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      Coraline expected the air to smell of death, as a witch was able to sense these things, but it radiated with earthy grass and rain.

      She pulled her coat closed and shivered. It wasn’t particularly cold, but the air was unsteady and full of mist. Maximus stood beside her, the warmth of his body comforting. Taking her hand, he squeezed.

      Why Max still moonlighted as a priest—considering the things he’d seen—was beyond her. His hold over his faith was admirable, as was his devotion to her, considering she was a witch. A few hundred years ago, his brothers would’ve burned her alive.

      They stood by their rental car, looking across the field at their destination, trying to decide the best course of action. Ireland really was a spectacular country, but Coraline couldn’t focus on that. Bigger things required her attention.

      Brú na Bóinne was a tomb. It was protected by Ireland’s National Trust and closed to visitors—as if that would stop them. Coraline couldn’t make them invisible to anyone watching, but she could render them negligible.

      On the outside it looked like a large, unnatural hill, but underneath lay a warren of tunnels and chambers. It really was an impressive sight; the ancient structure built by people long dead. Did they know what was hidden below? What about the people who studied it now? Of course, they didn’t. The place crawled with power—concealments, traps, wards—and now that she focused on the tomb, the air seemed to crackle with them.

      The grey sky and heavy air didn’t do much to cheer Coraline up, knowing what they could possibly face inside. If it wasn’t the original witch, then who was it? The vampire Zac had told them the last Roman founder, Regulus, had hinted it was something else. The thought of the unknown scared her.

      “Come on, Corrie,” Maximus said. “The sooner we’re in, the sooner we’re out.”

      “I know.”

      “Think about the nice hot meal we’ll have tonight when we find nothing inside.”

      “Max…” she began, but he pulled her across the road and into the field. Dropping the spell over them, she had no choice but to follow. He was right, after all.

      There was no one around this time of morning. They were up even before the birds. As they approached the entrance, the air electrified with the tang of power.

      “Do you feel that?” she asked Maximus, knowing he couldn’t as he was human.

      “It feels strange here,” he said, surprising her. “Like a creepy old house that’s full of ghosts.”

      He wasn’t far off. Archaeologists would’ve removed many of the bones within, but their energy would remain. Perhaps that was what he was picking up on.

      Breaking the lock on the modern door at the entrance was easy. Maximus pushed it open and shone a torch into the blackness within, revealing a narrow tunnel burrowing into the artificial hill. Every so often an opening presented itself—a round hole of black against the white light of the torch.

      Reluctantly, Coraline followed him.

      “Where do we look?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Below,” she replied. “Alisandra’s grimoire spoke of tunnels beneath the surface.” She didn’t know why she spoke of it as Alisandra’s grimoire still. The Hunter, Aeriaya, had torn the matriarch to pieces, and the book was now in the hybrid’s possession.

      All Coraline had to do to find the entrance to the sub-terrain was follow the wards. They had a strange tang to them, almost metallic. Definitely not cast by a normal witch or even one of the Coven. Perhaps it was pure Celestine magic?

      Soon, hidden at the rear, she found the entrance inside a small chamber. It was nothing more than a narrow opening with a staircase that led down. It was set in plain sight, but anyone without a sense of power could only see a blank wall.

      “Here,” she said, leading Maximus by the hand.

      He was used to it by now, so he didn’t flinch when he passed through the ward. Walking through solid walls was a normal everyday occurrence when she was around.

      As they wound their way farther and farther underground, the air became frosty as they passed through layers of clay and bedrock. When they finally reached the bottom, it wasn’t exactly what they were expecting.

      “What the…” Max breathed.

      The tunnel opened out into a small chamber, lined with smooth rock, like someone had melted it into shape. Two tunnels opened on either side and they looked to be just the same.

      Coraline heaved in a breath, her lungs filling with stale, earthy air. “Tuatha.”

      “Who?”

      “You know the old stories of Ireland, Max,” she explained, keeping her voice low. “The Tuatha de Danann were a race of Fae—creatures of power like the Celestines. They built this place.”

      “What do they have to do with the original witch?”

      She looked at him pointedly. “Everything.”

      The question of which tunnel they should take, left or right, was abruptly answered for them when Coraline felt a dull boom shift the air. Her gaze snapped to the left as a sick feeling of dread sunk in her stomach.

      “Corrie?”

      “You felt that?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the dark opening.

      “Yeah.”

      “C’mon,” she said, swallowing her fear and walked headfirst into the darkness.

      After a short while, the tunnel emerged into a natural cavern. Stalactites hung from the ceiling and reflected off the rock walls in all directions, the slow drip of water the only sound that echoed back to them. As her gaze raked over the floor, she put a hand up to stop Max behind her.

      A man stood at the opposite end of the cavern.

      His back was to them, but she could see he was dressed in strange clothing. Not modern at all, his shirt looked handwoven and dyed in a myriad of blues. He was tall, lean, muscled, and stood so still, it was as if he was made of marble. Coraline would’ve thought he was elegant and magical… if it wasn’t for the dead body he was standing over.

      It could only mean one thing…

      Coraline didn’t have to see his face to understand what he was.

      Hybrid.

      They’d failed and the Coven had won. The ritual had completed after all.

      She placed a finger over her lips and Max nodded. Somehow, she knew the man had already sensed their arrival. Her heart thumped a million miles an hour and her spell couldn’t cover that. Besides, the hybrid stood so still because he was listening to them.

      She took a slow step back towards the tunnel and, as if to confirm her fear, the man’s head snapped up. Their only option now was to run.

      Max pushed her in front of him and they ran headlong down the tunnel, back towards the staircase. If they could get back through the wards, maybe it would be enough to slow him down. They were there to keep him in, they had to be.

      Max screamed and Coraline skidded to a halt. She turned, the torch lighting up the tunnel behind her. The hybrid had him on the ground, mauling his neck like a rabid animal.

      “Run,” Max gurgled through a mouthful of blood and she dropped the torch in horror.

      She stumbled forwards blindly, too terrified to call on her power for light, the horrible growling of the hybrid echoing after her. Deep down, Coraline knew she wouldn’t get out. Deep down, she knew this was the end.

      She had enough time to type a text and send it to Zac before she felt the vampire behind her. Whirling around, she called on her power, her hand coming to rest on the hybrid’s heaving chest, but nothing happened.

      His manic laughter bounced around the cave and she felt his hands around her throat. With her last shred of strength, she cast a light over the room, revealing his face. As he bared his fangs and went to sink them into her jugular, she sent an image to the one person she was able.
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      Awakening.

      It felt like he’d been asleep for longer than he should have. His limbs felt heavy, as if they’d lost all feeling and when he tried to move, nothing happened. All he felt was the rage that’d been his last waking memory before the blackness.

      Unconsciousness. It was such a strange word to describe this kind of slumber. He knew it wasn’t natural and it made him burn with anger. He could scarcely remember why, though it’d felt like he’d just closed his eyes moments ago.

      The biting metallic taste of magic burned in the back of his throat and somehow, he knew Isolde had something to do with this. Isolde, his stepmother Aoife’s witch, had turned his sisters into monsters and saved him for last.

      With a cry of twisted anguish, he sat bolt upright, his eyes opening for the first time. Everything seemed more defined. The strange blue of the rock that surrounded him sparkled with sunlight from a shaft in the ceiling that climbed upwards to the surface. Nature had reclaimed this place and he knew his father would never have allowed it. That could only mean one thing…

      Gasping for breath, he covered his watering eyes. His heart thumped a thousand beats a minute. On beat, off beat, double beat…

      “My lord?”

      His head rose at the sound of a female voice. A pretty young thing stood beside what could only be described as his tomb. She was all ivory skin and flaming red hair, and he knew she was one of them—one of the humans who’d lived in this land before his people came—though she was dressed in strange clothing he’d never seen before.

      “My lord?” she asked again.

      It was then he realised it was not only his heartbeat he was hearing, it was also hers. Once he’d fixated on the sound, he couldn’t hear anything else. He saw the vein in her exposed neck pulse and he suddenly felt hollow inside. Remembering the first taste of blood, he understood what’d happened to him.

      He shot across the room faster than he thought possible, feeling as stiff and sore as he was. The woman let out a gasp as he pushed her against the wall, pressing her tiny body into the rock. His pale fingers bit into the skin of her neck, searching for the vein, and she cried out in pain.

      “How long?” he asked, barely recognising his voice.

      “Three thousand years.”

      He dropped her, drawing a sharp breath as her words sunk in. Had it truly been three thousand years? That bitch Aoife had trapped him in a tomb for three thousand years?

      “What of this world?”

      “The world has changed in a million different ways.”

      “Show me.” He grabbed her again, this time sinking his fangs into her skin. The blood would show him what he needed… and if she was telling the truth.

      She let out a surprised gasp as her flesh tore, but she didn’t struggle. Warm blood filled his mouth and he swallowed, strength returning to his frozen body.

      He was inundated with strange words and sounds… and he understood them all, just as the woman did. The world had changed, magic had declined, and creatures that once walked proudly now slunk in the shadows of the underworld.

      He was a prince of the Tuatha de Danann— vampire, a Fae, a creature of power, and he could read her blood like a book. The human world dominated, and it was the ultimate insult. They’d changed the world with their buildings, technology… and carved it open with war. They were a blight on a land that was once rife with all kinds of life. Humanity… how it reeked with hatred.

      He drank the woman’s blood until there was no more, her heartbeat slowing until it stopped, and he let her lifeless body drop to the floor.

      What was he to do now? Aoife was long dead and with her, any chance of revenge. It was the Celestine who’d betrayed his family, and if there was even a single Celestine left alive, he would find them.

      If what the blood had shown him was true, then his kind were gone. Dead. Extinct. He wasn’t one of them anymore; he was something else. He smiled thinking about the word he’d gleaned from the woman’s blood.

      Vampire. What a strange name.

      Then he heard a sound echo from the tunnel adjoining his tomb and he cast out his hearing. After Isolde had changed him, he hadn’t had time to adjust to the thing that she’d made him into. He remembered his vision had been clearer, every sound sharper, and every emotion that’d coursed through him was ten times more potent. Food did nothing for him anymore, only blood. Blood. The sweetest thing he’d ever tasted.

      Focusing on his surrounds, he realised he wasn’t alone. Someone else was coming. A witch who carried the scent of Isolde, and a human man.

      He stood, listening, and felt their gazes on him, the intensity suggesting they thought he was a beast from the underworld. Perhaps he was. All he wanted was to feed. If he was to venture to the surface of the new world, he would need his strength and all the information he could.

      The thrumming of their heartbeats assaulted his ears and it only told him one thing. They were afraid. So, they should be.

      Then they were running. He laughed at the pointlessness of it all and walked across the cavern.

      Darting forwards, he was on the man before he could blink twice, dragging him down to the ground and sinking his fangs into flesh. The man screamed as pain took him, but he wasn’t listening. As blood ran down his throat, he was inundated with the most curious images.

      “Run,” the man gurgled and the witch, turned and fled down the tunnel.

      No heartbeat came from beneath him so he followed the woman witch, wondering what her blood had to say. Grasping her arm, he turned her to face him, saw the terror in her eyes, and felt nothing. His fangs ached to taste more, so he ripped into the vein in her neck, a hand over her mouth to stifle her annoying screams. Screaming seemed to be a common denominator and he was already annoyed.

      As the witch’s body slackened, he let the visions come and what he saw surprised him—witches, vampires, a powerful coven descended from Isolde… She’d lived? The bitch who made him had lived while he was trapped down here?

      He dropped the witch’s body and held his aching head in his hands. What had he done to deserve this? He’d done nothing but be his father’s son. He’d been used along with his sisters. His sisters… If they were trapped like he’d been, he would find them and bring them back, and together, they’d build a new kingdom. The Tuatha would rise again, this time more powerful than before. This time they were immortal.

      His eyes focused again, the pain from the visions subsiding, and he focused on his surroundings.

      The witch was mutilated beyond recognition. Had he done that? He supposed he had.

      There was a curious object lying in a pool of blood and he knelt to peer at it. Picking up the rectangular slab of metal and plastic he now knew was called a smartphone, he turned it over and looked at the glowing screen. Curious. It made a shrill ringing sound and he squashed it in his hand, shattering it into pieces.

      There was one vision that’d stuck with him from both the man and the witch. A strange woman with blue eyes and raven hair that the blood told him was a hybrid, like himself. A Celestine hybrid. How strange that she would look like she did.

      Aoife had been silver-haired and blue-eyed. Her skin had shimmered like a pearl from the ocean, a rare beauty, but this Celestine had been quite the opposite. Her hair was black as the night sky the stars hung from, not the silver glow a star would radiate. She had the same ice-blue eyes as Aoife, the same eyes that hid the secrets of the universe.

      He was full of blood and a hunger for revenge he couldn’t fathom. If this Celestine hybrid was still alive, he would find her.

      He would find her and make her pay.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was low in the sky when he finally decided he should go outside. The wards around the Tuatha’s tunnels were annoying but didn’t stop him from entering the human tomb above and following the scent of sun-warmed grass to the surface.

      Emerging into the light for the first time in three thousand years, his eyes stung and he held an arm across his face. The grounds were silent, save for the wind rustling through the grass.

      The air was crisp, despite the patchy sun, and he assumed it was winter, or close to it. He knew from the blood he’d ingested from the vampire woman and the witch that sunlight was lethal to vampires, but it didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest.

      Scanning the countryside, he saw the road and the car where the witch and the human priest had left it. In an instant it seemed he’d crossed the field and was standing by the machine, and he marvelled at his strength and speed. He’d been changed less than a day before Aoife had sealed him away and it was like he’d just been born.

      There was nothing of use in the car and he didn’t enjoy the thought of trying to master its operation, so he walked down the strange black tar road in search of civilisation. It wasn’t long before he heard the rumble of a live vehicle approach from behind and it passed him by in a gust of cool air. It was a different shape and colour, and red lights appeared on the rear.

      The vehicle slowed before stopping a short distance ahead and a young human male emerged. He looked down at himself and realised his clothing was nothing more than rags, eroded away by time, and he was covered in blood that’d begun to dry and flake. Not exactly attire fit for a Fae prince, especially not for the only son of Lir.

      “Hey,” the man exclaimed, jogging down the road towards him. “Are you okay? Do you need some help?”

      He looked the man up and down and decided he was a suitable match. Same height, similar build. Grasping the front of the human’s shirt, he pulled him close and snarled, “Give me your clothes.”

      The man’s expression slackened into a vacant stare and he began to strip. Curious. He didn’t know he could make the humans do things. That was an unexpected boon. It reminded him of Isolde and her ability to control people’s minds. They’d had the same reaction to her power, though he suspected she had to cast some kind of spell. He’d just willed it, and so it was.

      Gathering up the man’s clothes, he walked away down the road, but as an afterthought turned back. “Now, forget you ever saw me.”

      The human nodded and while the going was good, he disappeared into the field, leaving the man to wonder why he was naked on the side of the road. Perhaps he should’ve killed him, but it seemed more amusing this way.

      The sounds of a fast-flowing river reached him long before he found the source. Stripping his ancient shirt and trousers off, he waded into the water and ducked his head under, washing the dirt and blood away with a handful of gravel from the bottom. He scrubbed until his pale, dead skin was pink.

      As the carnage he’d wrought underground washed away, swirling in the whirlpool of the swift current, he wondered how he was going to get to Briton. Boat or one of those airplane machines. Taking one of those ferries from the city called Dublin seemed the less likely to cause him annoyance. The humans were so suspicious of one another that they needed pieces of paper with their photographs to go anywhere.

      Letting his fingers trail in the icy water, he thought about his family. What had happened to his sisters? Fionnuala and the twins, Fiachra and Conn… He had no idea where they might be hidden or if they were still alive. They hadn’t deserved their fate, none of them did.

      And what of his father Lir? His wrath would’ve been extraordinary when he realised what Aoife had done. He hoped his father had killed her and made a spectacle out of it.

      Wading out of the river, he tossed his filthy rags away, watching them float downstream while he dressed in the modern clothing he’d stolen. The material felt strange against his skin, coarse and heavy, and he wondered how he would get something a little more refined. Perhaps he’d find out when he reached Dublin.

      He was going to have a lot of fun in this new world and he wished Siobhan was here to share it with him. But his love was long dead and yet another he wanted to avenge. He never got to say goodbye to her, but in hindsight, he never got to say it to anyone at all.

      Making his way back across the field to the road, he followed the directions he’d gleaned from the witch’s blood and began his journey. Revenge was best served with a healthy dose of planning.
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      It all started with an image of death.

      Blood, screaming… and eyes. Red eyes.

      Gabby sat up sharply, gasping for breath, trying to shake off the disorientation from her dream. Her skin was clammy and sweat trickled down her face as she clutched the covers around herself. The dream had seemed so real, almost like a vision.

      It took a while before she realised where she was and even then, her heart still raced.

      The door slipped open a crack, letting in light from the hallway and with it, the biggest pain in the ass she’d ever had the pleasure of meeting.

      “Gabrielle?”

      Clutching her head, she’d hoped he’d leave her alone, but he’d heard her heartbeat and she’d probably called out in her sleep. He could hear everything.

      “I’m fine, Regulus.”

      He inched the door open, his bulky frame blocking most of the light. “Your heart says otherwise.”

      She’d rather be a million miles away from this place right now. After Regulus had manipulated her into faking his death, she thought that might be the end of it. Aya had destroyed the Coven and any chance of them awakening whoever it was they were trying to find.

      The Coven were insane, corrupted witches descended from the original witch, who was created with Celestine blood. Coraline had been one of them, but she’d been willing enough to help in their cause. She’d given Zac her power so he could kill Regulus, but it was all a ruse.

      Zac, Aya, and their friends Nye and Tristan, all thought the Roman was gone for good. When they found out the truth, shit would hit the fan. Regulus was mortal enemy number one.

      After she’d resurrected the founder, he’d brought her to a house on the outskirts of London. A safe place, he’d called it, but safe from what?

      “I’m fine,” she said again. “It was just a vivid dream.”

      “Vivid dreams are usually precursors to something else,” the vampire told her. “Have you heard from the witch?”

      She shook her head in the darkness, knowing full well he could see the gesture.

      “Perhaps you should try to recall the dream. They’ve had more than enough time to figure out if the Coven’s spell had succeeded.”

      “You seem to know who it is,” she said. “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Because it’s pointless unless the spell worked.”

      Regulus would tell her nothing. That ass with his schemes and threats had manipulated her into being a part of the biggest ruse of all—and she’d received nothing but silence in return. He’d made sure Gabby had no cards to play and delighted in reminding her.

      “What was the dream about?”

      He sat on the edge of the bed and she was overly conscious she was wearing nothing but a tank top and shorts. He was wearing little else and she looked him over. She was so used to seeing him dressed in crisp business shirts and slacks, not form fitting T-shirts and boxers.

      “Gabrielle?”

      “Eyes,” she whispered, looking away.

      “Eyes?”

      “Red eyes and blood.”

      He frowned, his gaze wandering over her. “I know you don’t want to remember it,” he said, his fingertips grazing over her hands, “but it might have been a message from the witch.”

      She pulled her hands back, his gentle gesture making her uncomfortable. Nodding, she rested her forehead against her knees and closed her eyes, trying her best to focus with Regulus so close.

      He really was handsome in an asshole-ish way. Ever since she’d resurrected him, he’d been—no. She hated him for what he’d done to her and her friends.

      Letting go, she felt her mind slip back into the dream, recalling each scene. It came back in startling clarity and she realised that Regulus had been right. It was a vision.

      Coraline and Max were together in a strange blue tunnel. She felt the witch’s panic and desperation as if she was living inside her skin. They were being pursued by something… No, it was someone. They were running, her heart pounding and skin prickling. Max’s horrified screams ripped through her and she stopped, spinning on her heel.

      “Max,” she screamed. A man was bent over him, ripping into the flesh of her love like a rabid animal.

      “Run,” he gurgled through a mouthful of blood and she realised he was beyond saving. She had to warn them.

      Spinning on her heel, she kept running down the tunnel, back towards the wards, but icy hands—cold, like death—grasped her arms. Red eyes stared down at her; a face covered in blood. A monster had her in his grasp. A monster from the Hell of Max’s religion. This overwhelming feeling of defeat washed over her as she called on her power one last time. Then nothing but white-hot pain.

      “Gabrielle?” Regulus’ strange eyes came into focus and she realised his hands were cupping her face. He was frowning like he was worried about her.

      Pushing his hands away, she rubbed her temples.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “You were crying out—”

      “It was Coraline.” She sighed, shaken up by the vividness of what she’d just relived. “Max tried to save her, but… they didn’t stand a chance.”

      “Coraline? Ah, the Coven defector the Six kidnapped at that Halloween party. Can’t say I’m sad, never got the chance to meet her.”

      “How can you be so flippant about it?” Gabby cried, wanting to slap him.

      “Death is part and parcel with being a vampire. I’ve seen so much of it that it seems little to worry about. As for the priest… well, there aren’t any gods. Just men and monsters.”

      How could he just sit there and not care? Surely, he’d lost someone he’d cared about? Or maybe he really was dead inside.

      “Did you see what ended them?” the Roman asked.

      “A man with red eyes.”

      He let out a lengthy sigh and shook his head like he’d decided something and as usual, he didn’t let her in on it. Reaching up, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Can I do anything?”

      She gave him a filthy look.

      “You seem rather shaken.”

      “Why do you care?” She was just his toy after all; a source of power to be used and abused for his own gain. He didn’t have a right to care.

      “I’ve seen many horrible things in my long life,” he said. “You’re young. Vulnerable. I remember the first time I had to kill, and it wasn’t—” He stopped himself short, his jaw hard.

      She froze, her gaze rising to meet his.

      “Get some rest,” he murmured, standing sharply. “We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

      Gabby frowned as the door closed behind him. She’d thought Regulus was nothing but a cold-hearted predator and a master manipulator. But every so often, she caught fleeting glimpses of something soft underneath his hard surface that confused her.

      It was absurd. If Regulus could actually be nice and give a crap about someone, then the world was more screwed up than she ever thought possible.

      Sinking back into bed, Gabby didn’t have the strength to think about it anymore. The vision still lingered, and she knew sleep wouldn’t be on the menu. She thought about the man with the red eyes and understood that the Coven’s spell had worked. Who was he and why did they want to wake him up?

      There was nothing she could do about it now, so she let herself slip back into some semblance of sleep, but her dreams were plagued with red eyes and blood until the sun rose.
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      Zac stood amongst the sea of tourists lining up to gawk inside one of London’s most famous Medieval prisons, the Tower of London.

      It wasn’t an active prison anymore; the guards that lingered outside were more a draw card for all the visitors and latent ceremonial status than anything else. Nothing more than a photo opportunity in their regalia. Still, he wondered how many of these humans cared about the history of such a place.

      Nye stood beside him, glaring at the occasional human who turned to stare at the ugly scar that marred his face. The scar ran from his left temple, across the bridge of his nose, over his right eye, and ended just past his cheekbone. Four hundred and twenty-seven years ago, he’d been a spy in Queen Elizabeth the First’s court. The Tower of London was still at its terrible peak—executions and incarcerations were at an all-time high, despite it being the Golden Age of Britain. When the Spanish Armada attempted invasion off the coast in 1588, he’d been lucky enough to have his face hacked open by a broadsword. It was only later that he’d been turned, so he was stuck with the scar for eternity.

      “Why do we need the Three?” Nye asked with a groan, shoving his hands into the pockets of his heavy coat. “I don’t like it.”

      “Because if the Coven completed that spell, then we need manpower. Preferably in the vampire category. Who knows what we might face.”

      “I could do without it.”

      Zac glanced from his friend to the Tower. “Not keen for a trip down memory lane?”

      “Nope.”

      The Three had started out as the Six—Regulus’ trusted thugs for hire. They did the difficult jobs that he’d trust no other with. Aya had killed Rob and Holly not long after Zac’d joined them, making them the Four, but then Nye had defected to Zac’s cause. Now they were the Three. When Regulus had died his last death, they’d splintered and disappeared. Rebels without a cause. Zac needed to convince them their new cause—fighting the remains of the Coven’s grand plan—was one worth fighting for.

      The Three were the kind of men—both in life and in death—who needed a master to serve. Maddox had been an assassin, taking orders from a higher up. Rix had been a bodyguard to the kings and queens of England. And finally, Pyke had been party to the many executions that took place here in the late 1500s. There was a reason for his nickname, and it was exactly what he’d imagined it to be.

      Zac had been under the command of others at one stage or another, but he’d quickly risen to the rank of captain in the Confederate Army. He’d been a leader in his human life and a mess in his vampire one.

      His human life was the one he was trying to connect with; finding the Three and convincing them to come with him was hopefully his ticket to finding a way for his two halves to exist together. That was the reason he felt he should leave Aya.

      Thinking of her, he wondered if leaving her like he had was the right thing to do. The morning before, he’d stood with her in that hotel room with the whole world at their feet, and he’d denied her.

      She was shaken, but free from her two-thousand-year-old war for revenge. The Romans had killed her family and turned her into a hybrid and now they were dead, too. She had nothing to avenge except her mission to guide the witches. The Witch Hunter was who she needed to be now, and Zac needed to find the man he was meant to be before he was worthy of her love. Always unstable, always in agony, always a hairsbreadth away from utter horror. That’s who he’d been since the day he was turned, but it wasn’t how it was meant to be.

      “You can stay up here if you want,” Zac said, looking Nye over. “Just give me a few directions and I can deal with it.” A trip down memory lane wasn’t his idea of a good time, either.

      “It’s fine. That place is like a maze down there. Besides, Pyke isn’t your greatest fan.”

      “True.” He did crash a car with him and Maddox inside on purpose, which he had little to no regret on that one.

      They walked the length of the bulwark, alongside the Tower to the Tower Bridge and back, weaving amongst the tourists, scanning the walls.

      “They built this bulwark a few hundred years ago,” Nye said as they walked. “The wall of the Tower used to go straight into the Thames.”

      “How do you propose we get into the dungeons?”

      “There’s an aqueduct at the foot of the wall, down in the river,” the spy said, leaning over the edge of the wall and looking at the murky water. “The tide lines have changed in the last four hundred years, so I reckon the tunnel will be flooded.”

      “Tunnel?”

      “Yeah, they used it to bring prisoners to the dungeons. If they were brought by boat, they had less chance to escape. Once they were inside the tunnel, it was game over. The guards used to call it the River Styx.”

      “Sounds cheerful.”

      “The river of Hell, mate. There was no such thing as human rights back then, not for prisoners. They were fair game.”

      Leaning his back on the wall and scanning the crowd, Zac asked, “Do you really think he’s hiding in there?”

      “Pyke was apprenticed to the executioner at a young age. I suspect it was as good a home as any than he might’ve had otherwise. Like most of us thugs, he was a bottom-feeder in the slums until chance brought him out. He might’ve had death shoved in his face, but he was being fed and had someplace warm to sleep. For a kid like him, it would’ve been like living like a king. If I were him, I would’ve gone home.”

      “Then,” Zac said, “we try for this aqueduct once night falls and look until we find him.”

      “Best option.”

      They went to a pub across the street and drank until the sky darkened and the crowds dispersed. Nye became more restless as the hours wore on, but he said nothing.

      When the crowd thinned, they left the pub and wandered across to the Tower, which was almost deserted. The tide had dropped to the point where a few yards of sandy riverbed was exposed along the edge of the bulwark. Satisfied that no one was watching, Zac dropped over the side and landed with a thud. A soft splash next to him revealed Nye with one foot in the water.

      “Shit,” the spy hissed.

      “We have to work on your landing,” Zac said with a grin.

      “Shut up.”

      “You’re more antsy than usual.”

      “Bad juju in this place, mate.” The spy pointed towards the opening a little farther up. “We should be able to get in there. It’ll be locked with a grate.”

      Zac was at the entrance a second later, scanning the bars. “No door. Here, take one side.”

      Together, he and Nye used their strength against the steel bars, prying them open enough so they could fit through.

      The tunnel within was damp and smelled like rotting earth and trash, but they pressed on, their boots sloshing in the sludge. The farther they went, the more signs of the Tower emerged. The concrete turned into the brickwork of the original foundation, and things became a lot more Medieval-looking.

      The tunnel slanted upwards and they were suddenly inside the dungeon. Pitch-black, sense of foreboding, and all of that.

      “It’s changed more than I had thought,” Nye whispered, his voice echoing. “This is where they received prisoners in my day. That tunnel we came through is new.”

      The ding of Zac’s cell broke the eerie silence as he received a text message. Raising his eyebrows, he pulled it out and looked at the screen. It was from the witch, Coraline. She’d only written one word and it made his already cold blood run colder.

      Awake.

      He held up his cell so the spy could see.

      “Blimey,” Nye exclaimed. “Well, we’re in the shit, hey?”

      “Not much we can do about it right now.”

      “What I’m more worried about is how you got it.” Nye waved his hands around. “There’s no bloody reception down here.”

      Zac shrugged. “Witches.” 

      “Bloody witches. What did I tell you? It’s always witches.”

      “I guess we better hurry the hell up.” He didn’t know who was awake, if it was the original witch or something else, but any option was a bad one.

      Turning on his cell’s torch, Zac scanned the walls looking for a way forwards, but Nye was already making a move towards a passage farther ahead.

      “Follow me,” the spy said, disappearing into the darkness.

      Putting his cell away and casting his senses out, Zac followed behind as closely as he could. Nye had his cell out, shining the way forwards, the harsh white light illuminating centuries-old prison cells. It stunk like human filth and damp earth from the thousands and thousands of souls that’d seen incarceration here. A place that’d seen such pain and torture would never stink like anything else—no matter what anyone did to scrub it clean.

      Nye halted in front of him, lingering at a cell opening. Zac listened, but couldn’t hear anything but their own breathing.

      “What is it?” he asked but didn’t get a reply.

      Nye leaned his head against the corroded bars, his hands clenched into fists.

      “Nye?” he asked again.

      A low keening sound came from his friend and it sounded like pure anguish. Zac knew all about that.

      “It was here, wasn’t it?” he asked. It couldn’t be anything else. He’d never seen anything get to his friend, not like this.

      “Yes.”

      Zac waited, not wanting to ask, and let his gaze take in the cell that’d deteriorated with time and the putrid waters of the Thames. Remembering the night he sat with Nye on the rooftops over Regent Street, he knew the spy had been turned underneath the Tower. Judging from his reaction now, it’d been horrific. Who wouldn’t want to avoid reliving that again?

      “She was just a girl.” Nye’s voice was so quiet, Zac almost missed it. “A tiny waif of a thing.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “They found her in a lane in Cheapside,” he said, his hands curling around the bars of the cell. “She was accused of murder. They found her covered in blood from head to toe, sitting amongst the remains of a dismembered body.”

      Zac could see where this was going but didn’t have the heart to say anything comforting. He just let Nye get it out, because holding it in was nothing but trouble.

      “They threw her down here because no one knew what to do with her. She wasn’t talking, she wouldn’t go outside… she would fight anyone who neared.” He stopped, drawing in a deep breath. “It was my first assignment after getting my face hacked open. After the Armada, after the Hunter pulled me from that fire ship, Reileigh got all the credit. Of course, they didn’t believe the rambling fool with a torn-up face. They found me on the beach, half-dead, half-mad, and ranting about the woman on the ship. Lady Annabeth.”

      Zac remembered Nye had told him Aya had pulled him from the fireship. She’d saved his life but failed to take his memory of her.

      “I was determined to show them,” Nye continued. “They didn’t believe a word I said about her, and I was smart enough to shut my mouth and play it as delirium from my wounds, but they forgot my part in saving England from the Spanish. I’d served the Crown for years, and they repaid me with silence and poverty. I would win the trust of the girl and find the truth. It was what I was good at. I’d solve what no one else could.”

      “The girl?”

      “She was pale and sickly and wouldn’t eat. She was afraid of everyone who came near, save for me. How could a girl do that? Tear a full-grown man to shreds? A tiny urchin, half-starved and freezing to death?”

      “She was a vampire.” Zac didn’t have to ask; he could already guess what happened next.

      “I brought her fresh clothing to replace her rags. I sat with her and told her stories, told her about my family, the loss of my mother. Anything to gain her trust. Eventually, she started giving in. A word here and there, and before long, she told me anything I wanted to know. Except, I didn’t know the right questions to ask… She was starving,” he scoffed, “but she’d already latched onto me, I’d seen to that.”

      “She thought you’d save her,” Zac said, realising what the girl had done.

      “She must have compelled me, because the next thing I knew, I was inside the cell. She fed from me, then gave me her blood. I don’t remember how I died… just how I came back. When a guard finally came looking for me, blood was the only thing I wanted. You can guess how the rest went.”

      “What happened to the girl?”

      “After I’d changed, I woke in her arms,” he choked out. “She was singing, stroking my hair, cradling me like a child. She spoke of the things we’d do together, unspeakable horrors. I knew she was lost. There was no way back for her.”

      “What did you do next?”

      “I knew she’d made me a monster like her. Everything was clearer somehow, and I didn’t feel tired at all. I just felt… hungry. I knew I had a choice to make. I could either be like her or be something else. I couldn’t chance her changing someone else, so when her back was turned, I-I ripped her heart out. A little girl…”

      Zac knew the dangers of turning a child—they were too young, too emotionally undeveloped, and too prone to violence because of it.

      “It was the right thing to do, Nye,” he murmured. “She was a true vampire. Her humanity was lost.”

      “I know,” he said, stepping back from the bars. “Afterwards, I dumped her body at the bottom of the Thames and disappeared. Regulus recruited me not long after, and believe me mate, I needed direction and he gave it to me.”

      “I’m not judging you, Nye. We do what we need to survive.”

      “I’ve never had a direction that wasn’t someone else’s,” he said with a frown. “If we get through this, I don’t know what to do.”

      “One day at a time,” Zac said, slapping the spy on the shoulder. “One day at a time.”

      Casting a look back at the cell, Nye walked away and continued down the passage. They hadn’t gone far when Zac clamped a hand on his friend’s shoulder, stopping him mid-stride. Pressing a finger to his lips, he nodded in the direction they’d been headed. Through the darkness that’d turned into murky moonlight from high-set windows, they heard movement.

      “The executioner’s rooms,” Nye whispered. He eased open the door and before he could call out, he was jerked inside. Zac ran after him and saw it was Pyke in full vampire mode.

      The vampire pushed the spy back against the wall, fangs bared, and when he realised who he was holding, his eyes settled back into their ordinary brown hue.

      “Calm down, mate,” Nye exclaimed, holding his hands up.

      “Nye?” Pyke dropped him abruptly and stood back a few paces.

      “What a warm welcome,” he replied, cracking his neck.

      Pyke glanced at Zac and his eyes darkened. “And you.”

      Zac sighed. “Yeah, and me.”

      Pyke sat back down on the makeshift bed along the far wall, running his hand over his face. He looked strung out and his usual scruffy demeanour was all over the place. “I assume you want something.”

      “I’m sorry I had to deceive you,” Zac said. “But I had to so I could end Regulus.”

      Pyke snorted. “Aye, I get it, but you didn’t have to put me through a windshield in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Would you believe me if I said I was sorry for that, too?”

      “No.”

      Zac let out a laugh. “If you were in the same position, you would’ve done the same thing.”

      Pyke narrowed his eyes before shrugging. “Aye.”

      “What are you doing here, Pyke?” Nye asked. “You could’ve gone anywhere.”

      “I had nowhere else to go,” he replied. “I didn’t expect to be turfed out on my own.”

      “When I had nowhere else to go, I went home,” Zac said, thinking of the manor back in Louisiana. “You never forget your first home, even in death.”

      Pyke looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. “You’re different.”

      “I suppose so.”

      “I gather you’ve taken what was Regulus’. It doesn’t mean I’ll swear fealty to you.”

      “I’ve taken nothing, Pyke. I don’t want it.”

      Standing to face Zac, the vampire signed sharply. “Then why are you here? Why are you bothering me?”

      “The Coven has awakened something terrible.”

      “And why should I give a stuff?”

      “You know the Hunter is a hybrid with a creature of power,” Zac began.

      “Yeah, so what?”

      “So, the Coven woke a someone… not a something,” Nye drawled.

      “There’s one of two people it could be,” Zac went on. “The original witch, who was driven insane by the blood of a star… or a hybrid vampire belonging to a dead race of creatures like the Hunter. The difference being, they are an original hybrid. Created, not turned.”

      Pyke’s eyes widened. He got it. Aya was a force to be reckoned with and it had taken her hundreds of years to learn control, and even now it was tentative. This hybrid could never grasp even a semblance of that notion. The witch would be just as dangerous, but at least Aya might have a chance at stopping her. The hybrid, not so much.

      Coraline had mentioned to him before she’d left to go to Ireland with Maximus that it could be a Tuatha—a Fae from the old stories of Ireland—but that was one for the too hard basket.

      “We need your help. Together, we have a chance. Alone, we have none at all.” Zac stared him down, refusing to back away.

      “And what are you doing down here anyway?” Nye asked. “Wasting away to a shadow. Living in a life long gone. You want a purpose? He’s giving you one.”

      “Will you come with us?” Zac asked.

      Pyke looked like he was going to cave but shook his head. “No. Not right now.” Nye gave him a look that said not
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