.”

      “Yes, I can tell,” Liesel said. “I don’t suppose you wasted any time in kissing booths together in Pandora?”

      Rafe averted his gaze. “We were focused on Tommy the Bull.”

      “With each other’s tongues down your throats, I’m sure.”

      I focused on the numbers on the spines and located a book on my list. “Here’s one.” I wanted to get back to research so that the uncomfortable knot in the pit of my stomach would dissolve.

      “Here’s another,” Liesel said. She tugged it from its snug spot between two larger tomes and handed it to me.

      “This is enough to get started,” I said. I took the books and went to the table where Rafe was already paging through one of his finds.

      “Who knew how many blue symbols and marks there were?” he commented.

      Liesel raised her hand. “Um, I did. Because I basically live in a library.”

      “Yes, but how often do you read for pleasure?” he asked. “You’re usually here doing…other things.”

      “Oh stop,” she said. “You know perfectly well that I indulge my love of reading on a regular basis, whenever my tongue gets tired.”

      Rafe rolled his eyes. “Let’s keep it clean, shall we?”

      I checked the index of the first book and opened to page two hundred and eleven. The mark there was blue, but not in the shape of a star. More like an octagon.

      “You know my hair is a mark,” Liesel said. She stroked the strand of white hair that framed the left side of her face.

      “Kiss of the angel,” Rafe said.

      “I prefer to think of myself as blessed.” She fluttered her eyelashes in a dramatic fashion.

      “Mine’s not as exciting,” I said. “It’s just a lack of melanin.”

      “Selective albinism,” Rafe mused.

      “I think it’s gorgeous,” Liesel said.

      “Thanks.” I placed the first book aside after finding only a passing reference to a gemstone in the underworld and continued to the next book.

      “Here’s a good one,” Rafe said. The excitement faded as he continued to read. “The mark didn’t sparkle, did it?”

      “No,” I said. “No sparkling, I’m afraid.”

      “It’s odd that only one of the demons had the mark,” Liesel said. “It sounds like they were all in the same pack.”

      “Maybe that one was the leader,” I said.

      She frowned as she looked at one of the other books. “Seems unlikely. Lesser demons usually don’t have leaders among their own kind. They tend to answer to one at a higher level.”

      We read in mutual silence for the next fifteen minutes.

      “This is nice,” Liesel said, glancing up. “Very companionable.”

      “Remember when we used to meet with the other Watchers?” Rafe asked. “It was kind of like this.”

      “Except for that awful Wallis,” Liesel said. “His body made more noises than a parade.”

      Rafe’s expression clouded over. “He’s not making noises anymore.”

      “No.” Liesel pressed her lips together. “He was a fine Watcher, noises aside.”

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      “Killed by a vampire,” Liesel said.

      My throat tightened. “That happens? I thought vampires in the mortal realm tended to behave themselves.”

      Liesel laughed. “Where’d you hear that? The vampires’ public relations firm?”

      Rafe closed another book. “It is true that they try to be on their best behavior here.”

      “Otherwise they answer to us,” Liesel said. “Well, not necessarily Watchers but the nephilim.”

      “Why did the vampire kill your friend?” I asked.

      “Wallis was the one that originally found out about the sales at the gray market,” Rafe said.

      “What are the sales?” I asked.

      Liesel and Rafe exchanged glances. “Children,” Rafe said.

      A lump formed in my throat. “Human?”

      “All kinds as far as we can tell,” Rafe said.

      Nausea rolled over me. “What are they selling them for?”

      “Nothing good,” Liesel said.

      “Wallis discovered that a vampire by the name of Meade was involved and confronted him,” Rafe continued.

      Liesel shook her head. “It was a bad situation all around. Wallis died first, then Meade died so he took whatever information he had with him.”

      My eyes popped. “They both died?”

      “Meade ripped Wallis’s throat out,” Liesel said. “But not before Wallis got a good jab in with his stake.”

      I gaped at Rafe. I didn’t realize how dangerous his mission was. “I didn’t realize you lost a friend recently too.”

      “Wallis wasn’t like Mariska,” he said. “We were colleagues. Nothing more.”

      “Still,” I said. “It could’ve been you.”

      Liesel’s face hardened. “No, it couldn’t have. Rafe isn’t that stupid. He would’ve gone for help first.”

      “Don’t blame the victim, Liesel,” he said. “We all make mistakes. He didn’t deserve to die for his.”

      Liesel licked her finger and turned another page. “I suppose you’ve already taken her to see the local coven.”

      I perked up. “The coven? For what?”

      “To find the book thief,” Liesel said.

      “Why would the coven be able to help with that?” I asked.

      “If I needed a heavy ward broken, that’s where I’d go,” Liesel said.

      Rafe raked a hand through his hair. “That’s actually a good idea.”

      “You hadn’t even thought of it?” Liesel tossed back her head and laughed.

      “I’ve been focused on other things,” he said.

      “Like kissing in nightclubs and sleepover parties?” she teased. She shifted back to me. “The witches in this city are good sources of information. If someone’s trying to remove a ward, the coven is worth a try.”

      “Thanks, that’s helpful.” I turned my focus back to the book and skimmed the next page. My heart jolted when I saw the image at the top of the page. The mark looked exactly like the one on my stomach—sapphire blue in the shape of a star.

      This mark is known as the Mark of the Nether and is a distinguishing characteristic of members of the greater demon royal family.

      I slammed the book closed, my heart racing.

      “Cassia?” Rafe gave me a look of concern.

      “Sorry, it was just the talk about Wallis. Made me think of Mariska.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to dredge up those difficult feelings.”

      I managed a small smile. “That’s okay. I’ll be fine.” I kept one hand on the book, unwilling to let it go. There was an entire page devoted to this mark, but I’d have to read it in private, somewhere that no one could see my face. I wouldn’t be able to hide my shock and disgust.

      The royal family of the Nether? They were among the most powerful demons in all the realms. How could one of them have sired a child with a human? As far as I knew, the royal family avoided the mortal realm because they found it beneath them. That was what the Elders had taught me.

      “I think I need a break,” I said. “Would it be possible to come back another time?”

      “You’re welcome anytime, honey,” Liesel said. “But take the books if you want. Bring them back when you’re done.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate it.” I gathered a few so as not to arouse suspicion.

      “Always a pleasure, Liesel,” Rafe said.

      She offered a knowing smile. “That’s what they say.”
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      According to Liesel, the local coven operated out of an abandoned penitentiary not far from the art museum. The crumbling building appeared to be in an advanced state of decay, not exactly welcoming, though that was probably the idea.

      We passed through what was once a formidable stone gatehouse and crossed the small yard to the only visible door. The outdoor area was mostly dirt and pebbles with the occasional sprouting of weeds. The metal door hung slightly off its hinges. I worried that one tug would be enough to liberate it from its post.

      Rafe cast a sidelong glance at me. “You ready?”

      “What do we know about the local coven exactly?”

      He grinned. “Are you asking whether they’re good witches or bad witches?”

      “Are you sure it’s safe to waltz right in and ask questions? Maybe we should’ve made an appointment.” If the witches were as powerful as Rafe claimed, I would imagine they had wards in place to keep out the riffraff.

      “Your feet weren’t this cold at the burial ground,” Rafe said.

      “They’re not cold now.”

      A gust of wind rushed past us and kicked up the dirt around our feet. The loose door opened, creating a gap wide enough for us to enter.

      “See?” Rafe said. “It’s practically an invitation.”

      “Or an ambush,” I grumbled.

      He slipped through the crack and I reluctantly followed.

      Unsurprisingly, the building gave me the creeps. Rusted metal doors. Broken pipes. The walls were stained—I didn’t care to speculate as to the reason. Scraps of paint dangled from the ceiling.

      “Maybe we should have brought a gift,” I said. Mariska had often prattled on about manners in the mortal realm. Strange habits like saying “God bless you” when someone sneezed. I’d spent the next month blessing the Elders after that revelation. Elder Alastor wasn’t amused and commanded me to stop. Mariska felt so guilty for getting me in trouble that she baked two trays of chocolate brownies. I noticed with a trace of bitterness that Elder Alastor had no problem devouring the mortal dessert. Apparently, it was acceptable to eat their food but not engage in their customs.

      “Like what? The number of an interior decorator?”

      No one came to greet us or remove us from the premises, so we kept going. As we continued down the corridor, I realized that the building was not unlike the design of the spires. Further ahead was a central hub—in this case a rotunda—and the rest of the penitentiary radiated out from its center.

      Rafe kept pace with me, as though afraid to wander too far ahead.

      “It’s not the swankiest coven,” I said. “I was hoping it would be one of those situations where it looked dilapidated on the outside, but then we would discover it was only a glamour.”

      “It would take a lot of magic to keep a place this big glamoured all the time,” Rafe said. “I’m sure the coven would rather make better use of their power.”

      I instinctively thought of Domus in the sky above. If only Rafe knew that ten spires looked down upon us at this very moment. I wasn’t sure how the Elders kept the academy cloaked. They never discussed it, at least not in front of me. They’d likely struck a deal with someone very powerful and very discreet.

      “Rafe, look,” I said. A set of footprints appeared ahead of us and began to move.

      Up ahead, one of the metal doors creaked open, creating an eerie sound in the seemingly empty building. I cut a glance at Rafe. He slowed his pace and motioned for me to do the same. The footprints turned left to cross the threshold into one of the side rooms. Rafe went first and I trailed behind him, keeping only about two inches between us so that the door couldn’t suddenly swing shut and separate us.

      The creepy room was devoid of furniture and windows. A single lightbulb hung loosely from the ceiling, casting strange shadows on the walls. There was no sign of a witch or anyone else for that matter. I scanned the floor for the footprints. They’d stopped in the center of the room, directly below the light bulb. The toes now faced our direction.

      Rafe made a noise at the back of his throat. “We seek counsel with the witches.”

      The air in front of us shimmered with a crimson light and a woman’s head appeared. A hood sagged where her shoulders should be. Once she removed the rest of the cloak, she became fully visible and I swallowed a gasp. She wasn’t what I expected. Mariska had always told me that witches were ugly and green-skinned with warts and a taste for the flesh of chubby children. This woman was tall and slim with golden hair and rosy cheeks. She didn’t look like she ate much at all, let alone small children.

      “Who seeks such counsel?” she asked. Even her voice was soft and gentle.

      “I am Rafael, a Watcher tasked with protecting this city,” Rafe said. “This is my companion, Cassia.”

      The witch frowned. “Nephilim and demonspawn, working together? This is most unusual.”

      “We realize that, but it seems we have a common goal and so it made sense to join forces,” Rafe said.

      The witch observed us with interest. “I am Elsbeth. Any business you have with this coven must first go through me.”

      “You’re like a triage witch,” I said. Mariska once compared her role at the academy to the role of a triage nurse in mortal hospitals and then spent the next half an hour explaining what a triage nurse was. Typical Mariska.

      Elsbeth smiled. “I suppose I am.”

      “We’re looking for information,” Rafe said. “A book of great importance has been stolen. The ward protecting its pages is so powerful that only witches of your caliber could break it.”

      Her face was luminous. “I see. And you would like to know whether such a creature has come seeking our assistance? That would direct you to your thief.”

      “It’s more than that,” I blurted. I hadn’t meant to offer more than the minimum information, but it bothered me not to acknowledge the more heinous crime. “Whoever stole that book also murdered someone very close to me.”

      Elsbeth clucked her tongue. “A damnable pity.”

      “And if that book is opened and falls into the wrong hands,” I said, “more lives will be at stake.”

      “I see. Just a moment, please.” Elsbeth closed her eyes and hummed softly. I recognized the tune from Somewhere Over the Rainbow. I tried to catch Rafe’s eye, but he kept his focus on the witch.

      Elsbeth’s eyes flew open, startling me. “Esmariah will see you now.” She gestured to the door behind us. “Make a left when you leave and head to the heart of the coven.”

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      She smiled coolly. “For now.” The smile didn’t reach her eyes. Hmm. Maybe I’d have to reassess my view on her dietary preferences after all.

      We returned to the corridor and continued toward the rotunda. The air grew damp the closer we got to the center and the reason soon became apparent. In the center of the rotunda was an enormous ash tree that appeared to have exploded from the earth fully formed. It lorded over the room, its branches twisted and turned in every direction. I was so enthralled by the tree that I failed to notice the woman in the red cloak beneath it. Her black hair was streaked with white and fastened at the nape of her neck in a tidy bun.

      “Welcome, Rafael and Cassia. The coven has heard your inquiry and wishes to answer.”

      “Then you know the identity of the thief?” I asked. I heard the eagerness in my voice and cringed inside. I knew better than to sound desperate.

      The witch plucked an apple from the tree and handed it to me. “I wish to know you first.”

      I stared at the apple in wonder. Since when did ash trees bear fruit? It shouldn’t have surprised me that this was no ordinary tree.

      She ripped another apple from the tree and gave it to Rafe. “And you as well, Watcher.”

      Rafe polished his apple on his shirt. “You want me to eat it?”

      “No, she wants you to shove it up your nose,” I said. “Of course she wants you to eat it.”

      Her mouth twitched. “I will take your cores when you have finished.”

      Thankfully, I was hungry enough to polish mine off quickly. Even with that, Rafe managed to finish before me and handed the core to Esmariah with a satisfied smile.

      I handed over my core next. The witch flicked a finger and two spades appeared. They dug two small holes in the dirt mound beneath the tree.

      “Um, just to clarify, those holes are for the apple cores, right?” I asked.

      Esmariah’s vague smile intensified. “We would not welcome you in only to harm you, child.” She tossed each core into a hole and the spades covered them with the earth.

      “Now what?” Rafe asked.

      The witch circled the wide base of the tree until she reached a branch on the other side where a black cauldron hung in solitude. She reached up and lifted a ladle, scooping liquid along with it. She carried the ladle back to the overturned ground and sprinkled water over each spot. Once the ladle was empty, it left her hand and returned to the cauldron on its own.

      Esmariah wiped her hands on her cloak. “Well, I’m glad that part’s over. I’m not a huge fan of formality, but I understand it comes with the territory.” She unclasped her cloak and slid the red fabric from her shoulders to reveal a sleek black dress. A string of pearls adorned her slender neck. She noticed our stares and glanced down at her outfit. “I have a charity dinner in about an hour at the art museum, you see. There wasn’t enough time to run home and change between coven duties and the event.” She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Such is the life of the modern witch.”

      “So what happens with the apple core?” I asked. “Some kind of plant grows and provides an answer?”

      “Wouldn’t that be lovely?” She punctuated the question with a dainty laugh. “No, nothing of the sort. Do you know what this tree represents?”

      I gazed upward. “Death?” It was an answer I recalled from my lessons.

      “While there are certainly trees of death, and those linked with sacrifice, that is not this tree.”

      Rafe’s gaze lingered on the tree. “The gift of mortality?”

      Her laughter tinkled. “How sweet that you would consider it a gift. No, that is not this tree.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “This tree bears knowledge.” She looked at me. “Not, however, direct answers.”

      “It doesn’t take a magic tree to tell us who came to you and requested that you break the ward on the book.” I heard the frustration in my voice and immediately regretted it. The coven owed us nothing. If I lost my temper, I lost my lead.

      “No one has come to us, halfling,” she said. “Not with a request concerning a book.”

      “But you said…”

      She silenced me with a look. “I said that the coven wishes to answer, not that we have the answer you seek. We’d like to be clear that we have no information on this subject.”

      I was so frustrated, I wanted to rip a branch off the tree and beat with her it. The mere thought made me queasy. What would Elder Sam say if I told him I’d had such a violent thought? Actually, I knew what he would say—“you can’t control your thoughts, Cassia, but you can control your actions.” Or something along those lines. The realization gave me comfort.

      “Have you heard anything at all about a stolen book?” Rafe asked.

      “I’m afraid not,” she said. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      “What was the point of the apples then?” I asked.

      Esmariah wore a vague smile. “You seemed famished, my dear. What kind of hostess would I be if I failed to serve my guests?”

      The glint in her eye made me wary. Something about these witches unsettled me. I trusted Balthazar more than I trusted the members of this coven, and he was a vampire that warned me not to trust him.

      “Will you contact me if anyone approaches you to break the ward on a book?” Rafe asked. “I don’t care if it’s Barachiel himself. I want to know.”

      Esmariah inclined her head. “You have my word, Watcher. Our interests are aligned when it comes to preserving peace in this realm.”

      “Thank you,” Rafe said.

      The witch gestured to the right. “Elsbeth will show you out. You don’t want to risk wandering down the wrong path in here. You never know where you might end up.”

      Elsbeth wriggled a few fingers and we made our way toward her. Although she made polite conversation all the way to the exit, my mind was still on our interaction with Esmariah.

      “I feel like we’ve been tricked somehow,” I said to Rafe, once we were away from coven headquarters and out of earshot.

      “You think they lied to us?”

      “No, not lied exactly, but I feel like Esmariah was withholding information. Didn’t you get that impression?”

      “No, but I’m willing to entertain the theory. What do you think she’s holding back?”

      I blew out a breath. “I wish I knew.” Whatever it was, I had the distinct impression that it wasn’t good—for either of us.
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      Rafe was nowhere to be seen, so I retrieved the book from Liesel’s library from the end table and rested it on my lap. I’d offered to go back to stay at Hotel Franklin, but he’d seemed almost insulted by the suggestion, so we collected my belongings and returned to the loft. I had to admit that I was secretly pleased by his reaction. I smiled to myself as I turned back to the page with the sapphire star image and lifted up my shirt to compare. My smile dissolved.

      It was an exact match.

      I wished Elder Sam were here so that I could ask him, not that he would know. The demon had to be my father rather than my mother because a pregnant royal demon likely wouldn’t go unnoticed in the Nether. Elder Sam found me abandoned in Trenton, New Jersey, which meant that my mother likely lived in the area. Then again, this was seventeen years ago. She could be anywhere now, even dead. My father could be dead, too. Even royal demons died—they were just much harder to kill.

      I started to read. The mark had been passed down for generations since the very first King of the Nether presented his bride with a sapphire ring in the shape of a star and decreed that all the offspring of their love would share this precious gift. It was actually a romantic story, but it read more like a myth than a fact.

      My fingers brushed over the mark. It was perfectly flat against my skin, not raised like a mole would be. It wasn’t unattractive—just different. It stood out on my skin mostly because there were no freckles on my torso. I only had a few small dots here and there on the rest of my body. Mariska’s arms had been covered in freckles. We used to pretend they were stars and draw constellations on them. I smiled at the memory and my heart squeezed. How I missed her generous hugs.

      “Find anything?” Rafe’s voice came from above and I realized he must’ve flown to the rooftop balcony.

      I pulled down my shirt and craned my neck to look at him. “Not yet.” I couldn’t tell him about this. If a Watcher knew that I was related to the King of the Nether, I didn’t know what the protocol was. Would I be allowed to remain in the city or would they force me to go to the Nether? Demon halflings didn’t tend to fare well in the Nether. Some levels were better than others, but a young human hybrid would be an easy target. It was one of the reasons the Elders trained us until we reached maturity. It gave us a fighting chance in any realm.

      He flew down to the main living area to join me and I noticed his somber expression.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “When I first met you, you were looking for a lutum demon.”

      “That’s right. Harlan, but we found him.”

      The muscle in his cheek pulsed. “Someone else did too. He’s dead. One of the Watchers reported it in the group chat.”

      “Dead?” Why would Harlan be dead now? Unless…Guilt seized me. “Someone must’ve found out that he talked to us.”

      “Not necessarily,” Rafe said. “You can’t blame yourself, Cassia. Who knows what else this demon was involved with? It might have nothing to do with your investigation.”

      “But what if it does? What if someone killed him because he told us what he knew?” And I’d tortured him in my own way for that information, hadn’t I? Was I no better than Mariska’s killer—willing to resort to extreme measures to achieve my goals?

      Rafe sat beside me and swapped the book on my lap for his comforting hand on my thigh. “You are not responsible for that demon’s death. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. “I know you don’t think much of demons, but he didn’t deserve to be murdered.”

      Rafe flinched as though I’d struck him. “Cassia, I’m not sure where you got the impression that I think the only good demon is a dead demon. I don’t feel that way at all.”

      His hand was still on my thigh. Warmth radiated from his palm to the rest of my body. “But your job is to protect humans from creatures like us. You’re bound to be influenced by that.”

      His gaze shifted to the open page of the book on his lap and he smiled. “Hey, you found it.” He began to read the relevant passage aloud. “This mark is known as the Mark of the Nether and is a distinguishing characteristic of members of the greater demon royal family.” He frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. The amon demons aren’t…Do you think they work for the King of the Nether?”

      “Would that surprise you?”

      “Honestly, yes. The royal family doesn’t trouble itself with the mortal realm. Stolen books and gray markets—those things would be beneath them.”

      “So they’re like seraphim, except in the Nether,” I said, only half joking.

      “There is a certain symmetry,” he admitted. “A yin and yang, so to speak.” He removed his hand to turn the page in the book and I tried to hide my disappointment. It felt so natural to be sitting together and talking amiably with his hand on my leg. In fact, I’d felt at ease with him from the moment we met in the tunnel. Given my background, it was a significant realization.

      “Sometimes opposites can be complementary,” I said. “Mariska used to say that.”

      Rafe closed the book and inched closer to me. “And what else did Mariska used to say? I’d like to know more about her.”

      “She gave me this bracelet.” I showed him my wrist and his finger brushed the silver heart.

      “It’s pretty.” His fingers moved to stroke the inside of my wrist and my heart beat faster. “Was it a birthday present?”

      “No, we don’t celebrate those because we don’t…” I cut myself off. “Forget it. It was a parting gift. I was moving out of the main spire and…” Inwardly, I cringed. I couldn’t seem to say anything about Mariska without invoking the academy.

      “What do you mean by the main spire?” Rafe asked. “Is that some sort of apartment complex?”

      “No,” I said vaguely.

      “We have spires in Dominion,” he said. “It’s one of the things I missed when I first moved to the mortal realm.” He let go of my wrist. “You never did say where you were raised.”

      “Not Dominion, that’s for sure.” I hoped to deflect the question with a joke.

      He cocked his head. “Where did the thief steal book from? Your home? And where are your friends now—Barris and Sage? They seem to have disappeared.” Now that the floodgates had opened, Rafe couldn’t seem to stop himself. “You’re clearly from around here, yet you know very little about the city. Why were you really staying at Hotel Franklin? Do you secretly work for Balthazar?” Suspicion flared in his blue eyes.

      I worked my jaw but no sound came out. I wanted to tell him the truth, but I was afraid. The Elders made it very clear how the rest of the realms felt about loathsome demonspawn—to be told there was a place where we were nurtured and taught might be too much for someone like Rafe. A Watcher. On the other hand, what if it wasn’t? He’d proven himself to be an ally. Someone to trust. I was already lying to him about the demon mark. Would it really be so bad to confide in him?

      “I don’t work for Balthazar,” I said. “But he sometimes works for us.”

      “Us?” Rafe narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean? You’re part of some criminal organization?”

      “Gods, no. Nothing like that.” I drew a steadying breath. “I attend an academy for cambions like me.”

      “You’re still in school?” He edged away. “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen,” I said.

      He scratched his cheek. “I’m not aware of a school in the area that caters to demon…to cambions.”

      “It’s more than just a school,” I said. “It’s a safe haven for my kind. Did you know that demon-human hybrids are the most abandoned children and the most likely to die in infancy?”

      “I never really gave it much thought.”

      “Why would you? It doesn’t impact you.” I said this without blame. “I was nearly killed as an infant. Someone saved me and brought me to the academy where they knew I’d be safe.”

      “Where is this place?” he asked.

      “Hidden,” I said. “That’s why this break-in is a bigger issue than it seems. It puts the entire academy at risk—because it means that someone knows our location. And the book that was stolen includes the names and abilities of every cambion currently living at the academy.”

      “Which is why the information is heavily warded.”

      I hugged myself. “You said the entrance to the gray market is the best-kept secret in the city. It isn’t. We are.”

      Rafe appeared stunned. “How many of you are there?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “You said you lived in a spire,” he said and instinctively glanced upward. “Do you have an entire academy hidden in the clouds above the city?”

      I started to feel uncomfortable. “I don’t think I should say anything else. I only wanted you to understand…”

      “What do they teach you there? What did you mean when you said Balthazar works for the academy?”

      I began with the second question because it was easier. “If he finds an abandoned cambion, he sends word so that Elder Sam can come for it.”

      “Who’s Elder Sam?”

      “The academy is run by a group of demons, except Sam. They’re called the Elders. Mariska was my caretaker, but she wasn’t one of them.”

      “And these Elders, they teach you history and science? Algebra?” He seemed to be trying to wrap his head around the concept.

      “We have general subjects, but some training depends on our skills and abilities,” I said. “Barris is half djinni, for example, so he has projects that develop his magical abilities.”

      “And what about the human side? How is that nurtured?”

      I opened my mouth but quickly realized that I didn’t have a good answer. “We learn their customs. Absorb their pop culture. They try to make sure that we can fit into the mortal realm if that’s where we choose to live when we graduate.”

      “And when do you graduate?”

      “This year.” I didn’t offer details about my unique position within the academy. There would be too much I couldn’t explain.

      “If the academy is such a secret, why are its students racing around the city without a chaperone?”

      “It isn’t typical,” I said. “It’s because of what happened. And Barris and Sage are back there now. I’m only here because—” My eyes turned downcast. “I broke the rules, so I’m not allowed back until I’ve found Mariska’s killer.”

      “They cast you out?” Rafe seemed aghast.

      I lifted my chin. “I deserved it. It isn’t like they sent me into the realm unprepared. I have my weapons from the armory.”

      He shot to his feet. “There’s an armory? For what purpose?” His expression shifted as a thought occurred to him. “You knew how to defeat the kappa demon. I watched you fight the demons at the burial ground. They taught you how to fight like that?”

      “Yes.”

      “But why?” he sputtered.

      “To defend ourselves,” I said.

      “Against what threat?” His wings stiffened. “Me? Other Watchers?”

      “Anyone,” I said. “They just want to keep us safe.”

      “They have their own army of demonspawn to call upon should the need arise?” he asked. “Is that why they keep a list of current and former attendees?”

      “Of course not.” Tension flooded my body. How could he not understand? “They keep a list because Domus Academy is a school and that’s what schools do. You said yourself that the cambions you meet in the city are well behaved. That they seem to come from a finishing school. Well, they kind of do.”

      Rafe paced the floor in front of me. “Cassia, this is…” He jerked his body toward me. “I don’t know what to do with this information.”

      “Do? You do nothing. There’s no harm to the mortal realm. No threat to you or any of the nephilim.”

      His expression was pained. “You don’t understand. I have an obligation. There might be thousands of demonspawn living above our heads, ready to wreak havoc if this book isn’t found. If the killer isn’t brought to justice. I can’t risk that.”

      “We’re cambions,” I said quietly.

      “Who cares about semantics right now?”

      “I do,” I said. I kept my tone even and calm. I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of a demonic response. “As far as I’m concerned, we’ve shown you that we’re not a threat. We show the city every day by not causing a whiff of trouble here. Yet you still hear this information and want to treat us like criminals.” I took a step closer to him. “I told you the truth because I trusted you and I thought it would be helpful for you to know more so that you can help me find the book. I see now that I made a horrible mistake. I’m sorry. I’m leaving now. Thank you for your kindness. It won’t be forgotten.”

      Before he could say another hurtful word, I flew to the loft to grab my weapons.

      “Cassia, wait!”

      I didn’t wait. With tears streaking down my cheeks, I escaped to the rooftop balcony, where I launched myself into oblivion.
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      I landed when I reached the path alongside the Schuylkill River. Moonlight rippled across the water and I was grateful for the clear skies. I stuffed my hands in my pockets and continued to walk. I wanted to put as much distance between Rafe and me as possible. I should have known better than to trust any nephilim. He was a Watcher. His sole duty was to protect mortals from creatures like me—like everyone at Domus Academy. How could I have expected a different reaction to the truth?

      Leaves rustled across the path and skimmed the top of the water. The area was devoid of life at this hour. No people. No birds. Not even a squirrel. It was as though they all knew to steer clear of the path tonight. A strong sense of foreboding wrapped around me and I shivered. I curled my wings around my arms to stave off the chill, but part of me knew that it wasn’t anything to do with the temperature.

      Something was coming.

      I cast a wary glance over my shoulder. The path behind me was dark and still—and then I heard it. Not the wind this time.

      A whistle.

      Fear coiled in the pit of my stomach. A whistle didn’t necessarily mean a Whistler. It could be a bounder walking home after a drunken evening and amusing himself with a haunting accompaniment.

      The sound stopped and I hurried my pace. There was nothing within my immediate view except the river and trees. Signs of life winked in the distance, not that anyone there could help me.

      My hand slid over my shoulder and I unsheathed my sword. I had to be ready, just in case. Wind rushed past me, tousling my hair and wings. When I pushed the wayward strands from my face, a man stood facing me on the path ahead. He wore a trench coat and boots, and a dark hat with a soft brim and indented crown. Ice shot through my veins. He didn’t need to whistle again for me to know for certain.

      “Moloch?” I asked, because it was the only name I knew. The one that had tried to kill me as an infant when Elder Sam came to my rescue.

      The Whistler kicked aside a stone as though it was an obstacle between us. “Nope. The name’s Sturg.”

      “Sounds like scourge,” I said. “How appropriate.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh, no? Where should I be then?”

      He spat on the ground. “From the looks of you, I’d say the Nether.” He scrutinized my head. “Except that hair of yours. Trying to pass for older so you can drink the bounders’ booze? Can’t say I blame you. Some of it’s good stuff. Not as good as the nectar in Faerie, mind you, but it does the job.”

      I brandished my sword. “I’m not looking for any trouble. I’m not here to hurt anyone, not mortals or anybody else.”

      He gestured to my sword. “Seems like a funny thing to say when you’re poised to strike me.”

      “I know what you are,” I said. “I’m only preparing to defend myself.”

      “And I know what you are.” He swaggered toward me. “You and me—we have what some might call a symbiotic relationship.”

      “You and me don’t have a relationship of any kind,” I said.

      The fear in my stomach snapped free and flooded the rest of my body. I wasn’t ready to fight a Whistler. As I attempted to go airborne and out of harm’s way, my wings suddenly felt like dead weight. I couldn’t flap them to save my life—literally.

      Tension ripped through me. “What have you done?”

      The Whistler smiled, revealing a set of crooked and broken teeth. The absurd part of my brain wondered whether his teeth were designed that way in order to make it easier to whistle.

      “Do you think we don’t have ways of securing your kind?” he asked. “Plenty of demons and their spawn have wings, my precious. We’ve learned to combat that advantage.”

      I still held the sword. If he took another step toward me, I’d be ready. My forehead started to throb and inwardly I cursed myself. If I ever made it back to Domus, the Elders were going to have to teach me to control my stress in battle before it became my undoing.

      He pushed his hands through the air and a wall of wind slammed into me, knocking me backward. I landed on my tailbone and pain shot up my spine. The Whistler made a twisting motion with his hand and the river began to gurgle. Water rose up in his shape. My palms began to itch and burn. What was he doing to me?

      Before I could jump to my feet, seaweed darted from the river and across the bank and coiled around my wrists and ankles. I struggled to free myself, dropping my sword in the process.

      “Give up, little demonspawn,” the Whistler said. “You have no power strong enough to defeat me.” He flicked his fingers and the water-shaped Whistler advanced toward me.

      Energy began to thrum around me and I realized it was coming from my hands. I wriggled my wrists so that I could rub my palms in the dirt to offset the burning sensation. Light glowed like a white glove around both hands.

      “What on earth is that?” Sturg bent forward to examine the light.

      I seized the moment and wrenched my wrists free of the seaweed. I threw up my hands and energy blasted from my palms, blowing the Whistler about thirty feet away. He slid along the path on his back and his body twitched from shock. The seaweed slithered off my ankles and the water figure splashed to the ground.

      I grabbed my sword and scrambled to my feet. When I glanced to where the Whistler had fallen, he was gone.

      “Cassia!”

      I inhaled sharply and whirled around to confront my attacker. Elder Sam stood in the grass. I tossed my sword to the ground and ran to him, throwing my arms around his shoulders and clinging to him the way I did as a child. He pressed his hands against my wings.

      “I’m so relieved to find you,” he said.

      “How did you?” I asked. I leaned my cheek against his chest.

      “I had Elder Asago use a tracking spell,” he said.

      I tipped back my head to look at him. “But why?”

      “Because I was worried,” he said. “I was asleep and woke up in a cold sweat.”

      I smiled. “Now you have the gift of prophecy?”

      “Mariska always said I had a sixth sense when it comes to you.”

      “I bet Elder Asago was thrilled to be woken up for that.”

      Elder Sam chuckled. “He’ll survive.”

      “Did you see him?” I asked.

      Elder Sam blinked. “Asago? Of course.”

      “No, the Whistler. He was just here. I fought him off.”

      His face paled. “Moloch?”

      “His name was Sturg. I defended myself and he disappeared.”

      Elder Sam released his hold on me. “You fought back and he retreated?”

      I nodded. “I did something…I don’t know what.” I stared at my hands. “There was a white light.”

      Elder Sam audibly swallowed. “You must have imagined it.”

      “I didn’t,” I said. “It blasted him all the way to that tree.” I pointed. “By the time I recovered, he was gone.”

      Elder Sam held out his hand. “Come back to the academy. I’ll speak to Alastor. I’m sure I can persuade him to be reasonable.”

      “The way you did when he cast me out?” I asked. I sheathed my sword.

      Elder Sam dipped his head. “I’m sorry the way things ended, but I’m prepared to challenge him…It’s too dangerous for you here alone.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I’m not going back. Not yet.”

      “Why risk your life?” Elder Sam asked. “He could have killed you.”

      “But he didn’t,” I said. “I took care of myself.” Exactly how, I still wasn’t sure. “I’m close to finding Mariska’s killer. That was the deal and I intend to keep my end of it.”

      “There’s something you should know,” he said. “Whoever did this—they have the ability to create portals. All this time we thought they’d accessed the external portal and then gone downstairs to the archives room. That they ran into Mariska in the corridor on their way back out again.”

      “But they didn’t?”

      He shook his head. “We studied the external portal to see if we could find any clues and it became clear that the portal hadn’t been activated during the relevant timeframe at all. The killer created their own portal directly into the archives room. We found traces of residual magic there.”

      “Then how does that explain Mariska?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t.” As he started to say more, he was interrupted by another familiar voice.

      “Cassia, is that you?”

      I whipped around to see Rafe hurrying toward us, a look of concern etched into his handsome features. He saw my face—which must have looked as shell-shocked as I felt after my run-in with the Whistler—and directed his ire at Elder Sam. His sword seemed to appear out of thin air and he slashed at the Elder. Thankfully Elder Sam was gifted with fast reflexes like me and blocked the blade with his own.

      “Rafe, stop!”

      The Watcher’s arm jerked to his side. “I thought you were in trouble.”

      “I was but not anymore.” I tilted my head. “This is Elder Sam.”

      Rafe balked. “From the academy?”

      Elder Sam gaped at me. “You told him?”

      “He’s a friend,” I insisted. I hoped.

      “He’s a Watcher,” Elder Sam shot back.

      “And you’re a seraph,” Rafe said, and I detected the note of surprise. He took in the Elder’s wingless and scarred form. “Cassia didn’t mention that.”

      “My situation is somewhat unique,” Elder Sam said.

      “You no longer live in Dominion?” Rafe asked.

      Elder Sam’s gaze shifted to me. “Not in the last seventeen years. I’ve had other priorities.”

      Rafe offered a hand to the Elder. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “It better be,” Elder Sam said. “Too many lives depend upon it.” He looked at me. “We’ll discuss this later.”

      I’d hoped to ask Elder Sam about the sapphire star mark. With Rafe present, it would have to wait.

      “How did you find me?” I asked.

      “I saw the direction you flew and followed your trail,” Rafe said. “I didn’t like the way we parted.”

      “Me neither.”

      We stared at each other for a long beat and Elder Sam seemed to sense the tension.

      “I should be going,” Elder Sam said. “Now that I know you’re all right.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll come back when the task is complete, as agreed.”

      Elder Sam glanced from me to Rafe. “Be careful, Cassia.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Once he was gone, Rafe turned to me. “I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. I was just so surprised and, to be honest, a little embarrassed.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a Watcher in this city and you’re telling me there are spires towering over us with an untold number of cambions.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “Doesn’t exactly make me feel good at my job.”

      “I didn’t really think about it from your point of view.”

      “I’m sorry. You trusted me and I blew it. I’m an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot.”

      “Good, in that case, will you please come back to the loft?”

      I replied with a simple “yes.”

      As we flew back side-by-side, I told him about the Whistler. He slowed as though he intended to turn around.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked.

      “I’m going to find him and kill him,” Rafe said.

      I reached out and grabbed the edge of his wing. “Don’t you dare. He’s gone now.”

      “But not for good.”

      “No, never for good. We live in fear of them. Always.”

      We landed on the rooftop balcony. Rafe reached for my hand, but I entered the loft without taking it.

      “I need a shower,” I said, and flew downstairs.

      I stripped off my clothes and stepped into the shower. I was more aware than ever that this was the same shower Rafe used every day. The water sluiced down my wings, which were tucked tightly against my body. I washed off all evidence of the fight with the Whistler. As I lathered the soap in my hands, I thought of the white light I’d conjured. The itching and burning must have been the energy trying to get out. What was it and why had I never experienced it before? If the Whistler had done something to me, I wanted to know what it was.

      I washed my hair last and rinsed it thoroughly before turning off the water. I stood perfectly still for a moment and focused on my breathing. I’d faced a Whistler and I was alive. It was nothing short of a miracle.

      I left the shower and wrapped a towel around me. The fearful part of me had wanted to return to the academy with Elder Sam. Now that the Whistler knew I was in the city, I had no doubt that he’d come searching for me again. And this time he’d be ready for my attack. I’d probably stunned him as much as I’d stunned myself.

      I changed into a T-shirt and shorts and towel-dried my hair. One look in the mirror told me how exhausted I was. It had been a long day.

      Rafe was in the loft when I emerged from the bathroom. His gaze was fixed on the enormous window and the city outside.

      “Bathroom is all yours,” I called.

      He turned and looked down at me. “Thanks.” He seemed sullen for a guy who didn’t have to face off with a Whistler tonight.

      I soared to the loft and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. Everything okay?”

      He flinched at my touch and I wrenched my hand away. “I’ll be fine. It’s been an eventful day is all.”

      “No kidding.”

      He brushed past me. “You can have the bed again. I’ll take the sofa, although I deserve the gutter—or worse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His whole body tensed. “I almost got you killed tonight. If he had killed you, your blood would have been on my hands. That’s not the Watcher way.”

      “You didn’t send him after me,” I said. “Besides, he didn’t kill me. I’m right here.”

      Rafe met my gaze. His eyes smoldered like two sapphires ready to burst into flames. “Thank the heavens you are.” His hungry lips found mine, sending a jolt through me. “I’m so sorry, Cassia,” he murmured between kisses. “Can you ever forgive me?”

      “I already have.” Each kiss was more delicious than the last. “You taste like raspberries.”

      He chuckled. “That’s because I had a few while you were in the shower.” He planted another kiss on my lips. “I would never have forgiven myself if something had happened to you. When I saw you with that seraph—Elder Sam—I felt sick.”

      “I’m fine. I defended myself.”

      “Because you were taught well.” Rafe’s fingers brushed my cheek. “Did the seraph teach you?”

      I nodded. “He’s handled most of my weapons training. He’s been my sparring partner since I was a little girl.”

      Rafe’s lips were soft against my cheek. “Don’t run away again, okay? If we argue, let’s just stomp away about two feet and then make up.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?” I asked. “I’m demonspawn, Rafe. I live in a secret academy that harbors children of the enemy. I represent everything you’re supposed to…” I trailed off. I didn’t want to convince him to walk away from me.

      “You’re at risk too, as that Whistler proved. My kind—we don’t watch out for demonspawn…for cambions, but maybe we should. After all, you’re half human and we’re here to protect humans.”

      “From demons,” I pointed out. “We have abilities that bounders don’t, Rafe. I get it. That makes us a threat.”

      “I know you’re not a threat to bounders, Cassia, and neither are your friends.” He pressed his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry.”

      “The good news is that Elder Sam came bearing new information,” I said. “Whoever broke in created their own portal. They didn’t use the one already there. We should go see Liesel.”

      Rafe kissed me again, more gently this time. “Tomorrow,” he said quietly. “Tonight, you sleep. Your body needs it.”

      He was right. My injuries had healed, but I still felt tired. “Thank you for coming to look for me.”

      He reached for my hand and squeezed. “There’s no one else I’d rather find.”

      

      Liesel was waiting for us in the atrium of the library when we arrived. She seemed to vibrate with excitement at the sight of us.

      “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been given any interesting research tasks? This is the kind of thing that gets me out of bed in the morning.”

      Rafe rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Because it takes a lot to get you out of bed voluntarily. We know.”

      Liesel crooked a finger. “I’ve taken the liberty of pulling out the foremost authorities on portals in the library.”

      “But you don’t even know what our question is yet,” Rafe said. “I only said that we had questions about artificial portals.”

      Liesel sauntered to the long wooden table where books were strewn across the top in a haphazard manner. For a custodian of knowledge, she seemed wildly disorganized. Or maybe just wild.

      “You said you needed information about portals,” Liesel said. “Whatever you need to know, these books are your best bet.” She perched on the edge of the table and crossed her ankles. “So what’s your question anyway? I’ve been dying to know.”

      Rafe picked up a book from the table and began to thumb through it. “We need to know everything about portal creation. Which creatures are capable of that kind of power and how do they do it? What’s involved?”

      Liesel rolled her eyes. “Okay, I thought we were looking for something more sophisticated. I know enough to tell you that. Witches, seraphim, fae, even some greater demons.” She squinted at nothing in particular, her expression thoughtful. “Not vampires or shifters. If they wanted a private portal created, they’d have to hire someone capable of the work.”

      “Is there a way to narrow it down so that we can identify the type of creature that created a portal?” I asked.

      Liesel laughed. “You mean do they sign their portals like a work of art? No.” She lit up. “But we might be able to tell by the traces of energy left behind. It’s not a guarantee, though. As with any magic, there are ways to disguise your trail. If you think the portal might get traced back to you, you might add a layer of magic that makes it appear black, for instance, to throw suspicion on lesser demons. It really depends on how clever you are or how clever you think those investigating will be.”

      I flipped open one of the books. “I don’t know that the portal maker would expect anyone to be investigating. I think they realize the precarious position the owners of the stolen object are in.”

      I didn’t want to say too much in front of Liesel, but I suspect the thief knew that most of the Elders wouldn’t risk leaving the academy in pursuit of the book. They’d have to hire someone or send Elder Sam. He was the only one that left the spires with any regularity. I was never certain whether it was because he was the most capable or the most expendable. The thought made me sad. Elder Sam had already suffered great trauma being cast out of Dominion. It would have to be difficult to feel that you weren’t truly wanted anywhere.

      Liesel piled one book on top of another. “Portals will sometimes reflect the aura of the creature that created it, so red for witches and wizards, green for fae, black for lesser demons. You know them.”

      “That only helps if you happen to see the portal,” Rafe said. “No one saw this one and energy traces would be long gone.”

      “But we did see the portal at the burial ground,” I said. My mind flashed back to the glowing headstone. There had been a flash of green just before the second wave of demons appeared. It had been quick enough that I might have missed it, only I didn’t.

      “You think whoever’s creating the gray market entrances might also have created the portal to steal the book?” Liesel asked.

      “It’s an interesting theory. Artificial portals require a lot of magic.” Rafe scratched his head. “I didn’t notice a color at the burial ground though, did you?”

      I closed the book in front of me. “I’m pretty sure I saw green at the burial ground.”

      “Are you sure?” Rafe asked. “If we’re dealing with fae…”

      Liesel snorted. “And who would be better? Witches? Seraphim? Face it, Rafe. There are no good options here.”

      “The color didn’t really register at the time, but I definitely saw green.” My heart began to race. Finally, a solid lead that could lead us to the responsible party. “Do you have any fae contacts in the city?”

      Rafe and Liesel exchanged amused glances. “Have you ever met one of them?” Liesel asked.

      “No.” Then again, I lived a more isolated existence than either of the Watchers.

      “They don’t tend to spend any time in the human world,” Rafe said. “They stick to their own realm like seraphim. They think bounders are beneath them and demons even more so.”

      “How do we get into Faerie?” I asked.

      Rafe grunted. “We can’t just march into Faerie and demand to know which one of them created a portal for a thief and a murderer.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      Liesel and Rafe looked at each other and she smiled. “I don’t know, Rafe. Why not?”

      “Because it’s a bad idea.”

      “Do you have a better one?” I shot back.

      “We can find their emissary,” Rafe said. “Go through the proper channels.”

      “Do you really think we have time for that?” I asked.

      “Even more importantly, do you really think they’ll admit us once they know the reason why we want to go?” Liesel asked. “Ask for forgiveness, mate, not permission.”

      “Exactly!”

      “I can see I’m outnumbered here,” Rafe said, though he didn’t seem truly bothered. “I suppose we’ll need appropriate weapons.”

      “What’s wrong with swords?” I asked.

      “Nothing, except that regular swords won’t do them any damage,” Liesel said.

      I snapped my fingers, remembering. “Iron.”

      Liesel headed to a panel on the wall and opened it, revealing a secret door. She turned to look at me through hooded eyes. “What are you waiting for? Come and choose your weapons. It’s time to pay a visit to the Fair Folk.”
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      We arrived at Wissahickon State Park, which apparently housed the closest natural portal to Faerie. The Watchers kept it under surveillance in case any faeries decided to steal humans away to their realm. It didn’t happen as often as it used to, mainly because of the nephilim.

      We stood in an oak grove and prepared to enter the glowing portal.

      “You must be careful, Cassia,” Rafe said. “Under no circumstances can you trust them.”

      I looked at him askance. “How can we expect to learn anything helpful about the portal if we can’t trust anything they say?”

      “We can’t. We just have to decide which tidbits of information to give attention to and which to ignore. It won’t be easy.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Nothing ever is.”

      “Make sure not to accept any gifts either, no matter how small they seem. They delight in tricking unsuspecting guests.”

      “Tricking them how?” Somehow, I got the impression that these tricks were more than amusing jokes.

      “Take your pick,” Rafe said. “They’ll offer you certain food or drink that binds you to Faerie for the next cycle of the moon. If you’re really unlucky, they’ll trick you into agreeing to be part of their hunt.”

      “So what? You end up riding horses with them for a couple of days?” I’d always wanted to ride a horse ever since I read about them.

      “It wouldn’t be as pleasant as that,” Rafe said. “They are as beautiful as they are vicious and cruel. I know seraphim get a bad rap for their treatment of demons, but fae are just as bad in my opinion.”

      “It doesn’t need to be a contest,” I said. “They can both be terrible.”

      “Enough chatter. Let’s go, team,” Liesel said. The portal swallowed her whole.

      Rafe grinned at me. “You’re up.”

      I took a step forward and felt the familiar sensation of falling. It only lasted for a moment before I stepped into another forest. I knew it wasn’t the same one—the colors here were more vivid. The leaves were greener and the sky was bluer. I surveyed the bucolic forest and tried to imagine running for my life here. The revulsion in my stomach seemed in sharp contrast to the beauty of the forest.

      “What’s the plan then?” I asked, once Rafe appeared beside us. “How do we propose to keep from being fodder for their fun and games?”

      Rafe squared his shoulders. “That’s where being a nephilim will come in handy. They view seraphim as their equals. They would never willingly harm one of their offspring. There are rules.”

      “Yes, but do the rules extend to your companion?” I asked.

      “I’ll make sure that they do.” His tone left no room for doubt. I knew that Rafe would do everything in his power to protect me.

      “Our best bet seems to be traveling east,” Liesel said. “I sense water in that direction, always a good sign.”

      I peered at her. “How do you detect water? What power is that?”

      “Seraphim are connected to the elements and some of their offspring inherit traces of that ability,” Rafe said. “Liesel’s connection to water is strong.”

      She gave her shoulders a subtle lift. “Strong is probably an overstatement. I can’t control water. I can’t control any elements. I just have an acute sense of when it’s nearby. Not the most exciting power, but it has its uses.”

      “And it seems that you have plenty of others to compensate,” I said.

      Liesel offered a flirtatious smile. “One of these days, maybe I’ll get to show you.”

      “Give it a rest, will you?” Rafe asked.

      Liesel’s eyes danced with amusement. “I know you’re not jealous when it comes to me, so it can only be bianco diablo here. I can’t blame you. You know I’m smitten myself.”

      Rafe groaned. “Nobody’s smitten. Nobody even uses the word smitten.”

      Liesel smiled and patted his cheek. “You’re so easy to torture.”

      We headed east until we encountered a river. The air was refreshing along the riverbank so we moved closer to take advantage of it.

      “Look how clear the water is,” I said. I could see shiny pebbles nestled at the bottom. I’d never been anywhere like this. Outside of the spires, the city was the only place I’d visited. The landscape of Faerie seemed vast and empty in comparison.

      “Why don’t we fly?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that give us a better vantage point?”

      “It would also risk an arrow piercing your heart if the three of us took to the skies here,” Liesel said. “They would take it as a threat.”

      “Personally, I think they’re still bitter that they didn’t get wings,” Rafe said. “It’s one of the main advantages that other creatures have over them. Even one that they deem beneath them.” He gave me a pointed look.

      The more I learned about the fae, the less I wanted to meet one. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to follow up on the one good lead we had.

      A rustling sound in the trees drew my attention to the top branches. A flash of gold nearly blinded me.

      “Someone’s watching us,” I said quietly.

      More rustling indicated that our follower was not alone.

      Someone jumped down from a tree branch. Rafe’s hand moved instinctively to the hilt of his sword. My fingers itched, but I kept them still. If I needed a dagger, I was confident I could reach it quickly enough.

      The fae strode toward us. His golden hair hung past his shoulders. His features were angular with a narrow nose and high cheekbones. More faeries dropped down from the hulking oak trees. I watched each one with a stunned expression. I had no inkling that they’d been lurking so close to us. At least the Watchers were as clueless as I was. If the faeries’ presence escaped their notice, then I could hardly berate myself for missing the clues.

      He observed us coolly. “Welcome to Faerie, son and daughters of our celestial neighbors. May I offer you any assistance?”

      No one was foolish enough to correct him about my heritage.

      “I am Nim, the protector of this river,” he continued. “I know this area as though it were part of my own body. Any guidance you require, I can surely be of service.”

      “My name is Rafe and I’m a Watcher in the mortal realm. These are my companions, Liesel and Cassia. We’ve come in search of information about an artificial portal.”

      “Someone created a portal to commit crimes in the city we protect,” Liesel added. “The energy associated with the portal was green, which leads us here for obvious reasons.”

      Nim frowned, appearing troubled. “Creating a portal for the purpose of harming those in the mortal realm is not our way. You will want to speak with Neil. He is an advisor to the queen of the Seelie Court. He will be in a better position to answer your questions.”

      “How do we find the court?” Rafe asked.

      Nim glanced over his shoulder. “I can send two of my subordinates with you.”

      “We don’t want any favors,” Liesel said carefully.

      Nim’s lips curled into a smile. “Consider it a mere gesture of hospitality.”

      Liesel nodded, satisfied. “We appreciate your kindness.”

      Nim jerked his head and two of his subordinates stepped forward—one male and one female. “Take them safely to Neil,” he said.

      The subordinates bowed before joining us. “This way,” the female said. She continued along the river in the direction we’d already been headed.

      “Is it far?” I asked.

      “Not the way we go,” the female fae said. We reached a footbridge that spanned the river and our escorts urged us to cross it. Instead of continuing alongside the river, we headed straight into the woods where a giant hawthorn tree towered over the other trees. The male faerie blew colorful dust from his hand and a doorway appeared.

      “A portal?” I asked.

      The female faerie smiled. “No, merely a cloaked entrance. You’ll see.” She entered behind her companion and the three of us followed. The base of the tree was so enormous that Liesel and I were able to pass through the entrance side-by-side without our shoulders touching. Steps spiraled downward, but those we had to take one at a time. The earthy scents of the forest permeated the passageway.

      “We’re lucky we’re on the side of Faerie that belongs to the Seelie Court,” Liesel said. “I’d much rather take my chances with them than the Unseelie.”

      The female escort craned her neck to look at us. “Don’t be so quick to dismiss the strength of our Seelie queen,” she said. “She is not as soft as her appearance suggests.”

      We reached the bottom of the spiraling steps and continued along a tunnel. Thankfully, it smelled far more pleasant than the tunnels beneath the city. Instead of reaching another set of steps, we emerged from another tree and I quickly realized that we were near a cliff overlooking the sea. The ruins of a castle beckoned in the distance.

      “Quite the shortcut,” Liesel said.

      The male faerie offered a smug smile. “It has its uses.”

      The sound of pipes drifted through the air, growing louder as we approached the court. Random fae gave us cursory glances as we entered through a courtyard. Flowers loomed all around us and a gurgling fountain served as the focal point of the courtyard. The pipes continued as we passed through.

      When we reached a stone archway, we were intercepted by another golden-haired faerie with a dagger cinched at the waste. Most of the faeries wore gauzy white dresses or light tunics with golden breaches. The soldier in front of us wore armor that appeared to be made of light blue glass. It was strangely beautiful.

      “Nim has instructed us to deliver these guests to Neil.”

      The guard gave a curt nod and motioned us forward.

      We followed the guard through the archway and along a stone path that was flanked by fragments of walls and no ceiling. Most of the castle seemed to be exposed to the elements. In the distance, I could still hear the faint sound of waves crashing against the cliff. More music greeted my ears as we passed through room after room, each one open to the sky. We passed a pole with colorful ribbons streaming from its middle and each ribbon decorated with flowers. Faeries giggled and whispered as we walked by.

      The guard finally stopped in front of an open doorway. “Guests of the realm here to see you, sir,” he said. The guard moved aside to allow us entry.

      “Welcome friends,” Neil said. The faerie was shorter than the ones we’d already encountered, with fuller lips and golden hair tied at the nape of his neck with a light blue ribbon.

      Rafe entered first and bowed slightly. “I’m Rafe, a Watcher from the mortal realm and these are my companions. We seek your help in obtaining information.”

      “We seek a faerie capable of creating portals,” Liesel interjected. “One that is skilled in such matters and willing to do so for a price or a cause.”

      “And what trouble has this portal caused?” Neil asked.

      “It resulted in a theft of a valuable object, as well as the death of an innocent victim,” Rafe said.

      “Death?” Neil regarded us somberly. “You level a serious accusation against one of our kind.”

      “We haven’t come here to create trouble,” I said. “We wouldn’t have come at all if the matter weren’t serious. Whoever created this portal has no regard for life. We have to find them.”

      “I agree. This is no small matter. As such, I will need to discuss it with the queen.” He adjusted the ribbon at the back of his neck. “I shall return in a moment.”

      We remained rooted in place. “On the upside, no one looks particularly violent,” I said.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” Rafe said.

      “They play pipes,” I said.

      “So do the Scots,” Liesel shot back.

      I thought about our human history lessons. “I take your point.”

      Neil finally returned with an inscrutable expression. “Queen Mae has requested that you feast with us this evening.”

      “We appreciate the offer, sir, but we don’t want to inconvenience your queen,” Rafe said. “We’re happy to discuss the matter now and return to our realm where we belong.”

      I could tell by Neil’s heavy stare that this was the wrong response.

      “Then do not think of it as a request,” Neil said in a low voice. Then he bowed. “When you hear the horn, you will know it is time to dine.” That was clearly our cue to leave.

      We shuffled out of the room, uncertain where to go next. No one seemed bothered that we were freely roaming the court with our iron weapons, which struck me as odd.

      “Why haven’t they stripped us of our weapons?” I whispered. A stone path emptied into another, smaller courtyard with a rose garden and we took refuge there.

      “Because if we so much as lift a dagger in this place, they’ll be well within their rights to kill us where we stand,” Liesel said. “They’ve offered us hospitality. We must be on our best behavior now.”

      “I intend to,” I said. “I want to find the portal maker as quickly as possible and go home.”

      “Mind your manners during the feast,” Liesel said. “The slightest misstep could be perceived as a slight.”

      I swallowed hard. Manners weren’t exactly my strong suit. When I was younger, I’d climb onto the kitchen counter and take whatever food Aldo was making. No one chastised me for it except Elder Alastor and only because he chastised me for everything, even breathing when the mood struck him.

      If our visit had been under different circumstances, it would have been a pleasant way to pass the day. The fae seemed to enjoy dancing and music and lively conversation. There didn’t seem to be a grumpy Elder Alastor among them. Lucky fae.

      When the horn sounded, we followed the trail of fae to the dining area—an open-air section of the castle with a breathtaking view of the sea.

      “The fae know how to eat a meal,” Liesel said.

      As we approached the table, a young faerie intercepted us. She was pretty and petite with a faded blue ribbon woven through a braid. “Queen Mae insists that you sit beside her.” She directed us to two chairs to the queen’s left and one to the queen’s right. “I’d remain standing until she’s seated if I were you.” She winked and skipped down to the opposite end of the table.

      The table sat twenty guests and we all stood behind our chairs until the queen arrived. Pipes changed abruptly to a flute to announce her entrance. She was resplendent in a pale green dress and a crown of oak leaves on her golden hair. She gave us a benevolent smile.

      “Welcome to the Seelie Court, honored guests,” she said.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Your Majesty,” Liesel said.

      The queen inclined her head. “My friends look hungry tonight. Let us eat so that they may be sated.” She sat and everyone quickly followed suit.

      The feast was impressive. Servants brought dishes filled with exotic fruits and vegetables in deep, rich colors. A large platter in the middle of the table boasted a few different types of meat. There was also a fish stew and several offerings of cheese.

      A servant filled my empty goblet with a pale pink liquid and I tasted it.

      “It’s sweet,” I said.

      “Not too sweet, I hope,” the queen said. She took a sip from her own goblet. “Ah, yes. Satisfyingly sweet. Like a first kiss.”

      “Now you’re speaking my language,” Liesel said.

      “Neil has explained your situation,” Queen Mae said. “Where was this portal created?”

      “In the mortal realm, Your Majesty,” Rafe said. “A city called Philadelphia.”

      “I see. In America.” She sipped demurely from her goblet. “And you saw evidence of fae handiwork?”

      “The residual energy was green, Your Majesty,” I said.

      Queen Mae nibbled on a bright yellow piece of fruit. “The creation of portals is a rare gift, even among my kind. Power like that tends to flow through royal blood.”

      “Can you create portals, Your Majesty?” I asked.

      The queen straightened her shoulders. “Naturally, not that I claim any responsibility for yours. My place is here in Faerie.”

      My cheeks colored. “I didn’t mean to insinuate…”

      The queen waved me off. “Not to worry, halfling. I did not take it as an insult.” She leaned forward. “There is, in fact, a faerie here that fits the criteria. As she was in the City of Brotherly Love recently, I suspect she must answer to you.”

      My grip tightened on the stem of the goblet. “She’s here?”

      “Yes. My niece, Aislinn.” Her gaze swept down the long table in search of her. “It seems she’s opted not to join us this evening. Pity.”

      “When do you think we’d be able to speak to her, Your Majesty?” Rafe asked. “After the feast?”

      The queen’s eyes glittered with mischief. “No, I think not.”

      Liesel chewed her healthy portion of roast pheasant. “You want something from us first.” It was more of a statement than a question.

      “My, aren’t you the clever one?” Queen Mae said in a condescending tone. “I suppose it’s only fair. If I do this courtesy for you, then is it too much to expect a favor in return?”

      Rafe offered her an easy smile. “Not at all, Your Majesty. We’d be happy to oblige.”

      She leaned back against her chair, satisfied. “I thought as much.”

      “What is it you’d like us to do?” Liesel asked. There was an edge to her voice and I got the distinct impression that the Watcher wasn’t a fan of the faerie queen.

      “Tomorrow morning, you will hunt,” Queen Mae said.

      My eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “The Wild Hunt?” I’d read about the Wild Hunt with its unstoppable horde of faeries. I’d had nightmares about it as a child.

      “No, not that one,” Queen Mae said, and I relaxed. “Merely a hunt. There’s a creature that’s been preying upon the animals in the forest. One of you must be responsible for ridding us of this foul beast.”

      “And if we deem that Aislinn has broken our laws, we’ll be free to take her with us to answer for her crimes?” Rafe asked.

      The queen folded her hands primly. “Should you succeed in your task, then you’re welcome to do as you wish.”

      “And if we fail?” he asked.

      Her smile didn’t extend to her eyes. “Then I’m welcome to do as I wish.”

      Liesel downed her drink. “You would really agree to hand over your niece and let us try her by our laws instead of yours?”

      “We have a treaty to uphold, halfling, or have you forgotten?”

      Liesel narrowed her eyes, appearing to assess the queen. “She’s your rival, isn’t she? Aislinn. I assume she’s young and beautiful and the next choice for the throne.”

      The queen’s smile faded and she stared intently at Liesel. “Like I said, we have a treaty between our kinds and the fae of the Seelie Court honor their agreements. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      “Fair enough,” Liesel said, but it was very clear from the queen’s response that Liesel had guessed correctly.

      “So, will you hunt this creature for me?” the queen asked.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I’d never hunted before. The idea of pursuing a living creature with the intent of killing it didn’t sit well with me. On the other hand, letting Mariska’s killer go free didn’t sit well with me either. The choice was no choice at all.

      “We’ll do it,” I said.

      “Excellent, I’ll have my servants equip you with appropriate weapons. You won’t be hunting this creature with iron swords.” She clucked her tongue. “A bow and arrow will be much more effective.”

      “You’ll ride at dawn,” Neil said.

      “Will the creature be active during the day?” Rafe asked.

      “Dusk and dawn are its most active periods,” Neil said. “Dusk is no longer an option today, so dawn it is.”

      “We’ll provide you with sleeping quarters tonight,” Queen Mae said. “You are our honored guests, after all.”

      “Thank you for your gracious hospitality, Your Majesty,” I said.

      The queen angled her head as she raised her goblet. “A toast to friendship between our kinds. The realms may divide us in body but not in spirit.”

      “To the queen,” Neil said.

      We raised our goblets in unison. “To the queen,” everyone said.
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      The morning of the hunt was clear and bright. I wasn’t sure how much that mattered since we’d be under the canopy of the forest most of the time anyway. The fae gave us all the necessary provisions, including three beautiful horses. I stroked the sleek neck of my ebony mare. I thought she might be skittish when she saw my wings, but she seemed perfectly at ease with me.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever used a bow and arrow,” Liesel said. “I’m glad they let me bring this nifty hatchet.”

      “I’m a pretty good shot,” I said. I had to be after all the years of practice with Elder Sam. He wanted me to excel with every weapon I’d likely encounter outside of the academy. I knew he had to be worried sick about me, especially after my fight with the Whistler. Knowing Elder Sam, he blamed himself for my current predicament.

      “I can track the creature, though an accurate description would’ve been helpful,” Rafe said. “Everyone seemed to have a different opinion. They couldn’t even agree on the number of legs.”

      Liesel snorted. “Just follow the trail of carcasses. According to the stable hand, this creature leaves no feather unplucked.”

      As we steered the horses into the depths of the forest, I shifted uncomfortably. My bottom decided that horseback riding wasn’t the pleasant experience I thought it would be.

      Rafe brought his horse to a stop and leaped to the forest floor.

      “What is it?” Liesel asked.

      He peered at a small, dark patch on the ground. “Blood.”

      “That’s it? One little drop of blood? That could be anything.” Liesel surveyed the area. “I’m starting to think this whole thing is a wild goose chase for their own merriment.”

      Rafe took a few careful steps forward. “There’s a trail. Something was killed here and then carried away.”

      “Why not kill it and eat it here?” I asked.

      “Maybe it’s a Yorkshire terrier,” Liesel said. “My neighbor has one and she says that it carries a few pieces of kibble at a time out of the bowl and eats them somewhere else.”

      “Yes, that seems likely,” Rafe said, his tone laced with sarcasm. “A Yorkshire terrier wandered through the portal and is terrorizing the realm of Faerie.”

      “Just the Seelie Court side,” Liesel reminded him.

      Rafe continued to track the traces of blood. As he approached a large oak tree, he turned toward us and put a finger to his lips. He reached for his weapon and I strung the bow just in case. My gaze remained riveted to the tree.

      A single acorn fell to the ground and I instinctively glanced upward to the branch. A glimpse of teeth and claws startled me. Unfortunately, it surprised the horses as well. My mare reared up, so I released my hold on her and went airborne. Flying in a forest wasn’t easy—something I would’ve known if Elder Sam had ever taken me elsewhere for training exercises.

      The creature jumped to the safety of a neighboring oak. The trees were close together and bursting with life, which made it difficult to see our target other than a flash of brown fur.

      I took a shot. The creature howled and scrambled higher. That must’ve been how it managed to evade the fae. They couldn’t fly and the creature took advantage of that fact. Then again, the woodland fae seemed to be skilled climbers.

      I flew level with the creature and drew the bow. It leaped to the next tree and I realized that it had flaps under its arms. Either the creature was too injured to fly or the flaps only allowed it to glide. My money was on the latter.

      I let the arrow fly and a soft grunt followed. The creature fell to the ground with a thud. The arrow had pierced its side and remained stuck there.

      “Finish it off,” Liesel called.

      I watched as the creature clawed at the earth to get away. The pain had to be overwhelming, yet it refused to give up. Something stirred inside me. It had no chance of survival now, except—

      “I can’t kill it,” I said.

      The creature seemed to understand because it stopped moving.

      “Well, I’ll do it then.” Liesel leaped down from the horse.

      “No!” I blocked her path to the wounded creature. “Please don’t.”

      She eyed me closely. “What’s going on?”

      I turned back to see that the wound was bright pink and bleeding. I crouched beside the creature. “No one is killing it.”

      “Then the queen won’t hold up her end of the bargain,” Rafe said.

      “She only said we had to rid them of the beast,” I said, recalling the queen’s words. “She didn’t specifically say we had to kill it.”

      The creature’s breathing was slow and labored now. Hesitantly, I leaned closer. “How do I remove the arrow without killing it?”

      Rafe and Liesel loomed over us. “What is it?” Rafe asked. “I can’t say I’ve seen a beast like this before.” The creature turned its mournful eyes to us.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s just trying to survive like the rest of us. It doesn’t deserve to be hunted.”

      “Then what do you plan to do with it?” Liesel asked. “If you let it go, it’ll just continue to steal from the fae.”

      Rafe rubbed his hands together, emitting a white light. “Remove the arrow, Cassia. The wound is small enough that I should be able to heal it.”

      Liesel’s head swiveled. “Are you two serious?”

      I removed the arrow as carefully as I could and Rafe placed his hands over the wound. The creature’s fur began to recede and I scrambled backward. “Rafe, what are you doing?”

      He removed his hands, his expression puzzled. “It isn’t me.”

      The teeth and claws retracted and the flaps dissolved. The body stretched and smoothed forming an entirely new shape. I gasped.

      The creature looked like us.

      “He’s a greater demon,” Liesel said.

      The greater demon moved to a seated position. “Thank you. I am in your debt.”

      “Don’t thank us yet,” Rafe said. It was impossible miss the note of suspicion in his voice. “Are you a shapeshifter?”

      “No,” he said. “My name is Damasca. My home is in the Nether, or was.” His eyes took on the same sorrowful expression as when he’d dropped to the ground.

      “How did you end up here?” I asked.

      “We fled our home in the Nether because of hostilities there and arranged transport to a different part of the realm until we decided on next steps.”

      Rafe’s expression hardened. “Let me guess. You weren’t taken to the agreed-upon place.”

      He shook his head. “We paid our handlers and were brought here instead and left in the mountains. We didn’t even realize it was Faerie until we encountered a group of fae.”

      “How long ago was this?” Rafe asked.

      The demon lowered his head. “Too long, my friend.”

      “How did you get turned into…whatever you were?” Rafe asked.

      “One of the fae,” he said. “We come down from the mountain to source food. If we’re unlucky, we’re captured and used by the fae for their own purposes. It seems they like to hunt but consider it more sporting if we don’t look like greater demons.”

      Anger rushed through me. “They turned you into a beast and then wanted us to hunt you?”

      “And you broke the spell,” the demon said, managing a smile.

      “I think it might’ve been Rafe’s healing powers.” I looked at the nephilim.

      “So there are more of you?” Liesel asked, stepping closer.

      He nodded. “We live in the mountains. When we need provisions, we send two volunteers. Sometimes we don’t come back. It took a few disappearances to discover why.”

      “Why can’t you all leave through the main portal?” I asked.

      “The only portal in this realm between here and the Nether is on the lands of the Unseelie Court and we don’t dare trespass there,” he said. “We’d be killed before we all made it through.”

      “So that’s why you only come to this side to find food?” Rafe asked.

      “It’s not safe, as you can see,” he said, “but our chances of survival are better. I’ve been fortunate in evading the fae and have been able to leave game at the base of the mountain, hoping that one of my brethren would find it. I’d just caught another rabbit when you happened upon me.”

      “Why would they treat us like honored guests and hunt you like an animal?” I asked.

      “I told you, Cassia.” Rafe extended a hand to help Damasca to his feet and handed the demon a spare tunic from the pack. “The fae have a hierarchy.”

      “Let’s not pretend it’s just the fae,” I said. I shifted my focus to the demon, who was now partially clothed. “We need to bring you to the queen, but I swear on my life I won’t let them hurt you. You’ll have your freedom.”

      Damasca seemed hesitant, which I understood. It was a lot to ask given what they’d done to him.

      “Please. Trust me,” I said.

      “As I said, I am in your debt.”

      He rode with Liesel back to the castle. We were met at the stables by the queen and her entourage.

      “I see you brought a trophy,” the queen said.

      “Not a trophy,” I said, not bothering to hide my scorn. “His name is Damasca.”

      Queen Mae’s icy gaze flicked to the greater demon and back to me. “How wonderful that you managed to break the spell. Well done. You passed the test.”

      I blanched. “The test?”

      “Your compassion for this unfortunate creature broke the cruel spell that had been cast upon him,” the queen said.

      She was lying to save face, though I wasn’t sure why. She was the queen. Why not assert her authority over us? Then I remembered Liesel’s remark about Aislinn at the feast. The queen wanted us to prevail, regardless of the outcome because she wanted us to take care of Aislinn for her. She clearly believed her niece was guilty of the charge against her.

      “If you’re so invested in compassion, then why not help those demons trapped on the mountain?” I asked.

      “Those mountains are between our lands,” she said. “I am not risking the wrath of the Unseelie Court to help wayward demons.”

      “What if I do it?” I asked.

      “No one in the Seelie Court will stop you,” she said, “but I cannot speak for our Unseelie sisters and brothers.”

      We had to try. These demons were trapped in Faerie. They’d be picked off one by one if we didn’t help them get to safety.

      “Are you sure you want to waste time on this?” Liesel whispered. “We don’t even know what kind of demons are there. What if they’re depraved lesser demons?”

      “Does Damasca look depraved to you?” I asked.

      She dropped her gaze. “No, he looks frightened.”

      “They don’t deserve to be hunted like animals.” Like I’d been. Like all the cambions at Domus Academy would have been had the Elders not rescued them.

      Rafe covered my hand with his. “Then we’ll speak to Aislinn and then we’ll go to the mountain.”

      I gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

      

      After the return of our weapons, we were brought to a courtyard where a young faerie in a flowing white dress awaited us. Her golden hair was tied in a thick braid and she wore a crown of oak leaves on her head. She looked every bit a queen in waiting.

      “You’re Aislinn?” I asked. She didn’t appear much older than me, though I knew looks could be deceiving when it came to faeries and age.

      She bowed her head. “My beloved aunt says you wish to ask me questions about my special skill.”

      “We understand you can create portals with faerie magic,” Rafe said.

      “That’s right. It’s an enviable skill. I was rather a hellion as a young girl, forever escaping whatever punishment had been laid upon me.” She clasped her hands in front of her, seemingly pleased with this confession.

      “We understand you were recently in the mortal realm,” Rafe said. “Philadelphia.”

      “What of it? I like it there. The humans are so eager to know me.” She touched a dreamy finger to her lips. “I never pass an opportunity for a visit.”

      “And what opportunity presented itself this time?” Liesel asked.

      “Someone wanted information, much like you,” she said. “He’d heard of my skill from a mutual friend and wanted to know my method for creating portals.”

      “And did you share it?” Rafe asked.

      “I told him it’s instinctual for me and nothing I could teach.”

      “Did he ask you to create one for him?” I asked.

      She plucked a bright piece of fruit from a low-hanging branch. “No, curiously he didn’t. I suppose he wanted the freedom to make portals whenever and wherever he wanted. He certainly couldn’t call upon me for that. I’m not a servant.”

      “What happened?” Liesel asked. “You had your fun in the city and returned to Faerie?”

      “Not quite,” she said. “He asked for a vial of my blood first. He offered to pay me handsomely in coins, or some other manner.” She smiled demurely. “My tastes are quite variable.”

      Her blood. “You gave it to him, didn’t you?” I asked.

      “It seemed a fair deal,” she said. “I enjoyed my payment for two whole nights afterward.”

      I turned to my companions. “That’s why the portal glowed green. Whoever made the portal used Aislinn’s blood in the spell to leave a trace of faerie instead of whatever he is.”

      “A wizard,” Aislinn said. “That’s what he is. A very clever one too. His name is Mephisto.”

      I glanced at Rafe and Liesel, who wore matching blank expressions. “You don’t know the name?”

      “No,” Liesel said, “which is strange because we tend to keep a running list of ones to watch in the mortal realm.”

      “He must make an effort to stay off our radar,” Rafe said.

      “Well, he has invisibility skills,” I said, remembering Harlan’s story. “So it’s entirely possible.”

      “Where did you meet him?” I asked.

      Aislinn bit into the fruit and chewed while she considered the question. “A human watering hole called Hole in the Wall. He didn’t want to meet anywhere there would be non-mortals.” She scrunched her nose. “I wasn’t keen on the clientele, but we didn’t stay. Once we agreed to terms, we went to the Ritz Carlton where he made payment.” She smiled. “Much better.”

      “Can you describe him?” Rafe asked.

      “Taller than you with a bushy beard,” Aislinn said, looking at Rafe. “Thinner than you. That is, less muscle.” She gave him a flirtatious wink. “Brown hair the color of a badger’s fur. Deep lines across his brow, like he frowns a lot more than he should.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “That’s very helpful.”

      Aislinn beamed. “I do what I can.”

      And now we’d do what we could.

      Rafe shot a quick look at Damasca, who waited patiently by the hedge. He looked back at me and lowered his voice. “Are you still sure about the mountains? We could leave Faerie right now and track down Mephisto.”

      I felt torn. As much as I wanted to rush back to the city and follow our new lead, I couldn’t leave without at least trying to help the trapped demons. If Elder Sam hadn’t risked himself to help me out of the goodness of his heart, I wouldn’t be here now. I owed the universe that much.

      “You want to go to the mountains?” Aislinn asked. “Why would you want to do that? The only creatures there are depraved and cast out of their own realm.”

      “Damasca says his kind are prisoners of the mountain, trapped between the Seelie and Unseelie Courts,” I said.

      Aislinn nibbled on the fruit, seemingly unconcerned. “Suit yourselves. My aunt won’t provide you with any assistance to travel there. She won’t risk the wrath of the Unseelie should you be caught.”

      “The mountains are between your lands,” Liesel said. “Why should the Unseelie care?”

      Aislinn tipped her head back and laughed. “Oh, trust me. They’ll care just for the sake of it. Their dark natures demand it.”

      An idea began to take shape in my mind. “Aislinn, can you create a portal to anywhere?”

      The pretty faerie regarded me like I was a simpleton. “I could create a link to Dominion itself if I really wanted to.” She raised her chin a fraction, almost daring the nephilim to object.

      “It isn’t Dominion I’m thinking of,” I said. “Listen, you don’t want these demons in Faerie, right?”

      “This isn’t their home,” Aislinn agreed.

      “What if you used your special skill to relocate the demons back to the Nether?” I asked. “You’d solve this problem for your aunt. I bet she’d be very grateful.”

      Aislinn polished off the remainder of the fruit as she considered the suggestion. “I’d be a hero, wouldn’t I? More importantly, my aunt would be in my debt.” The subtle curve of her lips was pure mischief. “This is a fine idea, halfling.”

      Excitement rose within me and I beckoned to Damasca. He came forward reluctantly, one wary eye trained on Aislinn. I placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

      “Damasca, this faerie is able to create a portal to return your group to the Nether, if that’s what you desire.”

      His dark eyes sparkled with hope. “Truly?”

      “You have my word. Just let me know where and when.” Aislinn tossed the core over her shoulder and sauntered out of the courtyard. “May the wind rise at your back, halflings.”

      And then she was gone.

      “Cassia, that was genius,” Liesel said, bursting into a wide smile.

      “A natural diplomat,” Rafe agreed.

      “I cannot speak on behalf of the group,” Damasca said. “It is not my place, but I cannot see why they wouldn’t agree.”

      “We’ll take our proposal to them,” I said. “Can you show us the way?”

      The demon broke into a smile. “With pleasure.”

      

      “Screw it. We’re flying up,” Liesel said. We stood at the base of the mountain, ready to escort Damasca back to his group. “I can handle our wingless friend.”

      “Are you sure?” Rafe asked. “I don’t mind.”

      Damasca appeared hesitant. “I might mind.”

      I smiled. “Not sure about heights?”

      “Trees are as high as I typically go,” he admitted. “Though I’ll make an exception in this case, if only to return home faster.”

      The three of us spread our wings and launched into the air, with Liesel scooping up Damasca as she ascended. There were no soft hills here, only rough cliffs and rocky terrain. A narrow river snaked around the mountain. I spotted a lone figure hunched over the water and tilted my wings for a closer look. Damasca noticed the figure as well because he indicated that we should land.

      As I skimmed the ground, I saw the figure draw a pail from the water. Her gray, wiry hair was pulled into a tight bun. She didn’t turn around when we landed behind her.

      “Hello?” I crept forward, not wanting to startle her.

      She set the pail aside and slowly swiveled until she faced us. Her olive skin showed signs of sun and age and her gray eyes were edged with red.

      “Yara.” Damasca rushed forward and embraced her. The older demon squeezed him once before releasing him.

      “When Ule returned without you, we moved camp again, but I knew you’d come back to us,” she said. Her eyes locked on mine and she seemed startled, as though she hadn’t noticed us until now. “What are you doing here?”

      “My name is Cassia and these are my friends. We’ve come to help you,” I said. Although the weight of her stare made me uneasy, I refused to show it. There was an air of confidence about her that seemed at odds with her situation.

      The older demon narrowed her eyes. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      “Yara, be kind. They saved me,” Damasca said.

      “We’re not enemies,” Liesel said. “Our role is to protect the mortal realm and you’re not a threat there.”

      She angled her head. “And why are you here and not there?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said.

      The older demon lifted the full pail from the ground. I offered to take it from her, but she shooed my hand away.

      “My family?” Damasca asked.

      “Safe,” the older demon replied. “Come.” She walked away from the river and we trailed behind her. We trudged along a rocky path until we reached a winding path through a forest. The trees were so close together that their branches overlapped and I was tempted to slice through them with my blade. Finally, we spilled out into a large grove where the rest of the demons had set up temporary living arrangements. I saw beds of straw and leaves and a campfire with a spit.

      The first demon to spot us dropped the small knife in his hand and narrowly avoided stabbing his own foot.

      Yara addressed the group in a language I didn’t understand, although it sounded oddly familiar, like a song I’d heard before but couldn’t remember the lyrics. The other demons huddled closer to listen but also to examine us. Clearly no one had ever visited them in their mountain hideaway before.

      “How would you like to return to the Nether?” I asked.

      Yara’s eyes rounded. “All of us?”

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s the deal. There’s a faerie in the Seelie Court that can create portals to anywhere. Aislinn. She’s agreed to create one for you, so that you can leave Faerie and go home.”

      The woman with her arms around Damasca planted a wet kiss on his cheek. “Home,” she said.

      I shifted my attention to the older demon. She appeared to be the leader of the group and I knew her response would be the deciding factor.

      “She offers this with the expectation of nothing in return?” the older demon asked, her gray eyes practically slits. There was no trust between these demons and the fae, not that I blamed them.

      “All you need to do is walk through the portal to hold up your end of the agreement,” Rafe said.

      “We can go home, Yara,” Damasca said to the older demon. “Where we belong.”

      Yara’s gaze swept over the rest of the greater demons. “I need a moment to think.” She left the grove, her face lined with worry.

      I hurried after her. “If you’re concerned about Aislinn breaking her promise, she won’t. We’ll stay in Faerie until you’ve all returned safely.”

      The older demon was silent for a moment, studying me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “This life never ceases to surprise me.”

      “I’m just glad we’re able to help…”

      She shook her head. “That is not what I mean.” She reached toward me, but then seemed to change her mind. “You have the look of him, especially that stubborn jaw.”

      “I look like someone you know?”

      “Yes, child. Your father.”

      It felt as though all the air had been sucked from my lungs. It took a moment to recover my voice. “How do you know my father’s identity? I don’t even know.”

      “I know because I spent my entire childhood looking at his face. He is my brother.”

      Her brother. “How can you be sure?” I asked.

      “I imagine you have one of these.” She shifted the neckline of her top to reveal a dark blue mark in the shape of a star. When I glanced at my midriff, she smiled. “I see that you do.”

      “Does he know about me?” I asked.

      “That I cannot say,” Yara said. Her eyes softened. “I do look forward to seeing him again when I return to the Nether. It has been too long.”

      “He’s alive?” My heart thumped wildly in my chest.

      “I certainly hope so,” Yara said. “He was when I was last in the Nether.”

      If he was alive, then why did he not keep me and raise me himself? Why was I discarded in the mortal realm like human garbage?

      “I was found as an infant, abandoned in the mortal realm,” I said. “I was saved from a Whistler.”

      Her weathered hand pressed against my cheek. “Fortune smiled upon you that day, child. This does not surprise me, given the prophecy.”

      “What prophecy?”

      “When my brother was born, our father went to see a seer to find out all the achievements he could expect from his firstborn son, as is our custom. The seer told our father to expect many wonderful accomplishments, but to beware—the birth of his first child would mean our father’s doom.”

      “That’s…not a great omen.”

      “Not for anyone, but certainly not for a king.”

      I blanched. “The king?”

      Yara pursed her lips. “Yes, my father. Your grandfather. The King of the Nether.”

      I knew the birthmark was connected to the royal family, of course, but to hear the truth spoken was another thing entirely.

      “My father warned my brother that, when he came of age, any romantic prospects had to be approved by our father, which is not unusual in the royal family.”

      “He didn’t know about the prophecy?” I asked.

      “Not at first, but it was common knowledge by the time he reached maturity. Eventually, he chose the role of emissary to escape our father’s constant scrutiny. It allowed him to spend time outside of the Nether.”

      “Like in the mortal realm.” Where he presumably met my mother.

      “The Nether has dealings with all the realms,” Yara said. “Even here, though there is not much need for it sadly, or our presence may have been discovered sooner.”

      “Do you know my mother’s name?” I asked. “Know if she’s alive?”

      Yara averted her gaze. “I’m sorry. I wish I knew more. My brother and I did not share confidences. He was away too often.”

      “Do you think that’s why he abandoned me? To keep me safe from the king?” I asked. It didn’t explain everything, but it was a reasonable start.

      “It is understandable to have so many questions, but I’m afraid I’m ill-equipped to provide the answers you seek. I will tell you that the king is not an easy demon to live with. He became paranoid and unreasonable after the prophecy. Began accusing his advisors of conspiring against him. Factions formed.”

      “What about your mother?” I asked.

      “It was after her death that I decided to leave. The tensions grew worse between factions. I worried for the safety of the greater demons without royal blood, but I did not have the courage to stand up to my father, so I acted in secret.”

      “Are you sure you want to go back?” I asked.

      The older demon nodded. “It is time. I have hidden from my responsibilities long enough.”

      “It’s not your fault that you got stuck here,” I said. “It’s not as though you knew what would happen.”

      “It is my fault I chose to leave the conflict behind and to take innocents with me. I should have stayed in Enir.”

      “Is that where the palace is?” I asked.

      “No, it is the village where I made my home. I was never comfortable in the palace. Too much heightened emotion all the time.” She lowered her gaze. “You do not want my father’s rage directed at you or anyone you care about.”

      “Will you be in danger when you go back?” It was hard to imagine what Yara’s life had been like there. Maybe Faerie was the lesser of two evils.

      She scratched her cheek with a long, sharp nail. “It is a chance I must take. Perhaps I will try to reconcile with him as a way of protecting my friends.”

      “Then I guess you’ve made your decision,” I said.

      Yara glanced over her shoulder toward the grove. “It was no decision at all really. There are others who suffer because of my choice. I will not allow it to continue out of fear.” She fixed her gaze on me. “Your friends—the nephilim—they do not know, do they?”

      Instinctively, I glanced in the direction of the grove. “No. There’s still too much I don’t know.”

      We returned to the grove where a celebration appeared to be taking place. Children had made wreaths of flowers and leaves to wear as necklaces. Rafe had a pink daisy tucked behind his ear and held the hand of a small demon girl.

      “You make an adorable couple,” I said.

      He grinned. “Thank you. Pink is my signature color.”

      “Have we reached an agreement?” Damasca asked. His chest rose and fell as he awaited the answer.

      “We are going home,” Yara said, loud enough for all to hear. Cries of joy erupted and the demons embraced one another.

      “Promise you won’t say anything to anyone about me,” I whispered to the older demon.

      “It is not my story to tell,” Yara said. She squeezed my hand. “But we shall meet again, Cassia. Of that I am certain.”
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      Aislinn didn’t renege on her bargain and the demons were safely transported back to the Nether. There was nothing to do but hope that Yara was able to avoid retribution for her and the other demons. The younger children in the mountains hadn’t even been born when their parents left the Nether. Would the king be so cruel as to exact punishment on them as well? Was my grandfather that heartless?

      “Cassia?” Rafe’s voice snapped me out of my trance. We were back in Liesel’s library, where we’d decided to regroup before heading out to Hole in the Wall to track down Mephisto.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Liesel and I were saying that we should change our appearances before we find Mephisto. It’s a bounder bar, so we need to look the part.”

      “What are you saying? My wings might stand out?” I fluttered the feathers on my back.

      “Not to worry,” Liesel said. “We’ll all be good and glamoured. You might cloak that scowl too.” She clapped Rafe on the shoulder. “Makes you look grumpy. We don’t want to scare off the mortals with your sourpuss expression. One of them might know something.”

      I suppressed a laugh. “What’s the plan? Find Mephisto and shake the information out of him?”

      “This wizard is smart, so we have to be smarter,” Rafe said. “I say we go in and ask enough questions to locate him without raising suspicion.”

      “I suspect the simple act of mentioning his name will trigger some sort of alarm,” Liesel said. “He likes to stay in the shadows. Someone asking for him is going to trigger automatic paranoia.”

      At the mention of paranoia, I thought of Yara and her revelation about my grandfather. “Mephisto is probably not a reasonable guy,” I said. “I don’t think we’re going to be able to ask polite questions over a cup of tea and expect responses.”

      “In other words, you think he’ll try to kill us on the spot,” Liesel said.

      I shrugged. “Or worse. He tortured Harlan for information when he could have used the truth serum first. He’s not exactly a cuddly wizard.”

      “Are any of them cuddly?” Liesel asked. “Seriously, I don’t think I’ve ever met a wizard I wanted to cuddle.”

      “That’s because you’ve never met a man you wanted to cuddle,” Rafe shot back.

      “Fair enough,” Liesel said.

      “Mephisto is powerful and ruthless,” I said. “Not the best combination in an opponent.”

      “He’s bad for the realm,” Liesel said. “I just hope we can get to him before he does any more damage.”

      As we applied our glamours, my thoughts turned to the book and the damage it could do. What if Mephisto was planning to raid the academy and wanted a snapshot of everyone in the spires before he attacked? He’d know our range of powers and how many children. He’d even know our names. He could use the information against the younger children—lull them into a false sense of security. The thought sickened me.

      “Don’t worry,” Rafe said, as though reading my mind. “I doubt he’s been able to open the book.”

      “Why not? He’s proven how talented he is.”

      “With portals,” Rafe said. “And even for that, he needed someone else’s help.”

      “Rafe is right. This wizard isn’t a one-stop shop. That’s probably why he summoned those lesser demons to attack you in the burial ground. He didn’t want to get his portal-making hands dirty.”

      I tried to shake off my nervous edge. “Mephisto is going to be different from anyone I’ve encountered.”

      “Don’t give him too much credit,” Liesel said. “You’ve been out in the world long enough to have met magic users with at least as much power, if not more.”

      Rafe and I exchanged guilty looks. Liesel didn’t know how wrong she was.

      Liesel gave Rafe the once-over. “You definitely look ready for a dive bar.”

      “What? You said to look the part.” Rafe looked down at his ripped jeans, black boots, and ragged black T-shirt bearing the image of a motorcycle.

      Liesel laughed. “You don’t have to be so good at it.”

      “Am I mortal enough?” I wore jeans, a red tank top, and flip-flops. My newly flaxen hair was pulled into a messy bun.

      Liesel glanced at me. “I can’t decide whether you’re the kind of girl that drinks whiskey on the rocks or giggles over a mojito.”

      I smiled. “How about both?” Or neither, since there was no way I’d be touching alcohol again for a very long time. One volcanic rock was enough for me.

      We left the library and hailed a cab to take us downtown to the shadowy side street where Hole in the Wall was located.

      “Remember, I’ll do the talking,” Rafe said.

      “Are you sure about that?” Liesel asked. “Places like this—sometimes it’s best to let a woman do the talking.”

      The only indication that a bar was inside was the flashing beer sign in the small, highly placed window. There was no bouncer so we walked straight into the nondescript brick building.

      Liesel rolled her eyes. “Not country music. I should have known.”

      A lone bartender waited on a few men at the far end of the bar. He was bald with round, tired eyes and a burgeoning belly beneath his faded T-shirt. To the right of us, two more men played a game of pool. They gave us a cursory glance as we entered and quickly resumed their game.

      “Who wants to challenge me to darts?” Rafe asked. He gestured toward the back wall.

      “Only if you agree to stand in front of the board,” Liesel said.

      She and I settled on stools at the bar, leaving as much distance between us and the other patrons as possible. Rafe stood beside me and nodded to the bartender. When one of the men gave me an appreciative look, Rafe slid a protective arm around my waist.

      “Three beers,” Rafe said. “Whatever you have on tap.”

      The bartender didn’t bother to ask for ID. I wasn’t sure whether it was due to our glamours or the choice of venue. I had a feeling this was the kind of place where you came to hide your identity, not flash it for the bartender.

      The bartender pulled three pints and set them in front of us. “Anything else?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is,” Rafe said. “We’re looking for an old friend. Goes by Mephisto.”

      The bartender chuckled. “Son, you don’t look old enough to have an old friend.”

      “He’s my father,” I blurted. “I’ve been searching the city for him and someone said he’s been known to hang out here.”

      The bartender eyed me curiously. “Didn’t know he had a daughter.”

      I sucked in a breath. “He doesn’t know. Not yet anyway.” I offered a rueful smile. “My friends are here for moral support. They know what a big deal this is for me.”

      “Her mom only told her the truth about her dad a month ago,” Liesel chimed in. “She hasn’t been able to focus on anything else except finding him.”

      The bartender tossed a white cloth over his shoulder. “I got a daughter. Her name’s Alexia. I can’t imagine meeting her now, missing out on all those years.” His expression grew wistful. “I haven’t seen him for a week or more, but I can point you in the direction of someone who might know more.”

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      The bartender pointed to the two guys playing pool. “The one in the blue shirt is Jake. He’s done some work for Mephisto. Don’t know what sort, but I’ve heard them talking a few times.”

      I spun around on my stool and slid to the floor. I motioned for Rafe and Liesel to stay at the bar. If the three of us approached this guy, he’d clam up. I knew I would.

      “Hi,” I said. “Are you Jake?”

      The blonde in the blue shirt took his shot before looking up at me. “Who’s asking?”

      “My name is Bianca,” I said. “I understand you’ve done work for Mephisto.”

      Jake leaned against his stick. “Maybe. I do work for a lot of people.”

      I inched closer to him and lowered my voice. “I’m supposed to be in on the next job, but I left my phone in a cab after a little too much tequila last night and I just might have forgotten the location, not that I would ever admit that.” My face turned to stone. “To Anyone. Ever.”

      Jake offered a sympathetic nod. “I feel you. I’ve seen the dude get pissed and it’s not pretty.”

      No surprise that he had a violent temper. Anyone who could murder someone as soft and lovable as Mariska was nothing short of a monster.

      “Look, I don’t know if this is your project or not,” Jake continued, “but I know something’s going down at Mount Martha Cemetery tonight because I overheard him on the phone when he and I were in a meeting. Something about the new moon.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Yes, of course! How could I forget the cemetery? He seems to have a creepy love of them. You’d almost think he was a vampire.”

      Jake managed a small smile. “You wouldn’t be the first person to say that.”

      “Thanks, Jake. You’re a lifesaver.” I started to walk away.

      “Hey, don’t tell him I’m the one that told you, okay?”

      I craned my neck to look at him. “Are you kidding? Do you think I’m going to admit I forgot? He’ll never let me work for him again and the pay is too good to screw it up.”

      “Are we gonna play or are you gonna flirt all night?” I heard Jake’s companion ask.

      I sauntered back to the bar, hardly able to contain my glee.

      “Someone looks proud of herself,” Rafe said. I noticed his glass was only half full and Liesel’s was empty. Actually, so was mine.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “We’ve got a location.”

      Rafe withdrew money from his jeans pocket and left it on the counter. He waited until we left the bar to ask the obvious question. “Where is it?”

      “A place called Mount Martha’s Cemetery,” I said.

      Liesel and Rafe exchanged glances. “You’re not serious,” Liesel said.

      “Why?” I asked. “It’s another cemetery. Doesn’t seem strange to me.”

      “It’s not strange,” Rafe said. “It’s just that cemetery has a reputation.”

      I barked a short laugh. “You’re afraid of what—ghosts?”

      “No, but the place is legitimately creepy,” Liesel said. “Well, we don’t have to convince you. You can see for yourself.”

      “We need more weapons,” Rafe said. “It sounds like the kind of place where lesser demons might be coming out of the woodwork and the headstones.”

      We exited the side street and headed to the corner when a familiar face filled my vision.

      “Cassia!” Sage bounded over to us like a strangely sexy Labrador with Barris hot on her heels.

      “By the devil! What are you doing here?”

      “Barris used a locator spell,” Sage said. “Took him way too long, but he finally did it.”

      “I needed something of yours,” Barris said apologetically.

      “Barris, most of my personal effects are still in my room,” I said.

      His face burned bright red. “I know, and I tried a few, but nothing worked until I found your brush.”

      “It had fallen behind the dresser,” Sage said. “But a strand of your hair did the trick. Well, not right away. It took days.”

      “That’s because we were in Faerie,” I said. “You probably couldn’t track me there.”

      Sage shoved me. “You went to Faerie? You’re so lucky!”

      Liesel cleared her throat. “Care to introduce us?”

      “Rafe’s met them already. Barris and Sage, meet Liesel,” I said. “She’s a Watcher like Rafe.”

      “Where are you headed?” Sage asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet. I had a feeling she’d dipped into a coffeehouse again.

      “You haven’t come to talk me into coming back?” I asked.

      “Hell no,” Sage said. “We don’t want to miss out on whatever cool adventure you’re having. We decided it was worth whatever punishment they could dole out.”

      “We left a note so no one would be worried though,” Barris said.

      Sage beamed. “I signed it in blood.”

      Liesel laughed. “I like this one. Who’d you have to leave a note for?”

      We shared an uncomfortable silence. “Overprotective guardians,” Sage said quickly. “You know the type. Might as well stick propellers on their heads and call it a day.”

      Liesel laughed again. “I don’t miss those days.”

      “It’s good timing, actually,” I said. “We’re headed to one of your favorite places.”

      “A nightclub?” Sage asked hopefully.

      “No, even better. A cemetery.”

      Sage clapped her hands. “This is amazing. What are we going to do there? Can I play marionette with corpses? Pretty please?”

      I looked at Barris. “How much caffeine did you let her have?”

      “She tried an iced coffee,” Barris said. “And then another. I couldn’t stop her.”

      “I’m not sure that bringing along two more civilians is such a good idea,” Liesel said.

      “We could use another set of fighters,” Rafe countered. “I have no doubt Mephisto will have minions at his disposal.”

      Sage folded her arms and glared at Liesel. “Who are you calling a civilian?”

      “It’s not an insult, Sage,” I said. “She just means that you’re not trained to defend the mortal realm like they are.”

      Sage pulled out a dagger. “No, but I’m trained to defend myself. That ought to be enough.”

      Liesel gave her a nod of approval before turning to Barris. “What about you? She can make corpses dance. What’s your skill?”

      “I’m half djinni,” he said. “I can use magic.” He fumbled to retrieve his own dagger. “And weapons.”

      Liesel lightly punched his arm. “Stick to spells, friend, and you’ll be fine.”

      “So why are we going to this cemetery?” Sage asked.

      I motioned her forward. “It’s a fair distance. We’ll give you a lift and tell you on the way.”
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      Mount Martha Cemetery was over three hundred acres of overgrown brush and headstones. We passed over the dilapidated brownstone gatehouse and landed just inside the entrance.

      “This cemetery is huge,” Liesel said.

      “And woefully neglected,” Sage added. “I thought bounders had gardeners.”

      Rafe contemplated the expansive cemetery. There were mausoleums and headstones covered in weeds in every direction. “He could be anywhere.”

      “Or he could be in the very center of the cemetery,” Sage said.

      “Does the center have special significance?” Barris asked.

      “I don’t know, but I caught sight of a cloaked dude near an obelisk in the middle when we were airborne,” Sage said. “I’m no detective, but it might be our guy.”

      “Good eye.” Liesel held up a fist. “Knuckles.”

      Sage copied her fist and they bumped knuckles. “Look at us, working with the nephilim.” The rakshasa demon grinned.

      “We need to stay alert,” Rafe said. “Mephisto might not be anticipating us, but he seems like the kind of wizard that prepares for the unexpected.”

      Sage rolled up her sleeves. “Plenty of corpses to puppet here, although I guess they’ll all be skeletons by now from the looks of this dump. Whatever. I’ve been looking forward to some real-world experience.”

      Liesel arched an eyebrow. “You’ve never actually piloted one before?”

      Sage cleared her throat. “Yes, of course I have. Just not in a cemetery as old and forgotten as this one. I don’t know that they’ll be the same quality I’m used to.” She shrugged helplessly behind Liesel’s back. Knowing the Elders, they never would’ve allowed her to practice on a real corpse.

      “We need to get to the middle quickly,” I said, “so let’s fly low to stay out of sight.”

      “Barris and I will come on foot,” Sage said. “The second wave.”

      “Be careful,” I said. I took off after Rafe and Liesel. We stayed as low as we could without knocking into a random mausoleum or pillar. As we neared the obelisk, we returned to the ground and closed our wings.

      Mephisto was in the midst of arranging a circle of rune rocks and candles in front of the obelisk. At his feet was a familiar object.

      “He has the book,” I said. That had to be why he was here under a new moon. He was trying to break the ward himself using a point of power. Mount Martha Cemetery was full of dark magical energy—that was one of the reasons it had likely been abandoned. Even the dead didn’t like to be here.

      I drew my sword and stepped out of the shadows before the others could stop me. “Hand over the book, Mephisto.”

      The wizard scowled at the sight of me. “Who are you?”

      “The one who’s going to return the book to its rightful owners,” I said.

      “Arrogant fool.” The candles around him flared with light.

      “Stop the spell,” I said.

      “Or we’ll stop it for you.” Liesel fell in step beside me, her sword ablaze with white light.

      “Your choice,” Rafe added.

      Mephisto stared at us, his expression inscrutable.

      “That beard could have its own social media account,” Liesel whispered.

      “I don’t think you have to whisper your insults,” Rafe said. “We’ve established he’s the bad guy.”

      The wizard’s brow lifted. “Is that so? What—no fair trial by a jury of my peers?” He clucked his tongue. “For shame, Watchers.”

      “We know it was you, Mephisto,” I said. “I’m looking at the evidence right now.” I pointed the tip of my sword in the direction of the book.

      The wizard met my accusatory gaze with a steely expression. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, my dear. You’ll have to be clearer.”

      “You create portals,” I said. “You used your ability to create a portal that led straight into the archives room where that book was kept. That’s why you were able to get in and out without getting caught.”

      Mephisto didn’t answer. He simply raised his hands and the flames of the candles shot up around him creating a protective wall of fire.

      Unseen hands grabbed me and I tried to wrench free of their viselike grip. Someone twisted my arm, causing my sword to fall to the ground.

      “Oh, did I forget to mention my companions?” Mephisto said. “I make a point never to perform an outdoor ritual alone, to prevent just these types of interruptions.”

      “Well, somebody’s angling for a Boy Scout badge,” Liesel said. She sailed toward him before anyone could grab her, her wings and hair streaming behind her. Her sword sliced through the flames and she landed in the circle across from Mephisto.

      He opened his palm and blew. Liesel shot backward as though he’d struck her. Her body crashed right through the flames and kept going, into the arms of another invisible henchman.

      Rafe managed to free himself and charged the wizard. Mephisto blocked the blow of his sword with magic. Then he flicked his bony fingers and a headstone shot into Rafe’s side like a cannonball. He fell to the ground, managing to keep hold of the hilt.

      The earth trembled and, all at once, it seemed to rip apart at the seams. Bones pushed their way through the dirt and my heart hammered, remembering the grave demons.

      “Let me go,” I said, struggling to break free. One of the skeletons crawled to an upright position and raced toward us. I ducked my head in the nick of time. The skeleton swung an arm and must’ve caught the invisible minion because he let go of my arms. I plucked my sword from the ground and bolted but soon came face-to-face with more skeletons. I held my sword, preparing to fight, but the skeletons went straight past me to where the original skeleton was beating a silhouette on the ground. My gaze swept the cemetery and I realized the minions were all under attack and all visible. Rafe was helping Liesel to her feet and I noticed a fresh gash on the side of his head.

      “What is this?” Mephisto boomed. His face was twisted with rage.

      Sage skipped out of the shadows with a cheerful smile. “Ever met a rakshasa demon?” She winked. “Congratulations. You have now.” She began to dance around the graveyard, humming a tune as the skeletons continued to pummel our assailants.

      I turned to see that Barris had managed to command some of the overgrown vines to wrap around one of the henchmen.

      “Enough! I cannot waste any more time,” Mephisto said.

      He needed the new moon for his spell. Even if we could delay him rather than defeat him, we had a chance to stop him from opening the book. Although the flames continued to burn around him, I caught a glimpse of the book still at his feet.

      “Sage, to the circle!” I said.

      Her skeleton army joined forces and marched toward the wizard. Mephisto was quick to react. With a snap of his fingers, he brought down a large tree branch on Sage’s head and she slumped to the ground. The moment she dropped, so did her hold on the skeletons. Bones clattered all around us and Mephisto smiled.

      “Don’t look so smug,” Rafe said. He barreled toward the wizard again, only this time he kept his sword sheathed. He broke through the circle and lunged, knocking the wizard against the obelisk. Mephisto cracked the back of his head and Rafe unsheathed his sword.

      Barris was tending to an unconscious Sage, so I took a flying leap to stand beside Rafe. Before we could take action, Mephisto made a fist and brought the obelisk crashing down. The wizard rolled to the side, leaving Rafe and me in its path. I wasn’t fast enough. The obelisk clipped my shoulder and bent my wing.

      “Cassia, the book!” Barris yelled.

      The obelisk had destroyed the circle, but the book was still underneath. Mephisto must have realized it at the same time because he sprinted toward the circle, muttering an incantation as he ran. He held out his hand, probably trying to summon the book to him the way he’s manipulated other objects in the cemetery. I slid on my knees to reach the book first but to no avail. As my fingers grazed the spine, the book shimmered and disappeared.

      “Where is it?” I demanded. I touched the place where the book had been and my hand hit the ground. It wasn’t simply invisible. It was gone.

      Mephisto only laughed. Liesel appeared behind the wizard, but he sensed her presence. He spun around and—disappeared.

      “Sweet Dominion, I hate invisibility spells,” Liesel grumbled.

      “Either that or he’s transported himself to wherever the book is,” I said.

      “I don’t think so,” Rafe said. “If he could transport himself, he wouldn’t need to create portals with the help of a faerie. He might only be able to manage small objects.”

      The glint of a dagger confirmed Rafe’s theory. The wizard was still here. He attacked Liesel by driving the dagger into the left shoulder blade. She fell to her knees and tried to reach for the blade.

      I held a dagger in one hand and a sword in the other and closed my eyes. Elder Sam regularly blindfolded me as part of my training to help me focus on my other senses. I’d always considered it a silly exercise—until now.

      I breathed in the night air. Mixed in with the leafy scent of the trees was unfamiliar body odor. I stabbed at the empty air and a voice cried out.

      Mephisto turned visible again, clutching his side where blood dripped down his fingers. His nostrils flared as he looked at me. “You’re lucky it’s only a flesh wound, you miscreant.”

      “Uh, no,” I said. “I think you’ll find you’re lucky it’s only a flesh wound.”

      Rafe grabbed the wizard from behind and held one arm around his neck and used his other arm to secure Mephisto’s hands behind his back. I positioned myself in front of him, this time with a dagger in each hand.

      “Why Mariska?” I fought to keep my voice from breaking. “Why did you even come upstairs if the portal went straight into the archives room?”

      Rafe loosened his hold on the wizard’s throat enough to let him speak. “She took me by surprise. She was in the room at the bottom of the steps when I came through the portal. I was told that no one would be down there, that it was nearly always vacant, so I hadn’t bothered to cloak myself.” He coughed before continuing. “She turned and ran back up the steps to sound the alarm. What could I do? She’d seen me, so I caught up to her.”

      My hands began to shake. “And then you slit her throat.”

      “There was no choice. It was her or me.”

      I’d always known that when I found Mariska’s killer that I would be angry, but I had underestimated the seismic shift in my emotions. His confession rattled me to the core. The more he spoke, the more intense the rumbling inside me became.

      “It seems that it was all for naught,” he said. “The book remains unopened. My employer was unaware of the second layer of defense.”

      “Why do they want it?” Rafe asked.

      “I don’t ask my client any specifics,” the wizard said. I watched as his nails drew blood from Rafe’s arm. “Only enough for me to complete the task.”

      “Why did you only take the Book of Admissions?” I asked. “Why not the other?”

      “Oh, they were very specific about that. They only wanted to see the roster of current demonspawn.”

      “If they knew enough to pinpoint the location of the academy so that you could create a portal, why would they just not come and ask?” I asked.

      “Because I imagine their intentions are not particularly good. Besides, who would be insane enough to enter an entire building of demons uninvited?” His lips melted into a smile. “Other than me, of course. And even I was unable to manage it without technical difficulties.”

      My jaw unhinged. “Mariska was not some minor inconvenience,” I seethed. “She was a warm and wonderful caretaker. She didn’t deserve that kind of death.”

      “Tell us who you work for,” Rafe said, tightening his hold. “Who hired you to steal the book?”

      The wizard sputtered a laugh. “To tell you such a thing would be to sign my own death warrant. You can understand why I wouldn’t be particularly inclined to do that.”

      “Well, you’re either going to die by his hand or die by mine,” I said. “Your choice.” It was a lie, of course—I had no intention of killing him, but I needed him to believe it.

      Despite his current predicament, the wizard regarded me with amusement. “Do you seriously think a young demonspawn like yourself could defeat a wizard with my significant skill set? I can see they instill you with an excessive amount of hubris. I suppose they tell you that you’re each a special snowflake.”

      His head jerked backward and smashed into Rafe’s nose, slipping free of the Watcher’s grip. The wizard’s hands shot out in front of him, releasing a pulse of powerful energy that pushed me off my feet. My head slammed into a headstone and pain bloomed. My daggers skidded across the lawn on either side of me.

      The wizard strode over to me. “You understand that I can’t let any of you leave here. Like your dearly departed friend, you’ve seen me. Without discretion, I’m finished. My business would be forfeit.”

      I rubbed my head. “You think I care about your business reputation? You’re a murderer!” I leaped back to my feet and lunged for him. Instead of crashing into him, I bounced backward and stumbled but managed to stay upright.

      The wizard offered a patient smile. “A simple protection spell does wonders.”

      My hands twitched and the spot between my eyebrows thrummed. I squinted past the pain. “Why did you kill Harlan? You made sure he never saw you.”

      “Regardless, he set you on the path to me. He was a loose thread that I should have cut the moment I extracted the information I needed from him.” His voice was so cold that I involuntarily shivered. Mephisto was more monster than wizard, yet we were the ones hunted. Such cruel irony.

      He laughed when he saw me reach for my dagger on the ground. “I understand that the training you’re given is extensive, but I would think it’s obvious by now that a simple weapon like that won’t kill me. It isn’t even strong enough to penetrate this shield I’ve created, let alone my skin.”

      “The Elders don’t train us to kill,” I said. “They train us so that we can protect ourselves wherever we are when we leave the academy. They enable us to take care of ourselves.”

      “And how do you think you’re faring now?” He spread his arms wide, practically taunting me from within his precious bubble.

      “Remove the protective barrier and I swear I won’t kill you,” I said.

      He scoffed. “A likely story. All demonspawn are savages. If it were up to me, the entire academy would have been decimated, but that was not the job I was hired to do. Perhaps I should reconsider asserting my own agenda.”

      “They’re innocent,” Rafe said. “They can’t help who their parents are. They haven’t hurt anyone.”

      “Yet. Give them time.” The wizard turned to glower at Rafe. “And you call yourself nephilim. You should be ashamed.”

      “Oh. I am, but not for the reasons you think.” Rafe threw himself at the wizard with enough force that I knew he was trying to topple him despite the protective barrier. It didn’t work. He flew backward and crashed into a headstone. His body slumped and his head lolled to the side.

      The wizard advanced. “You should’ve used your seraph powers, you stupid boy. Or are you simply more human than angel? Perhaps that’s why you were sent to the mortal realm. Because you’re weak like them.”

      Rafe shook off the blow and clambered to his feet. “Tell me where the entrance is to the gray market. I know you’re responsible for creating that portal too.”

      Mephisto sneered. “Naturally. How do you think I got the academy job?”

      I struggled to my feet, my head throbbing. Did that mean that the party responsible for the gray market was also responsible for hiring the wizard to break into the academy? Or just that his work for the gray market served as a calling card for that particular job? There wasn’t time to interrogate him. The way Mephisto’s hands whirled in front of him right now, I knew he was preparing to strike the deathblow.

      “Rafe!” I mustered every ounce of energy I had and bolted for him. I threw myself between them and pain exploded from my head. Blue fire streaked toward the wizard and I realized with a start that it was coming from me. The flames engulfed him and he howled in anguish, clawing at his body to put out the flames. His beard was the first part of him to disintegrate and the rest of him quickly followed, leaving only a pillar of salt. I dropped to my knees and vomited. At least the pain in my head was gone. Small mercies.

      “Cassia?” Rafe stared at the remains of the wizard in disbelief. “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. “What did you see?”

      “Not much,” he said. “I was behind you. I only saw blue flames and then…this. What weapon did you use?”

      “I…I don’t know.” Across the circle, I heard a soft moan. “Sage?” I scrambled to my feet to check on my friends. I was relieved to see that Liesel and Barris were in the process of helping Sage to her feet. Liesel’s wound already appeared to be healing. I wasn’t sure whether that was her own body or whether she’d had help from Rafe in the midst of the chaos.

      “Is everyone okay?” Sage asked, her eyes only partially open. “I feel like I fought a war.”

      “You kind of did,” I said. “You had your own army of the dead. Well done.”

      “A lot of good it did me. I still ended up unconscious on the ground.”

      “Did you even know you could command that many at once?” Barris asked. “There were a lot of skeletons.”

      “I had an inkling,” Sage said. “Back when I was tested, let’s just say there were multiple conferences with the Elders to discuss my particular talent.” She scanned the cemetery. “What happened to the wizard?”

      “He’s gone,” I said.

      “Gone?” Sage asked. “Where’s his corpse? I want to play with it. Maybe a few rude gestures…”

      “Obliterated,” I said. “You missed some crazy magic.” I didn’t want to elaborate, not without knowing more about happened.

      “You did it, Cassia,” Barris said. “You avenged Mariska.”

      Only I hadn’t intended to kill him. I’d only wanted to bring him to justice. Now I had death on my hands. It didn’t feel satisfying; it felt…complicated.

      “What about the book?” Sage asked. “Do you have it?”

      “He teleported it out of the circle before we could get to it,” I said. “Probably to the one who hired him.” The thought was nauseating. The book was still out there, but at least it was still sealed shut.

      “Did he say who hired him?” Liesel asked.

      “No, we’re still in the dark on that one,” I said.

      Rafe’s fingers drifted down my cheek. “You’re alive. That’s all that matters right now.” He seemed to realize the intensity of his gaze and cleared his throat. “Everyone is safe.”

      “We’ll get the book, Cassia,” Liesel said. “If I have to call in every favor in the city, we’ll find it.”

      “I think you mean if I call in every favor,” Rafe corrected her. “People owe them to me, including you.”

      Liesel gave his arm a playful punch. “Yeah, still hoping you’ll forget.”

      “We’re going to be in so much trouble with the Elders,” Barris said.

      Sage beamed. “I know. Isn’t it awesome? Wait until they hear about what happened. Elder Alastor is going to lose his mind.”

      A gust of wind rushed past us and took the pillar of salt with it. I was so focused on the wizard’s remains that I nearly missed a pair of glowing red eyes that emerged from between two headstones. For a fleeting moment, I thought we had another demon to contend with until I glimpsed the gnarly fingerlike legs.

      “Jiffy?” The dweller demon scuttled to me and I bent over to scratch his head. “Where did you come from?”

      Rafe recoiled at the sight of the adorable yet murderous demon. “You’ve befriended this creature?”

      “We had to,” Sage said. “He likes peanut butter crackers. You can’t kill anything that likes peanut butter crackers.”

      “I thought we couldn’t kill anything that had big eyes,” Barris said.

      “That too,” I said. “What can I say? The list of what not to kill is long.”

      “We came across him in the tunnel when we arrived,” Sage said. “He must’ve followed us here.”

      “But how? We flew part of the way.” I rubbed his head. “Who’s a clever dweller demon?” I resumed a standing position and winced.

      “Cassia, you’re bleeding.” Rafe’s gaze was fixed on my torso, where a splotch of blood stained my shirt. Before I could stop him, he lifted my shirt to tend to the wound.

      “Don’t,” I said. I tried to yank down my shirt, but he grabbed my wrist.

      “You’re hurt,” he said. “Let me help you.” He let go of my wrist.

      “You don’t understand,” I began.

      It was too late. I knew the second he saw the mark. The light faded from his eyes and he released his hold on the shirt. He continued to stare at the spot on my midriff that the shirt now covered.

      “You?” he finally asked. His voice was barely a whisper. “You said you saw it on one of the lesser demons.”

      “I didn’t know how to tell you,” I said.

      He withdrew from me and an icy chill settled in my bones. “When?”

      “When I asked you about it—after the burial ground,” I said. “The amon demon saw the mark and fled. I never knew it was anything more than a freckle until then, I swear it.”

      “First you lied to me about the academy and now this?” His pain was palpable.

      “What does it matter?” I asked. “You already know I’m half demon. Does it really matter which type?” Even as the words left my mouth, I knew it mattered. The King of the Nether ruled over the entire realm. He was always at odds with the seraphim and, by default, the nephilim. He was the greatest of the greater demons and I was his kin.

      “What are you two talking about?” Barris asked.

      “Lovers’ quarrel,” Sage said. “Get a clue.”

      “It’s not a lovers’ quarrel,” Rafe said. “We’re not…” He took another look at me, his eyes now flat. “Anything.” He turned on his heel and stalked off. Liesel flew after him, casting a worried glance back at me before she disappeared into the darkness.

      I remained cemented to the ground, unable to move or to speak. I wanted to call him back to me, but I knew it was pointless. I’d hidden this from him and broken his trust. For good.

      Barris seemed to realize that I was in the midst of an emotional crisis. He placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “Let’s get you home, Cassia. We need to tell the Elders about Mephisto.”

      Home.

      Instinctively, I glanced skyward in the direction of the spires.

      “They’ll be thrilled to have you back,” Sage said. “The Elders tried to act normal about it, but I could tell they were worried about you.”

      “Not Elder Alastor,” I said.

      Barris and Sage exchanged meaningful glances. “No,” Sage agreed. “Not him. If it’s any consolation, he seems to hate everyone.”

      “I’d wager he’s self-loathing too,” Barris said. “I bet he walks past the mirror each morning and spits at his own reflection.”

      I managed to laugh at the mental image. “Thanks for being here, both of you. It was nice to have support.”

      “We’re kenzoku, remember?” Sage said, draping an arm across my shoulders. “That’s what we’re for.”
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      Unsurprisingly, the Elders awaited us at the portal in the main spire. A lump formed in my throat when I saw the relief in Elder Sam’s eyes. He pulled me into a tight embrace and held me until Elder Bahaira swatted him away.

      “Stop coddling her,” she said. “It’s my turn.”

      Elder Sam moved aside so that I could be squeezed by every other Elder at the academy, except Elder Alastor, of course. He welcomed me back with a polite smile and nothing more.

      “You should have seen her fight,” Sage said. “You would’ve been so proud.”

      “Of all of us,” I said. “We all fought well.”

      Barris snorted. “If by fighting well, you mean spend half the time unconscious then yes, we all fought well.”

      Elder Sam clapped him on the back. “I’m sure your help was invaluable.”

      “I meant Sage,” Barris said. “I was more like the medic.”

      “Rafe was amazing too,” Sage said. “I can see why Cassia likes him. I never thought I’d have warm and fuzzy feelings toward one of those nephilim, but here we are.” She shrugged. “Hey, do we have any bubbling cold liquid? They have this beverage called champagne…”

      “Which she did not have any of,” Barris interjected. “Because we knew we weren’t old enough.”

      “I think we can find you a nice glass of fizzy water,” Elder Bahaira said. She steered them toward the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get the book,” I said.

      “You caught Mariska’s killer,” Elder Asago said. “For that, we are eternally grateful. Aren’t we, Alastor?”

      “Eternally,” he said, although he didn’t sound sincere.

      “As long as the book is still out there, we’re all in danger,” I said.

      “We’re quite aware,” Elder Kali said. “And we’ve taken preventative measures to protect the academy.”

      “New wards, more powerful than the last,” Elder Asago said.

      “She doesn’t need the details,” Elder Alastor said. “She’s not an Elder, no matter how much you treat her like one.”

      “I’m not giving up,” I said. “We know Mephisto was working for someone. We just have to figure out who hired him.”

      Elder Bahaira pinched my cheek. “Let’s not worry about that right now. You’re home safe and we want to keep it that way.”

      “No one is safe if we don’t find that book,” I said. “We have no idea what the real thief intends to do with it.”

      “I have plenty of theories,” Elder Alastor said. “None of them good.”

      My eyes locked on Elder Sam. “Can I talk to you in private?”

      “You two have your little catch-up session, but I expect a full report from you on everything that happened,” Elder Alastor said. “I need no stone unturned. If you so much as brushed your wing against a mortal, I need that included.”

      I ignored him and strode toward Elder Sam’s office. He entered behind me and closed the door.

      “Would you say this was an educational experience?” he asked.

      “In more ways than one,” I said. I’d have to tell him about Faerie later. Right now, I only had one pressing matter on my mind. I raised my shirt and looked at him. “Did you know about this?”

      His gaze flicked to the blue mark and back to my face. “You have a freckle.”

      “It’s not a freckle,” I said. “It’s a birthmark. Do you know what it means?”

      He leaned casually against his desk. “I’m afraid I don’t. I suppose this is where the mentor becomes the mentee.”

      “It means I have royal blood, but not just any royal blood. Not faerie blood.”

      “Demon?”

      “Yes, demon. Do you know who else bears this mark? The King of the Nether and all his descendants.” I released the fabric of my shirt. “You’re not just looking at demonspawn. You’re looking at the spawn of the most powerful greater demon family in the Nether.”

      He appeared unfazed by this revelation. “But you don’t know which one?”

      “No, surprisingly the mark doesn’t list a name,” I said with a cheeky look. “I’ve narrowed it down to a male though. A prince.”

      He frowned. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because I met my aunt, his sister.”

      Elder Sam started to choke. “You went to the Nether?”

      “No, I met her in Faerie. It’s a long story, but she’s back in the Nether now. I imagine she’ll tell him about me. I wonder if he even knows.”

      Elder Sam’s knuckles grew white as he gripped the edge of his desk. “Your father is alive and your aunt is probably going to tell him that she met you.” He sounded dazed. “She must be mistaken.”

      “I don’t think so. There was something about her.” I couldn’t quite explain it. “If it’s any consolation, Rafe hates me now.”

      “Why? I thought he fought beside you.”

      “He did, but he didn’t know then that I’m a royal demon of death.”

      “Let’s not be dramatic,” he said. “You’re not running around the mortal realm killing people.”

      “But I probably have sisters and brothers that do. What if they know about me and have been trying to find me to drag me back to the Nether? Or worse, kill me because I’m half human?” Maybe meeting my aunt wasn’t so brilliant after all.

      “Then being hidden away your whole life at Domus was a stroke of luck for you.”

      “You should have seen Rafe’s face when he realized…” I shook my head, trying to clear the awful memory. “It was like he’d never seen me before.”

      “Why should it matter to him?” Elder Sam asked. “He already knew you were a cambion. You could have been any type of demon in the world.”

      “But I happen to be one of the most feared.” I tapped my fingernails on the desk, trying to decide how much to divulge. Given that this was Elder Sam, my most trusted confidante outside of Mariska, I decided to go ahead. “I showed off some new powers during my time away, not just that white light with the Whistler, but even more. I think you should know about them.”

      Elder Sam shook his head. “There’s plenty of time for that, Cassia. Right now, I’d just like another hug.” He moved around the desk and wrapped his arms around me. I settled against his chest, breathing in the scent of my childhood. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I hated knowing you were out there on your own.”

      “I wasn’t on my own. I had help.” I closed my eyes and tried not to think of Rafe or I knew I’d burst into tears. “It’s been quite a learning experience. I think all field trips should be this productive.”

      He kissed the top of my head as his arms slid back to his sides. “I want you to go back to Spire 10 tonight. Rejoin your kenzoku.”

      “I’d like that.” I’d gotten to know Sage and Barris. Now I could learn more about Rylan and Zeph as well. The more, the merrier.

      Elder Sam wagged a finger at me. “I’m not going to go easy on you during training just because you’ve captured a killer. No special treatment.”

      I smiled. “Good, because I don’t plan to go easy on you either.”

      He escorted me to the hatch but declined to step onto the ledge with me. “I think you can take it from here, Cassia.”

      I peered at Spire 10, where a downy layer of clouds swaddled the spire like a soft blanket. My new home—for now.

      “I know I can,” I said, and flew.
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