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THE SEVEN DEVILS

Marked with a horned letter S in the gothic script of an ancient world, they answer to Darien Cassel, Head of Hell’s Gate
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THE REAPERS

Marked with the cloaked and masked God of Death, they answer to Malakai Delaney, Head of the House of Souls
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THE HUNTSMEN

Marked with a Hellhound, they answer to Lionel Savage, Head of the Hunting Grounds and Right Hand of Randal Slade
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THE ANGELS OF DEATH

Marked with overlapping wings in white ink, they answer to Dominic Valencia, Head of Death’s Landing
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THE WARGS

Marked with a crescent moon in luminescent ink, they answer to Channary Graves, Head of the House on the Pier
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THE VIPERS

Marked with an animated striking serpent, they answer to Jude Monson, Head of the Den of Vipers

[image: ]

All Darkslaying circles in Angelthene answer to Randal Slade, Head of all circles in the city. No one outside of these six circles may operate on Angelthene soil. To do so is punishable by death.




Part One



ANGELTHENE ACADEMY FOR MAGIC




1

“If you so much as look at her again, I will break all four of your legs, pup.”

If it weren’t for Dallas defending her, Loren Calla might’ve run out the metal doors of the nightclub called Her Infernal Majesty right then and there. The dry-ice smoke choking the dance floor did nothing to hide the hundreds of faces that were watching the scene unfold beneath the blue strobe lights, their eyes hungry with curiosity.

The werewolf standing before Loren—on two very human legs, despite Dallas’s insult—had dumped a full glass of beer over her head. Her waist-length golden hair was dripping wet, the white fabric of her short, skin-tight dress soaked and see-through. The beer was fresh off the tap, but regardless of how cold it was, her entire body was heating up from embarrassment.

Witches like Dallas usually got along quite well with wolves. If it weren’t for the fact that Loren was human and therefore didn’t quite belong in Angelthene—otherwise known as the City of Everlasting Hearts, a sprawling metropolis that catered to and favoured an immortal demographic—the night might’ve passed without incident. Might’ve passed without her friend and adoptive sister—a pure-blooded venefica held in far higher regard than Loren—needing to step in and defend her.

When the werewolf had swaggered up to Loren and asked her to dance with him, she had declined as politely as possible. Turned out, he didn’t take well to rejection, no matter how polite the rejection may be. But this was girls’ night; Dallas had made herself very clear about this before dragging Loren and Sabrine Van Arsdell, who was currently fetching another drink across the room, out club-hopping. Dallas would never allow a summer to end without a bang, especially this one—the summer before they would start their freshman year at Angelthene Academy for Magic.

And while most girls Loren’s age would’ve jumped at the chance to paint the city red, Loren had only wished to curl up on the couch. Couches were safe. Couches were ordinary. Exactly how she preferred everything in her life.

The wolf’s fire-colored eyes flashed with anger as he looked Loren over, his hands vibrating at his sides as he fought the Shift. Beneath the medley of sweat, puke, and cigarette smoke, the odor of wet dog swept through the room. “Is she your bodyguard or your cock-block?” he said of Dallas.

“She’s my sister,” Loren bit out in a wavering voice. Her fingers curled into tight fists, nails digging into her palms. “And you’ve just made an enemy of her.”

He glanced between her and Dallas. “A human with a witch for a sister?” He snorted. “What do you think I am—stupid?”

“Apparently you are,” Dallas said coolly. “Because I literally just warned you that I would break your legs if you looked at her again.”

“You want to take this outside, venefica?” he sneered.

A second werewolf wearing an ACU letterman jacket stepped up to his friend’s side. There was caution in this one’s gaze, and even with the music thumping through the building and shaking the floor beneath Loren’s pearlescent leather pumps, she didn’t need immortal hearing to make out the words he hissed into his friend’s ear. “I’d cool it, Jerome. That’s Dallas Bright.”

There was nowhere to look without meeting a pair of prying eyes. Loren wrung her fingers before her, looking mostly at the grimy floor than anywhere else. For the hundredth time that evening, she wished she had the power to turn herself invisible. Or, at the very least, teleport herself back to the four walls of her safe and ordinary bedroom at the penthouse.

When she risked a glance up from the floor, she caught sight of half-witch Sabrine heading this way—hand cupped over her glass, elbows shoving clubbers aside with impressive strength for someone her size. Her angular, deep-set eyes narrowed as she took in a soaking wet Loren and an angry Dallas whose expression was utterly murderous.

“What’s going on?” Sabrine demanded.

Jerome didn’t deign to glance her way. “Stay out of this, half-breed.” The ugly insult had Dallas throwing the wolves a cold smile.

Loren’s whole body turned rigid at the sight of that smile.

Here we go, she thought.

Dallas stepped forward, her hip-length red hair swaying, an eight-inch ash-wood Focus in a freckled golden hand.

“If you boys knew how to think with the right head, you’d scram before I muzzle your filthy mouths.” The chunk of amethyst nestled within the entangle of wood at the point of her magic stave pulsed brightly. Magic sparked, the smell of it—like smoke from blown-out birthday candles—coating Loren’s tongue as it swept through her airways.

But Jerome didn’t seem to care who any of them were, least of all the pure-blooded venefica standing before him with rage in her silver-green eyes. Dallas’s father was general of the Aerial Fleet, the country’s organized military force equipped for fighting in the sky. Being threatened by the Red Baron’s daughter would’ve convinced most people to stand down—but apparently, this pup really didn’t know how to think with the right head.

Or perhaps he was simply too drunk to realize he’d met his match.

“All right, all right, that’s enough,” boomed a deep voice. Tension melted away as everyone in the club turned to see a six-foot-seven warlock bouncer pushing his way through the crowd with beefy arms. He pinned their group with a cold stare. “You all know the rules: anyone who starts trouble gets the boot.”

Jerome raised his hands in surrender and backed up into the crowd, his friend following suit. “No trouble on my end, sir. I’m not the one threatening someone with a Focus.”

Dallas swung around to face Jerome, a strand of her hair catching in her mouth. “You started it by dumping a beer on my friend, asshole!” She made to lunge for him, but Loren stepped forward and grabbed hold of her arm.

“Let it go, Dallas!” Her voice was barely a croak, every word trembling harder than her legs. “He’s not worth it.”

The werewolves disappeared into the throng of people, and after giving Loren and her friends a few stern words, the bouncer returned to his station at the entrance. Now that the excitement was over, the crowds of bystanders returned to their dancing and drinking, releasing Loren from their gazes at last.

Sabrine’s mouth curled into a frown as she looked at her cell phone, the screen illuminating her silken black hair and the sharp planes of her honey-brown face. “Girls, it’s almost Witching Hour. We should reserve a cab.” Oh, crap.

Loren pulled her own phone out of her cross-body purse to check the time—wishful thinking that it might display different numbers than Sabrine’s. They’d gone and done the one thing Loren had always promised herself she would never do after sunset: lose track of time. City buses didn’t operate this late at night, so cabs were their only option.

Dallas gave a thoughtful hum. She shoved her Focus into her purse, the glowing amethyst reflecting in the black leather of her dress—a strapless number that hugged every curve and dip of her hourglass figure. “What’s tonight’s forecast?”

Loren felt the blood drain from her face. “Don’t even think about it, Dal. That’s how people get eaten or attacked by machetes. Did you forget what happened last summer?”

Dallas rolled her eyes. “Relax, Lor,” she sighed, snatching up her vodka soda from the sticky linoleum. She took a sip, being careful not to smear her ruby lips—colored not with makeup but with a glamor, though still susceptible to touch. “I was just asking. I hope you realize how long we’re going to have to wait for a cab.”

Loren hated to admit it, but Dallas made a point. Although nightlife in Angelthene was limited, the few clubs and cabarets dotting the downtown core were packed on weekends, so cabs were a rare commodity. Nobody walked anywhere after sunset, not unless they had a death wish.

Or unless the moon was full, and they decided to take their chances.

Sabrine’s stiletto nails clicked against her phone screen. “Skies are mostly clear. Sturgeon moon.” She quirked an arched brow and gave Dallas a look heavy with implication.

Dread curled in Loren’s stomach. “If you guys want to walk, go ahead. It’s not my funeral,” she said. “But I for one would rather take my chances with the cabs.” She peeled a strand of wet hair off her cheek. As soon as she got home, she would take a shower—but first she would have to worry about making it there in one piece. While most cities had rat infestations, Angelthene’s pest problem involved feral demons that crawled on all fours and cared about only one thing: the taste of flesh.

Especially human.

Dallas gave a shrug and drained the last of her vodka soda. The look in her eyes suggested she was itching to argue about the situation further, or perhaps call Loren out on how there was no way in hell she would ever choose to split up from them. But a meaningful glance from Sabrine stilled her tongue.

“Call a cabby, then,” Dallas told Sabrine. But Loren was already on it.

She wasn’t surprised to find the lines tied up. She got through after making two dozen calls to several different companies, but by that time the clock was inching past Witching Hour.

They waited for the cab out front of the club, beneath the bright, protective glow of the HID lamps that were normally seen at sports stadiums and warehouses. The dry, late-summer heat threatened to bake Loren’s very bones, and she found her eyelids drooping shut as she sat at the base of the winged statue of Ignis, Her Infernal Majesty of the Seven Circles. Only the honk of car horns slicing through the night and the music that dribbled through the metal doors of the club kept her from drifting off.

The full Sturgeon moon shone as brightly as the city’s display of billboards that advertised everything from grimoires and magic staves to blood donor clinics for the more civilized vampires of Angelthene. Palm trees lined either side of Gamma Pagasi Street, fronds swaying in a balmy wind that carried the smoky hint of creosote and the cool bite of sage.

If Loren tipped her head at just the right angle, she could make out a faint greenish cast from the protective forcefield that formed a dome over the city, its magic stemming from the Control Tower in the heart of the North End. The forcefield wasn’t perfect by any means, but it served as protection for its citizens from outside forces, namely the creatures that awoke during Blood Moons. Of course, it did nothing to shield them from the dangers that were already under the dome, but Loren didn’t let herself think about that. Her mind was a dangerous place, especially when she was this tired.

The club began to empty at one in the morning. Werewolves, warlocks, witches, vampires, and humans piled into taxicabs that took off as quickly as they rolled up to the curb at the brightly lit entrance. The odd limousine flitted by, windows half-down, the bass of the sound systems thumping over the asphalt.

Loren sighed. “Our cab driver’s sure taking his sweet-ass time.”

“School starts in seven hours,” Sabrine grumbled. The harsh light of the HID lamp she was leaning against turned her face a sickly shade of gray. “At this rate, I’m not going to get any sleep.”

“We could start walking,” Dallas said. She bent over to rub at her ankles, the skin scraped raw from the straps of her heels. At the sight of her muscled golden legs on full display, a wolf and a warlock staggering by leered and catcalled at her. She rolled her eyes and flipped them off.

The werewolf slowed. His gaze snagged on Loren … and lingered there. He was cute, in a boy-next-door sort of way.

Before he could look away, Loren beat him to it, dropping her eyes to the ground and feigning a sudden interest in the cigarette butts and neon glowsticks littering the sidewalk. Immortals had little interest in humans, and if they did it was only for an hour or a night. Another reason she hadn’t cared to dance with Jerome: all she was to guys like him was something pretty to look at. A mere blip in a gloriously immortal lifespan. A half-life.

Dallas’s voice made Loren jump. “Don’t even think about it, fur-face!” Loren looked up in time to see the wolf and his warlock pal scurrying toward their cars.

Loren sighed. “I could’ve handled that myself, Dal.” Maybe she should give Jerome’s question—about Dallas being a bodyguard or a cock-block—some more thought. Even though Dal always had Loren’s best interests in mind, sometimes she wondered if there were times when the witch simply couldn’t handle not being the center of attention.

Dallas snorted and gave her a once-over that was anything but kind. “As if you were going to tell him off.”

“Maybe I was,” Loren snapped.

Every trace of humor vanished from Dallas’s face. “You’re grumpy tonight.”

“I never even wanted to come out.”

“Whatever.” She waved her away like she would an insect buzzing in her face. Loren tried not to bristle—not to say something she might regret. They were family—and family was in short supply for Loren. “What are you doing sexting over there, Sab?” Dallas peered over Sabrine’s shoulder. “Holy burning Ignis, don’t tell me you’re actually studying right now!”

Sabrine cupped a hand over her screen. “I need to get a head start!”

“Always such a bookworm,” Dallas tsked.

Warmth bloomed across the inside of Loren’s left forearm. She looked down at the medical tattoo that was visible only when her blood sugar levels dropped dangerously low. The serpent-entwined rod was emitting the same pale blue light as the glowstick she wore around her neck. Blue wasn’t as bad as red, at least.

She unzipped her cross-body purse and fumbled through the contents in search of her medication, which was the next best thing when she didn’t have access to food. Dread coiled tightly in her stomach as she realized she had forgotten it.

“Lor,” Sabrine said, cutting off whatever Dallas was saying to her. “Don’t tell me—”

“I’m fine.” Loren forced a close-lipped smile that neither of them bought.

“I think we should walk,” Dallas said. She looked Loren over with narrowed eyes. “I thought I told you to keep that stupid bottle in your purse.”

Loren had just about had it with this night—and Dallas’s attitude. “You didn’t give me much notice before you dragged me out the door!”

“That has nothing to do with it,” Dallas hissed.

Loren felt her face turn hot. She squeezed her fingers into fists between her knees, willing herself not to be the first to break eye contact with her sister. “You don’t have to be such a bully all the time, Dal—”

“Quit arguing!” Sabrine exclaimed, pushing away from the HID lamp. “You guys are giving me a headache.” She blew out a sigh, a strand of dark hair fluttering in her face. She studied Loren, her brows knitting together. “Loren, she has a point. The last thing we need is you fainting on us.”

“I said I’m fine.” But she wasn’t—not really. Her vision was gray and splotchy, and she was starting to feel like she was floating, like she was one of the many palm tree fronds scattered across the sidewalk, stirred about by gusts of wind.

Sabrine sighed. “Do you think your mom would care if I crashed on your couch?”

“Who cares what Taega thinks,” Dallas grumbled. “If she doesn’t like it, she can kick us all out.” While Loren and Dallas lived on the North End, the shack Sabrine called home was in the South. If she were to walk from here, it would take hours, and she would have no choice but to venture through the tangled streets of the Meatpacking District, which simply wasn’t an option. People went missing from there all the time, and if they turned up, they were never alive.

“Lor,” Dallas beseeched, her face lined with frustration. “We should get you home.”

They didn’t have much of a choice anymore. Her Infernal Majesty would close at two a.m., and as soon as the doors were locked, the HID lamps would shut off. Which meant the demons that prowled the sewers would no longer have a reason to keep away. No reason but the moon, whose brightness was at constant risk of being stifled by the few fleecy clouds drifting across the sky.

Although ice coursed through her veins at the thought of walking at this hour, Loren kicked off her heels, scooped them into a hand, and heaved herself to her aching feet. “Let’s go, then.” She raised an index finger. “But no back alleys, or I’m turning around.”

They began the trek down Angelthene Boulevard, staying in the light of the streetlamps whenever possible. She joined Dallas and Sabrine in their drunken, bawdy singing as they ambled along, but she soon fell silent. Her aching feet were speckled with blisters, and they were black and sticky with the-Star-knew-what. This had to be the longest walk of her life, and to make matters worse, not a single empty taxicab rolled by.

Traffic lights flicked from red to green to amber and back, without one car passing under them. Rats rummaged in overturned trashcans, and cats suffering from the mange watched with glowing eyes from dark alleys. While most cities had their share of vagrants huddled beneath awnings or sitting on the benches at transport shelters, Angelthene’s level of crime—along with its pest problem—was so severe, only stray shoes and articles of clothing littered the sidewalk. Not one person could be seen for miles.

There was a scuff and a shuffle in a nearby alley.

Loren’s lungs tightened. Slowly, she looked over her shoulder, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling. Dead leaves crackled across the asphalt.

She saw something standing at the end of that alley. Something with bony, slumped shoulders and great horns. Loren squinted, blinking hard. Willing it to be a mere trick of the eyes.

But the thing lurched forward and began to scuttle toward her on its hands and knees.

Her breath stopped in a wild gasp as terror stole through her veins. She found herself immobile at the end of the alley as the creature crawled toward her, and when she couldn’t hold it back any longer, she blinked.

In the millisecond it took to rewet her eyes, the thing had disappeared.

“Did you guys see that?” Her soft words were nearly drowned out by Dallas and Sabrine’s singing. She hurried after them, a chill dripping like a spider down her spine.

“Come on, scaredy-cat!” Dallas called. “Get your butt moving and maybe you won’t get eaten.” Despite her teasing, she knew Dallas well enough to detect an edge of concern in her words.

“It’s not funny,” she grumbled. Multicolored chalk runes decorated the sidewalk beneath her filthy feet. “Unlike you two, I don’t have a Focus I can use if anything goes wrong.” No, as a human, all she had was her nails—painted hot-pink and manicured into long, sharp points—and the useless pepper spray she kept in her bag for a false sense of security. It might protect her against humans, at least. Which she supposed was better than nothing.

Sabrine—bless her—was staring at Loren in concern. “Do you need to stop for a rest?”

“I’m fine.” Loren tried not to make it obvious that she was blinking away fog that shouldn’t be there. Her tattoo was flaring brighter now, a constant warmth spreading up her arm.

“As long as you’re sure,” Sab told her. Loren was too distracted by the feeling of her heart in her throat to answer. Too distracted by the misty gloom lurking in every alley.

Loren squinted to make out the letters on the sign above the closest intersection.

It read Canopus Street. Which meant they were nearing the Avenue of the Scarlet Star, where Loren worked on weekends at a sentient-plant apothecary called Mordred and Penelope’s Mortar and Pestle. She wondered if it might be a good idea to unlock the shop and stay there until sunrise. They would have to sleep on the floor, but … it was better than being outside any longer. And her dog was there—Singer. He would love the company.

Not to mention that her collection of essential oils was also there—the peppermint and lavender blends that helped calm her heartrate whenever her panic attacks closed in. Those oils were a godsend; she didn’t know how she had ever lived without them.

Dallas fell into step beside her, jolting her back to the here and now. “Relax, Lor!” As if reading her mind, she threw an arm around her stiff shoulders and said, “If it’ll make you feel any better, we could go to Mordred and Penny’s and call for another cab there. You think they’d mind?”

Loren nibbled on her bottom lip. “I could call them and ask.”

“It’s going to take us hours to get to the penthouse if we don’t,” Sabrine chimed in. She was right: they’d underestimated how long it would take to walk to the apartment at Santa Aria Flats. To be fair, they didn’t do this walk often. And often meant never.

Regardless, Dal’s suggestion didn’t totally ease her concerns. Several blocks still stood between them and the apothecary, and it wasn’t just the demons she was worried about.

In the world of Terra, society was dominated by an array of beings, all more powerful than humans: werewolves, vampires, witches, warlocks, and hellsehers. Loren didn’t know which would be worse: running into a vampire who didn’t bother with blood donor clinics, or one of the bounty hunting hellsehers called Darkslayers who sometimes killed simply for the sake of killing.

She supposed she had her answer: running into a Dark-slayer would be far worse than running into a vampire. Especially one of the Seven Devils, the most feared Darkslaying circle in the city, who’d risen to the top of Angelthene’s Darkslaying hierarchy in recent years.

The thought made her shiver, despite that the night was warm and dry. “I think we should go to the apothecary. I’ll worry about Mordred and Penny’s wrath another day.” She only hoped the conjoined witch twins wouldn’t kill her for entering their precious shop after hours.

They started walking again. This time, no one bothered to sing. Loren might’ve blamed it on the alcohol or exhaustion, but she had the sense that Dallas and Sabrine were sobering up the longer they walked. Wind blew hollowly through the streets, sending palm tree fronds scraping across asphalt. For a city of eight million people, it was eerily quiet.

They made it another two blocks before a pair of headlights swept across the road behind them, reflecting in a stop sign up ahead. The harsh, ascending squalls of birds that were huddled in the date palms cut through the quiet, followed by the crunch and pop of gravel under tires as the vehicle rolled toward them.

Loren slowed. “Please tell me that’s a cab.” But she couldn’t say; the vehicle’s headlights rendered her mortal eyes useless.

The driver lurched to a stop, and Loren found herself stepping off the sidewalk as Dallas and Sabrine continued walking.

It wasn’t a cab, Loren realized. Her dragging feet stilled, and her heart skipped two beats. It was a dark sedan.

Everything happened very quickly.

Two men got out—a copper-haired warlock and a blond hellseher. The latter’s eyes—whites and all—were solid black. The color indicated that he was a Darkslayer out on a job—and was calling upon his magical ability known as the Sight to track the aura that belonged to his target. Aside from the black that swallowed their eyes while using the Sight, hellsehers looked like mortals, for they, unlike vampires and wolves, had no other characteristics that set them apart. The Sight was an ability exclusive to hellsehers; it allowed them to not only track people by the colors of their auras, but also see through the magical wards on buildings and vehicles that were put in place specifically to hide auras.

Dallas sprinted to Loren’s side, grabbing her by the wrist and pulling her behind her. The sudden jerk of her arm sent pain rippling up to Loren’s shoulder. Her heel caught on the curb, causing her to stumble, her shoes slipping through her fingers and clunking to the sidewalk.

Dallas’s Focus sparked a glaring white. “Exarmaueris!” she bellowed.

Her spell blasted the warlock into the sedan, the windshield shattering as her magic launched him right through it.

But the hellseher barely budged, absorbing the impact of Dallas’s spell as though it were a breeze—as though he enjoyed it. He flashed them a wicked smile as he cast his own spell—with hellseher magic that didn’t need a Focus, nor fancy incantations to set their powers into motion.

A hellseher’s magic was utterly lethal.

The force of his attack slammed into them like a battering ram.

Loren and Dallas flew backward. They hit the asphalt, rolling over top of each other in a tangle of limbs. Loren cried out as her bare arms and legs were shredded open, gravel ripping into her.

Sabrine was shouting hysterically into her cell phone as she ran after Loren and Dallas, begging City Rescue to send officers to Canopus Street immediately.

The hellseher was striding their way, rallying his magic with arms held aloft at his sides, palms facing forward. Gravel hovered above the road, the tendrils of his shoulder-length blond hair drifting above his head as though he were underwater.

There was a symbol tattooed below his right ear. All Darkslaying hellsehers were marked with one, but Loren didn’t recognize his. She sorted through the options in her mind, but came up empty; the Seven Devils, the Angels of Death, the Huntsmen, the Wargs, the Reapers, the Vipers … It was none of them.

It was the head of a phoenix.

Wincing in pain, Dallas pushed herself to her feet and thrust out her stave. From her shadow sprang her Familiar Spirit, a winged tiger called Ghost. Black and stark as a silhouette, Ghost sank into a protective stance before them, a guttural snarl ripping through his bared teeth.

“Run, Lor.” Dallas stepped in front of where Loren was still sprawled on the sidewalk. The witch’s body trembled, and blood streamed down her legs.

Behind the hellseher, the warlock was recovering from Dallas’s disarming spell. His arms were bloodied up, and he looked more than a little pissed off as he leapt off the crumpled hood and followed the Darkslayer toward them.

“Quit playing!” the warlock snarled at the Darkslayer. “We need her alive.”

Loren pushed herself to her feet. “Dallas—”

“RUN, goddamn it!” Dallas shouted. “We’ll hold them off. They’re not after us, Loren. They’re after you!”

At the same time as Sabrine, Dallas bellowed, “Exarmaueris!”

Magic erupted in unison from their staves, and a smattering of lilac sparks floated into the sky. Dust blasted down the street as the spells cleaved the air. The force of the magic shook the trees and buckled the glass of shop windows, the sound like bones breaking.

Loren cried out and covered her face as shards of glass zipped through the air. The magpies huddled within the trees cawed and fled into the night with an explosion of feathers.

Dallas shoved Loren. “Go!” Her voice cracked. “We’ll catch up with you—I promise.” The sheer terror in Dallas’s gaze was the only thing that spurred Loren into action.

She broke into a limping sprint. Her breath tore apart her lungs, the muscles in her calves shrieking in pain as she fled. Every instinct screamed at her to turn back—to help her friends, despite that a human could literally do nothing against a warlock and a Darkslayer.

She was helpless. Pathetic. Never had she hated being human more than she did in this moment.

She risked a glance over her shoulder.

Dallas and Sabrine were sprinting after her, Ghost bounding at their heels. But the hellseher and the warlock were gaining on them. Had the Darkslayer not been a half-breed—half-warlock, half-hellseher, judging from the silver that glinted in his irises whenever he wasn’t using his Sight—he would’ve already caught up to them.

She wasn’t sure what would’ve happened next if sirens hadn’t sounded. They wailed through the night, bouncing over buildings and cutting down alleys.

“Help!” Loren’s voice was a high-pitched crackle. “HELP! Please—we’re over here!” Dallas and Sabrine joined her in shouting, their heels clacking on the road. But two sets of boots were getting louder, gaining on them by the second.

Red and blue lights reflected in the dark windows of buildings up ahead. Loren sobbed in relief at the sight of them—

A familiar scream tore through the panic barking in her head.

Loren staggered to a stop, Dallas doing the same just behind her.

For one terrifying second, time seemed to still. Loren drew in a ragged breath through her teeth, blood roaring in her head, as she took in the scene two blocks behind her.

The Darkslayer had Sabrine in his grip, the muzzle of a pistol pressed against her temple as he towed her toward the car. Toward the back door the warlock was throwing open.

Pavement stretched between Loren and her friend, endless as the ocean.

Loren stumbled forward. “Let her go.” Although her voice was a whispered sob, she knew every pair of immortal ears on this street could hear her. “Please. What do you want?”

“I want you to get in the car.” The Darkslayer’s words were aimed at Loren. Not the pure-blooded witch at her side, whose life was worth so much more than hers—than a human’s.

Dallas was right: they were after her.

Loren gaped at the hellseher, her heart pounding so hard, she thought she might throw up.

Why did they want her? Why?

“She’s not going anywhere with you,” Dallas said, her voice hoarse and trembling. The light of her stave was barely a weak flutter—a mirror of her exhaustion. Even Ghost was spent; Dallas was only a student of magic, so her power reserves were shallow. “None of us are.”

The hellseher gave a cold smile. Made to say something—

Two squad cars spun around the corner, sirens wailing. The warlock swore at the sight of the peace officers behind the wheels.

Loren saw it coming.

She made to move—to stop the slayer and the warlock from wrestling Sabrine into the back seat as the squad cars came to a screeching halt, lightbars on the roofs flashing.

But they were already in the sedan. They spun around, smashing into the bumper of a squad car before peeling off, tires burning up a reeking black cloud behind them.

Loren took off after the sedan, her heart in her throat, her reflection flitting like a spirit through shop windows. She screamed herself hoarse. Begged them to stop—to let her friend go. She knew it was no use. Her words would make no difference.

But she had to try—for Sabrine.

She had to try for Sabrine.

One of the squad cars raced after the sedan, but they would never make it—and neither would she.

Still, she hurtled along the dark street, dodging piles of trash, feet ripping open on stones and fragments of glass. No matter how fast she ran, the sedan only got farther away.

Loren would never forget the sight of her.

Of Sabrine—thrashing against the hellseher’s hold, staring helplessly through the back window as the sedan disappeared around a corner up ahead. Sabrine’s gaze was utterly broken and full of anguish.

Just like Loren’s heart.
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The wild cheering that barreled down the damp hallway that led to the Pit was music to Darien Cassel’s ears. The excitement of the rowdy audience encircling the sunken fighting ring in the distance told him his opponent tonight would be worthy. If he was lucky, whatever manner of creature he would soon be facing might even make him sweat a little.

Darien kept his eyes shut as he rolled his muscled shoulders and shifted his weight. This idle fidgeting was for the benefit of the half-human bouncers waiting near the latticed grille at the end of the hallway; he had a habit of standing so still, it unsettled anyone in his vicinity, even here in Angelthene—a place where most of its inhabitants could live without sleep and preferred the blood of a freshly killed corpse to the burger joints found on most city blocks.

But as a pure-blooded hellseher and the leader of the Seven Devils, he supposed he could understand their apprehension. If only a little.

Down the hall, the ring announcer was declaring his reputation. As the undefeated champion of the Pit, he was a favorite of the lowlifes and career criminals who clawed out a living making bets on those who entered the ring. Pathetic wastes of life, but it wasn’t his business. He came here, sometimes seven nights a week, strictly to take the edge off his temper and combat his Surges—though tonight it wasn’t just his temper or his Surges that needed reining in.

Eight years ago, his mother had died. And while fighting served as a useful channel for his rage, it also provided him with a way to forget, even for a few hours.

And tonight, he needed nothing more than to forget.

Darien ran a tattooed hand through his hair, pushing the black strands of his undercut back flat, entirely aware of the bouncers assessing him with caution as they awaited the ring announcer’s signal. Even from this distance away, he could smell fear emanating from them like cologne. He supposed he should take it as a compliment that they were still so afraid of him—of the man who’d replaced the heartbroken fifteen-year-old boy who’d stomped in here eight years ago in search of an outlet.

What he could scent more than their fear, however, was the demon—the flesh-hungry beast prowling the Pit on all fours. The oily reek of its hairless, mottled skin snaked down the hallway, burning his airways.

A creature of the storm drains that hated the light. They left their dens only during the darkest hours of the night, which was why the Head of State had recently proposed the idea of a dusk-to-dawn curfew for the city, keeping the citizens safe while giving Pest and Disease Control a chance to scale back the capital’s rising numbers of ravenous vermin. No one would face more than a small fine for breaking the said curfew—but might very well pay for their lack of intelligence with their life, and their body dragged into the sewers to be chewed into ribbons.

The thing was agitated, a sign that it had been caught only minutes ago. Judging from the sound of its flesh-shredding claws gouging lines into the concrete walls of the Pit, it didn’t like being caged. Nor did it like the glaring LED lights mounted above the audience.

One of the bouncers whistled the signal, and Darien opened his eyes. The crowd’s cheering rattled the exposed rafters of the vaulted ceiling and set the floor beneath his combat boots rumbling. He let the familiar sounds wash over him, electrifying his blood.

His mouth curved into a lethal smile as he stalked forward, toward the Pit. Toward the creature that had a population of eight million people hiding inside after dark.

It was time. Time to lose himself to blood and gore for a while.

Violence was his drug. His own personal demon.

He only hoped the one waiting in the Pit would put up enough of a fight that he might not feel the need to return here tomorrow.

[image: ]

DARIEN DRAGGED out the fight for longer than he usually cared to. He was beginning to tire of this, but not from exhaustion. He could easily keep going for far longer than the sixteen minutes and thirty-four seconds the timer hanging above the Pit displayed.

He was simply getting bored.

The demon reared back on hind legs, releasing a wet roar that rattled his eardrums and set the crowd foaming at the mouth with excitement.

The feral thing had a maw of serrated teeth, black as obsidian. The curved horns on either side of its near-translucent head were evidence of how long it had been alive. This was one of the stronger ones, yet it bored the hell out of him. He needed to find better opponents—a challenger that was actually worth his precious time.

Sensing that he was being watched by a gaze unclouded by liquor and opioids, Darien tipped his head back to observe the screaming audience. Hundreds of piss-smelling drunkards were packed from the stands to the rafters, shouting out bets and exchanging gestures to communicate as they waved fistfuls of mynet in the smoky air. There were no ropes around the perimeter of the Pit; if anyone fell in, they were fair game. In the years in which Darien had fought in this ring, several people had done exactly that.

Not one of them had lived to tell of it.

As Darien had suspected, far above the walls of the Pit, he spotted a familiar figure. In the sea of sweaty, thrashing bodies, the messenger was the only person standing still. They wore the same white rabbit mask as always, their black clothes nondescript. It was a call all Darkslayers answered: when the mask appeared, it meant a job offer was coming his way.

It was time to end this.

Darien lunged at the same time the demon made a move. It dove for his jugular with a roar, jaws snapping together.

Veering to the left of those gleaming teeth, Darien struck hard, his fingers bursting through the creature’s esophagus. The thing gagged and writhed in agony, its beastlike feet fumbling for purchase in the sand behind it.

Darien dug his hand in deeper, twisted—

And ripped out its throat.

The body collapsed to the blood-soaked sand in a heap of quivering flesh.

If he’d thought the crowd was cheering loudly before, it was nothing compared to the noise now thundering through the arena, the racket threatening to shatter the foggy skylight far above.

“Call it,” Darien barked at the half-human ring announcer, whose face had blanched.

“Victory is yours,” the man choked out.

Wiping his bloody hands on his torn and stained jeans, Darien swept the audience again.

Only to find that the rabbit had already disappeared.
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AS SOON AS Darien had finished cleaning up in the shabby change room in the basement of the arena, he made his way to the wrought-iron gates out front of the crumbling building.

His dark hair was still wet from the shower, his long-sleeved white shirt and faded jeans clinging to his damp, suntanned skin. The duffel bag slung over his shoulder was stuffed full of bloody clothes and the kind of weapons only a Darkslayer could get their hands on, along with the Stygian salts that aided his Sight. The salts were a gateway drug—literally. They opened the floodgates of a hellseher’s magic and allowed them to see a person’s aura—and see through the magical wards on most buildings and vehicles—for extended periods of time, making the act of remotely tracking targets a cinch for people like himself and his Devils.

Wind blew down the dusty street in gusts, setting the palm trees and cypresses lining the sidewalks swaying. Aside from the odd desperate junkie or prostitute straggling through the shadows, the city was mostly deserted at this hour, especially here in the slums, where most of the streetlights had been shot out long ago. The Sturgeon moon was slipping below the horizon, the sky in the distance staining a dull gray as dawn made its approach.

Another night well-spent at his favorite shithole. The no-holds-barred underground fighting ring was in the Meatpacking District, not far from the slaughterhouses that processed every type of flesh a person could name; in a place like this, anything that could breathe was on the menu, and no preference—no matter how foul—was off-limits.

Across the street, where it was parked by the trash-covered curb, his car lurked like a bat in the lingering dark. Unlike any other vehicle whose owner dared to park here, the glass of every window was still in one piece. No keys had scratched the black paint, no graffiti artist had tagged the hood. The people who frequented these parts of town not only knew who he was and to stay away from him—they also knew to stay the fuck away from his car. Some days he enjoyed the infamy that came with ripping apart whoever was stupid enough to walk into that pit with him more than he enjoyed the mynet he received for doing so.

He took his cell phone out of his pocket to find half a dozen unread messages from his sister, along with several from the other Devils and a handful from Valary Sternberg, his most recent fuckbuddy who was starting to get a little too clingy for his liking. This came as no surprise; it was always only a matter of time before women decided they wanted more than rough, no-strings-attached sex from him, but he was never willing to give it.

His mouth twitched into a frown as he skimmed over the messages his sister had sent him, the weight of reality returning as the adrenaline from fighting in the ring vacated his system far too soon.

IVY


Where are you? Don’t tell me you went to the Pit …



I thought you meant it this time—that we were going to the cemetery together.


IVY


It wasn’t your fault, you know. If Mom was able to talk to you, she would tell you the same thing. You need to stop blaming yourself.



I’ll bring extra flowers to Mom’s grave for you … Hope to see you there.


The last message was sent two hours after the previous.

IVY


You can’t keep running away, Darien. You’re not the only one who’s hurting.


He shut off the screen so hard, the button jammed.

It didn’t matter that he wasn’t the only one who was hurting. Ripping apart actual demons was one thing—but confronting his own wasn’t something he was ready to do yet.

Blowing out a sigh through his nose, he slid his phone back into his pocket. So much for calming the Surge that had taken over his mind earlier that night; it seemed he would have to return here tomorrow after all.

As he drew closer to the gate, gravel crunching beneath his combat boots, the rabbit stepped into view from where she was waiting for him near the safety of an unshattered mercury-vapor streetlamp. Out of what he knew was respect and more than a hint of fear, she stayed a careful distance away from him—and close enough to the greenish glow of the lamp to feel somewhat of a sense of protection from the demons. Demons like the one whose throat Darien had ripped out with his bare hand minutes ago.

The mask she wore was like something from a horror film. The mouth was pulled into a gaping smile lined with jagged teeth, and the grotesquely large eyes were as white as the rest of it—no pupils. It was no harmless little bunny like those sold at the pet shops on the Avenue of the Scarlet Star—that was for gods-damned certain.

“You’re Darien Cassel.” No shit, he thought. If the ring announcer declaring his reputation had been too subtle for her, the horned letter S tattooed below his ear should be an obvious indication of who he was.

Never mind the ever-changing gossip that floated about the streets. People with too much time on their hands enjoyed making up rumors about him, mainly ones that suggested he’d sold his soul to the devil to get to where he was today. He supposed he had sold his soul in a way, but in doing so had more or less become the devil himself.

“That’s the rumor.” He dug a metal lighter and a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, placed one of the smokes between his lips, and lit it. “Give me the name and the price and be on your way,” he said around a mouthful of smoke. He slid the cigarettes and lighter back into his pocket. “I’ve had a long night.”

“The boss is offering two million gold mynet.”

Well, shit. It was a lot of mynet. He couldn’t remember the last time a single target had been worth more than a million.

“The name?” he prompted.

“There is no name.”

Darien quirked an inky brow. Usually, those who hired him knew the name of who—or what—they wanted dead or in captivity. It was rare when he was approached with an offer to find a nameless target, though he could locate them without a problem. He was one of the only people in this city who could. “He would like you to track the target via aura only.”

He took another drag on the cigarette as he eyed up that stained and cracked mask.

Tracking auras was not only a lengthier process but a harder one. If he knew the target’s name, he could tap into his sixth sense—and the ability to remotely track someone via Sight—a lot sooner. All he would need to do was hack Angelthene’s citizen database and pull up a photograph of his target; having a clear mental image of the person he wanted to locate would make remotely tracking them a cinch.

Finding an aura without the aid of a photograph and then trailing it to its current location could take days. Maybe even weeks. And the process often required that he start at the target’s origin—either their place of birth or somewhere similar, such as their childhood home, where the aura would be the least diluted—to get a distinct read on who he was looking for. Such methods were also expensive, since he would have to use the Stygian salts for the whole process, and it would require him to tunnel deep into the limitless reserves of his magic, which was no easy feat.

He adjusted the strap on his duffel bag and tapped the ash off the cigarette. “Your boss knows what he wants but he doesn’t know who he wants,” he observed. Pulling up the strap on his duffel had drawn the messenger’s attention to the tattoo peeking out from beneath his rolled-up shirtsleeve. Even through the mask, he could tell that she was staring at it—at the tattoo of Elsie Cassel’s face.

The rabbit wisely tore her attention from the tattoo and gave a nod. “The target was an orphan. You should be able to pick up on the aura at the Temple of the Scarlet Star. The boss says the target was left there as a baby and adopted soon after.”

She retrieved a vial from the pocket of her jacket. Inside the vial was bone powder—the DNA of what was likely one of the target’s ancestors. The demineralized bone was the quickest way to help him identify the aura—a field of energy that radiated from every living person or thing, invisible to anyone without a hellseher’s Sight—that he was looking for. If the target had indeed spent time at the temple as a baby, then with the help of the bone powder the aura should be easy to pinpoint. And once he became accustomed to the feel of that aura, he would be able to trail it like a wolf trailed its prey, eventually digging up the target’s current location.

How the client had retrieved the bone powder—and how they knew who the target’s ancestor was but hadn’t a clue of their actual target’s identity—wasn’t his business. He didn’t concern himself with the reasons why his elusive clients wanted to track anyone down. Asking questions was not only suspicious and unnecessary, but it was also unprofessional. He was in this line of work only for the cash, and nothing more.

The several minutes he took to consider the offer probably seemed like years to the messenger, because it wasn’t long before her pulse was thrumming in her golden neck. There was a scar below her jaw, no more than a pock in her skin. Either from a viral disease or from being held at knifepoint. If this rabbit returned to her employer after failing to negotiate a deal, the cost—if she was lucky—would be her job. If she wasn’t lucky, it would be her life.

It was an unjust world he lived in, but nobody got anywhere in life if they gave a shit about the bottom-feeders of this corrupt society.

“Dead or alive?” Darien asked.

“Alive. Preferably unharmed if you can manage it.” It went without saying that he could manage it. As leader of the Devils, there was little he couldn’t do.

So, Darien said, “I can.” He paused. “But I want three million gold mynet.”

The rabbit didn’t flinch. “Two-point-five.” Darien almost laughed. Whoever her boss was, he’d given her clear instructions on haggling.

“Three million, or I’m not playing.”

Another beat of silence. And then the rabbit stepped forward and offered him the bone powder. “It’s a deal.”

Darien’s fingers closed around the vial. “I’ll need about a week to locate the aura, but it won’t be long after that before I can track down the target. Wire me a mil by midnight tomorrow or the deal falls through.” He shoved the vial into the pocket of his jeans and then handed her a card that had nothing on it but the number for his wire transfer.

“We’ll be in touch with you soon.” When the rabbit spoke again, there was a hint of a smile in her voice. “Pleasure doing business with you, Slayer.”

His mouth quirked in answer as he tossed the cigarette to the ground and crushed it beneath his boot. “Likewise.”
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Loren stared into the two-way mirror as the peace officer that sat across from her at the dented metal table in the interrogation room shuffled his papers into a stack.

The girl in the reflection was a stranger—a ghost. Hollowed out and drifting through a world she no longer recognized.

She looked like hell. Makeup was smeared across her sticky, tear-stained face, her hair was crusted with beer and road dust, and her dark blue eyes were bloodshot and void of emotion. Even the sunburn on her cheeks did nothing to bring color to the ivory skin that had taken on a sickly pale shade these past two hours.

Sabrine was gone. Sabrine was missing, and it was all her fault.

No one believed her. Not a single person at the Angelthene Law Enforcement holding center had looked at her with anything but disbelief when they’d heard her side of the story. She knew Dallas would be telling the other officers the very same thing—the truth of what happened tonight—in the room adjacent to hers. Maybe they would be more inclined to listen to the Red Baron’s biological daughter than the human orphan who had never been—and never would be—anything more than that: human.

“Let me get this straight,” said the peace officer, in that gruff, no-bullshit tone.

Loren tore her gaze from her reflection—and the people she knew were watching from behind the glass—and turned to face the warlock. The expression he wore was as harsh and unyielding as the room they were in; the frigid concrete beneath her bare and blistered feet, the hard chair she was sitting on that was bolted to the floor, the glaring white light-bulbs stabbing into her eyes from where they were mounted in the corners of the room.

She slid her hands between her scraped knees to stop them from shaking. The tattoo glowing on the inside of her forearm had changed from a pale blue to a glaring red. If she didn’t get some medication or food into her soon, she would faint.

The warlock was middle-aged as far as physical appearance went, though the watery cast to his eyes hinted that he was far older than he looked—and had likely abused the reserves of his magic in his years as commissioner to soon come down with the Tricking. In fact, she would be surprised if he hadn’t already been diagnosed with it.

The officer laced his fingers on the tabletop and looked her over with a steely gaze. “You believe the Darkslayer was after you?”

“I already told you.” Loren barely recognized the crackle of her own voice. It was as cold and void of emotion as the expression she could feel herself wearing. “When he held a gun to Sabrine’s head, I asked him what he wanted. He said, ‘I want you to get in the car.’” This was the third time she’d explained it to this bastard.

He blew out a huff and pretended to look over the paper at the top of the stack. “You are nineteen, Miss Calla. Correct?”

“Yes.” Her voice broke.

“And you’ve lived in Angelthene your whole life?”

“Yes.”

“Then I don’t think I need to explain to you that hellsehers are a very powerful breed.” He set the paper back on the stack. “Their magic is not as restricted as that of veneficae, nor lamiae, and because of this, they know their worth. Hellsehers who hunt for bounties charge hefty prices, Miss Calla. Those prices can run as high as one million gold mynet. Sometimes even higher.”

“I understand what you’re saying, Commissioner.” He was saying no hellseher would bother with someone like her—with a human target whose life had no value worthy enough for them to track down. There was no reason for anyone to want to hunt her, nor pay a Darkslayer’s outrageous cost to find her. And yet, she knew …

She knew it was supposed to have been her who was taken tonight.

The officer sat back, his chair creaking under his weight. “Can you describe what the phoenix tattoo looked like, Miss Calla?”

She held out a hand in request for a pen. After a moment, he handed his over, along with a piece of ruled paper he tore from his notepad. The scratch of pen on paper was loud in the otherwise silent room as her trembling hand swept across the page. When she was finished, she spun the paper around and slid it his way.

Half a second was all he spared for her drawing. “How’s your vision, Miss Calla?”

She stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s a simple question.”

“My vision is fine.” It wasn’t twenty-twenty, but it was clear enough that this jerk shouldn’t be doubting her. “I know what I saw. The tattoo was a phoenix head, Commissioner.” Not the over-lapping wings of the Angels of Death; not the God of Death that was the symbol of the Reapers, nor the striking serpent of the Vipers; not the hellhound of the Huntsmen, nor the crescent moon of the Wargs. And it certainly wasn’t the horned letter S, the sigil of the Seven Devils, the most feared Darkslaying circle in the city.

The officer stuffed the drawing into his shirt pocket. “Your guardian has been contacted. She will be here shortly to take you home.” Loren’s head turned featherlight, her fists slackening.

Taega Bright, Dallas’s mother, had been contacted. As if this night—she supposed it was technically morning now—could get any worse.

“Is there anything else you would like to say?” the officer asked. The silver ringing his pupils—a peculiar characteristic all veneficae possessed—was as reflective as mirrors under the lights. “Anything worthy of pointing out that we haven’t already covered?”

Loren remained silent for so long that he made to stand. But her voice froze him in place.

“You may feel we’ve covered a great deal, Commissioner. But I don’t. Every statement I’ve made tonight is the truth, yet you’ve done nothing but dismiss my claims.”

He settled back into the chair with another of those heavy sighs that was more of a growl. The badge pinned to his dress-shirt gleamed in the fluorescents. “Can you think of any reason as to why they would’ve been tracking you?” The tone he used was flat, his disinterest in entertaining what he believed was a cry for attention blatantly obvious. “Is there anything of value on your person that they might’ve been looking for?”

Loren mirrored his no-bullshit expression. “I have a tube of lip gloss, a half-empty pack of gum, and barely three hundred gold mynet in my bank account, Commissioner. Do you think the Darkslayer might’ve been after any of these things?”

“Miss Calla—”

“Sabrine was held at gunpoint as a strategy to get me in the car.” Loren’s voice came out as broken as she felt. “They only took her instead of me because they ran out of time when your officers came flying around the corner.” Tears burned her eyes, and her lip wobbled. “If you’re not going to believe me, then that’s not my problem. But I want my friend back, so I beg you to reconsider your opinion after what I just told you.”

He assessed her for a moment. “I assure you, Miss Calla, that we will do everything in our power to bring Miss Van Arsdell back home safely. We have a strong team of officers, and our hellsehers are tracking her—”

“Have they figured out where they’re keeping Sabrine?” Loren felt a spark of hope in her chest, and she found herself sitting up straighter. It was something the city needed more of: hellsehers working as local law enforcement officials, using their Sight to track down suspects and people who went missing. The process of remotely tracking someone certainly wasn’t foolproof, hence why there were so many unsolved crimes, but it couldn’t hurt to have more people who were gifted with the Sight looking out for innocent civilians. Most hellsehers either chose not to use their Sight at all due to the Tricking or decided to chase after the fat paycheques that came from illegally tracking down bounties.

The officer merely shifted in his seat. The look on his face told her everything.

“They can’t find her,” Loren concluded hollowly. She slumped against the backrest of her chair. “Does that mean she’s dead?” Her heart was bleeding out in her chest. “She’s dead, isn’t she? They killed her.”

“Loren—”

“It’s luh-ren,” she retorted. He pronounced it like Lauren, and it wasn’t the first time she’d corrected him. Just as it wasn’t the first time that she had explained the night’s events to him, only to be received so disrespectfully. “I would like to be excused now.”

As finished with her as she was with him, the officer led her out of the interrogation room. Loren limped after him in silence, barely registering the pain that crackled through her cut-up feet with every step. Although he didn’t say anything else to her, he no longer looked at her with disdain.

He must’ve realized that she was standing on a ledge. She was about to break, and not in any way that benefited them as a person of interest in Sabrine’s case.

Her friend was gone. And the worst part about it was that it was her fault.




4

Orientation for the first-year students of Angelthene Academy who were sorted into the House of Salt took place at seven in the morning.

The rain was drumming a steady rhythm on the umbrella that was propped up on Dallas’s shoulder, shielding mostly Loren from the downpour than herself. Loren sagged against Dallas’s side as they waited for the last of the Salt freshmen to join the group and announce their names to the upper-level half-vampire student holding a clipboard in his milk-white hands. The roster fluttered in the wind, threatening to break free of the measly spring-clip that held it in place.

Loren hadn’t slept a wink last night, and she didn’t think Dallas had either. After Dallas’s mother had picked them up from the holding center, they hadn’t said a word to each other. And Taega hadn’t bothered to offer her condolences for their missing friend. In fact, she hadn’t uttered so much as a word to either of them until they’d entered the penthouse.

“Clean yourselves up in the spare bathroom and sterilize it when you’re done,” she’d told them as she swept into her immaculate foyer, the lean muscles in her golden thighs straining against the white fabric of her pristine pencil skirt. “The smell of you both is making me sick.”

It would’ve been better if Taega simply hadn’t said anything, but nearly nineteen years of living in the Bright penthouse was long
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