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Chapter 1. Monsters in My Head


[image: ]


She’s our last hope. I steady myself at the very edge of the rooftop, letting the slow chaos unfolding in the streets far below surge through me, corrosive and relentless. Whether she wants to be or not. The weight of that thought settles in my mind, undeniable and absolute, as I fix my gaze on the city that, only a few years ago, I used to call home.

Just like the last time I was here, regret strikes swiftly at the sight before me. The autumn night air, heavy with the tang of petrol and the acrid burn of engines, fills my nostrils and forces my face into a grimace of disgust. With a frustrated sigh, I briefly lift my eyes to the sky, searching for respite, then let them drift back to the dull, unremarkable metropolis sprawled out below.

Its slow-paced existence irking me like an infected wound that refuses to heal. 

I’ll never understand your affinity for this dull- as-rocks city, sister mine. The thought drifts through me as my gaze threads between the bodies of comfortably dressed pedestrians—most of them swaying with the lazy confidence of the pleasantly drunk—until it settles on a small cluster gathered beneath the glow of a lamppost.

Unlike the aimless souls wandering the streets with no purpose beyond surviving the night, the five figures I’m watching will matter. They’ll serve the plan I’ve set in motion, so long as they follow the path my premonition laid out for me earlier today.

“Do not destroy the billboard.” I turn from the city’s useless bustle and glance back at the glitching lights stuttering across the billboard’s surface as it releases a low, uneven whir.

Despite the warning I’ve just told myself, a scowl pulls at me when a sharp, grating buzz tears through the machine’s power system. The noise swells with each passing second, needling at my control, as though daring me to tear into its hulking frame and put an end to its faulty wiring once and for all.

Focus. My jaw tightens as I force myself to concentrate, tearing my attention away from the persistent and grating distraction behind me. With a controlled breath, I redirect my gaze over the cityscape, determined to push past any agitation. 

When my eyes lock on the target I’ve been waiting for since sunset, I lean forward, allowing the intangible hands of gravity to tilt my body forward. Let the show begin. I surrender to the moment, letting purpose and adrenaline fuse as the plan I have carefully orchestrated is set into motion. 

Such strange creatures. I ignore the wave of horrified shrieks spilling from my audience—each one convinced they’re about to witness my unfortunate collision with the pavement of their monotonous metropolis. 

Predictably pathetic. Their collective gasp masquerades as concern, yet not a single one of them moves to intervene. 

Not one single person.

Just as my gift of foresight revealed, their worry is nothing more than herd instinct dressed up as empathy, and I brush it aside as easily as the wind rushing past me.

“He’s gone!”

“How?”

“How?”

Remaining hidden in the shadows like a thief in the night I pinch my lips to one side, registering how within the flicker of a second behind their masks of what could be considered appropriate consternation, every single person below had exhaled sighs of relief the second my imitation vanished. Their morality deprived them of guilt as they knew they wouldn’t be faulted for failing to save the life of a stranger. 

Yep. I’ll never understand what my sister sees in your kind. I let out a slow, unhurried breath as my audience scatters from the scene of my staged demise, fleeing in every direction like ants doused with insecticide.

“Right on time.” I turn away from the thinning crowd, my eyes tracing my target’s movements as she enters the building across the one I’m standing on.

The sight of her—precisely where she is meant to be—stirs the purpose that brought me back to this city, rekindling it like a spark catching fire.

*   *   *   *
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“Not again.” I shrug off my purse, letting it drop at my feet with a thud onto the white marble floor of the corridor. 

Without delay, I check the back pocket of my jeans, feeling for the house key.

I bite my lower lip, racking my brain to recall where I might have misplaced the item I am searching for. “Of all the times to forget the code.” Frustrated, I let out a sigh and tap the heel of my hand gently against my temple, as if the gesture might help me remember the four-digit code I need to enter my own home.

You’re lucky Westen is parking the car. My inner voice remarks with a hint of disapproval. If he were here, he’d be side-eyeing you like you’re an idiot. 

“Did I put it in here?” I slip a hand into the right pocket of my white denim jacket, silently praying my strapless bra keeps my breasts from spilling out of my off-the-shoulder blouse. “Yes.” A breath of relief loosens my shoulders when my fingers finally close around the elusive house key.

Without further delay I snatch my purse off the floor and unlock the door to my penthouse. The moment I’m inside, sealed off from the rest of the world, I draw in a long steadying breath and let it slip out slowly, savoring the brief luxury of being alone.

Home. The faint scent of a lavender-birch candle from days ago soothes my nerves.

“Welcome home, Melanie.” stemming from the small surround sound speaker in the sitting room ceiling, the greeting interrupts my episode of momentary solace.

I really need to get my head out of the clouds. I glance to my right and bend to retrieve the fruit basket and bouquet of flowers waiting on the floor—deliveries that must have arrived while I was gone.

“Hi, Kena. Could you turn on the lights?” I answer the home security system Westen installed a year ago. “Thank you,” I say with a smile in my voice when a warmth of amber lights floods the penthouse.

Despite its spacious interior the residence is barely decorated. Except for a few necessary pieces of furniture in the sitting room, and the grand piano situated at arm’s length outside my bedroom. Living up to its title of grand, the beautiful instrument commands my immediate attention, like a childhood friend you haven’t seen in years. Across the instrument, somewhat obscured by a spiral staircase leading directly to the second floor, sits a lonely white chair situated against the wall of the kitchen.

Like a permanent flame, the sight of it rekindles buried memories of an acquaintance who still haunts my thoughts. 

I wonder if he’s comfortable sleeping on the floor. Darting away from the chair, my eyes travel up the staircase, scanning the closed doors of the rooms on the second floor, until they rest on Westen’s.

“Why bother unpacking when you know we’ll have to leave at any given moment.” my roommate countered when I asked why he hadn’t unpacked his belongings.

“Let’s not dwell on things you can’t change.” I force myself to push aside the creeping guilt threatening to bubble up inside me. 

My eyes wander over the open floor plan of the penthouse, pausing on the elegant architectural details and the understated hints of luxury that fill the space. The ambient light glimmers off polished surfaces, and the gentle hush of the quiet interior settles around me. Taking a deep breath, I allow the familiar comfort of home to soothe me, focusing on the present moment and refusing to let regret or worry intrude. Only six steps separate me from the wide balcony, its glass doors promising fresh air and a panoramic view. I let my gaze drift through the sitting room, mentally noting to adjust the placement of the sofa to better suit the flow of the space. 

With a small nod of resolve, I step into the kitchen, where my sense of calm is abruptly interrupted by the sight of unopened mail scattered untidily across the marble counter, making me cringe with disdain. 

Speaking to the basket as if expecting a reply, I murmur, “Up you go,” and carefully place it on the counter. Without pause, my hands move to the bouquet of roses. 

Nestled among the soft, velvety petals—twenty-four in total—I notice a small card tucked discreetly between the blooms. I draw it out, the gesture feeling almost ceremonial, and turn it over in my hand, the delicate paper carrying a faint floral scent from its time hidden among the blossoms. 

It’s been two years and you’re still a mystery to me. I read the note sent to me by Mr. Meli. If you knew how much of a coward I really am, you’d retract your admiration. I tuck the card back in with the flowers before reassessing my lonely home.

The muted glow inside casts a delicate sheen across the bulletproof glass wall, pulling a softened reflection of the penthouse into view. The grand piano’s polished curve, the solitary white chair by the kitchen, the quiet geometry of the room—all of it appears in faint outline, as if the apartment is quietly echoing itself back to me. I exhale, low and tired, and rake my fingers through my hair before lifting my gaze to the black-blue sky. A sparse scatter of stars clings to it, barely visible. Through narrowed eyes I trace the shape of a constellation that catches me off guard. Familiar. And painfully so.

“Breathe, Melanie.” I run my right hand along my chest, fighting against the whims of melancholy that threaten to swallow me whole. Breathe. I cross over to the sitting room and kick off my ankle-heel booties, before planting myself on the white s-shaped sofa facing the balcony.

Sinking into the seat’s softness, I stretch out like a sea star and stare up at the white ceiling. Exhaustion washing over me like a wave caressing the face of a storm-ravished beach.

I really need to throw that out. I catch sight of a tattered white lamp sitting atop a small table, to the right of the door that leads out onto the balcony. “You’re too old for me to keep around,” mumbling the last bit under my breath, I reel my purse onto the sofa and make my way toward the kitchen. 

I slide a wine glass from the cabinet and place it on the counter, my movements automatic, almost rehearsed. The refrigerator hums open at my approach, and my fingers curl around a half-empty bottle of white wine without a second thought. I pause, letting the cold air brush my face as I study the sad assortment inside. A half-devoured tuna sandwich slumps on its plate, and a jug of milk—weeks past redemption—glares back at me like an accusation.

Inhaling a breath of defeat, I make a mental note to chuck the stomach-churning liquid that’s already clotted into a jelly-like blob. Its surface speckled with thin transparent greyish white hairs. Just as I’m about to rescue the bottle of chardonnay from its unsavory neighbors, a pink substance catches my eye. 

“I have no idea what you were,” I mutter, staring blankly at the purple and light-blue patches blooming across the pink glob. Light-green dots have somehow sprouted around the rim of its eco-friendly container, and I’m not brave enough to question the science behind it. “Adulting is not my forte.” I roll my eyes at the pitiful, barely edible remains of my fridge’s inventory. “Come on, wine.” A single warning beep sounds, and I step back as the fridge door prepares to close on its own.

With the bottle of chardonnay in one hand and the glass in my other, I saunter out onto the balcony, adhering to my nightly routine of admiring Calvin. A quaint city that’s only a 30-mile drive south of Philadelphia. Without a second’s hesitation, the word ‘stifling’ pops in my head as I stare down at the city. And yet, regardless of its size and lack of activity Calvin was home, until.

Until you abandon it the same way you abandoned your kingdom when an idiotic war ravaged the lands. The voice of reason—subtle, but still alive and kicking—pings at the back of my mind. 

“Kena, read me tomorrow’s schedule.” I grip the glass in my left hand, filling it halfway with chardonnay. Then, looking from the bottle in one hand, to the glass in my other. “Waste not want not,” I fill the wine glass to the brim. 

“You have a photo shoot at 6 a.m. for Glamour Magazine.” Kena starts to tick off my upcoming schedule. Half of what she says goes in one ear and out the other as I’m distracted by a couple snogging against the door of a red-roofed coffee shop.

Get a room. I set the empty bottle of wine at my feet.

“Next, an interview with Charlotte at 7:45 a.m. You also have two charity events, one at 12:00 pm until—”

Turning my back to the couple, I take a sip of wine and drown out Kena’s voice. Silently berating myself for the choices I’ve made in my life so far. The worse one being that instead of facing my past like any sane person would, I ran from it. 

Coward. The word infiltrates my thoughts as the memory of what I’d deserted, revives itself in the form of a soldier’s battle-scarred face.

You’re a singer now. I remind myself as my father’s face overshadows that of the dead soldier’s. Your father is the CEO of Britain’s most influential entertainment agency. And like he’s told you a million times you have a life most people could only dream about, so don’t be an ungrateful brat. 

Such encouraging words from dear old dad. My subconscious scoffs as I force down a rush of self-pity with a gulp of wine.

I ignore the insensitive thought and center my mind on work.

The one consistent thing that keeps me focused and humble.

“Be a beacon for them,” I murmur to myself, recalling the faces of the cheering fans from my concert just last week.

Their hopeful expressions and unwavering support momentarily flicker across my mind, reminding me of the responsibility I carry. In those moments on stage, beneath the dazzling lights and thunderous applause, I am more than an artist—I am a figure they look to for inspiration. 

While away from the spotlight you live the life of a doll. An empty hollow existence. The sentiment, bitter and cynical, churns relentlessly in the back of my mind, reminding me of the emptiness that settles when the applause fades and the stage lights are turned off. 

I drown my mind’s contradictions with another long swallow of wine and lift my gaze from my feet. The regret comes immediately, not sharp but heavy, settling over me as my reflection drifts across the penthouse’s glass wall.

Pathetic. The sight of my own likeness leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. 

You’re nothing more than an impostor. My subconscious taunts. A fraud. A coward.

“Kena,” I step back from my imitation until my body bumps against the balcony railing. “Check my voicemails,” I rest my head atop the metallic mediator.

“One moment,” the home security system stops reading my schedule, falling into a brief silence that’s quickly interrupted by a monotone beep from the house phone. 

“I appreciate the green light for a hiatus, Dad.” The words leave me on a long, even sigh as his monotone reply cuts off with a sharp beep. “Even though it’s long overdue,” I mutter into my glass. 

“Incoming call,” Kena pauses the next missed call.

9 p.m. on the dot. I glance at the watch on my wrist, and right on cue a familiar voice begins drifting out onto the balcony, pressing down on my already weighted thoughts with images I’d rather leave buried. 

“Melanie,” my name comes out as a reprimand, “how long do you plan on avoiding me?’

“For about a century or two,” I say under breath as I cross my arms over my chest. After all, I did a brilliant job of ignoring you when you were spying on me from a rooftop.

Leaning my head back, I let the caller’s voice fade into background noise and fix my eyes on the black-blue sky. The cratered goddess of night hangs above me, surrounded by faint, blinking stars whose brilliance is dulled by the city’s light pollution and the thin smog clinging to the air.

“There you are.” I narrow my eyes to slits, picking out the constellation I’d been staring at earlier. With my focus locked on the cluster of stars—like a half-finished connect-the-dots puzzle—I swallow the lump of emotion lodged in my throat.

“Come home. Uriselas needs you, our people need you—What would Mum and Dad say if they saw you right now?”

“Please stop talking.” I scowl in the direction of the house phone, then return my gaze to the sky. “He talks too much, right?” I tilt my head slightly, as if the stars might answer, and finish the last of the wine in my glass.

As if responding to my indifference toward my brother’s routine calls, something streaks across the sky—a brief, bright slash, like the universe offering its own commentary.

You, of all people, know I can’t be the protector our kingdom needs me to be. Looking over my shoulder in the direction of the intrusive voice, the sour taste of self-loathing fills my mouth once more. It’s never wise to bring up things that should be left alone, brother mine.

“So much for a relaxing night in,” I drown out my brother’s voice completely and close my eyes, only to regret it when the faces of my birth parents manifest in my head. 

Like salt pressed into an open wound, the pain I felt the day they died swells up from deep in my chest. My mind replays the whisper of their final breaths on an endless loop, a song stuck on repeat, and I stand frozen, fighting the tears that threaten to rise.

“You’re better than this Melanie,” the sound of a car backfiring jerks my mind back to the present. “Breathe,” I thump the heel of my hand against my temple as if doing so will dislodge the ghosts of my past from my head. “Focus,” I shut out the memory of the accusing stares from those who held me responsible for my parents’ passing.

Focus. I repeat the mantra, knowing that letting the past in will only feed the monsters born from too many restless nights. They don’t have faces or forms, but they still manage to terrify me, arriving without warning and carrying with them the warm, impossible memories of the people I can never get back. 

“Damn you, Xylas!” I hurl my wine glass against the penthouse wall, the shatter of delicate crystal echoing my inner turmoil.

My frustration boils over until I can no longer contain it. I release a sharp, ragged shriek into the cold night air, the sound escaping me with the raw desperation of a wounded animal. That feral cry clings to me, wrapping itself around my body like a filthy blanket I am powerless to shake off. The city seems to respond—somewhere in the alley two blocks from Invana, a dog howls, its voice echoing through the darkness with an eerie, magnetic pull. The intensity of the animal’s call draws me closer to the railing, the sound threading through my nerves and guiding my gaze over the cityscape. As I stare out across the city, the weight of the night settles on me.

For a fleeting moment, a morbid curiosity flickers in my mind: I wonder what my body would look like against the cold, unforgiving pavement below. 

Just as I’m about to swing one leg over the barrier, the dog’s relentless howl begins to fade, its piercing cry gradually overtaken by another sound—the sudden, rhythmic beating of wings. I freeze, startled, as a flurry of doves erupts from Invana’s rooftop. Their white bodies cut through the darkness in a chaotic rush, the air alive with the frantic flapping as they soar skyward, scattering in all directions. 

“Cosa sta succedendo?” the flicker of lights being turned on in the flat below draws my attention away from the plump airborne bodies. “Melanie?” at the sound of my name, I hastily push away from the balcony. 

“Buona sera Mr. Conti,” I greet my neighbour, ignoring the slight waver in my voice. My pulse rabbits beneath my skin as I try to suppress the taboo act that had been clawing at the edges of my thoughts. 

“Is everything alright?” the manager of the residential building shouts up at me. “I heard a breaking of kind glass,” the elderly Italian man continues in broken English. 

“Si, everything is alright,” I reassure my neighbour as I nimbly maneuver around the shards of broken glass and race inside the penthouse, quickly shutting the door like my life depended on it.

“Waste material detected,” I nearly jump out of my skin at the sound of Kena’s voice. “Commence cleaning.” I step back as a robotic, gloved hand slides out from a horizontal slit in the wall to my right, followed by another carrying a sealed container of cleaning supplies.

“Thank you, Kena.” I try to keep my tone even.

“You are welcome,” my home security system pauses with a beep, “Caleb wishes to enter. Shall I permit entry?”

“Buzz him into the building,” I head toward my bedroom, my feet feeling like lead as I try to regain my grasp on sanity.

“Melanie—”

“But don’t let him in the house yet,” my fingers practically fly across the numbers on the keypad as I punch in the code to my walk-in closet. Once inside I start to undress with rapid precision as a means to distract myself from unsavory thoughts.

Halfway out of the top I’m wearing, I reach up and yank a white V-neck chiffon blouse from the hanger above me, the fabric catching on my fingers as I pull it free. I shove my arms through the sleeves and grab the beige skinny jeans I bought a month ago for this night, slipping into them with quick, impatient movements that barely keep pace with the rush in my chest.

“There appears to be a problem,” Kena’s voice stems from the small speaker in the wall of my room.

“Does it have anything to do with the broken wine glass out on the balcony?” I button my jeans, blowing a stray strand of hair out of my face. 

“No.” 

“Ignore the new obstacle unless you need my authorization to do otherwise.” I stand in front of the body-length mirror and rake my fingers through my hair, untangling a knot at the base of my neck. 

Releasing a languid sigh, I frown at the young woman staring back at me, aware that beneath her clever façade lives a version of myself who never received the closure she still aches for. My hands still mid-motion as I study my own disdainful features, my scowl deepening at the sight of ears that feel too round and bones that never seem to sit quite where they should.

Suffocating in my own skin. My green eyes narrow questioningly at the person glaring back at me.

The longer I stare at myself the stronger a singular realization settles into me. I’ve become too human. 

Too ordinary.

I jerk in attention when a loud thud out in the corridor interrupts the futile glaring contest I’m having with myself. With another exhale, I turn away from the mirror and mentally prepare myself for what the rest of tonight entails.

“Kena, is Caleb at the door?” I adjust my shirt.

“Affirmative, he seems to be in a struggle with two other gentlemen. Shall I initiate the security protocol?” 

“No,” I slide my feet into my house slippers. “Don’t shoot anyone,” I bolt out of my closet and race to the front door.

Then, with a short intake of breath and an A-class smile on my face, I press the button to slide the door open.

“Melanie!” Two voices speak my name in simultaneous urgency. 

“My night keeps getting better and better.” I mutter through clenched teeth, my smile collapsing the moment I take in the three figures outside my door. 

I fold my arms across my chest, letting my glare drop to the two young men sprawled in a tangled heap on the corridor floor. Behind them, the third just stands there, silent, the dark look in his eyes carrying the same dry, exhausted irritation simmering in my own.

I don’t need anyone’s help. The older of the struggling duo seems to communicate with his eyes, as he painfully and unsuccessfully, attempts to unwrap his adversary’s arms from around his neck.

Just pretend to surrender, Xylas. I groan inwardly, my attention ping-ponging between my adoptive older brother and Caleb, who—lower lip caught between his teeth—still refuses to release his captive.

The idiocy of men. The thought lands flatly as Caleb’s complexion grows paler by the second, neither he nor Xylas showing the slightest intention of loosening their ridiculous chokehold on each other. 

“Boys,” the two ignore my reprimanding tone. Then with a bit more ice in my voice, “Xylas, Caleb, let go of each other or Westen will put a bullet in your pretty skulls,” I tilt my head at my bodyguard.

To emphasize my threat, Westen pulls out the gun he keeps hidden beneath his suit jacket. His singeing stare trained on Caleb.

“Melanie,” the three men say in unison. 

One sounding frightened, the other annoyed, and the last...ready for my command, as he always is.
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Chapter 2. Fight or Flight
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“I give up. Just put the gun away, Westen.” I glance at my bodyguard, his posture coiled and ready in case my boyfriend so much as twitches wrong. “And Caleb”—I let out an irritated breath—“let go of my brother.”

“Brother?” Caleb blurts, the stunned hitch in his voice matching the look on his face.

“Yes, her brother. Release him.” Westen doesn’t so much as blink, still holding the gun to Caleb’s head with that unbothered, steely calm he’s perfected.

Great. The tension between the two of them spikes again, and I fight the urge to roll my eyes. They’re at each other’s throats, again. I inhale a steadying breath, trying to conjure a solution that won’t end with me temporarily homeless.

Deliberately ignoring my existence—as if proving some inscrutable point only their egos understand—Caleb tightens his grip around Xylas’ neck and scowls up at Westen, practically daring him to pull the trigger.

I’m dealing with children. I expel a short breath as the mute pissing-off contest stretches for several seconds. “Get in.” I hiss, my attention straying from the three men when the sound of footsteps pacing the hall one floor below, reaches my ears.

“Now. Before Mr. Allen pays us an unexpected visit during his patrol,” I usher Westen and the two idiots with him inside the penthouse when the footsteps draw near. 

*   *   *   *
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I grab a handful of ice cubes from the tray in the freezer and wrap them in a small kitchen towel, securing them tightly. Handing Xylas the makeshift compress I grimace inwardly at the sight of bruises that have begun to decorate his neck. He grunts out a ‘thank you’ and presses the compact to his skin, wincing a little when an ice cube slips out of the towel. I take a closer inspection of his collar, wondering what Xylas had done to provoke Caleb’s usually mild temper.

“Why didn’t you give me the order to shoot him?” I cock my head to one side, “something I would’ve gladly done.”

“The gunshot would’ve drawn unwanted attention,” Xylas says with a dismissive flick of his hand. “But right now, I have the most delicious urge to throw him off the building.” He nods toward his newest adversary, currently ensnared in conversation with Melanie out on the wide balcony.

Retrieving my gun from the kitchen countertop, I place it in the holster beneath my suit jacket and smirk at the palpable anger in Xylas’ voice. As more often than not I’ve also had a desire to drop Melanie’s boyfriend off this building. Or any building really. 

Having him here might make the living situation with Melanie less awkward. I lean back and rest my arms on top of the counter, silently enjoying Xylas’ company.

Distributing his weight from one foot to the other, the dark-olive complexioned man observes his sister’s boyfriend with unfiltered scrutiny. His dark-chocolate brown, almost black eyes—bereft of their compassionate gleam.

“Aren’t you suffocating in that suit?” Xylas tilts his head to one side, wincing again when the chill of another exposed ice cube touches his skin. 

“Slight burdens mean nothing when I am on duty, Sir.” I answer, the words coming out a little harsher than I intended.

“Don’t be a smartass, Westen.” Xylas removes the ice pack from his neck, tossing it carelessly toward the kitchen sink. “Sünthryn,” the former bundle bobs up and down over the kitchen floor.

The word he’d spoken riveting with power as it takes effect upon the items. 

Most likely to make a show of it Xylas slowly lowers them into the sink. A mischievous smirk tugging at one corner of his mouth.

“If you’re not careful he’ll see,” I nod in Caleb’s direction. “He’ll expose you and your sister for—”

Brushing off my concern like he’d done earlier, my friend counters. “For what? For using magic or for not being human? In case you’ve forgotten my sister and I aren’t human. No matter how much we physically resemble your kind.” 

“I’m just trying to keep your wellbeing in mind,” I lift my hands in mock surrender before glancing back toward the balcony—immediately regretting it as Kena cues up soothing music for Caleb and Melanie to waltz to beneath the watchful glow of the moon.

For a split second, I feel a twinge of jealousy stirring in the pit of my stomach as Melanie laughs aloud at a joke Caleb must’ve told her. 

Don’t think about that. My gaze drops, unsettled by the sudden recollection of Melanie’s radiant smile. The memory surfaces without warning—vivid, warm, unmistakable—filling my mind with her light even as I try to push it back down.

“Why’d you two break up? The last time I visited my sister couldn’t keep her hands off you. Being in the same room with the two of you was actually very sickening,” Xylas makes a beeline for the fridge, staring longingly at half a tuna sandwich when the door slides open.

He’s usually not this nosy. I keep my mouth shut as Xylas scans the limited options in front of him. Maybe he’s just tired. I shake off a disturbing sensation that settles deep within my chest.

“Well?” my annoying guest coaxes, having attained the sandwich he’d been staring at like a mesmerized fox in front of a chicken coop.

Uncertain of how to escape the weight of his unflinching stare I foolishly tug at the strings of the topic at hand. “You’re not going to pulverize me for breaking your sister’s heart?”

“Trust me,” the Seer takes a bite of his sandwich, chewing slowly to mull over his next choice of words, “I would love nothing more than to beat you black and blue for hurting Melanie in more ways than one. But I’ve had an eventful night and would prefer to reserve my strength. For now.”

Here goes. I inhale a shallow breath before putting on my best poker face. “We both know nothing in life goes exactly the way we want it to. One moment, you think you have everything figured out, the next; reality hits you like a bullet to the heart as it reminds you that false hope exists for a reason.” I steeple one hand over my thigh and with my other, loosen the insufferable tie around my neck. 

“That’s barely an answer,” Xylas huffs with a hint of skepticism in his voice.

“Well, it’s the one you’re getting.”

“It’s never wise to lie to a Seer, Westen.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“After our parents’ death—” my ears prick up, attentive to the pained hitch in Xylas’ voice. “Melanie was like a chained door; unwilling to let anyone in, including the one person who meant the world to her. But when she met you, she started to unhinge, allowing herself to heal from the scars of her past. As cliché as it may sound, you help keep her grounded, so forgive me if I find it odd that you two have barely spoken a word to each other tonight.”

I glance sideways at the young man standing with his back against the fridge and after a long stretch of uncomfortable silence, tell him to mind his own business. Bemused by my curt response, he pauses momentarily, then compares my intelligence to another person’s and contemplates which of us Melanie might choose as a lifelong companion.

What? I want to ask, but don’t.

“You’re as much a closed book as my sister is,” Xylas squints at me thoughtfully before sinking his teeth into his sandwich.

Once a solid five minute passes between us in complete silence, he paces the kitchen, muttering to himself about false premonitions and obvious lies. Accurately, the latter provokes him to eye me up and down like I’m the villain in his story. Which was true, but I wasn’t going to admit that, not yet. When I remain mute, refusing to indulge his theories behind my breakup with Melanie, the Seer’s keen eyes drift toward the carefree couple outside.

Curious about his assessment of Caleb, I follow the sharp, calculating line of Xylas’ gaze. As usual, the blond radiates what most people would mistake for optimism. To me, though, that confidence is nothing more than a well-crafted façade.

“His smile,” Xylas shakes his head in derision. “It’s the kind that would make most guys want to punch him in the face and ladies swoon like flightless birds.”

“It’s never far from his lips,” I answer absently. Especially when it comes to Melanie. 

I explain to my charge’s brother that, despite the in-your-face good looks and the whole disciplined-healthy-lifestyle routine, Caleb isn’t the type to boast about his appearance. He prefers—in his own words—to ‘connect with people on an emotional and intellectual level.’ Which, to me, sounds like a load of bull, considering most guys his age will say anything to win the trust of people who view themselves as outcasts. 

People like Melanie. 

To the rest of the world she was the image of perfection, adored for her string of top-charting hits and her carefully curated humanitarian work. But behind that mask of stardom and selfless activism, she was just a girl—resilient, yes, but vulnerable in ways I doubt even she fully recognizes.

“Calebr or Caleb or whatever his name is,” Xylas twists his mouth in disapproval for my benefit. “He’s not Melanie’s type and will probably stick around for another month or two, because,” he pauses for dramatic effect, “she still has feelings for you. I can tell, because for the past half-hour, she’s been glancing this way every few seconds.”

“First of all, you don’t like any nonfamilial guys that get close to your sister.” I scoff, drumming my fingers on the countertop. “Secondly, I think the reason she keeps looking this way, is to check if you’re okay. You’re also eating her sandwich. So—no—she’s not in love with me. To her I’m only a bodyguard and the son of a mafia boss. Hearing myself say that aloud makes it seem like we’re in a cliché movie.”​

“On the subject of nonfamilial males, I like you, don’t I? Secondly, I’m her big brother. Part of that benefit entitles me to criticize the less-than-worthy guys Melanie chooses to be with,” as if dotting an ‘i’ to prove his point, Xylas nods his head in affirmation. “By the way,” his gaze lowers to the remaining remnants of the sandwich in his hands, “what’s your father up to nowadays, is he staying out of trouble or causing them?” 

“You know the answer to that question better than I do. I haven’t spoken to him in six months. Melanie didn’t tell you he disowned me?”

​“Is that—” Xylas stiffens suddenly, the tuna sandwich coming apart as it slips from his grip and hits the kitchen floor. 

One half sticking to the tile.

Without warning, the silver star birthmark in the center of Xylas’ forehead starts to emit a white glow. Like a light from a fluorescent deep-sea anemone swaying in a cavern. Out of the corner of my eye I spy Melanie rushing to her brother’s side, in her haste she reaches him before I do. 

“Xylas,” she grabs him by the shoulders and stares into his eyes, delving into a mute conversation only the two of them are privy to. 

When the singer’s shoulders tense up, I reach for the gun beneath my jacket, reminding myself that her safety takes precedence over everything else.   

“They’re coming, Aemilius’ agents.” as it always does in relation to that person, an undeniable trail of fear sends a hair-raising shutter up and down my spine. “They’ve found us again little sister,” Xylas’ words remain monotone.

“No time to explain, blondie. We have to leave, now.” I brush past Caleb the second he strolls into the living room looking like one of Peter Pan’s lost boys; completely and utterly clueless.

Sprinting to Melanie’s bedroom I intrude into her massive closet and retrieve a pine green backpack. Despite it being prepacked with several weeks’ worth of camping supplies the pack is light enough to carry for a quick getaway. The provisions inside would sustain our needs for a while, until we’re a safe distance away from the man who’s been hunting Melanie for God knows how long. Like multiple instances before, this isn’t the first time Aemilius has managed to pinpoint our location. Nor is it the first time he’s used his goons to do his dirty work.

There’s no way in hell I’m letting them get their hands on her. The thought penetrates my mind.

“We have to take him with us.”

“No. We can’t get him involved in this. I don’t want him to end up like Westen,” I hear Melanie counter her brother, her tone defiantly stubborn. “Caleb will be safer if he stays in Pennsylvania. Can’t you wipe us from his memory?”

“You know better than I do that a spell like that takes time. Time we do not have. He’s coming with us Melanie, hell, I’ll drag him along like a ragdoll if I have to.”

“For someone who prides himself in being rational. You’re the complete opposite right now,” irritation tugs at Melanie’s fraying patience. 

Exhaling a vexed breath, I tune out the bickering siblings and sling the backpack over one shoulder, moving with the kind of practiced efficiency that comes from doing this far too often. I drop to my hands and knees at the foot of Melanie’s bed, reach underneath, and pull out the red shoebox. The lid comes off in one smooth motion. Three stacks of cash go straight into the backpack’s side pocket, quick and methodical, like muscle memory rather than thought. 

“I think that’s everything,” I double-check the pack’s pockets to make sure we have everything we need. “And, they’re still arguing.” I expel another breath, annoyed with the quarreling siblings who have a knack for raising my blood pressure.  

Like contrasting halves of the same coin. I look toward the kitchen where Melanie and Xylas are waiting for me. “They remind me of my own siblings.” I mumble to myself, “Minus the occasional threats of casting spells to turn the other into a three-headed duck with a goat’s head for a tail.”

Which you’re mildly intrigued by. My inner voice quips. 

“We’re taking him with us,” I walk back out into the living room, placing my hand on Caleb’s right shoulder. He stiffens at the contact but does nothing to remove my hand as his eyes dart from Xylas to Melanie.

This is going to hurt you more than it will me. Making sure my hold on him is secure, I pull out an item from the back pocket of my pants and inject its contents into the fourth wheel of our party. 

With a muffled groan trapped in his throat he flinches momentarily before sliding toward the floor like a deflated sky dancer balloon. I waste no time in securing his arms around my neck as I throw him over my shoulder none too gently.

“What the hell did you do?” Melanie rushes to my side to check her boyfriend’s pulse. “Was tranquilizing him really necessary?” she pries my hand open, snatching the empty cylinder.

“Beyond necessary, little sister. Your useless beau will be alright in twelve hours. But right now, we have to get out of Invana,” Xylas grabs his sister’s hand, yanking her out the door.

“Here we go again,” I take a quick scan of the penthouse before releasing a breath of farewell. 

*   *   *   *
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“We could really use these back home,” Xylas presses the down button for the private lift at the end of the corridor. 

“You’re surprisingly calm. Especially with this situation,” I motion up and down at Westen and Caleb.

“We’ll be fine. I placed a suspension spell over Invana. Everything within and around its circumference is frozen in time, except for us.” 

“You seem to have forgotten about the people coming after us who are capable of countering your spell.” I state the obvious, unnecessarily pushing the down button for the lobby once the lift door slides open.

Having nothing clever to rebuff my remark my brother opens and closes his mouth like a fish out of water. 

Shaking his head in clear disapproval of our behavior, Westen slips between Xylas and me and strides into the lift with Caleb slung over one shoulder. In his other hand, the green backpack stuffed with getaway supplies dangles loosely from his wrist, as if the whole situation is nothing more than an inconvenient errand. 

“Speaking of people coming after us, I suggest you move to the right, because—” annihilating the rest of Xylas’ warning, a crackling orb of white strikes the inside of the lift.

Instead of rushing into it like most people would, my brother and I take a step back, analyzing the large sooty dent on the side panel of the contraption. Tilting my head slightly I make out a handful of wires that haven’t been damaged and exhale a breath of relief.

“After you,” my brother glances over his shoulder as a screeching sound penetrates the air. 

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” I bolt inside with Xylas following suit. “Come on door, close.” I push a red button to my right, cursing when another white ball of energy strikes the immobile box of steel and wires. “For Christ’s sake, move, damn you!” I shout at the lift as if it were a person.

“That was close.” Xylas lets out an unamused chuckle, both he and Westen plastered against the back wall as a sizzling, baseball-sized burst of electricity whips past—close enough to singe hair if either of them had leaned forward an inch. 

The blast crackles down the corridor, leaving behind the faint smell of burnt ozone and the unmistakable sense that our hidden attacker has terrible aim... or a fantastic sense of humor.

Xylas tilts his head, as if considering the near-death experience the way one might evaluate a disappointing appetizer. “Honestly,” he mutters, “if she’s attempting to kill us, she should at least commit to the task.”

I shoot my brother a pointed glare. “That is not funny.” I turn back to the lift. “Please move,” I mutter at it, then slam my palm against the first button on the number panel. The car lurches hard in response, and a second later we’re dropping toward the lobby at breakneck speed.

From the corner of my eye, just as the elevator doors finally slide shut, I catch a glimpse of a woman dressed head-to-toe in black striding toward us. The menacing grin carved across her face taunts me, predatory and certain, like she already considers us cornered prey. My breath stutters. 

Breathe, Melanie. I force myself to stay upright even as my legs threaten to give out beneath me.

Westen, meanwhile, is the picture of calm, utterly unbothered by the possibility that we might be plummeting to our deaths in a machine that rattles like it was assembled out of spare parts. His indifference makes a certain kind of sense; at the speed we’re falling, the ramp panel should hit the limit switch soon. A necessary safeguard that I pray activates before we become a smear on Invana’s lobby floor.

The numbers on the lift’s keypad flare and vanish in rapid succession, each extinguished light marking how close we’re getting to the ground—and how little control we have over what waits for us when we get there.

Breathe. I repeat to myself for the tenth time tonight as I struggle against a wave of nausea by focusing on an image in my head of a vast endless emerald-green plain. 

“When I tell you to, run, do you understand? Run as if the Headless Horseman himself is after you,” Xylas instructs hollowly, the blank expression on his face indicating a glimpse of the future is unwinding before his eyes.

“The only thing we ever do is run,” Westen mumbles under his breath as he shifts his weight from one foot to the other. 

“It’s not like we have much choice,” I hold onto the sleeve of his jacket when everything becomes silent, only to be severed by a belling ding that tells us we’ve reached our destination.

“I’m right here,” Westen’s free hand drops to mine, “right here,” he gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. 

With a nod I grip his hand as we both prepare to run at Xylas’ say-so.

“Get ready,” my brother instructs impassively the second the door slides open.

Thanks to his paralysis spell, the lobby is deathly quiet and empty, not to mention creepy like a graveyard on a chilly Halloween night. Further enhancing the ready-to-burst suspense that permeates the air.

“Here they come,” I turn my head towards a high-pitched squeak of something scraping against the lobby floor.

Letting go of my preserved irritation, I draw away from Westen and tug Xylas to my side. “We’ve already lost too much. I will not lose you, not today,” I say in a whisper. 

“That goes both ways little sister.” Xylas envelopes me in a quick hug, before shoving me back as a dagger flies past his head and embeds itself into the lift. “Her aim may not be the best but she’s persistent I’ll give her that,” he scowls at the petite black-haired woman who’d thrown the dagger.

The same one who’d attacked us upstairs.

Behind the closed doors to the woman’s left hurried footsteps pound down a set of steps. Her backup would be arriving soon.

“Now.” at Xylas’ signal, Westen and I bolt out of the lift, heading straight for the exit.

Like air flowing to my lungs, I swerve to the right when the dagger-wielding woman hurls two of her weapons, aiming for my arms and midsection. To a human the speed of the daggers would be impossible to evade, but in my eyes, they slice through the air with a pace that would make a snail laugh. I bend backwards to avoid getting struck and snatch one of the airborne daggers before it clatters at my feet.

“Old habits really do die hard.” I deflect another dagger, a stifled grunt parting my lips as the impact of metal against metal sends a shiver up my arms. 

With renewed determination, I twirl the newfound weapon in my possession and veer away from the exit, ready to protect the people I care for. Instead of being the one whose constantly guarded like a bird in a gilded cage, it’s my turn to shield them. 

“Melanie, watch out!” Xylas’ warning forces me to turn around. “Idiot girl, I told you to run.”

Ignoring my brother’s chiding tone I parry a crackling attack that would’ve knocked me to the floor. 

“Oops.” I say in regret when the fizzling orb of energy sails past my shoulder and strikes Invana’s front entrance, shattering the rotating glass door.

With a frustrated sound that borders a snarl, Xylas shouts for Westen to escape, because things were about to get messy. And much too dangerous for a human, much less two. As if to cement my brother’s point, a hissing snakelike voice filters through the air vent above my head.

“Princesss,” the voice circulates around the lobby, rebounding off the walls as a shadowy form slithers around my feet like an animate cable.

With every second that ticks by, the hissing progressively grows louder, until it drowns out the rhythm of my heartbeats and the quiet whir of the air-conditioner.

Locate its core, Melanie. I tell myself, my eyes scanning the circumference around my feet as the thunder of my hearts pounding in my ears, overlap with the hissing voice. Making it nearly impossible to pinpoint the shadow’s ever-changing center.

You’re screwed. My subconscious comments unnecessarily. Really screwed. I falter back a step as the pitch-black shadow rises from the floor in the form of a thick but transparent column of smoke.

No doubt taunting me the intangible dark mass twists in intricate patterns above my head.

Oh...hell. I falter another step back when the creature dives through my body. Immobilizing my arms and legs as it passes through me before burrowing into the floor again. 

I bend forward with an involuntary grunt, lungs tightening for a split second as the head and torso of the impalpable shadow rise from the floor like sunlight forcing its way through glass. As its form continues to solidify, a curse slips out under my breath—staying behind was a terrible idea, and I know it.

“The Books of Reflections failed to mention your scent,” I manage, nearly gagging as a revolting stench hits me full force.

It’s the kind of odor that feels like a personal attack. Something between a block of cheese left to rot and a pair of socks that have never once met water.

The creature shifts, and the threat sharpens instantly. Its swollen, worm-thick veins throb harder, pushing against its skin as though they’re trying to break free. A vibration rolls through the air, subtle at first, then rising into a bone-deep hum that makes the dagger tremble in my grip. The creature’s chest expands with a squelching, grinding crack, its ribs flexing outward as if something inside is straining to claw its way out.

“Nor did the books mention that,” I swallow nervously at the sight of spiral horns on either side of my foe’s head. “Melanie, stop talking to yourself,” I clutch my dagger as the veins along the creature’s temple ripple and thicken.

Fat as worms and pulsating like a heart they look ready to burst at the slightest touch. 

“After all that whispering earlier,” I tilt my chin upward, feigning bravery at the sight of my enemy in its true form, “I thought there’d be more to you.”

Ignoring my impudence, the shadow-creature rests one hand over a silk turban wound tightly around its neck, the fabric concealing most of its mouth and part of its torso.

That’s different. I stare wide-eyed as the fabric slides along my foe’s broad shoulders like the world’s slowest moving sloth. Just freaking fantastic. I twirl the dagger in my hand when the attire tightens around its bearer’s body, molding itself around its bearer like a second skin.

Doing my best to ignore the animate accessory I spring faster than a striking asp and slash at my foe’s waist. With a tsk on my lips I adjust my grip on the dagger’s hilt when my attack shows little sign of having an effect. In fact, the only reward I get for the strike is a sickening chuckle that springs from my enemy’s lips. The sound of it raising every hair on my body.

Don’t lose your composure. I tell myself while circling the shadow-creature, hoping to find a possible weak spot.

“Melanie, don’t let your guard down!” Xylas warns from across the room, his eyes trained on the dagger-wielding woman and her comrades.

“I know what I’m doing,” I evade my enemy’s swinging arm as it aims one strike after another at my head. Not giving either one of us a chance to catch our breaths, it throws out a series of kicks and punches, most of them striking the lobby wall and pieces of priceless furniture.

Wear yourself out big guy. “Is that all you’ve got?” I taunt, dodging to my left when my hulking opponent curls its hands into bone-crushing fists. With swift accuracy it strikes the floor once, twice.

The unforgiving impact causes a harsh vibration to course through the walls, jostling costly vases and paintings off their pedestals, like they’re nothing more than worthless imitations of true artistry.

It’s using my advantage of speed against me. I scan the battered floor, the tiles sticking straight up like stalagmites.

Cautious of my steps, I curse under my breath and dart forward; dealing out one attack after another to bring down my foul-smelling opponent. But when every blow shows little sign of working in my favor fear settles deep within my skin. And I find myself faltering back a step, followed by another. 

And another. 

You’ve dealt with worse Melanie. I clench my teeth, telling myself to ignore the ever-growing panic in my chest. Hello, window of opportunity. I catch sight of what I assume is my opponent’s Adam’s apple.

Instinct takes over as I slip past the attack sweeping in from my left and seize the creature’s right arm. I wrench it backward at an angle no joint was ever meant to endure, holding on until a sharp, wet pop confirms the bone has torn free of its socket.

Instead of roaring in agony the way anyone should after having an arm torn from its socket, my foe barely musters a low groan. His gaze locks onto mine—unblinking, unbroken—as if he’s peering straight into my soul. The thought alone makes something in me recoil, a small instinctive shrink I can’t quite suppress.

“Xylas.” From my peripheral vision, I spy four of Aemilius’ henchmen circling my brother like ravenous hyenas. “Are you alright?” I drop the shadow-creature’s flaccid limb.

“Focus on your own fight, Melanie!” Xylas barrels toward the four with zero regard for self-preservation, blue flames snapping around his hands like barely leashed lightning.

He skids, pivots, and launches himself forward again—more momentum than plan—turning the confrontation into a blur of limbs, fire, and reckless enthusiasm.

Don’t get yourself killed, Xylas. I flip backwards, evading my malodorous enemy’s uninjured arm that comes swinging at me. Ok. Don’t get yourself killed, Melanie. I feel the lobby wall against my back.

Rolling my shoulders against the brick wall, I hold my position and wait, biding my time for the exact moment I can launch myself onto my adversary’s back.

Three. I fix my eyes on my foe’s left arm and start a silent countdown. The moment I hit one, I push off the wall and hurl myself forward. “Gotcha.” My hand clamps around the arm, and I swing back with enough force to vault myself onto the creature’s shoulders. “You’ve got the strength of a bull but a brain the size of a pea.” I lock my thighs around its thick neck and frame its head between my hands, doing my best to ignore the veins beneath my palms, slow, crawling things that feel disturbingly alive.

The creature reacts instantly, its whole body snapping into violent motion as it tries to throw me off. Its shoulders buck beneath me with a force that nearly unseats my grip, muscles bunching and twisting in frantic, unpredictable jerks. The dislocated arm swings wildly, useless but still dangerous as it whips through the air.

“Melanie, move!” Xylas bellows just as I’m about to wrap my arms around my opponent’s neck to strangle the life out of him.

“An earlier warning would’ve suffice.” I mutter as I loosen my legs and lean back at the exact moment my brother hurls a spinning, disc-like weapon past my shoulder and straight at my adversary.

With effortless, fluid momentum, I peel myself off the shadow-creature and vault onto the table to my right, narrowly avoiding the arc of Xylas’ most prized—and most lethal—weapon. The disc accelerates as it cuts through the air, spinning like a furious boomerang before cleaving cleanly through my opponent’s neck. The head separates in a single, decisive slice.

Its task complete, the razor-edged disc curves back over my head in a perfect return, slowing as it reaches Xylas’ waiting hands until its rotation fades to nothing.

“Do as you’re told and leave,” my brother glowers in my direction, his stare devoid of warmth as his Seer mark burns harshly against his forehead. “Now,” he strikes at an assailant to his left.

“Fine.” despite the slight tremor in my legs, I inhale a fortifying breath and set one foot on the floor, only to freeze as the headless body of my former foe staggers forward and tumbles to the ground.

Before I take my next step, a thick black ooze spurts from the decapitated body, staining the tarnished floor and pristine ceiling with the nauseating oily substance. Desperate to move but unable to, I remain stiff as a mannequin, paralyzed by uncertainty and the rhythm of my breathing that comes out fast and shallow. Then slowly but surely the telltale familiarity of fear rears its ugly head. Threatening to fray my nerves into thin lines if I dare to detach myself from the table.

Mustering what remaining strength I have left I glance down at the headless figure. 

“Bad idea,” I clamp my hands over mouth as my stomach churns vehemently in response to a pungent sour odor that penetrates the air.

Seeing no trash bin in sight, I drop to my knees as my body revolts, forcing up most of what I managed to eat today onto the lobby floor. Saliva floods my mouth, and the lingering taste of the chardonnay I’d sipped on the balcony tap-dances across my tongue, triggering another heave. I retch until there’s nothing left—until my stomach is empty and my throat burns and my body refuses to give up anything more.

Come on. Move. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and force myself upright.

Run. The word hits like a command.

Run. My feet obey before my mind can catch up, stumbling toward the partially destroyed door, desperate to get as far from Calvin City as they can carry me.

The moment I break through the exit, my lungs drag in the sharp autumn air, cold and greedy. Fatigue crashes over me in a single, overwhelming wave, and I collapse onto the sidewalk as everything finally catches up.

“Westen,” I inhale and expel one labored breath after another, my head lolling to one side. “Westen!” through half-open eyes, I notice four dark-clothed people sprawled out on the ground to either side of me.

“Hi,” with Caleb still draped over his left shoulder, the culprit of their demise saunters to my side, an arrogant smile playing on his lips.

Jerk. I resist the urge to hurl obscenities at the sight of the bodyguard’s well-proportioned face.

He tucks a small taser-like object into the inner pocket of his suit jacket and squats at my feet. “Will Xylas be alright in there?” he nods behind me.

I stare up at the residential tower that’s been my home for two years and slam my fist against the biting concrete, the shock of it grounding me just enough to feel the disgust rising in my chest. Fear curdles into something uglier as the truth hits, I left my brother behind. My constant ally, even in the darkest moments, and I ran.

“He will be.” With a grunt, I push myself upright, forcing my body to cooperate despite the aches still humming from the fight with the shadow-creature. Not a single scratch on you. I pull my phone from my back pocket, tap the first number on my emergency list, and toss the device to Westen.

He catches it easily with his free hand, one brow lifting in silent question.

“Just say the word ‘Uriselas.’ Roderic will know what it means. And please, find a way to hide the people you’ve tasered.” I limp toward the building I’d just escaped, every step a protest.

Westen moves to block my path. “Xylas told us to run.”

“I am not going to run away like a scared little girl. Not when my brother needs me.”

“In case you’ve forgotten,” Westen grips my hand in an unforgiving hold, “my job is to protect you. No matter the consequences,” his eyes narrow. 

“Not this time. So, get the hell out of my way.” I shove the bodyguard aside, adrenaline pounding through my veins just as the sharp clatter of wood splintering against stone snaps my attention forward.

I’m coming Xy. I limp toward Invana’s entrance, resolve hardening with every uneven step, more determined than ever to reach my brother.
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