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	Chapter 1

	The Seer

	[Leerie]

	Club Meteor pulsed with beams of light, sound, and fury. The bass thrumming through my ribcage like a second heartbeat should have made me feel alive. Instead, I felt hollow, each flash illuminating the wrong memories.

	We’d gotten there late, and I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate the killing of another ripper. The victims had been my age—two college students and a Ouija board in the park. 

	Why hadn’t it warned them?

	One less sadistic serial killer wouldn’t be noticed, nor would his ashes after we dumped them into the bayou. As for the coeds, we left their bodies untouched. The county coroner would have to sort them out. 

	One block west of the Main Street line and one story up, the nightclub had two identical entrances, front and back, each facing a broad city street. Our stairway in was the least used—VIPs only—and each step up was a reminder that I belonged.

	Candy leaned in. “Leerie, stay close to Bodie until we reach our table.”

	As the coven’s active Keeper, Candace McQueen was the heart of our group and a woman with a fire all her own. Year-round, she was an 8, but come October, she was a 10. She owned the month, and no one in the coven would so much as whisper a complaint—least of all me.

	Bodie was her knight, the October Knight of the local coven, and his eyes knew exactly where to look. He’d never considered me as anything more than a map to his next encounter. 

	Call me shallow, but I viewed him as a mountain—an impossible mountain I’d give anything to climb. No, I hadn’t filled out as expected, nor had my fashion sense, but I tried. With enough drinks and swanky club lighting, one of Candy’s other warlocks might consider me a 5, but in the cruel light of day, I knew where I ranked.

	The best I could do was pretend—I gave Candy my best smirk and tried to play it cool. “What if Bodie finds my spot first?”

	“Bodie’s taken, but you’re welcome to try.” Candy’s own smile matched that of her knight as he glanced back over his shoulder.

	Nobody has teeth that white, I thought. Or eyes that shade of blue. Or muscles—

	Bodie was taken—at least through Halloween—and then we’d see where things went. Candy wouldn’t mind as long as I gave him back in one piece.

	“Any trouble tonight?” Up ahead, Bodie had reached the pair of bouncers—one step from the club’s vibrant threshold.

	The club’s Lycans always looked out for me—more pity than kindness, I thought. Sure, I must have seemed like a defenseless sheep in their eyes, but I wasn’t about to get lost in the middle of a late-night crowd.

	One of the Lycans, the larger of the two, replied to Bodie, “A few of Summer’s crew arrived early, and they looked completely bored. Good thing the portals are closed tonight.”

	“We don’t want to break anything until All Hallows’ Eve, is that it?”

	“Exactly.” The bouncer’s wolfish amber eyes matched Bodie’s feral grin. His name was Luco, and I liked him for the simple fact that he didn’t ignore me like most. “Holler if you need anything.”

	Bodie wouldn’t. Not with Candy around. 

	He nodded and advanced—his clothing taking on a crackling fiery hue. Tonight’s color was a hell-fire black. The illusion worked as a well-controlled ‘back the feth off’ sort of spell—one that would quickly turn into something more real if it wasn’t heeded.

	The crowd parted like the Red Sea.

	Coming through. 

	We reached our usual corner table without any gruff.

	I glanced back at Candy and gave her another smile. She knew I didn’t like to be touched by strangers, and I knew she liked to show off.

	I’d gotten a new dress, a blue mini with sequins, and paired it with a soft white suede jacket flaunting western-style fringe on the back and sleeves. It was meant to attract attention regardless of whether or not the bearer of said attention would dare approach.

	Such was my life.

	Candy described the contradiction as the purest definition of a witch in her prime and said I should enjoy it while it lasted. She wasn’t that much older than me, but she knew things like the savage touch of another and lived her life accordingly. 

	Candy didn’t take a seat. “Leerie, do you want to join us on the dance floor?”

	I wasn’t a witch. 

	“Gimme a chance to settle in.” I leaned back, enjoying the comfortable booth seat and the blessed relief on my all-too-wide feet. “I’ll know my song when I hear it.”

	“You gonna be fine here all by yourself?”

	Why wouldn’t I be? I nodded once and stared down at my drink. I wasn’t a child, and I was never alone—not with the voices always whispering at the edges of my mind.

	Candy took the hint and followed Bodie onto the crowded dance floor. The rest of her team—all six warlocks—had already dispersed, hunting for a different sort of prey throughout the club.

	How can a witch and a handful of warlocks patrol a city the size of Houston? There was a reason I worked year-round while the real witches served only one month out of twelve. I couldn’t gather energy or sling spells, but I could see and hear things pointing out trouble in our domain.

	I narrowed the hunt, while Candy and her warlocks took the risks. The visions always started out vague, while the voices, once questioned, were more exact. I wasn’t a seer in the usual sense but also a listener, and I never forgot a word to any question the spirits answered.

	One song ended. Another began.

	As the light show resumed, a young woman like nothing I'd ever seen before appeared among the crowd. Her eyes glowed with an unreal sheen—a mask or perhaps she was blind. Hand-sewn perfection, her jacket was every bit as exotic as mine—its leather striped in black and gray. Her ethereal form slipped through the oblivious crowd and took a seat beside me. 

	The way she was dressed and the way she was ignored—I felt like I was looking at myself in a cosmic mirror.

	The ghost placed her hands flat on the table and said, “Well met.”

	I’d spoken with spirits before, but never to one so—alive. I said, “Do you have a name?”

	“None that you would recognize or remember, but I’ve come to save your life.”

	“You’ve seen something?”

	“Heard.” She stared at me with opaque eyes, sharing a secret and shaping the bond between us. “I’m afraid for us both.”

	“Why?”

	“I am you.” Her words hit me like a spell.

	Around us, the music faded and the laser lights dimmed—the party’s pulse slowing to a stop. In their place, a buzz grew in my ears, one filled with a single emotion: terror and the certainty things were about to go horribly wrong. This was the wayward spirit’s message. It drove their existence, and it would drive mine.

	I whispered back, “What are you afraid of?”

	“Of not acting when needed. We can’t sit back and let others take all the risks.”

	“Others are less vulnerable.”

	“Sure, but none have the gift of pinpointing danger.”

	As a Witness, I could see things—specific truths—and share them with my coven. Witches held the power. I told them where to use it. 

	“Why are you here?”

	“I’m not—not really—but very soon, everything will change. You must be ready.”

	“Ready for what?”

	“Our brother. He comes seeking a war.” 

	Nothing she said made any sense. I didn’t have a brother—not anymore. He’d gone in search of a war, and it had found him. That he’d joined the Army without saying goodbye…

	I replied, “A war against whom?”

	“This world and all that are in it. You must step into his path.”

	And I’d just bought this dress. “What if I don’t?”

	“You’ll never forgive yourself—nor will I.”

	“How—how will I find him?”

	“He’ll find you—soon enough. In the meantime, I’m leaving you with a clue.” The woman’s hand slid slowly over mine and a hellish vision appeared.

	My stomach dropped. My heart hammered deep within my chest. This wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me. I was a Witness. They wouldn’t dare.

	With her message delivered, the ghost faded away and the party jumped back into place. 

	I sat there alone—the emphatic bass line of my favorite song pounding in my ears. 

	I trembled. 

	I spilled my drink. Feth.

	Sliding out of the booth, I headed toward the dance floor and was caught in the brawny embrace of a Summer warlock, the man swaying, sweaty and stewed.

	Tequila Tito. Swell.

	“Whoa there, cowgirl. Need a ride?” The young man’s boot landed on my open-toed pump while his arm circled my waist and pulled me close.

	“Not from you, Tito.” I tried twisting away and got a belch full of fumes for my effort.

	“We’re both off the clock. Why not enjoy yourself?”

	“Because I see things about those who get too close. Bad things. Horrible endings.”

	Tito’s grip loosened slightly. “Like what?”

	A vision jumped into my head—a tombstone with Tito’s full name. “Hector Dorcas Brunella,” I recited the words as only a preacher would. “Born April 1st, 2001. Died—,” I tsked.

	“WAIT!” He shoved me away. “I’m sorry—I was just trying to have some fun, and you looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

	I checked my big toe to make sure it was still attached and took a deep breath. My once-favorite song was over. 

	“I have.” I pointed two fingers at my eyes and then at his. “Care to trade spots?”

	“Feth no.”

	“Then get out of my sight before I call your mother.” I needed to puke. I bit my tongue and limped back into place behind the corner table. 

	One last dance before my world ended—it had been worth a shot. 

	I caught the concerned stare of Bodie Hoskins looming over everyone on the dance floor. It would have been too easy: telling Tito today’s date and pointing out October’s knight, but I wasn’t that cruel, nor would I tempt the spirits to prove me wrong.

	Candy grabbed Bodie’s chin and steered it back towards her own.

	I closed my eyes. No, it didn’t help.

	###

	The following night, the frenetic club scene was replaced by its cosmic opposite. One block north of the Buffalo Bayou, empty shadows filled a long concrete stairwell, one that led downward to a forgotten chamber known as The Cistern.

	A network of bayous crossed the city, channeling the latent energy of millions into the Gulf. The esoteric power was known as the Undercurrent, and it meant a witch in this city was never far from her source.

	We lingered, giving our eyes time to adjust to the blanket gloom. To me, silence was always the hardest part. It made me nervous, forcing me to fill in the gaps with the sound of my own voice. 

	I whispered, “They used to give tours of the site, but it didn’t last.”

	Candy gave in to my long pause. “I feel certain you’re about to tell us why.”

	“Looking back ain’t as easy as looking forward, and this spot goes way back.”

	“It’s got bats. I bet it’s the bats,” said Sonja. 

	While Candace “Candy” McQueen owned the October Keeper slot, Kylie “Sonja” Smithson held the month of November. A fire witch trumped a time witch when it came to displays of the coven’s might, but both knew their craft and had brought along their warlocks in case things went sideways.

	I’d suggested pulling in Sonja as backup, knowing that Candy might take things the wrong way. 

	She hadn’t. 

	If anything, she saw it for the warning it was, and I stuck to my history lesson rather than puke: “That would have worked too, but no, The Cistern is too buttoned up for them.”

	“Then spill or you’ll be the one sorting the bodies and counting heads.” Witches burned off anxiety in their own way, and Candy was no exception. That she always gave me the chance to contribute meant more to me than she knew.

	I spilled, “Someone marked the site with a curse. Visitors came down with a cough or something worse.”

	“And my Bodie’s going in there?” She never missed a chance to remind me. 

	“Your Bodie and his crew are protected, or does your craft dwindle with every hangover?”

	Candy frowned. “I don’t drink. You know that.”

	“But Bodie does. It’s a wonder he can walk today.” 

	And it’s a wonder she can walk straight having had another steamy after-party with her knight, I thought.

	“He’ll be fine.”

	I continued, “Some say it was moonshiners wanting the place to themselves. Some say they hired a witch to make it so.”

	“And you think the witch is still around?”

	“She’d be a hundred and a half, give or take, if she were.”

	“Spells fade with the dying of a witch.”

	Sonja added her own two cents: “That they do. Nobody’ll be getting sick tonight.”

	This wasn’t about the warlocks, but rather the witches that filled them with augmented toughness, vision, and punch.

	As the Keeper of October, Candy made sure everyone knew she was in charge. “Bodie will take the lead. He’ll enter through the eastern stairwell. Sonja, you’ll remain up top. Earl and his boys will only go in if I do.”

	At least Candy didn’t assign anyone to “babysit the seer.”

	My job was to point, and I had—to the old underground cistern a couple of blocks west of downtown. 

	What was I doing here? This wasn’t about a single ripper or a rogue vamp. The spirits had made that clear before going silent. With last night’s visitation adding to my sense of dread, I’d decided my only way free would be to heed the mysterious visitor and step up my game.

	When a coven Witness spoke, witches listened. When a full-bodied apparition joined you for a drink, you followed through.

	I said, “Candy, I’ll go in first—just to be safe—and take a peek.”

	There was nothing safe about my suggestion—even with Bodie waiting right outside the subterranean door.

	“Leerie, are you sure?” said Candy.

	The voices never lied. The visions were never wrong. 

	I nodded. “If there’s a trap spell waiting, I’ll see it and bail.”

	“Then pick a skin, or let Sonja pick one for you.”

	“A tabby. A random stray searching for its next meal.”

	Sonja showed me a handful of talismans—each offering a life-like illusion. “Not a rat like last time?” 

	I shook my head. 

	Sonja smiled as she pinned a brooch to my chest. “Tap it right before you go in. It’ll work for at least ten minutes. Now, let me sort out my team.”

	Earl was Sonja’s knight. All six of her warlocks were well-equipped, if not fully enhanced. At dawn on November 1st—one week from now—a handoff would happen, transferring the coven’s focus between Keepers. Sonja would ascend, and Candy’s belligerent magic would fade back to normal—normal for a witch.

	Bodie led the way down. The steel door at the bottom was padlocked with a chain that shattered in his grip.

	As the door cracked open, I activated the brooch and slipped through. 

	The Cistern had been built to catch the city’s surplus of rain. To my eyes, the massive underground altar to concrete and vintage engineering glowed with a pervasive sheen. As far as mundane light went, there was none, but each wall and each support column shimmered slightly as it rose to the ceiling thirty feet overhead.

	The old spell, I thought. Nothing harmful.

	Beyond that, the place appeared lifeless. Empty. Nothing. Tour over. Give me my money back.

	What was I to do? Back out and report that the coven’s vaunted seer had gone blind, or step up and find something useful before I returned. Nobody would expect me to take a risk, which made it all the better. October was almost over, so why not leave my mark?

	I moved slowly forward, searching for any sign of movement or a misplaced shadow, a head ducking behind a pillar, or the scuff of a boot. 

	Halfway across the cistern, I found a wet spot on the floor—a small puddle. Kneeling, I couldn’t miss the stink of a Lycan.

	A sound like the scrape of a claw across concrete echoed around the vast room.

	I spun around and spotted my second clue, a sigil tagging the nearest pillar: the symbol for ‘Reap.’ 

	It was empowered. A witch had certainly been here—one that was still alive. The Cistern, seemingly lifeless and empty, was a trap.

	Still wearing the illusion, I looked and sounded like a stray cat. I would be safe enough if I didn’t freak out while backtracking toward the door.

	I’d found a wet spot on the floor, a single sinister ward, and a few dozen lonely concrete pillars. 

	I halted halfway to the exit, whispering to myself, “They must be here. Why can’t I see them?”

	Finally, a voice answered: a sinister growl from directly above me, “Look up, little kitten.”

	Why hadn’t I looked up? And why hadn’t the usual voices given me a clue?

	Within the darkness above, a field of yellow eyes bloomed. Dozens of hairy, inhuman forms clung to the ceiling like spiders, waiting to tear my world apart. 

	I screamed and ran.

	The steel door ahead burst inward as Bodie’s crew rushed into the cavernous space.

	Guttural shrieks and growls filled the emptiness. Malformed Lycans—neither man nor wolf—plummeted from their perch. Wet fangs and hooked claws landed among the warlocks. More beasts scraped their way down the pillars and vaulted into the melee.

	I dove forward, crawling for the door as flashes of gunfire and sickly red flames fought back. 

	Locked in a desperate dance, our warlocks were outnumbered, but if Bodie managed to keep his feet, his blade Firesong would even the odds.

	Earl’s team poured in. Their shotguns blazed, filling the man-made cavern with more deafening blasts.

	To me, the sounds seemed stilted—the warlocks’ movements slow compared to the creatures they fought.

	A long steel sword clattered and spun to a halt directly in front of me. Its ethereal fire had gone out.

	Bodie’s.

	Time crashed—the world around me slowed to a stop—shotgun echoes and screams stretched into one unending vibration.

	I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move my hand one inch to touch the deadly blade.

	It was a trap. I’d been the bait. The realization hit me like a punch. 

	I mewled like a cat caught beneath the wheel of a car, and suddenly, the battle resumed. Around me, men and beasts flailed and fired—growled and screamed—and fell.

	Rolling sideways, I got to my feet and scampered fast for the only way out.

	Through the door and up the long stretch of stairs, I found the reason why Candy hadn’t followed Earl into the hellish scene. Sprawled face down on the sidewalk, Sonja didn’t move. Her favorite jacket had been shredded.

	I froze at the sight.

	Fire flared nearby.

	Candy screamed out a challenge. The wolf she’d been fighting burst into flame and dove into a roll. 

	The fire witch called the spell Inside Out, but the Lycan was warded. Candy’s fire cooked the hair off its hide and seared the pads of its feet. 

	The beast stumbled but didn’t stop.

	Candy backed away from its painful advance. “Leerie, I’ve got this! RUN!”

	“But Sonja—”

	“Sonja’s gone!”

	Blackened skin finally peeled away, breaking down the wards of the wolf that stalked her. Its body crumbled into a pile of glowing ash. 

	Candy sprinted past me, heading down the stairs.

	I shouted after her, “Bodie’s gone too!” As if she didn’t know. 

	This wasn’t about Bodie Hoskins. The battle below still raged. Candy was both the Keeper and a cork in the bottle that would give me time to get clear.

	I was a seer, not a belligerent witch. The sigils on my skin denoted ownership and rank among the coven. Each was a promise of protection rather than protection itself.

	I ran south. Crossing over the bayou, I turned east toward downtown and its network of underground tunnels. 

	Behind me, the ground shook with a thunderous WHOMP and another fiery flash rose from the cistern’s entranceway.

	In the distance off to my left, an unearthly howl split the night like an angry demon.

	The warm liquid running down my legs meant I wasn’t about to get away with my dignity intact, but I tried. Head down, I lengthened my stride and sucked in my next breath.

	Another howl, this one behind me, and I still had three blocks to go. 

	It was late. Traffic was light. As I reached the highway overpass, more pillars lined my way, and I found myself looking up just in case.

	That’s when it hit me. 

	One second I was upright. The next—


Chapter 2

	The Abyss

	[Leerie]

	A jolt rocked me awake. 

	I coughed at the stench of the SUV’s cargo bay and realized the horrid smell was coming from me. I tried to cover my nose and couldn’t. 

	My wrists and ankles had been zip-tied together like I was some sort of animal or a package to be delivered. 

	My head and back ached. 

	My mouth tasted of blood and ashes. 

	My stomach lurched with each new bounce across the uneven road and for one terrifying moment, I couldn't remember who I was or how I’d gotten here. The voices had fallen silent; my vision had blurred. The gifts of a seer had abandoned me when I needed them most.

	“About time you woke up, little kitten.” The voice was more of a snarl—hate-filled and hungry—and familiar from the night before.

	Another hard jolt and the sound of loose gravel slapping the vehicle’s undercarriage. 

	In a city as paved as Houston, I couldn’t imagine where we were headed—or why. Only one thing was clear: last night hadn’t been about a brawl or a beatdown, but a kidnapping.

	I was supposed to be untouchable. The Treaty of Covens said so. Nobody would dare steal a Witness once they’d been earned, and yet someone had.

	I shuddered. I’d been right. Bad things had been waiting and now—

	I called out, “What time is it?”

	The sun was up, blazing across the windshield.

	“Almost eight,” said the man, most definitely a Lycan. “How was your night?”

	I took a deep breath and regretted it. I coughed, “It ended abruptly.”

	“That it did.” The SUV veered hard and bounced over another rut. “For everyone involved.”

	“Everyone?”

	Bodie’s fiery sword flashed in my mind. Sonja’s lifeless body. Candy’s last stand shooting up from below. Nothing had escaped that conflagration—no one except the beast and me.

	My bonds grew tighter. I fought for my next breath. 

	The beast seemed to enjoy it. “Consider it a pyrrhic victory for both sides and a lesson for those who think they can intervene in another’s affairs.”

	“You—you killed them all?” 

	“Me? We may have hidden a few setbacks in the cistern, but it was your witch who set them off.”

	I couldn’t argue the point. “What affairs? Why were you there?”

	“Why don’t you tell me?”

	Having gone silent the night before, my voices were a full-on choir singing in my head. They spoke of a death demon and something worse.

	I whispered, “What happened to Narsus?” 

	Saying the demon’s name turned my vertigo into an all-out storm. My stomach heaved, and there was nothing I could do but wear it. As for the smell, it couldn’t get any worse.

	A wordless minute passed before the Lycan answered, “The witches of Saintsville must’ve lit their own fuses to take it down.”

	“And yet you attacked the coven in Houston. Why?”

	A new voice answered—a woman’s with a heavy East Asian accent, “Your coven held the key, and now nothing can stop us.”

	The key had been hog-tied in her own soiled—never mind. I closed my eyes and braced myself for whatever came next.

	###

	Nothing about the prior night could compare to the scene at the end of that brutal country lane: the stench of offal, the presence of evil oozing out of a long-neglected cabin, and the blood-stained path from its rotten porch to a fetid pond.

	The brute Kazimir had dragged me from the SUV, cut my zip ties, and left me sitting on the ground in the bright mid-morning light. He wasn’t afraid that I’d run—even if I could—and at that moment, standing up wasn’t a part of my act.

	He called out, “Ringo, wash her off and bring her inside.”

	Another tall shadow swooped in. My boots were yanked from my feet, followed by my jeans and shirt.

	“Filthy.” The man, Ringo, seemed to enjoy his task as he grabbed me by the hair. “Time for a bath.”

	Filthy. I could say the same for him and the sigils that pulsed across his hairy skin. Like Kazimir, the man was a Lycan in warlock’s clothing—an abomination for his loyalties to both wolf and witch.

	A splinter-filled pier ended in a warmer than expected plunge into hell. I only opened my eyes for a second and found myself face-to-face with a corpse—one that barely registered as human. The whispers offered up a name, and it was all I could do to keep my eyes shut tight as Ringo dunked me and lifted me out into the bleak October air.

	I shivered, holding myself tight.

	“Skinny witch,” he laughed.

	His right hand circled my neck like a steel collar while his other poked at the black sigils splayed across my chest.

	“Ringo, enough!” The Asian woman’s voice called down from the cabin, and no, she wasn’t on my side.

	Not even close.

	Ringo did the honors of escorting me to the cabin’s rotten porch. Easily twice my weight, he carried the truth in his eyes—the yellow tinge of a Lycan that could tear me apart with his bare hands.

	“Get dressed.” The woman handed me back my jeans and shirt, not-so-freshly rinsed in a bucket of pond water. 

	I did my best to wring them out and ignored the chill as I pulled them on. 

	“Drink this.” Wearing a blood-stained gray smock, the woman—the witch—handed me a water bottle. “It’ll help.”

	She was petite with straight black hair and freaky white eyes—as if the windows of her soul had frosted over. Black sigils on her skin seemed to writhe with pent-up power. A sulfurous mist seeped from her every pore.

	“Help what?” I said.

	Her hand flashed out, slapping me hard across the face. “No talking.” 

	Beckoning Ringo, she went inside.

	Whatever horrors accosted me outside the dilapidated cabin paled in comparison to its unthinkable basement. 

	The smell hit me first, an unmistakable metallic tang of blood and the sour stench of human waste, and something else—something lurking at the corners of my eyes.

	A single bulb swayed from the ceiling, casting shadows on the stained concrete walls. 

	Rusty chains and a cage half empty—half full.

	I retched at the sight of the human skulls.

	Death. It was painted on the walls. It filled every corner with its curse. Poisoning the air that I struggled to breathe, it whispered my name: “Lyria.”

	It had been waiting for me all along.

	Locking my wrists and ankles to the basement’s damp back wall, Ringo didn’t stick around. 

	The witch remained, acting almost giddy as she surveyed her prize. “Soak it all in. Get to know it as it gets to know you.”

	I didn’t dare ask what she meant by ‘it.’ Those details would come soon enough, and nothing else would matter.

	The witch finally departed with a bitter laugh. “Enjoy your stay.”

	A black witch. I’d never met one before. 

	If they were going to kill me, why hadn’t they done so by now? Sonja’s final lesson jumped to mind: Spells fade with the dying of a witch.

	My mind swam against the current and then with it. There’d been more than water in that bottle, and pure exhaustion was quickly catching up.

	Before I knew it, the black witch was back, lifting up one of my eyelids with her thumb. “Such pretty eyes for a seer,” she tsked. “This won't hurt a bit.”

	Her words set a hook in my soul. Time—staggered. 

	In that eternal second, I saw flashes of my life: the coven, Candy’s self-assured smile, Club Meteor’s pulsing lights, my mother’s face before she told me to leave—and then a searing, white-hot agony exploded through my skull.

	###

	The visions were gone, but the voices remained. The stories they whispered in my ear belonged to someone else—a girl whose name I wish I’d forgotten.

	The basement light was off. It had to be off. 

	The shackles still held me in place. My wrists bled—a warm, slippery ooze down my arm.

	The creak of the ladder in the far corner. Whimpers and moans followed by silence, the scent of blood, and other things—things better left in the pond. 

	Candles and a cage. The witch was hard at work. Her mutterings used a language borrowed from beyond the Veil, but I’d lost the ability to cringe at whatever she wrought. 

	The only sign of the Lycans came from the witch’s cry for another victim and an ensuing thump of a body dropping onto the subterranean floor.

	Through it all, I didn’t dare utter a word. 

	Through it all, I chased sleep but rarely caught it. 

	Through it all, I trembled, while the voices tallied the passing of time, counting down the days of Sarah Jane Scott, a girl that had never really fit in anywhere—until now.

	I’d never been a witch. I was something else—a skinny, twitchy, dishwater blonde and a fought-over fraud. Someone had tagged me as a Witness, the rarest of all beings in the pantheon of the Undercurrent. 

	I’d been one of eight in the world. And now?

	“If you haven’t figured it out, I’ll be killing you last.” The black witch had finally finished her dark rite and seemed bored as she waited for the result.

	I didn’t dare speak in reply—couldn’t speak—for fear of the voice I might hear. I merely nodded at the fact that we were on the same page.

	If she saw me now, my ghostly soul sister would be sorely disappointed. I could only assume she didn’t know real fear—not like this—or that she hadn’t ever trembled to the point of drop-dead exhaustion. That she’d never experienced the anguish of the damned, knowing that she’d soon be one of them. 

	The black witch took it one step further: “How does it feel to know you were the sole reason for your companions’ demise?”

	Feel? I couldn’t. Vomit had dried on my chin, and I didn’t remember throwing up. My arms were numb. My sense of smell, taste, and sight had been devoured by that hellish dungeon. 

	Feel? I felt loathing at my despicable condition and the witch who hadn’t ended it all sooner.

	I couldn’t cry. Something had happened to my eyes. They wouldn’t open. They felt wrong and inflamed. 

	A dagger pricked my brow, drawing me back. “It was an old spell—one of the oldest—a summoning with a single special ingredient. Can you guess what it was?”

	The elusive voices answered every question and still, I couldn’t scream—God knows I tried. God knows I would have swallowed that dagger in a second if my legs would respond.

	The witch would have kept her promise if not for the fiend in her midst—the Lycan called Kazimir. Voices whispered his name whenever he wasn’t around. They called him a sicario and a black saint.

	I didn’t know either term—and didn’t want to know.

	Kazimir had orchestrated my kidnapping and the killing of so many back in Houston. He was the beast that ruled this forsaken plot. He told me as much while lifting me up by my hair. I’d felt the pain of it but couldn’t tell you why or what it meant.

	“Where is she? Where’s the witch?” He shook me like a doll. “Don’t play dumb with me.”

	The black witch was gone from my tomb, but I couldn’t even guess as to where or when she’d left.

	Kazimir bent my head sideways. “Answer the question, and I’ll let you live.”

	The voices in my head screamed a single name and begged me to use it. It would be my ticket out, they said. My duty, they said, and the only way to slay the beast.

	They never mentioned a cost, but a part of me already knew the truth. If I lived, another would die.

	I yearned for the inevitable, but that didn’t soften the beast’s grip on my head as he slowly twisted it in an agonizing, escalating torment: 

	The ligaments in my neck burned like a rope on fire. 

	My spine pulsed. 

	My muscles spasmed with electric jolts. 

	I’d been dead, and now, every nerve screamed with a pain only I could stop.

	I cried out, “London. You’ll find her in London.”

	Kazimir eased up. “And who is he?”

	He? Suddenly, we weren’t talking about a witch. 

	I struggled to make sense of it all before the beast changed his mind. In cutting this last-minute deal, Kazimir was scared of someone or something. Nothing else fit.

	The answer crawled up my spine and forced its way out of my mouth. “My brother—and he’s not looking to forgive.”

	A chorus of laughter filled my skull as the beast’s hands finally let go. I knew I’d never feel Kazimir’s response—the killing strike of a claw beneath my chin or the sudden, sharp snap of my neck.

	The ladder in the corner creaked, and the Lycan whispered, “Goodbye, little kitten.”

	The hatch above slammed shut with a finality that said he wasn’t coming back.


Interlude

	The Treaty

	Faced with limestone and red brick, the FBI’s office building had all the personality of a community college doubling as a prison. Forget the nearby shores of Lake Pontchartrain or the sunny end-of-October day. This visit would be anything but pleasant.

	“Darien, forgive me, but we’ll need to park out front.”

	Seated in the back seat beside Lady Autumn of the Saintsville coven, Darien Fiske replied, “Riella, it won’t kill me.”

	As an older vamp, Fiske was only slightly averse to sunlight. His immense age made a difference, as did the tinted windows of the S-Class sedan, his charcoal gray suit, broad-brimmed fedora, and dark sunglasses. Stepping out into the afternoon glare would only piss him off. As an attorney licensed to practice on several continents, he’d long served those who could appreciate his talents and his temper. 

	His client, Lady Riella Autumn, was no exception. The parking garage around back would do her no good. She wanted a lawyer matching her mood.

	Car doors popped open and the scuff of brushed concrete sounded harsh beneath their feet.

	The federal agent who met them inside the building’s front door offered a quick nod and a verbal introduction on their way to the elevators, the fourth floor, and a government-issued conference room.

	Faux leather chairs, the scratch-resistant veneer of the mahogany table, and the single broad, one-way window on the far wall were inhospitable clues. That nobody stood to greet them was another. The Silvers, the mundane governmental forces, had come a long way since their last meeting with those of the Undercurrent domain.

	Lady Autumn and her lawyer took their seats across from three special agents in charge of the New Orleans office. She waved her hand in the air at an invisible fly, maybe a gnat, and slapped it on the table, saying “Shoo” and shutting down the surrounding horde of audio-video sensors.

	“Gentlemen, I’m Riella Autumn, a citizen of this fine city, and this is my attorney, Darien Fiske.” She paused as Fiske passed over his business card in triplicate. “We’re here to discuss an agreement that’s been in place for—let’s say decades—and the fact that one of yours broke it in the most heinous and violent of ways.”

	The middle agent, a man whose suit outclassed that of Darien Fiske, replied, “Understood. I’m Special Agent Jacob Tomkins. These are Special Agents Ware and Pulaski. A fourth, Special Agent Penn, has been sidelined while we sort out this—concern.”

	Autumn thought this was the perfect place to start. “We are very aware of Agent Penn’s involvement. What does sidelined mean to you?”

	“It means exactly what it sounds like. She’s watching from the bench.”

	“She hasn’t been fired? She hasn’t been jailed?”

	“Those decisions are ours, not yours. They take time.”

	“Our long-standing agreement made it quite clear that we could demand action on your part and vice-versa, if anyone crossed the line.”

	The agreement—a treaty of sorts between two overlapping worlds—defined a power balance and set the rules of engagement between the local Undercurrent society and the mundane powers that be. Other locales throughout the world maintained similar pacts. On occasion, a refresh or a renegotiation was hammered out.

	“Quite true. Having reviewed the agreement’s original document, your claims, and the reports of our agents for the night in question, we think it’s important to clarify our position on the matter.” To make his point, Tomkins removed an envelope from his jacket’s inner breast pocket and slid it across the table. “Here’s the original agreement as signed in 1962. While my predecessors might disagree with my stance, so be it.”

	Autumn opened the envelope, frowned, and poured a stale pile of ash onto the table. “Why?”

	“Upon further examination, we found that agreement to be flawed—invisible watermarks and such. Its signing added an undue burden to both parties involved.”

	“What burden?”

	“A bond and an inability to act.”

	Autumn scooped the ashes back into the envelope as she spoke, “You’ve certainly acted. The night before last, you attacked us, resulting in numerous deaths among our kind at a local nightclub known as Menagerie.”

	Before the special agent could respond, Darien Fiske stood up and began emptying his briefcase, showing photo after photo of utter carnage: swathes of scattered dead in a hideous nightclub scene, pools of blood, bodies torn apart, and one handcuffed victim lying face down on the floor. Fiske followed those with forensics reports detailing bullets recovered at the scene—each matching that of a government-issued firearm—and the grainy photos of government license plates on the backs of two SUVs.

	Agent Tomkins turned a deep red. “This is our fault?”

	Autumn waved the envelope. “You broke the contract—literally. You released its burden at a time when we needed it most.”

	The special agent tapped the table. “You’re saying we massacred your people? Where’s the proof? Where’s the video?”

	“Right there,” Autumn tapped a photo, the handcuffed victim. “Four blocks from Menagerie, Special Agent Charla Penn cuffed him and shot him seven times in the back.”

	“And yet he somehow ended up on the floor of your club.”

	“The man in question is tougher than most, and he was wearing body armor beneath his coat.” Autumn tapped another photo. “Would you like to see the medical report?”

	Again, Fiske jumped in, placing more paper in front of Special Agent Tomkins. “As of this morning, a lawsuit has been filed with the US Attorney’s office. We want badges and accountability.”

	“Whose badges?”

	“Yours. Every Special Agent in New Orleans has been named.”

	“On what grounds?”

	“Conspiracy to commit murder, violations of civil rights, breach of contract, harassment, public endangerment, you name it. We have plenty of victims and plenty of families eager to balance the scales.”

	“And your proof?”

	“We have an eyewitness to the shooting—a tourist, in fact. He saw it all go down.”

	Tomkins lifted a picture—one showing a dismembered not-so-human-being. “What happened in the club? Was that Agent Penn’s doing too?”

	Autumn leaned forward, placing the envelope back on the table. “It most certainly was. If the victim—that man—hadn’t been illegally detained by Special Agent Penn, he would have been there to stop the massacre.”

	Tomkins crossed his arms. “This is all a bunch of Halloween bullshit.”

	Three cellphones chimed at once with an incoming text. The three special agents pried them out of their coats.

	“Gentlemen, before you examine the evidence we’ve just provided, please know that our video security systems are state of the art and routinely audited. Every frame is timestamped. Every camera is synced. The video evidence is stored both locally and in the cloud at the time of capture. A copy has been provided under seal to the US Attorney’s office as well as the mayor of New Orleans and the chief of police. If any file is opened, it will be documented, and I will know of it immediately. You won’t be able to look away, nor will you be able to deny it in a court of law.”

	Two of the agents placed their phones back in their coat pockets. Special Agent Tomkins tapped his and spent the next five minutes enthralled by everything he heard and saw.

	This wasn’t a shooting or a brawl. It was an unreal melee, a ‘king of the dance floor’ bloodbath where everyone lost—even the monster that started it.

	Finally setting his phone on the table, Tomkins whispered, “Tell me that isn’t real.”

	Autumn shook her head. “I can’t. I was there—briefly. It tore itself free of my strongest stasis spell in less than a minute.”

	Fiske backed her up by placing another document in front of Tomkins. “Here’s the video analysis report. It’s bulletproof, but I suggest you run it by your own people, just to be sure.”

	Tomkins ignored it. “What—what was that—thing?”

	Autumn replied, “The Grays call it a precursor.” She chose a word they’d be able to swallow.

	“A precursor to what?”

	“To all hell breaking loose around here, and no, I’m not speaking figuratively.” Autumn was done tapping photos. “This isn’t a bunch of Halloween bullshit, nor is that video.”

	Tomkins picked up a photo of the handcuffed man—his black leather coat was torn and riddled with bullet holes. “Who was he?”

	“He used to be a punk named Ciro—the son of Tiago Case, but what’s done is done.”

	“How did such a low-life slay that beast?”

	“First things first.” Autumn pushed the envelope forward. “Do you accept the terms of our original agreement?”

	Tomkins smirked as he picked up the envelope. “How can I? As you said, what’s done is done.”

	“Do you accept the terms as written there?”

	“As written here?” He opened the flap and dumped a pristine copy of the agreement onto the table. “What the hell?”

	Autumn didn’t relent: “Pick it up and read it again. We’ll wait.”

	Tomkins did.

	“Has anything changed?”

	“No.”

	“Sign it.” Autumn rolled a pen across the table.

	“It’s already signed.”

	“Do it again on behalf of the 21st century.”

	“And if I don’t?”

	“You’ve already seen what happens to us when you don’t honor your commitments. We’ve shown you the consequences, and we all know this wasn’t an isolated incident.”

	“Agent Penn’s been working several extreme cases. She thought Case was the perp.”

	“Do you still believe her?”

	“No.” Tomkins wanted to take a step back. He wanted to deny everything they’d shared, as if this were his nightmare and he’d wake up whenever he pleased. He picked up the pen and scrawled his name beneath the original signatories.

	A gentle hum filled the room—a healing warmth where earlier there was only a man-made chill. The three agents squirmed in their seats and settled.

	“Good,” said Autumn. “Now, where were we?”

	“How do we slay a precursor?” said Tomkins.

	“You don’t. You can’t. Most people can’t even see it until it’s too late.”

	“Your man saw it. How?”

	“He’s not my man, but he’s useful to have around.”

	Tomkins’ eyes widened. “The punk survived?”

	“Most certainly not, but another took his place. One who can vanquish a precursor.”

	“Another what?”

	“Another soul, but we don’t know exactly whose.”

	“Give us your best guess.”

	Knowing Tomkins was already filled with dread, Autumn smiled as she spoke: “One of the Fallen.”

	Tomkins frowned. “An angel of the Black? Do they even have souls?”

	“That man certainly does. As to where he came from, we’re still scouring our library, trying to figure that out.”

	“Where is he now?”

	Autumn eyed the newly signed agreement. “As far as I’m concerned, that’s none of your business. If you want to know more, ask your own witch.”

	Tomkins’ face darkened. “Of course.” 

	That the Silvers had a witch on their payroll explained the existing contract’s sudden lapse. To Lady Autumn, nothing else made sense.

	She pressed on: “Agent Tomkins, I’d like to avoid similar incidents in the future.”

	Tomkins crossed his arms. “How can we help?”

	“Seal this man’s identity and put him on your ‘hands-off’ list. I know you’ve got one. His legal name is Ciro Case, but we know him as Ciro Storm.”

	“There will be a cost.”

	“He’s already paid it. If you need his help, call me, and I’ll track him down. But first, I’ll want confirmation that he’s been given sanctioned and irrevocable cover.”

	“How high up?”

	Darien Fiske took over: “The AG in Washington at minimum. The Veep would be even better.”

	“Us working stiffs not good enough?” said Tomkins.

	“Based on recent events, no. Not even close.”

	“How soon?”

	“You have 24 hours.”

	The phone call came through in eight.


Chapter 3

	Pack and Promises

	[Ciro]

	The slamming of the mansion’s front door left me spiraling like a kite whose string had been cut.

	Not enough wind for that, I thought. But that dress and those bare feet—

	Behind me, from the estate’s black wrought iron gate, a battle-hardened voice called out, “Ciro, hold up.”

	I turned. “Marzal Moss, what brings you here at this early hour?”

	The sun was up, and like me, Marz was reaching the end of another sleepless night. 

	Moss ran a security and protection service with his largest client being the Saintsville coven. His steel-toed boots, jeans, and a tweed button-down shirt, along with an expensive brown leather jacket, were camouflage for the wolf hidden underneath his skin. 

	He pointed up the street. “Did that SUV belong to someone we know?”

	“Tiago Case. We ran into him down in East Riverside—on Twill’s jetty.”

	“That’s not—never mind.” Marz rubbed his nose. “Smells like you and Twill had some trouble.”

	I approached the iron gate but didn’t open it. “Twill and Tiago almost killed each other. I intervened.”

	“Case owes us plenty. Why not let the woman even the score?”

	“Case’s debt is with me, and I’ll be making sure it gets paid.”

	“Like he paid Jasmine?”

	I almost unlocked the gate and stepped outside at that remark. “Jazz is my second. Her position means she’s now untouchable in the eyes of the Gray.”

	“Just like that?”

	“When a new member is accepted into your pack, don’t you protect them no matter what?”

	“The Grays aren’t wolves. They’re sharks. When they smell blood, they strike without a second thought.”

	“Like you, they’re incredibly territorial and follow an unforgiving code.”

	“Do you think that’s enough to protect Nicky’s sister?”

	“Probably not, but I am. Tiago Case knows it.”

	Marz spat as if this were the bitterest of topics. “What happens to my sister-in-law if something happens to you?”

	“She’ll still be part of your pack.”

	Marz looked me in the eye for a second. “Speaking of which, we have business to attend to among the Lycans of Saintsville.”

	“It’s your pack. Why do you need me?”

	“There’s been a challenge—a sizable one. I need you to act as my second for one night.”

	“Why not Nicole?”

	“I chose her the night I became the pack’s alpha. She’s my mate for life, but others will view her as the prize if I lose. I can’t risk it.”

	“When?”

	“Two nights from now—once Jazz gets out of the hospital.”

	“Count me in.”

	“Thanks.” Marz took a step back from the gate, but he wasn’t done. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to make yourself presentable. It’s time you and my sister-in-law had a little talk.”

	“Says who?”

	In answer, Marz threw a quick glance over his shoulder, back toward his SUV. The tinted passenger window descended, showing off the blonde curls and seemingly tireless face of Nicole Moss.

	She didn’t raise her voice: “Ciro, don’t make me get out.”

	I didn’t.

	###

	Jasmine Rossette didn’t open her eyes.

	At first, I thought Jazz was sleeping or that the morphine drip was doing its thing, but the machine was unplugged. The young woman was toughing it out—and by ‘it,’ I meant a bullet wound in each shoulder. She’d been shot by a now former henchman of Tiago Case—a rogue Lycan named Bruno Laird. 

	Surgeries had been performed to remove the bullet fragments and repair the deformed joints, and now she chose pain over a substance that would dampen her connection to the Wolf that guided her spirit.

	Marz had made it perfectly clear whose fault this was, but his wife—Jazz’s older sister Nicky—had gone easy on me as we arrived at Uni Medical. They’d even stepped out of the room, giving us the chance to breathe. The medical staff seemed to be keeping their distance as well—another small mercy I couldn’t ignore.

	The private hospital room offered a single ‘sleep in me if you dare’ chair beside the bed. Sunlight streamed through the window, adding a warm glow to the pale linoleum floor.

	Leaning forward, I checked on the state of my one and only friend. She wore a dual sling, keeping her arms crossed and immobile. Her sandy-brown hair was brushed, her cheeks full of color, and her unforced smile growing by the second.

	“How are you?” I whispered.

	“Not as freshly bathed as you,” Jazz replied. “Rough night?”

	“A good night followed by a rough morning.”

	“I’m sorry for missing Twill’s birthday party.”

	“Am I really supposed to believe that?”

	Eyes the color of green jade finally opened, matching the brilliance of her smile. “Are you gonna just stand there or give me a hug?”

	I’m not that big of a coward. I placed my hand gently on Jazz’s shoulder and leaned in.

	She didn’t wince as we breathed in each other’s scent. 

	“Jazz, I’m sorry.”

	“I’ll forgive you whenever you roll me out of here.”

	I smiled at the thought. “How’s Nicky taking all this?”

	“She’s had her moments. Marz too. But things will calm down once the doctors sign off on my release.”

	The dual sling and her forced stillness—a cage of sorts—would put anyone that cared for Jazz on edge.

	Knowing her sister hadn’t told her about Marz’s challenge, I steered toward a safer topic: “I need another ride out to Lafayette.”

	“About that. Car or no car, you still owe me breakfast.”

	“Only breakfast? Not a weekend at a five-star resort?”

	“Now you’re talking. What happened with Miss October?”

	“Twill’s off the clock for the next eleven months, and according to her, so am I.”

	“That’s her mistake. You seemed confused.”

	“Mildly.”

	“I see you’re still wearing that platinum bracer. Is the spell as mean as it seems?”

	Etched with sigils—calling out the names of victims past, I was sure—the thick cuff rode my left wrist like a spike beneath a saddle.

	“Depends on who’s wearing its twin and whether or not they take it off.”

	“Do they?”

	“Rarely.”

	“It hurts, doesn’t it?”

	I nodded. “How do you know?”

	“I’ve seen your torso—the damage that’s been done—and the squint of your eyes. I’ve seen the same in pack mates and know the reasons for it. It’s why hospital rooms don’t have mirrors.”

	“Does having a pack help with your pain?” I knew deep down it did but couldn’t tell you why.

	“It helps me heal faster than not.” Jazz didn’t sound totally pleased.

	“But?”

	“It also helps Nicky and Marz keep an eye on me, and my life doesn’t quite fit into their rigid scheme of things. You could say that my wolf is the independent sort.”

	And there it was.

	“Jazz, did I make a mistake by naming you my second? I didn’t even ask your opinion.”

	“As I recall, that wasn’t entirely your doing. What does it mean—being your second?”

	“Is Nicky Marz’s second?”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s like that. We’re partners in the world of the Gray. You’ll act in my stead whenever I’m not around.”

	“Wait. No ring? No honeymoon?”

	I glanced around the sterile room. “This is the honeymoon. The Four Families of Louisiana will know you’re connected and respect you—or else.”

	She frowned. “It sounds a lot like Marz’s pack.”

	“Hierarchies aside, Lycans seem to value the well-being of the greater whole, while those of the Gray merely demand results.”

	“I’m—I’m not sure I’ll fit in.” 

	Jazz’s first encounter with the world of the Gray had spooked her. The second had scarred her for life. We both saw the sinister pattern. In my mind, I swore there wouldn’t be a third such event.

	I said, “Dealing with those who rule over their own little world is always a challenge. We can’t expect them to change.”

	“You knew how to deal with the boss of Saintsville. You know their rules and how they keep score. Is that how you’re going to be with me?”

	I knew what she was getting at. “What does your wolf tell you?”

	“It tells me to trust you. As for our new partnership, are you sure it’s what you want?”

	“Jazz, I’m confused about a lot of things in this world, but not you.”

	“What’s waiting for us back in Lafayette?”

	“Another partner of mine. The former boss’s daughter and, as far as I know, an archrival of Tiago Case.”

	“You never mentioned another woman.” Jazz smirked. “Should I be jealous?”

	“There are lines between Olivia Armand and me that can never be crossed. That said, I’d prefer you build a rapport with the woman. We’ll need her full support sooner than later.”

	“Is there anything else I should know?”

	There was plenty, starting with the Lycan rogue named Bruno Laird. The boss of Saintsville, Tiago Case, had cut him loose—a decision that made the rogue more dangerous in every sense of the word.

	Given the news about Laird during the ride over, Marzal Moss had called it troubling while Nicky set about frantically dialing her phone. Unable to shrug, Jazz nodded once and moved on.

	Nicky and Marz wanted Jazz and me to connect, and we did, covering things both personal and not. Our conversations were like that. OK, this was only our second of any substance, but words seemed to flow with an ease I’d never felt around anyone else in this world.

	As for the not, invisible lines were being drawn around the state, in the Undercurrent society, and even among the mundane forces that ruled this land. Most factions landed lightly on our side, while others would have to be bought, coerced, or permanently sidelined for the coming war.

	Throughout the frank conversation, Jazz didn’t flinch. If anything, she grew more eager as she realized the risk I’d taken and the responsibility she now bore. 

	No, the woman’s life would be anything but dull.
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