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  Author's Note


Please be aware  Handsome Devil is a paranormal romance with elements that might not be suitable for some readers. Instances of racism, sexual assault, attempted rape, and alcohol abuse are present in the novel. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.   






  
  I


A whisper of fabric grazed Raphael’s back. He glanced behind him, eyes narrowing in suspicion. To his relief, the touch was nothing more than the thick velvet drapes of the alcove he’d just left. The moment they settled to block the alcove from curious eyes and ears, he inhaled deeply. The air was blessedly free from the Grand Duchess of Despair’s near-suffocating emotional manipulation. 
But one calming breath was all he could afford in the most diabolical place of the Dark Court. 
The Demon Quarter.
The extra-wide and extra-long concourse was host to all manner of demon activity. It acted as overflow barracks, provided rooms for worship and sacrifice, and recessed alcoves to conduct intimate meetings.
What made the Demon Quarter even more formidable was that the elitist vampyrés of the court were none the wiser to its existence, thanks to the mistreated sorcerer population. The sorcerers had happily worked their clever enchantments and wards to hide the demon out-posting for a generous compensation. As for the other courtiers who shared the space in the auxiliary housing area of the sixth subfloor…
Well. They’d learned quickly it was best to keep their mouths shut.
Raphael’s eyes swept up and over the ribbed ceiling, then combed down the stained cherry wood walls to the line of macabre statues lining the length of the concourse. Every marble statue, no matter its stance or embrace, was without a heart. The gory glorification went to no uncertain length to depict the precise detail of violence in each piece of art. Most, if not all, went so far as to encrust the cavernous holes with jagged rubies and pieces of garnet.
Pinpricks dotted up his arm.
Raphael straightened, and then he moved.
He claimed no friends in this place that should be home. His differences outweighed any worthy demon attribute he possessed in their eyes. Raphael glanced down at his gloved hands before folding them behind his back. Whereas the rest of the demon population manipulated their victims’ emotions with a kind of psychic ability dependent heavily on proximity. Raphael’s did not. He relied on physical touch, hence the irritatingly constant need to wear gloves.
And then there was his other, lesser-known power. The one that nullified other demons’ manipulations by standing in the path of their target. Of course, said nullification didn’t work as well on demons who outranked him in power. Sometimes it didn’t work at all. Either way, he could rationalize how his nullification power would agitate his kinsmen. And if he used it from time to time to piss them off when their taunting grew overly annoying… well, could they blame him?
They can; he thought bitterly as eyes followed his journey down the vaulted concourse. And they do.
Raphael ignored the demons’ glares and scowls, the hisses of rebuke they made when he ebbed too close.
Their hatred didn’t negate the fact that fate and fortune were finally standing in his corner.
Months ago, Irial, the Duke of Wrath himself, had ordered him to befriend Jax Vrana and make an ally of him for the demons. That, and to monitor and ensure Jax didn’t find a means to undo whatever curse had been placed on Irina Vrana.
He was chosen, the broken mongrel everyone spat and sneered at, plotted against, and hated.
Him.
Raphael knew better than to ask why the task was given to him. He didn't hold enough status or clout among the demon ranks, even with his powers increasing in strength, to ask questions. His half-breed lineage would always taint his worth. Would always hold him back. Because his and his sister’s existence was sacrilege in their eyes. Raphael clenched his jaw and straightened his shoulders.
The meeting he’d just left changed things, though. It changed everything.
Or it could if he succeeded in his new mission.
All three parts of it, he thought, somewhat peevishly. Raphael didn’t doubt his ability to complete the first assignment, which was merely an extension of his original order. He was to fully sway Jax to the demon’s side while continuing to sabotage his attempts to help Irina. He accomplished the latter already once. His second task would take more carefully calculated finesse: attain the grimoire from the Vranas. While his third, killing the banshee—albeit discreetly—would take no more than an afterthought.
Neither Irial nor the Grand Duchess had explicitly stated which grimoire he needed to take from the Vranas, but they didn’t have to. Raphael knew the one they sought. 
The banished Gayamun clan’s grimoire. 
Jax hadn’t shut up about it all week: how cleverly the Circe clan had hidden it before being executed for their orchestration of the rabidus curse; how the grimoire sang with power once it was in his possession; how it was the key to reversing Irina’s curse, but it was magically locked.
Five months ago, Jax would never have dared share so much with Raphael. That was before his raven shifter friend, Ronan, had left court. Raphael rolled his eyes. He’d spent countless nights helping Jax drown his sorrow and listen to him bemoan their fallout. He had become well-versed in all their adventures in the early days of court and their mysterious exploits in some place called the Otherworld.
Jax never went into exact detail regarding the Otherworld—not about what they got up to whilst they were there, nor where it was—despite Raphael's coaxing. Regardless, Raphael knew without it being directly said that it was the source of the rift between the two.
While such bonding activities had brought them closer, it had taken an extra nudge to seal Jax’s trust.
A nudge that involved Raphael deliberately provoking a threesome of shifters and allowing Jax to play hero when he coincidentally happened upon them beating Raphael to a pulp. While the heroic act strengthened their relationship, it was the vengeful plot they carried out afterward that cemented Jax’s trust.
It’s what made Raphael all the more confident that of all his three tasks, converting Jax to the demon's side would be easiest.
Somewhere, a bell rang, high-pitched and certain, taking Raphael from his thoughts. He looked at his wrist. It was ten to noon. With a harried sigh, he moved closer to the wall. Moments later, several doors opened along the concourse, and demons poured into the space, aiming for the exit.
It was time for a shift change at the demon-run gambling hall, the Styx.
Raphael leaned back against the wall, watching the tide of demons leave. Most demons earned their keep and pay working at the Styx. Not Raphael. He’d been denied the opportunity and forced to produce an income through other means.
He fought down a scowl as the demons’ laughter and voices ricocheted throughout the concourse. The majority of his brethren didn’t bother to acknowledge him as they passed. Those that did, wore their disgust and hatred openly. A part of him longed to snarl right back at them, point at his horns and golden runes, or flash his obsidian eyes at them—all proof that he was just as much a demon as any of them.
His survival instincts were better than that. Instead, he let his blood simmer and kept his expression blank.
Survival meant wearing a mask at all times, save in the privacy of his apartment, to fool the court into thinking him some charming, yet undoubtedly diabolical enigma.
It meant acting graciously subservient on more than one occasion and carrying out acts that left blood on his hands.
All of which fed his hatred for his circumstances and status, and all of which shielded his sister, Layla, from unwanted attention and kept their last remaining difference as half-breeds a secret. A coarse shiver raked down Raphael’s spine as he imagined what torture would befall them if it was found that their souls were not wholly possessed by their Lord. Only half. How no other demon had come to the deduction was a miracle. And if they did...
Layla wouldn’t survive under their ruthless hands.
Worry tightened his gut. She wouldn’t survive if he failed in his new mission, either.
She would be sent to her infernal death as the cost for his failure. Raphael felt the color drain from his face at the mere thought of such a cruel fate. Layla would tear herself apart until she became nothing more than malevolence incarnate, haunting the Ether, which demons traveled as shades. A stronger demon might survive the sentencing, withstand the soul-sucking attacks, and find some way to escape.
But Layla wasn’t strong.
She’d barely survived being made a demon; Raphael swallowed thickly and forced himself to straighten from the wall. The Duke and Grand Duchess would take his horns as well if he failed, but horns could be regrown. He couldn’t regrow Layla.
Not for the first time, Raphael reviled his gifts, which ostracized him and cast a dark shadow over his sister’s own weak—yet blessedly normal—powers. His hands fisted tightly behind his back, leather gloves rasping lightly at the strain as he watched the last of the demons depart. As the concourse succumbed to quiet, his simmering ire retreated from his veins, and his hands unclenched.
Soon, he thought, the tables would turn.
When he succeeded, he would be rewarded. Their Lord would correct his deficiencies, which could only mean one thing: turning him into a full demon. The idea both rattled and excited him. He held no love for what he was, but being a full demon meant a better life not only for him but for Layla. He could protect her better and help her gain the horns she desperately needed to secure a safer position among the demon ranks.
Five years without a hint of horn growth is too long. Raphael’s jaw set in a hard line. There were pitfalls to all legions of demons. Demons of desire could easily gorge themselves to oblivion. Demons of wrath kept a temper that often led them to an early grave. But demons of despair drew the short straw by far, as they typically fell into madness.
Raphael saw the edges of that madness growing in Layla's eyes and expression by the night. Meaning failure wasn’t an option and whatever morals his half-human soul still harbored, he would have to cast away for good. His throat constricted briefly at the thought.
He would save Layla this time. No matter what he had to do.
Flooded with new determination, Raphael moved with purpose toward the exit as he silently counted off his tasks.
Deliver Jax.
Steal and deliver the grimoire.
Kill the banshee with the utmost discretion.
The grimoire would be the most challenging. Jax was only a few steps and a shove away from abandoning the Vrana household and following Raphael to the demons. As for the banshee, she was only a few steps and a shove away from an unfortunate accident.
And yet, as easy as it would be to take care of the banshee, Raphael couldn’t erase the curiosity that roused him at the Grand Duchess’s earlier words.
“She is different, a true harbinger of death. Our seer says she will foretell our Lord’s plans before the time is nigh. Should this come to fruition, all our work will be put into jeopardy.”
His brow furrowed. Raphael didn’t believe Stella, of all supernaturals, possessed the ability to jeopardize their Lord’s plans or amount to anything as lustrously titled as a “true harbinger of death.” Not that he knew what their Lord’s grand plans were, given his lowly status, or what it meant to be a true harbinger of death. The banshee was…
She was…
Insignificant. 
Hell, she was practically invisible with her ghost-like complexion. And he didn’t want to even start on her most annoying trait—her shyness. Raphael nearly gagged. She was a walking contradiction, meek and weak as a dormouse shifter yet gifted with unholy power. 
Raphael’s nose scrunched unconsciously. Her banshee powers disturbed a deep, primal part of him, and he assumed it did for every other courtier, given the wide berth they usually gave her. Raphael subtly shook his head. The fact that she’d survived this long wasn’t so much a testament to her savvy or influence as it was to being such a reliable source of cheap entertainment. He almost pitied her.
Almost.
A frown pulled at his brow, but it froze in place as a ghostly whisper tasted the back of Raphael’s neck. His eyes widened, and half a heartbeat later, a hand gripped him where that chilled lash of air bathed his nape.
“Where do you think you’re going, filth?”
Raphael knew better than to fight as he was shoved into the nearest side chamber by Irial’s forceful grip. Stumbling as Irial threw him forward, Raphael bit his tongue at the treatment, fighting against the searing anger that blistered his nerves. He couldn’t tell if his mounting rage was from Irial’s handling or his emotional manipulation. As Raphael settled his erratic pulse and spared the duke a glance, he spied a twisted smirk and quickly lowered his gaze, deducing it was the latter.
“I was setting off to begin work on my mission, your Grace,” Raphael responded calmly with his gaze still lowered.
“Indeed,” Irial purred with menace. “Let us discuss your illustrious mission and whose feet you should be groveling at for placing you in such an advantageous position.”
Irial’s stare struck Raphael like brimstone. He dropped to his knees, molars grinding as hatred boiled in his guts. “I thank you, your Grace.”
“As you should, welp. The fate of our Lord’s plans lies in your hands—and only yours.” Raphael’s eyes flickered up at the soft assertion. Irial met his questioning stare with one of cold amusement. “You will receive no aid in your mission, lest you fuck everything to pieces as your uncommon breed is want to do.” Irial stepped closer. His festering manipulation wrapped around Raphael like a boa constrictor. “The Legions of Wrath, Despair, and Desire will not bear your failure and will not support you should you be caught.”
A muscle ticked in Raphael’s jaw.
“I expected nothing less… your Grace,” Raphael managed to spit out.
Irial smiled at him. The sight shot an arrow of dread through his heart. Irial was a beastly demon, standing well north of 6’ 5” and laden with muscles. His deep brown skin was covered in runes. The symbols of power were earned through deeds deemed worthy by their Lord or feasting on the emotions of others. Raphael had many of his own, a fact that never failed to offend his brethren.
“What a well-behaved dog you are.”
Irial chuckled darkly and took another step forward. Raphael swallowed. Irial’s long, twisted copper horns glinted in the room’s warm lights. Quick as lightning, Irial was before him on bended knee. Raphael barely had time to gasp before he was knocked to the ground, his face shoved to the floor at Irial’s feet. Panic and rage ripped through him as he struggled against Irial’s meaty paw. Logic and primal fear warred against one another until Raphael ceased his struggles and let out a mutinous snarl instead. The duke laughed again.
“There’s the mongrel we all know you are.” Irial peered into Raphael’s eyes with violent delight. “Do not fail, Raphael. Kill the banshee bitch and bring us the grimoire and sorcerer. And if the extent of your skill means you can only accomplish one… make it the sorcerer and ensure he comes willingly. The binding will not work otherwise.”
Irial stood, shoving Raphael’s head harder against the marble floor in the process. Raphael didn’t dare rise until the door opened and then slammed shut.
“Prick.” Raphael rose, staring daggers at the door as the remnants of Irial’s wrathful manipulation abated, leaving him to stew in his own ire. He took several deep breaths to settle himself before picking apart Irial’s last words.
A binding.
He’d heard whisperings of bindings before, though, was clueless as to how one was performed or how they truly worked. All he knew was that only the highest-ranking demons underwent bindings that somehow gave them a direct tie to their Lord.
That means the demons don’t just want Jax’s support; they want him bound to their Lord’s desire.
Raphael wasn’t sure why Irial had let such precious information slip. Was it to motivate Raphael in his task? Or was it simply the beginning of some elaborate mind game? Raphael huffed and frowned. It was too hard to tell with demons, no matter their rank.
Another exasperated huff left his lips before Raphael straightened and gave the room a cursory once-over. A half-circle of chairs was at his back, and beyond them, shadows. He narrowed his gaze at the soft pools of darkness.
He didn’t think any demon was foolish enough to spy on Irial from the Ether in their shade form, nor waste their time on him, but he wouldn’t risk lingering all the same.
Raphael strode to the door, but as he reached for the doorknob, it swung open. It was a testament to his years of practice that Raphael didn't groan his frustration at seeing two of his rivals, Kat and Gabriel, standing in the doorway.
And blocking his path.
They’d been made into demons around the same time five years ago. Though Gabriel and he belonged to the Legion of Desire, Kat was of the Legion of Wrath. Her brilliant crimson horns slanted back at a stark angle from her forehead, long and smooth and tipped to dangerous points. At their base, golden runes had taken shape. The molten embellishments caught and glinted in the light above. Raphael swore they writhed.
Courtiers often speculated that the size of a demon’s horns was the marker of their power or age. The larger the horn, the older the demon, and the more potent their manipulation and their reach.
However, horn size itself mattered little to power or a demon’s age. It was in the detail of the horn. The depth of its color. The cut of its end. The nuance of texture. It was the combined splendor of those details that attested to the depths of a demon’s persuasive power.
Kat possessed the most power out of their three, but Raphael was gaining. Not as quickly as he would like, but he was farther along than Gabriel.
Thank the Gods.
He was too insufferable and vile to be stronger than Raphael.
“Waiting for me?” Raphael let an oily smile bloom across his face. “I’m flattered.”
Kat rolled her eyes, upper lip curling. Gabriel wore a similar look of disdain, features pinching together. A flutter of satisfaction rolled through Raphael at the sight. They must be seething over the meeting’s outcome, and over not being chosen themselves, if they’ve sought me out.
He let his smile broaden and crossed his arms leisurely over his chest.
“Tell me, Gabriel, how many cocks did you have to suck to get in on that meeting? Or was the threat of your molestation enough to grant you entry?”
The other demon of desire snarled, and his ensuing lunge was halted by Kat's raised hand. She wore a nasty smirk that made her brown eyes sparkle dangerously.
“We didn’t come here to fight,” she informed him with cloying sweetness. “Gabriel and I wished to pass on our congratulations on receiving such an unworthy honor.”
Raphael cocked a brow. “Is that so?”
“And to remind you—“
“The duke reminded me of this mission’s importance already. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.” Raphael was striding forward before he finished speaking, but Gabriel’s palm slammed into the center of his chest to stop him. The assault immediately roused Raphael’s anger. He batted away Gabriel’s hand with a growl, prowling forward into his space while the other man grinned smugly back at him.
The faintest sensation of a spider crawling up Raphael’s neck made him stiffen. He whipped his glare to Kat, whose venomous smirk had grown into a full-blown smile.
“You might be a mongrel, but your anger tastes like golden nectar straight from the Gods.” Raphael snarled at her. It was an insult to feed off another demon’s emotions, more so than any barbed words or fists thrown. Even if Kat had only taken a taste, he felt revulsion turn his stomach upside down alongside his outrage.
“What do you want?” Raphael bit out, biting back the worst of his anger.
“As I was saying, we aren’t here to fight, or for me to feed, but to give you a reminder.” Raphael stayed silent, and Kat’s smile deepened. “You’re pathetic, Raphael.”
“Scum, really,” Gabriel added.
“A whore’s son.”
“A bastard son.”
Kat took a brief interest in inspecting a pointed fingernail. “A malignancy.”
“Worthless,” Gabriel concluded.
Raphael’s eyes narrowed as he shifted his sights to Gabriel. “If I was so worthless, then why was I chosen?”
“Because you’re dispensable, Raphael.” Kat chimed in before Gabriel could answer, drawing Raphael’s hardened gaze back to her. “We came to tell you that Irial ordered us not to help you in your tasks... but he said nothing about us not interfering.”
Raphael tensed. “You would dare attempt to foil the Grand Duchess’s plans? Our Lord’s plans?”
“Your failure isn’t exclusively tied to their success. As far as I’m concerned, or this bleating cock—” Kat jerked her chin in Gabriel’s direction as his hackles rose “—you don’t deserve the glory that comes with pulling off a mission of this caliber.” Kat sniffed delicately, her gaze raking down Raphael in mounting displeasure. "It's every demon for herself."
“Is that all?” Raphael held back an eye roll. Kat frowned but said nothing more before turning on her heel and striding out onto the concourse. Gabriel lingered, eyeing him with strange intensity before a broad grin stretched over his lips.
“See you around, half-breed.”
Gabriel strutted off, hands shoved in his pockets and a whistle on his lips. Raphael scowled at his back. He should have known the twosome would find some way to cause trouble. But this…
Raphael rolled his shoulders back and rearranged his features into something neutral before glancing at his wristwatch. Just as an influx of demons had left not long ago to work the Styx, those finishing up would likely be returning on the hour to greet their beds.
He wanted to do the same. The hour was late by Dark Court standards as it neared noon. But the best hours to plot happened while the sun reigned and the vampyrés slept. Raphael would retire to his private apartment outside the Demon Quarter on the fifth subfloor after checking in with Layla.
Leaving her in the dark about what was at stake was out of the question. If his failure at any point became evident, she could, at the very least, run away. Raphael ran a hand over one of his ox blood horns, following the smooth curve as it arched out just above his ears and then toward the back of his head.
You can grow new horns, he reminded himself, not a new sister.
His heart twisted. He couldn’t fail them. They’d lost too much already. Given their souls to the devil himself—or at least, the closest thing to a devil Raphael had ever glimpsed.
He swallowed thickly at the memory. Of the blazing golden body roiling with power that had electrified him from the inside out as it laid claim to half his soul. Raphael shook himself free of the past and exited the room at last.
First, he would see his sister, then go rest.
And when evening arrived, he would see his ‘best friend,’ Jax.






  
  II


Stella needed a new mantel clock. Her current one’s body was dinged in several places and the protective glass over its face was missing. It also got hung up between six and eight marks periodically and sped up near the two to semi-even out the lag. Her eyes followed the second’s hand as it wound around chasing the minutes of the approaching hour. With a delicate touch, she traced the hour’s pointed hand standing proudly over the twelve leaving the minute hand to languish over the half-hour.  
Her attention drifted to the new mirror above the mantel, lips pinching as she assessed her apartment. She would be the first to admit it could use some updates.
Major updates, she amended.
Except Stella sort of liked the well-worn furniture and outdated fixtures. Her shabby little apartment was a refugee from the elaborate decadence of the upper floors and the overindulgent accessories claimed by the lower floors. It was cozy. Always warm. And best of all, quiet.
A special ward encased her apartment as a barrier between her innate banshee senses and the court populace. Stella’s shoulders softened as she relished in the quiet. The ward meant she never had to worry about waking up in the middle of the day to scream out a death sentence if a courtier passed too close to her door.
Her gaze went back to the clock. River, Nova, and Irina were coming to discuss something with her—something important if the conversation was to be held during daylight hours. River hinted the previous night that it was for a new job. Stella sighed, eyes shuttering closed as she rested her cheek on the mantel.
The raven shifter contract she’d secured after Bailey and Ronan left had lasted a blissful four months until both parties mutually agreed to end the contract early. Stella’s throat tightened. Mutually peer-pressured more accurately described how things went down between her and Ana, the leader of the raven shifters. The vampyrés had been indignant in their fury, arguing the resident banshee was for the exclusive use of Minor, Major, and Royal Households as if she was owned by them.
Now she was a free agent again, only this time, households weren’t clamoring to secure her services. The longer she was without a contract, the more vulnerable she became in court. Anyone could start trouble with her without facing consequences, and while Stella was training diligently with Deval and Nova to defend herself, the thought of fighting still turned her  knees to jelly. 
Then there was the matter of her income. Without a contract, she had no steady stream of money coming into her account. She swallowed. Her family, on the outside. would feel the pinch in their bank accounts because of it, too.
Stella stepped away from the mantel with a sigh and crossed the short distance to her kitchenette to put on a kettle for tea. As she set it down, the copper pot rattled sharply against the cast iron grates.
They didn’t clamor for you before either, a voice whispered in her head. Stella’s grip lingered on the kettle's handle, fingers flexing around it. It was all a trick to trap you by the rabidus curse.
Stella sucked in a deep breath and battled the voice away, reminding herself the invitations had been real. They’d just been tampered with. In fact, only one of the invitations hadn’t been true. It also happened to be the one that mattered to her most: the Vranas’.
With a heavy exhale, Stella released the kettle. It was getting easier to deal with the darker thoughts that plagued her thanks to her friends and the confidence she was building. But sometimes, they still crept up on her, lurking in the shadows of her mind, just waiting to spring. The thoughts she could handle.
Her dreams were another story.
Nightmares, she corrected herself setting the flames below the kettle to high. The flare of warmth kindled her memory of waking that very morning drenched in sweat. The exact details of the nightmare eluded her, but not the arctic cold that clung to her whilst in it.
Methodically, Stella reached into the cabinet above the slender stove and claimed a fat mug. She didn’t bother to take out the large jar nestled into her collection of glasses and mugs, instead, blindly reaching into its depths for a tea bag. Her fingers floundered before snatching up a prize. Dumping the tea bag into her mug, Stella made a mental note to restock as her eyes scanned the next shelf up.
The stash of potions to soothe her vocal cords, supplied generously by River, was in good supply. Her eyes shot up to the last shelf, catching on the green-tinted bottle tucked mostly out of sight. She swallowed, mouth-watering. Pushing onto her toes, she slid the bottle of rhodiola further back until it was obscured completely from view.
A knock sounded abruptly at her door as she settled back down on her heels. Stella’s hand flew to her heart.
“Coming.” Stella rushed to the door, taking a cursory look through its peephole to confirm it was her expected guests. Then her hands flew over her assortment of locks with practiced ease before swinging the door open. A smile lit up her face as Nova and River entered. “Where’s Irina?”
Stella poked her head out into the hall, eyes darting from end to end before retreating inside with them and closing the door.
“She’s taking a more roundabout route,” River said as she made her way to the kitchenette and grabbed herself a cup of water. “You know how she’s been since… everything.”
“Since becoming a vampyré-lycan-demon tribred? Or since that ‘special committee’ ruled, we have until year’s end to reverse her curse before they—“ Nova drew a line across her throat and made a choking nose.
River pinched the bridge of her nose. “Both,” she confirmed before gulping down her water. “She doesn’t leave the apartment suite unless necessary. The rumors around court haven't lost steam and speculation has only grown about how and why she survived the rabidus curse when nobody else did—”
“Cirian survived that night at the opera,” Stella piped in.
The vampyré had been a victim of the rabidus curse. He’d also been saved by River who drew the curse from him in some miraculous feat of magic.
Stella gulped unconsciously at the memory of the deadly and unsettling curse. Its victims had been so ravaged by grotesque black veins, that it made Stella’s skin crawl to recall it. It also turned them into ravenous lunatics that killed anyone in their path. Everyone blamed the mysterious phantom dubbed the Shadowmancer for the curse’s presence in court, but she, Valdora, and the Vranas knew the truth. Ronan was the Shadowmancer—not by choice but fate’s cruel hand—and it was the Circe clan, somehow in collusion with the demons, who had dealt out the curse.   
River loosed a sigh as she wandered over to the loveseat and perched on its arm. It gave a horrendous creak.
“Maybe sit at the table?” Stella gestured to the bistro high-top table tucked in the far corner of the room with two wrought iron chairs. It wasn’t the most comfortable place to sit for a long time, but it wouldn’t put up a fuss like her couch. River made a beeline toward it.
“Cirian also offed himself the next night,” Nova said matter-of-factly. “So technically, she is the only survivor by default.”
“The gossip wouldn’t be so bad if someone from that inane special committee wouldn’t have let slip that Irina was made different. They agreed to keep silent so as not to reignite the fear from the rabidus curse… and the shadowmancer.” River’s eyes rolled heavenward to accompany her reluctant inclusion of the Shadowmancer.
Even now, nobody else knew Ronan had been the shadowmancer or that he’d played the role unwillingly. And they were all determined to keep it that way.
“At first, Irina wouldn’t leave the apartment because she couldn’t control her demon side. She’s gotten a better handle on it now, but she’s too nervous to leave for fear of confirming any of the rumors.” River released another heavy-laden sigh as she sank down into her new seat. “Which is all to say, she’ll be here soon.”
Stella nodded and shuffled over to the tea kettle which had started to sputter in pre-emptive release. She turned off the flame and poured the simmering water into her awaiting mug.
With her back to them, Stella asked quietly, “What will she do if we can’t reverse the curse?”
“Run.” Stella looked over her shoulder to meet Nova’s stoic regard. The vampyré gave a one-shoulder shrug. “They’ll be hunted, of course, but I’m sure she and Jakob have already discussed a number of different contingency plans.”
“It won’t come to that.” Stella’s muscles relaxed at River’s confidence. She hoped for all their sake that would be the case.
“Will Ruby be coming with Irina by chance?”
Delicious warmth greeted Stella’s palms as she cupped her mug. She raised it to her lips, blowing softly over the steaming liquid, and turned back to her friends. Stella caught the tail-end of Nova’s scowl before her features smoothed over. River didn’t bother to dim her smirk.
“What am I missing?” Stella's eyes alighted with curiosity as they darted between the two. Nova ignored her looks in favor of rearranging the loveseat’s two throw pillows for optimal comfort.
“I wouldn’t expect Ruby,” River finally supplied. “Her and Nova are fighting.”
Nova rolled her eyes. “We’re not fighting… per sé. We just have different approaches when it comes to Jax.”
Stella arranged her expression into something passably neutral. Her experiences with Jax were limited, but always pleasant and short. However, she knew intimately of the Vranas’ concern regarding his behavior. His ambitions once tame, now bordered on obsession. They blamed it on his time in the Otherworld, the place beyond the Mirror of Ways which he and Ronan once traveled. They said he came back different from the boy they knew and raised.
Nova’s favorite way to describe him was power-hungry, whether she knew it or not. Ruby’s favorite was tied between misunderstood and misguided.
“I think Jax should grow up.” Nova crossed her arms as she caught River’s eye. “What?”
“I didn’t say anything.” River held up both hands defensively and curtailed her burgeoning laugh.
Nova’s lips pressed together, holding back whatever words she wished to say, before dragging her gaze to Stella. “We all know now that when Jax and Ronan went into the Otherworld, time passed differently there. Who knows how old either of them really is? And they stopped aging too—without having to die, which is bullshit if you ask me.”
Stella glanced at River. The young half-witch was struggling to temper her smile as Nova continued her rant. But when the next words out of Nova’s mouth were “power-hungry,” Stella gently tuned her out and let her mind wander to Ronan and Bailey. They were still in Paris, waiting for whatever dark magical poison that had ensnared Ronan months ago to pass through his system. Stella hoped it wouldn’t take much longer.
Her correspondence with Bailey was one of her favorite ways to pass the time. She loved hearing about their adventures in the City of Lights and getting to see a softer side of the she-wolf through her words. But as of late, their correspondence had become less frequent. Bailey’s letters had become shorter too. Stella wasn’t quite sure what to make of the change, but—
“And I said it to his face.”
Stella zoned back in, her world refocusing on the smug smile Nova wore.
“You told Jax he was a child and that everyone was blowing smoke up his ass about how talented he is? To his face?” River repeated, mouth slightly agape.
Nova’s smile deepened. “Plus, a choice embellishment here or there that I won’t repeat.”
“No wonder Ruby’s mad at you.”
Nova’s smile lost its enthusiasm. “You know how much she loves Jax. She raised him right alongside Jakob and Sebastian. More so even. This new ‘holier than thou’ attitude he's sporting for the masses is getting to her. She keeps saying things like, ‘That’s not how I raised him.’ So, I thought he should know that he’s disappointing everyone.”
“And that he’s a talentless child?” River added blandly.
“Oh fine, so he’s not talentless. He’s some kind of weird sorcerer prodigy, but he hardly needs another adoring fan. I stand by my other remarks.”
“Duly noted.” River's voice was deceptively soft. “But hasn’t Ruby also been saying that he’s only now just starting to truly process his, ‘long-seeded issues of abandonment’?”
Nova recrossed her arms. She opened her mouth, but no words came out as she avoided River’s knowing gaze. Stella’s eyes grew wide as the faintest hint of pink rose to Nova’s cheeks. It took a lot to make a vampyré flush with emotion outside feedings. River’s words either hit their mark or her empathetic persuasion was in play.
“He had decades to process that in the Otherworld,” Nova argued and received a dubious frown in return from River. “Okay! Fine! Maybe he is unpacking and processing that now; being an orphan, the whole Wselfwulf kidnapping and torturing him debacle that cost him his eye, and Ronan running off to Paris with Bailey.” She counted off the list on her fingers, her once somewhat snarky expression turning begrudgingly grim. “It’s not like Ruby hasn’t tried to talk to him about it or help him through it. And he certainly doesn’t have to be such a twat about it.”
“Nova—”
The scalding glare Nova sent River shut her mouth. “I’m allowed to have feelings on the matter. You don’t have to like them—nobody does. But I get to have them. He’s hurting her by acting this way and pushing her away.”
“Maybe he needs someone else to talk to?” Nova softened at Stella’s suggestion.
“Yeah, I guess,” Nova admitted, her gaze growing long. “I bet if his soulmark showed her face he’d snap out of it.”
Stella’s head swiveled to catch River’s reaction. Her face was painted in the same surprise as her own. “Jax has a soulmark?” Stella whisper shouted.
“Since when?” River demanded.
Nova went still, her long-off look vanishing. “Did I say soulmark?”
“You absolutely said soulmark,” River confirmed. Stella nodded her head along vigorously.
“Then let’s forget I said it, okay?” Nova’s gaze darted to the door. “Irina wouldn’t want—”
“Irina’s not here,” Stella pointed out innocently and took a sip of her tea at the warning growl that slipped past Nova’s lips.
“Not yet!” Nova exclaimed.
“Exactly. Not yet.” River smiled sweetly as Nova spared another anxious look to the door.
“He wasn’t born with his mark like most are. It was bestowed upon him by the Moon Goddess when he helped lift the lycan curse.” River let out a low whistle and leaned back in her chair. “He doesn’t like to talk about it or acknowledge it. The shitstorm with the Wselfwulfes went down right after, so...”
Stella absorbed the information in solemn silence but was startled when a soft knock permeated the room.
“I always forget about your wards,” Nova commented. 
Stella shot her a smile as she heard the lilt of delight in her voice. She set down her tea and went to the door. “Me too,” she confided. After checking to confirm it was Irina, she opened the door.
Irina strode in, her cloak of midnight billowing after her as Stella shut and locked the door behind her. With a grace none of them possessed, she lifted back the deep hood which concealed her face. For a moment, Stella could only stare at Irina’s profile. She was stunning with classical features and long gleaming hair. Her copper gaze swung to Stella as she dipped her chin in greeting.
“Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice,” Irina said.
Stella brightened her smile. “It’s no trouble. I didn’t have anything else planned. Sit, please.” A nervous flutter took up residence in Stella’s stomach as Irina made her way to the loveseat. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”
“I’ll be blunt.” Irina folded her hands atop her lap and straightened her spine. “After much discussion, Jakob and I wish to extend an invitation to you to join our family.”
The mug slipped from Stella’s hands and crashed against the floor. She leaped back with a gasp. The hot spray of tea wetted her pants and slippers.
Irina glanced at Nova and River for guidance. “Was that a positive reaction or…?”
“Oh, definitely positive,” Nova reassured her.
Stella nodded dumbly in agreement. Her heart was too busy trying to beat its way out of her chest. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so happily surprised, or when fate had fallen on her in such favor. She was about to speak when an unnatural breeze swirled about the mess at her feet and erased it from sight. Stella released a small yelp and hastened back a step.
“Sorry!” River cried. “I was only trying to help.”
Stella passed her a quick smile. “It’s all right.” With a steady, calming breath she met Irina’s regard. “I thought… I thought you said earlier this year it wouldn’t be possible to join your household or contract for you because of the backlash that would happen. After my failed go with the Corvinas, I thought that proved your point.”
“Circumstances have changed.” Irina’s throat bobbed, but she kept her gaze locked on Stella and her shoulders back. “We’re prepared to weather that storm if you are.”
Stella couldn't stop herself from shuffling a step closer. “You really want me to be part of your family?”
A warm smile drifted over Irina’s lips. Her perfect posture relaxed as she replied, “Yes. It would please us all greatly to have you bear the Vrana name.”
Stella waited for a single heartbeat before throwing herself at Irina. Her arms wrapped around the tribred’s body with trembling joy.
“Yes! Yes, a hundred times over.”
Irina let out a startled laugh and patted Stella somewhat awkwardly on the back. “As much as I appreciate your display of gratitude, it would be in your best interest to maintain a certain distance given my powers. Just in case.”
Stella disentangled herself and took three quick steps back. 
“Are you going to tell her the other part?” Nova questioned.
“I was just getting to it.” Irina huffed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “There is a condition that must be met before your formal indoctrination to the family. A task to prove your loyalty and commitment.”
Curiosity sparked in Stella. “What kind of task?”
“She wants you to get a blood sample,” Nova cut in. “From a demon.”
Something like ice ran through Stella’s veins. Without a word, she turned her back to the three and returned to the kitchenette. Grabbing a new mug and tea bag, she deftly turned back on the stove to heat her kettle. “How much?”
Do not hyperventilate, Stella warned herself as she steadied her breathing.
“Only a sample,” Irina quickly supplied.
“A decent sample,” River corrected.
Stella looked to River. She wore a patient expression, but there was something akin to concern in her eyes. Stella couldn’t make out if it was worry that the task would be too much for Stella to handle or worry that she might refuse. She turned her attention back to the kettle. It was still warm and wouldn’t take long to reheat.
“What does that mean, a decent sample?” The kettle began to sputter. Stella emptied its contents into her mug, filling it almost to the brim. “And how do you expect me to do it?” She turned to them with her new mug clutched in both hands close to her chest.
“Perhaps a brief explanation first,” Irina suggested. She scooted to the edge of her seat. “The night I was cursed, Valdora came and did her tests. Do you remember everything she said?”
“She proved you and Ronan were infected by the same dark magic from the Otherworld.” Stella confirmed with a nod. “But the dark magic you were exposed to included demon blood.”
“Supposedly included demon blood.”
Stella wanted to smack herself as the memory came back to her in full. “And Valdora wanted a sample to be certain.” Irina nodded. She’d forgotten that piece since she wasn’t involved in its procurement—and because the Vranas liked to keep talk of their plans to a minimum, afraid of those who might be listening.
“Clearly, every sign points to it.” Irina let the demon’s signature darkness bleed her eyes black, then took several deep breaths to call it back. “But yes, Valdora wants to be 100% certain before proceeding with any formal attempts to reverse the curse. Now that we have the grimoire the Circe clan used to create the rabidus curse, we can start making real progress on reversing my condition.”
A bolt of shock went through Stella. “Wait. When did you get the grimoire?”
“A couple of weeks back,” River explained, a note of apology in her voice. “Valdora, Jax, and I only just managed to open it a few nights ago.”
“Oh.” Stella sipped her tea casually. It scalded her lips and the tip of her tongue, but she didn’t so much as flinch as the burn settled, too overcome by all the new information she was receiving.
“We have a plan, sort of.” Stella latched onto the eagerness and hope in Nova's voice and gestured for her to go on. “We want you to infiltrate the Lunar Court."
Stella's eyes widened as she mouthed Nova's plan.
“Then, once you’re in, you find yourself in a ‘compromising’ position.” Nova used air quotes. “Or some situation where you have a plausible reason to defend yourself against a demon. You use your immobilization attack on them and then bam! You cut them, get their blood, and get out.”
Stella blinked. “That's, er, very straightforward.”
Nova shrugged. “Sometimes the simplest solution is the best.”
“It's only—” Stella chewed on her bottom lip, her grip tightening on the mug “—that if it's as straightforward as all that, why aren't one of you doing it?” She glanced between Nova and River, but it was Irina who answered.
“We have exhausted multiple avenues on the venture. Somehow, in some way, each attempt we’ve made to procure a sample ourselves has been thwarted. The demons at court have now started to outright avoid our family. And we can’t risk pulling in outside help to get the job done. You are our best chance now.”
Stella absorbed the information with a long sigh. “Why infiltrate the Lunar Court then?”
“Because it's located in the auxiliary housing of the sixth subfloor—"
“Which is where the Styx is and where the demons are housed,” Stella finished.
The side of Irina’s mouth quirked up sardonically. “Exactly.”
A flutter of nerves overcame Stella’s stomach. As straightforward as the plan seemed on the outside, she knew it would be more complicated if she managed to actually infiltrate the Lunar Court.
Infiltrate the Lunar Court? Like some kind of undercover agent?
Stella bit back the maniacal laughter that threatened to spill forward at the thought, but it died away altogether as her heartbeat continued to prattle on excitedly at the idea. No one at the court thought much of her, let alone saw her as a threat of any kind. If she did this and pulled it off, lured some demon under false pretenses and got their blood—er pulse went mad in her ears—she would finally be seen and taken seriously.
She would make a mark and prove she was more than just a hired hand.
She’d belong somewhere.
Redefine the banshee’s course at court for future generations.
And maybe... maybe she'd come into her own more, too. Find herself—whatever that meant.
Self-confidence wasn’t innate for Stella like it was for the women before her, but she was trying. She’d been trying since River and Bailey walked into her life and didn’t run immediately in the opposite direction. Filled with hope, she set down her mug on the counter behind her and then stepped forward.
“How would I get in?”
Irina sat up straighter. “To be fair, it’s been progressively getting trickier. When the Lunar Court first established itself last year, all one needed was a recommendation from founding members to be welcomed into the fold. However, in recent months, they’ve become much more selective about who they give membership. At present, there's a small three-person commission in place to screen applicants.”
“I heard recently a new selection process is in the works. Some kind of lottery,” River added. “Which means we need you to infiltrate the Lunar Court as soon as possible, while the commission is still screening applicants.”
Stella folded her arms over her chest. “How do I get seen by the commission?” she asked River.
“Davina Asatar is currently on the commission, and she owes Deval a favor.”
“Really? Why?”
“You don’t want to know the answer to that. Trust me.”  A faint blush crept onto the apples of River's cheeks.
“Our sources say they have an office in the auxiliary housing area, at the end of the hall to the right. Once you’re there, make sure you talk to Davina. Ask her some questions about the application process, then hand her this.” Irina removed a sealed note from her cloak. “It should get you membership without too much protest.”
“And once I’m in, I’ll find a way to get close to a demon and take their blood using my immobilization power.” Anticipation lit a fire inside Stella.
She’d never dreamed of doing something so covert or daring, let alone having someone believe in her enough to ask it of her. Stella's bottom lip found its way again between her teeth, her mind running a mile a minute before slamming on the brakes.
“You never said how much blood I needed to get.” Stella let her gaze land on River.
“It’s a bit hard to say.” River gave an apologetic grimace. "We need a large enough blood sample to confirm demon blood was used in the rabidus curse and to be used in the spell to reverse it potentially. For confirmation, we can make do with a few good drops. It’s the other one that may prove to need more. Whatever you can collect will be helpful though.”
“So... a vial’s worth?” Stella questioned with uncertainty.
“If you can manage that.” River nodded enthusiastically. “But even if it’s just been dabbed up on a handkerchief, we can get the blood sample off it with magic.”
Stella released a long rush of air. “Okay then. I’m in.”
“You are? You’ll do it?” Irina’s eyes glimmered with hope.
“When should I go?” Stella asked with a smile.
The three women regarded one another before answering in unison. “Now.”






  
  III


After a second and then third debriefing on what to do, Stella saw her friends out and prepared herself for the single most important mission of her life. 
Don’t psych yourself out before you’ve begun. You have a plan. Trust the plan.
She moved on autopilot, conscious of noon's fast approach now that she was alone. Because of the hour, there wouldn’t be much of a crowd in the Styx, which meant there wouldn’t be a large audience if she failed.
Or if you succeed.
Stella kept the thought in mind as she went to her closet to find something more appropriate to wear. The black dress she chose was simple but luxurious. Its velvet sleeves clung to the tops of her shoulders and cut down in a modest V-neck, and its hem hit just below her knees. By the Styx standards, it was no better than a chastity belt, but Stella felt good in the dress. It made her feel sophisticated and older than she was.
But it wouldn’t do to enter the viper’s den without curtailing to at least some of their standards. Stella rooted around the collection of shoes she’d amassed and plucked out a pair of red stilettos that oft left blisters on the back of her heels. They weren't her style, but they made the outfit more Styx-appropriate—and hopefully, Lunar Court appropriate.
Once dressed, Stella examined herself in the full-length mirror leaning against one of the corners of her room. She fussed with the ends of her wavy hair. She’d given herself an impromptu haircut five months back, cutting off several inches of her signature icy white hair. The experience had been surprisingly cathartic, enough so that Stella kept the shorter length. It hit just above the tops of her shoulders.
“You can do this,” she told her reflection. “You walk in, ask for Davina, and remind her about Deval’s favor. Simple. Easy.”
Stella took a deep breath, counted to three in her head, and then left her apartment before she lost her nerve as the minute hand swung around to ten past noon. She kept toward the walls, even with the hallway and grand staircase mostly empty. Her presence at this time of day was unusual, and she caught more than one pair of eyes following her descent.
Finally reaching the sixth subfloor, Stella deftly stepped off the staircase and off to the side. The Styx was more crowded than she anticipated. It made her stand straighter.
“You can do this,” she whispered to herself and tucked her hair behind her ear. Stella eyed the behemoth doors situated opposite the staircase and her stomach dropped.
There was a man guarding the door.
A sorcerer.
Stella’s mouth ran dry as she spied the two bejeweled metal gauntlets covering his hands. She’d never seen a sorcerer use gauntlets as their magical conduit. Bo staffs, wands, and even canes like Jax’s, were more commonly used. Stella eyed him more surreptitiously as his features became familiar to her.
His name was Michael, and he was without a clan. If she remembered correctly, he arrived only a few months ago with his partner. Stella’s forehead furrowed in concentration as she tried to remember his partner’s name and if he was a sorcerer, too.
He was, she remembered, also dead. Killed senselessly and without warning here in the Styx. Stella swallowed roughly. She had heard the news from Deval. Someone had slit Anker’s throat accidentally. Their anger for another courtier having missed their intended target.
Yet Michael stayed. She wondered why. The thought niggled at her until Stella shook her head.
“Focus.” Stella flattened out the thick material of her dress.
She would simply walk past him and through the doors. All she had to do was act confident.
Act like she belonged.
A cascade of nerves flooded her even as she tucked up her chin and strode across the hall. One step at a time, she closed the distance between her and the door until it was only a few—
“Where do you think you’re going, banshee?”
Stella cleared her throat. “I was just going—” Michael shook his head preemptively and held out a hand, silently ushering her back. “But—”
“Is your residence beyond these doors?”
Stella flushed at his patronizing tone. “No.”
“Are you a member of the Lunar Court?”
“No, but—”
“Then I suggest you do a 180.”
His words were a sucker punch to the gut. When she lingered, he raised an eyebrow with something akin to pity in his eyes. The look made something in Stella harden. She was tired of people looking at her with pity or in cruel amusement.
More than that, she wasn’t willing to admit defeat so easily. She needed to get past the doors by any means possible.
“I heard about your lover,” she blurted out. Michael’s face contorted as his cheeks erupted into a violent shade of red. “I’m sorry for your loss,” Stella continued with far more tact, her tone laced with genuine sympathy. “How are you doing?”
The anger fled Michael’s constitution. His shoulders slumped as his authoritative hand dropped. “I thought it would get easier.” He shot a meaningful glance at the gaming tables. “But it hasn’t. I sometimes wonder if they stationed me here, just so those despair demons could get a taste of my grief every time they come in and out.”
Both Stella and Michael stared at each other in silent astonishment at his candid words. Stella let her body posture relax in a small mimic of his own.
“There is no end to grief. No time limit. Just a sort of… softening as grief gives way to bittersweet memories.”
Michael’s gaze slipped to the floor as he pondered Stella’s words. She wasn’t exactly sure what she hoped to achieve by her kindness. It wasn’t the way to get one’s way in the Dark Court. Violence, scheming, blackmail, the list of ways went on and on that were more effective. But kindness, she learned, typically left courtiers suspicious of ulterior motives.
Which in this case, Stella supposed, would be warranted.
Michael's eyes lifted to meet hers. “No one’s bothered asking how I’ve been since… since it happened. Thanks, I guess.” A crinkle disturbed his brow as he gave the doors behind him a sidelong glance. “What’d you want to go in there for anyway?”
Stella kept perfectly still under his inquisitive stare. “I was going to make inquiries about joining.”
“The Lunar Court?” Michael’s expression turned skeptical with a dash of the same pity entering his eyes as before. Stella bit her tongue as familiar frustration simmered inside her. “You sure you wanna—”
“Positive.” Stella looked at the door expectantly, refusing to meet his gaze again.
Michael heaved a sigh so loud Stella felt the attention of curious eyes lingering on them. “If you think you’ve got what it takes to be a member of the Lunar Court, then by all means.”
The door swung open as Michael took a step to the side. A thrum of anticipation rippled through Stella. She’d done it—well, part of it. The first part of it to be precise. Stella stepped past the threshold of the door when Michael’s voice boomed out, making her flinch to the side.
“Make way for the wailing wench!” he bellowed. “Or risk your chance at living to see another night.”
Stella froze as a mixture of laughter lit the air. A moment of kindness met with cruelty. She should have expected it.
Don't let them get to you, she thought fervently. Keep it together. You're stronger than this.
She breathed slowly in through her nose and exhaled in long, slow breaths. Several seconds later, she managed to block out the majority of their cackling and stood taller. These people mean nothing to me, Stella reminded herself calmly willing her anger and hurt away. Therefore, their words mean nothing to me.
Stella spared Michael a withering glare, stuck up her nose, and channeled her inner Irina. “Good ev—ahh!”
Suddenly an all-consuming rage burned through Stella, and in the next instant, her insides seized, and a great burning tore through her lungs. The sonic scream she'd only used in careful practice with Nova and Deval was released without restraint at Michael. He was launched backward. Courtiers shouted in fright as he landed in the middle of the hall. The crack of bone accompanying his final descent.
A wave of sick satisfaction slid over Stella as she cut her scream short.
Yet, just as soon as the visceral anger and cloying satisfaction came, they fled her system leaving her drained and breathless. Stella's hand wobbled to her mouth. She stared in horror as Michael rolled onto his back clutching his arm to his chest. He sat up slowly, growling at the few courtiers who came to offer him assistance.
“You stupid bitch,” he snarled as he pushed onto his feet. “If you think you’re gaining entrance now, you belong in a mental institute.”
Lightheadedness struck Stella. “I didn’t mean to.”
A high-pitched gasp sounded at her back. Stella startled forward with a short yelp; a husky laugh chasing after her. “You didn’t mean to? Forgive me, banshee, but I find that hard to believe.”
Stella whipped around, her heart skirting at a dangerously fast pace as she teetered on her heels. Kat, a wrath demon well known for her love of bloodshed, smirked at her.
“You made me do that,” Stella accused her hoarsely.
Kat’s smirk settled deeper, dimpling her cheek. “I only enhanced that which was already there; your hatred for poor Michael.” Kat tsked and shook her head as she stalked closer to Stella.
“I don’t hate Michael.”
The demoness stopped and tilted her head to the side, appraising Stella with unsettling somberness. “Perhaps not,” she conceded before the wicked slash of her smirk reappeared. “But your loyalties are questionable regardless. The Lunar Court would never consider a vampyré lover like yourself.”
Stella was acutely aware of the area around her growing silent. She forced herself not to falter. Not now when she was so close. “I’d hardly call it questionable, seeing as I just completed a contract—”
“With the Corvinas?” Kat snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. “The same Corvinas who drool after the Vranas’ cock?”
Flames scalded Stella’s face and neck in affront. “Don’t you dare say another word about them or I’ll—”
“Or you’ll what, banshee?” Kat covered the distance between them, and foolishly, Stella met her gaze head-on. At once she was consumed by a rampage of heat and ire that made every muscle tense. In her mind’s eye, she imagined raking her hands across the untamed beauty’s face. Kat gifted her with a wide smile as if she sensed her thoughts.
Then she fed from her.
Stella’s eyes widened in shock before a small gasp fell from her lips. The sensation was like having her skin peeled off, only it wasn't painful. Disconcerting and skin-crawling most certainly, but not painful. Stranger still was her anger climaxing inside her, only to be snuffed out like a candle’s flame. The swiftness of the act left her stumbling back as she wrenched her gaze away from the demoness. Stella slammed her eyes shut as embarrassment and shame flooded her system.
She’d fallen for Kat’s baiting without a thought.
Stupid, she scolded herself, so stupid.
When she opened her eyes, Kat was gone. Stella swallowed and quickly scanned the hall. Courtiers eyed her with knowing smirks. Some she found still chuckling over the scene. She looked away, biting down on her tongue to tide her swelling emotions.
The door to the Lunar Court and auxiliary courtier rooms was still open. Hope sparked in her chest. Stella hustled to the entrance, only for cold metal to yank her back by the shoulder.
“I don’t think so,” Michael growled.
Stella wobbled precariously on her heels as Michael released her with a forceful push and landed on her ass with a thump. He sneered down at her, his injured wrist cradled to his chest while his other hand fisted at his side. Electric sparks danced across the gauntlet’s jeweled knuckles.
“Go back to whatever hole you crawled out of.” Michael’s sneer deepened as he raised his magically charged gauntlet. Stella froze, all her self-defense training abandoning her.
He flicked his wrist and the electric magic discharged into the air. Stella threw an arm up to cover her face, but no shocking rebuke reached her. She peered over her forearm. Michael’s magic had only shut the monstrous doors…
And her chance at infiltrating the Lunar Court.
Stella’s heart dropped to her stomach as her arm lowered. All the emotion she’d curbed until that point surged upward and blurred her vision.
Don’t cry, she pleaded with herself. Not here.
“Hey!” Michael’s sharp outburst captured Stella’s attention, but it wasn’t directed at her. She discreetly wiped at her eyes as she got to her feet, watching warily as a gloved hand from the other side of the door kept it open. “Oh, uh, sorry about that.” The words rushed out of Michael’s mouth as he caught sight of the hand’s owner. With another flick of his wrist, the door swung back open.
Curiosity kept Stella from retreating as Michael hurried out of the courtier’s path.
“Much obliged—Michael, isn’t it?”
Oh, Gods, anyone but him. Stella’s nervous system went on high alert as Raphael stepped through the door. He was impeccably dressed in dark pants, a matching shirt, a red houndstooth blazer, and of course, his signature gloves.
He’s too handsome for his own good. A flush drew up her face at the unbidden thought. He might be attractive—Stella wouldn’t deny him that—but it didn’t mean she was attracted to him. His personality, after all, left much to be desired in her opinion. He was always so on, so effortlessly charming. It was unnatural. How could anyone know if he was being genuine or not? As always, her eyes were drawn to his ox-blood horns. They’d grown significantly since their first encounter months ago, and now boasted a scattering of golden embellishments near their base, which was mostly hidden by his hair.
Stella didn’t like to think about what it could mean for them to have grown so quickly but assumed it was something nefarious. She caught her frown before it could manifest.
Raphael, like Jax, inspired a love-or-hate reaction from the other supernaturals in court. Or rather, a lust or hate reaction. Whereas his demon brothers and sisters firmly resided on the hating side, the rest of the court seemed to find his peculiar set of demonic gifts beyond alluring.
Vampyrés, shifters, and sorcerers alike made no secret of their desire to know Raphael’s unique touch… even if it came at the cost of a king's ransom. Not even his audacious selectivity hampered his appeal. If anything, his projected unattainability made him even more desirable.  
Stella chewed on the inside of her cheek thoughtfully. His means of making a living didn’t particularly bother her. There were far more scandalous and depraved ways to earn one’s keep at court. If she was honest, it was his demon background that made her uneasy. Stella wasn’t proud of her prejudice against his kind, especially with the way the court treated her for being a banshee. Yet she couldn’t shake her inherent distrust of them.
She couldn’t stop her cringe, however, as she caught sight of Michael nodding eagerly at Raphael. “Yes, I—I didn’t realize you knew my name.”
Raphael offered him a lazy smile. “I make it my business to know everyone worthy of knowing at court.”
Michael’s chest puffed up and winced as the slight movement jostled his injury. Raphael paid the telling gesture no mind, giving a cursory glance about the hall and those who were visiting the Styx. His chestnut eyes zeroed in on Stella.
“Stella.” Her name rolled off his tongue like he savored the taste. Raphael’s smile grew
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