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            "You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope."
— Jane Austen
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Prologue: Dirt and Seaweed
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EFFIE

Two Weeks Ago

* * *
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EFFIE SWIRLS AROUND the lake, restless. She hates it here, in this lukewarm water, the algae so thick it feels like it’s sinking through her skin and festering in her bones. She watches the sleek black bird circle overhead. She knew it would keep a close eye on her; she had been warned about it, in fact.

Effie isn’t the first spy that’s been sent to this house. They know about the bird and that the vampire only leaves the house at night, and, very occasionally, a few hours during the day every couple of weeks. She’s fairly certain he’s going to work at night—the occurrence is far too regular to be anything else—but no one knows why he leaves during the day.

She is the first spy, however, to figure out that the house is magical. The lake is the closest Effie can even get. That’s why others have failed over the past three years. There’s a magical barrier that stumped them. Fangs don’t see magic like Fae can, after all.

Even now, she can feel the buzz of it rippling through the lake floor, at first a gentle warning until she gets too close—then it becomes a supersonic boom that she’s honestly surprised the occupants don’t seem to feel. It wobbles through the water, pushing her back each time, turning up sludge and Oberon-knows-what-else.

The witch is new though. Different. A break from the monotony. It’s been two days since Youngblood brought her home but Effie can already feel the magic coursing through the woman’s body. Effie is awaiting further instruction, but she’s fairly certain she knows what the mayor is going to tell her. She’s had this vampire under surveillance for years, and Effie is certain the witch will be used as leverage. It’s what Effie would do if she were in charge. It’s only been two days, and it’s obvious he cares about the woman.

Effie kicks her legs, turning up more dirt and seaweed. Minnows dart nervously around her. She hates lake water. Hates her current assignment. Hates the choices that have led her here. Hates that her sense of honor and loyalty have been so twisted by a vampire who couldn’t care less about her kind, let alone the predicament that has placed her so far away from home, bound to someone she barely knows.

She ignores the bird’s gaze that leaves a skittering feeling against her neck, and refocuses on the house, where the witch who isn’t just a witch sits inside, staring pensively out of the window. Can she see her? Effie lets out an experimental whinny, watching the house for any sign of movement. The woman slumps sideways suddenly, and even from the center of the lake, Effie knows she’s no longer there.

The words of her soul bonded come back to her, a source of comfort though she knows they weren’t originally intended to be: Patience. Just...have patience.
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Chapter 1: A Roadside Hotel
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RORY 

* * *
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HE DRIVES STRAIGHT through the night. He doesn’t need to stop for sleep. He wouldn’t want to even if his eyelids were prone to drooping, even if he felt yawn after yawn forming in the back of his throat.

His destination and the answers he hopes to find there are more important. He drives until the sun sets and the moon rises, only stopping when the gas level treads too close to the red line. He refills the tank, tossing a crumpled twenty-dollar bill at the gas station attendant.

Then, he starts driving again.

The car still smells like her. Crushed hyacinth. Sunlight. The frozen herbal scent of magic overlaid with a mineral tang he knows all too well.

He presses the gas and drives faster.

Kane is nestled in the passenger seat. His eyes are closed, and Rory assumes the bird is sleeping. Though with Kane, you can never be too sure. Next to Kane, is the copy of Rare Beasts by Phillipa Ledbetter that Rory took from the library in Graeme House—the one that quite possibly holds the clues to where a kelpie may take someone it has stolen. A moody, artistic rendering of a kelpie in horse-form graces the front cover, and its red eyes seem to glow in the dark, piercing and mocking.

The signs for Broom Hollow begin, though he’s sure there’s a trick to them. Broom Hollow is a witch community. Similar to its sister city, Lyon’s Cross, he’s sure there’s some sort of protection or illusion preventing unwitting passers-by from wandering through the town square. He’s sure the magic that runs through his blood is the only reason he can even see the road signs. The only reason he will be permitted to cross into the town.

He stops at what he thinks is the last sign before the town line. Broom Hollow - 3 miles shines iridescent-white in the stream of the headlights. It’s nearing midnight, and he doesn’t know if he’ll be able to find his way into the town in the dark. He doesn’t know if he’ll even be able to find who he’s looking for.

“There’s a hotel a mile ahead,” says Kane, his throaty voice surprisingly soft in the darkness. “It’s not in Broom Hollow, per se, but it’s on a strip of unincorporated land that sometimes acts as a buffer to those seeking the Broom. It’ll be a good place to start, anyhow.”

Rory squints. His eyesight is decent, especially considering his vampiric nature, but he can’t see a sign for a hotel.

“I’ve...been there before,” Kane adds with a wobbly squawk at the end.

Rory has questions—he always does when it comes to Kane—but he doesn’t have time to pry. Check into the hotel. Find Broom Hollow. Find Phillipa Ledbetter. Find Calliope.

He half wishes he had time to make another cauldron of the potion left sitting on his kitchen counter, miles away. Not that it matters now. He’s come this far, and he’ll keep going until he finds her.

* * *
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THE MAN AT THE FRONT desk is hunched over as if he was born sitting there, at the water-stained surface with the reservation book open to a discolored page of handwritten names. The front room smells of stale cigarettes, aided heavily by the thin cloud of smoke that lingers in the corners. The smell sticks in the back of Rory’s throat, and he wonders idly if he has a pack of cigarettes stashed in the car somewhere. It’s a terrible habit, though it does nothing to harm his health. His vampiric nature heals the damage as soon as he exhales. Yet the act of taking smoke into his lungs and then pushing it out feels an awful lot like breathing—and he can almost hear Calliope telling him that a deep breath can cure anything. A deep breath, take a nap, follow it with a shot of gin. It’s what grandma would do.

It’s not something she’s ever said to him of course, but he seems to be hearing her voice at the oddest of times, as if it exists inside of him. Broom Hollow, there’ll be a trick to that one. The oak trees are turning color—isn’t that a lovely shade of yellow? When we get home, could we try another one of Griselda’s recipes?

The man looks up distractedly. “Single?” he asks briskly.

Unless sharing the room with a talking grackle counts toward occupancy, he thinks. Then, out loud, he says, “Yep.”

“How many nights?”

“Just one.”

The man nods, writing in his reservation book. “I can put you in room three.”

As Rory mechanically recites his personal details (Name, Rory Smith. Address, Graeme Lake, Willow Park, Texas), his attention is pulled by the stack of brochures that line the wall behind the front desk.

“Can I get that map for Broom Hollow?” he asks, as the man hands him a key.

The man eyes him curiously, tongue pushing against the side of his cheek in thought. “It’s a dollar extra,” he says at length. “Though, I’d be careful if you’re heading into the Broom.”

“Why’s that?”

“They don’t always take too kindly to vampires.”

Rory’s eyes are trained downward as he reaches for his wallet, but he doesn’t miss the twitch of the man’s hand as he reaches for something underneath the counter, producing, a second later, a gun.

Rory remembers the last time a gun was pointed at him. It was three in the morning and the Kid smelled of fear and desperation—and something worse. Something fouler, that made Rory think of his brother, the once mad king of the Fíor who now lies dead in a grave somewhere.

Kid lies dead in a grave, too, though Rory knows exactly where it is, because, of course, he buried him himself.

Rory raises his hands and cocks his head to the side. “If you know my kind, you know a bullet won’t slow me down.”

“Bullets are laced with wormwood,” says the man gruffly. “Who sent you?”

Rory nods. Wormwood isn’t fatal by any means, but it would slow his healing time immensely—and he doesn’t have time to waste. “I’m just visiting a friend.”

“Who sent you?” the man asks again.

Rory frowns. “No one sent me. Like I said, I’m just here—”

“If Mads sent you—”

“No one sent me,” he says again, though this time he sends a command through his voice, a plea. I’m telling the truth. “Lower the gun and let’s talk about this.”

The man blinks, his pupils dilated with Rory’s spoken compulsion. He does as told and the barrel of the gun dips lower, veering to the side. He nods vaguely. “Let’s talk then.”

“Who’s Mads?” he asks.

“Maddox Grey.”

A veil of red lowers in front of his vision, just for a second. A blink of an eye. “Tell me about him,” he says, his voice low, almost a growl. Keep it together, Youngblood.

“He rolled back into town a while back looking for the Croft girl. His wife. Said she was missing, and he was worried about her.”

“And did he find her?” he asks, wondering how likely it would be if the kelpie was sent by Calliope’s ex-husband. But the creature arrived days before Calliope. Did someone else send it? Or was Effie acting on her own accord, giving into some Fae imperative he’ll likely never understand?

The man shakes his head. “Nah. Haven’t seen her since her grandma died.” He pauses thoughtfully, then adds, “Funerals are never what ya call nice, but that was a lovely one.” He smiles, crooked teeth on display. “Not a dry eye in sight and the largest turnout in the Broom’s history, according to the pastor. It was lovely to see her there, though.” The smile slips. “She had a bruise on her arm that...” He blinks and takes a deep breath, eyes glazing over with the memory.

Rory catches a glimpse of it through the mental connection that’s made through compulsion. A cemetery with pale green grass. A large crowd dressed in cornflower blues and buttercup yellows and cherry blossom pinks. The air heavy and voices hushed reverently. He urges the memory forward, digging into the man’s mind with more force than necessary.

Calliope is sitting in the front row, on one of those flimsy looking plastic fold-out chairs, the legs of which look to be sinking into the soft soil. But the way she’s sitting—back so rigid, breath still in her chest—makes it look like she is a part of the chair and the chair is a part of the earth, as if it’s made of stone that reaches so far down into the dirt that she could stay there as long as she wants. A silent statue, frozen in mourning.

He sees the bruise, too. A smudge of violet edged in a sickly green.

He also sees the truth alighting in everyone’s eyes as they look from the bruise to her face, expression strained and pink. Rory swallows thickly.

“You saw her,” he tells the man. “You know what her husband was capable of.” Why didn’t you stop it?

The man, at least, feels a sense of heavy regret. “I think a lot of us knew Mads was no longer the sweet little boy who used to steal peaches from Cottom’s Farm,” he says, sadly. “But we didn’t know.”

“Why the gun then?” Rory asks, gripping the edge of the counter. A strange sense of nausea rises up against his sternum, something he hasn’t felt in a very long time. The sight of the gun brings up flashes he’d rather not see: a sweaty, young face with fear in the whites of his eyes, the blood-drenched, anger-fueled thoughts of a soul twisted by darkness. A red mist clouding his vision, a quick snap of bone.

The man looks down at the gun with a frown, and it dips farther still, the barrel hitting the top of the desk with a dull thunk. “When no one could tell Mads where she was, he snatched one of the Moore girls and left her for dead in the middle of town square. It was...bad,” he chokes out, and Rory sees another snippet of memory. A young girl with tanned skin, her arms covered in deep red gashes. She lies on the cobblestone, staring up at the sky with unseeing eyes. “And what with the rumors, I guess I’m feeling a little jumpy.”

“What rumors?”

“Lyon’s Cross has been taken over by vampires. There’s a war brewing.”

Rory places a heavy hand on the man’s shoulder. The gun falls with a clatter as he squeezes, pulling him closer. “I wasn’t sent here by Maddox Grey,” he says carefully, “and if I were to ever meet him, I wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.”

The man nods. “Yes, good. That’s good.”

He pats the man’s shoulder. “Now, I’m gonna head to my room. You have a good night, sir.”

The man nods again. “Yes, good night.”

* * *
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THE HOTEL HAS SEEN better days, or so Kane tells him. Rory doesn’t know what it looked like before—or even when “before” was for Kane—but he’s inclined to agree. The pale green carpet does little to hide evidence of the room’s previous occupants. The single bed is sunken in the middle and the threadbare quilt spread across it does little to make it look homey, and even less to make it look comfortable. The wallpaper is peeling, revealing a brown stain on the cream colored wall beneath.

Still, he’s glad to no longer be in a car and to have access to one very important and useful tool that he had almost forgotten about: the Yellow Pages.

He sits down on the creaky mattress and flips through the book until he makes it to the section marked L. He searches for Ledbetter and finds a few, but none are coupled with the first name he desperately needs. He reaches for another thick tome—the White Pages—and flips to the section for “publishers.” It’s a short list but he still reads every single listing, just in case. He makes it all the way through to Zoetrope Publications before he tosses the book onto the bed and unfolds the map of Broom Hollow instead, not entirely certain what it will tell him.

“You should have asked the man about Phillipa,” says Kane, who is perched on the windowsill. The window is open, but the air in the room is heavy, stifling.

“I had other things on my mind,” replies Rory, distractedly. His eyes rove over the street names, though he isn’t really paying attention. 

The man’s words seem to hover in front of him instead. They don’t always take too kindly to vampires. It’s better to keep a low profile, he feels. He doesn’t want to draw attention to himself. He just needs some answers. Something to point him in the right direction.

“You need to eat,” says Kane with a click of his beak. “You used up too much strength compelling the hotel employee.”

“I’ll be fine,” he says.

“Rory, I—”

“I’ll be fine.” His voice is too loud, carrying a tinge of accidental compulsion.

Kane lets out a disgruntled chirp. “That won’t work on me.”

“I’m sorry.” He squeezes his eyes shut, dry rubbing his face. “I didn’t mean to.” He opens his eyes, blinking against the harsh green light cast by the lamp on the bedside table. “I just need to find her.” His voice is soft, directed toward the wall.

“Why?” asks Kane, head twisted to the side.

Rory turns around to face the bird, startled. “What do you mean?”

“You only just met her...” Kane begins. He shakes his head with a soft squawk. “It’s not right that she was taken the way she was. But you said the kelpie bit down on her wrist. She could be dead—”

“No,” says Rory, forcefully. “I would know.”

Kane’s golden eyes seem to twinkle at him. “Is this a sire bond?”

“What?” Rory reels backs, disgust marring his features. “No. I don’t—we don’t have—” He runs a hand through his hair. “Sire bonds are rare, if they occur at all. Not everyone believes in them.”

“So you truly care for her?” asks Kane. He flutters over to the bed, his talons snagging on the quilt. The bird’s gaze is piercing, too bright.

Yes, Rory thinks, clenching his jaw as the knowledge slots itself into a hole in his chest. His throat feels tight with the words he isn’t sure he can speak. He’s always found lies easy, but truth tends to be heavier, harder to push across his teeth, too bulky to wrap his tongue around. But when the truth is out, it can be snatched away so easily—just like Calliope was, not even a full day ago. No, the words are his, and he intends to hold onto them for a bit longer. He shrugs. “Why do you ask? You nearly bit my finger off when I suggested you stay behind.”

“I’m just making sure we’re on the same page.”

“And what page is that?”

“The page that begins with helping a friend and ends with all three of us back home. Safe, and in one piece,” Kane replies, in between preening a wing.

“What about mostly one piece?” asks Rory, mildly.

He clicks his beak. “I suppose that will have to suffice.”

Rory makes a noncommittal hum and returns his attention back to the map. The names of streets and neighborhoods refuse to coalesce into something useful, and he crumples it up, tossing it on the dirty carpet. He fiddles with the television and waits for the sun to rise.

Around three in the morning, Kane leaves, flying gracefully out of the window so he can do some foraging for himself. Rory clenches his jaw against the pain of his fangs growing, ever so slightly, as his hunger increases. He wonders what wildlife there is in the surrounding trees. Could he bring himself to drink the blood of a mockingbird? A frog? He shudders at the thought, but drinking human blood makes his stomach turn. And besides, he can’t help but think Calliope would be disappointed in him if he did feed off a human. Their diet is something he imposed, and what example would he set if he broke it at the slightest inconvenience?

At half past four, he leaves the room to search his car for a pack of cigarettes, which he finds in the glove compartment along with Calliope’s slim leather wallet. His beat-up Oldsmobile is the only car parked in front of the hotel, and as he locks the door, he can’t help but scan the line of trees that skirt the edge of the property. Outside, the late-summer humidity is tempered by a sense of lightness, of an impending turn downward, and yet the trees still look bowed under the heat. He has a sudden pang of yearning for Graeme Lake and his house surrounded by towering, statuesque oak trees with their veils of Spanish moss and the vast sky with stars as clear as diamonds. The sky here looks like a dark smudge of misplaced paint. Calliope would find something beautiful in it, he thinks and, for a moment, he can imagine her standing next to him, head tipped back to take in the view above, the curly mess of her hair just touching her lower back. His fingers ache to touch the soft caramel-colored strands, and he clenches his fist with the silent promise to himself that he will rescue her from the kelpie.

He scans the tree line one last time, wondering if that rustle of leaves is Kane or just a mundane grackle flitting from branch to branch. The question of why and when Kane was here last niggles his thoughts. He’s known his friend (Kane would balk at the label but Rory means it: He considers Kane one of his only true friends) is not really a bird from the start, but that’s all he’s certain of. Kane has a habit of forgetting his words when more personal questions are posed. If there’s one thing Rory understands, it’s having secrets and the need to hold them in an iron fist. Or talons, in this case.

Back inside the room, he sits on the bed and smokes his cigarette by the open window. He holds Calliope’s driver’s license, eyes locked on the photo, running a thumb across her name. She’s smiling, but he can tell it isn’t a real one. Her eyes crinkle when she smiles wide, and she has the tendency to tilt her head to the side, chin raised, when she’s happiest. There is a faint shadow of something on her neck, and he takes a drag of his cigarette as he tries to tell himself that it’s not a bruise. It’s just a shadow. Except it isn’t and the knowledge is piled onto a long list of reasons he wouldn’t hesitate to snap Maddox Grey’s neck if they ever cross paths. Mads, he thinks, taking another drag of his cigarette, what a stupid fucking nickname.

Not that his own nickname is any better. Youngblood. He doesn’t rightly remember how it came about, just whose lips uttered the name first, and it’s been a stain on his soul ever since. One he’s not sure he’ll ever be able to erase.

The television screen casts blue shadows across his face as he tries to push aside the feeling in his chest, like a stake has become permanently lodged in his rib cage. Like a rope has been tied around his heart and something on the other end—a monster, a demon—is trying to pull it right out of him. He absentmindedly rubs his chest as he waits for the sun to rise.
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Chapter 2: Glass Skies
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CALLIOPE

* * *
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HER BODY IS ON FIRE but her dress is wet, cold cotton against her skin, sticking in places that would be annoying if only her arm wasn’t a writhing mass of pain. She catalogs things as opposites. The sand is soft against her knees, but rough against the tips of her fingers. Hot is hot because it is not cold. Loud is loud, because it is not quiet. Maddox’s eyes are gentle, because his mouth is cruel.

Her fear is only fear, because it is not courage.

Maddox’s mouth moves, and she hears his words like a song, “Hey there, darlin’.”

She gasps. She is spread out on a hard surface and staring up at the glass sky, dotted with bejeweled constellations. An emerald serpent gobbles up the rubies of Lyra. The sapphire eye of Pegasus winks at her.

The fire in her arm will pierce her heart soon. She can feel it traveling through her blood like a snake winding its way through the tributaries of her veins. No, not even a snake, which she’s always found kind of cute. But a parasite, a worm, wriggling its way through her.

She thinks there are tears streaming down her cheeks, but she isn’t too sure. Her chest feels like it’s been cut open, her ribs unfolded like an offering to the celestial beings that look down upon her.

“Did you have to bite her so hard?” says a voice above her.

“It’s
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