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Molly Harris sat in front of her computer, tapping the side of her thumb against her desk. Every strike sent little vibrations through her left palm, which lay flat across the smooth wood, its fingers outstretched toward her braille display.

Calculus is the worst, she thought. She’d been hung up on the same homework question for what felt like hours, but was probably closer to thirty minutes. Exactly thirty minutes, she discovered when she guided her fingers over her watch face, the cool metal hands announcing the grand old hour of seven o’clock in the evening.

Only five hours to go, then she could climb out her window, make her way down her tree, and cross the city to spend time with Zachariel and his black cat, Dusty.

The wait didn’t help her concentration at all.

She scratched an itch behind her left ear, nudging her cochlear out of the way to satisfy the need, then returned her attention to the math question and ran her fingers over the textbook once more.

I wonder what Zach is up to? And what he wants for dinner tonight.

Her thoughts strayed away from the numbers toward the refrigerator downstairs. Last night, she’d brought the daemelus and Dusty some leftover Thanksgiving dinner. If she was smart about it, she might be able to whisk away a little bit more tonight, along with some of the strawberry ice cream her father had picked up on his way home. It was cold enough outside that she should be able to make it to the building where Zach was now hiding without the dessert melting along the way.

Giving up on her homework for now, Molly leaned back in her chair and crossed her hands over her stomach.

Should she bring them a housewarming present? She imagined bringing Zach, the half-angel half-demon who shunned all society except for his adopted black kitten and a handful of people, a houseplant for his new place, and couldn’t help but smile at his possible reactions. Likely, he would just grunt and set the thing aside to gather dust. Smarter not to waste her money.

She was glad he’d found a place, though. After a pack of demons had discovered and destroyed his temporary residence at New Haven’s abandoned trade college, Zach had jumped from spot to spot looking for a new safe house that was still close enough to keep an eye on Molly. Although the honor debt between them had been cleared, he still insisted on watching out for her.

“Something is coming,” he’d told her, “and I don’t want you caught in the middle of it because you can’t see where you’re going.”

Blind jokes. Right. Like she’d never heard that one before.

Despite his continued lack of sensitivity to her deafblindness, she understood where he was coming from. She’d been there when the demons had attacked. The memory of standing in front of the rotten-smelling gang, her arrow nocked and sorceress Daphne Heartstone at her side, had kept her dreams busy for the last three weeks. She’d actually seen when Zachariel had come into his full power, his angel-demon blood fusing together in a flash of red and white light, just as it had been intended when he’d first been created — by the people who were now trying to destroy him.

It was a lot to wrap her head around, and even after three weeks she was still trying to understand.

Which was why Zach felt it was so important to stand guard over her. Apparently he believed she wasn’t good at keeping herself out of trouble. In fairness to him, past experience supported his theory, but she didn’t think she needed a babysitter. She was sixteen years old — old enough to make her own mistakes.

Fortunately, his belief in her rashness hadn’t prevented her nighttime visits, although it was no longer every night. She’d finally accepted that she couldn’t maintain the facade of Healthy High School Student on three hours of sleep, but she still managed to spend three or four nights a week with Zach and Dusty, talking about the coming war and Zach’s discovery that he’d been created as a prototype for a military race — one that had been meant to help demons take over the otherworld. It had been a heavy revelation to take in. Kind of like finding out that the cause of your deafblindness was because a warlock had cursed your family bloodline sometime in the twelfth century. That although you couldn’t see or hear, there was some part of your brain that could, meaning you had hyper-sensitive spatial awareness you couldn’t explain to anyone. And that you were descended from one of the most famous archers of all time. No big deal. Whatever.

Molly pushed her hands through her curls, tugged her fingers free from the tangles, and rested her arms on the armrests of her chair.

Breathing out a huff of frustration, she slumped forward and returned to her homework. Five minutes later, before she was aware she was doing it, her fingers brushed over her phone, checking her text messages for the seven hundredth time since coming upstairs after dinner.

Still nothing. She kept hoping her best friend, Steve Bard, would message her to discuss their homework assignment or the weather or share his epiphany that he actually had been in love with her for the three years they’d known each other. Alas, no luck on that score.

She was also hoping to hear from Emmett Keddy, the sweet, awkward bad boy that had helped her save Zach when the demons had nearly killed him. Afterward, he’d driven Molly home from the battle and asked her out on a date. Following a very graceful pause, she’d oh-so-eloquently expressed her interest. In fact, she’d expressed herself so well that she could almost think about it three weeks later without blushing and bowing her head in shame. But at least they’d somehow both ended up on the same page.

Since then, they’d texted back and forth a few times, but with the pre-holiday school project rush and her weak attempts to keep some sort of livable schedule between school, family, and time with Zach, they hadn’t been able to make any plans to get together again in person.

Checking her watch, she was horrified to find that only two minutes had passed. This evening was taking forever.

The thought had barely passed her mind when a draft brushed across her cheek and the air shifted around her.

Molly froze, her hands hovering over her braille display. She spread her awareness throughout the room and her mouth went dry as she realized she was no longer alone. The door was still closed, so it couldn’t be her parents, and the breeze on her neck wasn’t cold enough to be coming from an open window.

“Get her up,” a voice said. Masculine, unfamiliar.

Molly’s stomach dropped into her boots. She felt a pressure in the air as someone moved toward her, but she swung her chair to block him and darted across the room to get out of his reach. She wished she could go for her bow, but it wasn’t strung.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

The air tingled around her, raising the hair on the backs of her arms. She’d experienced that sensation before. Magic. Her harried brain ran through all the lessons Zach had taught her about magical beings in her world, but then her thoughts ended up jumping back to ten months ago, after she and the five otherworldly beings had escaped from warlock Jermaine Hershel’s magically sealed room. Gabriel Mulligan, the Gorgon-Fae, had claimed to have an ability to open portals in the air.

Had these people teleported?

“Knowing who we are won’t help you,” the man said. He sounded smooth and slimy, like one of those stereotypical used car salesmen on TV. “What would help is if you told us where to find the orb.”

Molly’s head swam as the blood drained from her face.

Had she fallen asleep at her desk and slipped into a nightmare? She wanted to pinch herself, but worried she would just be drawing attention.

Instead, she swallowed hard to get her tongue working and asked, “What orb?”

A growl. “Play stupid with us, little girl, and you’ll face the consequences. You may not have it here, but you know where it is.”

Although her hands were trembling, Molly crossed her arms. “What do you want with it?”

The man chuckled. “Your curiosity won’t save you. There’s no point trying to buy time. No one is coming.”

Molly sucked in a breath, ready to scream for her parents.

“Call for help and we’ll kill whoever comes through that door,” he said, and Molly choked on air. “Stop playing games and tell us where the orb is.”

She pressed her lips together.

Three weeks ago, in a fight with one of the demons who had come for Zach, she had killed a demon carrying an engraved rosewood box that contained what Daphne had described as a plain glass orb. When the sorceress had grabbed it, it had sucked the magic out of her veins. In Molly’s grasp, it had stripped away the gifts that allowed her to see what she couldn’t see and hear what she couldn’t hear. For the first time in her life, her deafblindness had been absolute.

According to Daphne’s research, the Stygian Orb was a centuries-old relic. It had been created as a safety measure — a way to punish otherworldly beings by preventing them from tapping into their power. Essentially, it turned them human.

Understanding how important it was to keep such an object safe, Molly had given it to Steve for safekeeping. He was a human who didn’t believe her stories about the otherworld, so she had decided it would be the best place to hide it. She’d been right. In the time he’d had it, not once had he asked her anything about it.

“I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Here, boss. Isn’t this the box?” a second voice spoke up, this one gravelly in a way that scraped along Molly’s auditory nerves and sent shivers through her blood. The voice was so similar to the demon she’d stabbed through the heart. The one who’d been carrying the orb.

Silence stretched throughout the room, and she guessed their boss was opening the box. She knew what he would find inside.

Sure enough, a moment later he slammed the lid shut so hard, the wood snapped. Then came a crash as, she assumed, he hurled the box against the wall. Molly’s heartbeat jumped with every new sound. Sweat prickled under her arms and in the small of her back.

Before she was aware of anyone moving, a tight grip wrapped around her arm. Sharp claws poked into her skin through a furred hand, and her fingers throbbed as their circulation was cut off.

“Molly?” her mother’s voice shouted from downstairs. “Is everything all right?”

Molly’s heart jumped into her throat, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. What would happen if her mom came in here? These monsters would tear her apart. But if she stayed downstairs, what would happen to Molly?

“Tell her yes,” the man across the room snarled.

For a split second she debated, but the man’s threats lingered in her mind, and she knew she couldn’t take the risk.

“Fine, Mom,” she called back. “I just dropped something.”

“Good girl,” said the man. “Now, be smart about this and tell us what we want to know. Otherwise, your mother is going to have a fine mess to clean up when she comes to check on you.”

Molly’s tongue felt as though it had swollen to fill her entire mouth. The beast beside her carried a sour reek as it breathed on her neck with ragged wheezes. It tightened its fingers around her arm, and she didn’t want to think about what it might do to her if the head demon allowed it to happen.

“I — I don’t have it,” she said, each word a struggle to squeeze through the thickness of her throat. “I swear I don’t have it.”

“You know where it is. You have the box, so you must know where it is.”

Tears stung the corners of her eyes, and she bit down on her tongue to prevent herself from crying out as the nails around her arm dug through her shirt into her flesh. Experience told her how much worse things would get for her if she didn’t comply, but she’d made a promise. She’d taken the orb to prove she was up for the fight creeping toward the city of New Haven. This was her test. She couldn’t put Steve at risk by telling them what they needed to know. She couldn’t betray the promise she’d made to Zach and Daphne that she would keep the orb safe.

But he was threatening to kill her.

Molly tried to accept that the family dinner she’d just finished with her parents, as quiet as usual since her mother had revealed the truth about Molly’s deafblindness, was the last she’d enjoy with them. She thought about how she would never go on that date with Emmett, or be able to warn the others that these monsters were coming for them.

But if she kept her silence, she would make the demons’ war that much harder to start. That would be worth it, right?

Her throat spasmed so hard it ached, but still she forced out the words. “I don’t.” Pride swelled in her heart that, despite the waver, she sounded firm. She didn’t care if they knew she was afraid, as long as they understood she wouldn’t be easy to break.

“Very well,” said the leader. “Then where’s the daemelus?”

She imagined what Zach would do if he heard them use that word. But if they were asking, it meant they hadn’t found his new place yet. She clung to that theory in the hopes that it would keep Zach safe.

“If you’re determined to make this difficult,” the man said, “perhaps some time away from the comforts of home will loosen your tongue. Bring her. And grab the box.”

The hand around her arm jerked her forward, the nails piercing skin, and Molly couldn’t prevent the yelp that splurted from her throat. A second hand closed around her other arm, and the touch set a fire in her muscles. She wrenched away, twisting and flailing in every direction to try to loosen their hold. She raised her feet off the ground, but both demons tightened their grip and she barely moved.

She expected them to drag her toward the window or the door, but they only took a single step forward before the air around her changed.

Gone was the comforting draft of the furnace coming up through the vent, replaced by a dampness that sank deep into her bones. The sweetness of laundry detergent and her cinnamon air freshener melted into the itchy scent of mold, touched with the putrid aroma of stale urine and other things that she didn’t want to guess at.

Her stomach heaved, and still she kept fighting. She didn’t bother to keep quiet now, screaming as loudly as her strained lungs could manage, but the only reaction she got from the demon standing in front of her was a laugh.

“Scream all you want,” he said. “The only people to hear you will enjoy it.”

Molly slammed her jaw shut, narrowly missing the edge of her tongue.

Both hands holding on to her shoved her away. She slipped on something slick and crashed to the floor, her elbow slamming into cold stone. Another cry slipped between her lips, but she swallowed it, refusing to satisfy their desire to witness her pain.

Something slithered over her hand and she jerked away, scuttling as far back as she could until she hit a wall. Her brain scrambled to pick up cues of her surroundings, but beyond the size of the room and a few unidentifiable lumps on the floor, she couldn’t make heads nor tails of where she was.

A series of squeals and clunks vibrated through her head as a door slid shut and its lock turned. It sounded like the door was made of metal. Was she in a holding cell?

She couldn’t breathe. She refused to release her screams, so they remained trapped in her chest, pressing against her lungs in their desire to escape. Her stomach churned with a combination of fear and nausea, and her skin felt too restrictive. She wanted to tear at her shirt to free up space around her collar, anything to stop herself from feeling so closed in. But her hands remained against the damp stone, her fingertips curling into the cracks.

“We’ll leave you here for a while, with your loyalty and the rats for company,” the smooth voice said from beyond the door. “Once you change your mind, just shout for someone. They might hear you. Until then, you can look forward to rotting alone in the dark.” He snorted. “Who would bother coming for a broken creature like you?”

Chuckling, his voice faded as his footsteps struck against the stone away from her cell. There was a creak of rusted iron, and then a slam as another door closed, leaving Molly alone in her nightmare.
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Zachariel kept to the shadows as he made his way along the quiet suburban streets. On a Friday night, the crowds were centered around the shopping center and movie theaters, leaving the residential areas deserted, just as he liked them. A few weeks ago at this time, the parks would have been full of kids running around, expelling energy before bed, but the season had finally begun to change — for real this time — and the sky was getting dark, the wind brisk.

Friday or not, he normally would have avoided this part of town until the small hours of the morning, but his nerves chirped with uneasiness, and he knew he wouldn’t feel settled until he’d taken up his place outside Molly Harris’s house to make sure she was all right.

As part of his daily security routine since he’d moved out of the abandoned trade college, Zach had done a tour of New Haven Trade and Technology to see if anyone had come looking for him. Up until today, there had been no sign of the demons who had tried to take him by force to work for the mysterious Mayzell Industries.

When he’d stopped by this afternoon, however, his prior living space had been torn apart. The blankets he’d left behind had been ripped to shreds, and no box had been left unturned. They’d even destroyed the defunct boiler.

Had they been looking for him? Hoping to find some clue of where he might have gone after they’d driven him out of his haven? The discovery had left him worried for Molly.

No doubt the girl was planning to swing by Peony House, New Haven’s abandoned hospital and his new hideout, to spend time with Dusty, not to mention make another attempt at her less-than-subtle project of getting him to talk about his feelings over everything that had happened — a subject he had no deep desire to dwell on. He couldn’t prevent her from visiting, but he intended to escort her there whenever she was ready to leave.

He turned the corner onto Molly’s street, and his steps began to drag as a weight sank in his stomach. A man and a woman were pacing across the Harris’s front lawn, their arms waving as they spoke to each other in rushed tones.

As soon as his initial shock of surprise had passed, Zach bolted across the street to the trees lining the park and peered around the trunks to get a better view of the house.

“Molly?” a woman shouted, her hands cupped around her mouth, her voice touched with a panic only a mother could project. Zach worked to remember her name. Dana?

The same weave of curls as her daughter’s, though they were dark instead of blond, blew wild in the evening breeze, and her eyes, so familiar in shape, were wide with fear. She stormed back and forth across the grass, staring down one end of the street and then the other, as though hoping one more pass would be the one that brought her daughter into view.

Behind her, a tall man with thin blond hair, black-framed glasses, and a bit of a paunch was on the phone. Zach guessed he was Fred, Molly’s father. The lines around his mouth were hard and his fingers kept tapping against his thigh. Every now and then he shoved his hand through his hair, and eventually he hung up the phone and squeezed it at his side, shaking his head at Dana. Her shoulders drooped.

Although Zach had never met Molly’s parents — the possibility of it happening had never even occurred to him — he felt as though he knew them by the amount Molly talked about them. From everything she’d said, they were down-to-earth, rational people. For them to be acting like this, the girl hadn’t just taken a walk to the store.

Zach’s heart lurched uncomfortably as he completed his own scan of the street. What had happened? Had she left early to go to Peony House? It didn’t seem likely, especially not without leaving her parents with some comforting lie.

He rubbed his fingers over his bald head, his fingertips tracing the deep scars running down the right side of his face, then curled his hand against his thigh.

She probably went to see that friend of hers and forgot to leave a note.

He tried to picture her sitting around the guy’s basement, laughing with him, hale and whole, completely oblivious to the distress she was causing her parents. Wasn’t that what teenagers were supposed to do?

But despite his attempts to convince himself that Molly was just that irresponsible, he knew better. She could be rash, sure, but not cruel.

There was also the fact that Molly never went anywhere without her phone. If her parents were this worried, it had to mean they weren’t able to reach her.

Zach had to get out of here. He could figure out other ways of tracking the girl down, and speaking with her parents would be useless. After all, what excuse would he have for wanting to help? He hardly looked like an innocent bystander, and a thirty-seven-year-old man’s concern for a teenage girl would likely come off as twisted instead of sincere.

Yet even as he thought it, his subconscious took over his body and brought him a few steps forward. He tried to back away, but reason propelled him toward the house. If something had happened to Molly, he needed to know.

And if it did turn out that she’d simply gone off on a whim, he would track her down and lecture her until her cochlears caught fire.

He crossed the street toward the pair standing on the lawn. The closer he got, the more Dana’s pacing slowed, her gaze locking on him. The expression on her face struck Zach as significant. Although they had never met, there seemed to be a hint of recognition in her brown eyes.

“Can we help you?” Fred asked. He came to stand behind his wife, his arms crossed.

“I heard you calling for Molly. Is something wrong?” Zach asked, the words out of his mouth before he could consider the wisdom of speaking them.

The man’s mouth fell open, but before he could say anything, the phone rang. He rested his hand on Dana’s shoulder as he answered it. “Molly?” In a breath, the hope seeped out of his eyes. “Hey, Sam,” he said. “No, nothing yet. Her phone? I—I’m not sure. She hasn’t answered, but good idea. I’ll check again.”

He gave Zach a wary stare, then brushed his fingers over Dana’s shoulder before he headed into the house.

Zach turned his attention to Molly’s mother. She was staring at him with such intensity, he could feel her gaze as pinpricks on his skin. Steel lined her brown irises, and her jaw was clenched so hard the muscles bulged.

“What happened?” he asked her.

For a moment there was no answer, but then she seemed to unwire her jaws. “You.”

Zach refrained from stepping backward, though surprise had stopped his heart for a breath.

Dana’s nostrils flared and her skin flushed. “Are you the reason she’s missing?”

Zach had no idea what to say. Anger squeezed his insides, but he shoved it down. It wouldn’t help him here.

Dana dropped her hands by her sides and closed the gap between them. “I’ve seen you lurking around the house in the evenings, watching my daughter. Are you some pervert stalking her? Did you sneak into the house and grab her? Where is she?”

She shoved her palms into Zach’s chest, but the force wasn’t enough to shift his balance.

“Or is it more than that?” she demanded, shoving him again. “I see what you are. You’re not normal, are you? You’re not human. You’re the reason my daughter wasn’t surprised by the truth of her deafblindness. Did you take her? What do you want?”

She shoved him a third time, tears now streaming down her cheeks as the volume of her voice grew louder. Her breaths came in ragged gasps, and Zach did nothing as she struck at him. He couldn’t. Rage had filtered through his veins, making him see red, and it was taking all his effort to keep his demon blood restrained.

How dare this woman accuse him of things she had no way of understanding?

She’s a mother afraid for her daughter, his rational voice reminded him, and he clung to that thought as he worked to calm down.

Yet beneath the anger drifted a colder fury that was even harder to ignore. It rose on a wave of white heat, reacting to the fact that this woman, this human, knew of his world. She was one among three he’d met in the last week, and the desire to wipe her out for the sake of keeping the otherworld’s secret nearly forced his hand around the blade threatening to grow out of his arm.

He sucked in a breath and channeled the anger in another direction, reminding himself of the otherness running through this woman’s blood, just as it ran through her daughter’s. Not a direct link, but curse-touched. He forced himself to remember how badly this family had already been affected by otherworldly beings who should have known better. With them, there was room for mercy.

Slowly, the anger faded into a cooling wave of compassion, and he allowed his mind to slip deeper into that current. The white iciness crept through him, replacing the heat, and the farther he traveled along it, the calmer the woman in front of him seemed to become.

Eventually, she stopped hitting him and buried her face in her hands. Zach didn’t move, focused only on allowing his angelic calm to pass into her. Never in his life had he believed his angel blood good for anything, but finally it was serving a purpose. Dana’s breathing slowed, evened out, and after a moment, she raised her gaze to his, her eyes full of awe.

“Who are you?” she asked, her voice now little more than a whisper.

“I’m a friend,” he said. He debated leaving it at that, but by the way she stared at him, he understood there was no point in hiding from her. From what Molly had told him of her family history, this woman knew what lay beyond the surface of the mundane world. He believed her when she said she saw through him. Holding back would destroy any chance of trust he might hope to build with her, and if he wanted to help find Molly, he needed her to believe him. “A year ago, your daughter saved my life. She elbowed her way into my world and refused to take no for an answer.”

Dana sniffed and wiped her tears away with the heel of her palm. “That sounds like Molly.”

“I’ve done what I can to keep her safe,” he said. “She can be brazenly stupid, but she’s strong and courageous. I’m sure she’s fine, but I want to make sure of it. Tell me what’s happening.”

Molly’s mother stared at him a moment longer, her gaze searching his as though trying to find some hint that he was lying to her, then she exhaled sharply and wobbled forward. Zach set his hands on her shoulders to stabilize her, continuing to pass his energy between them. It seemed to be helping, and he figured a calm Dana would be far more helpful than a hysterical one.

“I don’t know,” she said, then sniffled. “We were downstairs in the kitchen, and I heard a crash from her room. It sounded like something being thrown against the wall. I called up to her to ask if she was all right, and she said she was. I had no reason not to believe her. But then…”

She trailed off, and fresh tears welled in her eyes. Her lips trembled and she pressed them together, performing another scan of the street as she worked to compose herself. Zach didn’t push her, though his patience strained against his desire to act.

Finally Dana released a long breath through her pursed lips, then cleared her throat and continued. “A few minutes later I — I heard what sounded like a scream. It was sharp and quick. Enough that I second-guessed what I heard, but something in my gut told me it wasn’t right. I ran upstairs, and when I opened the door, she wasn’t there. I don’t know where she might have gone. We were in the kitchen, so she couldn’t have gone out the front door, and her window was closed.”

She flinched, and Zach realized he’d closed his fingers around her shoulders. He dropped his hands to his sides, staying close enough for his presence to continue its work on Dana’s mental state, and stared up at the house.

“What about the back door?” he asked.

Dana wiped her eyes and pulled a tissue out of her pocket to dab her nose. “Maybe? I thought she might have stepped out to practice her archery in the backyard, but there’s no sign of her. Her bow is still in its case.” She sniffled, and her throat worked. “And her shoes are still at the front door.”

Fred stepped outside, his expression even tenser than it had been when he’d gone in. “Steve called after I hung up with Sam. He hasn’t heard from Molly since some text messages this morning. She was supposed to text him around eight to go through their calculus homework, but she never got in touch. I checked, and her phone is still upstairs.”

Dana sobbed, and Zach returned his hand to her shoulder.

Fred’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry, who are you again?”

“Fred, this is a friend of Molly’s.”

“A friend?” Fred asked. “Aren’t you a little old to be friends with a teenage girl without her parents knowing about it?”

“Fred,” Dana snapped, “this is hardly the time. He’s not from our world, he’s from theirs, and he just wants to help.”

Her transformation from distraught to angry reminded Zach so much of Molly it was as though he’d seen into the girl’s future. He already sympathized with the man she chose to marry.

Dana’s words appeared to have a magical effect on Fred. His face paled and his hands went slack at his sides.

“I see. In that case, thank you,” he said. The civility sounded forced. Zach suspected it wasn’t because he didn’t believe his wife, but because he had yet to come to terms with the fact that there was a divide between his world and the other. For now, he was faking it, hoping that one day everything would make sense. Zach understood the desire.

“I’m Fred Harris,” Molly’s father said, extending his hand.

“Zach.” Zach considered the hand and reluctantly took hold of it. The man’s palm was firm if slightly clammy, which he couldn’t fault him for under the circumstances. “I wonder if it might be possible to see Molly’s room?”

Her parents exchanged a glance, and he realized how his request might sound. He refrained from scowling and said, “If that’s where she went missing, there might still be a trace of her energy left behind. Something that might give me an idea of where she went.”

Dana’s eyes widened. “Oh. Yes, of course. This way.”

She led the way inside, while Fred fell back to follow Zach. It was an awkward walk through the front doors into the warm, brightly lit kitchen. He imagined the family sitting around the walnut table top, chatting about their day over the meals Molly would later sneak into her backpack and bring to him and Dusty after her parents went to bed.

They navigated their way past the split-level living room with the backyard beyond. The farther they moved into the house, the more attention Zach paid to his escape routes, an ingrained habit. His shoulders tensed as they headed up the carpeted stairs to the second floor, and he scanned the surroundings. Bathroom to the right of the stairs, closet up ahead. A glimpse of the master bedroom around the stairs to his left.

Dana opened the door to the left of the hall closet, revealing Molly’s bedroom within.

“This is it. I’m sorry for the mess. Kids at this age…” She stopped herself short and pressed the crook of her finger to her top lip. Fred came around and rested his hands on her shoulders, pulling her close.

Zach left them to comfort each other and stepped into the girl’s space. Part of him felt it was only fair that he see how she lived considering how often she intruded on him, but mostly he felt as though he were violating her privacy. He never would have considered coming into this room under any other circumstances. If she had invited him, he would have declined. After spending his entire life keeping to himself, the act of stepping into her world was more than he was comfortable with.

But desperate times…

He looked around the room and was struck by how normal it all looked. The computer desk sat to the left of the door, with a desktop monitor against the wall and a braille display set up in front of the keyboard. The deep leather chair had been pulled away from the desk, its cracked and worn seat suggesting the girl spent a lot of time there. Beside the computer desk stood a short bookshelf of braille and audio books. From the excited way she talked about her love of fictional characters, he guessed the bulk of her collection would be on her computer.

On the end table sat an alarm clock, with a wire connected to something under her pillow. An empty glass of water rested beside it.

The bedspread amused him — a bright mishmash of pink, orange, and brown. He wondered what she thought it looked like and if she’d like it.

Her dresser stood across from the end of the bed, covered with a few makeup items, hair elastics, and ratty stuffed animals she’d probably held on to from the time she was born. On the floor beside the dresser was her archery case.

The sight caused Zach’s throat to tighten. On wooden legs, he stepped over to it and swung it on top of the dresser.

“We checked,” Fred said. “It’s all there.”

Zach ground his teeth as he ran his fingers over the recurve bow lying within, the arrows all accounted for. Whatever had happened, it must have been quick. Molly hadn’t even had a chance to fight.

For all he was learning about the girl in his quick sweep, he didn’t find anything about where she might have gone. The air was clear of energies that he could detect, and there were no obvious signs of a struggle.

Frustration threatened to choke him, but he forced a breath out through his nose and turned to Molly’s parents.

“Do you mind if I call in someone else who might be able to help?”

“Anything,” Dana said, clasping her arms in front of her. “Whatever it takes.”

Zach nodded and took one last glance around the room before stepping back into the hallway. “Can I use your phone?”
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Daphne Heartstone stretched out on her burnt orange couch, her shoulders propped against the armrest and her legs draped over the knees of her boyfriend, Hunter Avery. It was Friday night — the first Friday Hunter had been able to book off in over a month. The curse of being a detective sergeant in the Major Crimes Unit during a freak rise in otherworldly events.

A bottle of bourbon sat open on the large square coffee table in front of them, next to a plate of mini quiches Daphne’s mother had brought upstairs an hour ago as an evening snack. Casablanca flickered on the television screen.

Daphne yawned and relaxed deeper into the couch.

“Falling asleep on me already?” Hunter asked with a grin. He gave her a gentle poke in the ribs, and she jerked away, laughing. Her magic hummed with gentle pleasure deep in her core.

“Not yet,” she said. “I’m just so relaxed. After the week I’ve had, I don’t think you could have offered me a better proposal for our evening.”

Hunter leaned forward without dislodging her legs and added another tipple of bourbon to both glasses on the table. He held one out for her, but refused to relinquish it until she sat up to give him a kiss. She went for the quick peck, but he caught the back of her neck in his hand and eased her closer. His mouth was warm and sweet with alcohol and spices, and Daphne slipped deeper into the embrace, wrapping her arm around him to hold herself up.

He broke the kiss first and finished it with a quick nip on her lip.

“Still sleepy?” he asked.

“No, I think you’ve got me for a few hours yet,” she said, and eased down against the armrest.

The bourbon was smooth as it slipped over her tongue, and she leaned her head back to stare at the ceiling.

This. This was exactly what she’d been searching for after her years of ambition and crossing lines, though she never would have guessed it. From the time she’d come into her power at ten years old, through all her years of training with her power-hungry, good-for-nothing father, she’d believed her only goal was to tap into the fullness of her bloodline. No matter the consequences, no matter who she hurt, she had to become stronger if she wanted to reach her potential.

Now, it had been over a week since she’d used her magic beyond a few simple conveniences. She’d spent all day yesterday helping her mother in the garden, and the night before that she’d taken Emmett out for a game of pool. He’d had to use his fake ID to get into the bar, but compared to the things the guy had done in his past, it was hardly an offense worth reprimanding him over.

She was enjoying this new phase of her life, and the icing on the cake was definitely Hunter Avery. Three months ago, when they’d first reconnected, she never would have imagined they’d be here, so comfortable with each other. He still had moments of hesitation whenever her fingers lit up with their golden magic, but he never pulled away. Yes, he was sometimes watchful, even wary, but she understood it wasn’t out of fear of her, but concern for her, and the realization created a warmth in her blood that not even a tight deadline at the Chronicle, her editor’s grumpiness, or her mother’s nagging could remove.

Hunter shifted just far enough to grab the last mini quiche off the plate, ate it in one bite, then gave the plate a soulful glance.

“I’m sad they’re gone.”

Daphne nudged him with her foot. “Well, maybe if you weren’t such a pig.”

“I don’t suppose…”

She chuckled and stretched her arms over her head. “I’m not moving from this spot. If you’re still hungry, you can head on downstairs and ask for more. I know two women who would love to make sure you never go hungry again.”

Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You’d better be careful. Those two women cook a lot better than you do, and they are single, after all.”

She snorted a laugh. “My mother would love to brag about the fact that she stole my man away. But, really, if I had to lose you to anyone, go for Gram. She’s the one who bakes the strudels you love so much.”

She nestled into her cushions, took another sip of bourbon, and tried to return her attention to the movie.

Her phone rang.

She groaned and reached for it on the table, careful not to disturb her bourbon. Hunter made to pause the movie, but she waved him down. She had no intention of letting anyone interrupt her perfect evening for longer than a few seconds.

“Who is it?” Hunter asked.

Daphne frowned at the unfamiliar number on the screen. “I have no idea. Hello?”

“Daphne, it’s Zach.”

At the sound of the daemelus’s voice, her stomach dropped.

“What happened?” she asked, cutting straight to the point. The last time they’d been in contact had been during the battle at the trade college, and she doubted he was calling for a bit of a gab.

This time, she didn’t stop Hunter when he grabbed the remote and hit pause.

“I’m at Molly’s house. I think someone’s taken her.”

Daphne didn’t know what she’d expected, but it certainly hadn’t been this. Molly’s wild blond curls and bright smile filled her memory, and her breath caught in her chest as she shot up and swung her legs to the floor. “Are you sure?”

“Her parents were in the kitchen and would have seen her leave if she’d gone through the front or back doors. Her mother heard a scream from Molly’s room, and when she went up, Molly was gone.”

“Shit,” Daphne said. She shoved her fingers through her short hair and sagged against the couch. The poor girl. Was she terrified? “No sign of how anyone got in?”

“Nothing. I did a tour of the house, but didn’t pick up anything. I was hoping you might come by and take a look yourself. I think we both know who’s behind this, but I need to know how they’re working it.”

Daphne squeezed her eyes shut to block out the memory of the demons she’d faced alongside Zach three weeks ago. Twice she’d happened to be there when the demons had come for him, and both times she’d had to stare into the ugliness of their evil. The first fight had been easy enough — a few flung rocks and some magic bursts. The second had been more of a challenge. Whoever was behind this was sending their best, and she couldn’t guarantee that she was strong enough to win. Not if she had to hold back.

If they had Molly…

A shiver ran through her, and she tightened her hand in her lap, then stretched out her fingers to soothe the cramps in her palm. She prayed nothing had happened to the girl. Despite the fact that Molly was twelve years Daphne’s junior and human, Daphne admired her more than most people she knew.

She didn’t even want to think about what it would do to Zach if anything happened to the girl.

“Of course. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be out the door. Before I go to the house, I’ll do a quick drive-by of your place and the roads in between, in case somehow she got it into her head to pay you an early visit. You know how she likes to climb out windows.”

Zach grunted, a familiar enough sound, but this time it struck Daphne with the full force of his worry. She could hope as much as she liked that she’d spot Molly walking down a side street, but with the scream the girl’s parents had heard, she hated to get her hopes up.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

She hung up and turned to Hunter with a curdling sense of regret. His eyebrows were drawn together. “Is everything all right?”

“I don’t know. There’s a teenage girl who might have been abducted.”

Hunter’s furrowed brow collapsed into a full frown. “Why are you getting the call?”

Daphne found herself half-braced for him to pull away from her, for him to think she was crossing boundaries for her next Chronicle article, but to her relief, he didn’t move, his sincere concern never wavering. The fact that his trust in her had grown so much meant more than their interrupted evening.

“It’s not that kind of abduction,” she said. “It might have been demons. One second the girl was in her room, the next, her parents heard her scream, then found her gone.”

At the mention of demons, Hunter’s shoulders tightened. This time he did pull away, but Daphne didn’t take it personally. Three months wasn’t a lot of time to accept that the rules you always believed about your world were arranged around false assumptions.

“Can I help?” he asked. “I can get Meg. We can go to the girl’s house and take a look around. At the very least, we can speak with the family.”

If Daphne hadn’t accepted that she was in love with him before this, his offer would have done the trick. She wondered what his partner, Meg Kealey, would think about the step he was willing to take here. So far, Meg had had more of an issue coming to terms with the otherworld’s existence than Hunter.

For now, though, their help would only confuse the situation. Daphne didn’t want Molly’s parents thinking the mundane police were the people they needed to call in an emergency like this. It would be a great way to get the otherworld on the six o’clock news.

She leaned in and caught his lips with hers, enjoying their warmth even as she regretted that she wouldn’t be able to make the most of them tonight.

“I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway. But if that changes, you’ll be the first one I call.”

Daphne kissed him again, grabbed her car keys, and headed down the stairs. As she passed the door to her mother and grandmother’s apartment, she thought about letting them know she was heading out, but decided to wait. Until she had a better understanding of the situation, it wouldn’t do to create panic by bringing in the whole sorceress circle. That could come later.

Daphne pulled up the collar of her blue spring jacket and crossed the driveway to her car. The temperature had certainly dropped over the last couple of weeks. No matter where Molly had gone, she hoped the girl was warm.

Her stomach tight with trepidation, Daphne started the car and began her search.

 

***

 

By nine o’clock, having combed the streets without success, Daphne pulled up in front of the Harris home. As soon as she stepped out of the car, a tingle passed over her skin. She closed her eyes and stretched her hand into the air to test what she was sensing.

Magic, though nothing definitive from this distance. It seemed to be coming from inside the house.

Shaking off her uneasiness, she walked up the path to the front door and rang the bell. The door opened, and Zach’s wide frame greeted her, blocking off all view of inside. At this time of night, under these circumstances, he looked more demon than usual. Too large to fit comfortably inside this family home. His black leather coat, patched and worn, clung to his shoulders over a plain black T-shirt and faded black jeans. The man was a walking shadow.

“Any sign of her yet?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Zach said, stepping aside to let her in. “I can’t figure it out. If they took her to get to me, wouldn’t they have wanted to leave some message for me?”

“Have you gone back to Peony House to check if they did? I only drove by the front of the building. They could have found a way inside.”

Zach scowled, the thick weave of scars on the right side of his face twisting downward. “Unless they’ve been following me this whole time, they shouldn’t know where I’ve ended up. If that’s their plan, it’s a stupid one.”

“Let me take a look around and see what I can find out. There’s magic around the house, but maybe if I get closer to the source, I’ll have a better idea of whose.”

Zach led the way to the stairs. As they passed through the kitchen, Daphne peered at the couple sitting at the table, who acknowledged her with nothing more than a nod, and her heart clenched. Molly’s parents looked so broken, as though their reason for living had been taken away. Her throat tightened, and she swallowed hard to clear it. How many times had she left her mother and grandmother sitting around the table with that same expression? After being the cause of so much pain and loss for others, Daphne crossed her fingers that she’d be able to relieve them for someone else.

“This is Molly’s room,” Zach said. He opened the door, but remained in the hallway, shifting his weight on his feet as though he were uncomfortable being in such proximity to his friend’s personal space.

Daphne didn’t feel the same compunction — not if it meant finding Molly. As she stepped into the middle of the bedroom, a cellphone pinged on the desk. Automatically, Daphne’s gaze fell on the screen to find an incoming text message from Emmett.

Poor Emmett. He’s going to be so upset when he learns what happened.

She put that thought aside for now and returned her attention to what she sensed in the room. The magic she’d picked up outside was stronger here, but still unclear, scattered. She closed her eyes and cast out her mind to the energies surging through the air. For a small room, there were traces of more people than she would have expected, and she firmed her concentration to separate one from another.

There were two faint strictly human signatures, which she guessed belonged to Molly’s parents. A third human signature carried traces of the otherworldly, and Daphne pinpointed it as Molly.

The remaining otherworldly energies were more jumbled. She canceled out her own, and was able to eliminate Zach’s by comparing it to the source standing outside the room. That left three others.

A high number to take down one teenage girl, Daphne thought, and tamped down the angry tingle of magic that rose inside her. Breathing deeply, she refocused. The signatures were spread around the space with various intensities, suggesting two of them had moved around, while one had remained still. Deepening her concentration, Daphne could almost make out the magic in the air, like colorful specks of sparkling dust. The source came from in front of the window.

Daphne opened her eyes to see what she could make out in terms of physical clues, but there was nothing except for a few traces of dirt on the cream carpet.

“Three came for her, and however they moved in and out, it wasn’t by any human means,” she said.

“Demons?” Zach asked.

“Likely. At least one of them, if not two. It’s hard to tell. I’m picking up a hint of something else as well. It’s familiar, but I can’t place it.”

Zach growled and took a step over the threshold. His crossed arms stretched his coat tighter across his shoulders, to the point where Daphne was worried the seams might burst.

“Any way of telling where they went?” he asked.

She sighed and turned toward the window, trying hard to keep her shoulders from drooping with the weight of her discouragement.

“I don’t see how. There’s no magic trail. They came in and left through a single point, and the magic starts and stops there.”

“Just like the demons that vanished from the alley,” he said, and Daphne was struck by the thought.

Zach’s fist slammed down so fast, she only realized he’d moved when the computer desk trembled under the weight of his blow. She held up a hand to calm him down, sensing the power rising within him.

“Maybe we’re not out of options yet,” she said. “We both suspect who has her, right?”

“Karl the Coward.”

Even the mention of the Topan demon set Daphne’s teeth on edge, and he was the one she’d never had the pleasure of meeting. But from what Zach had said, he was the middle man, the one giving orders to the demons she’d fought, receiving them from some shadowy figure sitting in a black Town Car.

“Right. And we know he’s somehow connected to Mayzell Industries and whatever you found about Project Oracle.” A scrap of a blueprint and a name on a file folder. It wasn’t much to work with, and she hadn’t been able to uncover anything else so far, even with her usual thorough digging. She regretted now that she hadn’t pushed harder. “That means we need someone who’s got the contacts and knowledge to dig deeper than I can with my press pass. We need a private detective.” Zach’s gaze rose to meet hers, and she offered him a smile. “Fortunately, I know exactly where we can find one.”
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Gabriel Mulligan relaxed deeper into the warm water in the claw-foot bathtub and released a contented sigh. Then his breath hitched as the naked woman leaning against him shifted to find a more comfortable position. Her long legs stretched out of the tub, her trim ankles resting on the edge. Bubbles covered her from the tops of her thighs to her chest, though from his vantage point, they didn’t do much to conserve her modesty.

He wrapped his arms around her and smeared a line of bubbles across her nose. Vera Goodall jerked her head away with a sniff, then laughed and tilted her head up to face him. Her red hair cascaded over his chest, and her gray eyes twinkled with mischief. He reached up to adjust his sunglasses, and for the umpteenth time, realized he wasn’t wearing them. Even after a month, it felt strange to leave them off when someone else was in the room.

“Do you really want to start that kind of war with me?” she asked. “The high ground will guarantee my victory.”

“How could I deprive you of that satisfaction?” he asked, kissing her brow. “I can’t think of another person in the world I would rather surrender to.”

Vera arched her back to raise her head further, and Gabe bent down to kiss her. His fingers drifted over her shoulders, her chest, and down her stomach, disappearing under the bubbles. Vera shifted her weight again, and Gabe smiled against her lips.

After thirty-four years of being alone, the last month had been a wash of love and passion — a dream he kept preparing himself to wake up from. By a roll of the Fates’ dice, he had found a woman who could survive his Gorgon stare, who was a match for his stubbornness, and who had taught him how to wrangle the chaos of his world into some form of order. When Vera had first returned to his life after they’d met nine months prior, he’d been worried that the pedestal he’d placed her on would crumble. Instead, she’d lifted him to stand there with her.

He had no doubts that he loved her, and from the way she put up with his moods, his messiness, and his penchant for pizza with only silent stares and the occasional commentary, he guessed that she returned the sentiment. The way her fingers were currently trailing up his thigh beneath the water did nothing to dispel his suspicions.

But before those fingers could reach their destination, her shoulders slumped. “I suppose we should consider getting back to work,” she said with a sigh.

Gabe swallowed a groan and took hold of her hands, wrapping both sets of arms around her middle. Anything to keep her still for a little while longer. The woman was incapable of slowing down, always moving to the next item on her to-do list. While these moments of solitude with her were far from rare, they never lasted as long as he wished they would.

He ran his thumb over the set of wedding rings she wore on the ring finger of her right hand, one of the only mementos of her family history she’d managed to salvage from the charred rubble of her bookstore and home. It had been five weeks since the eerie members of the Gnosis Collegiate, the lorekeepers of the otherworld, had burned Yggdrasil Books to the ground as punishment for Vera handing over the ancient Book of Universes to a group of demons. He knew Vera was still grieving.

“You know I’d rather stay here for the rest of the day,” she said. “But that book isn’t going to find itself. I’ll have to head back into town today, but you can stay behind if you want. The back porch is almost done.”

Gabe sank deeper into the hot water. He’d been tackling the porch for days, between all the other small repairs the house needed after so many years of being empty. It was the price he’d had to pay for giving up his bachelor apartment to return to his family home. One that was well worth it, since it gave Vera a comfortable haven while her shop was being rebuilt, though he didn’t think either of them would be able to relax until the Book of Universes was found and the people who had taken it were brought down.

A low vibrating buzz pierced the quiet bathroom, and it took Gabe a moment to figure out that it was his phone ringing.

“I can ignore it,” he said.

“Not if it’s work.”

He hated that she was right. Reluctantly, he rolled his weight onto his side to reach toward the floor, digging through the pile of clothes to find his phone in his pants pocket.

“Hello?” he said, leaning against the back of the tub and pulling Vera with him.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” a woman’s voice said.

The voice was familiar, but at first Gabe couldn’t put his finger on why. It wasn’t anyone he’d spoken with recently, and yet he knew it was someone he would never forget. Someone who stood out because of the circumstances under which they’d met…

A flash of a dark, closed room fluttered through his mind, and he sat up straight, splashing water onto the floor. Vera half-turned to face him, confusion written over her delicate features.

“Daphne Heartstone?” Gabe asked. The sorceress’s green eyes, long nose, and short blond hair popped up alongside the memory of the dimly lit room.

“Got it in one,” she said. “I need to hire you.”

“What does a crime journalist want with a private detective?” he asked.

Vera’s eyes widened with interest. She pulled the plug in the bath and stepped carefully out of the tub. Gabe appreciated every inch of her tall, slim body as she reached for her robe and slid it over her shoulders. The show over, he climbed out of the soapy water and hooked the phone between his ear and his shoulder to accept the towel Vera held out for him.

“It looks like we’re getting the band back together,” Daphne said. “Molly Harris has been taken by some sort of magical cartel, and we’re trying to find her. You remember Molly, I’m sure.”

Beside the image of the sorceress, another face appeared, this one younger, with unruly blond curls and square brown sunglasses. He hadn’t seen her since they’d left the locked room, either. Had she and Daphne stayed in touch? It seemed odd if they had, but how else could Daphne have known the girl was missing?

“A magical cartel?” he asked. “What kind of cartel are we talking about, and what would they want with a human girl?”

From what Gabe remembered, Molly hadn’t known anything about their world when she’d first met them. It had taken her a while to even believe they were telling the truth about what they were. What sort of trouble had she found herself in?

“It’s a long story,” Daphne said. “And I would be happy to explain it to you if you’ll agree to come out to her parents’ place and have a look around. I tried to do it myself, but the trail goes cold, as though someone popped into her room, grabbed her, and popped out again.”

A cold, heavy stone formed in Gabe’s stomach. He dropped his towel and stepped into his jeans, heaving them over his hips and buttoning them. Vera had already changed into a pair of gray slacks and a blue-gray sweater that made her hair shine like burnished gold.

“We’ll be there,” he said.

A moment’s pause. “We?”

“Vera’s here. It might not be the worst thing to have a third pair of eyes.”

“Not to mention a vengeance demigoddess,” Daphne mused. “Vera might not be able to track the girl, but no doubt she’ll be a great help bringing her home when we find her. What are the odds that so many of us from that room have found each other again? Jermaine would be tickled pink.”

Gabe had to admit it was strange. Then again, from the moment he’d met Vera, he’d known their paths would cross again. Maybe it had been the same for the others.

Daphne gave Gabe the address, then he hung up, slid his phone into his pocket, and pulled his T-shirt and sweater over his head.

Vera crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. “A new case?”

“A strange one,” he said. “It looks like we’re going to have to go back in time.”

He raised his hand in the air to create the rift that would take them closer to where they needed to go, but before he could draw his finger through the air, Vera rested her hand on his arm. He looked to her, then released a breath when she tapped her temple.

“Right,” he said.

He grabbed his sunglasses off the bathroom counter and slid them on, obscuring the vividness of her beautiful hair. He’d hate to kick off this reunion by turning Daphne to stone.

Without another word, he opened the rift and guided them back to New Haven.

 

***

 

As they followed Daphne’s directions to Molly’s home, Gabe filled Vera in on the little Daphne had told him.

“The poor girl must be terrified,” Vera said. “What is happening in this city? Demons are coming up all over the place and taking what doesn’t belong to them.” She looked at Gabe. “Do you think it could be connected with the Book of Universes?”

“How?” he asked. “I still don’t understand how a human girl could have been dragged into any of this.”

They reached the house, and Vera drew to a stop at the end of the driveway, tugging Gabe to a halt beside her. Her mouth had fallen open, her eyes growing wide.

“Incredible,” she said, the word barely a whisper.

“What is it?” Gabe asked. He glanced from her to the house, trying to see whatever she saw, but to him it was just a house, albeit one shrouded with worry and tension.

“This is my house,” she said.

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

She
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