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      A new day, the same dark world.

      The blue bus stopped at its usual spot inside NYU’s north gate.

      I stared at it and wished, for once, I could have a normal day. I wished I could arrive at the hospital without any hassle, I could contain the urge to look out the windows and see the destroyed world, I didn’t hear anything about bats, my day at the hospital was easy and fast, and more than anything, I wished I could forget the last year of my life.

      The doors opened, and I stepped into the blue bus, looking around. Only seven people, plus the other three that came in with me. Total of eleven. Less than yesterday, and much less than last week. Each day there were fewer people around, as if they had given up living in this world. Or they had been taken from it.

      I chose a seat in the front of the bus, far from the others, and avoided looking out. However, once we were outside the campus, the pull was much stronger than my will, and I gave in. My eyes scanned the streets as the bus drove north.

      Dark. Everything was dark. A few lamps illuminated the sidewalks here and there, but I would rather they didn’t, so I couldn’t see anything. Trash everywhere, broken doors and windows, dead bushes, people with crazed looks or holding guns assaulting others, people on the ground—if they were sleeping or dead, I would never know.

      “Hold on, everyone,” the driver announced.

      Holding my breath, I braced myself for it.

      Screams and shouts surrounded the bus, followed by bangs on the metal, shaking the entire bus.

      “Let us in!”

      “I need to eat!”

      “My kids are dying!”

      “Please, help us!”

      Tears stung my eyes. I wanted to clamp my ears, close my eyes, and sing so it would drown out the melancholic sounds from the streets. It was the same almost every day, but it never ceased to shock me.

      The driver maintained his speed, ignoring the protests until a gunshot rang through the darkness. My heart stilled for a moment and I gasped. Cracks spiderwebbed over a glass window in the front.

      I silently thanked God that the university had bought armored buses and vans a few weeks ago.

      The driver cursed. “All right. Hold on.” He sped up. Many of the assailants stayed behind, but a couple ran with the bus. “I hate doing this,” the driver said, his fingers reaching for the red button under an acrylic cap on the dashboard. He pushed the button, and the cries of the people outside made goose bumps prickle my skin.

      This time, I did clamp my ears and hum a song.

      The button activated electric cables located under the bus’s bodywork. Anyone who touched the bus would receive a powerful electric charge. It wasn’t fatal, but it was enough to make them collapse on their knees.

      I felt bad about it, but I couldn’t do much; I couldn’t change the world by myself.

      Change the world.

      I hadn’t heard from any of them—Victor, Micah, Ceris, Morgan, or the Fates—in three months. Which was good and should bring me relief, but it didn’t. It actually worried me. What if they had—?

      The bus stopped in front of Langone’s courtyard, and I jumped from my seat. The others stood too.

      “Thanks,” I said to the driver as we waited for him to open the doors. The drivers could only open the doors if the surrounding area looked safe—one of the many new rules.

      I scanned around with him. The streets were deserted and almost clean here, save for a few ambulances coming in and out of the emergency entrance to the right and a couple of cars entering the garage—after being checked by the security personnel—to the left. The two guards walking around the hospital’s courtyard seemed relaxed, even though their hands rested over the guns at their waist, and the other two guards stationed at the main entrance past the courtyard were conversing as if they were old friends in a coffee shop.

      Besides the darkness and the permanent feeling that the world was ending, nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      The doors opened, and I stepped out of the bus clutching my tote close to me.

      Two other buses stopped behind the one I had just disembarked. Red buses. I watched as the doors opened and armed police officers helped sick people out. They dragged themselves to the emergency entrance.

      The red buses were a new thing, substituting most ambulances. They drove around New York City, including dangerous neighborhoods—thus the police protection. They stopped at specific, government-appointed places, where medics and nurses triaged to see who needed to go to the hospital and who didn’t, and then they brought them here.

      At least four dozen sick people scrambled out of those two buses, some with only a heavy cough, others with open wounds and profuse bleeding.

      A heavy sigh escaped my mouth. With the influx, I was going to have a busy day. Better get on with it then. Get in, check in, work, and help.

      I was crossing the courtyard when the first shriek reached my ears.

      My blood turned cold, and I almost tripped. “Oh no,” I muttered looking up.

      A black cloud moved across the others, descending from the sky and coming toward the ground at incredible speed.

      Another shriek echoed through the courtyard, waking me up from my stupor. Waking everyone. People screamed and ran. I raced toward the main entrance as the guards turned their guns to the sky.

      “Hurry, hurry!” one of guards shouted.

      They shot. More screeches and screams filled the air. The hospital alarm blared, and metal sheets slid closed over the windows and doors.

      “Oh, God.” Cursing, I pushed my muscles as hard as I could and ran.

      In front of me, a boy tripped and fell on his hands and knees. His mother yelled, but a guard pulled her forward. Without thinking, I skidded to a stop and hauled the boy up.

      “Come on,” I said, putting one of his arms around my waist. He clutched at me and we ran.

      Inside the glass doors, his mother wailed, pushing the arm of a guard, frantically trying to get to her child.

      A man rushed past us, bumping his shoulder against mine and almost making me fall.

      Jerk!

      Then the first bat fell on top of a woman beside us.

      The boy yelled. Heart pounding, I held my breath sure I was as white as the Fates’ hair.

      I covered the boy’s eyes with my hand so he would not see as the bat clawed the woman’s chest, then bit into her face splashing blood everywhere. One big splat fell on the tip of my boot. Nausea revolved in my stomach and my knees felt weak, but I couldn’t give in now.

      “Hurry,” a guard said. He stood in front of the glass doors, pulling people in before the metal sheet closed all the way down. “Hurry!”

      I grabbed the boy’s shoulders and pushed him forward, hoping the guard would catch him first and help him. Ten feet from the main door, the guard stepped out and grabbed the boy’s hand. Then his eyes went wide and the air swished behind me.

      Oh, God.

      Blood throbbing in my ears, I glanced over my shoulder. A claw hovered a couple of feet from my face.

      My body slowed down in shock. The claw came at me.

      A bird flew directly into it, stabbing his beak into the creature’s skin, hard enough to make it recoil.

      Rok, the raven.

      What the—?

      A hand closed around my upper arm and pulled me forward. The guard practically threw me past the glass doors. He came in right behind me. Then the metal sheet touched the ground and something large bumped into it.

      My heart stopped, and I jumped back touching my back on the front desk.

      “Damn bats,” said the guard, who had thrown me inside. His hands trembled.

      Mine did too.

      I turned around and stepped into chaos. The alarm still blasted, and the red lights flashed along the walls casting eerie shadows to the place. People cried and screamed. Some held bloody hands or arms or legs, while others lay on the ground barely breathing.

      I pushed my feelings and shock aside and forced myself into action.

      After throwing my tote under the front desk, I rushed around the place evaluating who was in a grave state and needed immediate attention, and who could wait until the mess around us subsided.

      Three hours later, I leaned against a wall and took a deep breath.

      “Jeez, that was close,” said Jill, a young nurse. Shoulders sagged and expression weary, she sat on a chair behind the desk at the nurses’ station and fidgeted with the computer. “Nadine, are you all right?”

      I nodded. “I guess so.”

      “You look pale.” She gestured for me to come around the desk. “You should sit down.”

      “No, I’m fine.” What a lie. My heart still pumped in my chest, and my hands still shook.

      “Those vicious bats. This is the third time this month,” she complained in a low voice.

      Yes, the third time this month a group of bats had attacked people on the streets, close to the hospital. This was the first time I had seen it, been in it, and it was surreal. It was one thing to watch it on TV—a news channel had been able to record last week’s attack for two minutes—but another thing to live through it. The creatures simply flew over Manhattan in a solid black cloud and descended on the streets, slashing people with their claws and biting them with their teeth. It was a slaughter.

      Of course, everyone still called these creatures giant bats, but I knew the truth. They were demons.

      Nausea surged up again. God, I couldn’t think about it, or I would curl up and cry. “Yeah. Their attacks are becoming more frequent.”

      “More frequent and just … more. It’s like they reproduce by the thousands. Soon, we won’t be able to leave our houses because not even armored cars will be able to protect us.”

      Oh, if only she knew how true her statement was.

      A loud bang came from the metal cover on the window across the hall. I jumped and Jill screamed. Whatever bat had bumped into the metal had actually left a dent on it.

      “They can’t break through the metal, can they?” she asked.

      I swallowed. “I don’t know.”

      The alarm fell silent. My ears thanked whoever had a hand in it. However, the red lights continued flashing, indicating the doors and windows were locked. No one could get out or come in.

      I tried not to think about the sick people who needed to get into the hospital now, or the people on the outside that weren’t able to escape and yet managed to crawl to the hospital, only to find its doors weren’t open. No. They would bleed to death outside, or they would end up eaten.

      Jill touched my shoulder, bringing me back to the present. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      I blinked back tears. “Yeah, I am.” I went to the computer on the side desk and signed in. I should have done that the moment I arrived, but with all the craziness around us, it didn’t even cross my mind until now. “I think I’ll wash my face, then find something to eat before helping some more.”

      “See you later,” she said as I walked away.

      Besides these terrible moments, this job had been godsend. Almost literally. If it weren’t for Cheryl—or Ceris—I would still be making coffee and cleaning tables at the cafe. Here, as a patient care technician, I worked normal hours around my class schedule and was in the environment I wanted, where I planned to work in the future. I also made more money, which meant I could send more to my parents.

      Since Victor and Micah found out who they were, things had gotten worse. Small businesses closed, the majority of the population was unemployed and some turned to robbery to survive, and agriculture was dead. Without the farm, my father didn’t have a job anymore. Now, he worked here and there, wherever he could find an odd job to do. Some days he helped in reconstructing the town’s church, others he was a chauffeur, while other days he cleaned the town’s streets. My mother tried to help by taking care of people’s children while they were at work—the ones who still had jobs. My parents’ place had become a daycare.

      I halted when a woman stepped in front of me. I recognized her. The mother of the boy I had ran inside with. She had him tucked under her arm now. My heart squeezed. He was probably twelve years old, the same age Troy, my late brother, would be if he were alive.

      “I wanted to thank you for what you did,” she said, her voice breaking.

      I swallowed the tears. “It was nothing.”

      “To me, it was everything.” Tears sprouted from her eyes, and she smiled. “Thank you.”

      Holding an awkward, forced smile I hoped looked strong and sure, I touched her arm. “You’re welcome.”

      The boy looked up at me, his brown eyes shining with reminiscent shock. “Thanks.”

      I leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “My pleasure.”

      Before I broke down and cried too, I walked around them and through an authorized personnel door in the corridor, intent on washing my face and sitting down for a minute on a couch inside the locker room. However, as soon as I crossed the doorway, a hand closed around my wrist and pulled me into the dark room. Fear shot through me. I was about to scream, but another hand closed over my mouth.

      I jerked, but then his scent hit me and I froze, gasping. He let me go, and I quickly reached for the light switch turning it on.

      My breath caught.

      Victor squinted against the bright light. “Hi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor stood before me in a five-by-five dressing room. His honey-colored hair fell over his sea-green eyes in a sexy, messy way, and his tall, strong figure seemed to be shrunk inside his thick, dark gray coat.

      I couldn’t speak. I could only stare. I hadn’t seen him in three months, not since he disappeared from the top of Cathedral Rock with Ceris—his mate—and left me alone with Micah and hundreds of demons.

      Somewhere amid my shock, my brain processed he didn’t look right. He was too pale, and he was trembling.

      “Victor, what is it?”

      He groaned and fell to his knees. “Need … healing.”

      I stepped into his personal space and cupped my hands around his face. The effect was immediate. The energy flowed from me to him as a warm, pleasant sensation. I didn’t know how it worked exactly, or if he could take too much of my energy and kill me, but I knew it made him better.

      His trembling subsided with each second that passed. He finally stopped shaking and took a long, deep breath. A little apprehensive, I pulled my hands away and put some distance between us.

      Victor stood. “Thanks.” He looked better. He wasn't pale anymore, his chest and shoulders no longer sagged, and his eyes shone. He was gorgeous, as always.

      “You’re welcome.” I curled my fingers around a strand of my hair. “If it was this bad, why didn’t you come sooner?”

      He looked away. “I wanted to avoid drawing attention. The demons are probably here because of me. They sensed my aura and came.”

      Could it be? I thought they were coming because of my aura. But if the demons were here because of Victor’s aura this time, what could explain the other times?

      His eyes returned to me, and I held my breath once more.

      How could this man, who had been shaking like a scared child a few moments ago, be a freaking almighty god? I couldn’t believe it. I had three months to absorb and believe, but I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it. When I closed my eyes, it was easy to tell myself that what happened had been a dream.

      A dream. Hallucinations. Maybe visions. Maybe Ceris hadn’t taken the Destiny Gift away, and this time I was living within a vision, trapped forever.

      “How have you been?” he asked.

      I frowned. After all these months, that was what he asked me? “Good,” I said, my voice more bitter than I intended.

      His gaze ran the length of me before settling on my eyes again. “You look good.”

      What was that supposed to mean? I looked down. My hair was messy from running, my face was probably flushed, my clothes were battered and dirty after all I had been through this morning, and one of the heels of my boots had been glued on with crazy glue. Oh, and there was the brand new splat of blood on my boot. I felt anything but good.

      “How’s your family?” he asked, surprising me.

      “Good,” I lied.

      “And Raisa and Olivia?”

      What was with him and small talk? “They’re good too.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, Nadine, we should probably ta—”

      “If there isn’t anything else I can help you with, I should probably get back to work,” I said, putting as much confidence as I could in my tone. It wasn’t easy.

      The shine in his eyes changed. “No, no. I’m fine now. Thanks again.”

      “Sure.”

      Holding my head high, I strolled out of the room. Once in the corridor, I let out a huge breath and fought against the sudden tears. Why was I feeling disappointed and frustrated? He didn’t owe me anything. He had left with his mate, and said mate had fabricated my feelings for him. Nothing that happened between us had been real, and I should be over it.

      I shook my head. Apparently, I wasn’t really over it.

      I entered the restroom, washed my face, and then dropped down on the couch in the locker room.

      Before my mind could drift and my muscles relax, my cell phone vibrated with a new text message. It was from my boss. Where are you? She sounded mad even if I couldn’t hear her voice or see her face. I knew she was mad.

      Cursing I pushed up from the couch and rushed out.

      This day couldn’t get any worse.
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      The bus ride back to campus that evening had no incidents, thank goodness. It dropped me inside the north gates, and I walked the couple of blocks to my dorm, located on the east side of campus.

      Last semester, Raisa and I had shared an apartment outside the walls, but this semester, the university’s policy had changed. All students were required to live in the dorms inside its walls for security reasons. Olivia, however, was long gone. When things started to get worse, her parents told her to come home. Raisa’s parents were trying to convince her to do the same. My parents tried to convince me too, but I wouldn’t budge. There weren’t many jobs available where they lived, if there were any, and I would be one more mouth to feed. I couldn’t give up yet.

      I glanced up at the electrified cables they had put atop of the walls, creating a wrought dome that fried the demons wherever they touched it. It was like living in a prison, but if it meant the university could keep us safe so I could finish my degree and help my family, I was okay with it.

      The dorm building wasn’t too bad. Most students were scared shitless, and a few had left. There were parties, but not too many anymore, not since the world kept getting worse and worse.

      I opened the door to my room and sighed. The room was tiny compared to our old apartment, but that was the only truly bad thing about living here. One room with dull white walls; a boring window that opened to the courtyard at the heart of the other dorm buildings; two squeaking twin beds; two desks that looked like they would break if we put one more book on them; two chairs; a decaying sofa; two tall shelves that passed as closets; a counter with our coffee machine and such; and a bathroom with plastic curtains and stained tiles and a sink, but at least we didn’t have to share it with anyone else.

      I closed the door, and threw my coat and my tote on my bed. I thought about taking my boots off and throwing myself on my bed too, but I would have to leave for class soon. If I got comfortable now, I knew I wouldn’t go.

      I turned on the coffee machine, and Raisa stepped out of the bathroom.

      “Hey, you,” she said, her hazel eyes inquisitive. She had a towel draped around her, and her short brown hair was wet, dripping all over the linoleum floor. “I saw the bats’ attack around the hospital. Was it too bad?”

      “The usual. Lots of hurt people and lots of people we couldn’t help.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      I nodded, and she disappeared inside the bathroom again. She turned on the blow-dryer, and I leaned against the window while waiting for the coffee machine.

      The raven was perched on the limb of a dying tree. Thank goodness, it was all right. I hadn’t forgotten it had saved me from a demon, but with all the chaos inside the hospital, I couldn’t really stop and wonder about it. Besides his presence wasn’t news. Rok had been following me since I came back from that boring Croatian island. Each time my eyes landed on the bird, my thoughts turned to Micah and mixed feelings invaded me. I was angry with him for leaving me alone on that damned island. I thought of all he had done: sticking up for me, defending me from demons, killing Brock so my identity and family would be safe. I didn’t understand.

      I scoffed, trying to suppress such thoughts. However, the more I tried to put my mind on something else, the more it went back to him. I was angry with him, even though he didn’t owe me anything. He was a god, an almighty god that would probably stomp on a human like me at the first opportunity. But if that were true, why would he send Rok to keep tabs on me? The only reason I could imagine he had was to know if I ran away right when he needed my healing.

      My healing … I had seen Victor today. Oh my God, I had seen Victor today.

      My heart sped up.

      Disappointment and frustration brewed in me. Three months. For three months, I had heard nothing from him. I thought I was free of this mess, save for the bird following me. I thought I could live my life, pretending I didn’t know anything about why the world was the way it was, about how there were gods out there in the mortal world on what sounded like impossible quests that could bring light to our world of darkness, and about how I could help these gods.

      I wished Ceris had taken away my healing ability too.

      The coffee machine beeped. I dragged my feet to it and prepared my coffee. Black, no sugar. I hadn’t drunk any mochaccino since the Fates brought me back. I was afraid I liked mochaccino only because Victor had told me he liked it during a vision, and I wanted to distance myself from coincidences like that as much as I could.

      Raisa exited the bathroom dressed in tight jeans, a red blouse with a gray knit cardigan over it, and full makeup.

      “Hmm, hot date?” I asked, not really interested, though I should be. She was a good friend and she deserved my attention.

      She wiggled her eyebrows. “Something like that.”

      Raisa had been going out with the guy who lived across the hall. As the good friend she was—her words, not mine—she tried setting me up with her guy’s roommate. There was nothing wrong with the roommate. He seemed okay, kind of cute even, but I wasn’t into him.

      “All right. Just please, if you come back after midnight, be quiet. I need to wake up early tomorrow.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “When don’t you need to wake up early?”

      “Good question.”

      She grabbed her purse from her closet and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Don’t wait up.”

      “Ha, as if.” I reached for her hand and squeezed it. “Be careful.”

      “Don’t worry. We won’t leave campus.”

      “Good.”

      She waved goodbye and left the room with a wide smile.

      Raisa went through life as if it was a party, even after demon attacks and other horrible stuff. She cared, of course, she was sad about those things, but she didn’t let it bring her down. I guess she pretended it didn’t happen and thought it could never touch her. I wished I could be that carefree.

      Trying not to let my mind go back to the fact I had seen Victor this morning, I refilled my coffee mug.

      “Hello, child.”

      I froze. My mug slipped from my fingers and crashed on the floor with a loud crack, splashing coffee everywhere.

      No, no, no. Two unexpected visits in one day?

      Slowly, I turned and faced the Fates.

      Three identical women stood in front of my bed, wearing matching white gowns, and looking ageless and powerful. I shuddered.

      I thought this day couldn’t get any worse. Oh, God, how wrong I was.

      The gray eyes of the one in the center met mine. “Good to see you, child.”

      I pressed my lips together before I said I didn’t feel the same. “Why are you here?”

      She stepped in my direction. “Because we need to give you your soul back.”

      Of all the things I expected to hear, this wasn’t one of them. My mouth fell open, and I literally forced it closed. “What?”

      “You’ll need it.”

      “I’ll need it? For what?”

      She shook her head once. “We can’t tell you that.”

      Typical. I crossed my arms. “And you’ll just give it back to me? No favors? No deals?”

      She smiled. “Child, we’re not evil. We don’t want you harmed. Actually, we want quite the opposite.”

      “But why?”

      “Can’t tell you.”

      I groaned. Talking to them was always confusing. Instead of answering my questions, they left me with more.

      She extended her hand to me, and I squinted at it. What if they were messing with me? What if they were lying and whatever she did to me actually made everything worse? What if they brought me back to the center of the problem, even though all I wanted was to be left alone?

      “I already told you, child. If we wanted to harm you, we wouldn’t ask permission. We would have already done it a long time ago.”

      True, but that didn’t make me less wary.

      I couldn’t deny, though, it would be nice to go to bed at night without worrying the Fates would show up and claim me.

      I placed my hand in hers.

      A rush of energy flowed into me, cold one second, warm the next. It was like when I was healing Victor or Micah, but receiving instead of giving. The energy cascaded into me and coursed up my arm, around my shoulder, and spread through my chest. I shivered. It coiled around my heart and into it. I gasped. My body became jelly, and I fell into a seated position on my bed.

      The Fate let go of my hand. “Done. Your soul is yours now, and you may use it as you want.”
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      “This damn cold,” Raisa complained as we walked out of our dorm building. We had an early morning biology class together on the west side of campus.

      There was snow everywhere, but I was happy about getting out. Since moving onto campus, weekends were terrible. Especially when snowing. We were stuck in our tiny dorms with nowhere to go. Well, almost nowhere. Raisa, for example, went to the room across the hall, and I didn’t even want to know where the spare roommate went.

      I tugged my beanie down over my ears and my scarf up over my nose and mouth. “The walking in the snow bothers me more,” I said, kicking at the frozen fluff with the tip of my boots.

      Raisa linked her arm through mine and pulled me with her. “I’m a walk-in-the-snow expert.”

      “Yeah, right.” I remembered last year, when she had fallen on her butt in front of half the campus after slipping on an icy patch. I wouldn’t let her drag me down with her this time.

      “So,” she said, “why don’t you want to go out with Cale?”

      Cale. That was the name of her guy’s roommate. Just the fact that his name didn’t stick to my brain told me volumes. “Again with that? I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “You mean you don’t want to talk about Victor?”

      I glared at her. “Raisa.”

      “What? You never talk to me about him. I’m worried. The guy takes you on a trip, which I think is supposed to be romantic, and then you come back alone and never talk about the guy again. It’s a little odd.”

      Oh, I thought so too. Especially because the romantic trip had no romance in it. Well, maybe one tiny moment, but even that had been misguided. I was sure it had been misguided.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I whispered, glancing at the trees. Rok was there jumping from branch to branch, following me.

      “But—”

      “How’s your guy?” I asked, interrupting her. I had to change the subject. I knew she couldn’t help but talk about her love life. Unlike me, Raisa loved talking about everything.

      She smiled. “He’s okay, I think.”

      “Just okay?”

      “Well, I’m kinda disappointed because he’s considering going back to his parents.”

      “Because of how bad things are?”

      “Yeah.” She looked up, and I followed her gaze.

      The wrought dome was there looking like a dark gray cage, swallowing our freedom. Most of the time I felt safe under it, but there were rare times when the air was gone and I suffocated. Like now. I took a long breath, willing the heavy arms of the dome to melt and let in the fresh air and the sunlight—as if both things were hiding behind it.

      Breaking my daze, Raisa said, “I’m not sure I’ll go home next week for Thanksgiving.”

      What? She had been talking about Thanksgiving break for weeks now, longing for a little vacation from our classes. She would go home, enjoy her family. I would stay here and work double shifts at Langone.

      “Why not?”

      “My father gave me an ultimatum last night. If I don’t come home to stay when this semester is over, he’ll cut me off.”

      “What?” My shock made me slip on the snow. Raisa held on to my arm, keeping me steady.

      “He was serious. The thing is I’m afraid if I go home for Thanksgiving next week, he won’t let me come back to finish this semester.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” Maybe he would. I didn’t know her father well enough to know what he would or wouldn’t do.

      “It sucks. My hometown sucks. Everything is closing or dying there, and the colleges nearby aren’t as safe as this one. But he and my mom are worried. If I was a mother, I would be too.”

      I tilted my head, watching her. “Wow, that is so unlike you.”

      “I know.” She smiled, but it was a sad one. “They got me thinking, you know. Even if I stay and graduate, what will I do later? Things are getting worse. It’s not like I can walk out of these gates and have a normal life. Whatever normal might be. I’ll have to go back to my parents or try my luck in a city like this.” She gestured to the walls.

      She was right. I had plans to work at Langone after I graduated from med school, but that wasn’t a done deal because getting into med school wasn’t a done deal. They could reject my application—fear gripped my chest each time I thought about it, making me sick—and housing did worry me. I was used to spending most of my time inside these walls. It would be hard and incredibly dangerous to live outside of them. I thought about bringing my family to live here with me, there was nothing left for them where they were, but I wasn’t sure here would be much better.

      “It’s hard watching it get worse and worse, isn’t it?”

      “I wish there was something we could do about it,” she muttered.

      I glanced at her. “What did you say?”

      “I know presidents and governors and all those big guys get together all the time to come up with solutions and ideas, but nothing they do is working.” She paused. “I wish we could do something, but I don’t know what. If the government can’t do anything about it, we certainly can’t, right?”

      “Right,” I said automatically.

      I wish we could do something.

      That thought stuck in my mind. I shook my head, but the thought stayed there in the back of my head, taunting me.

      We reached the door of the science building, and a siren blasted through the entire campus.

      My heart stopped for a second and fear locked my muscles.

      “What the hell?” Raisa asked, squeezing my arms.

      We whirled around. Red lights flashed from all corners of campus and above the walls. Guards appeared out of nowhere and ran to the gates. Students rushed out of the buildings, their faces lost and scared.

      “What’s happening?” they asked each other.

      But nobody knew.

      I looked up to the dark sky.

      It seemed different. Darker. Heavier.

      My knees shook, and I held on to Raisa. I saw them before anyone else. Just like that day at the hospital, but many, many more. A huge cloud of demons descended onto the city.

      “This is Mr. Cornell, your dean,” the voice boomed from the speakers strategically installed around the campus. “All students proceed to the basements in their residences at once. Please respect the guards and police officers doing their job and follow their orders.” He sighed. “New York City is under attack.”

      He turned the microphone off and chaos erupted.
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      I dared glance up as the demons landed on the electrified cables.

      The zapping sound was sick, but not as sick as their shrieks. Even with all the zapping going on, the demons didn’t give up. They clawed through the cables.

      Fear crawled up my spine.

      Guards ran among the students and yelled at them to back away before turning their guns up. They shot the demons. More shrieks resonated through the frigid air.

      The students and faculty members seemed frozen in place like me, entranced in the horrific sight above us. I tried counting, but I got lost before I reached twenty demons.

      Holy shit.

      A determined demon closed its claw around a cable, shrieked, and snapped it.

      Everyone jerked into motion. High-pitched screams and shouts of terror echoed the crackling hiss of the cable, and students and faculty members ran looking like lost ants in a water-filling tank. Loud, ringing shots flew over our heads causing more frantic screams.

      One of the guards, holding a fancy rifle, stopped before our group. “Everyone back to your dorms. Now!”

      “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God,” Raisa muttered. She stood beside me, pale and trembling.

      Pushing my fear aside, I took her hand in mine. “We’ll be okay,” I said, pulling her to walk with me.

      A sea of desperate students engulfed us. Shoulders bumped, feet stepped on one another, and short people—like Raisa and me—suffocated. I didn’t like it, but I pushed too, not wanting to see Raisa or me squashed. We went with the flow, a death grip locking our hands together.

      Then the crowd dispersed a little. They were entering the buildings.

      I looked up. “This isn’t our building.” We were on the south side of campus, near the gates.

      Raisa’s eyes bugged. “Oh no.”

      I squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. We can still make it.”

      Wingless demons pushed against the gates. They were large, nasty creatures with pointed teeth and crippled bodies. Slobber dripped from their slanted mouths, and sharp claws protruded where fingers should be. The creatures looked like the ones I had seen at the pub in Wichita, and at the school where Brock locked me up a few months ago. Panic rushed into me at the memory of the pain their claws caused.

      “Wh-what are those?” Raisa asked, her voice a thin whisper.

      What I wouldn’t give to have my visions back so I could see a way out of this mess.

      “I don’t know,” I lied.

      One of the wingless demons locked its yellow eyes on mine and snarled. Goose bumps covered my arms.

      I tugged Raisa’s hand and we turned, taking long steps away from the south gate. My mind raced, trying to think of a plan to escape this, any plan.

      From above us, another snapping sound made us jump. Oh God, the winged demons were almost in. I glanced over my shoulder to the south gate. Wingless demons pushed against it, bending it bit by bit. Soon they would be in too.

      The wingless demon from before stared at me. It bared and snapped its teeth. With its unnatural force, it let out a feral growl and pushed against the gate, breaking it down.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered, pulling Raisa to run with me.

      A police officer appeared from a corner. He looked above our heads, and his eyes went wide. “Run!” he said as he pointed his gun past us.

      He shot. I winced. Raisa whimpered.

      He emptied the magazine of his gun, and then ran with us, changing the magazine on the move.

      “Just keep going,” he instructed. I intended to follow his order until I saw what was right above us. I pulled Raisa to a stop, and he bumped into us. “What the—?”

      “There.” I pointed up to where a winged demon was crawling through the snapped cables. We would never outrun it and, no matter which direction we went we would find more demons.

      “Fuck.” The cop scanned the area. “In there.” He gestured to the Grey Art Gallery across the street. Three students opened the wooden doors and slipped in. “We can hide in there.”

      The winged demon was in, and it was looking at me. This was the second demon looking straight at me. Wait, this wasn’t some random attack. If … if the demons were here for me, then it meant Imha and Omi knew about me.

      Panic cinched my chest, and my body slacked with that overwhelming realization. The police officer tugged the sleeve of my coat, snapping me out of it. We rushed to the other side of the street, and I didn’t look back while the cop unloaded his gun at whatever moved closer.

      Raisa and I opened the door. The three of us entered the gallery and pulled the door closed. The cop locked it, and then fastened a pair of cuffs around the knobs.

      “I doubt this will hold them for much longer,” he said.

      Raisa turned to me and grasped my arms, her nails digging into my jacket, her eyes wide. “Dear Lord, I can’t believe this is happening. This isn’t happening. Tell me it isn’t happening.”

      I patted her hands. “Hey. Calm down. Breath in and out.”

      The cop shot us an evil eye. “We don’t have time for this.”

      I glared at him before focusing on Raisa again. “I need you to calm down. Take deep breaths.”

      She reluctantly did it. “W-what was that?”

      “I don’t know,” I lied, hoping she wouldn’t notice it. Usually, she caught on to my lies easily, but with the panicky state she was in, I doubted she was paying attention to details. “But you need to calm down a little, okay?”

      She nodded, and I passed my arm over her shoulders steering her to the main room of the gallery.

      We crossed the room on high alert. Around us quivering students hid behind the exhibitions, some climbed up the stairs, and some entered the restricted area probably looking for secluded places to hide. Many pieces of art had fallen or been broke.

      I glanced up to the cop. “I’m Nadine. This is Raisa.”

      “I’m Greg,” he said as we stepped into a second room.

      A large banner indicated an international medieval weapons exhibition had been on display. The weapons lined the glass cases along the walls and over the tables. There were swords, axes, spears, daggers, bows, and many others I didn’t know by name.

      “W-we should take one,” Raisa said, her voice still quavering.

      I stared at her. “What?”

      “Well, better than running empty-handed.” She shrugged, and I had the urge to hug her. I had never seen Raisa this unsure before. “In case they get to us, we can try something.”

      “That might not be a bad idea,” Greg said. He walked up to a center table, where swords of many different lengths were laid. Behind the table a woman hid. “Hey.”

      The woman stood. She held her chin high, making me jealous of her flawless brown skin. Her chocolate eyes stared at us, not one bit afraid. “I should tell you not to rob the swords, but who am I kidding? The weapons are the last thing to worry about now.”

      She was dressed in a gray pencil skirt, a silk white shirt, and black pumps. She looked too elegant to be a student. She turned, showing a name tag pinned to her shirt. It read Keisha Cross, Medieval Weapons Specialist.

      “Why didn’t you run to the basement with the others?” I asked as Raisa approached Keisha. Beside the new girl, Raisa looked like a gnome. I probably did too.

      “I-I don’t know,” Keisha said, pushing her long, black hair back.

      “Okay,” Greg started. “Let’s grab some stuff and get away from here.”

      A huge cracking sound echoed through the walls, followed by loud growls.

      My heart chilled, and I jumped back bumping into Keisha. Oh God, the demons were inside.

      Greg pulled his fist back set to break the glass over the swords, but Keisha was faster. She gently pushed me aside, punched the glass, and grabbed two swords. Her expression was tight, and when she turned her head toward the doorway her eyes flashed—a spark of silver light shone from her irises.

      I rubbed my eyes. What? I must have been more tired than I thought I was.

      Greg handed a dagger to Raisa and me, and he picked an axe for him. The dagger felt heavy and cold in my hand, and I didn’t like holding it.

      With what sounded like sick battle cries, the demons charged into the room, and Keisha stepped toward them.

      I reached for her. “What are you doing?”

      Without answering me, she jerked away from my hand and lunged at the demons.

      Keisha swung one of her swords at the demon in front of her. The hideous creature parried it with its arm as her second sword slashed across its stomach. Another demon turned to her. Teeth gritted, she whirled away from its claw and hacked its thighs with both her swords. A third and a fourth demon lunged at her. She parried the spear of one, dodged the swipe of another, gashed the throat of the one with the spear, and kicked the chest of the other. The demon she killed and the one she kicked fell to the floor as a third demon came at her. She spun out of its reach, then stepped back into it, and shoved her sword into its chest. By then the other demon was back on its feet. She swung her arm wide, slicing its face with the tip of her blade. The demon collapsed to the side, and she sunk her sword in its chest.

      My mouth hung open.

      “Dear Lord,” Raisa whispered.

      Greg’s lips curled up. “That’s hot.”

      Seriously? He was thinking about that while she was fighting for our lives?

      She was fighting. A bunch of demons. By herself. Fighting. Like sword fighting. As if she was a knight in some Arthurian tale.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      Keisha stopped, took off her pumps, ripped the side of her pencil skirt up to her thigh, and wiped the hair from her face. She looked fierce and strong, like a warrior, and she probably wasn’t much older than I was.

      Then three more demons came at her, and she killed them with ease.

      She looked through the doorway. “We’re clear. For now.” She rushed to a glass case, broke it with the hilt of one of her swords, and grabbed a bow and a quiver with arrows. “But there are more outside. Many more. It won’t take them long to figure out there are people in here.” She turned to us. “What?”

      Raisa blinked. “Are you serious?”

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      Keisha swung the quiver and the bow across her shoulders. “I don’t know. I just took the swords and did it.”

      “Have you had any training before?” Greg asked.

      Frowning, Keisha took a velvet cloth hidden under one of the tables and cleaned her swords. “No.”

      “That’s odd,” Greg whispered.

      “It sure is, but we don’t have time to wonder about it,” I said, knowing there were odder things in this world than a girl who suddenly could fight without any training. “We need to find a way out of here. Out of the city possibly.”

      “I know,” Keisha said. “There’s a room downstairs in the basement where precious items and artifacts are stored. The room has a corridor that leads to a door into an alley. They bring valuable stuff through there. We could get away that way.”

      “If the alley is clear,” I added.

      “If it’s not, I’ll make it clear,” she said, not an ounce of doubt in her voice.

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Raisa said, clutching her dagger as if she were a warrior too.

      “Lead the way.” Greg walked to the back door.

      “Wait.” Keisha went to another glass shelf. She broke it, picked a leather belt from a hook, fastened it around her waist, and then took a dagger from the wall and slid it into her new belt. Next, she caught a long sword from the wall, placed it inside a scabbard, and hung it on her belt too. “Now I’m ready.”

      I stared at her. She had three swords, a dagger, and a bow and arrows, while I held only one meager dagger in my hand.

      Holy shit.

      Keisha rushed to the back door and led us through a corridor. At the end, there was an employee’s only door. She took her name tag from her shirt and turned it, revealing a card. She slid it in the card reader, and the door popped open.

      Once we were all in, Greg closed the door, making sure it was locked. Keisha looked like she knew where she was going, so when she climbed down two sets of stairs and continued through a long corridor, I didn’t question it. However, I did look through a couple of doors with small glass windows. People cowered inside those rooms, hiding for dear life.

      Keisha stopped in front of a white door with no glass windows. She
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