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CLOUDS COVERED THE thin sliver of the moon, casting deep pools of gloom between the streetlamps that were powered by magic. It was summer and the air was warm and still. The weather in Nox was unpredictable, but I had a feeling it was going to rain soon. After what felt like an eternity living in the City of Night, I’d become attuned to its moods.

I was currently on patrol in the Miscellaneous Beings’ District to the south of the city. I’d heard uneasy murmurs that the walking dead were growing restless. I was checking the cemeteries to make sure they were secure. Every now and then, the undead would break free from their prisons. Whenever that happened, havoc reigned until I could either kill them, or herd them back to their prisons.

The area near the cemeteries was almost devoid of the living. The ghosts were out and about, annoying people and haunting buildings. They would return to their graveyards before daybreak. Zombies, ghouls and armed skeletons shuffled, lurched and shambled around behind the high stone walls of the graveyards. They were moaning hungrily as they ceaselessly searched for a way out. 

Bones creaked and weapons that were clutched in skeletal hands scraped against the wall as I walked towards the entrance to the biggest boneyard in the city. Hearing a metallic snapping noise in the distance, I muttered a curse and broke into a sprint. The undead were stupid, but ghouls sometimes dredged up the intelligence to figure out that the wrought iron gates were the weakest point. It was just as well their memories were wiped clean each night, or they would break free far more often.

By the time I reached the gate to the graveyard, the inhabitants were pouring out. Rotting zombies wearing tattered clothing were the slowest. They lurched along with their arms raised, pining for brains. Ghouls were faster and shambled more quickly with their milky eyes darting around in search of prey. Their clothing was as tattered as the zombies’. Skeletons were fleshless, unclothed and surprisingly fast at times. They were armed with a variety of weapons.

Shouts of alarm sounded from a couple of Night Cursed witches who were out for a stroll. One of them used her wand to send a burst of red light high into the air. Any law enforcement officers who were within sight of the distress signal would come running to aid me in my fight.

Both witches wore the black dresses and pointy black hats that were typical of their kind. They used their wands to create a magical barrier to protect themselves from the horde of shambling undead.

Wrath’s holy glow was constant whenever we were near monsters that didn’t have a pulse. He reacted to demons the same way. His light grew brighter as I closed in on the group of twenty or so zombies, ghouls and skeletons that had the witches surrounded. “Close the gate to the cemetery!” I shouted to a skeletal gardener who was trimming a tree nearby. It was armed with shears rather than a real weapon, so it wasn’t dangerous. Its skull bobbed up and down when it nodded, then it loped over to the gate and pushed it shut before more of its kin could escape. It wedged its shears into the place where the chains had been to bar the gate, then waited for more orders.

“Kill these horrible things before they eat us!” one of the witches screeched at me. Their magic couldn’t hold out forever beneath the onslaught of flailing arms, gnashing teeth and bashing weapons. A lot of Night Cursed witches were hideous, with warts, long noses and straggly hair. These two were no exception. They looked almost identical, except for their hair color. One was a redhead and the other had stringy black tresses.

I wasn’t allowed to use Wrath to permanently end the monsters’ lives, but I was free to use my silver sword to kill them for the night. My blade beheaded a zombie and gangrenous green blood splattered on the witches’ magical barrier and on me. The black brooch I wore on my left arm morphed into a shield. A Santa Claus and a leprechaun had gifted me with the brooch of a dragon and a coin. They’d become combined into a magical shield. Wrath protected me by using the flat of his blade to bash our enemies in their heads and his handle to knock my foes down. I was used to him acting independently. I held him in my left hand as I continued to hack and slash at my opponents with my sword.

When the last skeleton’s head had been removed from its shoulders, I received shaky nods of thanks from the witches. “Let’s get out of here,” the redhead said, then they hurried away. They’d been kind enough to stick around to act as bait for the hungry horde long enough for me to kill them.

A couple of sexy female cops wearing scandalously short uniforms came running moments after the battle ended. They skidded to a halt when they saw the pile of bodies. “It’s okay,” I told them. “I managed to contain the threat.”

“Are you sure about that, Ms. Evora?” the blonde asked doubtfully and pointed her baton at the cemetery.

“It looks like more of them are about to escape,” the brunette added.

I turned to see the skeleton that was guarding the gate was desperately trying to hold back the growing tide. A growing band of undead were pushing against it and were slowly forcing it open. “Come on, Wrath,” I said. “Let’s herd the monsters back into their pen.” Wrath pulsed once in agreement and I ran to help the beleaguered skeleton with the officers hot on my heels.

The zombies and ghouls flinched from Wrath’s holy light when he blazed brightly. Not even the fleshless skeletons could withstand the divine power that had been infused inside the staff. Their teeth clicked together in pain and they backed away. “Open the gate and let me in and I’ll drive them back,” I instructed the skeleton gardener. “You need to get a new padlock for the gate.” The old one had snapped and it was lying on the ground next to the black chain. The skeleton nodded and lifted its shears out of the way.

“We’ll hold the gate shut while the skeleton retrieves the padlock,” the blonde cop offered.

“Sounds like a plan,” I replied, gratefully accepting their assistance.

I slipped inside and held Wrath out in front of me to force the mob backwards. I glanced over my shoulder to see the skeleton loping away and the two sexy police officers holding the gate shut. Then I turned my attention back to my task. My shield saved me from being skewered by rusty weapons as I shoved the crowd away. It would take at least a few minutes for the skeleton to get to one of the sheds where their equipment was stored and return with a padlock. I had to keep the inmates away from the gate and stop them from overwhelming me and dining on my flesh.

It was easy to distract the shambling dead. Their memories were far worse than the rest of our kind. For them, out of sight truly was out of mind. Now that their attention had been diverted from the possibility of escape, they became intent on killing me. My silver sword went into action again as I lopped off arms, sliced off heads and hacked open rotting stomachs.

Wrath increased the intensity of his holy light to keep the throng from rushing me in large numbers. The zombies and ghouls were reluctant to close in and began to fall back. Skeletons surged forward and began swinging their axes, swords, clubs and maces at me. While they were strong, they were clumsy and unskilled. They herded me backwards until I tripped over a headstone and fell to the ground. An axe whooshed towards my face and I raised my shield to block it. I glanced up at the headstone to see it didn’t have any words inscribed on it. A balloon was etched into the stone, which was much newer than the other ones. If I had to guess, I’d say it had only been there for about a decade.

A clanging sound came from the gate and I scrambled to my feet. The skeleton gardener had found a new padlock. It was rattling it against the bars to let me know it was ready to install it.

“You’d better get out of there before they overwhelm you!” the brunette officer called out.

I felt no shame at fleeing from the undead. There were hundreds of them in this section of the graveyard alone and there was only one of me. As the Guardian of Nox, I was an accomplished warrior, but not even I was good enough to survive a fight against that many enemies.

I slipped out through the gate, then helped the officers hold it shut against the walking corpses when they lurched in my wake. My shield remained in place, blocking the weapons that poked through the bars and were aiming for my face. “Hurry!” I urged my skeletal helper. It clicked its teeth at me in annoyance at being rushed, then managed to get the thick chain back into place.

“Eww, they reek!” the blonde cop complained, wrinkling her nose at the smell of rot that wafted through the bars to coat us.

The padlock clicked shut and we stepped back to see if it would hold. Rotting and skeletal hands grasped the bars and attempted to break the gate open again, but the padlock was secure.

“Another crisis has been averted,” the brunette said in satisfaction. They high fived each other, then gave me a respectful nod as a fellow crime fighter.

“Thanks for your help, officers,” I said.

“We’re just doing our job, ma’am,” the blonde said. They sashayed off in their high heels, adjusting their boobs and finger combing their hair back into order.

“Good work, dude,” I said to the skeleton. The skeleton nodded, then picked up its shears and went back to its usual job. Now that it was no longer needed, my shield shrank back down to a brooch again. “It’s just business as usual in Nox,” I muttered, then went to patrol the other graveyards to make sure the inmates were going to remain contained.
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MY HOPES THAT ONLY one small group of monsters would escape from their confinement were dashed when I reached the final graveyard. The padlocks on the other cemeteries were holding, but I found that the last one had broken open as well. A flood of zombies, ghouls and skeletons were pouring out. They were heading straight for the entertainment zone where they could find the largest amount of food.

Magical red flares were sent skyward by witches and wizards, then a battle erupted. It wasn’t often that chaos broke out. When it did, it was always memorable, for me anyway. The rest of the Night Cursed would forget all about it after a few nights had passed. The ones who died tonight would forget instantly. The uncursed would remember, of course. Every time there was an outbreak like this, they clamored for something to be done about my kind even though none of them were ever hurt. Night Cursed couldn’t attack the uncursed. Not unless they were being possessed by a demon.

All this flitted through my mind as I raced to rescue some trapped civilians from the hungry zombies. My silver blade became coated in green blood as I sliced my way through to the victims. When I saw their black and white striped shirts, black pants, white gloves and white greasepaint on their faces, I was tempted to let the zombies eat them. I hated mimes, but it was my job to save them. After I finished cutting the undead down, I had to endure the hugs and the silent, overexaggerated thanks of the mimes.

“You’re welcome, but I have more people to rescue, guys,” I said when they showed no signs of letting up. I extricated myself from them and helped a bunch of cops take down some armed skeletons. The sexy blonde and brunette officers were among them. Neither of them carried guns, but they were skilled with their batons.

Firefighters, more police, soldiers and marines turned up. Even CIA and FBI agents had been called in. I saw Steve Banner, my bestie’s boyfriend, using a firehose to blast some ghouls away from a small group of prostitutes. The whores were visiting from Pirate Cove and had come to have their fortunes told. Quilla hated reading tarot cards for the Night Cursed because nothing ever changed for them. Their fortunes were always exactly the same, night after night. Fortunately, most of her clients were uncursed. She was in high demand because of how accurate her readings were.

Tall, muscular, blond and blue-eyed, Steve had a dimple in his chin and was strikingly handsome. His crew of hot firemen handled their hoses with ease as they used strong blasts of water to rescue the civilians. A few Night Cursed shifters had arrived and were tearing into the zombies and ghouls. They knew better than to attack the living when they saw me. For them, this was a night of fun. They usually spent their time hunting in the shifter woods. Outbreaks like this gave them a chance to hunt something other than animals. If I’d arrived late to the party, some of the victims would have had werewolf, werebear, werecat and other types of shifter bite marks on their bodies.

We finally managed to defeat the hundred or so undead horrors, then herded the rest back to their graveyard. I was covered in gore and was in desperate need of a shower. The heavens opened up as if obeying my wish and I became drenched within a couple of minutes.

“We were lucky the undead came from the smallest cemetery,” Steve said to me as one of his men was installing a new padlock.

“There was a small outbreak at the biggest cemetery earlier,” I told him.

His eyebrows went up, then drew down in a frown. “Is that normal?” he asked me, making sure no one else was close enough to hear us. His men were rolling up their hoses and were stashing them in their antiquated firetruck. Like most of the carriages, it ran on magic rather than being pulled by cursed werebeasts.

“Not really,” I replied. “Usually, only one padlock at a time gives way like that.”

“Hmm,” Steve mused, then bent down to pick up the broken lock to examine it. “I think this has been tampered with,” he said.

I leaned over to look at it more closely, but it vanished from his hands. It was considered trash now and all rubbish was disposed of magically. “Did you see how it had been tampered with?” I asked.

Steve’s uniform was stuck to his skin, showing off his magnificent body. If I hadn’t been in love with my hot doctor boyfriend, I would have lusted after him just like a lot of the bystanders were doing. A group of cursed witches were eying him like he was lunch. “It looked like the mechanism had been corroded,” he whispered. “It should take years for that to happen.”

“The lock only broke a few months ago,” I said. “Come to think of it, the padlocks on the cemeteries have been failing more often this past year or so.” Although my friends and I could remember most things, time was hard to keep track of.

“Do you think it’s deliberate?” Steve queried.

My response was disturbed. “It sure as hell seems like it.”

“It would be an epic disaster if all of the undead broke out of their graveyards at once,” Steve said. “Why would anyone want that to happen?”

“Good question,” I murmured. “We’ll have to ask the others if they have any ideas about this.” The boys had established a weekly games night when they would take a few hours off work to bond. Their group consisted of Steve Banner, Captain Jasper Shortbeard and my main squeeze, Travis Napier. My two best friends, Madam Quilla Astrid and Lady Marigold, hung out with the men to gossip about whatever was going on in Nox. I joined them whenever I could, but my job didn’t always allow me to take a few hours off.

Speaking of Travis, he and his team of sexy nurses had arrived to assist the injured. Other medical teams had been called in and were tending to the wounded as well. Night Cursed beings could heal all wounds, no matter how dire they were. Limbs that had been severed returned to our bodies and even death became reversed come the following night. Only Wrath could permanently kill our kind, but I hadn’t used him on any of my foes tonight.

I ambled over to my boyfriend and he gave me a distracted smile. A few inches taller than me, Travis had a ripped body, dark brown hair, dark brown eyes, a square jaw, chiseled cheekbones and full lips. His nurses would have been far more than just his helpers if he hadn’t been in love with me. They would have been his willing harem. “Hey, babe,” he said, then turned his attention back to his patient. The mime was unconscious and was bleeding from a gash in his head. Magical folk had erected barriers above the medical teams to keep the pounding rain off them and their patients.

“Is he going to make it?” I asked.

“He has severe trauma to his head,” he replied. “He won’t wake up tonight.” If he’d been uncursed, he would have been permanently brain damaged from the sounds of it. “We’re lucky none of the zombies, ghouls and skeletons are just normal Night Cursed beings and don’t have backstories,” he murmured when I hunkered next to him. “Imagine the damage one of them could do to the uncursed if they were ever possessed by a demon?”

We both shuddered at that thought. I’d run into a demon by the name of Azazel several times now. He had a habit of possessing Night Cursed beings with backstories like my friends and me. I wasn’t sure what it really meant, but we had more personality than the rest of our kin. Our memories were far better and we were also vulnerable to possession. We’d all taken to wearing crosses to protect ourselves. “No uncursed citizens were attacked, as far as I can tell,” I said.

Travis scanned the area and nodded. “I can’t sense any uncursed wounded.”

“You can do that?” I asked in astonishment. His nurses were tending to an injured celebrity impersonator. I wasn’t sure who she was meant to be. She had blonde hair in pigtails and wore a skimpy top and a miniskirt. One of her arms and both legs had been munched on by the horde. She was crying from the pain and the trauma of the unexpected attack.

“I can always sense who is Night Cursed and who isn’t,” Travis said quietly. That was a talent I thought only I had possessed to my link with the Immortal Triumvirate. “At least when they’re wounded, anyway,” he added as an afterthought. “I can’t tell whether they’re uncursed or not when they aren’t in need of help, unless I can see their tattoo.” He gestured at his left hand, but it was covered in a latex glove.

“I can always tell,” I told him, glancing around to make sure no one was paying special attention to us.

“You’re the Guardian of Nox,” he said with a grin. “You have talents the rest of us don’t possess.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively and leered at me.

I snickered, wishing I could drag him off to have my way with him. Unfortunately, he had a long night ahead and he couldn’t take the time to get naked with me in the middle of a crisis. “I’ll let you get back to work, babe,” I said. I gave him a quick kiss, then stepped out into the rain to resume my patrol. My trusty yellow umbrella was at home and I couldn’t be bothered to retrieve it.
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WITH THE THREAT OF the zombie, ghoul and skeleton invasion over, I took a carriage to the Shifter District and climbed out. I caught a glimpse of my reflection as I passed a clothing store. My hair was long, platinum blonde and I wore it up in a ponytail. Black eyeliner outlined my blue eyes. It was almost as thick as the eye makeup the gothic Night Cursed vampires tended to wear. My black jeans were artfully ripped from the tops of my calf-high black boots all the way up to my hips. A lacy black shirt and cropped black jacket with black and green feathers around the neck finished off my outfit. 

The silver blade Lord Dallinar had gifted to me hung in a scabbard from my brown belt. I carried Wrath over my shoulder. Gray fog emanated from both the eighteen inch long curved blade on one end and from the six inch long blade on the other end.

Cursed beings could get haircuts, dye their hair and change their clothes, but when we woke up the following night, we would be back in our usual outfits and hairstyles again. Right now, my clothes were covered in green blood and reeked of death. I grimaced at the smell, then jerked to a stop when something brushed against me. It was just Chesi, so I relaxed again. The air elemental was fae and she was almost invisible. She was about three feet long from the tip of her nose to the end of her tail. Like the water elementals that guarded the river, she looked like a small dragon.

Chesi rubbed her slightly cold and scaly face against mine and draped herself over my shoulders. She had become my companion after her mistress, Inilvian, had been taken into the Immortal Triumvirate’s custody when her mother had supposedly been killed. Chesi watched out for me and had saved my bacon a few times. I was pretty sure she watched over me while I slept during the day as well sometimes. Since all Night Cursed conked out once the sun rose, I couldn’t be sure of that.

Things remained fairly quiet for the rest of the night, which was a relief. Too much excitement was never a good thing in my line of work. The City of Night was a mishmash of beings and cultures. Not everyone got along, which was why there were four different Districts, five if I included the Demon District in the catacombs. Most species kept to their own territories, but not always. It was my task to try to keep the peace and to punish anyone who stepped over the line.

When dawn neared, I took a carriage back to my apartment in the Miscellaneous Beings’ District. The heavy metal door to the warehouse was etched with images that reflected what sort of beings lived inside. Wrath and my sword were at the top. A crystal ball, tarot cards and a firetruck indicated Quilla and Steve resided in the building. Captain Jasper Shortbeard and Lady Marigold had a ship and a rapier as their images.

My apartment was on the fourth floor, which I supposed made it the penthouse. If I had to describe my home, I’d say it was a cross between modern and industrial chic. In other words, it was a hodgepodge of styles. The kitchen to the left of the entrance was ultramodern and sported stainless steel appliances. My dining room had a plain wooden table and enough chairs to seat six people. The living room was spacious and had a couch and two armchairs that were upholstered in faux brown suede. Rugs came and went seemingly at will on the bare concrete floor. A fireplace appeared in winter, then vanished again when it was no longer needed.

A bank of windows in the living room overlooked the District. I lived in the tallest building in the immediate area, so I had an unobstructed view of the city. On a clear night, I could see all the way to the City Square a few miles to the north.

My apartment had two bedrooms. One was a spare and had a queen size bed and a single nightstand. My bedroom was larger and had a king size bed and two nightstands. Both bedrooms had built in closets. The bathroom was across the hall from the main bedroom. It was luxurious, with a huge clawfoot bathtub and a separate shower. The tiles where a mixture of white and gray and it was my favorite room in the apartment.

After taking a long shower to rid myself of the green blood and other gross fluids, I lay down naked on my bed. There was no point in putting pajamas on, since they would only be replaced by my normal clothes come nightfall anyway. As always, the moment the sun rose, I became dead to the world. The last sensation I felt was Chesi’s scaly body curling up against my side.

I woke alert and fully dressed just after dark. Chesi was missing, so she’d already started her night without me. I felt like a roast beef sandwich for dinner and opened my fridge to see the makings of it waiting for me. Food from nearby restaurants could be delivered by skeletons at a mere wish. Pizza was nice on occasion, but it took too long to eat it. I usually only indulged in delivered food when the girls came to visit me.

Both Quilla and Marigold had left for work by the time I headed downstairs. The gypsy would be on her way to the warehouses in the business zone where the fortune tellers did their business. Lady Marigold would be with Jasper, heading for Pirate Cove. They would battle their rivals on the vast lake in the ship that had been named after my friend.

I decided to walk and headed for the entertainment zone. My decision turned out to be a big mistake. A bunch of mimes were standing outside their theater, silently harassing passersby into watching their performance. They spied me and rushed over to surround me. From their wide grins of delight, they still remembered what had happened last night. White gloved hands propelled me through the doors into their theater. My worst nightmare had come true. I was surrounded by the most hated beings in Nox and not even Wrath or my silver sword could get me out of this predicament.

Since it would be bad form to fight my way to freedom, I sank down onto a plush maroon velvet seat in the front row nearest to the stage. Other patrons who had willingly come to watch the show stared at me in awe. I hunched down in my chair and tried to pretend I was somewhere far away. It quickly became obvious why the mimes had wanted me to attend the show. They were doing a reenactment of last night’s battle with the undead army.

It was a special type of torture to watch the silent entertainers reenact the fight. A short, chunky mime with blonde hair was playing my role. They all looked similar in their black and white striped shirts, black pants, black shoes and white gloves. All wore white greasepaint, but only some of them wore black lines that bisected their eyes and a dot of red lipstick. Some wore stupid little flat black hats. I hated the hats even more than I despised the rest of their costumes.

My impersonator was using props that didn’t look anything like my real weapons. One was a plastic toy sword and the other one looked like a broomstick with cardboard blades stuck to the ends. The blades had been painted silver. I shook my head that they’d created something so lame. I was sure I would have been able to come up with something better if I’d had to make myself a couple of weapons.
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MY EYES GLAZED OVER long before the show concluded an hour or so later. I was pretty sure I’d lost a few IQ points from watching the soundless, overexaggerated display. The crowd surged to its feet and clapped wildly when it finally ended. I politely nodded, accepted the kisses that were blown at me from the performers who were lined up on the stage, then hastily made for the exit. Frankly, I was glad to finally be able to escape.

I took a deep lungful of air when I exited from the building and blew it out in a long sigh. A hint of cotton candy and popcorn drifted over to me from the circuses that were further down the street. It wasn’t raining for once, but it was overcast.

“How did you enjoy the show?” a familiar voice said from the shadows before a carriage could appear to whisk me away. Quilla stepped out from an alley and into the light.

“You knew the mimes were going to put me through that hell!” I hissed in annoyance.

Short and slender, Quilla had olive skin, a bold nose, long curly brown hair and light brown eyes. She wore a headband with silver discs attached to it around her forehead. Her hands were covered in rings and bracelets jangled every time she moved. Multiple necklaces adorned her neck. Her dress was multicolored and multilayered, but her boots were brown and kind of plain. A black shawl rested around her shoulders. It kept slipping and she constantly had to pull it back into place. It was too hot for the shawl to be necessary, but it was part of her gypsy costume and she was stuck with it. “I saw a vision of you being waylaid by them on your patrol,” my bestie confessed with a twinkle of mischief in her eyes.

“Why didn’t you warn me?” I whined as we strolled away from the entertainment zone.

“What, and miss out on seeing your smiling, happy face when the show was over?” she joked. I glowered at her, but she continued on before I could respond. “The mimes needed to express their gratitude. They went through the trouble of coming up with a performance and it didn’t kill you to take an hour off work to watch it.”

I heaved a quiet sigh, knowing she was right. “It didn’t kill me, but it still sucked,” I said belligerently.

“Of course it sucked,” she agreed. “Mimes are the worst, but it’s your job to look out for their welfare. Sometimes, that includes having to sit through their hilariously bad performances.”

“I don’t remember that being a part of my job description,” I complained. “I’m just supposed to hunt evil monsters and bad guys, not put myself through that sort of torment.”

The seer shrugged and hiked her shawl back up when it slipped again. “Your ordeal is over now and you lived through it.” Her tone was far from sympathetic.

“Did you just turn up here to taunt me?” I asked her suspiciously. Usually, she spent her nights in her boutique. Sometimes, she was called away to do a private session at a client’s house.

“I was asked to do a private reading,” she confirmed. She was psychic and had plucked the thought from my head. “I asked the carriage to stop here on the way back,” she added with a smirk.

“Who did you do a reading for this time?” I asked. We’d left the mimes’ theater behind and were passing a concert hall where celebrity impersonators were putting on a show. I glanced up at the neon sign above the door that was surrounded by huge white lightbulbs. It was Madonna night, apparently. I could faintly hear a song I recognized being sung by someone who didn’t sound much like the real artist.

“She was an uncursed witch who lives in the Fae District,” Quilla replied. “She wanted to know if a love potion she was thinking of concocting would work on a wizard that she’s got a crush on.”

“Will it work?” I asked, curious despite myself.

“Nope. It’ll backfire horribly. I advised her against using the potion on him or on anyone else, but I’m pretty sure she’s going to ignore my advice.” Quilla was a true psychic, but few knew about the extent of her abilities. She was careful to keep the things she gleaned from her clients’ minds to herself. “If the Immortal Triumvirate found out about my talents, they’d bind me to them just like they did with you,” my bestie said in a near whisper as she picked up on my thought.

“Believe me, you don’t want that to happen,” I said with a shudder. All of the Night Cursed were bound to our leaders, but my bonds were a lot stronger than theirs were. I couldn’t remember the ceremony that they’d performed to link me to them. All I knew was that I had to obey their orders. If I hadn’t had a backstory that restricted me to only killing beings who I believed deserved it, they would have used me as their own personal executioner. I would have killed anyone they wanted me to, regardless of their guilt. As it was, I was regularly called on to hunt down people and creatures who broke the rules. Mostly, I just had to teach them a lesson. Sometimes, I was ordered to eradicate the evil monster or bad guy who had committed a crime that was punishable by death.

“It’s quiet in our District tonight,” Quilla noted when we reached the warehouse where her boutique was. “You should head to the Vampire District.”

“Why?” I asked.

She lifted one shoulder, then let it fall. “It’s just a hunch,” she replied, then entered the building and headed for her store.

It would be folly to ignore the hunch of a psychic fortune teller, so I turned to the curb to wait for a carriage to appear.

One of the many black carriages that serviced the citizens of Nox pulled up in front of me moments later. The skeleton driver’s head creaked as it turned to nod at me. I nodded back, then climbed inside. A horse shapeshifter was pulling the carriage. The black tattoo that marked all Night Cursed was on its front right leg just above its hoof. Shifters’ marks were usually on their palms, but this one didn’t have paws.

The werehorse broke into a smooth canter when the driver cracked its whip. It gleaned where I wanted to go from my mind as usual. The walking corpses had been given the most mundane jobs in the city. Some drove carriages and the rest tended the gardens, trees, yards and graveyards. They had to be given explicit orders by the Triumvirate in order to function. Armed skeletons couldn’t be tamed as easily. They tended to kill anyone on sight whenever they broke free from their cemeteries. At least they only attacked our kind and left the uncursed beings alone.

I sank back against the soft black seat as we headed to the Vampire District. The bloodsuckers lived to the west of the City of Night. Their territory was a confusing mass of twisting, dimly lit streets and alleys that were easy to become lost in. The buildings here were
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