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			Prologue

			Theo

			“Come to me, Theodore.”

			The voice of his Maker is deceptively soft and utterly undeniable. Theo freezes mid-sentence, all thoughts of the plan to find the Greater Demon or research the magical dagger vanished. His mouth hangs open as Jolena’s will wraps around him. His body obeys immediately, turning abruptly to move toward the speaker, but not before Theo sees Oren’s expression, his friend’s normally expressive face blanking in defense as his eyes dart to the direction of the call. Though the command focuses on Theo, all three vampires can feel it. Against his will, Theo walks out of the kitchen, abandoning Oren who stays seated on the counter. Harald takes a few steps behind him but lingers inside as Theo reaches the sliding glass door to the rooftop terrace. He catches a glimpse of Harald’s calculating expression in the reflection of the glass, and the shock is almost enough to make him stop moving. 

			Why can I see his reflection? None of us should be able to—

			Theo cuts the thought off, never quite sure just how complete Jolena’s hold over them is. Sometimes, he is convinced she can literally read their thoughts, but other times, it just seems like she’s really good at reading their body language. She may be able to compel their bodies, force them to her will with her power as their Maker, but she cannot change how they feel about it, and Theo is never very good at schooling his expressions, not like Oren and Harald. 

			Then again, everyone always assumes Harald is simply the muscle of their group, a pretty face blessed with a strong body, but Theo and Oren both know better. Harald sees everything, and if one of them could regain the ability to be seen in reflections, it would be him. 

			Theo’s body doesn’t miss a beat, stepping outside to face the woman he once worshipped as a goddess. He had been young and foolish then, always a sucker for a pretty face, but he’s learned what Jolena is over the centuries, and he knows better than to be excited to see her. 

			That doesn’t stop the breath from catching in his chest at the sight of his mistress—her long dark hair unbound and falling in perfect waves around her face and down her chest, her smooth skin and wide eyes, always so pleased to see him that first moment after an absence. 

			“My lady,” he breathes, sinking to one knee before her as he knows she expects, moving before the compulsion can force him down. He knows she will appreciate the gesture, seeing it as evidence of his loyalty to her. It may have been two hundred years since he last saw her, but Theo will never forget what she likes. 

			Of course she would show up now, he thinks ruefully, when we’re in the shit. The image of Sylvia flashes in his mind, and he wonders how much Jolena knows about his human lover. How long has she been watching us? He doesn’t think it’s a coincidence that his old mistress would arrive as they struggled to contain a powerful artifact. It’s been almost two months since Charlie Wagner left the dagger in a pool of his blood, and they are still no closer to figuring out what to do with it—naturally, Jolena would want it. 

			I would enjoy watching her face as she tried to pick it up, Theo muses, keeping his face down so that she can’t see his expression. How long has it been since something could hurt her?

			“Theodore,” she croons, and her voice raises goosebumps on Theo’s skin. He hates his body’s response to her presence, to the sound of her voice, and he bites his lip, very aware of his fangs extending in his mouth, the stirring of desire he cannot stop. 

			“Mistress,” he replies, still looking down. He can see her lower legs, feet covered by dainty heels, her coffee skin exactly the same as that first night so long ago when she first saved him and then seduced him. She wears a green dress with delicate gold beading in a pattern on the top layer, the fabric drifting slightly in the wind, fluttering around her shins. Theo knows that if he looks up, he will lose more of himself, unable to stop it. He always was more susceptible to Jolena’s power than Oren or Harald. He doesn’t know if it’s because she made him first or she wanted him more, but they seem to retain more of themselves when under her spell. Theo remains aware of himself but is trapped, unable to control his body or his words, fighting only in his mind against her control. Jolena seems to know this, and she loves tormenting him, abusing him every chance she gets until she eventually bores of his resistance and leaves them alone again. 

			Sylvia, Theo thinks again, frantic this time, wishing he could tell Oren and Harald to take care of her. He knows he doesn’t need to say the words, that they know what he wants, but the idea of his Sylvia without his protection with a Greater Demon loose in the world is terrifying. 

			They will keep her safe, he reminds himself. And if they fail, Pilkington will protect her. The thought stabs uncomfortably, but he knows it is true. He’s seen how the demon looks at Sylvia, and he is no fool. 

			“Let me see you,” Jolena commands, and Theo’s body jerks to his feet. He is taller than she is, his face hovering above her, and he keeps his eyes averted, studying the skyline behind her, relishing his last moments of freedom. She reaches out to stroke his cheek, her nail leaving a red line of pain on his skin, and she leans forward to lick the tiny drop of blood her touch has drawn. The cut is small, less than he would have received while shaving, but the pleasure that shoots through him is both wonderful and terrible. Jolena is here to play, and she will not tire of him any time soon. 

			Theo wills Oren and Harald to stay inside. Perhaps she will forget about them if she can’t see them. 

			“Look at me,” she orders, and Theo’s eyes slide to her face, meeting her golden gaze, and something inside of him turns liquid, everything that he is drowning in the overwhelming need to serve her, to be what she wants of him. 

			Please let her be satisfied with just me, he thinks in a disjointed voice. 

			“You are different, Theodore,” she croons, a hand brushing his hair behind an ear, fingers stroking his skin the way she knows he likes. “Where is the loyal warrior I know?”

			“Still here, Mistress,” he replies, body jerking to attention, every nerve focused on her touch. “Always here.”

			“You’d better be,” she snaps, then tilts her head, looking around his body to the door beyond. “And where are your little friends?” She snaps her fingers, and Theo feels the magic burst past him, calling his companions outside. She sighs at their appearance, never as interested in them as she is in Theo. Wrapped in her will and close to her mind, Theo can feel her appraisal: Oren is mildly interesting when she wants a verbal sparring match, but she only uses Harald when she wants a fuck, leaving the big man to his own thoughts. 

			For a woman who so clearly understands Theo, he has always marveled at her lack of insight regarding Harald. Still waters run deep, he thinks, and one day, her casual dismissal of Harald will be her downfall. 

			But not tonight. Now, she has all three of them under her power. She shakes her head, releasing the others, returning her attention to Theo. “I’ll be borrowing this one for a time,” she declares. “I trust you will manage his affairs, whatever they are these days.” 

			For all that she delights in torturing Theo, she is always careful to leave his life undisturbed. Theo used to think it was because she cared about him, truly cared enough to safeguard whatever life he had built. Now, he knows it is only because she wants to be able to drop him back into that life periodically, enjoying his struggle as she loosed his bonds only to yank him close again, allowing him to see how his behavior hurt those around him. Jolena’s hold over him is most of the reason why he has never tried to maintain a relationship with a mortal over the years. Breaking the hearts of friends was hard enough—he didn’t want to risk a lover. 

			Until Sylvia. 

			“Yes, Mistress,” Oren agrees in a faint voice. Harald doesn’t speak, but Theo imagines that his big friend has nodded. He wishes he could see his friends before Jolena makes them leave. 

			I should have planned for this, he thinks ruefully. We should have talked about the possibility. In the past, they’ve always had a general plan for Jolena’s appearances—the others cover for whomever she takes—but they haven’t talked about it since Theo met Sylvia. They’ve been too wrapped up in figuring out the magical dagger before the Greater Demon returns. 

			But I told her about Jolena, so at least Sylvia will understand. He pauses, and if he could smile, he would have, imagining his human’s expression at that conversation. Sylvia might understand that he has to go, that the magic that made him a vampire is beyond his power, but she definitely wouldn’t be what he called understanding about it. She’d fuss, and fight, and demand he find another way. 

			I will, he promises himself. I will break free as soon as I can, and I will come back to you. 

			Meeting Jolena’s gaze again, Theo hopes he can keep his promise before it’s too late.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Sylvia

			“Jolena.”

			Sylvia stands up, taking a step toward the vampires who have just crawled through her window from the fire escape. “What about her?” she asks, the sinking feeling in her stomach growing as Oren sighs, the motion lifting his shoulders as he frowns. 

			“She showed up outside Theo’s apartment,” Oren explains. “She has … borrowed him for a time.”

			“What the fuck does that mean?” Sylvia snaps, hating the desperate sound of her voice, the spinning sensation in her gut. “How can she just borrow my boyfriend?”

			Oren shakes his head, his expression bordering on apologetic. “She’s our Maker, Sylvia. She can compel us at will.”

			Sylvia spares a glance at the demon in human form still sitting at her small kitchen table. He would understand compulsion. Pilkington hasn’t moved, but the frown on his face is quickly replaced by thoughtful calculation. 

			Good, Sylvia thinks. He’s already working on a new plan. They have worked on several plans over the last months, considering and discarding multiple options. Sylvia immediately discounted some—like Oren’s suggestion they relocate to a hidden cabin in the wilderness until they can find out more about the dagger—but others had promise. Pilkington is still working his way through his library in the demon realm, so they may yet find answers there. Oren and Harald have been hunting for signs of the demon released by Charlie Wagner. Theo has been watching for signs of Adam, Sylvia’s ex who had escaped the disastrous summoning. Theo is sure that Adam wouldn’t give up on the dagger or Sylvia so easily. 

			All of our plans involve Theo, Sylvia thinks. All of my plans involve Theo. Why did she have to choose now to come back? Sylvia considers the dagger hidden inside her apartment, shoved in the top shelf of her medicine cabinet. I need a better hiding place. 

			“Do you think she’s after the dagger?” she asks, wanting to get the question over with. If someone as distant as Jolena has caught wind of the artifact, they have bigger problems. Every creature in the city would be after them if someone in another country had heard about it. 

			Oren shakes his head. “I don’t think so. I mean, she would want it if she knew, but I can’t imagine she would know.”

			“If Jolena knows about the dagger,” Harald says in his soft voice, “we would have been attacked. This apartment is known. We haven’t been hiding. Others would have been here by now.”

			Oren nods, running a hand through his shaggy dark hair. He sinks onto the chest at the foot of her bed, one hand tapping out a nervous rhythm against his jeans as he contemplates. Harald hovers near the window. He never gets comfortable in her apartment, always one step away from looking like a guard on duty. His clothes may be modern now, the simple t-shirt and shorts, but he would never not be a soldier. And with Theo gone, he would take her safety very seriously. 

			“It could be coincidence,” Oren agrees. “Not that it matters. Theo is gone.”

			“Maybe she just wanted to talk to him about something,” Sylvia suggests. “Just a conversation, and that’s all. He could already be on his way here.”

			Harald and Oren exchange a look, but it is Harald who speaks. “He is not coming back here,” he says. “Not for some time.”

			“How long?” Sylvia asks, trying not to imagine what kinds of things a Maker would do with their vampire progeny to pass the time. “When do you think she’ll … let him go?”

			Oren bites his lip, expression damning, and Sylvia’s gut tightens again. “I don’t know.”

			“Well, when was the last time she showed up?” she prompts.

			Oren glances at Harald, who meets Sylvia’s gaze straight on. “It was the summer of 1803,” he says, “and he didn’t return until the winter of 1812.”

			Sylvia staggers, sitting down hard in the kitchen chair. “But … that’s nine years,” she says weakly. 

			“She held all three of us for the entire 14th century,” Harald adds. “And it has been some time since she saw him.” He frowns, then says gently, “She will not release him, Sylvia. We should plan for his absence from here.”

			“Like hell,” she snaps, staring in turn at the three men surrounding her, two of whom seem all too eager to abandon Theo to his fate. “Don’t we have a demon-controlling dagger? I can just go get him.”

			Oren starts to object, and Harald opens his mouth to speak, but the demon beats them both, reaching across the table with a hand to touch Sylvia’s arm. “The dagger is powerful, but the only reason we still have it is because no one else knows we have it.” He pauses, releasing her, then admits, “Well, aside from Adam and the Greater Demon. If you use it to hunt Jolena and retrieve your vampire, others will sense it, and they will come looking.”

			“So, what then? I just sit back while Theo has been kidnapped?” She looks around the room again, meeting their eyes until both vampires look away. Pilkington does not shy away, but his face is careful. “You can’t agree to just leave him there,” she says to the demon. “I can’t leave him trapped like that.” 

			“Believe me,” Pilkington says, “I do not envy the Muldavian’s predicament, but there are more important things right now. Stealth and secrecy have been our allies until now. We shouldn’t risk them until we absolutely have to.”

			Sylvia hears his words and knows that he is speaking sense, but she also knows that she will not leave Theo trapped by his Maker for a moment longer than it takes for her to find him. “Would you leave me trapped?” she asks. “To keep your precious dagger secret?”

			“That’s not the same thing,” the demon snaps, “and you know it. You are the only one here who can wield the dagger. The rest of us are just pawns.”

			“I won’t sit idle while Theo suffers,” Sylvia declares. “I’ll hunt him on my own if I have to. We have to find him.”

			Pilkington shakes his head, studying her face. “I knew you would say that.” He turns his attention to the vampires. “Well then, the lady has spoken. How may we obey her commands this time?”

			Sylvia stiffens at his words, realizing that she is treating them as servants, just like Jolena, but she doesn’t change her mind. Theo would try to free her. She can only try to do the same for him. “Do you know where she took him?” she asks. 

			Oren shrugs. “They were still at his apartment when she ordered us to leave. They may still be there, but I doubt it. Jolena’s taste runs a bit … higher than ours.”

			“She’s a fancy lady?” Sylvia asks, recalling what Theo has said of his Maker in their few conversations about her. “So, she would stay somewhere nice.” She pauses. “Do you think she has an apartment in the city?”

			Harald is the one to speak. “Unlikely,” he says. “Jolena isn’t one to wait, to watch from afar and gather intel. She’s spontaneous, acting in the moment. An apartment would require too much planning. I expect she only arrived in the city a day or so ago.”

			“Would she have human servants with her?” Sylvia asks. 

			Oren raises a brow, face thoughtful. He exchanges a glance with Harald, a silent conversation between old companions, then Oren speaks, “Mirrikh will be with her.”

			“Mirrikh?”

			“Her companion. Bodyguard. A wolf shifter. She doesn’t go anywhere without one of them nearby.” He frowns, then adds, “She probably has two humans with her as well, probably a man and a woman. She doesn’t like to be alone or without food. She’ll also need a place to hide from the sun.”

			“So, a hotel … maybe for the night, but then somewhere else to hide during the day. Somewhere fancy.” She nods, an idea hitting her. “How modern is Jolena? Does she keep up with trends or is she stuck in the last century?”

			Oren considers, sharing another of those looks with Harald. “She enjoys new technology. I imagine she probably knows how to drive and use the internet. She always was a woman ahead of her time.”

			“Yeah, she sounds great,” Sylvia snaps. “I bet she’s using an Airbnb.”

			“A rental house?” Oren asks. 

			“Yeah,” Sylvia nods. “She wants something nice, but that she can hide from the sun in, so that’s not likely a penthouse apartment. Then again, if she has human servants, I doubt she sleeps in a coffin underground somewhere like Theo.”

			Both Oren and Harald glance sharply at her at the last words, eyes darting to the demon in their midst. A vampire’s resting place is a closely guarded secret. For all that she and Theo are close, Sylvia does not know where Theo’s coffin rests, but she knows it must be underground somewhere. But somewhere with Wi-Fi, she realizes, recalling Theo’s addiction to the zombie game on his phone. 

			“Do you think she has a phone? Will she need Wi-Fi? Or will she leave that to her humans?”

			Oren nods, seeming to follow the line of her thoughts. “She likely has a phone,” he says. “Okay… we’re looking for somewhere rentable for a short term, somewhere she can be alone with Theo, but also close enough to civilization for Wi-Fi, somewhere she can also hide underground.”

			Harald nods in agreement. “It’s a start,” he agrees. 

			“So, we’re doing this, right?” Sylvia prompts. “We can at least start looking for him.”

			Both vampires nod, and Sylvia turns to Pilkington. “What about you?” she asks.

			“What about me?” the demon echoes. 

			“Will you help us?”

			Pilkington pauses longer than Sylvia likes. “I will continue to help you by searching for information about the dagger,” he says. “We still need to learn what it does and how it works.”

			“We know what it does,” Sylvia snaps, regretting her tone almost immediately, but the fear in her gut rises again. “It lets me control creatures.”

			“Demons,” Pilkington reminds her, “and these vampires.” He nods at Oren and Harald. “That does not mean it will work on a vampire like Jolena.”

			“Why wouldn’t it work? Aren’t demons even stronger than vampires?”

			“Some are, yes.” Sylvia senses there is more beyond his words, but he doesn’t add anything.

			“Like you,” Harald says, and Pilkington glares at him. 

			“Yes, like me, but think of your vampire. He’s a thousand years old, right? Jolena must be twice that. We don’t know that the dagger will work on an ancient vampire like her.”

			“But it works on Greater Demons,” Sylvia argues. “Of course it will work on a vampire. It’s all magic.”

			Pilkington shakes his head, and both vampires seem to lean in a fraction to listen to his next words. “Yes, it’s all magic but very different kinds of magic,” he explains. “Your vampire is strong, but only in comparison to some. If the dagger is designed to control demons, it may only work on lesser vampires by accident. It may not work on a shifter at all. We need more information before you just walk in there expecting the dagger to save you.”

			“Theo is a thousand years old,” Sylvia reminds him. “That’s hardly a lesser vampire.”

			Pilkington raises an eyebrow, then glances at the other vampires in the room. “Do you not talk of such things with the Muldavian?”

			Sylvia’s face heats at the question, and she stiffens, looking awkwardly away. It’s true that she and Theo haven’t had many conversations about his nature—they spend more time enjoying each other’s company in other ways. The demon must sense her desire, for he scoffs, shaking his head. 

			“Your vampires are strong compared to humans, yes, but they are still babies compared to other creatures.”

			“A thousand years old is a baby?” she echoes, turning to see the vampires’ reaction to this observation. 

			Oren rolls his eyes, but he nods at the demon. “Jolena was old when she made us, Sylvia. If the dagger is made for demons, it may not work on her at all. He’s right.”

			“Don’t forget Mirrikh,” Harald adds. 

			“It has been some time since I tangled with a shifter,” Pilkington admits. “I’m sure I can take him, but not if I have to make sure you’re not doing something foolish.” He gives Sylvia a pointed look. 

			“What?” she asks, raising her hands to her chest. “What did I do?”

			“Besides trying to die with a body full of vampire blood?” he asks. “Nothing.”

			“Wait,” she asks, the idea jumping into her mind. “If I died, would Theo be able to compel me like this? Control me?”

			All three men look uncomfortable, but they all nod. 

			“I see,” she says, the idea sending a shiver up her back. She hates knowing that she can compel them with the blade—thinking about being under such a compulsion herself is terrifying. “But it doesn’t matter now. I’m not full of Theo’s blood.”

			“Exactly,” the demon says. “If you get hurt now, you’ll just die, and I don’t want to face the Muldavian in a decade and tell him about it.”

			“I’m not going to die,” she insists. “But I’m not going to sit here either.” She sighs and bites her lip, running a hand through her hair. She knows that even for all the danger she hasn’t changed her mind. “We have to find him.” She turns to Pilkington. “I’ll keep researching with you, but we’re also going to start looking for Theo, and if we find him before you learn anything…” Sylvia lets the words trail off, her meaning clear. 

			Everyone is silent for a long moment, but it is the demon who speaks. “He is a vampire. His Maker will not damage him.”

			“Won’t she?” Sylvia whirls on him, her anger finding a convenient target. “And how dare you talk about being damaged? You’ve been held captive before,” she snaps. “I’m pretty sure that left a mark on even someone like you.”

			Pilkington blanches, and he looks at her, eyes hurt at her harsh words. He had mentioned captivity to her during one of their many conversations, but she can see that he didn’t expect her to throw out his secret in front of the others. “I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I shouldn’t have said that.” She sits down, slumping onto the table with her head in her hands. “I’m just worried about him.”

			“I know,” Pilkington murmurs, a gentle hand rubbing her shoulder, but she doesn’t miss his quick glance at the vampires in the room. For all that they are working together to solve the mystery of the dagger, the demon doesn’t trust the vampires, and without Theo to keep his friends invested, Sylvia wonders how much they trust the demon. They hadn’t been there when Sylvia had nearly died, hadn’t seen the demon keep her alive long enough for Theo to arrive, and while he has told them what happened, centuries of distrusting demons has not made them eager to embrace their new companion. 

			Harald looks out the window, and for a moment, Sylvia catches a glimpse of something in the glass pane, a reflection there and gone. The vampire turns to look at her, seeming to sense the direction of her suspicions, and he steps away from the glass, standing next to Oren. “We will look for Theo,” he says, “but if things go badly, we need a backup plan. What happens if this place is attacked?”

			Pilkington sighs. “We’ve talked about this. If something happens during the day, I will keep her safe.” He pauses, then adds, “And the dagger.”

			“Yes, but where will we find you the next night? We need another base.”

			Sylvia nods. “How about Viking Times?” she suggests. “We can hide backstage so no one sees us.” Oren looks surprised, so Sylvia asks, “What? Too obvious?”

			He nods. “Actually, no. It’s a good idea. No one would think we’d be so foolish. And you can come in the back door, so no one on the street will see you.”

			“Good,” Sylvia says. “It’s a plan.” And though part of her screams at the idea of inaction, at the thought of sitting in her apartment while Theo has been captured, she calms herself with a deep breath before looking at Pilkington. They still have a mystery to solve. “Are we still up for reading more books tonight?” 

			The demon nods, getting to his feet and moving to the small space in front of the refrigerator. His hands glow blue, the light of his magic lighting up the long sleeves of his Henley as he reaches into the air and returns holding a stack of ancient books. He puts them on the small table, then reaches into the air to retrieve another pile. Sylvia looks at the vampires, neither ever eager to help during this part. 

			“We’ll start looking,” Oren says, standing up and moving to the window. “I’ll be in touch.” He taps the pocket of his jeans and the phone he carries. Harald says nothing as they climb through the window to her fire escape, but he gives the demon a long look before he follows Oren. 

			“Thank you,” Sylvia tells them, watching until both vampires have jumped off the edge: Oren into the sky to pursue Theo that way and Harald to hunt the streets below. She closes the window, turning to face the demon at her kitchen table. 

			Normally, she and Theo pore through the books with Pilkington, she and her vampire sprawled on the bed while the demon occupies the table. She leans against the window for a moment, closing her eyes and trying to calm her speeding heart. 

			Theo is safe, she reminds herself. He may be captive, but he’s alive, and Jolena may be mean to him, but she won’t actually hurt him. Not really. She tries to ignore the memory of Theo’s voice as he hinted at what his Maker enjoyed doing to him. An image forms in her mind, her vampire entwined with a dark-haired goddess, and something in her chest breaks a little. He can’t help it, she tells herself. She’s his Maker. He can no more resist her than you can stop gravity making you fall off a building. 

			At least you know he won’t enjoy it. 

			He’s a vampire, an awful voice whispers. If there’s blood involved, you know he’ll enjoy it. 

			Stop, she tells herself, forcing her eyes open. There’s nothing you can do about it right now. Focus on what you can do. She looks up to see Pilkington studying her carefully, a finger to his chin. 

			“I feel like tonight is going to need more than just tea,” he comments, though he stands and fills the kettle from the sink, preparing to boil the water. “Say the word, and I’ll add the required lubricant.” He reaches into the air, pulling out an amber-colored liquor bottle and setting it on the counter with a clink. 

			“Maybe later,” she tells him, settling herself at the table and sliding the top book over to her side. “I’ll start with tea for now.”

			As the demon readies their mugs, Sylvia can’t help but wonder what Theo is drinking at that moment. 

			She knows it isn’t tea.

			[image: ]

			An hour before dawn, the vampires return empty-handed with solemn faces, Oren scowling while Harald continues to glance out the window, seeming unable to keep himself focused on the moment. Sylvia wants to ask the quiet man what has him so distracted, but the impulse passes as quickly as it comes. 

			He’s worried about Theo. We all are. 

			She closes the book she has been reading. St. Alloucious’s Treatise on Arcane Artifacts is filled with interesting descriptions of magical items, but it is a little dated. Sylvia wonders if someone has created an updated version—something a little easier to get through for a modern reader—with an index and images. Someone should write a guidebook for all this, she thinks. Just a quick overview to give a modern reader the gist. 

			Sighing, she rubs her eyes. Despite her research, she has found nothing like the dagger she now possesses. She has a rough sketch of the artifact on the table for reference, the swirls on the blade outlined in faint pencil since they only appear when she holds it—something she tries to avoid at all costs. She wouldn’t mind one of the magic wands the saint describes instead—a swish and flick of her wrist, and Theo would be back in her apartment. 

			“Nothing?” she says, though she already knows the answer. 

			The vampires shake their heads. 

			“So now what?” Her question hangs in the air as the demon and vampires exchange long looks. Without Theo to connect them, their fragile alliance is teetering.

			Surprisingly, Harald is the one to speak. “We keep looking.” Sylvia nods, but Harald isn’t finished. “In the meantime, you need protection.”

			Sylvia looks behind her at the demon before realizing that Harald is speaking to her. “Me? Why?”

			Both vampires stare at her, and she turns away from them to see the demon is also watching her with an exasperated expression. “Because I have a magic dagger that everyone wants,” she says slowly, rubbing her temples and trying to clear the fog from her brain. “Got it.” She turns back to the vampires with a shrug. “Well, I’ve been fine the last months without you guys during the day. No one bothers me. Granted, I don’t go anywhere…” She sighs, shaking her head. She recalls the argument with Theo right after she acquired the dagger—her mentioning that she needed to get another job and him insisting that he pay her expenses for the time being. She had given in, after a few well-timed kisses and a look from those big pleading eyes, but it was the idea that all of this was temporary that had caused her to agree. Now, it looks like temporary is going to last a bit longer. 

			“Things have to change now,” Oren says. “Jolena is here—and she may know about the dagger. That means others may know—creatures who can strike during the day.” He looks over at Pilkington, who has not said anything yet. “You’ve been here most nights. Can you guard her during the day as well?”

			“I don’t need someone guarding me!” Sylvia snaps before the demon can reply. “You’re just drawing attention that way.”

			“I can,” Pilkington agrees with a long judgmental look at Sylvia, “but there are times when I cannot be here. I have other obligations to attend.” She knows he must be thinking of their time underground, when she had nearly bled to death in his arms, and she wishes she wasn’t always the weak link, the most fragile one in the room.

			“Tell me about it,” Sylvia moans, falling back into her kitchen chair. “My life has revolved around this stupid dagger since I got it.” 

			“Perhaps one of you could stay here during the day,” Pilkington ventures. 

			“You know better,” Oren replies, and the two men hold a long silent staring contest—vampire and demon sizing the other up. “Besides, we are not mere guard dogs to be ordered about.”

			“I wouldn’t order—” Sylvia begins, then stops herself, thinking of the dagger’s ability to command both vampires and demons. 

			But Pilkington snaps his fingers, a delighted smile crossing his face. “Excellent idea!” Sylvia and the vampires watch him as he moves over to the empty space before her refrigerator, reaches out his hand into another dimension, and pulls it back out—along with a very large black dog. “Meet Tengo,” he says, gesturing at the animal. He addresses the creature, and Sylvia senses something silky in his voice, a command she hasn’t heard him use before. “Guard her,” he instructs, “and leave the baby vampires alone.”

			“Baby vampires?!” Oren exclaims. 

			“Fine,” the demon sighs. “Protect the young vampires and keep them all safe.”

			Sylvia stares at the dog, which seems both frightening and adorable all at once. Her instincts war with her common sense. She knows better than to pet a strange dog, let alone one conjured by a demon to protect her, but her instincts insist that cuddling this creature will be the best part of her days. “Tengo?” she echoes. “Bingo was taken?”

			Harald takes a slow measured step away from the dog, moving closer to the window. Oren hasn’t moved, still offended. Sylvia holds out her hand, and Tengo trots over to her, body language exuding happiness. His head hovers at her mid-thigh. He sniffs her palm, licks her hand, then pushes his considerable head at her, the universal dog sign for “Pet me.”

			“I didn’t know you had a dog,” she tells Pilkington, scratching Tengo behind his ears and around his neck. The dog sits at her feet, resting his head on her lap. 

			The demon shrugs. “I have a lot of things,” he says simply. 

			“Is he a regular dog?” she asks, then shakes her head. “Never mind. Obviously not. But does he eat and have to take walks and stuff? I didn’t put down a pet deposit for the apartment.”

			Pilkington shakes his head. “He is a dog in appearance only. He can take care of himself—and you. You needn’t trouble yourself over him.”

			“Does he understand me?” she asks, looking down at the deep red eyes looking up at her adoringly. A pink tongue lolls out to lick his lips before tucking back inside behind huge teeth. 

			“He is clever,” the demon replies. “A loyal companion.” Tengo lifts his head to look over the table at the demon, huffs, and returns to her lap.

			“Let me guess,” Oren comments. “He made a deal with you, too?”

			Pilkington raises an eyebrow at the vampire. “Of course,” he says. “Everyone deals with me.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Oren

			Oren has been standing on the rooftop for thirteen minutes when Harald finally arrives. His friend is flushed, normally smooth hair mussed, his mind clearly on something else as he climbs the ladder to the roof. Harald can slow his descent from high places, but he doesn’t possess Oren and Theo’s ability to fly. Harald’s skills lie in other areas. The vampire doesn’t speak when he reaches the rooftop, simply nodding at Oren, who tilts his head and narrows his eyes at his old friend. 

			“You decided you needed a haircut but changed your mind midway?” Oren asks, voice thick with sarcasm. 

			Harald reaches up to fix his hair, a slow wave of red creeping up from the collar of his shirt, but he still says nothing, glancing around to make sure they are alone. 

			“It’s fine,” Oren assures him. “Trust me. I’ve checked this entire place. Twice. You know, while I was waiting for you.” He narrows his gaze at his old friend. “Did you suddenly forget how to tell time? Do you need a new watch?”

			“I’m here now,” Harald says, avoiding Oren’s eyes.

			“You know, this would be a lot easier if you’d just tell me what the hell is going on with you,” Oren snaps, glaring at his old friend. “And don’t you dare tell me it’s nothing because you’ve been gone three times now, not where you said you’d be—and you’re always where you say you will be, Harald. Lying is not in you.”

			“Only in you, is it?” Harald asks, turning those bright eyes his way, his quiet voice filled with menace. 

			“When have I lied?” Oren demands. At Harald’s raised eyebrow, he adds, “To you?”

			“Am I not allowed to have secrets?” Harald counters, the big man looking down to scan the street again, unable to break centuries of protective instincts. 

			“Secrets, yes,” Oren agrees. “Lies, no.” Harald says nothing, and Oren shakes his head in frustration. “I’ll leave it for now,” he promises, “but this conversation is not over.” He turns back to the streets below, scanning the crowd milling between the clubs that populate this part of town. The sound of music drifts up to the rooftop, echoing from one of the bars below, but no one seems spooked or bothered. 

			There is no evidence of either a Greater Demon or their Maker, neither creature leaving a trail for them to follow. Theo has been gone for four weeks, and Oren doesn’t have much hope of finding him, but that hasn’t stopped them scouring every fancy hole in the city. Jolena could be long gone by now, Theo in tow, back to one of her many pleasure palaces around the world. Oren knows how small their chances are of finding him, but he keeps hoping for a break, if only to see a different expression on Sylvia’s face when he sees her each evening. Theo’s human is a strong woman, not unlike his Morena, but Oren knows she needs to focus on the bigger picture. Morena would never lose sight of her target, never let her love for him distract her from what needed to be done. 

			That’s why you never saw her again and she died as a human. 

			The thought raises a possibility, and he gives Harald a sidelong glance. Could Harald have found someone? Could that someone be why he hasn’t been where he should be over the last few months? It has only been a minor matter, and Oren would be thrilled to know his friend has found a companion, but with Theo gone, Harald’s unreliability has become a liability, one that Oren cannot afford.

			“Look, I need you right now,” he says, voice strained. “I need to know I can rely on you. Between Theo being gone and the demon and the dagger…” He shakes his head. “I need to know that you will be here with me.”

			Harald gives him a long look. Someone who didn’t know him might think he is slowly comprehending Oren’s words, but Oren knows his friend, knows that Harald is considering his options, examining every detail with the precision and attention that has kept them all alive through the years. He waits a few moments, scanning the crowd below for any signs of alarm, sensing any magic in the wind. When Harald looks up, Oren turns his full attention to his friend. “Are you with me, Harald?” he asks, the same question they have always asked one another. 

			“I’m with you,” Harald replies, dipping his chin. “I will be here when you need me.”

			“Good,” Oren says, closing that line of discussion for the moment. “Now, any new ideas on how to find Theo?” 

			Harald shakes his head. “But I do have an idea about the demon.”

			Oren gestures. “Go on.”

			“Think about the demon Pilkington,” Harald begins. Oren wants to stop him, to remind him that Pilkington is their ally, despite his demonic origins. He has just as much reason to destroy the dagger as they do. Oren isn’t thrilled about cooperating with a demon at all, but he trusts Theo’s judgement. Plus, without the demon, Theo and Sylvia would both be dead, and a Greater Demon would have a powerful artifact. Oren isn’t sure why the demon didn’t just take the dagger when it left, but Theo didn’t address that—focusing on how he had found his human nearly dead in the arms of a different demon who had apparently kept her alive with his magic long enough for Theo’s blood to rescue her. 

			Oren still doesn’t know what to make of that. Demons aren’t known for their healing magic, aren’t known for healing anything, period, so Pilkington’s ability and motivation are a mystery. Though, having seen the demon’s face as he watched Sylvia sometimes, he has started to guess at motive. 

			Sylvia is a lovely woman: smart and funny, pretty if you’re into blondes. 

			Another face swims into Oren’s memory, a dark-skinned woman with hair black as night, and his fingers brush the silver chain around his neck, the metal burning as always, but he ignores the pain, connecting to Morena in the only way he can now. 

			What would she say? He thinks about it, considers their situation from her perspective. She would focus on the dagger, of course. It’s the greater threat to the most people. Morena would insist that is the priority. And she would be right, he admits. 

			Much as he wants to find Theo or even the Greater Demon, he knows that finding out more about the dagger is critical. Research isn’t his strength, though, and fighting a Greater Demon would be a great way to burn off his nervous energy—but he would likely die in the process. The Morena in his head says nothing, but he can picture her expression—judgy, disappointed, frustrated. Just be patient, she would say. 

			As for Theo, he knows that even if they do find his friend, Theo will not be himself, not while Jolena is still around. Last time, it had taken Theo years to recover from his time with her. And he was single then. Now, with Sylvia, Oren doesn’t want to think about what Jolena is doing to his old friend. Oren had been subjected to Jolena’s jealousy right after Morena died—and he’d been damn lucky that his Maker hadn’t known about the human before she died, or it would have been much worse. Oren had used the reminder to get him through her attention. Unfortunately, Theo wouldn’t have such comfort. And Jolena’s hold on him is far greater than on either Oren or Harald. 

			Oren is not looking forward to the Theo he will get back from Jolena, even though he knows that, with time, his friend will return. Part of him wants to find him right away, to rescue him before the damage is done, but he knows better. Until Jolena willingly sets him free, Theo will be her creature. And Oren doesn’t want Jolena anywhere near the dagger or demons. 

			Oren glances up, realizing that Harald has not said anything else, allowing Oren’s mind to spin as it will. Harald sees that his attention has returned, and he continues, “Have you noticed a certain … scent around him?”

			Oren narrows his eyes, considering. He doesn’t think Harald is suggesting the demon stinks, but he recalls his memories of those evenings at Sylvia’s apartment. Is there something about the demon that marks him as different?

			“Maybe?” he replies, details flooding his mind. He nods slowly, tasting the scent in his memory. “But it’s connected to Sylvia somehow, so I just thought it was her apartment.”

			“Yes,” Harald says, “and no. It’s more than just location bleeding into him. Though, that is definitely part of it.” 

			Oren purses his lips, conjuring his memory of Sylvia’s scent. “She does have a hint of the same smell on her,” he says, “though I’d need to see her outside of her apartment to tell for sure.” He looks at his friend. “You think she smells like Pilkington?” 

			Harald nods, then looks down, scanning the crowd again before continuing his speculation. “Theo said he kept her alive at the circle. Perhaps he did so by joining them somehow, bonding her to him.”

			“And him to her?” Oren asks. “There is definitely a connection there, but the girl nearly died. It’s normal to bond with the person who was there with her for that. It doesn’t have to be demonic.” He pauses. “Maybe it’s just friendship.”

			“Maybe,” Harald allows. “But think of the Greater Demon, the one that wounded her. What if there is some connection there as well?”

			Oren considers the idea. It’s not completely impossible—just highly unlikely—but Oren doesn’t know enough about how demon magic works. Not my skill set, he reminds himself with a grin. Just point me at the danger, and I will figure it out as I go. “Do you think that’s possible?” he asks. “Do demons leave a mark on their victims who survive?”

			Harald nods. “Some can.”

			Oren decides to ignore how Harald knows that. “So, we could follow Sylvia’s scent around the city to track the demon?”

			Harald nods. “Perhaps. She hasn’t left the apartment a lot lately, so her actual scent shouldn’t muddy the trail.”

			“Should we talk to the demon first?” Oren asks. “Do you think he will tell us anything?”

			Harald frowns. “Maybe.” After a long pause, he nods. “Yes.”

			“Alright,” Oren agrees, “but I’m going to let you do the talking since you suddenly know so much about demon bonds.”

			Harald ignores the comment, slipping off the roof and heading into the night. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Pilkington

			“Where have you been?” Pilkington asks, glaring at Sylvia as she dumps an armload of grocery bags on the tiny counter. His tone is sharper than intended, and he schools his face into a calmer demeanor. He had only returned home to his realm for a few hours that morning, long enough to make sure nothing needed his immediate attention, and he hadn’t expected Sylvia to leave her home while he was gone. He doesn’t want her to feel like a prisoner in her apartment, but the idea of her wandering around makes his human stomach hurt in a way he doesn’t want to think about. It is daytime, so she needn’t fear vampires, but the Greater Demon could attack at any time. Tengo would protect her, but Pilkington doesn’t think he could defeat a Greater Demon in his current form. 

			He spent twenty-six nerve-wracking minutes waiting on her fire escape, knowing that she was fine because he can always sense his arusha, but ready to fly into action the moment he sensed something wrong. She is fine, of course, his worries unnecessary, but the knowledge doesn’t soothe him as it should. 

			This is why I didn’t want an arusha, he reminds himself. I have enough to worry about in my own life—and now all I do is think about her. He studies Sylvia in her kitchen, her long blonde hair unbound and running over her shoulders and down her back, covering the black hooded sweatshirt she has on over her usual tank top. All you did before was think about her, he admits. There is nothing new here. She is wearing jeans today, her feet tucked into her battered black boots. He would get her new ones if she asked. 

			And so would the Muldavian. The thought makes him look away, and when he speaks, his tone is softer. “You shouldn’t go out alone.”

			“You sound like my mother,” she snaps, pulling a half gallon container of milk from the bag and moving to the refrigerator. “And I wasn’t alone. Tengo was with me.” She reaches down to give the large dog some scratches. Tengo leans into her hand for a moment, then gives the demon a pointed look before returning to his accustomed place before the front door, blocking it should someone try to force their way inside. “Well, he waited on the street when I went inside, but yeah, I wasn’t alone.” She pauses, turning back to her bags and pulling out a red box of dog treats. She opens it and tosses one to where Tengo guards the door. “Good boy,” she coos. “Sweet Tengo.” 

			The demon tries not to scoff at the notion of the hellhound being called sweet and eating dog treats, and some of his tension fades. When the Tengo regains his voice at the close of their arrangement, Pilkington is going to get an earful.

			Sylvia returns to her bags, adding in a soft voice, “Were you waiting long? I had to go food shopping.” 

			“Long enough.” He releases a long sigh, recognizing the frustration in her tone and understanding how she may be feeling trapped in her own apartment these days. Still, it is a foolish risk for her to take given the circumstances. “You know I can provide whatever you require,” the demon reminds her. “I want you to be content.” He ignores the true meaning of his words, wondering if she senses his desire and dismissing the thought as quickly. His arusha is still pining over her captive vampire lover. 

			“I know,” Sylvia says, continuing to put food away in the cabinet, “and so can the apps on my phone.” She returns to the next bag for a carton of eggs and a small container of half and half. “Besides, your food tastes weird, especially the creamer. I wanted real food.”

			“My food is real food,” Pilkington insists, slightly offended at the idea that he isn’t adequately providing for her needs. 

			“Yeah, real interdimensional food,” she quips, retrieving a few boxes of frozen food from the bottom of the final bag and shoving them into the mostly empty freezer. Pilkington wonders if the Muldavian has cooked for her, and she is compensating for his loss with processed food. 

			“It’s real food,” he repeats, sitting down in her accustomed place on the windowsill, his back to the closed window, his long human legs crossed at the ankle across his boots. Today, his Henley is pale grey matched with dark pants, the clothes conjured by his magic when he returned to this realm, but just as real as anything he could purchase here. He does possess an actual closet of human clothing on this plane, but sometimes he doesn’t arrive near enough for that to be practical. His magic can make things real here, a power that should only work in his own realm—and doesn’t—another unwelcome gift from his father. 

			He can feel Sylvia’s eyes on him as he looks at his feet. Perhaps one day he will be comfortable enough in her apartment to remove his shoes, to settle in as the Muldavian had done when he was here. He doesn’t look up to meet her gaze, not wanting to see that look on her face—the one where she remembers that he is the one here with her now and not her vampire lover. 

			“Where does it come from?” she asks quietly. He looks up to see she has finished putting everything away and is folding the cloth bags before she jams them into a kitchen drawer. She kicks her boots off with a swift motion, and they thump near the front door. Pilkington stares at her purple socks. “Your food. Is it real food from here, or is it from your home or what?” She moves to the refrigerator and pulls out a pitcher of iced tea, gesturing at him with it to ask if he wants some. Pilkington doesn’t want to admit how much he loves that little gesture, the motion one between friends close enough to not need words for all things. He nods in acceptance, and she turns to pull down two glasses from the cabinet. 

			“It’s real food from this realm,” he replies, watching her pour the tea. “I just move it here from wherever it is.”

			Sylvia puts the pitcher away, then grabs his glass, taking the three steps across the small room to hand it to him. “So, what—like someone else’s gallon of milk just vanishes from their fridge?”

			Pilkington laughs. “Something like that, though I tend to take things from stores, somewhere they won’t be missed.” He takes a sip of the tea, savoring the taste as he does all flavors on the mortal plane. Food doesn’t taste bad back home, but food on the mortal plane is exotic, like being on vacation. “Does it really taste different?” he asks. 

			Sylvia takes her own sip, considering. “Meh. Maybe it’s because I know where it came from, so my brain insists it should taste weird.” She gives him a small smile. “You know I appreciate everything you’re doing for me, right? I don’t mean to seem ungrateful.”

			“I do,” he says, recalling the fight she had given the Muldavian when he offered to pay for her apartment just until they sorted out the business with the dagger and the Greater Demon. She had argued fiercely that she needed to take care of herself—and that meant getting another job—but the four of them had finally managed to convince her otherwise, eliciting an angry promise that she would not put herself in danger by going outside the apartment more than necessary until this was over. The Muldavian had done most of the persuading after the rest of them left, and Pilkington has an idea how he managed it. His arusha had been angry when she agreed—but satisfied.

			She is neither now—only wistful on the edge of defeat. 

			“I’m glad you’re here keeping me safe,” she tells him, gesturing with the glass. “I know you must have other things to do instead of spending your nights and most days here. It’s just…” Her words trail off as she leans back against the counter, forgotten glass held against her chest as she stares at nothing. He knows what, or rather who, she is thinking about, the desire for her lover spooling out until the demon can practically see the longing surrounding her like a cloud. He has seen humans like that before, many times, but seeing his arusha heartbroken is too much. Getting to his feet, he closes the distance between them in two steps, putting a comforting hand on her shoulder. 

			“What can I do?” he asks. “How can I make it easier?” 

			Her eyes come back from
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