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To anyone who has ever been afraid 
of the dark parts of themselves.






“Black history is Black horror.”

—­Tananarive Due
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If we must die, O let us nobly die,

So that our precious blood may not be shed

In vain; then even the monsters we defy

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!

—­Claude McKay, “If We Must Die”
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Prologue

All she craved nowadays was blood. When empty, she felt a cruel longing that turned her stomach inside out, drove pain through her limbs, made her teeth beg to meet flesh. Where the tenderness gave way to blood was where she felt the most at home.

An immortal savior had taught her that. From the gentle hands that pried apart her doubts and turned the most ruined parts of her into something that could be loved, she learned to accept her changed fate. Poison spilled between her lips with a bittersweet taste. Her pristine white bow unraveled from her hair and wrapped around her throat like a satin noose. It collected the blood and venom from her wounds, its soft edges seeping with rot.

From darkness she emerged, bringing light in her wake. Mortality left her, though she would never forget the haunted spirits of mortals and knew their fates to be crueler and more lasting than divine punishments. The poison in her writhed, promising a slow descent into ruin, where her skeleton would rub away into dust and all that would be left were the memories of her.

Memories that would be met with apathy.

Now she crushed her white ribbon in her hand. The bow still dripped; it deigned to turn away from the hollowing of her and face the heat of her rage. She let blood spill where her flesh had become a grave and welcomed the monstrous urges claiming her mind. For she did not only need blood; she wanted it.

She would be a warning—­a catastrophe in the dark that couldn’t be ignored.

She would turn her ruination into blessings. A nasty, vicious little creature was what they called her. But she would be worse.
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The first snowfall of the winter was accompanied by spilled blood and a broken promise. Blood seeped into the white powder, its warmth melting the watery flakes. The scent was fresh enough to make Layla’s nose sharpen, and she wiped at the fallen snow on her cheeks. As she turned away from the dock toward the street and the oblivious person nearby, she began to fully register the urges rising in her. Hunger twisted in her like a snake, poisonous and vicious. Her stomach rolled, and she dug her nails into the wood of a dock piling to keep from succumbing to the powerful desires.

Even after two months of doing this, Layla still felt strange acting alone. Working in packs had always been the Harlem lair’s way, but things were different now.

The scent of blood drew her attention back to the man hurrying down the street in her direction. His footsteps tracked the stuff as he ran, leaving behind an inadvertent trail of carnage. The blood did not belong to him, Layla knew that much. She had left the blood house before she could become a witness to the massacre. These days, no reaper needed more reasons to be watched closely by authorities. Tonight, she would need to be extra careful, lest she bring more attention to her dwindling clan.

So, when the man reached the shadows where she lurked, Layla stepped out, her presence quiet and calm.

He skidded to a halt in front of her. Snow kicked up around his legs and settled on Layla’s boots. Panic drained the blood from his already ­pale face, chest heaving with his quick breaths. “Why are you here? I paid for your venom back at the blood house—­”

Layla shook her head. “I don’t want your money.” She nodded to the bulge in his coat pocket, where glass clinked with his trembling. It was hard to ignore his fear, knowing she was exactly what he was afraid of. The hunger gnawing in her chest only compounded her impatience. “I want my venom back.”

The man’s mouth fell open. “You sold it to me. It’s mine.” All his fear seemed to vanish at the notion of losing his investment.

“Do you really want to see how well you’d fare against a reaper in the middle of the night with no Saint to hear you scream?” Layla’s voice went hard as irritation pricked at her nerves. The man backed toward the water, the gentle current lapping at the edge of the rotting dock. She stepped closer to him, but he pulled a gun from his coat.

His hand shook as he pointed it at her. The silver revolver looked ordinary, like the weapons most gangsters and Saints used around Harlem, but Layla had no way to know how deadly it would be unless she could see the bullets for herself. “I have Saint bullets. Come any closer and I’ll shoot you.”

Layla couldn’t help but wonder if the man was lying. Bullets made with Saint steel were humans’ only true protection against reapers. A cautious reaper would heed such a warning from a scared human, but Layla had faced enough mortals to know it was often an empty threat. She narrowed her eyes and raised her hands in a placating gesture. “There’s no need for violence. I don’t want to kill you, or even hurt you. I just need that vial back.”

The man began to say something, but a ripple in the water behind him stole his attention. In an instant, a darkness arced up from the glossy surface and took hold of him, dragging him down. His arms and legs flailed, but he remained caught in the beast’s grip. Moonlight glinted off the silver revolver, a bullet exploding from its chamber. Layla lurched forward, but a sharp pinch of pain spread across her side as the bullet grazed her and spun into the darkness beyond.

Through the burning pain, Layla could only focus on one thing: the glass vial of her venom bobbing as the man thrashed and shouted. She reached forward and plucked it from the frothing water before backing away. There was no worse place for her to be than in the presence of a dead body at night. Reapers would pay for it come morning. This time it would not be her.

Layla turned and fled, leaving the man behind, gurgling and bleeding in the merciless water.

[image: ]

Blood still seeped from her wound as she returned to the Hotel Clarice. Any other affliction would have healed within moments, but her skin remained split open and raw. Reaching up to place the vial in the back of her dresser almost had her doubling over in pain. Damn Saints. The dozens of glass vials clinked together as she slammed her drawer shut. It was enough to kill at least a hundred humans. Her first sale at the blood house months ago had taught her that.

Layla grumbled out a curse beneath her breath while she pulled her shirt back to bandage her midsection. Another Saint scar to heal and resent. She tried not to think about the implications of an attack involving a man who was high-­profile enough to have Saint bullets. Whatever beast was hiding out in the water would have to deal with the consequences. Layla had far more important things to worry about.

The building seemed to groan in response around her. With Valeriya gone, the hotel had to be older than most reapers it contained now.

Layla watched the dust floating in a slant of moonlight from the cracked window. The Clarice had housed countless reapers over the years. How many atrocities, she wondered, had these walls borne witness to before Layla’s arrival? How many more would they stand through?



She fell back onto her bed and pressed her face into the pillows. But even as she tried to sleep, Layla still felt blood and poison pooling in her veins. They widened and bulged, black and brutal beneath her brown skin like snakes wrestling their prey. She dug her fingers into the pillow hard enough to tear through the case and free some feathers. Her hunger seemed to starve what was left from the Alhambra attack. Months had passed since she had been infected with Stephen’s poison and turned into a worse monster that tore everything in her path to shreds—­including the one scientist who had created this strain of monstrosity. Despite the Saint heiress having given her the antidote to turn her back, the poison remained, idle and waiting in her system. In quiet nights like these, it spoke to her, begging her for a release.

But Layla refused to feed it. Tonight it would get only nightmares and exhaustion, just as she had for the past two months.
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Elise Saint dreamed of death. Where death had once worn a pretty face in her nightmares, now it haunted her like a blood-­soaked ghost and refused to let up even during the day. She saw death in the letters she wrote, the guns she polished, the newspapers she read—­everywhere. The truth was, Elise spent most of her time thinking about it and believing she was as good as dead.

It had begun as mere thoughts. But weeks of her cyclical thinking turned the thoughts to full-­on beliefs that could only be relieved, temporarily, with repetitive compulsions to regain control over her mind.

Yesterday, it had been the spin of Jamie’s pistol on her finger. She kept the gun in orbit, going around and around by her head, her finger rotating with the trigger. The sound of the metal had become her personal orchestra while she stared down at countless newspaper clippings before her.



Today it was the familiar smoothness of the rifle trigger beneath her finger. She brushed over it again and again with each new thought. For a moment, the rising tide of anxiety was quelled, but then it would return moments later, and she could only reset her hand and start the rhythmic compulsion again.

It did not help that last night’s snowfall had stuck, rendering the view outside Jamie’s living room window a mess of white flurries and hazy streets. Snowflakes catching on the edge of her lashes and melting on her upper lip prevented her from sinking into the fantasy she had been conjuring for the past two months. Through the snow, she could hardly see the people bustling around outside, much less pretend she was among them, instead of rotting inside. Her knees ached from crouching by the window, waiting for an ounce of excitement.

“You should be resting,” Jamie called. He rested on the couch with his feet propped up on the coffee table, the newspaper open on his lap. The angry gray cat he called his son purred on the couch arm.

In her hyperfixated state, she hadn’t noticed the gangster had returned from his morning errands. Elise carefully pulled the gun off the windowsill, and after setting it on the floor by her carefully annotated map of Harlem, she crossed the room to Jamie. “No need to rest. Mail?”

“Nothing for you.” The gangster snapped the newspaper once and looked at her with tired blue eyes. Melting snow darkened his blond hair, and the outside cold still had his cheeks tinged pink. “And not that you’ll listen, but I did already check this and there’s nothing noteworthy.”



“Sometimes you miss things,” Elise muttered as she took the paper from him, almost missing his eye roll.

“I can read, Saint.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

“You implied it.” He fell silent for a while, the only sound filling the apartment being the hushed whistling of wind outside. Then: “You haven’t slept in three days, and your muttering and pacing is keeping me up as well. It’s starting to feel insane. You are starting to look insane.”

Elise settled back down by her board, ignoring his concerned tone as she read. “That is not important in the grand scheme of things.”

“Grand scheme—­you know, I could turn you over to your father at any second,” Jamie said roughly.

As much as the words bit into her heart, all Elise could do was shrug and clutch the papers harder. “I promise you, he does not care about me. Not while my sister is still missing.” Though Elise replayed her final moment with Valeriya in her mind every day, she could never find something new in the memory that would lead her to her sister. The ancient reaper might as well have taken all traces of Josi with her in death.

Elise scanned the news stories, looking for any mentions of a little Black girl. Relief slumped her shoulders when her search came up empty. The only mention of children came from a brief article about their disappointment at the plans for a Negro Coney Island being shut down on Hart Island.

Jamie grumbled. “Maybe not, but he would take you back for a great deal of money.” He sighed. “I could use a great deal of money.”



“I take it your crime is not going well?” Elise asked, finally setting the papers down to look at him.

The gangster now had the cat in his lap as he stared intently at Elise. He smiled while Hendricks purred. “I will have you know my crime is keeping the lights on here. It’s thanks to my crime that you now know how to shoot and protect yourself. That being said, business is slow. Word is there’s another gang that’s moved in and is taking over major enterprises.”

Elise frowned. “What happened to your speakeasies?”

“Layla says it’s—­” Jamie cut himself off as Elise’s expression turned cold. He held his hands up, apologetic. “I have heard it is unwise to sell liquor right now because of the risk of the product being tainted. We would not want a repeat of the happenings at the Cotton Club. I certainly would not want to be responsible. The police have been unbearable lately. Just sticking their noses in everything. Here’s something for your little map.” Jamie pointed at Elise’s map of Harlem covered with a web of notes. “There were two more bodies found in Jungle Alley. Presumed to be patrons of—­”

“One of the blood houses?” Elise nodded. “I already have that down. It was reported in the news yesterday.” She raised her eyebrows at him. “You missed it.”

“I just don’t care. Not my men, not my problem.”

She scowled. “But somehow I am? Since you won’t let me leave the apartment.”

Jamie lifted his hands in defense. He gestured to the room, forcing a smile. “You do enough now. You polish my guns, you guard the apartment, you feed Hen, you clean—­somewhat obsessively, ­but you get it done.”

The apartment had come a long way since Elise’s arrival. Gray walls had gone from plain to picturesque with elegant art in golden frames, and couches had gone from lumpy seat options to comfortable velvet lounges. The angry cat had even straightened out. Though he still hissed at Elise whenever she came too close to him, he no longer yowled with displeasure just at the sight of her. With all that done, however, Elise craved more purpose. She didn’t like being kept a secret, and she hated doing nothing even more.

“None of that matters. You can teach me to shoot all you want, but what’s more important? Knowing how to shoot? Or finding perhaps the only scientist who can finish Thalia’s research for a reaperhood cure?” Elise turned back to pick up her map. She’d drawn a line that went out of Harlem and stopped at the edge of the page with a large question mark—­indicative of the unknown whereabouts of Dr. Gray, Thalia’s mother. She looked at Jamie. “I sent that letter to Dr. Gray’s address in Switzerland weeks ago. I am certain if I could leave this place, I could find her much faster.”

Jamie pinched the bridge of his nose. “I am certain if you practiced shooting as much as you complained or cried, you would be the best sharpshooter in New York. Maybe even the country.” He leaned against the couch and crossed his arms. “Why not find other scientists who would be more than happy to take advantage of Harlem’s decomposing state?”

Wind swept over the roof of the apartment building, sending snow swirling over the windows. Even the moonlight, half hidden by the thick clouds above, was not enough to illuminate the night outside. Elise huffed out a breath. “It’s been too cold to go on the roof for practice. And Dr. Gray is the only one I trust. After Dr. Harding and Stephen Wayne, and the scientists who plagued the world with reapers to begin with, we cannot hand the valuable research to just anyone.”

“Well, Stephen Wayne is long gone. From here at least,” Jamie muttered.

At this, Elise blinked with surprise. “Last I’d heard, he still had a plan to use reapers as weapons. What’s happened since then?”

“He’s spreading his wealth in the South. Georgia, I think. He got to influence Mayor Arendale here; now he’s off to poison other areas.” Jamie pursed his lips. “You have not heard much at all, have you?”

“Whose fault is that? You don’t let me go anywhere. And I am almost certain your mail is being intercepted because why have I not received anything?” Elise reached for one of the chess pieces scattered across the board on the coffee table and placed it far beyond her map of Harlem. Then she marked it with allegedly, Stephen.

“My mail would not be intercepted because much of it is written in code to protect against exactly that. You should know better. Half of Harlem likely wants you dead.”

“Likely. You don’t even know for certain.” Elise swallowed hard. “She promised she would not tell them I killed Valeriya. There is a chance no one knows it was me.”



Jamie took the newspaper and folded it neatly on top of the chessboard. “No, they definitely want you dead. Many reapers are not great at keeping promises. When you kill the most famous reaper in the world, you have to take precautions. I actually find it funny. So many reapers want to kill you, you have become almost valuable. I am quite positive reapers would pay to torment you. And you being unable to say her name only proves my theory.”

He was not wrong. The bad blood with Layla had forced Elise to flee to France for five years, and that had been just one newly turned reaper with a deadly grudge. Now, with an ancient reaper who’d had over three hundred years of history to her name dead at Elise’s hands, she might as well have granted herself a death sentence. Layla, on the other hand…she was more an enigma than a danger, but any mentions of her wounded Elise in a way she had not experienced since she had first arrived in Paris all those years ago.

Elise knew her refusal to say Layla’s name was only a matter of superstition and obsessive paranoia. As if speaking her name out loud would further solidify the distance that had grown between them. But Jamie already suspected something was terribly wrong with Elise—­she refused to continue to prove him right.

“Me dying would probably be for the best,” Elise murmured. Her eyes grew damp. Three nights of no sleep for fear of giving in to the voices that plagued her nightmares and forced her to walk in the darkness, and yet all she could think about was getting to her sister. Anything to make sure Josi was safe. But she couldn’t do that while she was trapped here, spiraling deeper into her own head.



The gangster spoke with a softer voice. “You can’t help anyone if you’re dead.”

A low sigh slipped past Elise’s lips as she faced the map again. “I am useless with no one to protect.” She’d had a legacy once, but that was now squandered in the name of believing in something that had turned out to be false. All the damage she had done to her family’s empire could not have been for some reaper who refused to acknowledge her now. It could not have been for nothing.

“Just think about it. With these new shooting skills, you can easily protect your sister,” Jamie said softly.

Elise’s heart stumbled in its rhythm at the mention of Josi. She closed her fingers around the chess piece so hard, it dug into her palm. “If I ever find her.”
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Layla dreamed of blood again. It spilled over her like rivers, a brutal display of her own violent nature. The flesh she tore into felt real in her hands and beneath her nails. Each scream she pulled from her dying victim sent chills down her spine that only fed into the ravenous beast spurring her forward. It begged her with sharp teeth and venomous claws: More, more, more, more—­

She lurched upward out of her sleep and vomited. Or tried to. Layla dry heaved over the side of her bed until her throat ached and a thin stream of blood trickled from her nose. A bitter copper taste filled her mouth, souring every breath she gulped down to settle her system. Already, a winter chill had taken hold of the air blanketing the room, but sweat beaded on her brow and her chest, where a feverish burning had sparked.

Layla pressed her hands to her face and wiped at the dampness. When she pulled them back, she found blood beneath her nails and flaking on her hands. Panic seized her, and a violent tremor passed through her body as she tried to recall the events of last night. But all she could see was the nightmare from minutes ago that still chased her thoughts.

A sharp knock on her bedroom door tore her focus to pieces. “Layla? I’m sorry to bother you, but the old blood you’ve been getting from the butcher is starting to get…old. Honestly, I don’t mind it that much, but the others are refusing to drink it.” Celie’s soft voice floated into her room. She sounded so unsure compared to the older members of the clan, despite being just a few years younger than Layla—­only fourteen years old.

“It’s disgusting!” Laure chimed in. A soft struggle sounded against the door, and Layla imagined Celie trying to cover her friend’s mouth with her hand. The thought almost made her smile, as it reminded her of how she and her late friend, Mei, would act when they were younger.

“I know it’s been two months since I joined the clan, but Julius reminded me that it’s tradition to have a first hunt to become fully welcomed. We’re really, really hungry, Layla. I can hunt for us,” Celie said.

The mention of a hunt had Layla’s stomach twisting. Pain descended upon her body like a wild flame, rushing and burning her from the inside out. Her veins pulsed until her hands shook, and with the blood still coating her skin like incriminating gloves, all she could think about was the last person she had seen and threatened. Layla flew from her bed and threw the door open.



Celie and Laure looked at her with wide eyes, both girls going ashen with alarm at the sight of Layla. Ignoring their shock, she brushed past them and left the lair.
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“I didn’t kill him,” Layla insisted. She hid a sigh of relief when she saw the body.

Jamie kneeled before her, examining the dead man beneath the dock. “At least there’s a body this time. I’ll give you that, Quinn. This is, however, the fourth time you’ve called me out for your little lapses in judgment.”

Layla hissed, “This is not a lapse in judgment.” The lie slipped away from her as swiftly as her confidence in her actions from the previous night. Starvation made her dreams mingle too vividly with her memories nowadays. Seeing the body helped solidify her reality. “Something came out of the water and attacked him.”

“You can’t distinguish between your dreams and reality. You can’t remember whether you killed someone. What else would you call that?” Jamie demanded. After shoving the dead man’s gun into his own belt, Jamie straightened, his gloved hands clenching into fists by his sides. He watched the twitch of Layla’s lips and the muscle feathering in her jaw. “Thirsting after a dead man, are you?”

Layla scowled. Wind coming in from the nearby port brought a new flurry of snow, and she lowered her head to prevent it from getting in her eyes. Sure, it might have been her fault that she was hungry, but it was not her fault that blood tempted her. No matter the case, no matter the cause, she would always crave it. Layla hated herself enough for it already—­hearing Jamie’s lackluster complaints did not solve anything.

Before Layla could open her mouth to speak, another voice cut in. “I would call it irresponsible.”

Layla turned to see one of her clan mates approaching the scene. Snow dusted the top of his cropped curls and deepened the rush of blood in his dark skin. Even through the long coat he wore, there was visible tension in his muscles, bunched and taut against the thick fabric. Her skin prickled with unease at the sight of his primed stance. “Julius—­”

“I hear this isn’t the first time you’ve called on a gangster for your reaper troubles. Remind me what happened last time you found yourself indebted to this man?” Julius inquired.

The reference to her past involvement with Jamie ending with her in a jail cell made her glare deepen. She had to bite down on the inside of her lower lip to keep from snapping at Julius as bitter anger tightened her muscles. “What are you doing here?” Layla demanded.

Julius gave her a sideways look. “I do find it interesting that you are allowed to hunt, but the rest of the clan isn’t. If this is truly a matter of self-­confidence and trust, then there’s no need for drama. I can relieve you of your duties and take over as acting clan head for you.”

“Acting—­”

“Until you produce our old leader’s killer, you are no official replacement. And this…” He gestured to the dead body and wrinkled his nose. “This is only further proof of your incompetence.”

A sharpness dug into Layla’s heart at the mention of her old mentor. It had been two months since she had taken that fatal taste of Elise’s blood and died unexpectedly. Valeriya’s death might as well have sent every reaper in Harlem into a state of hysteria. Rogues like Julius felt like they had some kind of claim over the lair now, even though the title of lair leader had gone to Layla, who had taken on more responsibilities for her clan.

The truth about Valeriya’s death was the most important lie Layla had ever kept.

Layla ground her teeth. “Once again, not only is it uncouth to show up at someone’s clan and demand a role, but it’s also ridiculous of you to infringe upon a partnership you have nothing to do with. Leave.”

“I don’t think I will. As a member of the Harlem reaper clan, I would like to be involved in such partner transactions to ensure you are not throwing any of us to the wolves. It wouldn’t be the first time,” Julius said.

The deceased man lay in a heap on a thin layer of snow, half his body hidden beneath the walkway leading to the dock. With her hunger clouding most of her cognitive resources and her body working to fight the poison still plaguing it, Layla had almost no energy left for her recent memories. No matter how hard she tried to convince herself this murder had nothing to do with her, all she could see were her nightmares that told her otherwise.



“You were a rogue reaper just two months ago. I doubt you have shed the hostility so quickly,” Layla mumbled as she moved closer to the body. Though Jamie had already inspected it, she would not put it past him to hide things if only to make her look worse. Just one look at the body gave Layla a new perspective. She yanked the dead man from beneath the dock, and the sight of his body made Jamie curse. The lower half of him was nowhere to be found—­his body cut off at his middle, where his intestines and other vital organs seeped from the brutal separation of his flesh. Parallel markings ran deep into the earth beneath the body—­Layla could describe it only as damage made by large claws. Even blackened dust akin to soot spread beneath the man. Nothing any normal reaper would have. She dropped the man’s arms and looked back at Jamie. “There’s blood everywhere. No reaper would leave this much waste.”

Julius nodded solemnly. “Even a rogue would rather gorge themselves than waste anything.”

“So you’re saying there’s a new monster terrorizing Harlem. Like we don’t already have enough death following us around,” Jamie said.

“In Harlem, nothing stays dead. Not really. Especially not with a poison turning everyone mad,” Layla countered. She wiped the blood from her hands. “Can you take care of this for us?”

Jamie tilted his head to the side. “It will cost you.”

Layla blinked. She considered how the little money she made selling her venom at blood houses was already going to this man to protect a girl she had not seen in months. “How much more?”

“Honestly, our first agreement is getting a little…prickly. Insufferable, if you will. I might have to inflate your fee if you want me to keep my protection up to its usual standards,” Jamie said.

“Jamie,” Layla warned. She felt Julius’s suspicious eyes on her nearby, but she ignored his self-­important stare and glared at the gangster in front of her. His words should not have fazed her so much. But as long as she was paying him to keep his mouth shut about Elise, the Saint heiress would remain her problem.

Jamie shrugged. “Up to you if you want to keep things civil. I’ll send my guys over to collect later.” He stalked off then, leaving no room for further argument.

With her new position as her clan leader, Layla should have found it in herself to defend reapers. But the bone-­deep exhaustion that had been weighing her down for the past few months kept her from getting into it with Jamie, trying to convince others of reapers’ innocence again. She had done enough of that with Elise.

Julius reached for his wallet. “Just say the word, Quinn. I can handle this.”

“No,” Layla spat. The thought of being in debt to this man made her skin crawl.

Her clan mate shifted, removing his hands from his pockets as he faced her. “I know you can’t afford that. Most reapers don’t have that kind of money because this city does not allow us to work among humans. I know for a fact that you are jobless—­which is why you cannot provide for your clan—­and that you betraying your old leader is why your entire clan lives in chaos now. I’m surprised you haven’t just asked your Saint girl for some—­”



“She’s not my girl,” Layla seethed. Her blood heated at the mention of Elise, and the sound of her name in his mouth nearly had her fangs springing out. She bit back another snapping remark, forcing her nerves to settle before she spilled more blood around them.

A tiny smirk curled Julius’s lips. “If the Saint heiress is so invaluable, why don’t you turn her over? It could be a way for you to win back your clan’s favor. She’s caused nothing but grief for you anyway. I’m sure she has some extra cash lying around too. You could end this now.”

This time Layla didn’t stop her fingers from curling into fists and her fangs from slipping free. Layla turned to Julius, leveling at him a glare so cold, she saw her own ire reflected back at her in his black eyes. “Shut the fuck up, or I swear to God, I’ll rip your heart from your chest. I don’t answer to you. You answer to me. I’m the one hunting Valeriya’s killer. If you really cared about the lair, you would respect traditional clan rules and listen to the new leader.”

Julius clenched his jaw. “The clan awaits the results of your hunt. They’re angry, they’re impatient, and they want vengeance on her killer. You know how feral a beast can get when it has been starved for too long. You would have brought them a head a long time ago if you really deserved the role of clan leader. You’re hiding something, and I think it has everything to do with the Saints. I’ll figure it out sooner or later.”

Layla didn’t have a proper response to that. All she could do was watch as he left, unflinching while snow settled on her.









4

Spilling blood had become a regular occurrence after sundown in Harlem. Lights from the theater marquees illuminated the crowded path lined with those desperate for a taste of debauched ventures. Open windows from above let out smoke from wilting cigars, while the various jazz notes floated through the doors below with each person who stepped beyond the entryways. Layla stuck to the shadows, weaving between late-­night club goers and through shadows as she navigated Jungle Alley. Eventually she stopped by the back entrance of a particularly seedy-­looking club. The sight of it never failed to make her skin crawl, no matter how many times she visited. Just the scent of the old blood and grime that coated the outside of the building made goose bumps rise across her skin. Memories of the last time she had come and the screams that had followed her home that night resurfaced in her mind.

With her fist raised over the door, she hesitated. Perhaps it would have been better to take Julius up on his deal. Let him pay for the mess at the dock and settle the debt with Jamie. Anything would have been better than this.

But the thought of owing that man made her knock immediately.

The door swung open after a few moments, revealing a young Black woman with a curious smile. Maria. One of her fangs glinted up at Layla in the low light. “Back so soon already? You’re normally in only on the weekends.”

Layla swallowed the rise of bile in her throat. “Something came up. I need money tonight.” She glanced behind the reaper in an attempt to scope out the movement inside, but the older woman shifted, blocking her view. Layla sighed. “Is there any way I can—­”

“No. You know the rules. You give, you receive. If you need money, you must give yourself up.” Maria nodded toward her. “So, what will it be tonight?”
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For what felt like the hundredth time that month, Layla found herself trapped between four suffocating walls. Though the blood had been cleaned thoroughly—­as it always was after each use of the room—­she still smelled it buried in the divots and cracks in the dark paint. If the walls were white, there would have been stains and clearer proof of the depraved pursuits that occurred.

The roaring in Layla’s ears muffled the sounds of the club bumping overhead.



Only curtains closed her off in this room, separating her from the other illicit deeds taking place throughout the blood house. The reaper at the door had been kind enough to leave her a bottle of wine should she need it to soothe her nerves. But Layla knew the night would haunt her long after she left, no matter how much wine she poisoned herself with.

Just as she was beginning to settle back against the plush leather seating, the curtains shifted, and in stepped a masked young woman. She walked on long pale legs that her fringed dress struggled to contain. The wide gray eyes behind the mask dampened her confident stance. Layla could practically pick out every ounce of fear in just her expression, despite it being half hidden by her extravagant accessory.

Layla tilted her head to the side, eyeing the young woman. “The mask is not necessary, you know. I won’t hunt you down. And even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t need to know your face.” Just the implication of blood had Layla’s fangs emerging. It had been a long stretch without feeding—­the longest she had gone in ages. Being here was more dangerous than it was smart, but Layla trusted her self-­control. She had to. It was either that or succumb to her urges and end up just like she had at the Alhambra two months ago—­violent, vicious, and merciless.

Her hands tightened into fists, and she ground her teeth so hard, her jaw ached. Layla was glad when the woman spoke again, since she had something else to focus on before the visions of her past horrors could resurface.



“I know never to trust a reaper. I will not take any chances.” The woman rolled her shoulders and took a step closer.

“Yet you are here, presumably for some of my venom,” Layla said, her voice level. She could have been colder. She could have promised this woman violence and scared her half to death just to make herself feel bigger. Night after night, Layla had heard other reapers doing just that to their human patrons, for no reason other than their own wicked desires.

The adrenaline from their fear makes their blood taste better. Sweeter and more delectable, one had told her in passing after witnessing a particularly brutal bite. This was how some rogue reapers got their fill of human blood without causing a scene. Reaper venom was as persuasive as it was addictive, and every human here was infected with it.

Still refusing to remove her mask, the young woman stood in front of Layla with her hands folded behind her back. “And you want my blood.”

Layla shook her head. “I do not.”

“No?” The woman took a seat beside Layla and drew closer to her. The intoxicating scent of her human blood coaxed Layla’s fangs out. She turned on instinct, her eyes finding the rapid pulse in her throat. The woman laughed softly and pulled her hair over her shoulder, baring the slope of her neck. “You look like you do.”

Everything in Layla wanted to lean in and sink her fangs into the soft flesh before her. She could tell herself it would mean nothing. That it would taste like every other human’s blood she’d had before. Maybe it would even be better. But she knew that would be a lie. No matter how much she yearned for the warmth and purity of human blood, her stomach twisted at the thought of consuming it from anyone besides her—­

“Saint,” Layla cursed under her breath.

The woman startled a bit, her eyes going wide. “I am not a Saint.”

“I know,” Layla snapped. “And I don’t bite, so put your neck away.”

“Really? A reaper who doesn’t bite? Strange. How will we exchange our arsenal if you do not bite?” the woman asked. “I specifically requested you because I enjoy a challenge. They say you’re worse than karma.”

At this, Layla almost flinched. “What does that even mean?”

“People who come to see you never return. Your venom works instantly. Karma…doesn’t hit until much later,” the woman said breathily.

It took a moment for Layla to realize she was speaking about another type of venom. Layla had never considered whether her venom was as satisfying or functional as other reapers’. Not while it was too lethal to be used. She only hoped the rumors about it were good enough to get her paid.

Layla pulled a knife from her belt. The same knife she had used against Elise’s throat just a few months ago when she had broken into the Saint estate during their tenth-­anniversary celebration. Saint steel made up the blade while the handle remained a heavy sterling silver with intricate designs—­the most damning of them all being the Saint lotus flower and north star.



The woman gasped at the sight of the weapon. “Are you the one who caused all that havoc with the Saints?”

Truthfully, Layla had not been by the Saint estate since Tobias’s oldest daughter had denounced herself as heir months ago. What had become of the place was none of her concern, though part of her wondered if Elise had ever returned and what she thought of it now that the place had crumbled more than thrived. “Is that what you’ve heard? It was reaper instigated?”

“It always is. Whenever reapers and humans come together—­”

“Are you here for a debate, or do you want my venom?” Layla cut her off. She reached for the glass by the wine bottle, already feeling the points of her fangs digging into her gums. Blood welled in her mouth, but more importantly, her own venom surfaced like mist after an unforgiving rainstorm.

The woman shifted beside her and nodded. “Many believe you are a blight on mankind. I would think you would be more worried about the Saints’ future plans for reapers. But then again, other reapers seem ready for revenge. You, however…I’ve never seen a reaper as…sad as you.”

As much as Layla wanted to ask what this woman meant about the Saints’ plans, she had to remind herself that she was no longer involved with that family and she never wanted to be again. All Saint business was bad business. She was here to forget and move on. Layla squeezed the knife in her hand, hissing through her teeth. “If you are trying to provoke me into biting you, it will not work. All I will do is kick you out. Understand?”



The woman shook her head, laughing. “Understood.”
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Maria pressed a wad of bills into Layla’s hand just outside the curtain. The patron was long gone by now, though Layla had been waiting by her room for ages to get her payment. Judging by the quieter sounds from above, it had to be nearing three or four o’clock in the morning. People had tired themselves out from dancing and drinking in the club and were finally going home, but the wicked below continued their often-­fruitless hunts for satisfaction. Layla was no exception.

She glared at the bills, then up at Maria. “That’s it?”

“According to the patron, you did not bite her. You receive less for that.” Maria tried to shrug her off, but Layla stepped closer.

“My venom will work the same—­”

“People pay for the experience in addition to the venom. If you so badly need the money, then you should consider loosening your morals. Many reapers here have returning patrons. It would be better for you to not scare yours off, or worse. We already have fewer numbers this quarter because of other blood houses leeching our customers and a strange sickness going around.”

“We don’t get sick—­”

“Tainted blood. Be careful who you let in, and if you do start feeling sick, tell me immediately. And before you say anything, I know that’s not why you refuse to bite. Your ‘no biting’ rule feels more like a shtick than anything else,” Maria hissed.



Layla scoffed. “Is that what you think I do? I scare the patrons off?”

Maria’s easy smile faded. “I think you do worse. Some have reported finding your past patrons dead. I understand being hungry, but perhaps think of the business before hunting its customers down.” She began to walk off as Layla bristled, but they both tensed at the scent of fresh human blood filling the air. A bright red pool of it seeped beneath one of the curtains lining the hallway they stood in. Layla did not have to look into the room to know how much blood had been spilled. If the sounds of flesh tearing and the slowing struggle of a human were any indication, there was more blood outside their body than there was inside it. Maria turned back to Layla, a sly smile turning her lips up. “If you wish to make more tonight, I have a cleaning job that just became available for you.”

While Layla had no problem pretending for the night and damning her morals, that amount of blood was currently too much to face. Her fangs had yet to retract from the smell alone, and already, the adrenaline pooling in her veins made her body heat and her heart pound.

“Not tonight,” Layla said through gritted teeth. She pushed past the reaper and nearly stumbled into the fresh air outside, gulping it down until her fangs slid back into place.

The unwanted presence of men nearby helped distract her from the approaching blood fury. Even just their grating voices had her spine straightening and her focus turning from pure hunger to anger.

Three men—­gangsters, as determined by the guns in their holsters and their matching tattoos—­crowded around one man almost huddled against the building. Shadows hid their faces, but Layla caught the glint of a Saint badge and the handle of his own gun on him. Any other time, she might have run. A Saint and a reaper had no business together—­especially not outside an illegal blood house. But watching this man get cornered by people the Saints had considered to be beneath them for years made her hesitate. The man looked like he had just walked out of the ocean. Water soaked his clothes and plastered his hair to his head. Even in the low light, Layla noticed the disturbing gauntness to his pale cheeks and brilliant red vessels in his bloodshot eyes. He looked as close to death as a starved reaper, and Layla might have assumed he was one if it weren’t for the human warmth of his blood beneath his cool skin.

“I just need help. I need…to see…” Each word emerged with a gurgle, as if water choked him from the inside out.

The gangsters looked unimpressed. One turned his nose up at the man, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Maybe go to a hospital. We’ve had enough rats recently to know any human suffering an ailment only means to do us and our workers harm.” He plucked the Saint badge from the man’s jacket and tossed it onto the ground. The silver honor hit the pavement with the dull sound of metal scraping against cement. “This means nothing here. You cannot walk into reaper and gangster business and demand our services. We all saw how quickly you people fell at the Alhambra. Your empire is crumbling just as fast now.”



Layla tensed at the threat in his voice. It might have been two months of the Saint empire’s decline, but their power remained abundant in the streets. She still remembered how swiftly they had locked her away for a vague suspicion—­things would only be worse at the blood house if Saints had another reason to survey it. She stepped closer to the group of men and shook her head. “Leave him alone. Or else you’ll have the rest of them after us soon.”

“How long are you going to defend the Saints?” one of the gangsters demanded. He straightened, his jaw going tight as he brandished the gun at his belt. “As far as I’m concerned, one less Saint is a blessing for us all.”

No part of Layla wanted a fight, and she hardly had the energy to defend her decision anyway. She was almost grateful when a new voice snuck between them and drew their attention away from each other.

“I need a refund,” snapped a young Black woman, no older than Layla. She stood with her arms crossed, one foot tapping while her eyes darted around everyone in the alleyway. She was outfitted in a nice dress, various pearl strands draped around her throat and dangling from her ears. Her shining aura did not belong in a dingy place like this, yet she stood like she owned even the air. It took Layla a moment to notice the rapid and intense beat of her pulse. Despite standing several feet away, she sensed the overwhelming heat of the woman’s blood thrumming beneath her delicate brown skin.

“For what?” a gangster asked.

The woman let out a sharp breath. Her golden-­brown eyes seemed to glow. With anger or pain, Layla could not tell. “It didn’t work. I paid for good venom, and it did nothing for me.”

The mention of venom made Layla think of the patron she had just served and how each moment passing meant she moved farther away with a lethal dose of venom. Layla glanced out of the alleyway, impatience building as the conversation carried on around her.

“Buy more,” the gangster said.

But the woman’s chest heaved with a frustrated sigh. She groaned and walked forward, her shoulders tense and trembling. Her scent overcame Layla suddenly. Bitter and putrid, it washed over the alleyway, burning Layla’s nose. It took every ounce of strength in her not to gag. Her fangs emerged, and she backed away, hissing.

The woman snapped her gaze to Layla. “You. I’ll take yours.”

Layla opened her mouth to refuse, but the cornered Saint member fell into a fit of coughing so bad, blood sprayed from his lips. The smell alone was enough to make Layla’s skin heat. It overrode the woman’s odor, and she found herself gazing at the fresh blood dripping down his chin. Layla didn’t realize quite how vulnerable she had made herself until the woman’s hand came swiping up to touch her fangs. The moment her fingers made contact with her teeth, Layla reared back and slammed her hand into the woman’s throat. She flew into the wall, her head snapping against the brick hard enough to leave a smear of blood behind. Any other day, Layla might have worried about fresh human blood being spilled so close to her while she was on the brink of a blood fury, but the substance that came from this woman could only be described as rotten.



The woman’s face had changed. Red covered the whites of her eyes like crimson curtains, and black veins spiraled out beneath her lips and across her cheeks. It was as if her face, a bronzed picture of beauty, had begun to crack and splinter. Her jaw unhinged in a guttural scream that ended in choking as she collapsed. Black and red fluids fountained from her mouth and eyes. Her skin seemed to melt with the substance as her body sloughed into a puddle of blood and guts. At once the woman had become nothing more than rotten, necrotized flesh. Layla had seen many horrific things in her life, but never had she seen something as disturbing as this. No reaper, no matter how cruel, could have justified feeding on such a poisoned corpse.

Layla still felt the woman’s touch on her mouth. Her hand drifted to her lips, where her fangs had dug in and drawn blood. She thought back to her patron that night—­the woman with the mask who now carried a vial of her venom—­and how Layla should have been tracking her by now to get it back.

“What did you do?” one of the gangsters demanded. His partner stood behind him with wide eyes and a dropped jaw. Even the Saint member, who had only just recovered from his coughing fit, looked dumbfounded.

Panic clutched Layla’s chest like a fist made of flames. She backed away from the carnage, her hands shaking as she traced the steps her patron must have taken out of the alley. There was no point in trying to answer the gangster’s question. Not while someone still existed with her venom—­the very thing that could have caused such a macabre end.



Layla sprinted, grateful for the rush of fresh air against her face. She gulped in breath after breath, occasionally catching whiffs of her patron, albeit faint. With adrenaline spurring her on, Layla caught up to the young woman’s fresh tracks in the ice-­slicked streets. She found her hurrying across the way, mask and vial in hand. Layla almost slumped with relief. Her pace quickened, and she barreled right for the young woman. Before they could make contact, however, something heavy slammed into her. She fell backward, the snow cushioning her fall as her head hit the ground. Layla tried to roll onto her feet, but a man pressed her into the ice, his body—­nearly twice her size—­pinning her arms and legs to the spot. Blinking with surprise, Layla’s eyes met angry amber ones that she had once known to show her tender love.

“Sterling—­” she gasped.

“You don’t know how much trouble you’re in, Quinn,” the Saint member snarled.

At her full strength, Layla would have been able to overpower him with the perks of her reaper affliction. But now, with her body starved going on a month now, she could only fight the urge to bite into the flutter of blood rushing through his jugular. The cold touch of metal from the gun he pressed against her chin didn’t help either.

A light giggle sounded nearby, and Layla cursed as the young woman ran off with her venom. Had Layla been fully fed, she would not have fallen into this trap; her mind would have been able to focus on her surroundings, rather than just on the hunt before her. Now Layla was no better than prey trapped by a worse predator. She glared up at Sterling, whose own frown had not let up. “Kill me then. Fucking kill me,” she snapped. Venom seared over her words, and even Sterling looked taken aback by her conviction.

His gun hand faltered a bit, but he did not let her go.

All Layla could think about was what Valeriya had said to her when she had found Layla standing on the roof of the Clarice five years ago, Saint bullets in one hand and a gun in the other. When a reaper has had enough—­when her grief has grown longer than her days and immortality has become more a curse than a blessing—­she wants nothing more than to drive the blade into her own heart. But now is not your time, Layla. Ma chère. Give me the gun.

Even unspoken, the words tasted bitter on her tongue. Layla wasn’t sure she could believe them anymore.

“This is what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it, Sterling?” she hissed. “Because you’ve always been so fucking jealous that Elise liked me more than you. She loved me. You tried so hard, but you were never enough. Not for her, not for Josi, and never for Tobias. You’ll never have another family, no matter how hard you try—­” Her breath caught as Sterling shoved the gun deeper into her throat. She felt her own pulse beating against the barrel, saw the fear mixing with anger in his eyes. How similar they once had been, the two of them—­orphans shrouded in darkness and begging for something light. Perhaps in another life, they would have grown together rather than apart. Maybe Layla would have been able to convince him that the Saints caused him more hurt than healing. Looking into his eyes, she saw herself amid the hate. How long could she belittle him before it came back to hurt her just as deeply?

Her fangs, bloody and slick with her venom, dug into her lower lip. The pain nearly matched the anguish in Sterling’s gaze, but Layla ignored it and allowed her own blood to spill over her chin. When it hit the ground beneath them, all she could see was Elise bleeding out and dying on the floor of the Alhambra with Sterling’s bullet in her chest. Layla hissed and forced as much ice as she could behind her next words. “If you don’t kill me now, I’ll kill you.”

Much to her surprise, Sterling shook his head and loosened his grip on her arm. The pressure of his body on hers lessened, but she still felt the heat of his ire. “I won’t give you that satisfaction. You owe me an explanation for whatever the hell is going on, and you owe me the location of Elise and Josephine.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Layla gritted out.

“A drug is spreading and it’s killing people. It’s coming from this club.”

As if on cue, a commotion sounded at the blood house Layla had just escaped from. Sterling looked up, and the moment his gun slipped away from her throat, Layla took her chance. She shoved him onto his back, her hands going around his neck.

Sterling gasped for air as her fingers dug in. Blood burst from the vessels in his eyes, and Layla tightened her grip, feeling the rush of satisfaction and pleasure coursing through her veins. It wasn’t until he began to writhe beneath her that she felt her senses return. The bloodred mist over her vision receded, and she released him, her hands stiff and trembling as she took in her actions. Once again, the poison Layla had tried so long to nurse into dormancy shifted in her system. Memories of the Alhambra and the heads she had torn from bodies under the wrath of Dr. Harding and Stephen Wayne’s poison emerged. Her rage then had nearly consumed her. Now Layla almost let it happen again.

She released Sterling and bolted before he could finish catching his breath. The pull of the beast lurking within her only grew stronger with each step she took back to her lair.
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