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Chapter One
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Sapphire

Not everyone goes demon-hunting to prove to their family they can look after themselves, but I guess my circumstances are a little different to the average twenty-five-year-old. Though I can’t believe it has come to this—time to say goodbye to Amethyst and Topaz and head out on my own.

The fallen angel Azriel is in my sights, and I have the beginnings of a plan to bring him down. 

Despite the insistent pounding of my heart and the guilt churning in my stomach, I know I’m doing the right thing. Whatever misgivings I have about keeping Ammie and Tee out of the bigger picture have to be shoved down into the dark place deep inside. 

It kills me that I can’t tell my sister and cousin—my two best friends—more about what I’ve been up to, and what I’m planning. But I know how that revelation will go. I’ve been through it before, and both of them still see me as the little one.

The immature, out-of-control one.

The one who needs containing and protecting. 

Usually that thought makes me chuckle, but lately, I’ve been getting frustrated. As much as I love them both, I can’t afford to have them freak out on me like they’ve done so many times in the past. 

There’s no time for the inevitable arguments or justifications. In their mind, I’ll always be the baby of our family of three, and it will always be their job to protect me from the big bad world if they can.

Not this time. 

I’m tired of hiding the extent of my power and pretending to be something I’m not.

In this situation, where we’re up against a fallen angel and his demon minions and we’ve exhausted pretty much every option that Amethyst or Topaz can think of, it is time to embrace who I am and step up to adulthood once and for all.

This time, I’m going to take my place as an equal in our coven. 

And that means I need to go it alone. 

My mind wanders back to the other night, before Ammie and Dane returned from the Accord Headquarters. I sat in my suite of rooms at the Aurora Spa Resort, cross-legged on the floor, as I tried to meditate to calm my stress levels.

As usual, I sank down into the mire of darkness that sits somewhere deep inside me, searching for peace. My magical powers originate there, in the dark space within my soul, and every time I use magic, it feels as if the shadows grow, just that little bit more.

The voice came out of nowhere, reverberating all around me.

Embrace the darkness, Sapphire, in order to reach the light.

“What?” I jumped to my feet and spun, but there was no one else in the room. Was it Azriel or one of his demons returning to finish the job? “Who are you?”

Be true to yourself, Sapphire. Embrace the darkness, and the light.

“Ah... okay?” I wrapped my arms around my middle, willing my frantic heart rate to slow. This was supposed to be meditation time, intended for relaxation, not “scare the bejesus out of Sapphire” time.

Laughter rippled through the air, and with it, the caress of what felt like fingers on my hair.

We are not of the dark, child. We will be there to guide you, when you are ready.

There was no more after that. I sat back down and tried to re-enter my previous meditative state so I could continue the conversation, but the voice remained silent.

I wasn’t sure what had happened, but since then I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the mysterious voice, even during the clash with Azriel and his demons two nights ago.

I’m sure he didn’t notice me on the battlefield—he was so clearly focused on Amethyst, the one who had reached out for him in her dream state and called him to the resort.

It was then that the beginnings of my plan took hold in my mind. If I have guidance—possibly of the celestial kind—then perhaps I can explore the darkness further, in the form of trying to get closer to Azriel, knowing there is someone or something to guide me back toward the light.

The resort took a real beating from the battle. Trees and shrubs were uprooted everywhere, and large gouges of earth mark the places where various skirmishes took place. The worst of the blood and gore and mess is gone, thanks to Kyan and Dane’s shifter pack members doing some of the heavier grunt work and starting the clean-up.

There’s still a bit of effort required to get the resort back to decent, but at least the wards are up once again, and stronger than ever thanks to the three of us combining our magic to reinforce them. 

Ammie has decided to stay here for now, guarded by Dane and a couple of shifters, but Topaz said she’ll return with Kyan to his pack lands, which are equally well-protected thanks to the magic left there by my mother and aunt many years ago. Tee should be safe enough there. For now.

There is no doubt in my mind that Azriel will be back, either in person or via one of his demon lieutenants like Luthor. They still want Topaz’s soul, but now they also want Ammie’s and mine, as well.

They won’t get them.

Not if I can help it.

And now I have a nebulous idea of how we might be able to stop their murderous hunt.

We are not of the dark. 

Perhaps I can use that knowledge to help save my family.

I’m startled from my thoughts by the sound of distant voices approaching through the trees. Kyan and Topaz appear, hand in hand. They are so happy together, a perfect pair, as are Amethyst and Dane. 

A bite of jealousy runs through me, but I tamp it down. I’m strong and independent, and perfectly capable of living a happy life without a man by my side. 

If we survive the demons, that is.

Kyan raises his hand in greeting, and I do the same. He and Topaz have agreed to give me a ride home, and reluctantly promised not to tell Amethyst about my plans to leave, until it’s too late for her to stop me.

Hence my guilt. I don’t want to leave my sister without saying goodbye, but it’s time.

“Ready to go?” I call out. 

Topaz’s eyes flicker and she turns to Kyan. “We’re all packed. Not that we brought much.”

She glances behind her, toward the edge of the clearing, where the smoldering remnants of a huge bonfire remain. Dead hellhound bodies, demon wraith pieces of clothing—in fact, any debris left by the Otherworld army—have been gathered up by various members of Kyan’s pack, and thrown into the magic-fueled fire. All of it is now nothing but harmless ash.

“Ammie,” Topaz says. “Do you think she’ll be—”

“She’ll be fine,” Kyan cuts in. “Dane is in charge of the clean-up, and he won’t stop till everything is exactly how Amethyst wants it.”

Topaz looks at me, and I nod encouragingly. “Kyan’s right. She’ll be fine here, for the next little while. As you will be, if you return to Ky’s pack territory.”

“You saw that?”

“I did.” 

Knowing is one of my specialties. I just know things others don’t. Things that other people walk right past, unaware of the potential danger that lurks just around the corner. 

Some might call it a gift. Not me. 

Most of the time, it’s nothing I can’t handle. A strange buzzing in my eardrums if a supernatural creature brushes by me in a bar, or a shiver down my back if a vampire crosses my garden late at night. Or if I get one of my premonitions that something bad is about to happen, then I might experience a sick feeling in my gut. 

Annoying, but inconsequential. 

But other times? It’s a nightmare. 

Being around lots of people makes the knowing so much worse, especially when those people are human and I have to tamp down my magical abilities. Everyone’s emotions—the excitement, anxiety, jealousy, fear, sadness—suck at my energy until I can’t keep my shields up, and I worry all the time that I might inadvertently hurt someone if I lose control.

I made it a grand total of four days at college before the frenzy of campus life drove me into a total meltdown. By the time I called Amethyst and she came to pick me up, I was a wreck. 

It wasn’t the first time that happened, nor the last. 

Goddess, it’s no wonder Tee and Ammie look on me as a baby. I haven’t coped very well with what others consider “normal” life, up to now.

The ability to know things isn’t constant, of course, as magic is not an exact science and is never guaranteed to appear on call. But in this moment, I’m telling Topaz the truth. I did see hers and Ammie’s relative safety, at least for the next few days, and she knows me well enough to believe me.

Her face relaxes a notch. “Okay. Then let’s get going.” 

***
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Once we’re on the road, I heave a sigh of relief. I’m at least one step closer to finally making my own path in life. Despite the ever-present danger, my spirits lift.

Ammie tries her best, but she doesn’t understand. Not really. Her powers are neat, organized, and self-disciplined, just like her. Well, her crazy dream walking with Azriel notwithstanding.

And as for Topaz... 

I sharpen my gaze on my cousin in the front seat. She has the window rolled down, one pale hand resting on the sill, the other gently curved on the top of Kyan’s thigh while he drives. I can’t see her face, only her long dark hair waving gently in the breeze. 

She defied death itself. Things don’t get much more powerful than that. 

What’s happening now, with Topaz and Amethyst being stalked by a fallen angel, isn’t something that anyone can ignore, not even me. 

And my “knowing” ability only makes things worse.

It doesn’t matter where I go, or what I do. I can’t escape the bone-deep dread that lingers inside me. The certainty that haunts my every waking hour—that the situation with our fallen angel demon stalker is about to get a whole lot worse.
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As we leave sight of the resort Topaz twists in her seat and spears me with an intent look. “So, what are your plans now, Sapph, after we drop you home?”

Kyan’s eyes catch mine in the rear-view mirror. He is listening but seems content to leave the conversation to us. 

“Would you rather come back to Kyan’s pack lands with us?” she asks. “I’d prefer that, if you don’t mind. At least then I’d know—” 

“Actually...” I cut her off, before staring down at my hands, forcing them to relax in my lap. When I raise my head, I feign a casual attitude, like I haven’t been thinking about this—planning this—for days. “I’m going off the grid again.”

“Off-grid, as in home, to your place? Or, into hiding?”

Technically, my home isn’t off-grid. It is just situated in a small community where there are less people, and the atmosphere is quiet.

“Home,” I confirm. 

Somewhere I can try to tap in to whoever spoke to me the night I was meditating.

Kyan frowns at me through the mirror. “Are you sure? Hiding might not be a bad idea...” 

“No.” I cut him off before he can say anything more. “I have an idea that I want to explore.” 

I hold up my hand as Topaz’s eyes widen. She’s readying to argue. 

“I can’t elaborate at the moment, but I promise I’ll share when I can. I’m thinking there might be a way to get close to Azriel. He has supporters around him, yes? Followers?” 

Kyan and Topaz exchange a glance. Both of them look concerned. 

“I guess so,” Kyan says. “Most of the hellhound shifter packs still serve Otherworld masters.” 

“But not all,” Topaz says gently, giving his arm a squeeze. “What’s this about, Sapph? What are you planning?” 

I quirk a grin at her. My cousin can read me well; I will have to tread carefully. 

“What if I could find a way to get to him from the inside? What if I could get into his inner circle, and gather information that way?” 

I’m not even sure where the idea has sprung from. All I know is, since that night when the voice appeared, the thought of tapping into my own darkness has grown.

Did the voice mean, approach the enemy? Look the darkest of the dark—Azriel himself—directly in the eye? And in doing so, maybe I can find my way back to the light? If I can get home, and reconnect with the being that spoke to me, maybe I can clarify that point, plus a few other things.

Topaz’s face turns aghast. “What? No!” 

Surprisingly, a thoughtful expression crosses Kyan’s features. He drums his fingers against the steering wheel. “Funny you should mention that...” 

“What the fuck, Ky!” Topaz’s eyes flash at him before she turns on me. “Do you have any idea how dangerous—how insane—that would be? We all almost died because of Azriel, and now you want to walk into the belly of the beast, and... what? Offer yourself up as a sacrifice?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” I slump back in my seat and cross my arms, resisting the urge to roll my eyes at her dramatic tone. “Believe it or not, I have thought this through.” 

“Well, clearly you haven’t,” she snaps. “Because if you think I’ll let you do this—”  

“Let me?” I lean forward, tugging on my seatbelt impatiently when it locks. “I’m not asking for your permission.” 

“Then what are you asking for? Approval?”

“Actually, I asked you for a ride.” My voice is stiff. Will they ever see me as an adult? “Kyan, if you pull over, I’ll make my own way from here, thanks.”

“Enough!” Kyan says. “Topaz, I know you’re worried about Sapphire—”

“I am,” she says. My annoyance fades at the genuine fear lacing her voice. “I’m sorry, Sapph. I’m just... so scared. For all of us.”

“I know. I’m sorry too, cuz.”

She shoots me a wobbly grin.

“I think I might be able to help you with an in, Sapphire,” Kyan says.

“An in?”

“Yeah.” He reaches one hand across and links his fingers with Topaz. “Don’t be mad, Tee, okay? Hear me out.”

“I’m not mad. I’m scared the people I love are going to die. And I feel powerless to stop it happening.”

“Sweetie,” I start, feeling like the grown-up in the group, for maybe the first time ever. “We’re in danger right now. In this car, in the city, on the beach, at the resort... it doesn’t matter where we are. Not really. There’s nowhere safe for us anymore. As long as Azriel is hunting us, we’ll never be safe. Doing nothing likely means we all die anyway. So, I have to do something. I have an idea, but first, how about we listen to what Ky has to say, and then take it from there?”

She releases a short laugh. “When did you grow up, Sapph?”

I grin at her, relieved the last trace of discomfort between us is gone. “A long time ago. You and Ammie just didn’t notice.”

Kyan clears his throat. “Right, then. So, nothing we can say will change your mind?”

My heart starts racing. “Nope.” 

Nothing short of locking me up. And even then, I’ll probably just use the quiet time to reach into the dark and try out my idea, anyway.

“I have... someone I’ve recently been in contact with,” Kyan says. He sounds like he’s weighing each word carefully before he speaks. “Someone from my past, who I trust as much as a pack brother. He might be able to get you in.” 

I’m too shocked to answer. Of all the things I expected him to say, it wasn’t that. 

Topaz lets out a huff. “Ky...” 

He flicks a glance her way. “Sapphire is old enough to make her own decisions. At least this way, she’ll have someone to look out for her. Trust me, okay? This guy... he’ll protect her. I swear it.”

Topaz’s brows pinch together. She doesn’t look happy, but eventually she gives him a tight nod.  

Kyan’s hand returns to the steering wheel. He glances back at me through the mirror. “I’ll take you to him, under one condition. Do not ditch him to go running off on your own.”

“A babysitter? Great, thanks.” 

“You don’t know the Otherworld, Sapphire. Any army commanded by a fallen angel, headed by demon lieutenants...” Kyan shakes his head. “There are things I’ve seen that you wouldn’t believe. Think of him more as a partner, okay? You both have different skills, different specialties. I think you two will get along like a house on fire.”

My mouth twists. I want to say no, thanks, but there’s a bigger picture here. If this guy can get me close to Azriel’s inner circle, he might be the ticket to figuring out a way to destroy the fallen angel once and for all. 

I can’t afford to miss this chance. 

Trust your instinct. This is the right decision.

“Fine,” I mumble. “I promise I won’t ditch the babysitter.”

I only hope the babysitter doesn’t turn on me. Or end up betraying us all.
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We pull over for a few minutes while Kyan exits the vehicle and makes a call. The silence in the car as Topaz and I watch him pace back and forth, gesticulating every so often with his other hand, is both awkward and comforting. I know Topaz cares, and her over-protective attitude toward me stems from love rather than anything negative. 

It is still a relief when Kyan returns, his presence breaking through the awkwardness. 

“He’ll meet us further up the road. Somewhere secluded,” he says, before starting the car and heading off once again.

Instead of sticking to the main highway, he turns onto a secondary, smaller road, driving us further east, in a loop back toward the forest. My trepidation grows as the trees thicken around us. Their branches reach skyward and the shadows lengthen as the road narrows sharply, turning to dirt before twisting and weaving around dozens of blind corners. 

The sense of something dark pressing in on us rises. Where the heck are we headed?

My pulse rate increases the further into the forest we go.

You wanted to tap into the darkness, I tell myself. Stop being a baby and suck it up. Can’t be that much farther.

“Are we almost there?” Topaz echoes my thoughts, peering out of her window. She keeps darting nervous glances back at me, clearly not happy about this turn of events.

“We need to meet my contact somewhere private,” Kyan explains. “Sapphire’s right—nowhere is truly safe. But there are a few places where we are less likely to be... overheard.” 

We head deeper into the shadowed forest, until I can’t see an inch of sky anymore, only thick foliage. By the time the car rumbles to a halt, the track is uneven beneath the wheels and the air is still and silent. 

I push open the door and hop out, inhaling the forest air gratefully. It was a long car ride, longer than I expected. Despite the sense of oppression surrounding us, the cool freshness of the breeze is bliss. I reach out and brush my fingers along the fronds of a nearby fern. It curls up at my touch. 

Even the shadows seem strange here; a deep, inky blue that creeps out from the undergrowth. 

Where are we?

I take a seat on a nearby log as Topaz and Kyan converse in low voices. Kyan makes another brief phone call, then comes to sit beside me. 

“Just confirmed. He’s on his way.” He rests his elbows on his knees. 

A prickle of frustration runs down my spine. “How far away is he? Who is he? Does he have a car? Does he have—”  

“Hey, come on.” Kyan holds up his hands, laughing, and I snap my mouth shut. “He’s someone I know and trust. He’s in the area already, doing reconnaissance to make sure we’re alone. Relax, he’ll be here soon.” 

Maybe. Or have we just walked into the biggest set-up in history? 

I want to trust Kyan. I do trust him, when it comes to my cousin. I know he’d turn the world over if it meant keeping Topaz safe. But he’s a hellhound, originally from the Otherworld and answering to a demon master, and I can’t help but worry that he might have misjudged something this time. A lot has changed since Kyan and his pack left their old lives behind.

For one thing, Topaz died. And then the Fae brought her back. Somehow, that act upset the balance of energies in the world and allowed rifts to appear in the ether. Demons have risen, and now a fallen angel wants to seize this world for his own.

Maybe Kyan was friends with this guy, once upon a time. But who knows where the proposed babysitter’s loyalties lie, now? 

Despite Kyan’s casual insistence, I can’t relax. I sit here, my knees jittering beneath my deceptively calm hands, refusing the snacks that Topaz brought for the trip, despite one of them being my favorite—salted caramel popcorn.

There’s a change in the air around us. It’s almost imperceptible at first, but it grows and grows, causing all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck to rise up and prickle in a warning. 

A rumble vibrates the earth beneath my feet, becoming louder and louder, until the invasive sound tears through the trees. I leap to my feet, eyes wide, as a giant man on an equally giant black motorcycle roars into the clearing and pulls up in front of us.

Topaz’s slack jaw reflects the same astonishment as my own, but Kyan doesn’t look surprised. He wanders over to the bike as its owner switches off the engine. 

Silence fills the space. Kyan slaps the new arrival on the back.

“Caden!” he says loudly. “Good to see you, man.”

The figure astride the motorcycle is clad in black leather. His helmet is shiny, its visor reflecting the trees around us, obscuring his face. When he pulls off the helmet and shakes out his almost shoulder-length dark hair, my breath catches in my throat. 

Holy guacamole. Now that’s a babysitter.

I nudge Tee, holding in a nervous giggle, and she releases her breath in a whoosh as we stare at Caden. 

There’s no mistaking him for anything but a hellhound shifter, even in the gloomy light of the forest. His black hair, sharp jawline, and cheekbones mirror those of both Kyan and Dane, and those brilliant green eyes are unmistakeable. They are the only thing about him that flare with any kind of emotion. The rest of his features might as well be set in stone. 

Undeterred by his friend’s impassive façade, Kyan grins widely and claps a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Thanks for getting here so fast. We don’t have long.” 

He glances around us, like we’re already being hunted. 

Maybe we are. 

“Come on, I’ll introduce you.” 

Topaz and I linger awkwardly a few feet away from the two men. The motorcycle between them glimmers, its clean metallic lines standing out against the dark trees behind it. I swallow heavily as the man swings a leg over the bike to dismount and turns his gaze toward us. 

Something strange flutters in my belly. 

Must be nerves.

Kyan holds out a hand, gesturing for us to come closer. I steel myself and take a few steps forward, trying to ignore my racing heart and act nonchalant. 

What is wrong with me? I’ve met dozens of shifters in the past few weeks. None like this one, perhaps, but still... I need to calm down.

“This is my mate, Topaz.” Kyan slides an arm around Topaz’s waist and draws her into his side, before pointing at me. “And this is her cousin, Sapphire.”

Mentally, I shake my head, annoyed with my reaction to the newcomer, and stick out my hand, determinedly making eye contact. “Pleased to meet you.”

He regards me without giving anything away. My cheeks heat as he tilts his head to the side and looks me up and down. He doesn’t take my hand, instead leaving it hanging. 

Great. So, he’s an asshole.

I lower my hand, before clenching my fingers and releasing them. The strange prickling sensation over my skin intensifies, as if I’m having some kind of weird allergic reaction to his proximity. 

Kyan clears his throat, no doubt sensing the awkwardness. “This is Caden. He’ll be your...” He pauses and I know he nearly blurted out the word, babysitter. Instead, he changes tack. “He’s agreed to help you find a way in to the fallen’s inner circle.” 

The fallen? Are we not saying his name anymore? 

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Topaz’s incredulous glance at Kyan. She seems as skeptical as me, about the strong-yet-silent Caden.

Without warning, he reaches out and fastens his fingers around my wrist. My jaw drops as he tugs me toward the bike, and I dig my heels firmly into the earth. 

His head whips around. He actually looks surprised that I’m not about to submit to being dragged onto the back of a motorbike by a total stranger, without a word being said. 

Surprised, and annoyed. 

Well, that makes two of us, pal. 

“Every second we spend out here, we risk discovery.” So, he can speak. Caden’s voice is low and gravelly, conveying no emotion whatsoever, save for a vague annoyance. “It’s time to leave.” 

“Yes, I agree,” I say. “But—”

“Is there a problem?” Caden regards me with a look reserved for a child throwing a temper tantrum. It does nothing to soothe my surging anger. 

“Not at all,” I reply, through gritted teeth. “But I would appreciate a few of your precious seconds to say goodbye to my cousin. I don’t know when we’ll see each other again. Or even if I will.” 

We stare at each other for a long moment. Eventually, he gives a curt nod. His fingers loosen around my wrist, and I slip out of his grasp and launch myself into Topaz’s arms. She wraps me in a tight hug, and I blink back the sudden moisture in my eyes. 

“Be good,” she whispers to me. “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?” 

I chuckle and draw back far enough to look her in the eye. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means,” she says, tucking a stray piece of my hair back behind my ear, and all of a sudden, I’m six years old again, “Amethyst would literally murder me if I didn’t make you promise.” 

Her eyes glimmer, and I realize I’m not the only one holding back tears. 

“So just... keep safe, okay?” 

I find myself nodding and give her a shaky smile. I can’t promise anything, but it seems to be enough for her. 

My gaze drops to the ring on her left hand, the one that features a topaz stone. It glows softly in the forest shadows.

“You don’t happen to have any spare warding charms, or power boosters, do you?” I point at her ring, only half-joking. “You know, just in case?”

She looks taken aback. “Sapphire... you don’t need anything to enhance your powers,” she says. “Other
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