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Prologue
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Boston 1868

Boston was not like London. The streets, though properly paved and lined with stately buildings, felt wider. In truth, everything about America felt bigger in some essential way. Even here, on this side street where taverns and quaint shops lined the block, could not compare to the cramped and sinister darkness of London.

No, Boston was too picturesque, with snow falling like lazy feathers to cover the ground in pristine white. Merry lanterns glowed at every doorway and lit a trail that was easy to follow. Pedestrians did not huddle down in their coats, avoiding eye contact, but gave a distinct nod, as if to say, Welcome to our fair city. Indeed, they all smiled. It was ridiculous. Never, in all her years, had Lena seen so many sets of teeth.

She outright scowled at the simpering woman in a bright pink bonnet and felt a flutter of pleasure when the woman gasped and hurried along. But the pleasure was short-lived. A gust of icy wind rushed down the lane, forcing her to hold the little bundle in her arms closer. Which in turn had her icy heart clenching just a bit tighter too.

It was fortunate, then, that she’d reached the Howling Wolf Tavern. With grim determination, she pushed open the door. Warm air, heavy with the scents of roasted meat, pipe smoke, and the ever-present sweetness of human blood, assaulted her lungs. Ignoring her hunger, Lena strode towards the back of the room. She needn’t search for her quarry; she’d felt him before she had even entered the building. His scent was part of her now, a poison in her blood. She would always be able to track him, even if she didn’t want to.

And though she’d been expecting to find him, the moment Lena set eyes on Augustus, his stern profile limned golden in the lantern light, a punch of feeling tore through her. She simply could not look upon him and not want him.

He did not acknowledge her presence until she slid into the worn wooden bench opposite him, though she knew perfectly well he’d felt her approach too. They’d always known when the other was near.

With careful precision, Augustus pushed his tankard of peaty ale aside and rested his forearms upon the table.

“Lena.” His pleasant, calm voice was a roll of sensation down her back. “Lovely as ever.”

She did not miss his fleeting glance at the basket and the subsequent tightening of the skin around his mouth and eyes. Curiosity there, but not fear or anger.

“As I recall, when last we met, you compared me to a black widow spider.” Lena unwound the red silk scarf covering her hair and tossed it down on the seat next to the little basket she’d been carrying.

Augustus’s smile was thin, but his dark eyes shone with affection she did not deserve. “Well, as they say here, if the shoe fits, wear it.”

“Touché,” she said with a nod. For, really, she did possess the ability to turn into spiders—not one, but dozens—so he was correct.

“What brings you here?” he asked.

So solid, was Augustus. The calm in the eye of the storm. Not even her reappearance after thirty years of separation had him rattled. Was it wrong of her that she wanted to unnerve him? Likely so.

“Would you believe I missed you?” she offered lightly.

“Yes.” His gaze stayed steady on her. “I missed you too.”

Well. She was not expecting that. It deflated her, damn him. “Let us not play games. You could find me anytime you wanted, Augustus.”

“It is not the finding that proves troublesome, my dear. It is the welcome I shall receive once found.”

“Fair enough.” Lena settled back onto the bench, trying to convey ease. “I have to go away for a time. Perhaps to Nowhere.” Nowhere being another plane of existence where demons such as her could escape. Augustus, along with all manner of supernatural beings, could travel there as well. Though there were realms, such as what supernaturals commonly called There, that pure of heart Augustus could enter, and she, with her tainted soul, could not. A fact that never failed to irk her.

As expected, his dark eyes flashed silver upon mention of Nowhere. “Why?”

“I have a few things to take care of.” She had some hunting to do, and her prey was currently skulking in the darkest corner of Nowhere. But Augustus needn’t know that.

He frowned at her caginess. “No one simply chooses to go to Nowhere.”

“I’d prefer it to here. Tell me, are you happy living amongst these simple colonials?”

He didn’t bother to answer, merely gave her another one of his eloquent looks. Which only made her want to needle him.

“What pet are you following now, Augustus?”

He always had a few souls he guarded over, guiding them this way and that way, like some overzealous hand of God. They were little pawns in his ultimate chess game. And yet, she knew he loved every one of his “children.”

Augustus did not bother to deny it. “A girl named Eliza May. She’s an Evernight—the Boston branch.”

Odd coincidence, though, as she was intimately tied with the Evernights, an old and powerful family of Elementals who lived in Ireland. She’d recently placed St. John, a young babe who was in need of hiding, in their care. The irony almost made her laugh.

“And who is Miss May destined for?”

“Never you mind,” Augustus said with sad predictability. “Now, answer my question. Why are you really going to Nowhere? Do not tell me you have a sudden urge to holiday there.”

She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Believe what you will. I shall confide in you this: it is safer for me to go.” This was true.

“Explain, Lena, and use long sentences for once.”

A brief smile touched her lips. “If I stay, I shall be hunted down by the father of this.” With a flourish, she lifted the basket and pulled back the woolen blanket draped over it. Deep in a nest of red silk lay a tiny babe. The few wisps of hair she had were a rich brown, and her plump, little cheeks flushed pink with life as she slept, oblivious to the chatter around her.

All color drained from Augustus’s skin, leaving little streaks of silver at the edges of his hairline. He managed to get himself under control quickly, but his mouth remained agape. “Please do not tell me you’ve stolen a baby. Anything but that.”

“Stolen? Ridiculous. What would I do with a baby?”

His stern look spoke volumes.

Though Lena had been waiting for this moment, relishing it with a sort of sick glee, she suddenly faltered, her cold heart thumping hard against her ribs. “It is mine,” she got out.

Absolute silence. Around them, the tavern’s patrons laughed and talked, drank and ate foul-smelling ale and food. But here, at their little corner table, the air stirred with rage. Against her palms the pitted wood table began to vibrate as if it soon might shatter.

“Temper, my love,” she murmured.

And his eyes went full-on silver. “Whose is it?”

The question was a whip against her skin.

“I’ll not tell you.”

“Lena. Please.”

It hurt her, she realized, to see the pain in his eyes. They’d known each other for nearly a hundred years, neither of them aging. And though she’d had many lovers, none of them meant a thing to her. He was the only man she loved. The only man she hated. Had he done similar and conceived a child with another, her rage would have known no bounds.

Softening her tone, she leaned in. “Augustus, I did not plan this. Indeed it is a shock. Sanguis do not procreate without intent. Believe me, having a child was not part of my plans.”

“And yet you have one,” he whispered with a harsh breath.

“Yes. And the father, he cannot know. It would be dangerous for her.”

At this, Augustus’s gaze went back to the babe. His expression shifted to one of longing and regret. Lena could not stop from reaching out to him, touching his warm skin with the tips of her gloved fingers. “Please believe this of me.”

“I do,” he said, still looking at the babe, ignoring her touch. But then, as if waking from a dream, he stirred, and a frightful expression tightened his familiar features. Again the air began to hum. “You cannot take the child with you to Nowhere.”

“No.” It hurt to utter the word.

His fine lips curled back on a snarl. “Why are you here?”

He knew. She could see it in his eyes. In his rage.

“She will be safe with you.”

“No.”

“She needs a good influence. A protector.”

“No.” It was nearly a shout. Flushed and breathing hard, he glared at Lena. “Do not dare ask this of me. To bring me your child by another and …” He broke off, grinding his teeth.

“Look at her,” Lena pressed. “Really look. Use your gift and tell me that she isn’t destined for you to protect. If she is not, then I shall leave and never bother you again.”

It was cruel, using his gift against him. Only she knew what he could do, how he saw the future paths of all but his one, true love. That it was her fate he could not see was a stab in the heart and the only thing that kept her going.

He did as bided. And promptly cursed. “I will never forgive you for doing this to me.”

“I may never forgive myself. But it must be done.”

She could not, would not, look at the babe. Already her chest was too tight, her eyes burning. “You are the best thing that could happen to this child.”

He snorted and looked away.

“You must promise me this,” she said over the lump in her throat. “She cannot know who she is. Never let her return to England.”

His dark eyes pinned her. “You beg of me to watch over this child, then you must trust me to raise her as I see fit.”

“And what do you see?” Lena could not help but ask it.

“England. Judgment. St. John.” A shudder went through him. “She is the key to St. John’s future.”

“Margaret’s boy?” Lena thought it over, and it made sense in a way. He was just a baby now, but the child had the blood of greatness in his veins, the son of a powerful Elemental and a demi-god of chaos. One day his power would be fearsome. What then would her child be? Lena longed to see her babe come into her own.

“Well then,” she said slowly. “Keep her away from England until you sense that it is safe for her to return.”

He gave a grunt of agreement, his gaze returning to the babe.

A strangled breath left Lena as she prepared to leave. Do not look at the child.

Quick as a flash, Augustus caught her cold hand, squeezing it tight. “Stay. Stay with me. I will protect you. On my life.”

A watery smile pulled at her lips. “You and I both know that is impossible.” She was the one person Augustus could never save. It was their curse. Doomed to love and never be together.

“Lena.” It was an agonized plea.

Gently, she broke free of his grip. “I came to you. Only you.”

His chin jerked in a nod. “Only you would I do this for.”

She needed to go. Moving was akin to tearing off strips of her flesh. But she did, standing slowly and feeling every bit of her two hundred and twenty-seven years. The babe had not stirred but her soft, steady little breaths seemed to fill the silence. As if prompted, Augustus lifted the basket and brought it close to him, careful not to wake the child.

His expression was one of reverence and wonder. Lena knew he was already in love. That hurt too, selfish creature that she was.

“She is a half-breed,” he said.

“Yes.” She fought the horrid tears that wanted so badly to bloom in her eyes.

Thankfully, Augustus was too busy peering at the child to notice her disquiet. “You refuse to reveal the father, fine. It saves me the trouble of having to hunt him down and kill him. But I demand to know her origins.”

“Nothing you can’t handle.”

When he shot her a glare, she snorted. “Come now, Augustus. You are a Watcher, the creator of Judgment angels. You mean to tell me you fear this child might harm you?”

His lips pursed. “I fear what she might do to others without the proper training.”

Fair enough. Theirs was a world of strange and powerful beings. Some capable of complete mayhem. But to reveal the child’s origins would be to reveal the father. So Lena merely gave him a bland look. “It will be clear when she fully matures.”

“How helpful.”

Yes, wasn’t it? Being annoyed at Augustus helped, however. Another deep breath and she could back away.

He glanced up at her, and instead of anger, she saw endless sorrow and reluctant understanding. “Tell me her name.”

Lena hadn’t dared to name the girl. Why? When she’d never have a chance to know her? Lena almost confessed as much when her mouth opened, and she blurted out a name.

“Layla. Layla Starling.” Her little night bird.


Ireland
Ten years later

Layla knew that Augustus was not her father. He’d always been very clear on that account. And yet he had always been very clear that he loved her as much as any father could love a child. Therefore she did not truly mourn the loss of parents she’d never known. Indeed, she had a fine life. Fine home. Lovely dresses. And her favorite doll Annabelle.

There were times when Augustus had to go away. But it was never for very long. And when he returned, he’d seek her out first thing, set her on his knee, and ask after her day. Layla loved her guardian very much. And there was Mrs. Gibbons to look after her when Augustus was away. So, no, she never experienced loneliness or fear.

How odd, then, that she knew the boy in the tree was both lonely and afraid.

“Why are you up there?” she asked, peering up at his dangling legs, all covered in soot. “Are you hiding?”

His strange, pale green eyes seemed to glow in his equally soot-covered face. “Hiding? Hardly.”

“In trouble, then?”

“Nosey boots,” he muttered in that thick Irish accent of his. “Don’t you ever climb trees?”

“Yes. But not when I’m crying. Unless I want to hide, that is.”

His scowl was fierce. “I am not crying.”

The silvery tracks through the soot told a different tale.

Layla caught hold of a lower branch and easily climbed up the tree. She smiled as the boy scrambled farther up as if he didn’t want her near. Perching on a nice, sturdy branch, she looked him over. “Were you helping to put out the fire last night?”

The barn on the Evernight property had burnt down, and the flames had been so great that the very night sky seemed to glow orange. That was, until Mrs. Gibbons had shooed Layla away from the window and ordered her to bed.

“Why would I be doing that? I’m just a boy.” He looked off, his nose wrinkled in a scowl.

It was then that Layla saw the book resting on a thick branch. He made a reach for it as she picked it up, but she was faster. “Tom Sawyer. Oh, I liked that one.”

As he huffed, she glanced at the front page. “Says property of Saint John Evernight. Is that you?”

He glared down at her. “First off, it’s not Saint John. It’s pronounced Sin-jin.”

“Why on earth would you pronounce Saint John as Sin-jin? It does not make sense. My name is spelled L-a-y-l-a, and you pronounce it Lay-lah. Just as it ought to be.”

He snorted. “Lass, if you had a look at how the Irish spell most of their names, it would do your little head in.”

Layla had no response for that. Ireland was a strange and wonderful place to her. So fresh and green. At least out here in the country. Augustus had only just moved them here to a large manor house, surrounded by a carpet of emerald that stretched all the way to the sea. Since St. John, or Sinjin, was an Evernight, that meant he lived on the adjoining property.

“I think they ought to call you Saint. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

He appeared rather ill at the prospect. “Who in the bleeding hell would want to be called a saint?”

Bleeding hell were bad words, she knew, but she liked the way they rolled off his tongue and the fierce way he glared made her smile. Perhaps because, at the very least, this boy paid her attention. She hadn’t any friends her own age since she’d arrived from Boston.

“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “I just thought … well, if you did something wrong, you’d be the last person anyone would suspect if your name was Saint.” She lowered her voice in her best grown-up impersonation. “ ‘Who stole the last currant tart?’ ‘Well, I do not know, but surely it could not be Saint. A boy called Saint would never stoop so low.’ ”

St. John snorted. “They call me Sin, not Saint.”

“Oh,” Layla said in a small voice. “Well, then you are in a bad way. A boy named Sin is bound to get into trouble.”

He rolled his eyes at her jest. But she did not miss the way he seemed to hug himself and turn his face from hers, or the way his chest hitched with a sharp breath.

“Did you get hurt in the fire? Is that why you were crying?”

“For the last time,” he spat out, “I was not crying.”

When she simply waited for an explanation, he gave an expansive sigh, the sort Cook did when Layla asked for her meat to be served rare. Layla never felt badly about that, though. She loved bloody meat. It tasted sweet to her. Why Cook couldn’t understand this, she’d never know.

“I …” Sin bit the corner of his bottom lip and then blurted out, “I started the fire. It was an accident.”

“Oh.” Layla pulled one leg close to her chest, leaving the other to dangle. “Were they very cross with you?”

“They don’t know.”

They were silent for a moment, listening to the birds chirp.

“Once, when I was six,” Layla said, “I took it to mind to have a bath. I turned on the taps myself. Only I had to get my doll Annabelle ready, and then I’d forgotten I’d promised her a tea party, and well … Mrs. Gibbons came charging in, shouting about a leaking ceiling.”

Oh, the memory still burned.

Sin snorted. “You flooded the bath?”

“Yes.”

He laughed and laughed. A very nice sound. And she told him so.

Unfortunately, it made him stop. But he didn’t ask her to leave. Instead they sat for a long while, until her legs grew cramped. “I have to get down. Will you come and play with me at the pond instead, Saint John?”

“Call me Sin. It’s what my friends do.” And then he jumped right out of the tree as though the height was nothing to him. Well, Layla could do that too.

“I’d rather call you Saint,” she said, once safely on the ground.

His pale green eyes crinkled at the corners. “Why?”

“Someone ought to think the best of you. I shall apply myself to the task.”

He looked annoyed but she did not miss the way his mouth fought a smile. “You are a strange little bird, Layla. Are we going to the pond or what?”

“Lead the way, Saint.”

And he did. For five wonderful years, he led her on adventures, became her dearest friend. And then Augustus ruined it all. He took her away from Sin and Ireland, and she’d never see either again.


Chapter One
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London 1890

St. John Evernight ran full-out, his bare feet hitting the cold, slick cobbles with nary a sound. He did not need footwear, for his skin would never tear, and clunky boots affected his speed and balance. Both of which he needed during a chase.

His prey was just ahead, moving at inhuman speed and agility through the dark alleyway. Too far to catch or get a proper look at. Irritated, Sin put forth the effort and increased his pace, pushing himself to his limits.

Christ but this thing was fast. For Sin had no clue as to its nature; its scent was a strange mix that he’d never before encountered, though it appeared human in shape, which really meant nothing in his world of shape shifters and demons.

The moonless night reduced everything to dark shapes, echoing sounds, rank smells. This was London, after all, a city of foul, coal-leaden fog and evil lurking in shadowy corners.

Breath burning in his lungs, he dashed around a corner, following the slim figure ahead, a dark cloak fluttering behind it like a flag.

Closer, closer.

Sin stretched his arm out, his silver fingers appearing like glass in the darkness. Almost …

His prey leapt, straight up.

“Shit.”

Slate and dirt rained down, clacking and clattering as the thing took to the rooftops.

Well then.

Sin leapt too, landing lightly on his feet and taking off even as part of the roof began to cave under his weight. Scrambling up the steep slope, he reached the spine of the roof and dashed along the narrow space.

His quarry was getting away. Not bloody likely. He’d seen what it had done, gorging itself on a helpless human before Sin had appeared. He’d taken one look at the cloaked figure huddled over the body, blood thick and redolent on the ground, and attacked. Sin would not give this creature another opportunity to kill again.

Unfortunately, whatever it was he chased was slightly quicker than he was. It chafed.

“Sod it.” He halted, sliding a few feet on the slick surface before stopping. The creature kept going, but Sin had had enough. Tearing off his clothes, he watched his prey leap from rooftop to rooftop, its moves akin to a lycan’s but slightly off. Hell, everything was off about this thing.

Nude, Sin took a breath and let his wings free. They unfurled behind him like sails snapping in a full wind. And then he took to the sky, his crystal clear skin now invisible to those below.

Gods, he’d never grow accustomed to that first burst of power and motion of flight. No matter how hellish his life got, flying was bloody glorious.

Up he went, his gaze intent on the creature, who was headed for the Thames, near Parliament Bridge. It was slowing, unaware that Sin was still stalking.

With a hard grin, Sin angled his body, his wings slicing through the air, sending a ripple of pure pleasure along his spine. He dove, the wind whistling in his ears.

The tiny form moving along the rooftops grew larger, larger. Sin was almost on top of him when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw another form racing from the opposite direction towards them both. A massive, hairy werewolf.

Collision was imminent, but Sin did not slow or hesitate. His arms wrapped around his prey, noting its slim form, the scent reminiscent of lycan, mixed with blood and something oddly floral. Then the world exploded in a riot of fur, flesh, and snarls as the werewolf hit them both.

They all rolled in a tumble of limbs, wings, and teeth, dropping over the edge of the roof and landing upon the Victoria Embankment with a massive crash. Pavers cracked; Sin’s wing did too. He registered the sharp pain with a grunt, lights popping behind his eyes.

He did not let go of his prey. And yet his arms were empty and dozens of tiny black birds flapped around his face, with frantic wings obscuring his sight. They took to the sky, leaving him with an enormous, brassed-off werewolf crushing his chest.

Sin watched the birds take flight and then roared his outrage, letting loose a bolt of lightning—his greatest weapon, and one he still had yet to get under full control.

The were yelped, its big body writhing and launching into the air from the force. It tumbled several feet before righting and leaping to its feet.

When it stood, it was no longer a wolf but a man, as naked as Sin, and glaring bloody murder his way.

“Impudent pup,” growled Ian Ranulf, Lycan King and Sin’s brother-in-law. “You nearly burnt my cods off.”

Sin vanished his wings with a thought and willed the color of his flesh from that of clear crystal to the human tone he’d been born with before standing and dusting off his sore arse. “And you cost me my prey. What the bloody hell were you thinking, Ian?”

Ian’s mouth opened as if to retort then slammed shut as he scowled. With a sharp breath, he tilted his head and glanced at the sky, his expression thoughtful. “You know, dear brother, I really cannot say.”

Dressed in borrowed clothes, which consisted of a fine lawn shirt, wool coat, and heavy kilt, Sin sat back in his chair by the fire and took a bracing sip of brandy. The liquor burned smooth and luscious down his throat, yet it did little to soothe him.

He had not entered this study in years, and he felt every single one of them acutely. While he’d never called this place home, he’d been welcome here once. And he’d been cast out of here once too.

After a small but irritating debate, Sin had agreed to follow Ian back to his home. They clearly had much to discuss and standing stark naked in the middle of London was hardly an intelligent course of action. And Sin couldn’t bring Ian back to his place. No one could ever know where Sin lived. So to Ian’s they went. Sin could not leave here soon enough.

“She’s visiting Miranda and Archer at their country estate.” Ian’s casual comment broke their silence.

Sin straightened in his seat and glanced at his brother-in-law, who lounged in the chair across from him. Firelight gleamed in Ian’s blue eyes, giving him a faintly demonic appearance, but his elegant sprawl and watchful manner spoke of pure lycan.

They spoke of Daisy, Ian’s wife and Sin’s sister. Sin had three sisters: Daisy, Miranda, and Poppy. All three of them had cut Sin out of their lives. For good reason.

An ugly sludge of regret and shame pushed through his gut. He tapped it down by force of will and faced Ian without wincing. “Are you going to tell her?” Does she ever speak of me? Do any of them? He couldn’t ask.

“I do not keep things from my wife.” A lazy smile drifted across his lips. “However, I shall refrain from speaking of it until she is in a … receptive mood.”

Sin’s mouth twisted at the thought of how Ian would get his wife in such a mood. “Careful, Ranulf, she’s still my sister. I’d rather think of her as pure and untouched, if it’s all the same to you.”

Ian grinned outright. “Warms the cockles of my heart to see you ruffled over Daisy’s honor, even now.” His open expression shuttered. “What was it that you chased tonight?”

Sin set his glass aside on the small table between them. “I don’t know. Which is rare.” Since becoming Judgment, he’d studied all manner of beasties. It was his duty to find those who practiced evil and deliver their souls for final judgment. “Its scent was like nothing I’ve encountered. I was hoping you could shed some light on it.”

After all, Ian, as a lycan—a man capable of turning into a wolf—had the far superior sense of smell. Oddly though, Ian fidgeted in his seat, plucking at the bit of lace at his cuffs.

Sin narrowed his gaze as a thought occurred. “You were chasing the thing as well, were you not? Or was that hit meant for me?”

Ian gave him an irritated look, his body tight and almost hunched. Sin had learned early on in his life to read people, and he knew the wily bastard was hiding something.

“I caught the creature’s scent from my terrace,” Ian said suddenly. “Went out to have a fag—Daisy doesn’t like smoke in the house.” His expression said it all: he loved Daisy’s grousing about cigarettes and the like. “At any rate, the scent washed over me before I had a chance to strike my match. It intrigued me enough to follow it.”

Sin leaned forward, the worn leather creaking under him. “You caught the scent nearly a mile out and through all the …” He waved towards the window. “Foul smells of London?”

Ian lifted an auburn brow. “You doubt my word?”

Sin huffed out a laugh. “Hardly. More like, you have my extreme sympathies for possessing such a highly acute sense of smell.”

Ian grimaced. “I shall not lie; there are times when it is truly a curse. Ordinarily, I ignore the majority of them. But there was something about this scent.” He glanced at Sin, the corners of his mouth turning down. “It was female, a stranger, and apparently lycan. Hardly something I could ignore.”

As king of the lycans, Ian would expect to know every lycan that resided in London. But even more troubling was the fact that a female lycan hadn’t been born in centuries.

Sin hadn’t been thinking about the sex of the creature he’d chased. But now he could recall that, when he’d grabbed hold of his prey, he’d felt the softness of breasts against his palms.

Sin tapped the side of his bent knee. “I thought lycan as well; however the scent was slightly off.”

“Because she isn’t.”

“Are you certain?”

Ian stopped just short of rolling his eyes, which Sin deserved for yet again questioning his sense of smell. “Her scent is close to lycan yet not. It’s akin to …” Ian’s brow wrinkled. “The difference between a white wine and a red. Or perhaps an apple to a pear.”

“So if she isn’t lycan, what could she be?”

Ian appeared deflated. “I haven’t a clue. It’s nothing I’ve personally encountered before.”

While Sin was still in his twenties, Ian was over a century old.

“Why did you tackle me?” Sin had to ask. From the angle of attack and the timing, Sin knew Ian had aimed for him, not the unknown creature.

Ian had the good grace to wince. He looked off into the fire, his shoulders hunching. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Sin repeated, dubious and more than curious now.

“No.” Ian’s expression turned mulish, then he caught Sin’s gaze and sighed. “Bloody hell. I have no earthly idea. I felt compelled to track the scent. Then I saw you swooping down and …” He lifted his hands as if to convey his utter confusion. “Instinct told me to protect.”

“And yet you still do not believe that she is a lycan.” Sin softened his tone. “If she were lycan, it would be your duty to protect one of your own.”

“No one knows that better than I,” Ian said with a snort. For a moment, his aqua eyes appeared completely lupine. “But getting that close, it struck me that she is not lycan. Even more? There is a scent pattern to her that my inner wolf regards as an enemy. Honestly, St. John, I am confounded. I’ll have to think on it.”

Sin sighed. “Well, whatever she is, she half-devoured a man tonight.”

“Christ.” Ian ran a hand through his hair. “Do you require assistance?”

Despite his resolve to blot out his personal life, a lump of gratitude filled Sin’s throat. He’d betrayed everyone he ever cared for, including this man. And yet Ian still offered help.

“I shall let you know.” Because Sin could not bring himself to fully close that door. It was hard enough to stand now, force himself to leave. It did him no good to linger, for he would merely crave what he could not have: family, acceptance.

“One thing,” he found himself saying. “Am I dreaming, or did our mysterious creature turn herself into a flock of birds?”

Ian blanched, but he did not appear to be shocked. Sin would have bet his best hat Ian had not wanted him to mention that little fact. “She did,” Ian said slowly.

“And aside from the obvious,” Sin said, “this disturbs you, why?”

Ian seemed to search for his words. “It is a rare power. One not often seen.”

“Perhaps we were chasing a shifter.”

“That was no shifter.”

“Odd you say so, since she did shift.”

“Shifters change into other shapes, animals, not multiple birds.”

“Ian.” Sin braced a hand on the back of the chair. “Spit it out, man. Why are you bothered by this?”

Those lupine eyes glowed with irritation. “I know of only one being capable of doing such a thing, though I’ve only seen her shift to spiders. Her name is Lena.” A hint of fang dropped from behind Ian’s lips. “She is responsible for capturing and torturing Jack Talent.”

Jack Talent was Ian’s foster son. Once he had been Sin’s good friend. Until Sin had disappointed everyone with his betrayal.

“And yet you did not recognize this creature as Lena,” he said to Ian.

“She might be disguising her scent. If it is Lena,” Ian went on in a silky tone, “I will destroy her.”

Sin did not point out that Ian had had the creature nearly in his grasp and protected her instead. Truth was, now that Sin had begun the hunt, he would not stop until he’d won. It was his nature, and his duty. “Not,” Sin said, holding Ian’s gaze, “if I catch her first.”

It was always the same. She came back to herself in stages. First her hearing. The ragged raps of her breath through her lips, the muted thud of her heart within her breast. Then feeling. This was often different, for she never ended up in the same place.

At this moment, something cold, hard, and a bit gritty pressed against her cheek, her side, the swell of her hip. She was lying on something—the floor, if she had to guess. With a careful breath, she opened her eyes. Dusty, dark floor-boards greeted her sight, and just beyond, the deep reds of a fine Turkish carpet.

It was vaguely familiar. Another breath and it rushed back to her. A stateroom. She was on a luxury liner, on a deck that served the upper echelon, though given the dirt that had accumulated on the floor, it was more show than substance. She was traveling, nearly at her destination. The ocean ought to be a safe haven. But she knew now it wasn’t.

Rising slowly, she winced at the various aches and pains shooting through her body. And then glanced down. Sweet butter, she was nude. And cold. She rubbed her arms and stood on wobbly limbs.

She stumbled towards the bathing room, thankful that, despite the unswept dust on her bedroom floor, the chamber had a lovely, deep tub with taps that delivered piping hot water.

Watching the water fill the tub, she sat on the edge of it and shivered. It was strange how she could remember that waking this way was not an uncommon occurrence, and yet she could barely string together a proper thought beyond the need to get warm and clean. She could not even remember her name, which ought to cause her fear, but it did not.

Soon. Soon it will all come back to you. She knew she’d heard that refrain numerous times before.

So she relaxed, sank into the filled tub, and let her body soak up the water’s warmth—her head lolling to the side, her eyes closed in quiet bliss. It was not until she’d reached for the little cake of soap, scrubbed her body and face, and rinsed clean that she noted the water’s now pink tinge.

Blood. Her face and neck had been covered in blood. Only now did she recognize the faint metallic taste on her tongue and in the back of her throat. As if she’d been drinking it down. Hot, thick, wet. A fine shiver ran through her. So very delicious. And that was enough to have her scrambling from the tub, her shin banging on the edge as she fell out of it and onto the hard tiles.

She barely made it to the privy before being sick. Blood. So much blood.

Exhausted, she slumped back, her shaking hand to her mouth. Always waking up with blood on her skin. What was she?

Memories surged forth. She was Layla. Layla Starling. The world saw her as an innocent heiress and a talented singer. But she knew the truth. She was a monster.


Chapter Two
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One might think being an immortal was a blessing—never grow old, never grow sick, never die. At one time in St. John Evernight’s life, he’d considered it a blessing too. He would be around long after the simple humans who surrounded him were nothing but dust. They could stare all they liked at his “strange” hair and frosty green eyes. They could gossip and speculate about him until they lost their voices. It didn’t matter. He was untouchable, and they were but fragile sacks of blood and bone.

How naïve he’d been. Because living forever merely meant a lack of escape from the desolation of regret and loneliness. He knew now that he could walk down Jermyn Street endlessly, see the sands of time shift and rearrange before him, and never be a part of life.

“Brooding, Mr. Evernight?”

Sin almost jumped at the sudden sound of Augustus’s voice by his side. Damn, the blasted man loved to startle him. He gave Augustus a passing glance. Dressed in conservative brown tweed and a bowler hat, the angel appeared every inch the English gentleman, save for his dark coloring that marked him to be from Southern climes.

“It’s really quite the trick, popping up like a soap bubble whenever you choose, Augustus. You must teach me how one day.”

The man’s mouth twitched. “With your luck, you’d pop up in the middle of a parliamentary session.”

Yes, Sin had abominable luck. Or perhaps it was more a matter of making abominable choices.

“You’re brooding again,” Augustus remarked.

“I’m not brooding. This is simply my face.”

Augustus snorted but remained silent as they walked along, past Trafalgar Square and down Whitehall.

“Care to tell me why you called me here?” Sin asked when they came upon the grounds of Westminster. For the past year, Sin had been in Rome, soaking in the warmer temperatures, drinking espresso in cafés along the Piazza della Rotonda, under the shade of the ancient Pantheon. He’d eaten simple but delicious food, and listened to the rapid fire of Italian, and felt … well, not peace, but a measure of contentment.

Until Augustus had sent for him last month with a message to “sit tight” until Augustus could meet with him. Returning to England sat like a stone in his gut. But he would obey. Augustus was his mentor, and the man who’d given him salvation. The price was a lifetime of servitude. To be fair, his role was for justice, not evil, which was a nice change of pace.

A massive dray rattled past, kicking up dust and sending a fug of stale manure into the air. They hurried past the cloud and headed for Westminster Abbey. Sin hadn’t planned on visiting today, but here they were all the same. He wondered if Augustus somehow had led him to their usual meeting place or if Sin had merely headed that way because of the man’s sudden arrival.

He’d like to think the latter. It did not sit well with him having another control his actions. Not since a certain evil fae had kept Sin as a blood slave for years. Even now, the memory made his stomach turn.

Not a soul acknowledged them as they walked through the abbey and into the cloisters. Here, a rare bit of sunlight peeked through the constant cloud cover and cast lacy shadows along the walkway. The sound of their boot heels clacked out a steady rhythm as they strolled along.

“Layla returns to London tonight.”

At the mention of her name, Sin’s heart stilled within his breast. He’d tried his best to ward off all finer feelings, to remain numb, detached from life. And yet he could not, for the life of him, remain immune to Layla Starling. His childhood friend. The one woman who could take his breath, his reason, simply by laying eyes upon her.

Stuffing his shaking hands into his trouser pockets, Sin forced himself to keep an even tone. “So then I am to begin watching over her?”

God, but he did not want to. It would be agony, staying so close to her and never being allowed to show his true feelings. And yet a thrum of anticipation went through him at the mere prospect of seeing Layla once more.

“Are you ready?” Augustus asked, though his expression told Sin he fully expected an affirmative answer.

So Sin told him the only truth left to him. “I will not fail her.”


Chapter Three
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Layla Starling had not been in London for over a year. She’d been touring the continent—Paris, Vienna, Prague, Austria, Venice. After a while, the cities began to blur, and no matter how luxuriously appointed the hotel rooms were, they did not feel like a home.

She longed for a permanent home. But she’d never really had one. Augustus, her guardian, had always kept them moving, never settling in one place for too long. It had changed something in her, made her into a restless vagabond. So, really, she couldn’t quite fathom why she longed to remain in one place now. Perhaps it was loneliness.

She felt it keenly now that she was an adult. Augustus’s company, while always a comfort, was not enough anymore. She hadn’t any friends, only employees. Ones that looked after her newfound career as a singer.

For her entire life, Layla possessed a love for singing. It was her joy, the soaring power of freedom and love and sorrow all rolled into one. She sang and she was alive, wholly and completely. Even better, she sang, and people stopped to listen. It seemed only natural to take to the stage. A dream made reality.

Only reality was not a dream. She felt drained. Her throat hurt constantly, and her body battered. Layla had sent her manager and her assistant on holiday, cancelled all further performances, and took the first steamer back to London where Augustus lived. Now she wanted nothing more than to find her room in Augustus’s newest town home and sleep for two weeks solid.

And as the fine carriage turned into the circular drive, rocking slightly as it took the corner, she nearly wept with relief. Home. At least for now.

A footman dressed in crisp black awaited, opening the door as soon as the coach halted. Gathering her skirts, Layla stepped down. She ignored the strange, sweet scent of the man, unnerved that she knew it was the rich blood running through his body. Since hitting womanhood, Layla had smelled the blood of others and found it … tantalizing. The older she became, the stronger her sense of smell.

The stronger she became. As it was, she had to watch herself or she’d snap the stem of any wineglass she held. Yet another reason to take a holiday. Her gloved hands began to shake as the faint smudges of a memory began to sharpen in her mind.

No. She would not think of the waking up on the stateroom floor, or of Venice. Of The Incidents. Her fingers curled into a tight fist. But they still felt cold and slick, as if old blood lingered on her skin.

Frowning, she alighted the stairs. She needed to talk to Augustus. He would make sense of this. He always seemed to know just the right thing to say.

A butler waited for her at the front door, letting her in with a nod. “Miss Starling, I am
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