
  
    [image: Endless Terrors]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR THE FORTUNA SWORN SAGA

          

        

      

    

    
      “A fantastic urban fantasy series that I highly recommend. Massive thumbs up from me!” —Beckie Bookworm

      

      “If you are looking for a new paranormal series, this is the one for you.” —The Book Curmudgeon

      

      “A unique and compelling fantasy series that will grab you right from the start and hold your attention.” —Mindy Lou's Book Review

      

      “K.J. Sutton has created a world that is equal parts mesmerizing and terrifying… for fantasy readers who are looking for a little fresh and a lot fantastic!” —Tome Tender Book Blog

      

      “Prepare to delve into a dark and twisted world!” —Perspective of a Writer

      

      “Sutton… managed to create a spin on not only the fae but other supernatural creatures that will fascinate you [and] leave you turning the pages as fast as you possibly can!” —My Guilty Obsession

      

      “The romance tantalizes and teases… leaving the reader begging for more.” —This Girl Reads a Lot

      

      “A captivating, fast-paced paranormal fantasy that is sure to sweep you away to a world unlike any other.” —Lovely Loveday

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 K.J. Sutton

      

      Cover illustration © 2023 Gonzalom Art

      

      K.J. Sutton asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

      

      This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities is entirely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

      

      Without limiting the exclusive rights of the author of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. K.J. Sutton also exercises their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserves this publication from the text and data mining exception.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Some content warnings may contain mild spoilers. Please read with care.

      

      This novel is intended for mature readers and contains dark themes that may be distressing to some audiences.

      

      Specific content includes strong language, sexual content, demons, violence, decapitation, and death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY THIS AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fortuna Sworn Saga

      

      Fortuna Sworn

      Restless Slumber

      Deadly Dreams

      Beautiful Nightmares

      Endless Terrors

      Violent Awakening

      

      The Voyants

      

      Waysider

      Airweaver

      

      Awakened & Retold

      

      The Shadow and the Thimble

      

      The Vendetta Duology

      

      Soulless

      

      The Apertures

      

      The Door at the End of the Stars

      

      Standalones

      

      Some Quiet Place

      Smoke and Key

      All Time Runs Out

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Awake, arise or be for ever fall’n.

      

      

      

      
        
        ―John Milton

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      They took everything. Her freedom, her power, even her name… and still, Fortuna did not break.

      So far, she’s survived the Unseelie Court, a siren, a demon, a werewolf pack, and even zombies. Gwyn of the Wild Hunt drowned her. Arcaena nearly killed her. As if all that wasn’t enough, after becoming human, Fortuna was captured by Belanor, the Seelie prince with a twisted obsession. Held prisoner in the palace, she was tortured, drugged, and branded, all part of Belanor’s attempt to force her back into being a Nightmare so he could complete a dark, unknown spell.

      But Fortuna wasn’t the only one Belanor captured.

      She met Gil, a sarcastic Nightmare who became a vampire after Belanor orchestrated his death. In an act of desperation, Fortuna used ancient magic to bind Gil to her in a forbidden spell. The bond saved both their lives and they managed to escape.

      She reunited with Finn, Emma, Damon, Matthew, and the rest of her family.

      Laurie is still in the picture. Still helping. Still hurting. He gave up his crown for Fortuna once, but he hasn’t given up on her. Not yet.

      Neither has Collith.

      Their love confuses and terrifies Fortuna. She doesn’t know how to trust anyone, least of all herself. Her power is still changing. Her identity is cracking. The line between savior and destroyer has never been thinner, but Fortuna keeps trying to hold on to what makes her human. She defeats Belanor. She outsmarts Gwyn and binds the Wild Hunt to her.

      With so many threats destroyed, Fortuna starts to believe that maybe she can exist in both worlds. That maybe Belanor’s master won’t come for her, and she can finally live.

      Her fragile dream shatters when the biggest threat of all knocks at the door—one tied to dreams and the extinction of her kind.

      Lucifer.

      To protect the people she loves, Fortuna does the only thing left.

      She runs.
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      My breath sent plumes of air into the morning. Car doors slammed behind me, the sound stark, like someone clapping their hands in an empty room. We were all here, I noted distantly.

      Well, everyone except for one.

      As we made our way into the church, I tugged at the bottom of my gray dress. It was too short, but it was also the only one I owned that didn’t seem like it should be worn by a faerie queen. I’d wanted to look nice.

      After the service came to an end, I watched the casket get carried out.

      My fault, I kept thinking. My fault.
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      The door to Sugarland slammed behind me.

      One of the icicles dangling from the roof broke from the force, and it shattered against the black concrete below. The sound must’ve disguised the door hinges whining again, because I wasn’t prepared when a voice said from behind, “Hold it.”

      I spun and rose my arm in an instinctive movement, readying to block a weapon or a blow. My other hand was already reaching for the holy knife in my pocket. When I comprehended that it was only Leroy standing in the doorway, his earrings glinting from the yellow light above the door, I faltered. My gaze dropped to the wad of cash in his hand. Oh.

      Recovering, I shoved my hands into my coat pockets and looked up at Leroy’s dark, square face. He wore a thoughtful frown now. He’d seen something in my reaction. Something that revealed I was more than I was pretending to be.

      “Table six?” I said casually, resisting the urge to wrinkle my nose with distaste. The man who sat there came every Tuesday and Thursday night, and he reminded me of Ian O’Connell with his intense eyes and arrogant familiarity. But his money was as green as everyone else’s, and since no one in my family could use their credit cards right now, we needed it. Desperately. I was sending half of what I earned to Emma and Damon, who used the extra funds for Matthew.

      “Table six,” Leroy confirmed.

      “Thanks.” I took the cash with my fingertips, careful as ever not to make physical contact, especially now that my gloves were in my backpack. I wore them during every shift as part of the look I’d created, and they had become my signature of sorts with the clientele and the other dancers. Laurie would be proud if he knew.

      The thought caused a small pang in my chest.

      With effort, I refocused on the human standing in front of me. Leroy’s expression was impassive, but I suspected he hadn’t missed my brief flare of emotion, either. He was perceptive, for a man. “Good night, Angel,” was all he said.

      I gave the bouncer a faint, fleeting smile—despite his tendency to see too much, Leroy was one of the few people in this place that I actually liked. His focus never wandered below my chin, and almost every time I slipped into the alley for a break, I returned to find him on the other side of the door. “See you tomorrow,” I said as I turned away.

      I had no way of knowing if this was true. Eventually, it wouldn’t be, because Finn, Gil, and I never stayed in one place longer than a few weeks. But it was part of the ruse. The ruse that my friends and I had created. Angel Jones, stripper by night, demon hunter by day.

      Although the demon hunter part wasn’t going nearly as well. At least once a week, Lyari used her remaining connections at the Unseelie Court to obtain books, journals, and scrolls on the Dark Prince, and we pored over them in whatever dim motel room we were staying at. So far, none of us had found anything to help me kill an immortal from another dimension.

      And we couldn’t go home until Lucifer was dead.

      Swallowing a discouraged sigh, I crossed the parking lot and began the long walk to my car. It was parked on a back road, away from prying eyes and men who hoped to catch me outside the club. It was an ancient Taurus I’d spotted in someone’s yard a few weeks back, a faded FOR SALE sign on the windshield. We had needed a different vehicle, since mine was easy to recognize and it displayed Colorado plates. I only missed it when we were on a long drive, and Finn wore his wolf form, taking up the entire backseat and filling the cab with his distinctly canine scent.

      Not that I smelled much better. My skin reeked of beer, sweat, and men, made worse when I shoved my nose into the collar of my coat, desperately seeking warmth. Nightmare or not, it was the middle of the night, and temperatures were so low that I could see every breath. I reluctantly left the glow of the streetlights behind and headed into the trees, looking back to make sure no one had followed, just as Lyari had taught me.

      Bringing Finn or Gil along on my shifts had started to draw too much attention, even when they’d waited outside, so now I sent frequent texts and never went anywhere without looking over my shoulder. It was a fantastic way to live. I suppressed yet another sigh and moved deeper into the darkness. Deeper into the cold.

      The war between winter and spring had been ferocious, especially in northern Wyoming, where we’d been for the past three weeks. The brown grass was still struggling to become more. Every morning, a curtain of frost hovered over the world, and birds did their best to coax the sun out with their high voices. But there was no sign of those birds now, and the moon was a faint crescent overhead. I gazed up at it, wondering if the people I loved were somewhere looking at the night sky, too.

      Then a sound disturbed the stillness.

      I stopped, hardly daring to breathe. I scanned the darkness and listened for any other noises. Nothing moved. A hush clung to the air. It was no different than the other nights I’d made this walk, but unease crept under my skin. I turned and kept walking, this time at a quicker pace. I pushed some branches out of the way, and that was when I heard it again. The sound. I imagined a shoe landing on a stick, snapping it in half. I spun around, but only dark, faceless trees stared back.

      Lyari’s name rose to my tongue, but I didn’t want to summon her unless it was an emergency. Unbidden, my mind went to the last conversation we’d had.

      That night, we were somewhere in Utah. The harsh lights of a gas station shone down on the rows of pumps and the stained concrete. I stood alone, hands shoved in my coat pockets, staring at the climbing numbers in front of me. A tinny recording played overhead about a two-for-one special on doughnuts. Gil sat in the car, picking at the edges of his nails, and Finn was off in the darkness somewhere.

      I fought the urge to fidget. We still had three hours of driving ahead, and I wanted to get it over with. Being crammed in a small space with Gil and Finn was like putting two chemicals in a vial and hoping it didn’t explode. Most of the mythology about supernatural creatures was bullshit, but the humans had gotten one thing right—as a general rule, vampires and werewolves did not get along. My companions were no exception.

      Suddenly, Gil’s head jerked up. His eyes were narrow. I followed his gaze, my pulse already leaping as I shifted into survival mode. I’d half-positioned myself into a fighting stance when I saw Lyari. The tension seeped out of me in a rush, and I almost slumped from the weight of my relief. Lyari scanned the gas station, her mouth pressed into a thin line of distaste. It was still strange to see her without the armor of a Guardian. Tonight she wore jeans and a black turtleneck, her hair scraped back in a low ponytail. There was no visible makeup on her face, and I didn’t see any jewelry, either. I wasn’t sure she even owned any.

      “I looked over the motel,” she said abruptly. Lyari tended not to bother with greetings. “The rooms didn’t have any traces of magic or power. A vampire is working the front desk, but he reeked of that plant Emma likes so much. I don’t think he’s in allegiance with anyone, much less an ancient evil from another dimension.”

      “Marijuana. The plant is called marijuana. You need to remember the names of human things, Ly. You’ll blend in easier.”

      The look Lyari gave me communicated exactly how she felt about that. She’d been resistant to a lot of things since leaving the Unseelie Court, which included giving me any sort of information on where she lived or what she did during our time apart.

      Suppressing a surge of frustration, I removed the nozzle from the tank and put it back in its holder. Just as Lyari’s form began to shimmer, I remembered the other topic I’d been meaning to bring up with her. There was no time to wonder if I was about to make a huge mistake. “Have you spoken to Thuridan lately?” I blurted.

      The question made her frown. “No, not since my banishment. Why?”

      My jaw was clenched, my stomach tight. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her, so I moved toward the car door and grasped the handle. “I’m sorry, I really am. I don’t want to take that moment from you. I’d hoped Thuridan would say the words himself. But this is too important.”

      “What are you talking about, Your Majesty?” Lyari sounded exasperated.

      I turned back to her, and my voice was hard as I forced myself to say, “Thuridan is in love with you, Lyari. I need you to use that to get close to him.”

      The faerie fell silent. She didn’t tell me I was delusional. She didn’t deny the truth I’d laid in front of her. Instead, she said, her face carefully blank, “Why do you need me to get close to him?”

      “I saw his memories on the night we broke Collith out. Jassin took a special interest in him, and I want to know why.”

      It wasn’t enough that Jassin was dead. I wanted to confront his ghost, wrap my hands around its throat, and snuff whatever was left of him out of this world. And ever since that night, my instincts had been screaming. It’s not over. Don’t ignore this.

      “Fine,” Lyari said finally, the single word swirling through the frigid air between us.

      Something about her response made me hesitate. I thought of everything Lyari had already lost because of her allegiance to me. If she did this—if she carried out my request and manipulated Thuridan to glean information from him—it would cost whatever future they might have together. I’d already considered this, of course, but seeing the shadow in Lyari’s eyes was different than imagining it.

      “You know what? Never mind. I can find another way,” I decided.

      “I said I would do it.” Her voice was sharp now, and I fought the instinct to step back. For an instant, Lyari’s face had changed. Her teeth had looked longer, her features more angular. Almost like… a goblin’s.

      I recovered quickly, but I must’ve flinched. I watched my friend’s eyes flicker, and I knew that she’d seen my reaction. Shame filled my throat.

      Before I could backtrack, Lyari sifted, and she was gone.

      Even now, the memory made me wince. No, I definitely didn’t want to contact Lyari unless I was out of other options. That left the two males waiting for me back at the motel room. A text to Finn was risky, considering he couldn’t pick up his phone half the time. If I used the bond to contact Gil, he’d be here in a minute, but a lot could happen in a minute. Over the course of sixty seconds, people died, or made deals with demons, or overthrew kings.

      Over the course of sixty seconds, everything could change.

      All this time, we’d been trying to keep our heads down. Every time a man pawed at me, or a woman insulted me, or my skin brushed someone else’s by accident, I tamped down the instinct to fight, snap back, feast. But not tonight. Not anymore. What good was staying under the radar if it got me killed?

      I kept walking, slowly, my posture relaxed and unsuspecting. Like prey. Even when I heard the undeniable sound of more footsteps. Even when I sensed something coming up from behind. Then, just as Adam had taught me, I planted my heel and spun, bringing my arm around in an arc. Two seconds later, I had a knife to my stalker’s throat, and his back was against a tree.

      “Any last words?” I hissed. Adrenaline pounded in my ears.

      “Nice to see you too, honey,” the stranger growled.

      The sound of his voice opened a yawning hole inside of me. I stared up at him, disbelieving, and my voice was a hoarse whisper as I said, “Collith?”

      He gazed back silently, and my mind struggled to accept it. This wasn’t the Collith I knew. His appearance was… ragged. Several days’ worth of stubble covered the lower half of his face. His button-up shirt was wrinkled. There were gray smudges beneath his eyes. His hair was tousled, wild, as if he’d been dragging his hand through it again and again. The cold, collected Unseelie King from my memories was gone, replaced with this weary figure.

      The sight of him still made my heart ache.

      When I didn’t lower the knife, Collith’s brows lowered. He frowned as he searched my gaze. “It’s me, Fortuna.”

      Suspicion held my hand steady. I wanted to believe him, but my paranoia ran deep. “Prove it,” I said flatly.

      There was a beat of silence, and then Collith moved. Completely disregarding the knife—acting as if it wasn’t there at all, in fact—he leaned down and kissed me.

      I was so startled that I didn’t react at first. But the taste of him was achingly familiar. Within seconds, the knife slipped from my fingers, and I crushed myself against Collith’s hard body. I felt his palm skim my breast and his arousal press between my legs. I was still wearing a backpack, but both of us ignored it. I wrapped my arms around his neck and lost myself to his scent, his tongue, his hands. In the secret places in my head, I think I’d been expecting him, and even as the want consumed me, I felt a familiar prickle in my eyes. The sting of tears I didn’t fully understand.

      We ended the kiss at the same time, but neither of us pulled away. Not at first. Collith touched his forehead to mine, one of his hands buried in my hair, and the other pressed against my waist, keeping me anchored to him. I breathed his scent in, still struggling to believe that he was real, he was here. It felt as if I was waking up after a long, terrible dream.

      The thought was jarring, like the gong of a clock or the screech of brakes. Dreams. Nightmares. Danger. You shouldn’t have come. The words stuck in my throat because they felt like a lie. I shifted, stepping away from Collith at last. He stayed where he was, following my movement. His expression was unfathomable. I stared at him, breathing hard, battling the urge to throw myself back into his arms.

      Instead, I snatched my knife from the ground and bolted.

      Logically, I knew I wouldn’t be able to outrun a creature who could vanish and reappear anywhere he wanted. I just knew that I had to move, get away, away. I didn’t hear footsteps behind me or see Collith ahead, though. My shoes flew over dead leaves and sheets of ice. The car was visible through the trees now, and I burst into the clearing a few moments later, keys already in my hand. I shoved them into the lock, trying not to shake. Once it was open, I tossed my things inside—backpack first, knife second—and dropped into the driver’s seat. I began to slam the door shut.

      A pale hand moved in a blur. In an instant, Collith had forced the door right back open. He made a sound I’d never heard before and reached inside. White-hot pain shot down my arm at his unrelenting grip.

      Without giving me a chance to react, Collith yanked my entire body back into the open. I stumbled and caught myself by flattening my palms against the closest tree. I whirled, my chest heaving in a mixture of fury and terror, and all at once I remembered what Collith had said to me when we first met. The first thing you should understand is that I am not a man. I don’t have human instincts or desires.

      He was a faerie, and a pissed one, at that.

      “You’ve been missing”—Collith slammed the car door shut and came toward me—“for three months. No one knew where you were. What was I supposed to think, Fortuna?”

      He’d never been so rough before, and something told me Lyari wasn’t the only one struggling with the new, darker urges that came after being severed from a Court. My heart hammered in my ears. Collith could probably hear it, but I still tipped my head back and gave him a disdainful look. “You’re not supposed to think anything. That’s why I texted you. Or did you lose the ability to read during your time with Death Bringer?”

      As soon as I said the words, I wanted to take them back. But I had to drive Collith away. I had to.

      “You’re scared,” he said with that infuriating calm. His hazel eyes looked black as they bore into mine. “You’re so scared you can’t think straight. And before you lie, keep in mind that I can taste it. Your fear is like… sugar. Sweet. What are you running from, Fortuna?”

      Ironic, I thought bitterly. It was so ironic that Collith was sensing my fear with the very power he’d taken from me. His question floated between us, and it almost felt visible, like the plumes of air leaving our mouths. But all my reasons were tucked away, hidden in the shadowy corners of my mind and available only to me.

      “You think I could forget a little betrayal like that?” I said finally, shoving him away. My lip curled. “All I’m running from is the smell coming from you. How long has it been since you’ve showered?”

      The insult bounced off Collith like a bead, skittering into the darkness. He stayed on my heels as I stormed back to the car. “I can help if you just tell me, goddamn it.”

      Lucifer’s threats had gone too deep, a weed with long and numerous roots. I just shook my head. “No one can help.”

      Collith didn’t stop me this time, but his voice stayed close, cutting through the night. “Tell me what you need, then. Forget the rest,” he insisted.

      I slowed, then turned. I raised my gaze back to his. I’d missed him. That was undeniable now. Looking at Collith made me feel a thousand things, all at once, everywhere. In that moment, I longed to trust him. To let someone else share the burden I’d been carrying since leaving home.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Collith frowned, and I imagined my heart covered in a layer of steel plates as I continued, “I really am. But… I can’t have you following me.”

      Before he could ask any more questions, I stabbed Collith in the gut. He cried out and doubled over, his face twisting in pain.

      “You always forget about the one I keep in my shoe,” I told him coldly. Then I yanked the knife back out and ran back to the car.

      Collith’s enraged shout echoed all around us. “Fortuna!”

      I slammed the door at the same time I turned the key. The car started with a whine, and gravel spewed up from the tires. As I roared off into the night, my eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, searching the place I’d left Collith. But it was too dark. I couldn’t make out anything. He’d heal, I reminded myself—my second knife hadn’t been soaked in holy water. I kept reminding myself of it as I pulled my phone out and began a new text.

      Burn it, I typed. Burn it all.

      I pressed SEND and floored it.
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      Five minutes later, neither of them had responded to my message. They were supposed to confirm whenever they saw it. So much for our swift exit strategy.

      Once I got to the motel, I killed the engine and stared out the window, clutching the steering wheel so hard my knuckles were white. My sense of urgency hadn’t faded, but I needed a minute, just a minute, to regather my thoughts. It felt like they’d scattered and blown off in a hundred different directions.

      The parking lot was dim and loud. A cluster of teenage boys lounged against a chain-link fence, and music poured from one of the rooms. A woman stood in the open doorway, smoking a cigarette. Near the trash container, a stray dog shoved its snout into a bag that had split open, sending bottles clinking over the cracked pavement.

      As I sat there, the neon sign above me flickered, a single word blinking in and out of existence. Vacancy. I gazed up at it, already dreading the next motel, the next sign. The three of us always stayed at this kind of place. Nobody asked any questions, and everyone looked the other way if they saw something they shouldn’t have. But that didn’t mean we were safe, especially now that Collith might’ve drawn attention to me. We needed to keep moving.

      The thought propelled me into motion. I got out of the car—the hinges moaned—and crossed the parking lot. Broken glass crunched under my shoes. All the rooms faced the lot; one door, one window each. I approached the door with the golden number 6 on it, twisted the key in the lock, and went in.

      The TV was on. The sound of it filled the tiny room as I crossed the stained carpet and knelt by one of the beds. A form was huddled beneath the blankets, and all I could see of it was a tuft of dark hair. The transformation always drained my werewolf friend. No wonder he hadn’t responded to the text. But where was Gil? He’d been the one to leave the TV on, no doubt. The vampire used it to block out the noise that traveled through our thin walls.

      “Finn.” I pulled the covers down and touched his shoulder, reluctant to wake him. “Hey, we have to go.”

      He woke instantly. I couldn’t see Finn’s face, but I felt his body stiffen. I felt a flash of regret that I might’ve interrupted a good dream. The werewolf sat up, his eyes shining in the darkness. His voice was like gravel and thunder as he asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “I just finished a chat with the old Unseelie King.” I was careful not to say his name. “He might’ve led you-know-who right to us. We have to go.”

      At that moment, the scene on the TV brightened, allowing me to see Finn’s face. The werewolf’s dark eyes dropped, probably following the scent he’d just picked up. His expression revealed nothing as he took note of the blood on my hands. I’d been trying not to think about it, but at the stark reminder, I moved toward the sink to wash the blue stickiness away. I heard the bed springs squeak behind me as Finn got up. He didn’t ask me what had happened, and for the millionth time, I was grateful to have him at my side through all this. Finn’s quiet strength felt like a port in a storm that had been raging for weeks. Months.

      A minute later, my hands still slightly damp, I strode from one side of the room to the other and gathered my belongings. I packed what few things Gil had left out, too. Finn was even more careful when it came to keeping his bag ready. And just because I was constantly paranoid, I wiped every surface clean of prints. I didn’t fully understand witches and their spells, but I wouldn’t make it easy for them to find me.

      Once I was done, I covered my fingers with the bottom of my shirt and turned off the TV. Silence filled my ears. Finn had grabbed our bags and gone to the door.

      “The vampire is at a bar down the street. We can pick him up on the way,” he said, looking up from his cell phone. The werewolf’s tone was as calm as ever, but I still heard what he didn’t say. Finn was more than willing to leave town without Gil. If I weren’t so agitated from the encounter with Collith, I would’ve rolled my eyes.

      Finn pocketed his burner, and seeing that sent a jolt of realization through me—I’d forgotten my phone. As he walked away, I whirled back toward the room, saying over my shoulder, “I’ll meet you at the car.”

      Then I saw Laurie, and I froze.

      While the sound of Finn’s footsteps faded, neither of us moved. Laurie was leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, one booted foot propped up behind him. I stared, drinking in the sight of the Seelie King before turning my attention to the other faerie who’d appeared in the room. Collith sat on the bed I’d been sleeping in, his hands loosely linked between his knees. My phone rested beside his leg, and it was clear that he’d already healed from our encounter in the woods. Besides the fact that he was no longer hunched over in agony, the skin beneath his torn shirt was clean and unbroken.

      “You couldn’t pay me to sit on that mattress,” Laurie remarked, raising his brows at Collith. “In fact, you should probably burn those clothes when we’re done here.”

      At the sound of his voice, I launched myself at him.

      Laurie pushed off the wall and caught me effortlessly. I buried my face in his shoulder, his springtime scent assailing my senses. Laurie cupped the back of my head, and I heard him inhale, too, as though he was also reassuring himself I was real. “Hey, Firecracker,” he murmured.

      I pulled away reluctantly, but I couldn’t bring myself to let go. My hands made involuntary fists in Laurie’s shirt. He couldn’t seem to move away, either, and one of his arms remained around my waist. Our faces were so close that I could see the delicate lines of his silvery irises. His breath touched my cheek like the tip of a feather.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I whispered.

      “No,” he agreed. “I really shouldn’t. But I made you a promise.”

      I didn’t ask him what he was talking about, or pretend to think about it—I knew exactly which promise Laurie meant. The memory lived under my skin like a whisper or a secret. I will always come for you.

      By that time, Finn had returned. I stared up at Laurie, painfully aware that everyone was watching us. His hair was shorter, but other than that, he looked like himself. Maybe a little more serious than I was used to. We’d been reunited for an entire thirty seconds, and he hadn’t mentioned an orgy once.

      Now I remembered something else he’d said. In the blink of an eye, I was back on that porch, and Laurie’s voice floated past. Saying goodbye to me. Hurting me, even though I wouldn’t admit it. I allowed myself to get distracted.

      As if he’d heard the thought, Laurie finally stepped back. His expression wasn’t neutral, exactly, but it felt like a door had closed between us. “I should go; I need to get ready for an event at Court. I’ll check in later,” he murmured.

      With that, the Seelie King was gone. The only proof he’d been there at all was the smell of springtime in the air, lingering between Collith and me as if, even now, Laurie were taunting us. I finally moved toward the bed and grabbed my phone, avoiding his gaze. I didn’t know what to say. No, I was afraid to say anything. Collith could probably sense that, too. I left feeling even more agitated than before, somehow.

      Something moved in the corner of my eye, and a moment later, a tall form walked beside me. Light bounced off Gil’s bleached hair, making it look a pale, sickly green. “I thought we were picking you up,” I remarked.

      “Couldn’t wait,” the vampire told me simply.

      I understood; it was the bond. Gil had felt my fear just as strongly as I felt his thirst. In the beginning, I’d assumed that physical distance would make the magic between us easier to ignore. Instead, it was the opposite. We worried about each other, and the jittery feeling in my stomach never fully went away until both Finn and Gil were within my line of sight.

      “Let’s go” was all I said.

      Gil nodded. “Would you like me to drive, love?”

      I hesitated. Truthfully, the vampire’s driving still frightened me. Though he’d been in the U.S. a few months now, Gil still tried to drive on the other side of the road when he was deep in thought.

      I had a direct line to those thoughts, though. I knew what was distracting him—not just when he was behind the wheel, but all the time. Blood. Human blood. Always, eternally, forever. It was the blessing and the curse of being a vampire, especially a newborn one. It was the reason Finn didn’t trust him. Well, the main one, at least.

      If Gil sensed that I doubted his control, it might make him doubt, too. He needed to know he was strong enough to resist the call. He needed to believe I trusted him, even if there were nights I woke up with an inexplicable sense of unease and looked across the room to find Gil staring back, his stance unnaturally still. Like a predator about to launch from the shadows.

      All of this went through my head in two seconds. On the third, I forced an easy grin to my lips and threw the keys at Gil. He moved in a blur, catching them one-handed.

      Finn was already in the backseat. Gil opened the driver’s door and said something I couldn’t hear.

      Better get out of here before they kill each other, I thought. I started across the lot without letting myself look back, noting the stillness as I went. The boys, the music, and the smoking woman were absent or silent now. Coincidence? Or had one of my companions scared them off to ensure our little conflict didn’t have an audience?

      “Where are you going?”

      This time, I didn’t react to the sound of Collith’s voice. I kept walking, my attention fixed on the Taurus. “Somewhere even you can’t find me.”

      “Guess some things never change,” Collith remarked.

      I stopped, my hands closing into fists. Gil raised his eyebrows at me through the window. Finn was watching, too. I knew they’d be out of that car in an instant if they sensed any danger. Rearranging my features into a calmer expression, I held up a finger and mouthed, One minute. Finn immediately turned away, and Gil gave me a jaunty salute before he put his boots on the dashboard. I saw Finn say something to him, and the vampire responded with an obscene gesture that made Finn’s nostrils flare.

      Just as the werewolf’s face began to lengthen, I spun to Collith and demanded, “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means this is what you do,” he said, shrugging. “It’s your go-to whenever things get hard or uncertain. You run.”

      “If I throw a stick, will you leave?”

      “Giving up your life for someone?” he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “No problem. But tell that person you love them, or need them? You’d probably cut out your own tongue first.”

      I scoffed and made a dismissive gesture, turning back to the car. “I don’t have time for this, Collith. Please, just trust me when I tell you that I left for everyone else’s sake, not mine.”

      Collith materialized in front of me, and I stopped short, letting out an involuntary, startled sound. Finn snarled from inside the car.

      “You’re so close. Just bring it home,” Collith said, ignoring the werewolf.

      Bring it home? I frowned blankly. Then, all at once, I realized what Collith was doing, and my bewilderment vanished. I shook my head and let out a low, mirthless laugh. He was antagonizing me. Toying with my emotions like a violinist plucking strings. Trying to get the truth out of me by a burst of terror or rage. Clever, clever faerie.

      But Collith wasn’t as clever as he thought. There was another reason I hadn’t told him about the Dark Prince’s visit, and it was partly why I’d fled from Granby. It was what kept me going, running, and hiding, even on the nights I missed my family so much I felt it, a physical ache in my chest.

      Collith was a Nightmare now. What if Lucifer tried to use him, as he’d used Jacob Goldmann? As he wanted to use me? And if Collith knew the danger, he might do something moronic and noble, like offer his life for mine. I remembered the last time I’d been responsible for his death. All I had to do was close my eyes, and I saw his body on the kitchen table again.

      Just like that, my ire faded. I shook my head again, slower this time. “It won’t work, Collith. Just let me go. Please.”

      Hearing me say his name made those hazel eyes soften. “Laurie isn’t the only one who made a promise, you know,” he murmured.

      Unlike that moment back in the motel room, I wasn’t sure which promise he was referring to, exactly. I had to think about it. But the memory came within a few seconds, shining like a star in my mind. Burning bright. Painful and searing.

      Don’t give up on me, okay?

      Never.

      “Collith, you and I have broken every vow we ever made to each other,” I reminded him, sounding as tired as I felt. Tired… and sad. I swallowed a sigh and forced myself to add, “But if you need me to say the words, then fine. I officially release you from your promise.”

      With that, I took another step toward the car, and once again, the sound of Collith’s voice stopped me. “I will never stop looking for you. I will never relent. I am an immortal, and I’ve been to the depths of Hell, where light and time don’t exist. Compared to those years, this is nothing, Fortuna. And until you’re back home, where I know you actually want to be, I’ll keep showing up. So do us both a favor and spare us from months of chasing and arguing. Just tell me the truth.”

      I turned to face Collith again. He stood with his hands shoved in his coat pockets, his eyes hard. Looking at him, I knew he meant it. I twisted my lips and mentally flipped through my options. “Well, I could just kill you. That would solve this little problem.”

      “Tell me,” Collith said, his eyes steady. Batting my sarcasm away like it was nothing. Like he knew me. Like he didn’t give a shit that I’d just stabbed him, or about any of the other terrible things we’d done to each other.

      Something inside me cracked. And despite all my resolutions, despite all my reasons, I felt myself finally crumple. Giving in to Collith like I always gave in to him, because no matter how much I fought it, he still possessed some vital part of me I hadn’t managed to take back.

      My response was faint, almost a whisper. “Wings. He had metal wings.”
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      THREE MONTHS EARLIER

      The devil himself stood in my doorway, and he knew my name.

      For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. Not just to breathe, but literally how. Terror coursed through me, paralyzing my entire body as it went. Lucifer waited patiently for my response. His voice slipped through my head like a silk ribbon. It’s nice to finally meet in person, Fortuna Sworn. That was what he’d said.

      But I couldn’t even pull the air back into my lungs, much less think of what to say or how to handle this. It felt like my runaway heart kept beating out his name. Lucifer. Lucifer. Lucifer.

      I was still looking at the mirror beside us, and I watched the devil’s eyes crinkle at the corners, as if he was pleased that I’d figured out who he was. I hadn’t said a word, but my expression must’ve betrayed me, somehow. Shown a glimmer of recognition.

      If he’d been beautiful before, seeing Lucifer smile was like watching the sun rise. My hold tightened on the doorknob. I couldn’t stop myself from staring, and for the first time in my life, I felt like the plain one. This fallen angel’s beauty lived up to the stories, the accounts, but it was more ethereal than the world’s standards. His jaw was strong and graceful, and his cheekbones were high, like a faerie’s. His lips were full and framed by the lines of a lean face. Like the fine, minute details of a carving. Golden hair fell across his forehead and against his neck, slightly longer than Oliver’s. The color made me think of a lion.

      At last, I pulled my gaze away from the mirror and back to the man standing in front of me. Jacob Goldmann was dying. The truth struck me like a blow to the chest, but I tried to hide my horror. I met his bleeding eyes and told myself to put on the mask of the Unseelie Queen. She felt nothing. She was cold, and cruel, and unafraid.

      Even if the man in front of her looked like he was about to burst.

      “This isn’t real. You can’t be here,” I said finally. I resisted the urge to glance over my shoulder. Hello seemed to have completely disappeared, thank God. I didn’t blame her.

      “Is it so hard to believe that after millennia, I managed to climb my way out of the pit?” Lucifer questioned. Then he added, “You don’t need to worry about your lover overhearing us—I’ve sent him away for a while. I didn’t want any interruptions. None of your other companions will hear, either.”

      It felt like there was a hand around my throat. “Wh-what did you do to them?”

      “Not a thing. They’re safe, I assure you. A friend of mine has merely placed a sound ward around me, which affects anyone nearby.”

      By “friend,” I assumed Lucifer meant a witch. I didn’t answer. Jacob’s skin looked chalky now, and his nose had started bleeding, in addition to the thin streams still coming out of his eyes. Worried I might vomit, my gaze shifted back to the mirror.

      Until this encounter, I’d thought I was immune to the power of beauty. But Lucifer was shattering a lot of delusions I had let myself believe.

      Realizing I’d fallen silent again, the devil let out a weary sigh and waved his hand. “Please point your gun at me if it helps you relax, Fortuna.”

      I hadn’t even realized I was holding it, but that wasn’t the only thing I found disturbing. The way Lucifer said my name was wrong, too. Easy, as if he had said it a thousand times and known me a thousand days. Once again, I squeezed the doorknob as though it were someone’s hand, keeping me upright, lending me courage. I didn’t know what this creature was capable of. I wasn’t sure I could beat him.

      The thought sent splinters of ice through my veins.

      And yet, in spite of the fear that had frozen every part of me, something in my body responded to the devil’s intent gaze. I didn’t want to name it, but the truth whispered through my veins.

      Attraction.

      For an instant, I hated myself for feeling it, and I fought a wave of guilt and confusion. As I drowned, Lucifer’s arm moved, slowly. I watched his fingers curl around the barrel of the gun and raise it toward his chest. He touched the weapon with disconcerting gentleness, as if it were really me he was touching. When I saw that, my guilt narrowed to a trickle, then evaporated.

      Suddenly I was certain that divinity or knowledge wasn’t what tempted Eve in the garden—it had been him. Just him. Like Laurie with his illusions and Collith with his heavenly fire, Lucifer was no ordinary fallen angel. His power had something to do with seduction, and I needed to ignore the heat in my lower stomach, because it wasn’t coming from me. It was magic.

      “What do you want?” I managed. My voice sounded strange, even to my own ears. Feeling foolish, I lowered the gun. Something told me it wouldn’t work on him, holy bullet or not.

      Lucifer didn’t answer right away. He examined the loft with a polite expression, and there was a thoughtful twist to his mouth. “Do you know the meaning of my name?” he asked abruptly, refocusing on me.

      It was difficult to speak, but he seemed to expect a response again. After several attempts, I managed to get out, “No. No, I don’t know the meaning of your name.”

      He tilted his golden head. “Well, there’s more than one interpretation. Light bringer. Morning star. I am known for darkness, and yet, it wasn’t always that way. I’m not evil, Fortuna. So please stop looking at me like I’m about to murder you in this stairwell.”

      There was something about his weary tone, a sort of resignation that made the devil seem all too human. I caught myself actually wanting to believe him. Despite this, I didn’t miss that he hadn’t answered my question. An answer wasn’t necessary, anyway, because I already knew why he’d come.

      She’s promised to him. That was what his witch had said to my parents, just before my father shot her in the face.

      Lucifer wanted a host. One that wouldn’t deteriorate in a matter of hours, like Jacob Goldmann. I held back a cringe at the sight of a hole opening in his cheek, and quickly turned back to the mirror again.

      “How can I see you in the reflection?” I asked. “Honestly, I can’t decide which one of you I find more revolting.”

      Part of me had been hoping to get under Lucifer’s skin, to see his expression flare with temper. Instead, he looked down at me with a crooked smile, his eyes gleaming in a way that made the temperature rise between us. “There’s that fire I admire,” he murmured.

      It was too similar to something Laurie would say, how he would act. Unnerved, I couldn’t think of any of my usual comebacks or insults. As we stood there like two statues, the devil’s hand reached up. For one breathless second I knew he wanted to touch my cheek. But then his fingers clenched, and his attention shifted.

      I followed his gaze to a picture on the sofa table, which rested perfectly within his line of sight. It was of the five of us—me, Finn, Damon, Matthew, and Emma. We stood in the snow, wearing coats, hats, scarves, and gloves. Our cheeks were red from the cold. At first, Emma had been behind the camera. Then Cyrus had walked by and offered to take it. She’d run at us, her stick-thin arms outstretched. Both Damon and Finn had automatically moved to catch her, and I’d stood off to the side, laughing, my nephew in my arms.

      It had been a good day. One of the last good days, though I didn’t know it at the time. We never know it in the moment, when we’re doing something for the last time. We always assume there will be one more night, one more conversation, one more laugh.

      As if he could hear my thoughts, the devil’s tone became speculative. “We can tell ourselves that we don’t need them, but in the end, we’d be lying. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      He hadn’t made a threat, not really, but it still felt like one. Remembering my helpless, slumbering family returned some of my senses, and the fear was pushed out by a surge of fury. I tipped my chin up to meet Lucifer’s simmering gaze. My instincts immediately urged me to look back down, to concentrate on my feet or anything else except the creature filling the air with his power. I refused.

      “Hurting someone I love will only make an enemy of me,” I told him, keeping my voice low. “You really, really don’t want that. You may be the devil, but I’m something worse.”

      Lucifer’s eyes burned even brighter, as if my threat excited him. His voice was soft as he asked, “And what are you, Fortuna Sworn?”

      The corner of my mouth tilted up into a wry smile. There was no irony in my voice, though, when I answered him. “If you harm anyone in this dimension, you’ll find out. Trust me on that.”

      This was usually the part when my opponent started to get uneasy. Danger, their senses told them. Their brains finally urged them to look past the perfect face and see the monster beneath. They stepped back, or if they were too proud for that, they went silent.

      But there was no hint of fear around Lucifer—not even the faintest flavor on my tongue. As if he had all the time in the world, the devil bent and whispered his next words in my ear. I kept my eyes on his in the glass as he said, “I think I would like to see the full extent of what you’re capable of, Nightmare Queen. Something tells me it would be quite a sight to behold.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” I murmured back, ignoring how my core clenched at his proximity. Thankfully, the Fortuna in the mirror wore a cool expression, despite Lucifer’s lips nearly touching my temple, the edge of one wing so close I could have run my fingers along the metal.

      In an abrupt movement, I drew back and refocused on Jacob Goldmann. The sight of him was a much-needed reminder of how this conversation could end if I wasn’t careful. If I wasn’t strong enough to resist the devil. I held up one finger and asked, “Will you stay there for a minute?”

      My tone was courteous, and Lucifer’s lips curved with bemusement, as if no one had ever made such a request of him before. “Very well.”

      Nodding, I turned and walked away, setting the gun down on the counter as I went. I could feel Lucifer’s eyes on me all the way to my bedroom, where I stepped inside and reached behind the door. Calmly, I turned and crossed the wide space again. I held the item I’d fetched casually at my side, and the devil was so intent on my face that he didn’t even bother glancing at what I now carried.

      I looked him in the eye and said, “If you’re still in there, I’m sorry, Jacob.”

      Lucifer realized what I meant to do a split second too late, and not even supernatural speed could save him. I hefted the sword with all my strength and swung it.

      Beheading someone wasn’t always like how it happened in movies—sometimes it didn’t lop off with a single, effortless blow, especially when your target was moving. But Adam had made this sword, and it was still lethally sharp. I felt it cut through meat, cartilage, muscle, and bone, then hit Jacob’s spinal cord. His body staggered, mouth gaping open as the two parts separated. I yanked my sword back and hacked at him again, this time finishing the job.

      Jacob’s head landed with a hard, dull sound, and then it rolled, leaving splatters of blood. My ears rang as I watched it come to a stop.

      There was no time for remorse; there was no time to feel anything. I started to turn, my first instinct to summon Collith and ask for his help. I stopped short as a thought occurred to me. Oh, God. I kept forgetting that he was a Nightmare now. Even if Collith had only a fraction of my power, he might be strong enough to survive as Lucifer’s host if the devil couldn’t get his hands on me. But by some miracle, he didn’t seem to be aware of Collith’s new abilities.

      Okay, so I definitely couldn’t go to Collith for help or even tell him that Lucifer had been here. Knowing him and how desperate he was for my forgiveness, my ex might make a deal of his own. A deal both of us would regret… just like the last one.

      History was not going to repeat itself. I wouldn’t let it.

      “Lyari,” I said quietly, letting the tip of the sword rest against the floor. Adrenaline was still gushing through me, so I hardly felt its weight, but there was a lot of blood. So much blood.

      For once, my Right Hand actually showed up. She shimmered into view, standing near the kitchen island, and took in the scene without expression. Her eyes went to the sword in my hand first, then the mess on the floor, and finally the head lying a few feet away. “What happened?”

      Her voice was emotionless. Her Guardian voice. Hearing it calmed me, somehow, and I recounted my brief encounter with the devil. Lyari waited until I was completely done to speak.

      “You need to leave,” she stated, calm as ever. But I could taste the faerie’s fear on my tongue—lavender. Lyari’s fear tasted like lavender. That was the moment it hit me, how much I had to lose. If someone as formidable as Lyari was scared, we were truly fucked.

      Only the adrenaline and the fact that my family’s safety was at stake kept me calm. I turned away and said over my shoulder, “Will you help me clean this up?”

      Lyari’s sharp voice seemed to come from a distance. “Fortuna, did you hear me? You and your family need to leave this place. Tonight.”

      “They don’t want to run,” I said faintly, taking a mop and bucket out of the pantry. I took them over to the sink and put the bucket beneath a stream of hot water.

      “What they want doesn’t matter anymore. You can’t win this one. Not against the Dark Prince.” Lyari picked up the head by its hair, grimacing, then vanished. She reappeared seconds later, her hands now empty, and did the same thing with Jacob’s body. I found paper towels, took the bucket out of the sink, and got to work.

      Unlike the fae, Nightmares bled red, and by the time I was done, the soapy water was the color of poppies. The only proof of Jacob Goldmann’s death was some bloodstains in the stairwell. Hauling the bucket up by its handle, I met Lyari at the sink. She was washing her hands with rough, impatient movements. Her braid fell over her shoulder and hid one of her pointed ears.

      “Will you check on Collith?” I asked, staring at our reflections over the window. “My visitor said he ‘sent him away.’ If you find him, though… tell him not to come back. Not tonight.”

      Lyari nodded, a hard up and down, and sifted. Her terse silence lingered, along with the taste of lavender in my mouth. I’d never seen my Right Hand so rattled. It made me wonder what she knew about Lucifer that I didn’t.

      Don’t think about that right now. Focus on getting them out. I exhaled, shakily, and tipped the bucket into the sink.

      After I’d poured the red contents down the drain and everything was back in its place, I sent a group text. Finn, Gil, Emma, Damon, and Cyrus’s names shone bright on the screen. Their phones would be on, since we’d made that a rule during our last safety briefing.

      I double-checked my clothes for blood, then went down the hall to wake Nym. He still wouldn’t touch the cell phone I’d given him, so it was pointless to send a text.

      Somehow, I wasn’t surprised to find him already awake.

      The faerie was sitting upright in bed, his face turned toward the window. But there was nothing to see—beyond the glass, the sky was dark, and the trees were blackened hulks. Without looking at me, he said, “Do you hear it? The ticking?”

      “Yes, I do. I think it’s coming from the clock I bought you. It’s there on the nightstand, Nym. Will you join me in the living room?” When he finally turned in my direction, I kept my expression neutral. Part of me wondered if I was in shock. “We need to have a family meeting.”

      He bent his head. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      “I told you, Nym. Call me Fortuna. Just Fortuna.”

      “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

      A small sigh escaped me. Leaving the door ajar, I went back to the living room and sat on the sofa to wait. Lyari moved to stand behind me, as if we were the Unseelie Queen and her Right Hand residing over our Court once again.

      “Sylvyre is fine,” she said, her gaze constantly moving between the windows and the door. Listening. “An alarm was tripped at one of his properties. He was speaking to the human police.”

      My eyes slid shut. “Thank you.”

      We waited together, neither of us speaking. I thought about what had just happened. I’d committed a murder, and Lyari literally helped me get rid of the body. Somewhere along the way, this prickly warrior hadn’t just become my friend… she’d become my best friend.

      Best friends with a faerie. It was a strange world.

      My family started arriving after that. One by one, they entered the room quietly. Finn emerged from the stairwell, his golden eyes instantly going to me. Dirt clung to half of his face, though it was obvious he’d tried to brush it off. He must’ve changed shape once he was done with his hunt, then fallen asleep in the woods somewhere. Distantly, I wondered how often he did that. It wasn’t safe, no matter how strong he was. Not so long ago, I’d been taken by goblins during one of my own nights in the forest. We’d have to talk about it. Later, when we weren’t about to flee for our lives.

      Once everyone was seated, I didn’t hesitate or mince words. I told them about Lucifer. About how he’d been wearing Jacob Goldmann like a flesh suit. About the reflection I’d seen in the mirror. Though I left out the grisly details of the beheading, I caught Finn’s nostrils flaring and Gil’s bright eyes darting toward the stairwell more than once.

      “We have to go dark. Cut off all contact. Change our identities,” I finished tonelessly. My hands were tight balls against my knees as I waited for their reactions.

      Cyrus, unsurprisingly, decided to stay. Nym also expressed that he wouldn’t be coming with us. When I pleaded with them, Cyrus agreed to hide in town for a while and take Hello with him. I looked at Nym, and it felt like my mask had cracked. I begged him with my eyes. Come with us.

      “I am difficult to catch, my lady,” was all Nym said.

      Dissatisfied, I opened my mouth to argue. Finn put a hand on my arm and stopped me. I glanced at him, and he gave a subtle shake of his head, gentleness moving down the bond. He was telling me to let it go. To let them go.

      I clenched my jaw, half-tempted to disregard their wishes and bring them with us in handcuffs. But that would make me no better than the creatures who had imprisoned me and taken my choices away. I made a mental note to send a text to Ariel, asking her to keep an eye on Cyrus. Lyari could send me reports on Nym. They’d be okay, I told myself.

      “Don’t leave without saying goodbye,” I said finally. “Please.”

      Cyrus nodded, and Nym put his arm across his waist and bowed. As the two of them left the couch, I turned to my brother, steeling myself for an argument.

      He didn’t protest about leaving, though. Neither did Emma. They just looked back at me with dark, worried eyes. “What’s the plan?” Damon asked.

      Some of the tension left my shoulders. I released a long, silent breath and reminded myself this battle wasn’t over yet. “That’s the other part you’re not going to like,” I admitted.

      I told them what else I had decided while I’d been cleaning Jacob’s blood off the floor. This time, there was some pushback, as I knew there would be. Eventually, Damon and Emma did agree to split up, since I was the one Lucifer wanted, I pointed out. Staying here still wasn’t an option for them—the devil had already proven that he would use my family. While Cyrus and Nym might be able to defend themselves, Emma and Matthew were too vulnerable.

      They weren’t happy about it, but they agreed.

      We separated after that, all of us going off to pack. No one spoke or made a sound, mostly because of Matthew, who was still sleeping. But I knew it was also because my family was scared. It was in the air and on my tongue, a myriad of flavors that didn’t belong together and created a revolting taste. I couldn’t offer any comfort, not without lying to them.

      Suddenly, I wished I’d made Lucifer’s death slower and more painful. I went to the closet and yanked two bags out, desperate for a distraction.

      I’d just started filling the first one when Gil appeared in my doorway. His voice was low. “I’ll be back in ten minutes, give or take. Don’t have much to pack, but I should warn Adam. Let him know I’m leaving.”

      I straightened, a folded T-shirt in my hands. There was something in the vampire’s expression that made me hesitate. “Gil, if you need to stay, I understand. I know Adam has been… helping you. If you’re not ready⁠—”

      “I’ll be back in ten minutes,” Gil repeated.

      I closed my mouth and gave him a small, worried smile. “Okay.”

      Once my bags were packed full and zipped shut, I texted Savannah to ask for witch-related help. Lucifer would be coming back, or one of his followers, or many. Some of them might be able to do tracking spells. Savannah spent most of her time in the Unseelie Court, though. What if she didn’t see my message for hours or days?

      Nothing I could do about it now. Letting out a breath, I put my phone away and picked up the bags. I hadn’t been able to find Hello, so I’d have to leave without saying goodbye to my fierce kitten. It was just one more reason to make sure Lucifer actually died a long, slow, painful death. See you soon, wild girl, I thought, looking toward every dark spot in the room. The small, fuzzy animal didn’t appear, and I finally walked out.

      Damon only woke Matthew up once the cars were loaded and running in the driveway. All the headlights beamed into the darkness. Little pieces of snow floated through the brightness, like dust motes in a sun-dappled attic. Damon emerged into the cold, holding the boy in his arms. Emma and I had just said our goodbyes, and I could still feel her palm against my cheek, the press of her lips to my forehead. Now Emma sat in her vehicle, a light turned on overhead so she could see the map she held. She wore a thoughtful frown.

      Cyrus, Nym, Lyari, and Damon faced me in the driveway. Matthew had already fallen asleep again. I swallowed and met their gazes, one at a time. “I will fix this,” I said quietly. “I will find a way to kill him and bring us all back home. I promise.”

      They knew. All of them knew I didn’t take promises lightly. I watched them react, each with varying
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