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      “The Chronicles of Koa is a wonderful story full of likeable characters, a clear world, and a funmission.”

      —Kirstin L. Pulioff, author of The Escape of Princess Madeline

      

      “It has a fantastic story, twists and turns throughout, and some mysteries you won't see coming. I'm looking forward to reading more of her books as she writes them. The Chronicles of Koa #2 will certainly be a day one purchase for me!”

      —Thomas Ray Manning, author of Energize (From the Logs of Daniel Quinn)

      

      “The ending had me on edge. I have to say I have not read a vampire novel like this one before.”

      —Glenna Maynard, author of Beautiful Strangers

      

      “The author has created an engrossing world with vampires, angels and other mythical creatures. And not just any mythical creatures, her creations were... awesome!”

      —Morgan Jane, author of the Sanguis City series
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      Whispers and hushed voices came from the dark corners of the old French manor as Koa carried a bowl of fresh popcorn from the kitchen.

      The chill in the air gave her goosebumps as she left the warmth of the main kitchen. With a black cat by her side, she hummed and crunched a kernel.

      Gothic statues glared down at her on either end. There was a time when she had been frightened by her father’s relics. As a girl she would avoid walking down the hallways at night for fear that they would awaken and grab her with their cold stone hands.

      That was before her father sat her down and explained that she should fear nothing—that she was the scariest being in that house—and that the ghosts and goblins should fear her.

      That was the beauty of being half-vampire. Nothing could harm her.

      Once she crossed the cold marble floors to the large entertainment room. A black candle stood on the center of the coffee table. She lit it and settled onto the sofa.

      Raven, the cat brushed past her leg, rubbing her soft fur onto Koa’s leg.

      “Come on,” she said, motioning to the empty spot beside her. “Hop up, and let’s watch something sappy. I need it right now.”

      Raven’s bright green eyes met her gaze, before she turned to look toward the archway that faced the open corridor.

      Before she could speak, the faintest creak came from far down the hallway. It was so faint that she almost didn’t catch it—she didn’t want to catch it. She wanted the night to go smoothly. It was the way Raven’s ears perked up that confirmed that Koa had indeed detected an unwanted sound.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      Sighing, she slowly sat up and set the bowl quietly on the table.

      There was the faint stench of coal and something rancid.

      A sinking feeling filled her gut. She had smelled that distinct odor before. It was not from the human world.

      Raven peered down the dark hallway and made a low sound of warning deep in her throat.

      Koa shushed her with a hand, and came to her feet. With an exhale, she headed toward the sound. Someone was there.

      Tiptoeing into the darkness, she now wished that she was properly dressed. She didn’t want someone catching her in her underwear. Two-hundred-year-old French manors tended to creak in the night, but this wasn’t the usual creak or shift in the plumbing.

      Something crashed to the floor, and she quickly pressed her back against the cold stone wall and waited. One of the statues had broken.

      Voices.

      She could hear Halston’s voice in her head, telling her that it wasn’t worth it—that she should run.

      Of course, she didn’t.

      Instead, she peeked around the corner of the wall and saw flashlights. The harsh, fluorescent light pointed in her direction.

      Two men. Bald and big. They were dressed in black with tattoos all over their pale white faces and scalps. They clutched silver-barreled crossbows.

      Paling, she froze.

      It’s not possible.

      “Syths,” she whispered in a hiss.

      They heard her. Four black eyes looked up and met hers.

      Koa pulled back. These were creatures of folklore and mythology, but Koa knew the truth. Such creatures did exist. It was just that they shouldn’t be in the human world.

      Boots stomped down the marble floor.

      Two Syths, equipped with crossbows. Koa knew what those arrows were laced with.

      Raven came around the corner and leisurely sat in the middle of the hall. Koa’s anxiety was replaced with fury. No one had ever invaded her home. They wouldn’t have dared if her father was still alive.

      “Fine. Just sit there and let me do all of the work,” she said to the black cat.

      A large hand reached for her long black hair. She grabbed the hand and with a push off the ground, she leapt.

      Her feet climbed up the air as if by invisible stairs. With a surge of energy, she took flight. She grunted as she lifted the large man’s weight off the ground and flew upward. He used his other arm to direct the point of his crossbow at her.

      The red poisonous bolt was ready to be released. The second Syth waited below as she went higher and higher up the tall vaulted ceiling. It was cold up there, and pitch black, but she could still see the Syth’s illuminated face.

      An arrow zipped past her and she gasped. “Come now, Koa, and we won’t have to hurt you,” the Syth below shouted. “Our master doesn’t want you dead. He just wants us to bring you in. You know you don’t belong here with the humans…”

      She snorted. “No, thanks. I like my world just fine.” Koa looked down at the Syth whose hand she held. “Why don’t you go back to your master before I slaughter you both.”

      “Why don’t you be a good girl and go back to where you belong.”

      What does that mean?

      Koa gazed into those soulless black eyes and felt her stomach churn with dread. They were like small, black beads. The tattoos around his eyes were inscriptions of a dialect that didn’t exist in this world. Someone was letting rogue nephilim out of the Netherworld.

      Releasing his hand, he cried out and fell nearly fifty feet. Koa heard a satisfying crunch of bones. Still, it wasn’t enough to kill a Syth.

      Those bones were probably regenerating already.

      Koa darted away from another arrow and into the darkness of her empty manor. She stood on the ceiling, upside down, yet defying gravity as she looked down at the two shadows below. She considered all of her options. She could fly out of that window ahead or she could go back and kill them.

      Syths were too dangerous to be amongst innocent human beings. She couldn’t let them get away.

      In order to reach her vault where her weapons were stored, she would need to go past the Syths.

      Something caught her attention. A glittering light from below.

      Like a bolt of lightning, Koa shot through the darkness toward Raven. Bolts bounced off the walls and sparked along the floor. Elation filled her veins when she saw her Lyrinian sword lying on the floor, like a beacon of hope in the darkness.

      The second Raven stepped away from it, Koa grabbed the silver hilt. A jolt of power slammed into her palm and flooded her body. She gritted her teeth and embraced the euphoria the sword caused her. The blade shot out, lengthening from the size of a small dagger to that of a full-sized sword. The jagged blade was of a dark metal that didn’t exist in this world, rippled with black engravings.

      Netherworld dialect.

      Once the initial initial euphoria subsided, the power made her feel invincible. The Lyrinian sword had been her father’s. He had trained her to use it when she was only a little girl. This weapon was not of this world—and would not be put away until all evil was vanquished.

      She nodded to Raven. “Thank you.”

      A bolt nipped her right cheek. The pain was surprising. It sizzled. Blood dripped from her face as her hand shot to cover the wound.

      Her green eyes went dark. She balled up her fist and tightened her grasp around the sword. She narrowed her eyes and turned around. They pulled the triggers on their bows and heard empty snips.

      Koa gave them a cold grin and yet there was no amusement in her voice. “You picked the wrong girl to mess with, lads.”

      They were out of bolts. Both Syths skidded to a stop. Almost frantically, they reached behind them and into their quivers to reload.

      She held her sword’s black blade at her side. It pulsed with craving for blood—the blood of the evil ones who would increase its power.

      Charging at them, Koa was lifted to her toes and. She spun and slashed one of the Syths across his side, a sizzling sound filling the air around them. Her white teeth flashed as the blade burned an iridescent red at the first taste of blood.

      The blade craved blood and she would sate it.

      It didn’t stop at the bone. It didn’t even pause. The glowing blade sliced through his spine with ease until the man was cut in half. It sped up only when it came through his other side and into the cold air of the manor.

      The Lyrinian sword’s red light encased the black blade and heat radiated along her flesh.

      She clenched her jaw as the blade went cleanly though the other man, separating him at his waist. Their cries filled the entire manor as she sliced them to bits.

      Both Syths lay on the floor in pieces. Koa kicked their crossbows away, not that they had hands connected to their arms anymore. Her chest heaved as she stood over them. Smoke rose from the blade of her Lyrinian sword.

      Blood pooled onto her floor, and she watched it gather around her bare feet.

      Raven sauntered over. She sat down and licked her front paw. Her green eyes looked up innocently into Koa’s matching green eyes.

      “Shall we leave now?” Raven asked, in her mother’s voice. “It’s not safe here anymore.”

      Koa’s shoulders slumped. She looked over at the cat. “Yes.” She nodded and looked down at the blood pooling between her white toes. “But first, I must clean up this mess.”
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      Koa adjusted her posture the moment Halston entered the little bistro just outside of her village.

      A smile that came to her lips.

      He was like a golden light—an otherworldly energy—come to spread joy throughout the room. His light was exactly what she needed after her fight with the Syths the night before.

      Pausing inside the doorway, the too of bright blond hair nearly touched the archway. At six-foot-seven, he was probably the tallest man to step through those doors.

      He wasn’t a man though.

      He was an angel.

      His search for her didn’t take long. Koa tended to stand out—especially in the countryside of Paris. The fact that she was Korean tended to ruin her chances of blending in. Their eyes met and the corners of his lips lifted into a smile.

      As he made his way to her, the other women glanced from him to her, and back.

      Yes, this masterpiece of a man is here for me.

      Too bad he was her boss. She smirked. They didn’t need to know that.

      She secretly enjoyed the dirty looks the other women were giving her when they realized that this masterpiece of a man had come to see her.

      She sipped her coffee. “Morning, Sunshine.”

      “Good morning,” Halston said, sitting across from her. He reached over to take a piece of her bacon.

      She slapped his hand playfully. “Hands off. You didn’t even ask.”

      Halston’s eyebrows drew in as he sat back. “Someone’s moody today,” he grumbled and motioned for the waitress.

      Koa folded her arms across her chest. “And someone’s late…”

      That perfect smile returned. It should have made her grimace. Instead, it did exactly what he wanted it to do. It softened the lines in her face, making her smile in return.

      “I apologize. Why couldn’t we meet somewhere familiar? I’ve never heard of this place.”

      “I like it here. Don’t question a Parisian about her bistros.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, she leaned back in her chair. “I’m offended, Halston. I’ve lived in Paris since I was six years old. That’s long enough to be considered a true Parisian.”

      Halston swiped one of her macaroons and popped it into his mouth. “Pardon me, Mademoiselle. You will forgive me, right?”

      “I suppose,” she said, tilting her head. “How could anyone resist that British accent?”

      “It does have its perks.”

      While the waitress took his order, Koa put her elbows onto the table and drank from her small café au lait.

      Once he placed his order, he returned his attention to her.

      She grew self-conscious under his critical gaze.

      “You look tired.”

      Rolling her eyes, she took a sip from her coffee cup. “Thanks. That’s exactly what I needed to hear this early in the morning. You look as if you just fell from Mount Olympus. Congratulations for making me feel like a spotted monkey.”

      Halston sighed, his jaw tightening, eyes narrowed. “Out with it. What happened?”

      She carefully sat her cup down before her and leaned in. “Syths. Two of them. Ugly bastards, bathed in the stench of burnt coal.” She grimaced at the memory. “I’d say they’d only been in our world a few hours.”

      “Syths?”

      “That’s right. They attacked me. In my house.”

      “Are you sure they were Syths?”

      Koa tilted her head, giving him a blank look. “Want to go check the graves I dug for them? You know, just to be sure?”

      Halston let out a long breath.

      “Give me some credit. I may still be the new kid in the division, but I think I know my Nephilim. I’ve been studying them for years.”

      “You think you know what your’re dealing with, but they are very dangerous.”

      “Yeah, clearly. I had to use my Lyrinian blade to kill them,” she said. “But, I thought they were locked away in the Netherworld.”

      The Netherworld, the world of the nephilim, creatures of supernatural origin, had been her main study since the death of her father. From all that she learned, they were not supposed to be able to come and go freely. There were supposed to be rules and boundaries keeping the human world safe from those creatures. Someone was deliberately breaking those rules.

      He nodded, lips pursed. “They were. But, we suspect something has changed.”

      “What has changed?”

      “Well,” he said, sitting back in his seat, with a sigh. “There have been more unusual deaths of children lately, particularly little girls. Bloodless corpses are scattered about in the streets.”

      “Vampires?”

      “Maybe, but this seems a little different.”

      For a moment, there was silence between them.

      “You can’t stay in your father’s manor anymore. It’s too dangerous if they know where you live.”

      “I know,” Koa said. “I suppose its time I make the move.”

      He reached across the table for her hand.

      “I know how special it is for you to live in your father’s home.”

      She sighed. “I miss him.”

      “I know.”

      Her father’s mansion was more than a home. It was all she had left of his memory. How could she leave it behind—empty and unloved? She still remembered when he had come back for her and Raven.

      “You know I grew up in a one-room cottage in Daegu,” she said, a pained smile coming to her face at those memories. “It was simple, and we were safe and content. But, it was a time when we’d wait for my father to come back for us.”

      “He returned to the Netherworld,” Halston said. “A king must tend to his kingdom.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I guess he couldn’t exactly take his human wife and half-blood child back to his home amongst monsters.”

      “No. That would have been dangerous. Though he left you waiting, it was to protect you both.”

      Koa knew that what he was saying was true, but that didn’t make the memories sting any less.

      Each day Koa would look out their window and wait for this elusive father of hers to return to the woman he had impregnated and the child he had held only once. Back then, Raven had been known as Eunju—her human name—a name she couldn’t use any longer for fear of discovery.

      Raven had been confident that he loved them both, and that he would come back for them, when the time was right. So, she would sit on the floor and spend the entire morning cooking for the field workers while Koa struggled to learn how to hide her fangs and resist slaughtering the people of that village.

      Being a half-blood was hard. It was hard not having a vampire father around to teach her how to curb her cravings. Though she could eat food, each week the blood lust would hit her and she would be bedridden until Raven brought her blood from an animal.

      Pushing the memory of her mother’s beautiful face away, she drank more of her coffee. It always stung her heart to remember such things. The curse had almost ruined them.

      “Let’s say we go shopping for houses then, shall we?”

      Her brows lifted, and the fog of memories dissipated. “Shopping? Are you buying?”

      Giving her a smirk, he placed money on the table and stood. “Come on then, before I change my mind.”

      “Okay,” she said, rising from her seat. “I could use a visit to Wryn Castle.”

      “Hungry?”

      She bit her lip as she nodded. “Famished.”

      As they left the bistro together, she tried to ignore the pangs of hunger.

      This time it wasn’t for food.

      She was hungry for blood.
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      The hunger that demanded to be sated would no longer be denied. As Koa savored the flavor of Ian’s blood, her eyes closed in bliss. Colors flashed behind her eyelids as a euphoric rush filled her body.

      Koa licked Ian’s neck clean with three long strokes, leaving two small puncture holes. Sated, she wiped her mouth. Her canines returned from extended to normal.

      As she began to crawl from on top of him, the handsome American she’d made her ‘pet’ reached for her. A wicked smile came to her face as she pushed his arms down beside his head.

      “Easy now, love,” Koa purred. “If I drink a drop more it could prove deadly. And that, is not part of the contract.”

      “But, I think I love you,” he said, almost breathless.

      She smiled down at him. She couldn’t help the feeling of love for him and his innocence. He was ridiculously attractive, so much so that she wondered how many hearts he had broken with that face—those big doe eyes. It was odd to think that they were about the same age.

      Sometimes Koa contemplated what a normal life would have been like. College, boyfriends, parties… it seemed like such a foreign idea to her.

      What would it be like if she continued to age and experience life from a purely human perspective?

      “What you feel is a form of glamour,” she said, averting her eyes. It almost pained her to say it. “It isn’t love.”

      She traced his full lips. His lips were soft under her fingertips. Though she craved physical satisfaction beyond a meal, and desire filled her to an almost unbearable measure, she showed restraint and retreated.

      “Now it’s best you run along,” she said, leaving the majestic bed and walking toward the door.

      He paused, sitting up and staring at her from across the room. “Why? I don’t think its just glamour. I know myself.”

      Sighing, she opened the door for him. “We’ve been contracted to support one another for three years now. What we have is too valuable to ruin. Now, please go.”

      Sadness filled Ian’s eyes, and she hated having to turn cold on him. His lips pursed as he inhaled, dejected. But, he gathered his backpack and did as he was told.

      How she could explain to him that loving her was dangerous—that everyone she ever loved was punished for it?

      She avoided making eye contact as he walked past her. Once he left, she watched him walk down the long carpeted corridor of the castle. She already missed him—his scent—his taste.

      Lexi, the keeper of the castle and one of the four leaders of the Wryn Clan, came around the corner and stopped before her door.

      At over two-hundred-years old, Lexi still looked like a woman in her early twenties. Bouncy brown hair rested against her shoulders and large dark brown eyes met Koa’s. She wore the tallest black stiletto heels Koa had ever seen and a low-cut maroon dress that displayed her feminine attributes.

      “Hello, Love,” Lexi said, a smile spreading on her red stained lips as she leaned on the doorframe. “When are you going to use that lovely young man for more than his blood?”

      “Why are you so concerned with what I do with my contract?” She raised an eyebrow. “Do you want him?”

      Lexi flicked her hand. “I don’t want that little boy. You—on the other hand—are more my type…if we’re being honest.”

      A smirk came to Koa’s face.

      Lexi leaned in close to Koa’s ear. “One night with me will have you forgetting your name.”

      Koa tilted her head. “And, what about Greta? How would she feel about that?”

      “We have an open relationship,” Lexi said.

      “Not my cup of tea, Babes.”

      “Suit yourself.” Shrugging, Lexi glanced behind Koa into the room. “Staying the full night this time? You waste so much money paying for a night when you only stay an hour or two.”

      “Are you complaining?”

      “Course not. I’ll accept as much money as you’re willing to waste. But come on, have a drink with me. We can have a girls’ night out.” She thought a moment. “That is what you kids are calling it these days?”

      Koa cringed at being called a kid. Just because she was twenty-one, didn’t mean she hadn’t seen enough of the world and been through enough to make her just as seasoned as Lexi.

      “I have to go now, Lexi.” She began shuffling Lexi away from her door. “If I don’t see you on my way out, book me for the same time next week.”

      She started to close the door, and paused, remembering a small detail she’d picked up on that night.

      “I almost forgot. Please transfer five-thousand extra pounds out of my account and into Ian’s. Tell him that I don’t want him staying at shabby hostels anymore. I can smell it on him. He needs a proper flat.”

      “You could call him, and tell him yourself.”

      “Just do it, please. Isn’t that your motto? We’re here to serve…”

      Lexi pursed her lips and backed away. Then, she did a deep bow. “Of course, my lady. Be a good girl, will you?”

      “Who ever said I was a good girl.” Koa winked and closed the door.

      Once she turned the lock, she pressed her back against the closed door and sighed. She needed to pack up and leave. She hated staying in the castle for longer than she needed to. Being alone left too much time and space for her thoughts to take over—too much time for memories to resurface.

      Her watch buzzed over on the side table. A smile came to her face at the realization of who was summoning her.

      Halston.
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      Halston’s face appeared on the bright face of the watch. The fluorescent light only illuminated his pale skin, making him look more angelic. She smiled and pushed the side button.

      “Good evening, General,” she purred rolling onto her back and holding the watch over her. He stared down at her for a moment.

      “How was your supper?”

      “Young. Fresh. Eager. The same as always.”

      “Well, it’s better than the alternative. I know you. You’d never forgive yourself if you killed someone for a meal.”

      Koa sat up. “Unless they deserved it,” she noted. “I’d forgive myself just fine.”

      “Well, don’t get too eager with those college kids. We don’t want any accidents.”

      Koa scoffed. “Oh but let’s not forget…it was an honor,” she said. “For him.”

      She laughed but Halston shook his head in disapproval.

      “Ugh, where is your sense of humor?”

      “Human life isn’t something to joke about.”

      “Hey. Listen. Ian is not just some college kid. He is special, and I don’t feed from anyone but him. We have a good arrangement here—one where we both benefit. You don’t give the Wryn Clan enough credit for what they’ve done for the registered vampire population.”

      “What do you do with him?”

      “It’s a ritual, one I’ve developed since I was introduced to human blood,” she said with a sigh. “It starts with a seductive smile. Then, there comes the glamour. Just like any person I’ve ever fed on, I press on his thoughts a little here and there. He dreams while I drink. He dreams of all of his deepest desires coming true. And then—when he looks at me—it’s instant infatuation. They see me for the first time after I drink. To them, I look like an angel. No offense,” she said to him, cringing at the word angel.

      She couldn’t help but notice how that word made him withdraw when she mentioned it.

      Halston looked at her for a moment, and then nodded. “It all sounds pretty intricate.”

      “It is. I’m not sloppy. Even a full-blood can make a mess of things. I may be young when compared to other vampires, but I’ve developed my own little ritual. And it works.”

      “And no one dies.”

      She nodded, with a small smile on her lips. “That’s right. No one dies.” Koa rolled over onto her belly and set the watch in front of her.

      He seemed to perk up again. “Good. Meet me at the safe house. We have a mission.”

      Koa shot to her feet. “Really? I get to work with ‘the boss’ tonight?”

      “Indeed. If I can count on you to follow orders.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      “That’s up for debate.”

      She slipped her skirt on, and then black leather boots. She pulled her blazer over her tank top and slipped the watch back on.

      While Halston waited on her screen, Koa ran toward the balcony. There was a slight chill in the late fall air. Just how she liked it.

      She threw up her arms, stretched, and with a leap she jumped over the edge. The wind blew at her face as she closed her eyes as she descended from the dark tower of Wryn Castle.

      Wryn Castle was an exclusive venue. It had once been a gothic castle, and now, the vampires had transformed it into a modern hotel of sorts, where fresh college kids were delivered by room service. It was one of the few places that didn’t tolerate reckless killings of their charges.

      Koa, and everyone else who were members of the Wryn Castle were unique, for they had mutual arrangements with their charges.

      “Mission? Will this be fun, or will I have to get dirty?”

      “Depends on how you play it. Oh, and I found you a new home.”

      The cool fresh air filled her lungs. “New home? So soon?”

      “Right. In London. Now you can be close to your beloved Wryn Castle.”

      “London?” She glanced at the watch with a grin, and picked up speed. “Bringing me home to mother, Halston. So soon?”

      Halston returned the grin. “Giving you what you asked for. You really are spoiled.”

      “I’m literally a princess.”

      “Technically an exiled one. But sure.”

      “You just had to remind me.” She avoided a tree branch from slapping her in the face and ascended.

      “See you soon, Koa.”

      “London it is,” Koa said with a nod, and flew into the darkness.
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      The next morning, Halston led her to the new home he’d picked out.

      They had been out all night, tracking rogue vampires and making them either register or leave the country. Halston did not tolerate any human deaths due to vampires—not in his territory. There had been no jokes or smiles last night. When he was the boss, there was no denying his authority.

      Now, Halston was her friend again. He presented the quaint little cottage to her like a gift. She cared too much for his feelings to show her disappointment. The cottage was small and bleak in comparison to her father’s manor in Paris. Sure, it was cute, and made of stone like something in a Jane Austen movie. That should have made her happy, but she hated to admit that she wanted something a little more grand.

      Koa would miss the vineyard and gardens of her manor. She and Raven would read classic literature and enjoy the grounds for hours. Koa thought about the grand piano in her father’s music hall. She would close her eyes and play with Raven curled on top, listening in bliss. The music always reminded them of when her father used to play before they sat down to formal dinners.

      Formal dinners had been unheard of in Korea, when one or two small meals a day had been a privilege. So, sitting at a long table adorned with the best cutlery and China was a luxury she’d never known.

      There were so many memories that she’d shared with her mother and father. And, now they’d become distant.

      Sighing, she resolved to this new life.

      Time to make more memories.

      “It’s nice. A bit small don’t you think?”

      “I don’t think so. It’s quite a gem. It’s lovely on the inside. Three bedrooms, a nice little kitchen…not that you cook,” he joked under his breath. “It’s well-kept and secluded—which is the important part.”

      Koa looked around. She could see cottages a couple of yards away on each side. “It’s hardly secluded.” She pointed with a skeptical look. “I can see into the neighbor’s yard. That means the humans inside will see me when I come and go. That’s dangerous. What if I want to fly? You do recall Rome, don’t you?”

      Koa could still remember the faces of the couple who had seen her take off from one of the buildings. It was a good thing that no one believed their fantastical stories of a flying girl.

      Halston winced at the memory but didn’t address it.

      The Rome incident was one of those times when Halston had told Koa not to do something, and she had done it anyway.

      “We’ll build a privacy fence, a stone one, just like the sturdy stone your house is made of.” He held his hand out for her hand. “Come on, let’s take a look inside and you’ll see what I mean. Raven is waiting.”

      Koa sighed and put her hand into Halston’s. They went inside and she was surprised by how much natural light it got. That was a good thing. No sneaky vampires would dare hide out and wait for her in this house.

      She smiled at her mother when she came running down the stairs and leapt into her arms.

      “This house is lovely, Koa,” Raven said as Koa snuggled her under her chin. “I’ve always wanted a nice cottage like this.”

      Her mother loved it. It was official. This was their new home.

      “Yes, Mother,” she grumbled.

      “Koa,” Raven whispered. “You cannot call me that, not even in private. You never know who is listening or spying on us.”

      “She’s right,” Halston added. He opened the shutters on all of the windows and let even more light into the cottage. “Never let your guard down. Even at home.”

      “Yes. I forgot. It’s hard to call you by a pet name.”

      Raven purred. “It’s all right, darling. We just cannot take any chances. Our enemies think I am dead. We must keep it that way.”

      The thought of someone finding her mother and harming her made her throat tighten with fear. “I understand.” She shoved horrible thoughts of her mother being killed out of her head and tried to distract herself.

      Surveying the cottage, she tried to visualize where she’d put all of her things. If Koa would be forced to live there, she could at least try to make it feel like home.

      Halston hooked both thumbs in his belt loops and looked proud. “Right. I’m going to head back to the safe house. You get settled and meet me there at sunset. You’re with me again.”

      “Okay,” she said, and walked with him to the door.

      He glanced over his shoulder as he stepped out. “It’ll be all right. You will grow to love this place, and it’ll be home.”

      She nodded.

      “And, I’m closer to you if you should need anything.”

      That brought a brightness to her gaze. “Likewise,” she said, and watched him leave.

      When she closed the door and turned back around, she met Raven’s eyes. “Another mission tonight. Sure you will be all right in this strange place by yourself?”

      “You underestimate me. You forget it was I who saved you the other night when those Syths had you running around like a chicken with its head cut off.”

      “I know,” Koa said. “What would I do without you?”

      Raven rubbed against her leg. “That’s something I hope we never have to worry about.”
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      Halston didn’t mind helping Koa find a new home.

      Being needed brought him purpose. He sat in his car for a few moments contemplating her facial expression when he presented the cottage to her. It was obvious that she didn’t like it.

      Now, he frowned and as he waited for her in the safe house. He leaned back in his desk chair. That young half-blood was hard to please. It was their joke that if something was too easy, then Koa lost interest pretty quickly.

      Finding a new home wasn’t easy. She didn’t like being around too many people. She loved her father’s manor, but things had changed. The Netherworld was catching up with her faster than he expected.

      Halston had hoped that they would have more time to prepare. Now it seemed that Koa would have to face her demons a lot sooner than anticipated. He rubbed his temples. He did not think that she was ready.

      A loud scream broke Halston from his thoughts. The sound seemed to come from far away, like an echo. There was desperation in that scream as it grew louder and closer. He felt the blond hairs on his skin stand on end.

      Micka and Rohan both looked up from their work stations. They came to their feet in unison and reached for guns that were strapped underneath their desks.

      Halston sat up and watched as Galena fell through the inkwell portal. There was a loud shriek as the black liquid spit her out onto his clean, white floor. Galena collapsed and Halston ran to her.

      Halston left his seat and slid to Galena. He held her head up from the floor. Galena looked like a frail, crumpled rag doll. She was covered in blood. Her eyes were wet from crying and her blond hair was sticky with something foul.

      “Don’t let him in!” Galena called out weakly. She squeezed her eyes closed and started to weep. Her entire body shook with her racking sobs.

      Halston’s heart pumped with worry. He looked over his shoulder at the two agents that looked at him with fearful eyes. They lowered their guns. This was not normal… even for Netherworld agents.

      “Get me a clean, wet cloth and some water!”

      Rohan nodded and rushed to complete the task. Micka stood ready, with her gun pointed to the portal, in case someone followed Galena.

      Halston pulled Galena’s hair from her face and she screamed. He withdrew and noted the bruises on her face and the cuts in the corners of her mouth. He drew a breath and looked at the inkwell portal.

      The portal stood in the center of the safe house. It was a large circular device held stationary by shiny black brackets. The portal was only supposed to be used in dire situations. There had to be a major emergency, for once a portal was revealed, the person escaping could easily be followed.

      The last thing Halston needed was a nephilim coming through that portal and causing havoc… or worse, damaging equipment in his laboratory. He wasn’t done with his latest invention.

      He looked down to see Galena looking up at him. He held his breath. He’d rarely seen such terror in a person’s eyes. The way she looked at him spoke volumes. She had been frightened nearly to death.

      “Galena,” he said. “What happened?”

      Her face contorted and she started to cry again. Her sobs came from her soul. They were sorrowful, deeply hurt, cries of pain. Halston felt his skin grow cold. This woman was one of his best agents. She was human, but she was one of his best. From the poor streets of Russia, Galena had been orphaned early after vampires killed her parents.

      Halston had found her just the way he found most of his Netherworld agents: angry, ready for revenge, and trying to seek that revenge in foolish ways. He had found her, trained her, and put her out there to be a spy. Halston had given her the tools to find her parents’ killers, and bring them to justice.

      Halston didn’t seek out to simply kill all vampires and other nephilim, he tried to protect the humans. Sometimes that meant finding vampires that were willing to try a new life.

      Those vampires, like the Wryn clan, were open to finding ‘pets,’ people who sold their blood for money or care. They registered with his Netherworld Division, and lived their lives clean and free of murder and chaos. It wasn’t a perfect arrangement. There were still vampires that loved to kill, and resisted the Netherworld Divisions of the world that tried to bring order.

      Rohan knelt down and handed Halston a wet towel. Halston wiped Galena’s face clean. She winced and jerked away. Like a frightened animal, she crawled far from both of them. Her eyes darted around the safe house.

      “Did they follow me?” Galena’s voice came out ragged and almost too soft to hear.

      Micka ran up with a bottle of water and paused when she saw Galena with her back pressed against the wall. Galena grabbed her by the leg. Micka’s almond-shaped brown eyes looked to Halston.

      “Don’t let them hurt me anymore,” Galena begged.

      Halston sighed and came to his feet. He didn’t move closer to Galena. She was too afraid, and he didn’t want to make the situation worse. He stood there and thought about what to do. She had been missing for about a week now. There was no telling what she had been through. He put his hands in the pockets of his trousers and looked down at Galena.

      “Galena,” he said. “We won’t hurt you. You are safe. We are the only ones here. Rohan, Micka, you, and me.” He knelt down and looked at her with a small, friendly smile. “I’m Halston. You do remember me, don’t you?”

      Galena tilted her head and stared at him. Her eyes were as big as saucers, and for a moment, Halston doubted that she recognized him. Her shoulders slumped and she slowly nodded. “Yes. I remember you, Halston.”

      Halston nodded. “Good. Good girl. You remember that I am your friend, and that I care about you, right?”

      Galena let go of Micka’s leg. She ripped the black stockings the woman wore with her ragged nails. Halston noticed that her fingernails had blood caked into her cuticles. Micka adjusted her glasses but ignored her ruined stockings.

      “I remember,” Galena said. She folded her legs and rested her head on the wall. She looked exhausted.

      “What happened?”

      She shook her head and her bottom lip trembled. “I’ve been through a lot in my life, Halston,” she said in a wavering voice. “But nothing like this.”

      Galena looked from Rohan to Micka. “I will tell you,” she said. She met Halston’s eyes. “And only you.”

      Micka and Rohan got the point. They both collected the files that they had been working on, and took them to a back room of the safe house.

      Halston stood and walked over to Galena. He sat down beside her and looked toward the secret hatch door at the far end of the safe house. He didn’t want to sit right in front of her. Whenever someone did that, it just made the conversation feel like an interrogation. He wanted Galena to feel comfortable.

      He reached for her hand and she flinched but didn’t run. Halston had a soothing effect. He took her hand and cradled it in his own. Somehow, that relaxed her.

      Galena took a deep breath. “It was last Monday.” A tear fell from her eye. Halston gently brushed it away. He pulled her hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “I found the man you had me look for. Bund. I was surprised that he was a young guy, but that also made me feel a little more comfortable around him,” she said and looked to Halston. “You know what I mean?”

      He nodded. He knew Bund’s game.

      “But once he got me inside, he changed on me.” She hugged her arms and shifted her weight. Her brows furrowed. “There were so many of them, Halston. I told them, I would only sell my blood to the one you sent me for.” She closed her eyes. “But they didn’t listen.” Her voice lowered. “They locked me in there. Somehow, Bund knew I was coming—he knew you had sent me—and he punished me for it.”

      Halston clenched his jaw. He should have never sent her alone—not to a demon as old as the creation of this world.

      She took a while to continue. She kept looking at the portal to make sure no one was going to step through.

      “I might as well spit it out, right?” Galena asked the question, but Halston could tell that she was speaking to herself.

      He nodded anyway. “Go on. It’s just the two of us. Whatever you tell me will stay between us. I won’t tell a soul.”

      Galena gave him a look. Her gray eyes narrowed. She pursed her lips and examined his face. “Not even Koa?”

      Halston’s eye twitched, not because he was lying, but because Galena seemed to have suspicions about his relationship with the young vampire.

      “Not even Koa.”

      Clearly unsure, she watched him for a while longer and sighed. She looked down at her feet. “You know… it’s all right if you like her. We all like Koa.”

      Halston pulled away from Galena.

      She watched him. “You don’t have to go all pale on me. We all see it.”

      He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

      Galena slumped against the wall and stared at the portal again. “Well, there were so many of them that I lost count, but they raped me, fed from me, and kept me locked in a cage.”

      There was a long stretch of silence. Halston held her head to his shoulder and she started to weep again. It was unnerving to hear that woman cry. She was always so strong, even cold. She had been broken.

      She looked up and rubbed her face. She threw her hands up. “Bund didn’t even feed from me! You know what he said to me? He said that I was too old. What the hell?”

      Halston shook his head. He knew Bund’s preferences. Children gave him more energy than adults.

      “Bund just watched the others with a stupid grin on his face!” She slammed her fist into her thigh so hard that Halston feared she’d bruise herself. “I hate that man more than anything in this world,” she said through clenched teeth. “Please, tell me how to kill him.”

      Halston took her fist and gently opened it. He took her hand into both of his. “You don’t worry about it. I’m terribly sorry that I put you in that situation, but even I can’t kill him.”

      Galena’s shoulders slumped. “Great.”

      He tilted her chin up. She was still shaking a little. “But, I know someone who can get rid of him. Forever.”

      “Well, I want to be there when you do it, so that I can spit in his face.”

      “I’ll try to arrange that.” He smiled for her, hoping it would soften her angry face. Tonight… his smile wasn’t working.

      “If it wasn’t for one of the dumber vampires, in his drunken stupor, forgetting to lock the cage, I would still be there. I might be dead now.”

      Halston patted the back of her hand. “It’s all in the past now. I don’t want you to worry. I can erase this event from your memory, if you’d like.” He came to his feet and held a hand out to her.

      Galena took his hand and pulled herself up, but she held tight to his hand.  “No, Halston. I don’t want to forget. I need to remember this. You’re not getting out of letting me spit in his face when you kill him.”

      Halston nodded and tried to take his hand back. She held steady.

      “Listen,” she said. “There’s more.”

      Halston sighed. “What else?”

      She leaned in close to him. Her eyes were hardened, her grip unyielding. “He knows about Koa.”

      There was little in this world that would make him react recklessly. He would have to restrain himself while he listened to what the Russian woman had to say.
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      The safe house was an unassuming abandoned warehouse that Halston had purchased decades ago.

      The entire strip of land was abandoned. Once a power plant, no one dared come near it for fear of radiation exposure.

      Koa had the suspicion that Halston probably had a dozen or so safe houses. Whenever one was compromised, he always had a backup, and he didn’t always tell her his plan. He was clever. People tended to assume that such an attractive man couldn’t possibly be such a genius. They didn’t know that he was always at least ten steps ahead of them, and that his brain functioned at a superhuman level. They could never guess that he was not, in fact, human.

      She walked into one of the secret entrances in the back and covered her head with her hand. The exposed pipes still tended to drip cold water onto her head. It was dark and silent, except for the incessant drips. She rolled her eyes and lifted herself a few feet off the ground to avoid stepping into the black puddles that covered the flooring.

      This was all a diversion—cleverly devised in case anyone dared come inside. They would see the oil spills and the oozing green gases that seeped into the air from cracked pipes along the wall. Anyone would be discouraged from going any further.

      She ignored the mutilated rats and followed the labyrinth-like tunnels to a small door that one might never have noticed because it seemed to blend into the darkness. The door was rusted and covered in a slimy film of green goo. She pulled the hidden lever and pushed. With a creak it opened, and her eyes were affronted by bright lights.

      Koa groaned and hurried inside. She pushed the door closed and set the lock on the digital keypad attached to its back.

      “Glad you finally decided to join us,” Halston called.

      Koa sighed and turned to face him. With clean, white walls, the sterile space reminded her of a lab or a hospital. The constant buzz of electronics hummed in the background. The sleek white desks and long bare tables were spaced apart like a study hall.

      Halston’s love for technology was apparent at first glance into that room. He had flat screens everywhere and prototypes for weapons and various gadgets and devices. Everything was neat and tucked away into its proper place. Then then she saw it, locked away in its glass case.

      Halston’s infinity gun.

      Koa shivered as she looked at it. She loved that weapon. She almost wanted to trade in her Lyrinian sword, just to wield that shotgun one time. She’d only ever seen Halston use it a handful of times, and each time she had been appalled by its power. He refused to let her touch it.

      She shifted her gaze to Halston and Galena, a female assassin from their Russian office. She gave Koa a forced smile and returned her attention to Halston. Koa felt the tension in the room. Galena looked as if she had been crying. Her dull blond hair looked dirtier than normal, and she had suspicious cuts on her arms that were barely hidden by a bunch of bangles.

      Galena had first been seen by Al, their recruiter, and later brought into the Netherworld Division by Halston. She was a charge, or ‘pet’ for hire, similar to Ian in that she sold her blood to paying customers, but Galena worked with the most notorious of them all. Now, she went undercover for the Netherworld Division and sought to expose the most evil of the vampires and kill them. She was ruthless, cold, and calculating.

      Koa swallowed and silently took a seat a few feet from them. She glanced at Galena and saw that her eyes were red and swollen. She had bruises on her cheeks and neck.

      Koa didn’t like to see that. Koa looked at Halston with questions in her eyes. He gave her a look that begged her not to ask any questions.

      “Right. Here’s the plan. Galena, I want you to go home, clean up, and rest. Let me know if you need anything. I want you to consider this a vacation.” He looked to Koa and then held up a holograph device that showed her a small, shabby, building. “Koa, you and I will visit the Oracle.”

      Galena stretched her long legs and took a deep breath. “What if he finds me?”

      Halston clenched his jaw. “It’s not you he wants. I will take care of it.”

      Galena’s voice cracked. “I don’t know, Halston. He seemed different from the others.”

      Koa tensed. Galena was frightened, which made her feel worried.

      Halston sat before Galena and his face softened. Galena looked at him with fresh tears in her eyes and Koa felt a tug at her heart. Halston took her hands inside of his. Halston could be the most serious man she’d ever met, and he could also be surprisingly tender.

      He spoke to Galena and Koa leaned forward to hear him. She couldn’t wait to find out what had happened to their most trusted informant.

      “Listen, Galena,” Halston said. “I will not let anything happen to you. Wear the earrings I gave you and I will track your location. I have two of my best Shadows following you. They will be like bodyguards and defend you if anyone tries to hurt you again. I don’t care if they’re human, vampire or whatever, the Shadows will provide a defense for you if you need it. And if someone tries to hurt you again.” He handed her a vial.

      Koa’s brows lifted. This must be serious. Vials could only be bought in the Netherworld, from the Alchemist.

      “You throw this, and you run like hell.” He gave her a pointed look. “Got it?”

      Galena nodded and looked down at the black vial that Halston placed in her hand. She curled her fingers around it and attached it to the holster underneath her skirt. She wiped her eyes but smiled. “Thank you, Halston.”

      Halston nodded and wiped the tear from her cheek. “Don’t mention it.”

      Galena gave a confident nod. She obviously felt better about what she now had to do and came to her feet with her head held a little higher than before. Koa watched Halston sweep his hands behind Galena and two Shadows emerged from the floor. They were translucent beings that walked in unison behind the woman.

      Koa never liked Shadows. She sat back in her cold metal chair and watched them vanish. They might have vanished from their sight, but they still lingered unseen, and would follow and protect Galena. Koa shivered. She remembered when Halston had attached Shadows to her one time. She could always feel their cold, unearthly presence. Sometimes Koa would look behind her and frown, wondering if they were still there.

      Galena didn’t seem to mind. She was comforted by the knowledge that they would always be with her.

      Galena nodded. “I’ll be at my cottage in Greece.” Halston nodded and came to his feet. He folded his hands behind him as she gathered her bag and headed for the exit.

      Galena gave Koa a look. Her gray eyes made Koa hold her breath. There was something hidden in them that made Koa afraid.

      “Good luck out there, Koa.” Galena’s voice lowered. “Watch your back,” she said and left the room.

      Once the door was secured, Koa shot a glance at Halston. “What happened? Tell me?”

      Halston sighed and leaned back against one of his computer stations. He shrugged and looked off toward the door that Galena just went through. “We have a problem, Koa.”

      Koa frowned. “Obviously.”

      He gazed at her. He looked paler than usual. Koa sat on the edge of her seat. Something was definitely wrong.

      “I think something is brewing. A war, perhaps. Someone is letting nephilim out of the Netherworld at an alarming rate. They are gathering and mobilizing.”

      Koa felt her face flush. “More Syths,” she whispered.

      Halston shook his head. “Not just Syths, but Netherworld vamps and even demons.”

      Koa fell back in her chair. “Why do you think that, Halston? Why would they mobilize?”

      Silence.

      Koa saw that Halston was holding back. She sat up. “What is it?”

      Halston ran his hands through his hair, making it messy. “You remember who killed your father?”

      She could feel herself shaking. She ground her teeth. “How could I forget? It took us a long time to find out who did it.”

      Halston sucked in a breath. “Well, Bund has returned.”

      Koa put both hands over her lips, as if in prayer. One of her deepest fears was being realized. “He is free? From the Netherworld?”

      Halston’s silence answered her question. Koa whimpered and felt acid from her stomach enter her throat. Fear washed over her like hot water. She covered her mouth. “No, Halston.”

      Halston held his hands out to calm her down. “Did I tell you to start worrying? I have this under control.”

      “Halston, he killed my father.”

      Halston sighed in exasperation and turned away from her. He slumped into his chair at his computer station and began typing away. “I have a plan, Koa. Don’t I always have a plan?”

      Koa nodded. Her throat felt dry. When Halston found Koa and recruited her, it had been only weeks after her father had been killed in a Parisian alley. Koa had only been seventeen, and just returned from a nightmare that she couldn’t remember, to find her father killed and her mother cursed to live as a cat.

      It would be an understatement to say that Koa had turned to the dark side for a while. She didn’t like what she had become, but Halston had given her direction. Halston helped her find out who had killed her father. Someone named Bund. For five years, Koa thought about what she would do once she found that person, and yet, she was fearful of him. Her father had been the strongest vampire she’d ever known.

      Her father had trained her, loved her, and protected her. She felt her adrenaline start to simmer. She might get her revenge sooner than she thought.

      “Now, I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      Koa nodded again, but her entire body felt as if it had been stuck with pins and needles, like a foot that had fallen asleep. Was she ready to face her father’s murderer?

      She grabbed her arms and massaged them. She tried to shake off that horrible feeling of fear. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like being reminded of the horrific events of her past.

      “Halston.” Her voice sounded almost childlike. Koa couldn’t explain why she almost felt like a child again. A terribly frightened child.

      He stopped typing and turned his attention to her. “Koa. Don’t. Just don’t.”

      She pursed her lips. “But, you don’t even know what I was going to say!”

      “You were going to ask me if you could go to the Netherworld.”

      Koa lowered her head and pulled a loose string from the hole in her jeans. “Perhaps, I could go there and find out what is happening. Maybe I can find out the truth about my past. I mean, look at my sword…” She held the hilt out toward him.

      He didn’t look at it. He knew already.

      “There are Netherworld symbols on it. How could my father have such a weapon? Why did he take me there as a child?” More questions crowded Koa’s mind, but she was afraid to ask them. “If I knew the answers to these questions, I could have my memories back. I mean, an entire chunk of my adolescent life is missing!”

      Halston didn’t speak for a moment. Koa’s eyes brightened. There was hope. Maybe he would finally let her go. Maybe she could finally recover the missing memories of her past. He didn’t know what it was like to lose years of memories and have no clue as to why.

      All she knew was that her father had taken her to the Netherworld when she was twelve. Then there was nothing… a white void. When Koa woke, she was in a strange place with no recollection of what had happened, or how much time had passed.

      Halston finally broke his silence. He shook his head. “No. It is out of the question. You are not ready.”

      Koa’s eyes narrowed. “How the hell can you say that? How do you know? You may be the ‘boss’ in this Netherworld Division, but you don’t control me!”

      Halston shook his head. “You don’t get it, Koa. I don’t want to control you. I am trying to protect you.”

      Koa sneered. “Yes,” she said sarcastically. “I suppose it’s for the best. I suppose I’m not meant to have my memories back. I mean, they are my memories and all.”

      Halston gave her an odd look. “Perhaps you don’t know just how lucky you are to not have those memories back. Have you ever thought of that?”

      Koa glanced at him. “What do you mean?” Her face was hot with rising rage. She hated being told what she could and couldn’t do. She was an adult, not a child. “What do you know, Halston?”

      Halston’s watch began to ring. He answered it and Koa sighed. He hung up and came to his feet. “The Oracle is ready to meet with us. Let’s go.”

      Koa nodded and watched Halston arm himself. For the first time, she felt as if Halston was hiding something important from her. He wouldn’t tell her what happened with Galena, but she had an idea.

      She frowned down at her hands. She couldn’t shake the feeling, but she felt a small spark of doubt that she could fully trust someone who kept so much from her.

      Halston glanced at her, and it was as if he could read the concern on her face. She thought that he would say something, dismiss her doubts. She wanted him to. Instead, he simply nodded for her to follow and left the room.
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      Koa was a little taken aback by their means of transportation.

      Out of every car that Halston had, they drove an old sedan to the Oracle. She was confused. There were so many better ways to get there—that is, until she saw where the Oracle lived.

      They arrived at a tiny flat in a lower-class complex. A seedy hole in the wall that most people of means would try to avoid. Koa knew better than to judge, though. Her childhood home wasn’t much better. She knew what it was like to be dirt poor.

      She overlooked the dilapidated buildings and pot holes in the street and looked into the faces of the children. They played in the street with nothing more than their imaginations. She knew what it was like to not even have a toy. Most people would have felt uncomfortable in this neighborhood.

      Koa felt the exact opposite, and she was glad that Halston had chosen the old sedan instead of a shiny Maserati or Mercedes. She would have felt ashamed in the midst of these unfortunate people.

      Halston stopped the car and they stepped out into the sunset. Closing the door, he looked over the car at her. “Are you ready?”

      “I am. I’ve been waiting to finally meet her. I can’t believe we are here,” she said, and smiled.

      “Good. She has been looking forward to meeting you too. Don’t forget that she can be dangerous though.”

      “Please, she’s a sweet old lady,” Koa replied as she followed behind Halston to the woman’s flat.

      “And, she can be more dangerous than a man with a gun,” Halston said over his shoulder. “Don’t ever forget it.”

      They stopped before a door, and Halston knocked.

      A little boy nearly ran into her. She grinned at him. “Easy there, little lad.”

      The little boy returned the smile, and she giggled at his missing two front teeth. He hid and peeked around the corner as if playing with her. He made a silly face and hid again.

      Koa covered her eyes and pretended that she was scaring him when he peeked around the corner again. He burst out laughing. Koa beamed. She loved children more than anything. Sometimes she wondered if she’d be able to have a child someday.

      Koa should have never been born. Vampire children weren’t born to human mothers. As far as Koa knew, she was the only one.

      The door opened and Koa turned her attention from the child. She waved to the boy before she stepped into the flat. The Oracle was a small Chinese woman. She wore a warm smile on her thin lips. Her wire-rimmed bifocals made her dark eyes look abnormally large. She wore a red nightgown that seemed like it needed a wash. There were food stains all over it.

      “Koa, right?” the Oracle said with a heavy Chinese accent.

      Koa nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

      The Oracle looked her up
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