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        AN UNWELCOME VISIT

      

      

      

      Marin didn’t need to lift her eyes to know what entered the pub when the weather-beaten door clapped against the frame. The chilly blast of autumn air told her who had arrived. The startling clamor and the stagnant draft turned the heads of a few patrons hunched over dinner plates and half-empty mugs. Despite the poor lighting, all knew what had come to interrupt one of the few peaceful moments in the day. It was nothing good and nothing welcome.

      The menacing pack sauntered into the dining room and surveyed the people eating their evening meal. They appeared otherworldly in their dark clothes and wicked sneers on their ghoulish faces. Their glares dared anyone to misstep their bounds.

      Hardly a soul acknowledged their presence, and the patrons continued to eat with eyes fixated on their plates. The bubble of chitchat that had lightened the atmosphere earlier was gone. No human wanted to draw the attention of the demons, especially Marin.

      Hairs prickled down her spine at the first sight of them. Not because they were frightening—though they were—but because one careless glance from a Stryx could change the course of a life. She forced her attention on her cleaning duties. Chestnut strands fell from the knot of thick hair pinned at the base of her neck as she ducked her head. Buried in thoughtful chores was better than spying on business that did not concern her. The vigor of her scrubbing matched the fear and anger rolling through her veins.

      Something had changed in recent months. The patrols came more often. These bloodthirsty overlords asked more questions. And they lingered longer than before. Whatever it was, they changed the frequency of their visits, which wasn’t something anyone spoke about casually. Still, a tiny seed of hope, one that would bring about change, sprouted in her heart. Humans had had enough of the oppression and control.

      Near the back of the room, a mug hit the floor. Marin jerked, and her rag slipped through her fingers. She swallowed the squeak that rose in her throat as she crouched down to gather the wayward cloth and catch her breath. She would have preferred to be able to sink beneath the floorboards and disappear, but she instead observed how the low mumblings of conversation were silenced as two of the gray-faced beasts honed in on the disturbance. She resisted the urge to shake her head as the color drained from the blacksmith’s son, Charles’s face, when one of the Stryx spoke to him.

      His shaggy, coal-black hair hung in a ragged fringe before his wide, dark eyes and swung back and forth as he answered their questions. The Stryx leaned in toward his face, instilling more fear in the young man.

      Marin bit into her lip as she rose to continue her cleaning duties. It was difficult to watch the terror they caused. He would not hurt a fly and would never lead a revolution. Only a few years older than her, he was the gentlest of boys growing up. Charles’s demeanor had not changed beyond his teen years. She swallowed hard, trying to rid the sensation of her stomach lodged in her throat.

      The legs of the wooden chair abruptly scraped over the floor, squawking and then hitting the ground as the Stryx grabbed hold of Charles’s jacket and hauled him upright. Marin could no longer stand by and watch. Every instinct screamed at her to stay quiet. Another part wanted to tell them to leave him alone, but her voice was paralyzed.

      Another Stryx grabbed the arm of the one holding onto Charles and coaxed, “Let him go. This is not our business.”

      “I’m watching you, boy,” growled the Stryx.

      A slap of thick fabric cut through the quiet as another Stryx stalked toward the other two and Charles.

      “Put him down,” it demanded. At last, the other one released Charles. It brushed its long, bony fingers, like charred sticks, over Charles’s jacket, straightening the wrinkle its fist had gathered and smiling a wide, toothy grin. The taller one picked up the chair, and Charles sat, stunned.

      A scolding voice of rocks and gravel croaked, “Leave that boy alone! He never did a thing to you. Take your damn ugly faces and leave us be.”

      Marin concealed the small smile curving her lips, knowing Meredith had no fear of them. She spoke the words Marin couldn’t. The old woman had been through enough in her long life that she had no need for self-preservation. Her husband had passed months earlier, and she was merely waiting to die, and antagonizing a Stryx could be a swift death wish.

      Another Stryx casually brushed back his long, black duster-style coat, gripped his narrow waist, and deliberately exposed a threatening arsenal of weaponry strapped to its side. The warning was pointless as Meredith was as blind as her tongue was loose. Perhaps she might have restrained the following string of flippant comments if she could see the monsters clearly.

      Marin froze, afraid of the long, gilded scabbard resting against the Stryx’s thigh. Its fingers danced over the crystal pommel atop the gleaming silver hilt. Still, she could not let Meredith die, and her feet moved on their own accord, her mind not knowing what she would do to stop the punishment. To her relief, the Stryx tipped back its hood, offered a nod to Meredith, and then turned its back to look over the trembling man.

      Stepping back, Marin returned to cleaning but continued to gaze upon the Stryx. They wore a hooded cloak that cast shadows over their brow and emphasized their hollowed cheeks. They had yellow eyes that could penetrate straight into a human’s soul. A shiver shook through her shoulders, and her heart rocked in her chest, dizzying her head.

      All too well, Marin knew what it felt like to be scrutinized and studied by one of them—the cold of their bodies and their strength despite looking thin and frail.

      Marin’s Uncle Harris navigated the pub awkwardly and laboriously, making his way toward the exit. Her heart skipped a beat and rocked off-kilter inside her chest as she dipped her nose to the oiled wood counter. Heat filled her cheeks as she scrubbed with enough vigor to lift a shade of the wood, stripping away the aged layers of oils and grime.

      Marin braced herself, spying her fool of an uncle. Worse, he was a loud, clumsy fool who somehow survived this long by offending everyone equally.

      Harris continued to meander toward the unoccupied pair of Stryx, bumping and jostling empty tables and chairs with his short, rotund build. “What can I serve you, fine gentleman? Whatever you want, it is on the house.”

      The shortest of the Stryx shook his head, waved off the fat man with disinterest, and turned back to the other Stryx, surveying the patrons.

      “Well, what can I do for you if I can’t offer you a drink?” When they ignored him, he asked, “Who or what are you after tonight? Perhaps I can be of assistance.”

      Marin wanted nothing more than to vanish into thin air, hearing the blundering fool her uncle was making of himself. Then she felt it; fear and comfort mingled oddly in her chest. She knew a Stryx had noticed her. That in itself was strange, but she didn’t dare look.

      Unlike the others, he wasn't watching the room.

      He was watching her.

      A powerful draw tugged at Marin’s eyes, and she fought the urge to stare at the pair of Stryx. For a moment, she let her mind wander to the things she knew of them, but quickly forced the memory deep down in the recesses of her mind. Without lifting her eyes to either of the Stryx, she again began wiping down the bar. She focused on breathing as a distraction.

      As much as she did not want to look at them, her curiosity nagged. She imagined their unearthly eyes on her, how an unscrupulous man might ogle, and beads of sweat dotted her forehead. Memories came crashing into her mind, vivid and compelling. Her hands trembled as she rubbed the lemon-scented, damp cloth over the age-worn bar stool.

      No!

      Marin's hand froze on the bar. Her curiosity was irritating.

      She could feel him watching her. Waiting.

      As though he knew exactly what memory had surfaced, it replayed as if she were a puppet within her mind.
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      All I could hear was a woman screaming and a man begging for mercy. I ran toward the chaos and witnessed the silhouette of a large, ominous man standing over a raven-haired woman curled into a tight ball. Her hand helplessly pushed out at the space between her and her attacker.

      Nearby, a man begged for mercy. With elbows wrenched behind his back, a Stryx restrained him. Its eyes flashed a sickening pale-yellow hue and revealed a sadistic, sneering smile full of sharp, wicked teeth in response to something spoken to it by the other creature.

      I wanted to run, but my feet were locked in place.

      The tall one lowered its head beside the ear of the panic-stricken man. He crumpled. His legs and feet pooled like wet noodles beneath him. He would have collapsed into a heap if not for being suspended by the tight grip of the Stryx.

      Only cries and evil laughter echoed off the buildings as she crab-crawled backward, scrambling to get away. But there was nowhere for her to go.

      “Leave me be! Please, I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      The Stryx made a graceful sweep of its arm, releasing a thin, gleaming sword from a sheath. Illuminated by a flickering streetlamp, his shadow flowed over the uneven brick wall in perfect sync with his movements. It pointed its shiny blade at the woman as it took purposeful, long strides toward her.

      A chair scraped across the pub floor.

      Marin jerked, and the memory fractured. For a heartbeat, she was back behind the bar. Back beneath the weight of yellow eyes.

      The Stryx still watched her.

      Still smiled.

      Then, as if unable to fight it, the memory dragged her under again.

      The woman slammed into the wall behind her, suspended by the Stryx’s command.

      Poetic words in a strange foreign tongue caressed the fresh night air but did not dance on a billowing cloud like my shallow puffs. The most brilliant blue mist oozed from the woman’s chest and face as if teased out of her body by the tempting words. She collapsed, then fell away into dust when, with a short, elegant jab, the Stryx stabbed the woman’s body, and in an instant, she disintegrated.
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      “…Marin!”

      Startled out of her trance by the ferocious voice of her uncle, she responded, “What? Why are you yelling at me?”

      Standing beside Harris was the only Stryx in the room who looked amused. The sight of him robbed Marin’s next breath as she stared. His build was far more substantial than she had imagined, broad and thick, not nearly as bony and frail as they had appeared in the alleyway. This one was powerful and wicked.

      The blood drained from Marin’s face, and her vision faded to black around the edges. The one thing that had haunted her dreams for the past few years was its yellow eyes peering at her. Tingling fear wrapped around the base of her neck, and the sensation of fingers curled over her scalp. This Stryx was far more menacing up close and far worse in real life than the one she had encountered before. It made the figure within her dreams seem almost friendly.

      “Mr. Harris?” Marin stammered, “I need to sit down.”

      Grasping her forehead with one hand and steadying herself with the other, she sighed. Discomfort twisted her gut while crushing pressure throbbed in her head. An invisible hand reached inside her skull and squeezed her brain in a tight grip. The intensity grew without relief, and she gritted her teeth against the pressure and the striking pain.

      “What is the matter with you? Sit down before you fall!”

      “Help, my head. It hurts. I feel dizzy like my brain is…”

      Marin grabbed her head with both hands, squinting as she looked up at Harris and glanced toward the malevolent monster. A corner of his mouth cinched one side of his tight, leathery face. Not a smile, but the expression of someone who already knew how the conversation would end. His eyes absorbed her misery with pleasure.

      The Stryx! It’s in my head!

      The constriction in her brain turned to throbbing stabs. Marin’s eyes watered, and she gasped, gazing toward the Stryx’s pleased glare. With only thoughts, she asked the demon, reveling in her pain, “What do you want?”

      Marin’s brown eyes locked onto the narrow glowing slits and watched the corners of his thin lips curl with delight, exposing his razor-sharp teeth. He knew he was hurting her, and he enjoyed it.

      In an unexpected wash of relief, the pain vanished. Marin inhaled sharply, her hands clutching her bodice as she pulled in long, steady breaths of air. Through the agony of the Stryx’s infliction, Marin could not breathe. Her frantic eyes looked away from the piercing gaze of the Stryx; she could not tolerate seeing his satisfaction in her discomfort. With her body renewed with oxygen, her vision grew bright and clear.

      “This Stryx, Kieron, thinks he recognizes you,” Uncle Harris said, nodding toward the Stryx. “Is she the one? My business would suffer a great loss if you took her."

      He paused.

      "But for the right price..."

      Marin’s head whipped toward her uncle in shock upon hearing his betraying words and then back toward the Stryx. It merely raised an eyebrow toward her uncle and then landed its eyes back on Marin, sizing her up.

      With a stiff spine, she snapped her jaw closed that had fallen agog. Open, there was no barrier to the hundreds of things she wanted to say to her uncle and the beast staring at her like it was considering the purchase. Those words would only get her a beating or killed.

      Maybe both.

      Marin’s face grew hot as she stared at her uncle’s deceitful visage, eager for the monster to make a deal.

      I will kill him if he hands me over to this demon!

      The rolling started in her head and gut again, and she pressed the heel of her hand into her forehead. An unfamiliar voice, soft and soothing, intertwined in her thoughts.

      “I’m not a demon, Marin.”

      Her blood ran cold.

      She hadn't spoken.

      Hadn't moved.

      Hadn't even looked at him.

      Her insides churned and tumbled. The way her name oozed in its voice was unnerving. She dropped her stare to the floor, preparing to vomit, but the pain subsided, and she gathered her bearings.

      Laughter echoed in her head.

      His laughter

      Its wicked sneer sent a ripple of fear through her. An emotion greater than terror sliced through her veins all the way to her toes, and she wanted nothing more than to destroy the monster standing before her.

      "You want to kill your uncle? Perhaps you are the monster."

      Marin stared.

      For one horrifying second, Marin knew he wasn’t wrong.

      But worse than that, why did Kieron look pleased, as though he had finally found what he was searching for?

      It was clear.

      The Stryx hadn't come to the pub by accident.
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        A PLACE IN THE WORLD

      

      

      

      Rage lit by anger and fueled by the injustice in her life burned like wildfire inside Marin. She was powerless, but if she had the means, the Stryx would no longer be staring at her, antagonizing her. It would be destroyed, and the desire to end its existence vibrated in the marrow of her bones.

      Someday…

      Marin bit into her tongue and clenched her fists in her apron to prevent herself from saying or doing something she would regret. The Stryx’s hairless brow lifted as if daring her to let go, to act on the rage constricting her veins. With a narrowed glare, she pulled her lips between her teeth to let it know she had no intention of speaking a single word. Despite knowing she should look away, her gaze locked on to it.

      The Stryx sneered, mocking her. It turned and walked back to the pack. Marin held her stare, too stubborn to give in, and assessed the group. Kieron, a demon with a human name, was not something she had expected, but neither was their variety of statures. Before tonight, she had always considered them to be like clones.

      By comparison, Kieron was one of the shorter Stryx but tall enough to look down at her. It was menacing with its broad chest and shoulders of lean muscle mass stuffed into tight, leathery skin that appeared three sizes too small. As it walked back to the group, the tallest and by far the slimmest pressed a bony hand into Kieron’s back and bent to speak in its ear. The message was not well-received as Kieron jerked out of the tall one’s reach.

      The other two, one taller than Kieron, turned their heads in unison. The thicker and perhaps shortest of the group peered past Kieron’s head straight into Marin’s eyes. The fourth had only briefly looked back and then strode toward the door.

      Marin watched them slip through the entrance. She silently prayed never to be so close to a Stryx unless she was running the blade of her dagger through its intestines. The tickle of a laugh that was not hers teased through her mind, so light she wasn’t sure she heard anything.

      Did it hear me?

      A thick hand gripped her shoulder, making her jump.

      “What is wrong with you? Are you insane? Challenging a Stryx? That is a horrible idea! You know that can make you a target, which will make me a target! You’ll mess everything…”

      Harris was suddenly aware of the harshness in his tone and the volume of his voice from the number of heads that turned his way.

      “Um, uh, please be careful. I need you, Aislinn needs you.”

      The words hit harder than they should have.

      Aislinn couldn't run. Couldn't fight. Couldn't even leave if Harris decided she was the problem.

      Marin could survive his temper.

      Aislinn couldn't. She was the only reason Marin hadn't walked away years ago.

      Marin rubbed her forehead before sliding her hand down her face in exasperation. She was too stunned to respond. So easy was the knife he put between her shoulder blades. Moments ago, he was willing to sell her to a depraved, evil monster. He was no better, perhaps worse than the beast that had just tormented her. At least a Stryx did not need to make false displays of jolly kindness.

      No one buys his act. They have to know he is awful and that all I am is his daughter’s caretaker, his maid. Slave! He has taken everything from me and wasted it.

      She tamed her hateful glare, focused on the floor, and took a swift breath, cooling her temper before responding.

      “Uncle Harris, I was not challenging him or whatever it is. I was shocked,” she pointed at the floor for emphasis, “to see the Stryx standing there. It set my nerves on edge. That is all.”

      “Well, you must have done something to provoke him or draw his attention. And a Stryx is a him, only a him, never an it. You heed my words on that, or you will regret it. You must be respectful. You don’t know the things they do. They may have been humans once, but every bit of what makes a person human is gone! Destroyed. Don’t you dare make trouble for me!”

      Marin knew what they did, but that they were once human stirred her curiosity the most.

      Her eyes drifted toward the door. Toward the darkness beyond it. Toward the place Kieron had disappeared.

      “I’m not a demon, Marin.” The memory of his voice slithered through her thoughts.

      "Human," she whispered.

      The word sat uneasily in her chest.

      She had never considered the Stryx human.

      Monsters, yes. Bloodthirsty demons with far too much unnatural power.

      They were living nightmares. Executioners. But once human?

      She couldn’t see how. She assumed being a Stryx was by choice, but admittedly, she knew very little about the creatures. She also wasn’t very familiar with the purebloods, the Strygolians, whose origins were as ancient as the world itself.

      She was only confident that they controlled everything the humans had lost, along with their stronghold in the world. Sadly, humans were now servants, second-class citizens, or worse, to traitorous Duinova Vile and the Strygolian purebloods alike.

      With sincerity, she asked to ease her curiosity, “Uncle, whatever could turn a human into one of those monsters?” Her question was not well received, as she then understood how on edge her uncle was from the visit.

      Harris grabbed her upper arm, digging his thumb into her bicep. The pungent aroma of sour grapes and alcohol infiltrated her nostrils as his nose abruptly thrust against hers. His hot breath chuffed into her face as he bared his yellowed and fractured teeth. He did not speak, and to avoid the concern of his patrons, he pushed her back toward the kitchen entrance and bored into Marin’s eyes with the intent to intimidate.

      “This is neither the time nor place to discuss such things, and you are having difficulty knowing your place.”

      Droplets of his saliva sprayed her face. Marin fought the gag in her throat and tilted her head, tipping her chin to the ceiling. She stared defiantly back at the man who had married her beloved aunt only for her share of their family’s wealth. She wiped his saliva on the corner of her apron with her free hand. Her calculated defiance caused his temper to rise to the boiling point.

      “And I will remind you one last time that you only address me as Mr. Harris in public!”

      The fat, balding man dug his thick fingers into her muscle so hard she was sure it would bruise. Rather than letting him know how badly it hurt, she quirked her eyebrow and continued staring into his line of sight.

      Marin had surpassed him in height long ago, but it did nothing to make him stop. He knew he was stronger, and so did she. Her uncle pulled back his hand, and she waited, bracing herself, muscles tense, preparing for the fleshy backside of his hand to crush into her cheekbone. It was not the first time he had backhanded her, nor would it be the last.

      “Uh-humph,” the sound of someone clearing his throat came from behind her red-faced uncle. “I would like a dark ale if you aren’t too busy, sir.” Her reprieve came from a short older man with a full, silvery white beard. He had tired yet kind, crystal blue eyes.

      Marin’s uncle lessened his grip. Then, at last, he let go of his niece, turning toward the man and saying he would be more than happy to serve him the “finest ale in all the land.”

      The man continued to watch Marin, and she mouthed, “Thank you,” for his concern.

      Without moving his mouth, his eyes smiled a familiar and friendly, “You’re welcome,” then he turned to take his foamy mug.

      With bleary vision, Marin scooped up her rag and retreated to the kitchen to finish the remaining evening dishes. The floor also had to be mopped before she could leave for home.

      I hate him. Why did all of the good people in my life die?

      Unfortunately, her work was never done. A pile of laundry and linens needed scrubbing, and food prep for the next day waited for her. Often, Marin thought about leaving.

      She had imagined it a thousand times. Packing a bag. Walking out. Never looking back. But in every version, it ended the same way.

      Aislinn stayed behind.

      Aislinn would be his target, as her aunt had been.

      Marin could remember the day Aislinn was born. She was so excited to have a cousin, but even more so when she discovered the baby was a girl. Marin never understood everyone’s concern about baby Aislinn. To Marin, she was perfect and beautiful. It gradually became clear to Marin why others were worried.

      According to the doctors, Aislinn's legs were too weak to carry her.

      Marin disagreed, and Aislinn was determined just as much as her cousin. Every morning, she insisted today would be the day she walked. Marin had spent years helping her to make her dream come true.

      Once Marin had to go live with her uncle, she vowed that Aislinn would walk by the time she was eighteen. Almost there now, her promise seemed like just another thing Marin had failed to accomplish.

      Every year, it became harder to keep that promise.

      Lost in her thoughts and mindlessly plowing through her work, Marin found her tasks completed and gathered her things to go home. Her uncle had locked the rear exit for the evening. Her only option was to walk through the front. Marin was confident the trek would result in either a hollow conversation with her uncle to feign endearment for the benefit of the remaining patrons or a snide remark.

      Marin quickened her pace, noticing most people had left for the evening except for the regular closers and Grigs, the older man with kind eyes. He glanced up at her with a little twinkle glinting in the pale blue of his irises, and she gave him a sweet smile and a nod to thank him again.

      The older man often visited the pub and was one of her favorite patrons. Marin suspected he was an odd outcast in some way. She even thought at one time he was one of the mythical vampires, but after talking with him casually, she decided he was too kind and gentle.

      She latched the swinging half-door separating the bar from the kitchen on her way out of the pub. Sarcasm cut through the dead space of the dining room right on cue, and Marin refused to acknowledge the noxious comment. She nimbly weaved around the empty tables and chairs toward the door.

      A sharp gust of wind slapped Marin in the face as she stepped onto the street—the air scented of rain. Given the circumstances of the evening, it was not a refreshing aroma but an oppressive and ominous one. The only relief was putting space between her and Uncle Harris.

      Marin pulled her cloak tighter and stepped into the damp night air. The pub door shut behind her, and for the first time that evening, she was alone.

      A laugh brushed across her thoughts.

      Faint.

      Amused.

      Impossible.

      Marin froze. The voice had come from behind her, and she turned.

      But the street was empty.
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        LONG WAY HOME

      

      

      

      Marin wrapped her cloak tighter around her body and wished the cold had waited until after she had reached home. She recalled the brisk gust of wind that had followed the Stryx into the pub earlier, and her mind wandered as she walked the familiar route home. Flashes of the day popped into her head, but the knowledge that Stryx were human clung to her brain. She would have preferred to think of anything else, but the idea refused to be supplanted.

      She indulged her fixation and tried to imagine the Stryx that penetrated her brain as an ordinary flesh-and-blood human. He left a wake of uneasiness in her soul after mulling around in her mind.  She feared that the Stryx’s interest in her was not just coincidental but a reasonable explanation for why eluded her. She was sure he was not the same one who had chased her down only a few years ago, but perhaps he was the other one.

      “Could it be?” She whispered aloud—her voice slipped into the darkness on light puffs of her breath. Nerves tingled through her body. “But why would he take so long to come after me?”

      The damp chill in the air had reached her bones, and she wrapped her arms around herself tighter. She glanced into the black emptiness above; no moon lit her way, nor did stars dot the sky. The scent of rain, now thick in the air, reminded her to quicken her pace to get home without being caught in a downpour.

      The weight of the day, paired with a looming rainstorm, triggered a throbbing in her head. Rubbing her forehead, she tried to ease her headache and stem the flood of unpleasant memories threatening to further unravel her control. The night was already brimming with uncertainty thanks to her recent encounter with the Stryx. Despite her best efforts, the memory refused to stay locked away, and it overpowered her thoughts.
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      A small cry escaped my throat, drawing the attention of the taller Stryx. His head swiveled on his shoulders, eyes narrowing as if zoning in on me. I turned and bolted down the street as fast as my feet could carry me. Undeterred by gelatin knees, I moved faster than ever as adrenaline surged in my veins. My hair whipped around my face, fallen from the woven braid meant to control my thick waves.

      I had barely reached fifty feet when a solid thump slammed into my back, propelling me forward. I wobbled, knees buckled, and legs wheeled, but keeping myself upright was beyond my abilities.

      The uneven cobblestone road broke my fall. The force and speed of impact forced breath from my lungs. It was fast, and the pain had not yet reached my brain. For a moment, I only knew the panic of running out of oxygen and the belief that the Stryx had caught up after my blunder.

      Silent and waiting.

      Unfortunately, the intense agony did not stay away for long, and hot razor pain radiated throughout my jaw and cheek, followed by a profound throbbing in my hip and a searing burn on my palms. Tiny, jagged pebbles and coarse grit were embedded in my hands. Hot metallic fluid coated my tongue, flowing from my lips.

      What could have hit me so hard, a carriage, maybe? But there was no sound of horse hooves clomping over the pavers. Where was the Stryx?

      Answering my question, two icy hands grabbed my shoulders and flipped me onto my back. It was the Stryx that had knocked me down! But how? He was so far away. I was tongue-tied and unable to respond in any other way than gawking, open-mouthed, at the angry, narrow slits looking down at me. Tears had just begun to form in my eyes and race down my battered, raw cheeks. It all happened so fast. The sting of salty tears made me regain a hold of the moment. The rigid body of the Stryx was pinning me to the ground.

      His long, lean frame was surprisingly weighty as I struggled to break free of his grasp, but he held me tighter and pressed his heaviness down, further immobilizing me. The combination of fear, pain, and the sense of being trapped caused panic to rage through me.

      Anticipating my scream, he placed a long finger on my bloodied mouth. That finger gently massaged my swollen lips. Without words, he told me to be silent and leaned closer to my face, mouth stretched, revealing his wicked rows of razor-sharp teeth.

      I refused to comply and fought again. I spat into his face, but then gasped from the crushing restraint of pressure clamping inside my skull. The pressure seemed to emphasize the torment of my wounds, yet also sent a calming flow of bliss through me—a sense of well-being and safety. Suddenly, the pressure in my head subsided, my pain significantly dulled, and he released his grip.

      The Stryx snapped his body upright, pulling me to my feet in one motion. He stared at me briefly and tasted the blood—my blood on his fingers. A smile flashed for a millisecond across his lips just before he grabbed my arms. Spinning me on my heels, he gave me a little shove and painlessly entered my mind.

      “Go. Run. Now.” The command was so loud I pawed at my ears with my swollen hands, but realized there was no sound to hear. Without looking back, I ran as fast as possible, fearing the Stryx would attack me again, playing a sick “cat and mouse” game.
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      “But it didn’t,” she whispered.

      Marin lifted her eyes to the dark, hazy sky of heavy clouds, searching for a glimpse of the moon as she contemplated her memory. She paused, “He, not it. He let me go.”

      He let me go. The thought should have brought relief. Instead, it twisted in her stomach. A monster killing her would have made sense. A monster sparing her did not.

      And it was that lingering thought—the unknown motivation that tormented her.

      The clouds had a subtle glow, but the moonlight could not penetrate the thickness of the cloud cover to provide much light on her way.

      “Why did he let me go?” she asked the heavens as if they might answer her.

      Why?

      The question followed her through the darkness.

      He had every opportunity. Every reason. Every excuse.

      Yet he had let her go.

      The memory should have faded years ago.

      Instead, it clung to her.

      He had caught her. Pinned her to the ground. Tasted her blood. Then let her go.

      The memory should have been comforting. Instead, it frightened her more than if he had tried to kill her.

      Shivers raced through Marin’s body, and she squinted into the inky blackness, searching for her beacon. A thick fog exacerbated her vision struggles. The evergreens she knew lined her path were towering, murky cones against the dark sky. Far up the road, she could see the faint glow of the porch lamp. It was still far away.

      Exhaustion and a dull throb in her joints and long bones dragged her down physically. It only added to her mood, spiraling into a pit of gloom. Typically, she was grateful for her home, a sizable chunk of land on the outskirts of the overpopulated village hub, but tonight, she despised the long walk home. Her uncle never returned at a decent hour, and the company he kept after the pub closed was risky at best.

      Few people still lived on the outskirts, making them targets for investigation. The Stryxal Patrols that had combed the area years after the war flushed most of the families out and into the village center.

      Marin could barely remember life before they held so much power over everyone. She could remember a world of sunshine, laughter, and beauty. The air smelled of fresh wildflowers. She knew it was not always possible to have been that way, but it was what she remembered.

      Most of the buildings beyond Marin's land had been destroyed. Burned. Leveled. Erased. The forest had swallowed what remained.

      The Strygolians had made certain no one gathered there again.

      Marin was born during a calm and peaceful time when the Strygolians had backed down against the human resistance. Her fairytale childhood memories of both her parents alive and well were lost to the realities of war, and much of her recollections were tainted with the knowledge that her father had been killed defending the human race and her future.

      William Grienger died during the Strygolian’s final attack when Marin was a toddler. Her favorite memories of her father were snuggling on his lap, stealing sips of his evening tea, nibbling on his dry biscuits, and that he smelled of cedar and lavender. His whiskers tickled when he kissed her goodnight. She recalled his rough, calloused hands, large and engulfing her tiny fingers.

      Everything else she knew of William came from stories.

      He had fought in the uprising as a young man, returned home a hero, and fallen hopelessly in love with her mother. Against all expectations, her grandfather and namesake, Marlen, had approved the match.

      Their happiness had been short-lived. William died before Marin was old enough to remember him, leaving behind a pregnant widow, a daughter, and a future stolen by war.

      Marin squeezed her eyes shut, tamping down the memories to stop thinking about her past. All of her past, even the thoughts of the Stryx—the one who let her go.

      “He had every reason to kill me.”

      His mercy should have comforted her. Instead, it terrified her because there had to be a reason.

      Enough!

      Getting home was what she needed. She sucked in a slow breath through pursed lips and held it momentarily before releasing it, but little relief settled her rocky soul.

      The moon still had not appeared, and the clouds hung low against the earth. The whole sky was closing in and crushing her. She knew exactly where she was, but was lost—trapped.

      Monsters didn't show mercy.

      The thought slithered through her mind, and it was the final straw in her resolve as she broke down. She begged the heavens for guidance despite fearing no one was listening. She pleaded with every cell of her being for something to change.

      She needed something.

      A reason. A purpose. A future that wasn't measured in surviving one more day beneath Harris's roof. One more day pretending she wasn't angry. One more day pretending she wasn't lonely.

      She needed something to live for, and it could not be only for her cousin. She bargained for her life’s direction.

      Amid her petitions for help, a fat drop of rain landed on Marin’s cheek. Startled, she opened her eyes, realizing the sudden impromptu prayer had left her in the middle of the dark road. The size of the raindrop meant that many more would soon be following, and she would be soaked if she did not get home quickly. She started toward the flickering lamp, and the pitter-patter of droplets became a pelting and an all-out downpour.

      “No, no—no!” She howled, feeling once more as if her prayers were ignored.

      Her heavy legs came to life, and Marin was in an all-out sprint. Each pounding of her feet into the ground caused an equal shockwave in her head. Water blurred her vision, and the increasing wetness of her cloak seeped into her clothing. Emotions flowed through her, causing her mind to spin and pangs of pain to snap inside her head.

      Barely able to make out the lamp, she trudged through the deep puddles, trying to avoid the ruts in the muddy road. It almost seemed farther away, not closer as it should. Her lungs worked overtime to pull air in hard and fast, providing her burning muscles with oxygen to keep going. Her chest ached, and her heart pounded with the force of a cannonball. Her breath was impossible to catch, no matter how hard she tried to suck oxygen into her lungs.

      It was no ordinary response to exercise. Marin’s legs grew heavy and weak from exertion, causing her effort to dwindle to a half-hearted jog. She felt like she would explode and could not get enough air. Sobs began to rack her body, and she stopped running and collapsed to her knees—defeated. The bitter tang of bile filled her mouth as her stomach threatened to empty its contents. She caught her breath, but the sobs continued.

      Unless he wanted something—what did he want from her?

      A release took over Marin as she cried. Thoughts, memories, and horrible things in her life overwhelmed her. They flooded her mind relentlessly until she gave over every last morsel of control. Her grief and sorrow took hold, owning her until she was a quivering mess. She cried until she had no tears left.

      Numb and hollow to the core, Marin barely noticed her rain-soaked clothes clinging to her chilled body or the puddle collecting beneath her. The rain was her tears, and thousands of her unanswered prayers were cast back to earth, her requests for help rejected.

      As she'd always known, she was on her own.

      No one was coming to save her.

      Unaware of how long she sat crying and screaming to the heavens, Marin lifted her face to feel that the rain had dwindled to a drizzle. The chill in her cheeks burned with icy prickles and hot tingles. She could not remember the last time she let her emotions run wild and free. She let out a snort of disgust at her self-pity and display of weakness. With stiff legs, she pushed to her feet, trudging through the soggy cratered path toward the porch lamp that still seemed too far away. She was grateful to be alone—no one to witness her outburst and moment of weakness.

      For a few breaths, she felt better, lighter. Letting it out had helped. Even being trapped in a strange realm that went nowhere, with the lack of moonlight, was a little less daunting.

      “But why am I not closer?” she wondered out loud.

      Marin’s relief was not meant to last, as confusion about her location eroded her calm. Frustration and anger at herself filled her with bitterness. Marin stopped stiff, locked in her steps because something else oozed through her brain—hate.

      What if Harris never came home?

      Genuine, pure hate, the kind that dismissed all values. The type that blackened the soul and was irreversible. Her mother had warned her about the feelings teasing at her heart. As bad as her mother’s situation was, the one thing above all else her mother taught her was not to let hate take over her heart and mind. In giving in to hate, she warned Marin she would lose the ability to see the good. The evil of it had already tempted her once tonight when she vowed to kill her uncle.

      “Enough!”

      Why doesn’t it stop?

      Horrid thoughts and images of killing her uncle popped into her pulsating brain, but the strange, awful visions were seductive, and she could not turn them off. They slid through her aching mind like an answer wrapped in a silky ribbon. It mingled with all she knew to be proper and decent until she could see her own hands wrapped around her uncle’s thick neck. His fat bulged between her fingers. His terrified eyes protruded from his sockets, and thick purple veins popped angrily on the surface of his greasy plum-colored face. Wickedness entwined deeper into her mind and dangled in her veins, inching toward her heart. She could not stop the corners of her mouth from twisting into a sinister smile.

      What if I killed Harris?

      “This isn’t me!” she said with a whine, her thoughts still racing.

      I’m not capable of this! Help me, please!

      “No one is going to help you.”

      Instinctively, she outstretched her hands as if releasing something from her grip and shook her head, trying to clear her clogged mind. Marin struggled to rid herself of the terrible visions and thoughts, but the pain intensified the harder she fought. First, it was like a whisper she could not quite decipher, and then the words became more explicit.

      “Squeeze harder,” it buzzed. “He is nothing, a waste of oxygen,” the voice hissed.

      “These words… the voice is not mine! Stop!” she howled at the voice inside her head.

      “I can help you get what you desire. I can help you have the life you want,” sang the silken tongue, a string of promises.

      Marin gasped, half laughing at her plight. “I am losing my mind!”

      “No, I am your voice of sanity and reason.”

      “No!” Marin screamed into the darkness surrounding her, “Leave me be! I don’t want this! Get out of my head!” She was terrified and furious; her mother’s warnings about the recipe for the wickedness were vivid in her mind.

      “Oh, but I think you do.”

      “No!” She wanted to fight. She squeezed her hands into tight balls, ready to pummel whatever was responsible, but nothing was there.

      When pain abruptly left her skull, she sighed and looked for the light she was following, but it was gone.

      “I have to get home,” she whispered, intent upon reaching her destination and searching for the lamp.

      Marin spun and came face-to-face with her tormentor. Unable to react, he captured her lean neck in his ice-cold hand. He squeezed, forcing a hoarse gasp from her throat, and dug his sharp nails into her flesh until her skin gave way. His heartless expression told her she might have taken her last breath.

      The last thing she saw was the familiar narrowing of those eyes.
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        Earlier

      

      

      The pub door slammed behind the four Stryx as they stepped onto the street, and the sharp wind flapped their coats around their legs. Faint sounds of talking floated on the breeze, and a dog barked in the distance, but silence existed between them. They rounded a corner, heading west toward the indigo sky glowing with the last bits of the sun’s light.

      Roan hunched his tall, lean frame and broke the quiet. “Kieron, what was that about?”

      “What?”

      “You shouldn’t be messing with the girl like that. Just last week, I told you. The pub owner is trouble.”

      “Trouble? Then all the more reason⁠—”

      “Enough. You know what I mean if he were to mention it⁠—”

      “Like I just told you, I’ll do whatever I damn well please,” snarled Kieron as his eyes flashed with anger at his partner, as he stopped and faced him. Kieron’s volatile temper was starting to simmer, and he had no intention of being lectured in front of the others. “Not one more word,” he snarled, seeing that the others had nearly reached them.

      Kieron whipped around and trudged ahead to put distance between them. Roan hurried after him.

      “Well, don’t expect help from me if the guards find out,” he argued, the partner assigned to Kieron after he and Cedric had been reassigned. Kieron slammed into Roan, who held his ground, landing a solid punch in Kieron’s ribs. Cedric and his partner, Kael, pulled the two apart in a flash.

      “Damn it, Kieron! This is a perfect example of why I no longer want to work with you. What are you doing?”

      “Just a friendly sparring with Daddy,” he laughed and jerked his arm away from Kael, straightening his jacket and repositioning his hood over his leathery scalp. Beneath the cloth, the faint glow from a nearby light lit the planes of his face, and the human he used to be was almost visible.

      “Daddy? If I were your father, I would have drowned you like a litter of unwanted cats.”

      Kieron mocked Roan, mimicking his voice and how he crossed his arms over his chest—the disapproving father figure. Kieron did not need it. He had a father who left or died, perhaps both. He didn’t care what happened to him.

      “Knock it off. You have already cost me enough,” Cedric boomed, gripping his brother’s shoulder. The two were close to eye to eye, but Cedric had a couple of inches on Kieron.

      “Get your hands off me, Cedric; you caused your problems. I never asked for your help,” shouted Kieron as he readied to fight. “It had nothing to do with me; you almost killed us both, jackass. And the extra year? That is all on you.” Then, he nodded toward Kael, sneering a wicked grin, “And him.”

      Roan stepped in again, “I was assigned to you to make sure you did not make any more mistakes.”

      “Get out of my face.”

      “Don’t you want to be free?”

      Kael, the shortest and bulkiest of the Stryx, added, “If you don’t want to help yourself, help us. Just a little more! Then we are free. Done, we walk away.”

      “You tricked Cedric to get your sentence lessened, tacked on more time for him. That wasn’t me.”

      “I had no idea that would happen,” snarled Kael as he took another step toward Kieron, fists clenched.

      “Right, because you are such an upstanding citizen. Heliena’s little toy and Vale’s⁠—”

      “Enough!” roared Cedric as he and Roan gripped Kael’s arms and struggled to keep him from tearing Kieron to shreds.

      “You can get pissed at me all you want, but the fact that you all believe those lying assholes is truly something to behold. You are all stupider than you look,” refuted Kieron. He paced backward, putting space between himself and the others. It wasn’t easy to unhinge Kael, but the rumors about his ex-lover had rang truer than Kieron had once thought.

      His brother growled over his shoulder, “Don’t think I will sacrifice a moment longer of my life than I have to for your ignorance.” Kael jerked out of their grasp and paced at a short distance. Cedric faced his brother. “And, yes, I believe that they will let us go. I have done my time, and if you lengthen that again…”

      Kieron threw his arms out to his sides. “What, Cedric, what?” The two stared into each other’s hollow, empty eyes. Kieron kept daring Cedric to say the words. Meaningless words he did not believe, just more empty threats. Cedric had not followed through with any of his warnings in thirty-plus years.

      Cedric finally responded, ending the long pause, “I will destroy you.”

      “Right. Your brother? Your only family?” scoffed Kieron.

      “Yes. I lost my human life for you, and now I am serving a slave’s life with added time. Why can’t you use your brain for once? I won’t do it again.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      "I gave everything up for you," Cedric snapped. "Immediate death—that was the bounty on your head."

      For the first time, surprise flickered across Kieron's face. Roan felt it too. Something had changed. Something dangerous.

      Cedric had threatened Kieron before.

      Tonight, he meant it.

      Unnerved, Kieron stepped back and softly replied, “That was your choice.” He shook his head and backed away, saying, “I never wanted your help. Now, I have another way out. I don’t need you.” He turned and left.

      Cedric watched his brother disappear into the darkness. There had been a time when Kieron cared what people thought. A time when accusations angered him because they weren't true. That man was gone.

      Now, every condemnation seemed to harden him further. As though, if enough people called him a monster, he had finally decided to become one.

      Roan and Kael watched their gray-faced partners, and they both knew Cedric was right. Although they caused their fate through their actions, Cedric tried to save his brother. He was no criminal like the rest of them.

      “Another way out? What is that about?” Roan questioned.

      Cedric shook his head and snarled, “Let’s go.” They headed toward their abandoned living quarters. Small, dark shadows of scavenging rodents scurried next to the footings of the empty buildings as they traipsed through the dark. The only sound was their boots against the bumpy cobblestone walkway echoing off the rough, hand-cut stone walls.

      The large building on the edge of town was their refuge. Likely the oldest structure in the village, it was the remnant of a human-built armory that had been mostly destroyed by war and weather, yet still provided shelter.

      No one ever came near the place because they believed it to be haunted by the hundreds of soldiers who died when it was attacked many years ago. The Stryx found no lost spirits lurking about the place, but their presence fed the tales. Behind him, Cedric ignored the muted conversation between Kael and Roan. It was about him and Kieron, but he cared little what they thought of him. His brother was right. Before tonight, every threat he ever made was backless. The surge to do just as he promised was new, and Cedric wondered if it was his breaking point, the last strand of decency tethering him to the human he used to be.

      Despite their gray, eerie appearance, the Stryx were still largely human in mind and body. Most humans believed every Stryx deserved the curse.

      Most were wrong.

      Some were murderers. Some were monsters. Others had simply been useful to the Elders. Useful people disappeared all the time.

      To address crimes against purebloods and converts, the Elders created the Stryxal Servus. Officially, it was punishment. In reality, it provided obedient servants, powerful warriors, and convenient scapegoats.

      Cedric knew because he had nearly volunteered.

      Not for power.

      For Kieron.

      Like all Stryx, he had once been human, then a Duinova Vile—a convert. One poor decision, one act of loyalty, and now he existed only to obey. Retrieve souls. Hunt enemies. Follow orders.

      And every day he regretted it.

      Cedric despised the way of the purebloods, yet he existed to obey their commands, thanks to his brother. Buffeted by the heartless things Kieron had done because he enjoyed it and the crimes Cedric committed against innocent humans because the elders ordered it, he had to wonder if it was that different. Cedric considered how much of it was his fault. Had he let his brother go, neither would be a Stryx. Kieron would have been executed or killed by those he betrayed, and Cedric would still be human.

      Still human.

      To think of it stung with regret and a sense of missed opportunity. His soul would be clean, and his days would be spent in honest, hard work to get by. He might have found someone like the girl in the pub, the one he should not know, and—late at night, when his thoughts turned on him—he wished he had never touched.

      Cedric wished he had never tasted her blood. But more than anything else, her soul haunted him. Not because she frightened him or because she fascinated him. It was because she reminded him of everything he had lost.

      She reminded him that he had once believed in a future.

      Once believed there would be a home. A family. Someone waiting for him at the end of the day. Marin was a living reminder of every possibility he had destroyed.

      Instead of a home, a family, and honest work, Cedric had become a collector of the dead. Unlike his brother, every soul he retrieved stained him further. Every order carried him farther from the man he once wanted to be.

      Kieron thrived from the power of their Stryx duties, where every task eroded more of the man Cedric used to be. He loathed every moment of it and was sickened by his brother’s greed for power and lust for cruelty.

      At last, the Stryx reached their destination. Discovered by mistake, the armory had become their refuge and shelter. The Stryx entered the dank shelter and retreated to their sleeping quarters. Cedric paused for a moment and surveyed the building’s interior, remembering the night they found it.

      Kieron and Cedric had engaged in an argument that escalated into a vicious fight in which both had nearly beaten the other to death. Staring at one another across an alley after they were too battered and exhausted to move, Cedric finally understood how neither received the death penalty. Their pardon and sentence, as Stryx, were just another nasty trick of the Strygolians. Kieron’s crime should have been instant death, and Cedric should have earned the same for hiding him.

      As he pulled his battered body into a standing position, Cedric glared at his brother, still a lump on the ground, laughing. Cedric promised himself that he would walk away from future altercations. Even as he made the promise, he knew one day he would break it. Eventually, Kieron would push too far.

      The armory had become their refuge by accident.

      After one particularly vicious fight, Cedric wandered the village alone and stumbled upon the abandoned structure.

      While the others were grateful for shelter, Kieron complained.

      Now, Cedric plodded up the stone stairs to his room, bearing the weight of their argument. Kieron was the last of his living family, but he was serious about destroying him if he elongated the sentence. With the approaching change of season, Cedric sensed a horror that would alter them all forever. He was not clairvoyant, but every inch of his being itched with the sense of impending change. With his brother on his mind, he hoped for the best.

      Cedric mulled over what he knew of his brother. Kieron blamed bad luck, but Cedric knew better. Greed had caught them. And now they were both paying for it.

      Cedric sought solitude, far from humans, Strygolians, and purebloods. If he was honest with himself, the future he wanted also included a particular young woman.

      He plopped onto the sagging, damp mattress that was his bed. It mattered not that the bed offered little warmth or that the shelter was far from dry because the chill that had claimed his bones since his conversion could not be warmed. Being bound to the sentence of Stryxal Servus brought with it the constant hunger for blood. It was a gnawing craving he could never satiate. There wasn’t enough blood to fulfill him due to the Stryx curse.

      And it was a curse. He was walking death. Food had no taste. Touch carried no comfort. Warmth never reached him.

      Only hunger remained. Endless, gnawing that could never be satiated. It was constant and unforgiving. But worst of all, for every soul they raided, there was a small memory or essence forever tattooed within his being. They were gone forever, but their imprint would punish him for an eternity.

      Then there was Marin the lingering, ever-present remnant of the one he let live.

      Buried deep into the hollows where his soul, a tarry, lifeless pit, lay, she tormented him. She was like an old friend and a harmless stranger. She could be a child from his past who had grown up after parting as children. She was a reminder of who he used to be. Her memories haunted him, awakening his own. She reminded him of his youth when his future was a beautiful mystery. She cued up his fantasies about how his life could have been.

      Sometimes he imagined impossible things. A cottage, modest and neat, with a manicured garden. Rows of colorful vegetables and berries—and roses. He wasn’t sure why, but they lined the garden as if protecting it with their thorns.

      Then there was a woman waiting at the door, beautiful and sweet, but strong and proud. Children laughed somewhere beyond sight, two boys, one fairer than the other.

      The fantasy never lasted long. Reality always returned.

      And why was she the woman he envisioned, the mother of those children?

      He knew why, deep in his being, he knew.

      The young woman stirred up feelings of lost hope, regret, and the realization that his existence was purposeless and devoid of anything good. Cedric often wondered if the lingering effects would be the same had he destroyed her, but he was glad he had not. She was his secret, one he held in the smallest piece of good within him. There was something special about her.

      Marin.

      Cedric had stolen her name from her memories and gleaned it from her thoughts. Her innocence and purity were refreshing despite the torment it wrenched in his core.

      He should have forgotten her years ago. Instead, time had made the memory worse. Not weaker.

      Worse.

      Torment of his own doing, he turned it into some sort
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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