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      The hunter becomes the hunted…

      Dark elves prowl the streets of Hollowmore. They’ve attacked my father’s council, my brother’s school, and no one knows where they’ll strike next. But I know they’re coming for me. I’m the ultimate target, and my enemy wants me to suffer, knowing my family’s pain is all my fault. Knowing I’m next.

      The hell with that…

      If there was ever a time I could use a smoking hot dragon shifter in my corner, it’s now. But Marcus has problems of his own. A sinister force is draining his powers. He’s become weak, vulnerable. His entire Dragonskin clan is in danger, and no one knows why.

      From a luxurious shifter club, to ghoul fights in a dive bar, and even a secret dragon temple under the city, there’s nowhere I won’t go, no line I won’t cross. I’m going to find out who’s behind this. They thought they could get to me by targeting the people I love.

      They made a big mistake. And I’m going to make sure it’s their last…
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Without the friendly orange glow of the streetlights, the roads of Hollowmore are dark as the wilderness of Fae Country, and almost as dangerous.

      I touch down on the pale square of a gravel-covered roof, one of the few spaces I can see well enough to land safely, and peer down into the street. Apartment blocks and narrow, aging walkups crowd in close, making an uneven line of deeper darkness against the dim sky. Vague shapes of pale brick or white-framed doorways crowd the road, silhouetting the twisting spirals of metal stairs. Here and there, on upper floors, a faint glow illuminates a window—candles or emergency lanterns lit somewhere inside.

      Those pale squares of light are not very reassuring. Neither is the hilt of my sword against my damp palm. When I pull it out and summon its blade of celestial fire to crackling life, I may as well be announcing my presence with a trumpet to any criminals who may be in the area, but at least it casts a little bit of light over the street. Which is empty, thankfully.

      My breath rasps in my ears as I scan the shadows, drowning out every other sound except for distant sirens. The police have their hands full with all the lowlifes crawling out of the woodwork to take advantage of the blackout that started just a few hours ago. That’s why they called me in. Since a harried-sounding emergency dispatcher summoned me at midnight, I’ve broken up half a dozen fights—one involving a knife with a nasty charm on it, the other just fists—and run looters off two storefronts.

      But now, below me, nothing moves. The sticky air reeks of garbage; must be trash collection tomorrow. Great. A flesh-eating ghoul could be shambling down the alley right below me, stinking to the skies of rotten meat, and I’d never smell him coming.

      I’m probably not smelling so great myself. Even at close to 3 a.m., it’s muggy enough that flying has been like swimming through soup. A bead of sweat trickles down my back. I blow stray tendrils of hair away from my forehead, square my shoulders, and try to relax the knot of tension bunched between my feathered wings.

      Get it together, Thea.

      It’s ridiculous to be so on edge. How many years have I spent prowling the city in the dark? My magical ability to manipulate light might be tied most directly to the sun—especially if I want to generate actual flames instead of just imitating a glowstick—but I’m used to working around that. The sword will make short work of anything that tries to jump me. And I’ve got some backup tucked in my pocket just in case, in the form of a little plastic dancing banshee. My friend Anika gave it to me, partly because the sparkly pink bow in the banshee’s hair cracked her up (“she’s so cute!”) and partly because the energy stored in its tiny solar cell is enough to ash a vampire.

      I’ve lived in Hollowmore my whole life, and this is the first time I’ve known the power to go down in two thirds of the city at once. But that’s nothing sinister; everyone knows most of the city’s systems are basically held together with spit and tech witchery, and Hollowmore Hydro’s social media posts have been pleading for patience while they repair some sort of fault in the grid. At least the chaos gets me paid.

      Though after all the bullshit I’ve waded through this year, maybe it’s not so strange that I’m jumpy.

      I sheath the sword and take to the air again, cruising unhurriedly down the street. Even the lurid, dancing spotlights of the clubs in Empyrean are out. It’s easy to get disoriented without their familiar blue and violet splashed over the sky across the river. Some neighborhoods are still up and running, leaving patches of orange light smeared on the horizon. In the fancier neighborhoods affected by the blackout, occasional houses are still lit up and blasting air conditioning, thanks to the growl of generators. My father, for one, probably hasn’t so much as broken a sweat since the power went down this afternoon.

      But this is Upper Arcadia, near the ramshackle end of neutral territory, a long way from the cushy enclaves of the shifter clans. Even if anyone around here could afford backup power, nobody’s going to call attention to themselves with the racket of a motor. The industrial park just west of here has way too many abandoned hidey holes that could shelter the more unsavory supernaturals, and the deeper than usual darkness will bring them all out to play. The name of the game for ordinaries is more “lie low and hope trouble doesn’t come breaking windows.”

      A sound catches my attention: someone banging on a door. Hammering on it, desperately. It takes me a moment to spot its source: a woman—a girl—at the top of one of those rickety staircases, barefoot, wearing a little club skirt and a hoodie that almost blends into the dark.

      The door, probably still blocked by a chain, opens to admit a crack of light. A male voice says something astonished and indecipherable. She speaks over him, pleading, her voice tearful and broken. I swoop closer, thinking I ought to give her a lift to somewhere safe if he’s not going to let her in.

      But then I hear what she’s saying.

      “I’m so hungry,” she whimpers. “Can’t I come in? Just for tonight? Just for something to eat? Please?”

      Oh, shit.

      She goes on begging, leaning into that narrow gap of light, and the chain rattles as her target—who ought to know better—unhooks it from the door. My shout of stop! makes no difference; even as I plunge toward them, the girl lurches across the threshold, fast as any predator, knotting her fingers in his shirt and yanking him closer, her lips parting to reveal gleaming fangs.

      The guy lets out a squawk as I yank the vampire back by the hood of her sweater and slice the blazing light of my sword through her neck. Her body collapses against her would-be victim as her head thumps to the metal balcony at my feet. He staggers under the sudden dead weight, stumbles, and falls, making little noises of bewildered panic as he flails his way out from under the headless corpse. It’s already beginning to smoke and wither.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him wearily, putting the sword away. “She was already dead.”

      “B-but…” He recoils as the body collapses into an ash-gray husk, losing sifting particles to the breeze. “Julia…!”

      “You should report her turned,” I tell him, as gently as I can. “But not till morning, okay? It’s not safe tonight. For obvious reasons.”

      He stares at me, open-mouthed, belated comprehension creeping across his face, shock shading by slow degrees into something else.

      “You killed her,” he whispers.

      “She was already dead,” I repeat. “I had to ash her before she could kill you.” You’re welcome.

      A shout of laughter and the crash of breaking glass echo from somewhere not far away. Duty calls. I snap my wings open again, scattering the ashes of the girl he knew, and he cringes.

      “I have to go,” I say hurriedly. “I really am sorry for your loss.”

      He shouts something after me as I take off, but I barely hear him. Above the rooftops, a couple of streets over, two winged shapes dart and whirl, flickers of movement scarcely visible against the night sky. But the dark swirl of their magical presence gives them away. Fellow shifters. Demonskins.

      Their whoops and shouts get clearer as I approach, resolving into taunts.

      “Yeah, c’mon, buddy,” one of them drawls, “that all you got? Take another shot. Give ’im your best!”

      A jeering chorus follows this up with the ooooh! of a crowd watching a missed goal.

      “Chickenshit cowards!” a man’s rough voice shouts back. “Stand and fight and see what happens!”

      The voice belongs to a figure crouched on the sidewalk, baseball bat held at the ready over one shoulder. Three more Demonskins, bat-like wings extended, stand around him. One of them slings an arm around another’s neck in a broad, sloppy gesture that says they’re in party mode. Looking for some fun at someone else’s expense.

      “My turn,” one of them announces, taking to the air. The man with the bat swings furiously at him, but even drunk off his ass, the Demonskin evades the blow easily, laughing. A beam of light illuminates the whole street: one of the thugs holds up a phone, the backwash of the screen casting a glow over his pale, haughty features, documenting the rock his buddy chucks at the shopfront. The human cries out in mingled fury and dismay as a shop window shatters, throwing his arms up to protect himself from flying glass.

      I yank my sword out and drop down to the street behind them. At least I get the grim satisfaction of sending the astonished Demonskins scrambling out of my way like a bunch of startled cats.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I demand, brandishing my fiery sword at each of them in turn as they sputter at me. I catch the predictable words birdie bitch. The human crouches behind his baseball bat, eyes huge, his throat bobbing in a swallow. The guy with the phone, though, has kept his cool; he just points the camera at me, cocking a brow. My heart skips into double time.

      I know the smirking face lit up by the cold light of the screen.

      Mephisto.

      I don’t know his first name. Last time I saw him, he was sneering down at me as he marched me ahead of him to reckon with my dead ex-boyfriend’s mother. It’s a big family; this guy must be one of Harlan’s many less-than-beloved cousins.

      Of all the assholes I did not want to have to deal with tonight.

      “Look who it is,” he croons into the phone. “Auntie Pavla’s going to love this.”

      “Leave the guy alone,” I snap.

      “Or what?” he sneers. “You’ll do us in like you did Harlan?”

      Something curls up in my chest like a fist, stony and aching to fight. For a moment, I can’t draw enough air to fill my lungs. The sword flares and spits in my hand, the only sound in a silence wound so tight it’s ready to snap.

      I won’t answer that. I won’t take the bait. That’s what he’s waiting for, with that smug little curl of his lip. My knuckles burn, itching to wipe it from his face.

      Carefully, I douse the sword and put it away. As much as I’d love to take out some frustrations on someone who deserves it, I don’t dare mess with Pavla’s family. Not when she’s all but declared war on me and mine.

      And this guy knows it. His expression widens into a leer.

      “Leave him alone,” I repeat. “You need human business. If this guy goes to the media, your aunt is going to be pissed.”

      He scoffs. “You think this decrepit bone heap would rat us out over a few broken windows? Yeah right. If I wanted to start shit, I’d do better than that.”

      On the last syllable, he launches himself at the human, yanking him off his feet and hauling him into the air above the rooftops by one leg. The man lets out an ugly screech of terror, his bat clattering to the ground, and the Demonskins howl with laughter, jumping skywards to join the ringleader. Furious, I fling myself after them.

      “Go long,” one of them shouts, cackling when I knock him aside.

      “Stop fucking around,” I yell at them. “What do you think is going to happen if you get someone killed?”

      “Hmm.” The Mephisto cousin pretends to contemplate, lifting his hands to hold the human out before him like a sack of potatoes, ignoring the man’s frantic swearing, and then shrugs. “My bet is nothing.”

      And then he opens his hands and lets the man fall.

      I don’t have time for more than a shout of protest before one of the other shifters dodges in and plucks the human out of the air again, darting skyward.

      “What’s your thing with humans anyway, birdie?” the man’s current captor shouts, circling above me. “You can’t keep your hands off them!”

      “It’s gross,” another Demonskin adds, as the others jeer in agreement. “Perverted.”

      “There’s probably nobody in her own clan who’ll touch her!”

      “Obviously.” Mephisto slams a casual fist into the human’s midriff as he whips past, prompting a cry of pain. “No wonder she was desperate enough to get it on with Harlan.”

      That’s the last straw. Two wingbeats and I’m on their level, my sword whipping out to meet his throat.

      “Keep his name out of your mouth!”

      With an awkward twist and a startled exclamation, he manages to stop short in time to avoid the glowing blade. His buddies mutter angrily, but I talk over them.

      “What kind of family are you supposed to be? You cry ghoul tears at his funeral and then go back to insulting him as soon as the party’s over? No wonder he hated the fucking lot of you!”

      There’s a shocked hush while the henchmen exchange glances, swallowing drunken giggles and clearly wondering what their fearless leader will make of this outburst.

      “Let the human go,” I repeat levelly.

      The look Harlan’s cousin gives me is one of hate, cold and unalloyed, all traces of mockery fallen away.

      “You should spend more time watching out for your own clan, birdie,” he says, and then wheels away, tossing an order over his shoulder. “Drop him.”

      His friend looks at me, wide-eyed. He shrugs…and obeys.

      I dive, dropping like a stone, the air roaring in my ears, the ground rushing up to meet me. As soon as my hands close around the human’s arm, I snap my wings open again, yanking us out of our plunge toward the pavement. He yelps in pain, but his feet still dangle well above the ground. I let my breath out and set him gently down.

      He collapses onto the asphalt, heaving pained gasps of breath. Above us, the Demonskins have vanished into the dark. Thank the skies.

      I crouch over him, alarmed. “Are you hurt?”

      “Are you serious?” the man wheezes, staring up at me. “Of c-course I’m f-fucking hurt. Everything hurts. C-can’t move my arm.”

      I wince, remembering the way I snatched him out of the air. I had no choice if I was going to save his life, but his shoulder’s probably dislocated—on top of the damage he took from the others.

      “Let’s get you to a hospital.”
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      The hospital is easy to spot from the air, even from a distance—its backup generators make it a puddle of harsh fluorescent light against the surrounding darkness, shot through with the occasional pulse of red from an arriving ambulance.

      The guy in my arms is rigid with pain or fear or both, eyes squinched closed, whimpering a little through his teeth. I pump my wings harder, trying not to shift his weight too much in my arms so I don’t jostle his injuries. He’s no spring chicken, this guy, and humans aren’t made for being tossed around in midair like toys.

      I touch down outside the red-lettered sign for Emergency as a crew of blue-clad nurses and healing techs hustle a still form on a gurney inside. A couple of them spare me a suspicious glance—Arcanskins aren’t exactly a common sight in hospitals, and an Arcanskin carting around a human would look weird pretty much anywhere. I shrug my wings away, but the faint luminescence of my skin will still scream shifter at anyone paying the slightest attention. I knock the button for the automatic doors with an awkward kick, keeping them open, and hurry after the hospital workers.

      The sickly smell of antiseptic washes over me. The ER, unsurprisingly, is swamped. The waiting room’s plastic chairs are all taken by hunched, miserable patients and companions; some people even sit on the floor. A sprinkling of magical signatures tells me it’s not just humans in trouble tonight. There’s a pink-haired nymph, leaning on a guy in a tux; a few seats over, a pale-faced faun clutches a bandaged hand to his chest. One of the shapes on the floor, hugging its knees with a hood over its head, has the algae-green skin of a goblin. In the corner, a centaur—unusual in town, probably teaching at the university—stands stoically on three legs. A crackling loudspeaker and a wailing baby add to the low hubbub of voices. Someone retches into a plastic bag.

      “Could I get a hand here?” I call.

      My rescued human chooses that moment to buck against my grip, shoving at me with his good hand.

      “Put me down!” he wheezes. “Get away from me!”

      Startled, I almost drop him. “Whoa, whoa, okay,” I tell him. “Calm down. You’re safe.”

      “Put me down!” The words are shrill this time, and loud enough to carry. Around us, heads turn. Behind the triage desk, nurses make hasty calls.

      His flailing makes it hard to obey, but I set him on his feet. He lurches away from me, but his legs won’t hold him up, and he collapses to the floor with a yelp. Running footsteps announce the arrival of a grim-faced, blue-clad trio of security guards.

      “What’s going on?” one demands.

      “I’m with Hollowmore PD,” I tell them. “He had a run-in with some thugs. At a guess, I’d say he has a dislocated shoulder, plus some injuries to his leg and maybe his ribs.”

      The guy clutches at the arms, helping him to his feet. “Get her away from me!”

      “You’re safe,” I repeat, doing my best attempt at soothing, but he shrinks away, shouts over me.

      “I’m not stupid, birdie! You’re no better than the rest of them. Typical shifter bullshit, hauling me into the sky without even asking! You better hope I don’t sue!”

      I blink at him. “You’re going to sue me. For rescuing you?”

      “Rescue, my ass! I wouldn’t have needed rescuing if it wasn’t for you entitled bastards thinking you can do whatever the fuck you want! Go⁠—”

      He breaks off with a gasp as one of the healers probes at his torso with careful fingers.

      “Ma’am, you should leave now,” one of the others says, managing to sound firm and harried at the same time. “We’ll take it from here.”

      I open my mouth and close it again without finding a response. The looks they throw over their shoulders as they help him limp down the hall aren’t friendly.

      None of this should surprise me, really. The shifter clans don’t exactly have the best reputation, especially in situations like this one, when the system breaks in a way that peels a bit of workaday civilization away. Those Mephisto losers weren’t the only shifters I’ve seen out and about tonight, making trouble just for kicks—hooting party animals looking for excitement, even at someone else’s expense. Skies forbid they actually do anything helpful. If I were human, I’d be suspicious of me, too.

      It’s still depressing. Everyone else in Hollowmore seems to be able to get along well enough. Hell, a dwarf with his arm in a sling is even reading a kids’ book to a trio of human toddlers, making funny voices and everything. Earlier this evening, I flew over an impromptu block party downtown, humans and supernaturals alike dancing to a tune blasting from someone’s battery-powered speakers, the area illuminated by a sea of glowsticks and cell phone screens. The city doesn’t have any trouble pulling together in a crisis. The shifters are the only ones who hold themselves apart.

      I’m startled out of my gloomy thoughts by a glimpse of a familiar face. There: the guy holding a wad of gauze to his bloodstained forehead. His dark eyes catch mine and he manages a wave and a weak smile. It takes me a heartbeat to remember his name.

      “Farhan?” He’s a regular at Anika’s café, the Perky Bean; he runs a bike shop down the block that brings in customers from all over town. “Sun, what happened?”

      “A good idea gone bad,” he says ruefully. “I thought I should head down to keep an eye on the shop. Figured there might be trouble, given the looting and everything.” He winces. “Turns out I was right.”

      Anger flickers through me. He shouldn’t have had to stick his neck out like that. This is what the police are supposed to be for. I hope Governor Payne and his cutbacks get thoroughly roasted by the media once the power’s back on.

      But Farhan’s been through enough tonight without me dumping politics in his lap.

      “Shit,” is all I say.

      He sighs. “Yeah. They broke windows all down the street.”

      That sets alarm bells ringing. There’s nothing at the Bean that anybody would steal, but garden-variety vandalism is definitely a possibility. And after the café got trashed by a vampire earlier this year, I can totally see Anika putting herself in the line of fire to protect the place, just like Farhan tried to defend his bikes.

      I exchange goodbyes with Farhan, telling him to take care of himself, and hurry back outside, where I can use my phone. But my call ends in a bleep without dialing; a cell tower must be down somewhere.

      I was pretty much at the end of my west-end circuit anyway. I’ll do one more loop before sunup. But first, I’m checking on my friend.
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        * * *

      

      I drop to the ground in front of the Bean with my sword drawn and ready, but turns out to be a needless precaution. The street is empty, except for the broken glass sparkling in the pale light of the blade.

      The café’s big windows are still intact, at least. I let out my breath and step toward the door, lifting a hand to knock.

      My only warning is an escalating hum, just on the edge of hearing, like something electronic whirring to life. It gives me just enough time to throw myself to the ground before a bolt of glaring violet lightning leaps out at me from the glass. It snaps past overhead, close enough to sear my nose with the smell of ozone.

      “Sweet, sorcerous son of a bitch,” I mutter, brushing grit from my scraped palms.

      “Thea?” A shadow leans out of the café, bending over me. “Oh my God, is that you?”

      It’s Anika, brandishing her phone like a weapon—which it is, in a tech witch’s hands. I exhale and wobble to my feet again.

      “That’s…quite the burglar alarm you’ve got rigged there.”

      “It didn’t hit you, did it?” When I assure her I’m okay, she heaves a sigh of her own. “I came down earlier tonight to set it up. It goes off if anyone gets too close to the glass. I’m so sorry. After last time, I thought⁠—”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I tell her firmly. “With all the shit going down tonight, it’s a good idea.”

      She glances over her shoulder, into the gloom of the store. “D’you want to come in? I mean, I can’t exactly offer coffee, but…”

      Even as she speaks, the world blinks back to normalcy: the streetlights flicker on, along with the countertop lighting at the back of the store and the roar of air conditioning.

      “Finally,” Anika mutters, and then turns to me, the sudden illumination glinting on the frames of her glasses. “Come in and chill out for a minute, at least. You look fried.”

      I can hardly argue with that. I sag into a seat near the counter, directly under a vent to enjoy blessedly cool air spilling down on me from the ceiling. I pull out my phone as she takes a pitcher of something from the fridge.

      “It’s not super cold anymore,” she says apologetically, passing me a glass. I chug a few swallows of fruity, sweet iced tea down right away.

      “It’s divine,” I assure her.

      “2theGround is freaking out,” she tells me, sitting down with a glass of her own. “Have you seen the video that’s been going around?”

      “I haven’t been on there since this morning. Or yesterday morning, now, I guess. Why, what did Aowyn Anguish do this time?” The banshee singer’s been meme material since she foretold her guitarist’s death live on stage. Last I heard, he was accusing her of faking the vision to get back at him for hooking up with her sister. But if it was fake, the internet argued, why were everyone’s ears bleeding at the concert?

      But Anika’s owlish side-eye says this is about more than celebrity gossip, and a trickle of dread chills me more thoroughly than the air conditioning.

      “You should take a look,” she says.

      It doesn’t take much scrolling to find the video she’s talking about. My feed is full of it, posts and reposts and a flood of comments in all caps and exclamation marks. It’s shaky footage from someone’s phone. Two guys are getting in each other’s faces, yelling unintelligibly: a clean-cut jock with a five-o’clock shadow and close-cropped dark hair, and a shaggier guy with round glasses who looks more like a philosophy student than a fighter. A girl’s voice—the holder of the phone, presumably—pleads with them both to back down, but neither guy is listening.

      Glasses gives the jock a shove. He retaliates with a respectable right hook, but Glasses, sneering, catches the blow in one hand and then hoists the guy into the air by the collar of his shirt before tossing him aside. Jock Guy collides with the side of a car, hard enough to leave a broad dent in the metal, and sprawls unmoving on the pavement. I wince. The screen swings wildly as the girl with the phone runs toward him, screaming for help. Other voices emerge in the background, shouting.

      I play it through one more time, knuckles at my mouth. Glasses is obviously a shifter, though it’s hard to tell what kind in the video’s crappy lighting. He’s too fast, too strong, to be anything else. And the one who ended up crumpled on the ground is human.

      “Ugh,” I say eventually, scrolling past it. “I wish I was surprised. I ran into some clowns like this earlier tonight, too.”

      Anika, thumbing through her own phone, glances up at me. “That sounds dangerous.”

      “For me? Nah.” Well, going up against three other shifters alone was probably not my smartest move, but that’s over and done with now anyway. “It’s a good thing she got this on video. If somebody manages to ID the bastard, his clan will have to do something about it.” One would hope, anyway, if only out to avoid pissing off potential customers. Human money keeps Hollowmore running, and no one can afford to ignore that. Greed and self-preservation make pretty solid motivators for civilized behavior when you know better than to count on common decency.

      But there is decency out there, even in the shifter clans, as I’m careful to remind myself. My brother and his friends, for instance, are proving surprisingly thoughtful and open-minded. The Clawskin leaders have turned out to be straight up honorable. And Pavla Mephisto may be nursing a vendetta against me, but Demonskins are capable of deep, genuine loyalty and courage. Harlan showed me that.

      The thought hurts.

      “The Governor’s saying the outage was a ‘mechanical error,’” Anika says, and scoffs. “And all the bottom-feeder conspiracy nuts are blaming it on ‘unnaturals,’ as usual.”

      I pull up the post from Governor Payne’s account—another video, filling the screen with his fashionably tanned, forgettably clean-cut face. The sound bite about the mechanical error—something about overloaded stabilizers blowing out—is its most significant content; the rest is bland speechifying about the hard work of hydro crews and promises to upgrade the system so this doesn’t happen again. Challenges of aging infrastructure, blah, blah, blah.

      There’s nothing strange about any of this, really. And with the power back on and the clock creeping slowly toward dawn, the crisis is past. I allow myself a cautious sigh of relief.
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      A sleek black cat drops gracefully onto the table out of nowhere and gives a mew of disappointment when we’re too distracted by our screens to be startled by her appearance.

      ‘Honestly,’ she sniffs, nudging my phone with a disdainful paw. ‘You should be careful with those things. They’re eroding your survival instincts.’

      “Hi, Hero.” I run a hand over her back and scritch between her ears. She accepts the caress, her expression saying this is merely the tribute she’s due.

      “I could’ve used your help around here tonight, you know,” Anika tells her. “Where have you been?”

      Herodotus yawns extravagantly. ‘Asleep. I assumed you would be too, being sensible creatures most of the time.’

      “You slept through all of this?” Anika demands. “You slept through my booby trap going off?”

      The cat sidhe blinks in mild surprise. ‘Did it?’

      “At me,” I add.

      ‘You’ll have to excuse me for missing the excitement,’ Hero says, licking a paw. ‘I happened to be out catching the last dregs of a particularly tasty and unusual bit of magic. A good magicopoet always pauses to digest and reflect, you know, before attempting to distill a new flavor into words.’

      I manage a smile. “Noted.”

      Anika studies me. “You okay, Thea? You seem rattled.”

      “Maybe? I don’t know. It’s been a weird night.” I hesitate, then pull up the keypad on my phone. “Just a second, I’m going to check on someone.”

      This time, at least, the phone rings. But nobody picks up.

      “Marcus?” Anika guesses casually. And correctly.

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” I say, putting more breezy good cheer into the words than I feel. “I mean, this is way past closing time at Ambrosia.” But he’s usually up till dawn, he told me once, unwinding with a book. He doesn’t subscribe to streaming services or social media; it’s safer for him to keep his digital footprint as small as possible.

      Anika shoots me a significant look. “Well, anybody who tried attacking him would end up regretting it. Right?”

      “Yeah.” It’s still weird, having her in the tiny circle of people who know who Marcus really is: one of the vanished, vilified Dragonskins, who once ruled Hollowmore and the rest of the shifter clans. She doesn’t know about the few thousand others still hiding in the city, trying to scrape by without being noticed. She doesn’t know Marcus is the closest thing there is to a direct descendant of the rulers of the Dragonskin clan—the tyrant Dragon Lords of old.

      “You could go check on him,” Anika says, leveling a whole different kind of significant look at me over the rims of her glasses. This one comes with a knowing smirk. “If you’re really worried.”

      I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole. “What I am is disgusting,” I declare, scraping my hair out of my face. “I’m finishing my last round and then going home to take a shower.”

      Anika allows me to dodge her needling without comment. “Text me when you get in, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      It’s gotten to be a habit, keeping Anika in the loop on my whereabouts. It’s kind of nice, actually, to know somebody cares where I am. But it’s also nice to know I’m not the only one who’s overprotective. It means I have no reason to feel stupid about veering off-course on a quick detour.

      I’m just checking on him. No harm in that.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus lives just a few blocks away from Ambrosia, the cozy pub he owns on Dwellsdown. He let me walk him there once at the end of his shift, just after all that shit went down with the goblins. The memory makes me wince. I’d stopped by the pub near closing time to keep him company, just like I’d done a couple of times while working on the case. But it had been weird and tense in a way it hadn’t been before. I had one too many beers. Or maybe two.

      I don’t know what I was after. Liquid courage, maybe. Or perhaps I’d been trying to drown the awkwardness of being there on a weeknight for no particular reason. We’d talked a little about nothing much. Sun, maybe we didn’t have anything to talk about unless we were in mortal danger. What I’d wanted to ask him was what he’d almost said before our little raid on the goblin colony. Or what it had been I was feeling radiating from his dragon form—that feather-light touch of emotion I couldn’t name.

      But those questions were impossible. Mortifying. Even after I’d offered to walk with him, when it had been just the two of us in the cool night, I couldn’t say anything, and he didn’t break the tongue-tied silence for me. I’ve been telling myself I’ve been too busy to stop by again, but the truth is more that I’ve been too embarrassed.

      Cresworth Row, Marcus’s run-down little side street, is barely wide enough to admit a car. I think he must have chosen the place for anonymity; there’s not much of anything to distinguish one narrow unit from the next. They all run together in matching walls of blank gray stone, lines of windows marching down the street.

      “Holy shit.” The exaggerated drawl seems very loud. I whip around to find its source: a couple of shapes sit slouched on a set of steps, points of cigarettes glowing. “Check it out, Len. We got a shifter.”

      “No fuckin’ way!” Len raises his voice to a shout. “Hey! Hey, birdie! The fuck are you doing here? This isn’t your nest! Asshole shifters thinkin’ they can just go anywhere and push people around. How ’bout we teach you some manners, birdie, eh? Some fuckin’ respect?”

      They stink of alcohol and sweaty human. Annoying, but definitely not dangerous, even if I wasn’t armed to the teeth. Too bad; knocking them flat on their asses would be really satisfying. I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to summon patience.

      “I am so not in the mood for this. You need to crawl back to your sewer and sleep it off.”

      That wins me a tirade of four-letter words; one of them even has the balls to pitch a beer can at me. It clatters harmlessly to the asphalt, but I’ve had enough. I draw and light my sword, washing the street in flickering blue-white light.

      “That was a mistake,” I say coldly.

      With a squeak of terror and another few curses, they scramble down the stairs and take off. I roll my eyes and sheathe the sword again. That was probably overkill, and it’s probably just cemented in their minds that all shifters are bullies. But with any luck, they’ll think twice about picking a fight with the next shifter they trip over. Those Demonskin goons I ran into earlier tonight sure wouldn’t hesitate to take them up on it. And judging by that video, they’re not the only ones.

      I refuse to hesitate before knocking on Marcus’s door. The echoes disappear into a silence that stretches. Dawn is coming; beyond the streetlights, the sky is taking on that faint clear tint that promises light to follow soon. I bang on the door again, harder. A police knock that says open up.

      I step back, looking up at the building’s two stories of windows. They’re all dark. I could take to the air, fly past them, peek inside…but that’s getting ridiculous. Stalkery. I’m embarrassed to catch myself even thinking about it. This whole side trip is embarrassing. I should probably just send him a text, like a normal person, and give him a few hours to answer.

      But then the lock rattles and a bleary-eyed Marcus pushes the door open, flipping the porch light on. Its glow casts shadows over his eyes and the hollows of his cheeks.

      “Thea?” He squints at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh. There you are.” I let my breath out. “Nothing, I guess. You weren’t answering your phone.” He blinks in surprise or confusion. Sun, I could kick myself. Idiot.

      “I must’ve slept through the call,” he says. “Sorry.”

      “I’m sorry.” I try not to speak too quickly. Reclaim some dignity. “It’s just…there’s been trouble in parts of the city. Shifters stirring shit up. I was worried about you.”

      “Oh,” he says, definitely surprised now. “That’s…thank you. You didn’t need to be.” I control a wince. “What kind of trouble? What happened?”

      I feel more and more ridiculous. It’s not like it was anything that far out of the ordinary. I shrug off his concern. “I ran into a Mephisto earlier, along with some of his drunk buddies. Messing with humans. I dealt with it.”

      His expression darkens at the name. “That could have gotten ugly.”

      “It wasn’t great,” I admit. “They were tossing this guy around like a football. He couldn’t even stand up by the time they were through with him. I had to fly him to the hospital.” I leave out the part where he threatened to sue me.

      “I meant for you,” Marcus says quietly. “You’ve got to be careful with those people, Thea.”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “I’m trying.”

      There’s a brief, painful pause. Marcus scrubs a self-conscious hand through his hair, which is flattened on one side and sticking up in the back. It doesn’t seem to occur to him to cover the slice of brown-skinned torso revealed by the robe hanging loose off his shoulders, the bare lines of muscles his shirts have always hinted at. Sun, am I staring at him? Has he noticed? Focus, dammit.

      “Nothing happened around here,” he’s saying, “or at least not that I know of. I slept the whole time. It’s probably just as well the power was out, actually. I must’ve needed the night off.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, stupidly. “I shouldn’t have woken you.”

      “No, seriously,” he says, sounding embarrassed himself, “don’t worry about it. This is way oversleeping for me. I’ve probably fucked up my whole schedule. You know how sometimes when you stop moving for a minute you realize how exhausted you are? I was just dog tired. Thought I’d close my eyes for twenty minutes. It’s been more like twelve hours.” He grimaces. “Maybe it’s the heat. At least the air conditioning’s back on.” Another awkward silence. “Did you…want a cup of coffee, or anything?”

      “That’s okay,” I say hastily, horrified at myself for dawdling long enough he felt obligated to make the offer. It’s four in the morning. “I’ve got to finish up my last patrol. Sorry again for bothering you.” That makes three sorrys. Skies above. “I’ll get out of your hair. It’s been a weird night.”

      “Oh,” he says, “all right.” And then, as I’m hurrying back down the steps, “Thea?”

      I turn back to face him. He hesitates, clears his throat. “I was wondering. We talked about spending some time together. When neither of us is working. Would you…be up for that later this week, maybe?”

      “I. Uh.” The question wipes words right out of my head for a moment. What does he mean, exactly? I need an answer that doesn’t assume too much. “I…sure. If you wanted to stop by the Bean, we could⁠—”

      “No, hold on,” he breaks in. “I’m making a mess of this. Let me clarify.” He takes a deep breath, and his lips tilt into a familiar wry smile. “I’m asking you on a date, Thea. Dinner, maybe. If you’re interested.”

      “Oh.” There it is: the possibility I’ve hardly dared to think about except in sideways glances. Marcus and I, together. The arguments against it were so obvious—all the proof he wasn’t really interested, all the reasons it would be a bad idea, all the ways it could backfire. I didn’t need to think about it. It was impossible, so what was the point?

      But now, faced with his offer, all those arguments melt away, insignificant. Shadows shrinking in the sun. A tiny voice screams at me that I’m about to jump off a cliff.

      Well, what’s wrong with that? I’ve got wings.

      A grin breaks over my face. I can’t help it. “Sure. That…that sounds like fun.”

      His answering smile is full and delighted, abandoning caution. Even in the predawn gloom, it’s a little dazzling. “Great,” he says. “Fantastic. I know just the place.”

      “Text me,” I tell him, approximating casual. “I really do have to get going.”

      “Count on it,” he calls after me as I spread my wings and head skyward.

      I cruise through my last loop around the west end of neutral territory as crimson and gold steal through the sky behind me. Despite the night’s frustrations—and even when I stop to report another shattered storefront through the police sigil on my phone—my mood stays undented, bright, and hopeful as the sunrise.
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      The chiming of my phone hauls me out of deep, sticky sleep. The alarm clock is still flashing 12:00, but judging by the lines of molten light seeping in around the edges of the blinds, it’s late afternoon, tilting toward evening. The air conditioner wedged into one window rattles and wheezes, trying valiantly to keep up with the day’s furnace heat.

      I fumble the phone off the nightstand. W. Grove Clan Holdings Inc. Seeing my father’s name on the screen is still an unpleasant shock, even though it’s definitely not him. He never calls me.

      “Hello?” I mumble cautiously.

      “Thea. So glad I caught you.” Talking to Xenia, my stepmother, isn’t as dreadful a prospect as it used to be. But her girlish voice sends tension zinging through me nonetheless. It’s not like she’d call just to say hi. Xenia goes on, brisk and breezy, with just enough concern tinting her tone. “I heard about some trouble down your way during the blackout. Are you all right?”

      Down your way. Like it’s gauche somehow to call it neutral territory, to acknowledge that I’m living among the humans and other riffraff. I close my eyes, unclench my jaw, and let the defensive thought unravel. She’s trying, at least, isn’t she? That’s more than I can say for some people.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I scrub a hand across my face. “Just a long night.” For a moment, I’m not
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