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  Pandora's Demon: The Complete Series Blurb

    
        
Oh dear. Ruby Whittle's already down on her luck. Soon, she'll descend much further into something far worse. When she inherits Pandora's box and finds out Hell's real – and coming for her – she needs help. And only one demon can save her.
Blake is the Sixth Son of Satan, a man just as arrogant as he is handsome. When he spies Ruby, the half-breed, he plans to kill her. But when Ruby contracts him with one of his father's rings, she binds them. Blake must now protect her. Through Heaven, through Hell, and through one of the greatest plots the universe has ever seen.
A dark force is rising, and though Blake really doesn't like it, Ruby is the only half-breed who can help him defeat it. To do that, she'll make him discover the beating organ between the junction of his fourth and fifth ribs. And by the end of this demonic tale, she'll rip his heart right out and lay it as his feet. For when a demon falls in love, things get sticky.
…
Pandora's Demon follows a prince and a half-breed battling to save the universe. If you crave your contemporary fantasies with action, humor, romance, and fun, grab Pandora's Demon: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
Pandora's Demon is the 2nd Sons of Satan series. A witty, action-packed, light romance world where Satan's sons must find love, but only after it sticks a ring on their finger. If you like your urban fantasies packed full of charming smiles, arrogant demons, and sprinkles of romance, dive in today.

    


    Pandora's Demon Book One

  
    Prologue

    Blake, Sixth Son of Satan

    Later that day

    She grabbed hold of me, hand on my hip, eyes staring into mine as her irises burnt with the power of Hell.

    That I could deal with. What happened next, I could not. As the foolish woman opened Pandora’s box and let the true light of Hell spill out over the city, she slipped her hand in and grabbed the one thing I couldn’t withstand. A Ring of Satan.

    Slip that on my finger, and regardless of what I wanted to do to her, I’d only be able to do one thing. Protect her.

    As glass hailed around us, as she thrust us backward through the massive plateglass windows behind me, the city lit up like a thousand torches, and her flaming eyes stared right into mine.

    I reached for the horn dagger by my belt. Just before my fingers could clutch around it, her hand delved deeply into Pandora’s box, light and sparks erupting up everywhere. I swung the dagger around. I was well within my rights to kill this woman. Demon-human hybrids, even if they had once been fully human, were illegal. I never got the chance. Just as my dagger sliced through the air, singing my song, aflame with my own demon light, she slipped her hand all the way past the marauding demons stuck in the box, and she grasped up the ring.

    My eyes widened. Terror, the likes of which I hadn’t felt in centuries, grabbed my gut and held on with a cast-iron grip.

    “Son of Satan,” she spluttered as we fell down the side of the building. Pandora’s box was still pinned against her chest, and my hand was locked around her hip as the knife sliced for her throat.

    “Yes, and I’m the last thing you’ll ever see, half-breed. You—”

    Light erupted up around her. Her two tiny half-human demon eyes were nothing in comparison. The light surrounding my blade, though it might be impressive to some humans, was also nothing compared to the show the box put on. And nothing compared to what happened next. She plucked out the ring. Of all of the demon forces trapped in that box, the ring was the smallest by far. Yet she still found it. She brought it around. Just before I could slice her throat, she shoved it onto my finger. It locked down over my pinky, and my eyes widened, not just with force, but with the kind of premonition you can only get on the edge of eternity – true fate.

    “Son of Satan,” she bellowed, “I now bind you. I bind you to protect me, to save me, and I bind you with your life. If I go down—” she began.

    The magic of the ring started to take effect on me. It clambered through my finger and shot into my heart. And there, it set up residence forever. It crammed out the darkness and forced its way in and in and in until my lips cracked open, until I hissed, “If you lose your life, I will lose my life.”

    “Yes,” she screamed, aware of the fact we were still plunging down the side of the building apparently, “so save me.”

    My head tilted forward, my eyes half closed, and my dark gaze locked on my future.

    It was just as we reached the pavement, just as I heard the ominous creak of Pandora’s box opening.

    I wrapped my arms further around her back, my dagger tumbling from my grip and falling on the pavement just as I twisted and landed on my feet. I caught her, I saved her, and I looked down into her eyes.

    This had just begun. In all of my centuries, I had never been bound by a Ring of Satan. Because I could promise you this. In all of my centuries, unlike some of my other brothers, I had always known how to get what I wanted and how to remove what I didn’t. This woman might’ve bound me for now. She would not bind me forever. No matter what, I would find a way to break this pact. Even if it involved breaking her.

  
    Chapter 1

    Ruby

    I walked along by the side of the lapping river, one hand over my head, the other loose by my side. My bag kept slipping off my shoulder. Every few steps, I’d have to yank it back up. I could just change my position and stop holding my head like it was about to fall off. Except I couldn’t. Except this was the only thing keeping me together. I was thankful for the fact that it was night, that it was cold, and that a clipping breeze slipped in off the river, even thankful that its icy fingers slid down my back. I didn’t want to feel the cold, but it meant there was no one around. No one to see me implode. “Why didn’t you give me anything, Grandfather? I was the only grandchild who never demanded anything of you. Why…?”

    My bag slid off my shoulder again. A copy of the will given to me and my cousins tumbled out of my bag. The wind almost caught it. I wanted to let it. What was the point of holding onto it? My grandfather, whom I’d been devoted to, had died only last week. Suddenly, too. I, unlike the rest of his grandchildren, had loved him dearly. So why, in the end, had he divided his fortune among them but given me nothing?

    I couldn’t speak. As my bag toppled over by my old, torn shoe, something tumbled out of it and struck the pavement with a thump.

    That would be my only inheritance. A box. A simple wooden box. It had a complicated latch at the front, and I hadn’t opened it. I’d shaken it, though. It was empty.

    I fell down to my knees. I’d never wanted to be someone like this. I’d never been after my grandfather’s money. It’s just in the last two weeks, accident after accident had befallen me. I was up to my neck in debt. I’d needed an inheritance. All of the other grandchildren had received massive cash payouts, regardless of their existing wealth. Why not me?

    I stared at the box. Was there a letter inside? I’d given it a really good shake, but I doubted that too.

    So… all I was worth was just an empty box in the end?

    “Nobody deserves to get money from anyone,” I tried. That had been my refrain for most of my life. “You have to look after yourself. Expect more, and you just become greedy.”

    I’d lived by those refrains. I’d firmly believed that you made your own fortune. It’s just the last two weeks had unwound every single thing I’d ever worked for. I needed a leg up. Instead? I’d been pushed right down by the man who’d purportedly loved me.

    I looked at the box. I considered throwing it into the river. Why not? That would make a clean break with the past. But… my grandfather had still given me something. The part of me that wasn’t adrenal over all her misfortune realized that.

    “I… don’t really know why you did this, Grandfather, but I guess it’s fine.”

    I said that, but I continued to cry. I put the copy of the will and the box back in my bag, looped the strap over my shoulder, and continued to wander along. My fingers were bone cold. I’d always had that problem, ever since birth – poor circulation. Chilblains would likely cover each of my fingers by the time I made it home. Even if you warmed me up by a fire, I’d always be as cold as ice.

    Now I had another reason to freeze.

    I frowned, tears marching through my eyes as I stared down at my bag again. I got the urge to throw that box in the river once more, but I stopped myself.

    I took a breath. There had to be a way through this misfortune. Maybe I could… ask someone for a loan? One of my cousins, perhaps?

    I made a face, and you would too. None of my cousins were trustworthy. That old adage that you can’t become super rich without being a criminal rang true – amongst my extended family, at least.

    I took another weak step, and my phone rang, its shrill tones like bells in my ears.

    I didn’t want to answer it. Who could it be, anyway? Another debt collector? I’d lose my apartment today, wouldn’t I? I’d likely go home to find all my stuff strewn over the street, half of it stolen.

    Hell, maybe my only possession by the end of the day would be this box.

    I now clutched my bag tighter. Finally, unable to put up with the incessant ring of my phone, I shoved a hand into my bag and plucked it out.

    I saw the name on-screen. “Hank?” I muttered.

    Arguably, he was the least criminal of my cousins.

    He was also the one who’d received the most from granddad’s will. Not only had he received cash, but grandfather had gifted him every single share he’d owned.

    Hank would be rolling in it. So why call me?

    I decided I had to answer. I sighed, composed myself – for what good it did – and pushed the phone against my ear. “Hank—”

    “Sounds like you’ve been crying, little cousin.”

    I bit my lip. “Why would I cry?”

    “Because you just lost your grandfather,” he pointed out.

    Ouch. But it was exactly what I needed to hear.

    What kind of a brat cries more over their own misfortune than the death of a loved one?

    Just before everything could come crashing back in, Hank laughed, and there was an… edge to it. “Look, I’m not here to start anything, Cousin. I just… I want to give you a hand up, that’s all.”

    I grabbed a tissue from my purse and dabbed my eye. I paused halfway through. “What do you mean a hand?”

    “It’s not fair. You did a lot for granddad. I don’t know what he was thinking in the end just giving you that… box.” There was a lengthy, strange pause between that and box. He was likely just trying to remember what strange knickknack grandfather had given me in the first place.

    I ran my fingers over my face, dislodging a few tears and trying to massage life back into my pallid skin. “Do you really… want the box?”

    “Maybe. Why don’t you come over? It’s not too late, right? I can even get you some takeaway. How about that? Bring the box,” he added, voice dropping down a notch.

    My stomach took that moment to rumble. I hadn’t eaten all day.

    Hank somehow heard it. He chuckled lightly. “Come on, Cousin. You know where I am. Top floor.” With that, he ended the phone call.

    I looked at the phone. He wasn’t… look, he wasn’t too bad. And it was only a guess that he was into illegal business practices. Hell, it was probably my pride talking. I’d never made much of my life, while my cousins all had. He was just… better at business than me.

    And he really wanted this useless box.

    The same box I’d been considering throwing into the river beside me. Maybe I’d just give it to him for free?

    I slipped a hand into my bag and went to run my fingers over it but shook my head, thinking better of it.

    I’d told you the wind was cold before. Now it roared down the street. I walked past the river and onto one of the roads that led downtown. How it could be colder out here, I didn’t know, but it chilled me to the bone. Who cared? I was very used to walking along while frozen on the inside.

    I couldn’t get over what Hank had said. I cared more about money than the loss of my grandfather. I was such a bad granddaughter.

    That thought kept me company – and dragged more energy from my heart – until I reached Hank’s office block. To be fair, he didn’t own the entire thing, but he did rent out the top two floors. I think he had plans to buy the whole building, though.

    He could now, couldn’t he? He could do whatever he wanted with that much money.

    “I guess if you want this box, maybe you’ll be willing to give me a lot of money for it?” I bit my lip hopefully.

    I didn’t need to wait at the door. Hank had clearly rung ahead to say I was coming.

    I might be in a frumpy lilac cardigan, old blue jeans, and a stained white blouse, but that didn’t matter. Obviously Hank had given my likeness to the doorman. He nodded once, only the left side of his top lip curling. “The manager is waiting in his office.”

    “Manager?” I frowned.

    He laughed, all gravelly and deep. “He will be the manager soon if the deal goes down with the boss. I will give Hank one thing.”

    “What’s that?” I muttered as I shifted past into the clean, echoing atrium with its perfect marble floor.

    “Hank Whittle doesn’t waste time. He’s already planning to buy this building from the owner. They are talking about it right now.”

    “Should I wait, then?”

    The guy looked at me. He had this knowing glint in his eyes. His gaze even strayed down to my bag as if he knew what was inside. “No, young master’s gonna want to deal with you straight away. Head on up.”

    Head on up? It was easier to repeat that phrase than the other one. Young master wanted to deal with me straight away?

    My stomach tightened.

    My hand strayed back to the bag. Why did I get any semblance of comfort as I ran my fingers over that old wood? As far as I knew, this box hadn’t been important to my grandfather. He hadn’t kept it in a vault or anything. It’d just been produced from somewhere after his death. Heck, maybe he’d gone out last week and bought it for me before his stroke and changed his will then. I didn’t know. And… look, if Hank could be trusted, it wouldn’t be my problem anymore.

    I hated myself for being this greedy, and I couldn’t pull my gaze up from my old shoes as I lifelessly walked over to the elevator.

    It opened.

    Someone bustled out. It was one of my older cousins – Alexa. She smashed straight into my shoulder, her diamond necklace and earrings tinkling. She didn’t even look at me once. Clearly now grandfather’s will had been read, I was an irrelevant side note, some old piece of family history to be swept under the rug.

    She overbalanced me. I teetered toward the elevator. Someone walked in behind me. They didn’t grab my shoulder as I threatened to fall over. They just stood there, and I tumbled against them.

    Have you ever fallen against a mountain? How about an immovable tree? Have you ever fallen against some kind of rock-hard destiny that could not be shifted or fought, no matter what you did? Because that’s what this felt like.

    “I’m sorry,” I found my voice. I twisted my head around and up, my blunt fringe sliding over my eyes. And I saw… it… okay… I… didn’t have words. I… just… needed to find my breath. Wait, you don’t need your breath to think. But I certainly needed to find something. Because as I stared across at a… man, my brain just wouldn’t work anymore. He looked like he’d tumbled out of a Norse myth. He had the kind of impressive stature ordinary humans don’t have anymore, because we don’t spend our time in the forest wielding axes every day to stay alive.

    Beyond his broad shoulders sat flaxen shoulder-length hair and two glittering green eyes as startling as burning emeralds.

    He was….

    He said nothing. Not even an, “excuse me,” or an, “are you okay?” He walked straight past as if nothing but insignificant dust had struck his shoulder.

    Unconsciously, my hand drifted down into my bag. My fingers locked against the simple grain of the wooden box.

    Now he stiffened. Now he turned. And now he locked those same green eyes on me.

    I felt like I was a deer in the headlights. Why stop there? It felt like I was a deer in a thousand headlights. They were all shining at me from every single angle, and even if I had wanted to move with all my might, I couldn’t have.

    He looked me up and down. “Here for Hank, are you? Interesting.”

    “Excuse me?” I finally found my voice.

    He lifted a hand. He made a cutting motion. It was clear he was silencing me.

    I was too flabbergasted to say anything. He slipped a hand into his pocket and walked away. Before he could stride out of sight, my cousin from before ran up to him. She had a partner, but that had never stopped her. I wondered if much could stop any red-blooded woman around that man. But that wasn’t the point. The thing he muttered half a second later, low enough that I shouldn’t be able to hear – now, that was the point. “It’s not as if he’ll be able to open it, anyway. No human can.”

    I stood there, blinking, cold, and confused – until my phone rang. It was Hank.

    I answered. Before I could even say hello, he spat, “Where are you? If you’re late—”

    “I’m here. I’m just in the elevator.”

    He let out a relieved breath. “Come on up. I got you takeout.” He said that like I was a hungry dog. All he needed to do was ring the dinner bell, and I’d do anything for him.

    Except I was stuck, stuck there in the elevator, head turned all the way over my shoulder as I stared at that… man.

    I think I caught a name from my cousin as she fawned over him. Blake.

    It didn’t… it didn’t quite fit him. Blake was for ordinary men and—

    And what? This man came from a long time ago? God, snap out of it, I told myself. This was just fear and confusion. I’d had a big day, and I’d cried too many tears. But maybe, if I played my cards right, I’d sleep well tonight if I got enough money.

    I made my way up to my cousin’s office.

    His staff were already moving things around. It was like he’d already made the deal for the building. Maybe he had? Perhaps that man – Blake – was the owner.

    No, there was no perhaps in my head. He’d definitely be the owner. He had the kind of gaze that said anything he looked at, he took.

    I shook down to my core as I thought that. I dragged myself into Hank’s office. He shot to his feet. My hand was still in my bag. Seriously, unconsciously, ever since coming here, ever since leaving the river, I’d clutched hold of the box as if it was a friend. My last and most important protector.

    For now.

    Hank wasn’t alone. One of his lawyers sat in a brown Chesterfield. The same lawyer who’d presided over grandfather’s will reading. Though I’d imputed this, the guy had seemed kinda happy I’d received nothing. I could tell he came from one of the old families. To them, you were wealthy and you got wealthier. You were never poor and got rich. That wasn’t the way things were done.

    “Hand it over,” Hank demanded.

    I blinked quickly. “Sorry, I thought you said you were going to… buy it from me?”

    His lips twitched. “You can make this about money—”

    The lawyer cleared his throat. Ordinarily nothing could get Hank to focus. This did.

    “Can I please see it?” Hank said.

    I looked from him to his lawyer then back again. “Um… it’s here,” I said, revealing it in part from my bag, “I just… you said that you would buy it from me.”

    “Hand it over,” he snarled again.

    I looked at Hank. I looked at the lawyer. I’d claimed Hank was one of my nicer cousins. One glimpse around this room, and I suddenly remembered how he’d made all of his money.

    Worse than that, I recalled what my grandfather had always told me. Money simply isn’t worth it if you have to take it from others. I’d always assumed that had been a veiled comment at the rest of my cousins. So why did granddad give them all so much money? And why did he only give me this useless box?

    Again I just wanted to get rid of the box, but part of me couldn’t. My fingers tightened around it.

    “Cousin,” Hank growled. He went to make a movement to take the box off me.

    But his lawyer, who’d been seated, rushed to his feet. “You don’t own it yet,” he said in a very patient tone.

    Since when had that ever stopped Hank?

    He actually took a step back. He pushed his teeth into his bottom lip. “You’re right. I don’t own it yet. Now, what do you want?” He walked over to his desk, crossed his arms, and leaned against it.

    I got stuck staring between his lawyer and him. What was going on here? “I—” I began.

    “Look, everyone knows grandfather didn’t give you anything of worth. Everyone also knows you’re in debt, little Ruby, up to your eyeballs.” He gestured at his own eyeballs. “What do you want? How about I give you… two grand?”

    He leaned back.

    He knew I was in debt up to my eyeballs. Which meant he’d checked up on me. Which meant he knew how much I owed – well over 10 grand. Yet he deliberately only offered 20 percent. He still offered it… so why did he want this box so much? And critically, why couldn’t he snatch it off me? He had always been a snatcher, ever since childhood.

    I pushed the box back into the bag. He laughed. It was hardly kind. “You’re not actually growing a set of balls, are you, Ruby? Now that granddad isn’t here to protect you, you aren’t starting to realize you have to protect yourself, are you? What do you want? Three grand?”

    The lawyer shot him a look. I could be making this up, but I got the impression it meant he was drastically underbidding.

    But this… the box wasn’t worth anything, right? So why did Hank want it this much?

    I stood up straight. I glanced to the side. I genuinely loved my grandfather, loved the conversations we’d had, and critically, loved the sense of family he’d given me.

    Money couldn’t bring that back. Yeah, I was on the edge of destitution. But if I gave this box up, I wouldn’t have anything to remember my grandfather by – I’d just have soulless cash.

    I let my hand drop. “Look, I have changed my mind. I’m going to keep this box. I know you’re only doing this for me, but you don’t need to anymore, Hank. I’ll find a way through my own problems. I will get a loan from someone.”

    He shot toward me like he’d been ejected from a cannon, and the quality of his gaze could burn through steel, let alone my unprotected flesh.

    I jolted back.

    “Hank,” his lawyer snapped.

    Hank stopped right in front of me, only a few centimeters away, and it was more than close enough to watch the tension climbing his knuckles and scissoring into his wrists as he spread his hands then contracted them with a snap. “This is no time to play hard to get, Ruby – and you’re terrible at it. I will give you $4000 for it. Now give me the box.”

    He shoved his hand out.

    I took a step back.

    I looked into his eyes. And I saw my grandfather’s warning writ large. This was what money did to you. Every time you got what you wanted, this was what happened.

    I glanced around Hank’s office. He’d probably own this building by now. And you know what? He could keep it. By the end of tonight, I’d probably own nothing. Except for my decency. And money could never buy that.

    Hell, I might not have anywhere to live, but at least I’d have a home from my heart. Right here in this empty box.

    I pulled my bag further up my shoulder. I looked at the floor then up to Hank. “No deal.” I turned.

    Hank grabbed my shoulder. His grip cinched in, as dangerous as barbed wire. “Change your mind.”

    “No deal,” I said, a little fear sparking through my stomach.

    “Ruby,” he said in an endlessly dangerous voice I’d never heard him use before. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

    He was right. I’d always been the spineless cousin. While the rest of them had been out there, making all the money they could, I’d cared for our family. But that didn’t make me spineless. It gave me a heart – something no amount of money could ever buy.

    I yanked my arm back. “No deal.”

    I walked away. I could feel Hank’s eyes on the back of my neck. I also heard as his lawyer stood, took a step up to him, and said, “There might be another way around the contract.”

    I wisely didn’t turn. I hurried toward the elevator. But at that exact moment, it opened, and several of Hank’s other lawyers appeared.

    I was flustered, and rightly so. I didn’t want to hang around waiting for them to get out of the lift. So I hooked a left and shoved into the fire escape. The door’s hinges creaked ominously. And that would be when I heard Hank right behind me. “Ruby,” he growled.

    What? How did he catch up so quickly?

    “I said no deal,” I hissed breathlessly.

    “Ruby, why couldn’t you just take the money like a smart girl?” his voice droned out behind me.

    I tried to run. I wasn’t fast enough.

    He somehow found the speed to close the several meters between us and grab my arm. I was on the fourth step down. It didn’t matter. He was right there. He yanked me around.

    I looked into his eyes. I… impossibly, impossibly, I thought I saw light tracing around them.

    
      What the Hell?
    

    “I’m not allowed to take the box. But guess what? I can still get it under family law. I’m your closest relative. If you die, everything you have becomes mine.”

    “Excuse me?” I could barely push those words from my trembling cold lips.

    “You should have just taken the deal, Ruby. See you in Hell.” He opened his hand, released my arm, then pushed me.

    He pushed me with a lick of fire chasing around his irises, pushed me with a hand stronger than any I could withstand. And he pushed me, pushed me right down the stairs.

    I didn’t have the time or the chance to throw out a hand. My back struck the stairs, my ears rang, and I tumbled down, down, down.

    The stairs were long, hard, and concrete, and my skull had no chance.

    After every harsh ringing bang, I fell against the stairwell wall, the last thing I would ever hear his chuckle as it echoed out above me. It only just made it through the ringing clamoring in my skull.

    I could feel blood leaking out of the back of my head, from my nose, from my cut lips, from every part of me.

    I couldn’t think. I shouldn’t think, but I could feel.

    “Can I take it yet?” Hank muttered.

    I heard footsteps. It had to be his… lawyer. I couldn’t… I was dying. This was it.

    “You have to wait until she’s actually dead.”

    “Is she dead yet? You can smell that, can’t you?”

    I heard someone inhaling deeply. “No, sir, she is not dead yet. Wait a little. Leave her in the stairwell. Three or so minutes should do.”

    With that, they just walked away.

    I heard their echoing footfall. And I… I got back to dying.

    The only thing I could think of was that I deserved this. I’d come here because I wanted money. This… this was what happened when you went after material wealth. This….

    I closed my eyes, one by one.

    I let them thunk together. There was no opening them now. Because….

    I told you I couldn’t think. I told you I could barely see. But I’d also told you I could feel. And from somewhere deep within me, I heard this rushing.

    It sounded like claws. No, feet? No, something grander, something that could lift you up much, much higher. Wings.

    Something rustled in the bag just as that same sensation rose through me, as unstoppable as the Big Bang. As it sank into my heart and lifted my spirit higher and higher, I heard something creak.

    One eye cracked open, then the other. My bag had toppled over. The box had half tumbled out of it. And right in front of my eyes, I saw that complex lock unwind itself. And there, just beyond the lid, a glimmer of… hope escaped.

    It was light. But that’s not the word that chose to jump into my head, the only word that could truly describe it. It was faith incarnate. And it reached out to me with a clawed grip.

    With nowhere to go and nothing to do, all I was capable of was facing it.

    The clawed hand, circumscribed by that liquid hope, wearing the faintest shadow of a ring, reached out until it grabbed, not me, but my blood. It settled down into it, and a mandala, made of blue and red and white light, spun over the top of it.

    I had no time to think magic was real, had no time to question what was going on.

    I felt something charge into my blood. It might’ve leaked from my body, but it was still connected to me. And that charge shot across it. It threw itself into my veins, through the break in the back of my skull, through my nose, through the crack in my lips, through everything. My head was thrown back. But it did not strike the wall behind me. I was lifted up. The box spun out of my bag. It clunked into my fingers as I twisted once, twice, then fell onto my knees. There was no thump, even though I had tumbled from a great distance.

    My eyes opened all the way, and it was just in time to see the box close itself once more. But the damage was done.

    I could feel something on my head. Protrusions of some description. My fingers raced up to them. I grasped hold of them. They felt like little stumps from half-formed horns.

    Suddenly everything struck me.

    I had almost been killed. Honestly, I’d almost died. But—

    I stared at the box, my head clunking down as if some unstoppable force had pulled it there. “What is this? What—”

    I was still kneeling in my own blood. One of those mandalas appeared. Or rather, it hadn’t disappeared completely. It was as if the energy that ran it – the… magic – had not been spent yet.

    It twisted, just as had happened to me in the air. I lurched backward, still clutching hold of the box, even if all of this mayhem had ultimately come from it. I pressed my shoulders against the wall, and they shook with every ragged breath until finally something emerged from that mandala. It was a tiny red claw. I could’ve screamed, but I didn’t have the breath, nor the time. Half a second later, something flung itself upward. It spun in the air, its body compact until two wings burst out of its back. Black and weblike, they offset the crimson red body beneath.

    It looked… it….

    I shuddered on my knees and closed my eyes as tightly as the skin could bear. “This can’t be happening. I must already be dead. I—”

    “You opened Pandora’s box,” the little creature said.

    I opened one eye. It was still there. I closed it again. “This isn’t happening—”

    With no warning whatsoever, the creature slapped me. With one of its wings, no less. And I opened my eyes to see it flying right in front of me, its hands clamped on its hips around its bulbous belly. “You opened Pandora’s box. Not all the way, but enough. You were dying, and I gave you blood.” He – if he was a he – shifted his hand around and looked at his talons, even polishing them distractedly. “Now you will agree to look after me. You will become responsible for what you did.”

    “What I did—” I shook my head. “My cousin tried to kill me. I—”

    “Speaking of your cousin. I hear footsteps. And the smell,” his nostrils flared in and out, “of a hungry ghoul.”

    “He has a lawyer—”

    The little demon clicked his fingers. “Then that would be the ghoul.”

    “You… this… this is not happening. This is not happening.” I closed my eyes again, but the little demon wouldn’t let me keep them closed for long.

    He slapped me once more. “Unless you want to become mincemeat to a ghoul, move.”

    “I—”

    The little demon suddenly flew underneath my hair.

    I shrieked and tried to move back. The scream was too loud. I heard hurried footsteps.

    The demon shifted his hand up and grabbed my fringe, yanking it down over the two protrusions now covering my head. “Move,” he said. “You are uniquely vulnerable now. A half-breed, you’ve got one foot in the real world and one foot in ours. That ghoul,” he warned, “has both feet in Hell.”

    “I don’t—”

    The door opened.

    Hank appeared with one hand in his pocket.

    He had a timer blaring on his phone. A timer that’d presumably been there to remind him to go check on the dead body in the stairwell. My dead body.

    I just stared at him. He stared back. Then he screamed throatily, “Lawyer, she is not dead.”

    “Move,” the little demon hissed.

    So I moved. I ran even though I couldn’t begin to understand what was happening to me, ran even though that box shook in my hands, ran even though there were protrusions on my head. And ran even though something in my mind told me it wouldn’t matter in the end. Because this little demon was right. I now had one foot in the light and one foot in the dark. And no one would be able to save me. No one normal, at least.

  
    Chapter 2

    Ruby Whittle

    I ran down the stairs. I heard a hiss from behind me. It had to be the ghoul.

    “Maybe this is purgatory?” I muttered as I desperately tried to understand my new inexplicable circumstances.

    The little demon took that exact moment to bite my ear.

    I screamed even louder. “What are you doing?”

    “You’re tied to me now. If you die, I die. I refuse to die, so run and stop questioning what’s happened to you.”

    “But this is impossible. This—”

    “This is what happens when you open Pandora’s box.”

    That struck me again. I might not have that much of a classical education, but that was irrelevant. Any fool knew about Pandora’s box.

    Pandora, the idiot, had been given the means to let all that is dark and deadly spill out over this world, or to trap it closed. She’d still opened the box and done the former.

    I stupidly screwed my eyes shut. I thought of one thing. The thing I’d glimpsed upon opening the box hadn’t been darkness. It had been liquid hope.

    Perhaps that was the only thing with the chance to save me now. For I heard a foul scream from above.

    “Get out of the stairwell,” the little demon said.

    “What even are you? I’ve already opened Pandora’s box. Why hasn’t darkness spilled out into the world?”

    “There’s no time for this. I am red—”

    “That’s your name?”

    “Why are humans obsessed with names? And why ask such a stupid question when you’re running for your life? Do you want me to tell you what will happen when that ghoul grabs hold of your throat? It won’t be pretty.”

    I saw a doorway to my side.

    I took it.

    It was just as Red screamed, “No. There’s something worse through there. Much worse.”

    Worse? How could things get worse?

    I shot into a wide hallway branching off into offices on either side. But who cared about those when right in front of me was a man. Not just any man. The guy from before – the one who presumably owned this building.

    As I jerked backward, my fringe flared up above my head. I knew that revealed my horns or whatever they were.

    “Run,” Red shrieked. “It’s a son.”

    Blake, the son, whatever that meant, tilted his head once to the side.

    He stared at me like time didn’t mean anything, like distance was irrelevant, like all of human history combined could cram itself between him and me, and he would still stare past it. Then his lips cracked open, and one snarl left them, “Half-breed.”

    My adrenaline was already too great to stop. I twisted. I threw myself back into the stairwell. I yanked the door closed. But I heard the ghoul. It had to be him, trust me, because his shriek hit the air. It was bloodcurdling. It sounded like righteousness come to life – righteousness that wanted to latch itself around your throat and bleed you dry.

    “You’ve got to get out of here now. Jump down the stairwell,” Red spat.

    I couldn’t think. Suddenly, I forgot the rules of gravity. Suddenly, my fear was the only thing that mattered. My fear and the… son.

    I didn’t know if it was son or sun. I could tell you this – Blake’s eyes could trap my soul forever. If I gave them the chance.

    I heard him open the door behind me and hiss darkly. So I did the last desperate thing I could think of.

    I reached my hands out, grabbed the railing that separated me from the stairwell and the central empty point around which it was built, and I… flung myself over the railing.

    I’d already died once today. This was starting to become a habit.

    “I meant leap down to another set of stairs, but alright,” Red screeched in my ear.

    I fell.

    I’d only tumbled down the stairs, how long ago? I couldn’t keep track of time. Only minutes had passed since I’d died, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t die again so soon.

    Just as the air struck my nostrils, just as my heart bottomed out, Red flew up. He caught my shoulder, and he madly flapped me to the side. He pushed me off course, and I fell against the stairs again, tumbling right over one of the railings.

    My stomach impacted it. It felt like I’d spit my guts out, but at least I was still alive.

    “Move,” Red screamed in my ear.

    I clambered up, forcing myself to kneel. There was a door right in front of me. I shot toward it.

    Fortunately there were no sons like Blake on the other side.

    “Where do I go? The elevator,” I answered for myself as I spied one at the end of the corridor and sprinted toward it.

    Fortunately multiple elevators serviced this building. I just happened to pick one already on this level.

    I shot inside.

    I still held my bag. Blood covered it.

    I looked down at it. I looked up to see Red in front of my face. Everything… everything started to come together. All the horror, all the fear, and all the sheer impossibility of this situation. My knees went to cut out from underneath me. I was about to black out from fear and shock. Red would not let me. I watched him spread his hand forward, set it alight, then slap me with it.

    My head jolted back, and I struck the metal wall behind me.

    “If you go down, I will go down. So neither of us will go down. We will go up.” He raced over to the input panel and struck the button for the top floor.

    “We can’t go there. That’s where my cousin is.”

    “No, your cousin right now is running through this building searching for you. We go up. Then we head to the roof.”

    “What kind of plan is that?”

    “A plan that requires wings,” he growled in my face.

    As the elevator moved upward through the building, I gave in to my fear again, but not for long. Red wouldn’t let me. He slapped me a couple more times with his flaming hand and told me to keep it together.

    We reached the top level.

    The doors opened. The ghoul wasn’t there, but some of Hank’s people were. Most of them just screamed – as you would if you saw a tiny little demon and a woman with pathetic horns.

    But the doorman stood amongst the crowd, and he tilted his head down, stared at me darkly, and roared as if a dragon lurked down his gullet.

    “Move,” Red roared as he flapped around behind me, shoved me in the back, and forced me forward. So I moved.

    I was neither elegant, nor graceful. I was neither athletic, nor strong. But somehow I managed to dance around the doorman just as he grabbed for me. I thought I heard a hiss from him as if he were bionic or something. And if not that, possessed of something far greater than machinery.

    I still spun around him, my hair flapping around and slapping against my cheeks.

    “Go,” Red screamed. It was just as the doorman grabbed up his phone.

    “Why am I going to the roof, again?” I demanded.

    “I told you, so I can fly off it.”

    “But you could barely fly while we were in the stairwell.”

    “Cousin,” I suddenly heard Hank roar.

    Fear shot through me. “He’s here already. You said—”

    “Just run,” Red screamed over the top of me.

    So I ran. Fortunately I knew how to get to the roof. I came around a turn in the corridor, and there was the right door.

    I flung myself at it. My sweaty fingers grasped the handle, but it was locked. Oh… oh God, it was locked. I heard the rattling and felt the resistance, but there was nothing I could do. Nothing—

    Just as my desperation reached a fever pitch, I felt something stirring in my soul. A glimpse, a spark – a flame.

    “Move,” Red began, likely to break through the door for me, but I didn’t need his help.

    There, within me, wrapped up in the coldness always haunting my body, something burst free.

    The tiniest flame I’d ever seen leapt over the handle. It bit into the metal, melting it.

    “Impressive,” Red spat.

    I didn’t care what it was. All that mattered was that I got through the lock as Hank screamed again from behind me, voice bloodcurdling and vile.

    I didn’t know what kind of deal he’d made to get the powers he now had, but….

    Wait. I could figure out what deal he’d made. A deal with the Devil, my imagination filled in the blanks. And why, then, it just filled in more. The Devil’s face, the Devil’s eyes, the Devil’s flaxen hair. “Blake,” I stammered.

    “I don’t know how you know the name of one of the Sons of Satan, but stay the Hell away from him. No pun intended,” Red spluttered.

    I ran up to the roof. “What am I? And why should I stay away from Hell if I’ve got horns now and you’re a demon?”

    “You’re a half-breed. Blake will be honor-bound to kill you – and let me tell you, he’ll enjoy every second.”

    “Kill me?”

    Red took a second to answer, and I watched his pinprick eyes expand with fear as we struck the roof, the wind tugging at his wings. “Were you wondering how things could get worse? I’d assumed they couldn’t. Guess I was wrong.”

    “What are you talking about? We’re on the roof now. You said you could fly—”

    “I thought I could. But there’s a demon locking spell all around this building. Guess this is the end of the line.”

    “End of the line—” I spun.

    My cousin appeared through the door, the doorman right beside him. I hadn’t noticed this before, but he was massive. His shoulders bristled like his muscles would burst out of his crisp white shirt. Then they’d keep going, expanding until they were far broader and stronger than the rest of the universe combined.

    I shook back, clutching my bag higher over my shoulder.

    Hank slapped his hands together and laughed. “Did little Ruby find out about the dark? I don’t know how you survived being pushed down the stairs, but don’t tell me, it was a little gift grandfather left you? Greedy bastard. Not only did he leave you a guard, but he left you the box. Oh well. It’s not like anything can help you now, Ruby. I just talked to my lawyer,” he gestured to his phone, and far beneath in the building somewhere, I heard that ghoul screech for blood, “and I don’t need to pussyfoot around you anymore. You are only half human now. The rules preventing me from taking Pandora’s box from you no longer exist. So hand it over. No, you don’t want to? Beat it out of her.” He didn’t give me the chance to respond. He clicked his fingers in front of his doorman’s face.

    The guy tilted his head back and screamed.

    I heard the force inside him. You can’t often hear force. I suppose you can if you’re standing next to a hydro dam just before water is released. Maybe you can hear it if you’re near a wind farm and the wind rattles past you. But that’s a certain type of force. Nature’s force. This was the underside of force. This was darkness that had risen above and reached the earth. And critically, it was a second from reaching me.

    I tried to jolt back. My shoes were still slick with my own blood, and I tumbled over.

    Hank just stood there, hands in his pockets as he laughed. “Grandfather was a fool. He should have known I would get the box anyway. It’s funny that he cast a protection spell on you. Exactly what is it going to protect, Ruby? You will be dead in another couple of seconds. Is there anything you want to say to your dear cousin, Hank? No? Hurry up. Splatter her remains over the roof. I don’t care how messy this gets. My lawyer can clean it up afterward with his tongue.” Hank turned and sauntered off the roof.

    But just before he did, he clicked his fingers.

    I heard something hissing behind me. I’d had no clue anything was there. The roof had been empty when I’d climbed on top of it. But—

    “Oh no,” Red screamed. It was too late.

    Something struck the middle of my back. I let go of the box. I simply couldn’t hold onto it anymore. It spun from my grip.

    Hank shoved out a hand. He caught it. I watched it glimmer, watched that single glimpse of hope from within reappear only to disappear as if extinguished by a thousand liters of water.

    Hank ran his hand through his hair, chuckled one last time, and walked out of sight. He left me to die a lonely, violent death on his rooftop. But death doesn’t always come when he’s called.

  
    Chapter 3

    Ruby Whittle

    I jolted around. My back felt like it was burning.

    I stared up to see a… winged creature. It almost resembled Red, but it was so much larger. As for Red, he screamed.

    He shot in behind my hair. “You lost the box. There’s nothing I can do for you now. I should never have accepted that old man’s deal.”

    “Grandfather?”

    “Yeah, and I guess I’ll see him and you in Hell.”

    The doorman shot toward me.

    I could see the future playing out in front of my eyes. And it would be a violent one indeed.

    There was nothing I could do. Nothing but twist and fall to my knees.

    Both the doorman and the demon reached me.

    I clapped my hands over my head.

    So many thoughts ran through my mind, there shouldn’t be time for them, but generously, time expanded to allow me this one last moment of pause on the edge of destruction.

    I saw a memory of my grandfather and felt everything he’d ever done for me. I realized everything I’d thought had been wrong. Every single thing I’d thought had been wrong.

    My grandfather might not have given me money. He’d given me Pandora’s box instead.

    I’d failed to protect it.

    Both the doorman and the demon’s outstretched claws reached my back. I could feel them pushing in, ready to rip me apart. Just before they did, just as Red shrieked that it was all over, something exploded out from within me.

    I’d never felt its like. I had compared different types of force previously. This was something that went far beyond everything nature could produce – something far purer, something far older, and something far, far within me.

    Both the doorman and the demon were thrown back. Neither had the breath or time to scream, to make even a single sound.

    The demon was chucked right off the roof. It spun sideways. Just before it disappeared out of sight, it struck a barrier. Maybe it was something preventing the people on the rooftops opposite from seeing us. Maybe it was the field Red had spoken of earlier. It was irrelevant. The demon was now out of sight, and the doorman had at least been knocked off his feet.

    “Now, what the Hell was that?” Red said, furtively appearing from behind my hair as he gazed at me in gobsmacked wonder.

    But the doorman wasn’t down yet. He rocketed to his feet. There was a deep gash along his brow. He stared at me as blood covered his hellish gaze. Then he sneered. “Another gift from your grandfather? It won’t matter. Nothing can defeat me.” He clenched his hands into fists and bounced them off his chest.

    Then he shot toward me.

    “Don’t just stand there. Do whatever you just did,” Red screamed in my ear.

    Do whatever I just did? My eyes widened with fright, time slowing down as the doorman reached me.

    I had no idea what I’d done, but—

    The doorman wrapped his hands around my throat. He squeezed. My eyes threatened to roll into the back of my head, but just there on the edge, I felt something calling from within me. I grabbed hold of it. I squeezed my eyes shut. I thought I saw a memory of me on my grandfather’s knee, his loving presence so memorable as he caressed my hair and said, “All power is a gift but a curse. It is only she who wields it who gets to decide what it will be for others.”

    The words were so clear, it was like the memory had been with me my entire life – the fulcrum around which I existed. But I’d forgotten it until now. Until now. And what would happen now? I shoved a hand out. I struck the doorman in the chest just before he could wrench my head from my neck. I watched his eyes spasm wide as he was thrown backward. This time, no matter what power he called on, he could not save himself. He too tumbled off the roof, and I saw him ejected out of some invisible energetic barrier.

    It fizzled then dispersed long before the doorman tumbled out of sight. And that left me alive. For now.

    I tumbled down to my knees. I locked a hand on my chest.

    “I guess there was a reason your grandfather contracted me to protect you, Ruby.” Red chuckled.

    “I thought you came from Pandora’s Box? I thought you shared your blood with mine?”

    “Look, it’s a long story, and we don’t have time for it now.”

    “Why not? I defeated those demons….” I grabbed my head and forced my fingers through my tangled fringe. I… I’d just defeated demons. The Dark… it was real.

    “You defeated some small-time demons,” Red corrected with a hiss.

    “Do you think I’m gonna have to take on the ghoul next?” I shook.

    “No, I think you’ll have to take on the Sixth Son of Satan, Blake. Unluckily for you, he just so happens to be here in this building, and he happens to hate half-breeds more than anyone else in Heaven or Hell.”

    I shook, the memory of Blake’s cold green eyes manifesting right before my mind. “But—”

    “You’re about to ask me if there’s anything we can do, aren’t you? I guess there might be. But it will be almost impossible to pull off.”

    “Just tell me.” I surprised myself as I pushed past my own fear and launched to my feet. I didn’t shake. I… I didn’t shake, regardless of everything I’d just been through. I stood tall and proud.

    “Legend has it that somewhere deep in Pandora’s box is one of the Rings of Satan.”

    “Rings of Satan?” I stammered as the wind whipped my hair. My blood-splattered hair. It was also splattered with some other unmentionable demonic substance I couldn’t begin to describe and didn’t want to know about. The box and Red’s promise were too great to ignore.

    “Take that ring, put it on Blake’s finger, and you’ll tie your soul to his.”

    I shivered. “Why would I want to do that?” I stammered, even as I imagined the exact moment and the exhilaration I might feel.

    “Ancient magic, and it comes straight from the Devil himself. It’s the only way to get around his seven sons’ desires.”

    “Desire?” I stammered too quickly.

    “For destruction and death, of course.”

    “Wait, what do you mean?”

    “Simple. You put that ring on Blake and contract him to you. He’ll be magically bound to protect you. If he fails, he will die.”

    “Is there any way around it?”

    “Not that I know of.”

    “This… is really the only way to save me?”

    “Yeah, and I’d hurry up if I were you. I’d say by now that your cousin has realized you’re not dead. Your time is running out. He’ll have contacted Blake to make a deal for your head. You need to get the box back, find Blake, and bind him before he kills you.”

    “Oh… oh my God. But how do I get the ring on his finger?”

    “Yeah, okay, that’s not gonna be easy. You just have to find a way. Because this is your only chance now.”

    Only… only chance.

    I… I could not think. I shouldn’t even try. Because if I thought, I might remind myself of everything that had just broken in my life.

    I unstuck my feet. I threw myself forward. I ran off the roof.

    I didn’t need Red to tell me where Blake was. I could feel him. Something was happening to my bones. Whatever the protrusions were on my head, they felt like a form of demonic power. And it knew where Blake was at all times.

    I reached the penthouse level.

    Red was right behind me, though he soon shot into my hair to hide.

    If… God, bear with me, but if my grandfather really had contracted Red to protect me, he should have picked a braver demon.

    There is no point thinking about the past when you are extremely unlikely to have a future, however.

    I ran down the corridor. Again, I knew where Blake was. It was like someone had retuned my blood until it could only pick up his signal.

    Fortunately the corridor was empty. I could hear people further down, close to the lifts. But cousin Hank’s office was right there. And Blake… Blake was already within.

    I was the kind of girl who could never take the impetus. Because I was the kind of girl who hadn’t led a brave life. I’d preferred to stay as far away from confrontation as I could, thank you very much.

    But there’s confrontation, like standing up for yourself when someone’s bullying you or enforcing your rights when you’re diddled out of your inheritance. Then? There is this. Confronting the Sixth Son of Satan before he tries to kill you.

    I rammed the door open. And there he was, behind his desk, hands clutched around the edge of it as he negotiated with Hank.

    The Sixth Son of Satan turned.

    Now I knew where all my original impressions had come from. The reason he didn’t look as if he came from modern times was that he didn’t. Those muscles, that jaw, those eyes – they hid the demon within.

    “Do it, kill her,” Hank roared. “I’ll give you what you want—”

    “You will give me the box,” Blake said dangerously.

    “Anything but that,” Hank roared. You should’ve seen the look in his eyes. It was the gaze of somebody who wanted his sports team to win, or maybe he wanted some fancy cake, or his neighbor’s house – some great material reward. But in this case, the fabulous reward would be his cousin’s blood spread over the wall by a demon.

    Why had I never seen how evil Hank was? Because I’d turned a blind eye.

    I could not turn a blind eye to the demon before me.

    He whirled. I squared off in front of him.

    That’s when Red reminded me of something. “The ring is still in the box, and the box is on your cousin’s desk.”

    The ring… was still in the box. Oh God.

    I dashed to the side. I didn’t think. The box was right there. It was stupidly on the edge of the desk. I clutched it up just as my cousin screamed in anger. I tried to yank the box open, but it wouldn’t work.

    I watched a snide smile climb over Blake’s lips. “Are you after my father’s ring? Oh, what a stupid half-breed you are. You will never even open the box, let alone find it.” He reached behind him.

    I had no options, nowhere to go, nothing to do.

    My grandfather had always had a saying. When you can’t go back, go forward.

    And forward… forward would lead me right into the chiseled chest of the Sixth Son of Satan and right out of the window.

    I used what little magic I had – if that was the right word – and rammed Blake as he stepped forward. It overbalanced him. We tilted toward the windows.

    I smashed right through them.

    But he was right there. Right there.

    “You don’t have the ring yet,” Red screamed as he fluttered back from me.

    I barely heard his words. I was stuck staring into Blake’s face. His eyes….

    I had never noticed eyes as much as I did now. Quite likely because they’d be the last things I’d ever see.

    But his eyes were rimmed with fire, and though I knew some chased around my own irises, they were pale in comparison.

    He chuckled once. Chuckled as we tumbled out of the side of the building, glass flaring out all around us. Laughed at my imminent death. And I, Ruby Whittle, clutched hold of my box tighter.

    I heard something singing on Blake’s belt. My gaze darted down to a dagger. It looked like a carved demon’s horn. I had no knowledge about this world, but I could tell you this. If Blake sliced it across my throat, no amount of hidden power within me could save my life.

    I squeezed my eyes shut. I thought of nothing but my grandfather, of everything he’d done for me. Then one thing more. I’d always known I was different, always known something within me couldn’t be let out. I’d always… always felt I was a Pandora’s box. But within me wasn’t every demon. Within me—

    I heard Blake suck in a satisfied hiss. But Red screamed at me from somewhere.

    I had one chance. I had to open Pandora’s box or die.

    Blake thought I couldn’t open it. Blake was wrong. As my desperate fingers latched around the lock, I opened it right in front of his piercing gaze.

    I shoved my hand into it. I opened my eyes just in time to see surprise flaring through Blake’s stare. He didn’t get a chance to say this should be impossible. He grabbed up his dagger and swung it around. I shoved my hand all the way into Pandora’s box, and I felt the history of every single dark thing on this planet groping toward me. I had to force my fingers past them. I forced them in and in and in until something called to my grip.

    I grasped hold of it and pulled it out.

    Blake went to slice the dagger across my throat, but time was on my side. As everything came down to a head, as it seemed certain I’d die and no one could save me, I found someone, and I found the means to force them to stay by my side forever.

    I, Ruby Whittle, shoved the ring onto the Sixth Son of Satan’s hand.

    The effect was instantaneous.

    His eyes bulged wide.

    Red whispered from beside me, prompting me of what to say, quiet enough that no one else could hear.

    “Son of Satan,” I declared.

    “Yes, and I’m the last thing you’ll ever see, half-breed. You—” Blake began.

    Light erupted up around me. “Son of Satan,” I bellowed, no longer listening to Red but following the words spurting from my very soul, “I now bind you. I bind you to protect me, to save me, and I bind you with your life. If I go down—” I began.

    The magic of the ring started to take effect on Blake. It burst through his body until it reached his lips, until he hissed, “If you lose your life, I will lose my life.”

    “Yes,” I bellowed, suddenly aware that the street was right there, the kiss of certain death it would bring close enough to touch, “so save me.”

    The future opened up right in front of me. A future of flames, a future of danger, and a future where I would never take another step from this man’s side again.

    The street was right there. Just a few centimeters away now. But I never struck it.

    The Sixth Son of Satan wrapped his hands reluctantly around my back, pushed his feet down, dropped his dagger, and caught me.

  
    Chapter 4

    Blake

    She stared at me. I stared at her. Inside, my brain already began to work. There would be a way to break this contract. There always was. First, you had to work on the mind. Then? The throat preferably.

    Ruby let out a delayed scream. She twisted her head back far enough that I saw her tonsils. That, of course, was irrelevant. The two small half protrusions she revealed on her head as her blunt black fringe slid from her eyes weren’t. I gave a disgusted grunt. Then I dumped her on the pavement. Or at least that was the plan.

    She tumbled free from my arms, but just before she could strike the cracked asphalt, one of my wings revealed itself, twisted around, and cradled her head.

    A twitch, more painful than anything I’d ever experienced, crossed through my brain and down into my chest. I didn’t want to tell you it sank somewhere close to my heart. As I was almost certain I didn’t have one and had no clue where such a thing ought to reside anyway.

    She blinked in confusion and stared up at me. Then her wide gaze slid across to my wing. “What—” She reached out, clearly incapable of stammering another word.

    “Do not touch it,” I growled.

    Her fingers paused.

    I went to yank the wing out from underneath her, but I noticed this pavement wasn’t clean – far from it, in fact, as it was strewn with
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