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			Prologue

			It began as a game. Death was always a game, under civilized circumstances.

			Tea was served. Tea and sandwiches, accompanied by glistening cakes and sugared cookies. The guests fidgeted inside the small room with its stone floor and hard wooden chairs: rare antiques made for kings and queens, in older, darker, years.

			In all, six women were present. Three were in their early twenties. Strong girls, with clear skin, bright eyes, and rosy cheeks. Good girls, chosen for their good hearts.

			The two women who had lured them here were older, though only just. The woman in charge had chosen them, years ago, for reasons that had nothing to do with goodness.

			Which was why they were still alive. Whether or not they stayed that way would depend on how the wind blew. The woman in charge had trained them. She knew what they were capable of. She knew the precautions necessary when dealing with them.

			“So,” said one of the newcomers, a lanky brunette with an unseemly penchant for gum chewing. “This is just like a sorority, right?”

			The woman in charge set down her tea. “It has been called such, though I prefer to think of our organization as somewhat more ... mature.”

			“I’m a Kappa Kappa Gamma,” replied the girl, smacking her gum. “We’re very mature.”

			“Indeed.” The woman smiled. “I think you will be happy with us.”

			“And the networking opportunities are good?” asked another girl, a blonde, as blithely oblivious as the rest but with a great deal more intelligence in her eyes. “I suppose you’ve seen my résumé. A computer science degree was supposed to be a sure thing, but no one seems to be hiring. At least, not people they don’t already know.”

			“Or who don’t have experience,” added the last of the new girls, also fair-haired, though certainly from a bottle. “It’s worse in the legal field. They’re telling me they need at least two years of prior work at a firm. Christ. Where am I going to get that if no one will even talk to me?”

			“That is why we are here,” said the woman in charge. “Bright Futures is an organization dedicated to promoting the advancement of promising young women such as you three. Think of us as ... headhunters.”

			“Yeah,” said the sorority girl, giving one of the older women a cheerful look. “That’s what Betty said.”

			Betty wore jeans and a velvet blazer, and lounged like a cat with her arm thrown casually over the back of her chair. Her hair was black, and so were her eyes.

			“I told Hillary that we have contacts in the fashion industry,” she said crisply. “Here in the city.”

			“Not just New York. Paris, too,” added Nikola, the other girl whom the woman in charge had trained. Dark-skinned, with lush copper-toned hair, and a sensual mouth that always distracted men. She wore a long red dress that clung to her curves, and her golden earrings fanned downward against her throat.

			“Cool,” said the sorority girl, though her companions seemed less impressed. Not that it mattered. The woman in charge thought their color was growing worse, and she had to hide a smile when the young lawyer swayed, blinking hard.

			“Is there a bathroom?” she asked, with a touch of embarrassment.

			“We’re almost done here,” said the woman in charge. “Can it wait?”

			She kept her tone polite but with an edge, a hint of disdain.

			The young lawyer stayed seated but gave her a defiant look that under other circumstances might have made the woman in charge think twice about using her as a candidate.

			“You don’t look so good,” said Hillary, who had eaten less than the others and had hardly touched her tea.

			“I don’t feel well,” said the young lawyer, swaying again, her hands white-knuckled as she gripped the edge of her chair.

			“Neither do I,” said the computer science major, who was having trouble keeping her eyes open. “Oh, wow.”

			“Wow,” echoed Hillary, her own eyes getting big. “Yeah, maybe you should both find that bathroom.”

			“Air. Air would be ... better,” said the young lawyer, trying to stand. “I think we ... we should get out of here.”

			“Mmm,” said the other girl, covering her mouth with a trembling hand. “Mmm ... God.”

			She pitched forward, landing hard on her knees. She tried to hold herself up, hands braced on the floor, but her elbows quivered so violently it was only seconds before she lost the fight and was curled on her side, panting. The young lawyer fell beside her moments later.

			Hillary shot off her chair, gasping when her knees almost buckled. Swaying, swallowing hard, she managed to straighten and shot a concerned look at Betty, who hadn’t moved and was watching the two fallen girls with a faint smile.

			“I think they need help,” Hillary said.

			“Do you?” replied Betty, glancing at her with that same sharp amusement. “You should be more concerned about yourself, sweetheart.”

			Hillary frowned. “Why?”

			Nikola sighed, examining her nails. “Well, you’re going to feel everything, for starters.”

			“What does that mean?” Hillary asked, but the woman in charge had risen while the others were speaking, and unsheathed the obsidian blade hidden inside her leather jacket.

			She stood behind Hillary. Betty and Nikola smiled.

			“Answer me,” said the girl.

			“As you wish,” murmured the woman in charge, and stabbed the dagger into the girl’s side, in the kidney. It was a soft spot, easier than trying to cut her throat—or wound her in the back and risk the blade bouncing off bone.

			Hillary shrieked, twisting. The woman muttered a sharp word, power tingling over her skin—and the sorority girl froze, her voice choking in her throat.

			Betty and Nikola moved in like vipers. But not toward Hillary.

			Betty rolled the lawyer over, and knelt hard on her chest. The girl tried to struggle, but it was a feeble effort that bordered on dreamlike. The computer science major wasn’t moving at all. She barely breathed. Nikola crouched beside her and removed a dagger from within a slit in her long red skirt. Betty held her own weapon. Both she and Nikola looked at the woman in charge.

			“Begin,” she said softly.

			And so they did.

			Later, after the power had been drained from the blood, and all were full and sated—sprawled upon the sticky floor beside three cold corpses—the woman smiled to herself.

			“Now we’re ready for her,” she said, closing her eyes and seeing fire. Old fire, old screams.

			She would find the dragon. Finally.

			Betty and Nikola laughed.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			A dragon slept beneath New York City.

			Her dreams were fitful. Her dreams always were. She had been hiding a long time and had run a great distance with no home, no place to rest her head.

			Her home now was humble and small, but it was hers. Filled with light and color, and glass. Small jars of paint, and a canvas to stretch her wings upon.

			Others shared her underworld. Men and women, and children. The dragon protected them, when she could. Some, she considered friends. But always from a distance, where it was safe. Safe, for them.

			Safe meant being alone.

			The dragon had been alone a long time.

			But sometimes, like tonight, she dreamed of a man.

			And he was made of fire.

			More than twenty-five hundred miles away, Eddie knelt on the polished concrete floor of a glass-walled cage, trying very hard not to catch fire.

			The cage was an eight-by-eleven block of concrete and fire-resistant glass, and the door was made of thick steel, framed in that same concrete. No furniture. No blankets. The space had once been part of the dining room, and the double-paned glass wall usually offered Eddie an unobstructed view of the kitchen. There was, however, a privacy curtain that he could draw over the exterior of the cage.

			He had used it tonight. There was a guest upstairs.

			It was over, thought Eddie, putting his back to the wall as sparks danced off his clothes. I was sure it was over.

			He had not lost control in almost a year.

			He had not needed the cage.

			Until tonight.

			You know why.

			Eddie closed his eyes, haunted. Every inch of him, so tender that the softest touch of his clothes hurt as though he were being dragged naked, on gravel.

			Breathe, he told himself. Breathe.

			Eddie breathed, but each breath was hot in his lungs—the same heat burning in his bones, rising through his skin. Smoke rose off his body, singeing his nostrils. He tried to think of cool water, ice, this morning’s silver fog around the Golden Gate Bridge. He imagined the flow of the salt-scented breeze on his face as he’d walked to his favorite coffee shop...

			Everything, good and normal. Part of the life he had made for himself.

			But it meant nothing. His mind kept returning to his mother’s sobs, the broken rasp of her voice—the sound of his grandmother in the background, trying to calm her. Trying, and failing—because she was crying, too.

			Tears sizzled against his cheeks. Eddie held his stomach, overwhelmed with grief and anger. So much anger.

			He pushed it down. Then he kept pushing, and pushing, methodically bottling his emotions: frustration, unhappiness, regret. He hid them all in a cool dark place inside his heart. He buried them, far away and deep, until he felt raw, empty.

			Empty, except for the loneliness. An isolation so profound it bordered on despair.

			Flames erupted against his legs and hands, flowing up his arms to arc over his shoulders—down his back like wings. Eddie tried to stop the fire—struggled with all his strength—but it was like trying to catch the wind. The flames slipped around him, through him, and all the control he had so carefully cultivated once again meant nothing.

			He was powerless. Helpless. And he hated himself for that.

			His spine caught on fire, a deep burn born in his bones, born deeper, rippling from his heart. Eddie closed his eyes, listening to the crackle of flames eating through his jeans and T-shirt, turning them to ash.

			He didn’t make a sound, not even when the burn of his skin made him feel as though he would split apart. He pretended not to feel the soaring waves of heat moving around him, wrapping him in a nest of fire that brushed against the walls of his cage.

			He tried so hard not to think about his sister’s murderer walking out of prison.

			But in the end, it was easier just to burn.

			When Eddie left the cage, a woman was waiting for him.

			He happened to know that she was in her early fifties, though she hardly looked it with her loose red hair, creamy skin, and long, supple body clad in black. A patch covered her right eye, and the other was golden, pupil slit like a cat’s. She leaned on the kitchen counter, arms folded over her chest—and even standing still, there was a lethal, inhuman grace about her.

			Eddie froze and clutched the curtain around his waist. None of his clothes had made it through the blaze.

			“Ma’am,” he said, a little too hoarse.

			Her gaze traveled down his body, cold and assessing. “You make me feel so old. How many times will we meet, Edward, before you call me Serena?”

			Eddie waited. Serena gave him a slow, dangerous smile and picked up a cloth bag on the counter behind her. She tossed it to him. When he looked inside, he found sweatpants and a T-shirt.

			“Roland told me where you keep your things,” she said. “He also mentioned that your skin is sensitive ... afterward. I chose what seemed soft.”

			“Thank you,” Eddie said. “Ma’am.”

			Serena tilted her head, golden eye glinting. Eddie stepped back into the cage, letting the curtain fall behind him. The process of dressing made him feel more human—more grounded in his own body—though his skin still ached, and when he moved too quickly, lights danced in his eyes.

			When he reemerged, Serena stood at the foot of the stairs.

			“They’re waiting,” she said.

			Eddie did not move. “No one mentioned that you would be here.”

			“Shocking, I know.”

			“Yes,” he admitted. “It’s a bad sign. What else has happened?”

			“I don’t know. Yet.” Serena gave him a faint, mocking smile and turned to climb the stairs. “If it’s any consolation, no one told me I’d be in San Francisco tonight. But here I am. I go where there’s trouble.”

			“You make trouble,” he replied. “With all due respect.”

			She laughed, quietly, and kept climbing.

			Eddie did not follow. He watched until she disappeared around the landing, then looked down at his hands. Small, circular scars covered his skin. He rubbed them and shivered.

			He was always cold after he lost control. Cold as winter, in his bones. When he felt like this, he couldn’t imagine losing control ever again. Drained of fire, burned out. Safe.

			If only.

			Eddie took a deep breath and climbed the stairs.

			He entered an immense room filled with overstuffed couches and low tables sagging with books and newspapers. The top floor, the penthouse suite of an entire building owned by one man, one organization—converted into a home and office. Nine floors that could be traversed by stairs and hidden elevators.

			It was night outside. Only a few lamps had been turned on, but the floor-to-ceiling windows let in the scattered light of downtown San Francisco, and that was enough to illuminate the room, softly, as though with starlight.

			Two people stood near the windows. Serena still had her arms folded over her chest. The man who stood beside her was taller by half a foot and broad as a bear. His rumpled flannel shirt strained against his shoulders. Thick brown stubble, peppered with gray, covered his jaw. The scent of whiskey clung to him, but that was no surprise. Not for months.

			Roland’s bloodshot gaze was compassionate and sad as he studied Eddie. Edged with doubt, too. And pity.

			Eddie tamped down anger. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			Roland grunted. “Like what?”

			“Like I’m broken,” he said hoarsely. “Like I’m you.”

			Low blow. Eddie received no satisfaction from the surprise and hurt that flickered across the other man’s face—but he wasn’t sorry, either. He had never thrown a first punch, hardly ever used his fists at all, but for the last year he had wanted to—against the man in front of him. Words were a poor substitute.

			And he needed to hit someone right now. Right now, more than anything, he needed to inflict some pain.

			Roland cleared his throat. “You little shit.”

			“I only look like shit. Don’t confuse the two.”

			“In your case, it’s the same thing.” Roland tilted his head, watching him. “Are you going to be able to do this? Handle New York?”

			Eddie hadn’t told him about his mother’s phone call. He hadn’t needed to. Roland had known from the moment Eddie entered the penthouse, heading for the cage. Some telepaths were like that.

			“According to you,” Eddie said, “there’s no one else.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			He set his jaw, warmth finally trickling back into his hands. “It’s the only answer I need. You taught me that.”

			Roland stilled. Serena murmured, “Generous praise. Given that you’re speaking to a man who hasn’t left his home in over a decade.”

			Roland blinked hard, tearing his gaze from Eddie. “You’re certainly free to go.”

			“I wish I could. I have a grandchild I could be visiting right now, and you smell like a drunk.” Serena swung away from Roland to stare out the window. “But the new alliance stands. A Priori wants me here, and I work for them. Not Dirk & Steele.”

			Eddie was already tired, but hearing those words stole the last of his strength—whatever was left in his heart. He couldn’t keep the bitterness off his face, and it made him feel like a different man. A worse man. Too much like the man who had burned those scars into his hands.

			“It’s all the same,” he found himself saying, even though he wanted to stay quiet and hold in that bitterness and bury it, again and again, as he had been burying it for months. “A Priori. Dirk & Steele. It’s just family.”

			Family and lies. And that was hardest of all to reconcile.

			A Priori was one of the largest, most powerful corporations in the world. Run by a tight-knit family of men and women who possessed singular gifts of a paranormal nature, gifts that had been used almost exclusively for material gain.

			But more than sixty years ago, members of that same family had broken away to form another, much smaller organization, one founded on values that had nothing to do with money or power ... but instead, helping others.

			That organization had become Dirk & Steele. To the public, it was nothing but a high-powered detective agency—but in private it functioned as a refuge. For people like Eddie. And others, who weren’t human by any stretch of the imagination.

			Until recently, however, almost no one at Dirk & Steele had been aware that A Priori existed, or that its connections to the agency ran so deep.

			And no one, certainly, had known that Dirk & Steele’s worst enemy, the Consortium—responsible for human trafficking and experimentation, bioterrorism, mass murder—was part of that same family.

			Your brother, Eddie said silently, looking at Roland, knowing he could hear his thoughts. Your brother runs the Consortium. You knew all along that it existed, and why. You never warned us, not even after it was too late.

			Too late for me.

			Roland flinched, but his bloodshot eyes showed nothing. And Eddie felt nothing except a dull ache when he looked at him.

			At the other end of the room, a shadow detached from the wall: a slow, sinuous flow of movement made of perfect, dangerous grace.

			Eddie had been aware of that presence from the moment he entered the room, but he still tensed; and so did Serena and Roland. It was impossible not to. The old woman who emerged from the shadows was deadly, in more ways than one.

			Little of her face was visible, but her eyes glowed with subtle, golden light. She was Chinese, but so old—and so inhuman—that definitions based on ethnicity held no value.

			“Ma’am,” Eddie said, with careful respect.

			“Boy,” she replied, and the air seemed to hiss across his skin with power. “I’ve met immortals with younger eyes than you.”

			He said nothing. Roland muttered, “Long Nu. Get on with it.”

			The old woman’s hand flashed out, trailing light, and touched the corner of Eddie’s mouth. Not with a finger, but a claw—cool as silk, sliding across his lips, down his jaw. He smelled stone and ash, and a hint of sandalwood.

			“You know what you have to do?” Long Nu said to him quietly.

			“You want me to find a girl. A girl who can control fire.”

			“A shape-shifter,” she murmured, as golden light continued to shimmer over her hand, and her flesh rippled with scales. “A dragon.”

			Eddie reached up, very slowly, and pushed her hand away from his face. “I don’t understand why you don’t go yourself. One of your kind to another.”

			“It would draw the wrong kind of attention. More than what is already focused on the child.” Long Nu glanced at Roland. “She is being hunted.”

			Hunted. A girl, hunted. Eddie felt a cold, visceral disgust when he heard that. It made him think of his sister.

			“No one told me,” he said.

			“We were not sure. Now we are.”

			“Who’s after her?”

			Long Nu hesitated, and that was enough to convey to Eddie just how bad it was.

			“They are called the Cruor Venator,” she said, in a cold, heavy voice. “Blood Hunters. Witches who steal power from blood.”

			Serena sucked in her breath, a startling sound because it was filled with fear, dismay: two emotions Eddie had never, once, associated with her.

			Eddie shared a quick look with Roland. “Witches?”

			“Not just any witches,” Serena said sharply, continuing to stare at Long Nu. “Killers. Vicious, ruthless. They live for death. It’s their first, and only, pleasure.” She moved even closer to the dragon woman, as though stalking her, hands flexing at her sides. “But it’s impossible. That magic hasn’t been seen in a hundred years.”

			Long Nu shook her head. “I know what such a death looks like. A shifter in Florida was lost to a group of them only two weeks ago. The same shifter who contacted Dirk & Steele about the girl.”

			A hard knot of unease hit Eddie’s gut. “I didn’t know he was dead.”

			Roland rubbed a hand through his hair and closed his eyes. “I only just found out. Long Nu discovered Estefan’s murder through different channels. When he stopped e-mailing me, I thought maybe he’d changed his mind about asking for our help in finding the girl.”

			“I suspect he reached out to you because he had an idea of what threatened her. Except the Cruor Venator got him first,” said Long Nu in a cold, blunt voice—looking directly at Eddie as she spoke. “Estefan was ripped apart. Drained of blood. Part of his heart eaten. Skinned. It was a very bad death.”

			Eddie did not blink or flinch. Long Nu, still watching him, added, “His wife is human, and was away when he was murdered. She explained that just before her husband died, Estefan told her that three women had been asking locals about a girl with golden eyes. It concerned him a great deal ... especially when he learned that they were using her real name.”

			“You think those women are witches,” he said, “and that they found the shifter, and murdered him, because they were looking for the girl.”

			“I know it,” Long Nu replied, with chilling certainty. “And even if I am wrong, the mere possibility makes it urgent that we find her as quickly as possible.”

			Serena’s eyes narrowed. “Did he know that she was headed to New York?”

			“Yes. And everything he knew, the Cruor Venator now knows.”

			Deep, dangerous, waters, thought Eddie, feeling that old familiar shift inside his skin, as though he were a shape-shifter himself, transforming into a different person.

			That transformation had begun as soon as Long Nu said the girl was being hunted. After all these years, it was natural as breathing. Part of him was always quiet, always waiting, beneath the fire. A mind-set, where nothing could be depended on, where violence was expected, promised, and always lethal. He had the scars to remind himself if he ever forgot. But he never had.

			His heart donned a cold armor, where he would feel nothing. Nothing, until the job was done.

			Because it was obvious the job was going to require doing things he was going to regret.

			“Just find the girl,” Roland said heavily, clearly reading his thoughts. “Serena, talk to your contacts. I’ll do the same here.”

			Eddie didn’t need to hear more. He didn’t want to.

			He turned and walked away, descending the stairs to the kitchen. He did not look at the cage. He strode down a long hall, then took another flight of stairs to the seventh floor.

			He had an apartment half a mile away, but a spare room had been given to him several years ago, after he had contracted an artificially constructed virus: the prototype of a bioweapon. The infection had almost killed him, with one additional side effect.

			Eddie had lost all control over his powers. All those hard-earned years of focus, sacrifice, and isolation—gone, meaningless. Literally, up in flames.

			The way he lived his life until then had revolved around his ability to protect people from himself. Suddenly, in an instant, that was no longer possible. For almost a year he had needed to live in that glass cage, where he would be safe from others.

			Confidence, shattered. Heartbreakingly alone.

			Those first few times venturing beyond its glass walls—terrifying. After that, months where Eddie did nothing but stay indoors or sit on the roof of the building, staring at downtown San Francisco. Watching people. Watching the world.

			It had taken another six months for his confidence to return ... but only because he’d had no choice. A friend needed help. That had been motivation enough for him to test the limits of his new control, and after that ... it had gotten easier.

			Taking back his old life had felt like a miracle.

			Now he wondered if he needed to return to the cage again.

			The spare room that Roland had given him was nearly a thousand square feet in size and full of windows, overlooking the city. His bed was a mattress on the floor, and his clothes were stored in plastic bins. Stacks of travel books, language study guides, and science magazines surrounded his bed, along with a small lamp and a box full of bottled water.

			Eddie found a backpack and began stuffing it with underwear, a pair of jeans, and some T-shirts.

			He found a small leather wallet, covered in stains and worn so thin with age it almost broke when he handled it. No money inside. Just photos. He hesitated but placed it in one of the bins, carefully. He had enough distractions.

			Free. He’s free. Good behavior. They let him out because he was a model prisoner.

			Oh, my God.

			Oh, my God, baby.

			He’s free.

			Eddie closed his eyes, and focused on his breathing. With a great deal of effort, he pushed away the memory of his mother’s stunned, grief-filled voice.

			But there was another voice inside his head. His own.

			Don’t go to New York City. Go after Malcolm Swint, instead.

			Kill him.

			For Daphne.

			It would be so easy. All it would take was a thought.

			Just one, little, thought.

			Eddie shook his head in disgust. No. This was the perfect time to leave San Francisco.

			He kept the lamp off. Old habit. He preferred working in the dark, unseen. The city lights were more than enough for going through the motions. He had packed this bag so many times, he could do it in his sleep. It gave his brain time to sort through everything he had been told.

			Find the girl.

			Air moved across his neck. Eddie turned. Long Nu stood behind him, silent as a ghost. He was too surprised to speak—and then he was too busy keeping himself calm as heat flooded his bones and muscles, rising through his skin. The air warmed around them.

			“One more thing,” she said.

			Eddie never saw the old woman move. Suddenly he was falling, falling and falling until he hit the mattress so hard he bounced. Golden light flashed, and he heard a rough, rubbing sound, like the belly of an alligator dragging over the floor.

			A huge clawed foot settled on the mattress beside his head. Heat washed over his body, but it was not from him.

			“Look at me,” Long Nu whispered, her voice deeper now, almost a growl.

			Eddie turned his head. It was too dark for details, but he glimpsed scales rippling over the muscles of a long, serpentine throat ... the hard line of a jaw, the shine of a sharp white tooth. Golden eyes shone like fire.

			“The Cruor Venator don’t just take the blood of shape-shifters,” she said, each word softly hissed. “Any blood will do. But yours ... your fire ...” A deep rumble filled the air, caged thunder, born in her throat. “Fire is elemental. Only dragons have fire in their blood. You will stir their hunger.”

			“I’m no dragon,” Eddie whispered. “I’m human.”

			Long Nu leaned away from him, a slow retreat, revealing a massive body that in the darkness resembled a sinuous coil of muscle and claws, and draped leather. Eddie did not look too closely. He began breathing again. His heart pounded so hard he was dizzy—and that was dangerous.

			Staying calm kept him cool. Staying calm was the key.

			“You’re wrong,” said Long Nu. “What you bury only grows stronger, in time. This is true of what sleeps in blood.”

			Eddie swallowed. “Stay out of my head.”

			“I can’t,” she said simply. “You hide so much of your heart, even from yourself. Hide too long, and you will forget it’s there.”

			He sat up, but had to shield his eyes as golden light flared bright as the sun, blinding him.

			When he could see again, he found Long Nu on her knees, human and mostly naked. Her clothes were torn, hanging off her in rags. Eddie averted his eyes and dragged the blanket off his bed. He handed it to her.

			“Ma’am,” he said quietly.

			Long Nu’s hand touched his fingers as she took the blanket. Her skin was hot—just as hot as his. Even hotter, when she grabbed his wrist with her other hand and held him tight. Smoke rose between them. Eddie set his jaw and met her golden gaze.

			“There are so few left of my kind,” whispered Long Nu. “Find the girl.”

			“I will,” Eddie promised, and found himself adding, “Whatever it takes.”

			Long Nu gave him a mirthless smile, and the smoke between them suddenly became fire. It did not burn him, but the flames flickered up both their arms, like tiny deadly fingers.

			“If the Cruor Venator is hunting her,” she said softly, “it might just take everything you have.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			When Jimmy screamed, Lyssa was holding a warm teacup in her gloved right hand and shading watercolors with her left: ungloved, her skin pale and oh-so-human. A mild headache had been brewing all morning. Not enough sleep. Too little sunlight and fresh air. Bad premonitions.

			Lyssa jumped when she heard the boy’s voice, jumped right to the edge of her battered folding chair, knocking her knees on the plastic table. Everything slid sideways. Tea sloshed over her wrist, onto the painting—and the brush tumbled from her hand, hitting the concrete floor. Cold sweat broke against her back, followed by a wave of heat that made all the burning candles flare with a massive, crackling hiss.

			They found me, thought Lyssa, and all her careful planning went out the window. She sat, paralyzed, even when the boy cried out again. Her body just wouldn’t move.

			Until, suddenly, it did.

			And she ran.

			It was black as a cave outside her nest, which was at the farthest end of the unfinished subway tunnel, at the spot where construction had stopped, many years ago. Nothing there but the old worker’s station she’d moved into, built inside a massive concrete wall. Outside—scattered, shoveled up against the damp walls—was loose rock, unused iron rails, and old electric cables that draped in snakelike piles. In some spots, garbage still remained from the previous resident: plastic cups and rotting clothes, a hollowed-out mattress that was home to rats.

			Desolation, in the dark. Her apocalyptic garden.

			The cool air was heavy with the scent of rust and cement, and stagnant water; and the ground was uneven beneath Lyssa’s boots: dirt and gravel, and the old train tracks that hadn’t ever been used. She raced over them with sure footing. No flashlight, no lamp burning in her hand. Her eyes were good in the dark.

			Lyssa tried to stay calm—to think—but when Jimmy cried out again, his young voice echoing against the cavernous walls, power poured into her muscles, and her entire body prickled with heat. Sight faded into a golden haze. Her teeth sharpened. Lyssa slapped her gloved hand over her mouth, breathing hard through her nose.

			No, she told herself, running faster. Not now.

			Lyssa rounded a curve in the tunnel, passing tents and lean-tos: small makeshift rooms with no roofs, and walls made from standing sheets of cardboard and plywood; surrounded with folding chairs and other boxes; piles of nameless, unidentifiable stuff that had probably served some purpose, once upon a time. Clothes, toys, magazines, broken Styrofoam, metal scrap: rotting in the dark, filthy, smelling vaguely like shit and piss. Or maybe that was the fact that there was shit and piss everywhere, at the edges of the tunnel. Years of it.

			She hated the place.

			Ahead of her, light glinted: cookfires burning in old stainless-steel pots and deep pits dug in the ground. Lyssa smelled onions, hot dogs, and whiskey; and the air sizzled, smoke rising around the face of a familiar man: Albert, who crouched over the food with a pair of chopsticks held in his trembling grip.

			His watery gaze was focused on the boy. On the man holding the boy.

			Jimmy. Twelve years old, so skinny he was practically swimming in loose jeans and a zip-up sweatshirt. His hair was brown and floppy, his cheeks ruddy. His brown-eyed gaze, usually so cocky, was lost behind an expression of real fear. He was trying to free himself from the old man standing rigid in front of him.

			It was Mack. Which was good and bad.

			Bad, because he was nuts. Good, because he was only human.

			He held the boy’s skinny arm with his right hand—the other raised high, gripping an empty can of SPAM.

			“You little fuck!” he roared, shaking Jimmy so hard, the boy lost his footing. “Where’s your fucking dog, you worthless piece of shit?”

			Stay calm, Lyssa told herself, jaw clamped tight. Calm.

			But she wasn’t feeling calm when she grabbed Mack’s left wrist with her strong right hand. She held on so tight her claws almost punctured her glove. Her sweater sleeve slid down. Reptilian scales glimmered into view. Just a hint of them, covering her arm.

			It was dark. No one was close enough to notice that her skin wasn’t human.

			But it made Lyssa panic, all the same—and she forgot her strength.

			She yanked down too hard on Mack’s arm. The old man screamed, and dropped the can of SPAM. He also let go of Jimmy, who scrambled backward, eyes huge.

			Mack fell to his knees, groaning. Lyssa released him, ashamed and afraid. Her skin burned, and she lowered her head, long braids and oversized knit hat falling around her face. If her eyes were glowing...

			Lyssa shut them. “Mack. What the hell?”

			She heard him shifting on the gravel, hissing through his teeth. “Bitch. You broke me.”

			She wanted to be sick but made her voice strong, hard. “No. You’ll bruise, but that’s all. Jimmy, you okay?”

			“Fine,” he said, somewhere in front of her.

			Lyssa took a deep breath, then another. “What happened?”

			Mack’s voice quavered with a sob. “His fucking dog stole my lunch. Left the can out for just two fucking seconds.”

			She finally opened her eyes and looked at the old man. In the three years she had lived in this tunnel, she had never seen him without his gray knit cap, punched with holes and bits of debris. His beard was the same dull color, and so was his skin: ashen, the shadows so deep under his sunken eyes that it was hard to know where one began and the other ended. A skinny, sinewy, cadaverous man—burdened with profound mood swings.

			Seconds ago he had been enraged. Now he just looked miserable, and hungry, and very old. Too old to be living down here, too old to be touched so roughly. Too old to be dealing with someone like her. Even if he was an asshole.

			“Jimmy,” she said heavily, without looking away from Mack.

			The boy climbed to his feet, but remained half-crouched, wary. “I’m sorry. Really sorry.”

			He didn’t sound sorry. Lyssa gave him a warning glance. “Mack, I’ve got some food you can have.”

			“Keep it. You got mean hands.” The old man shot Jimmy a hateful look. “I’ll kill that fucking dog if I see it again. You hear me?”

			“Go to hell,” said Jimmy, with all the squeak and snarl of a puppy.

			Lyssa rolled her eyes, marched over to him, and grabbed his arm. She didn’t have to say anything. The boy looked at her and grimaced.

			Albert, who had finally risen from his cookfire, shuffled forward to help Mack stand. Albert was middle-aged, black, with a bad knee that got stiff on rainy days. According to him, it rained every day.

			“That kinda talk’s no good,” said Albert gently, also giving Jimmy a warning look. “Come on, Mack Daddy. I got some dinner you can have.”

			“Fuck you,” Mack said, and this time there was definitely a sob in his voice. “Not hungry. Just surprised I still got my arm.”

			You’re lucky I didn’t rip it off your body, thought Lyssa, uneasy. At full strength, she could have. She had done it before, to other men.

			Fewer than ten people resided in the tunnel, but it was midday up top, so only a handful of the usual residents were around. Most had jobs—part-time at McDonald’s, or working as janitors at Grand Central. Some temped at local businesses that needed muscle for a day. Two panhandled. A veteran who had come back from Iraq only a year before had just landed a job at a construction site—but like Lyssa, had issues with living around people. Nevertheless, she didn’t expect him to stay in the tunnel for much longer.

			The rest, like Albert and Mack, were alcoholics or too mentally disturbed to function up top. Lyssa didn’t care about their problems, so long as they stayed harmless. This was a good tunnel, filled with folk who were desperate but hopeful. Old Mack losing his cool with a kid was a bad sign. Almost as bad as the police sniffing around, which hadn’t happened yet.

			Lyssa figured it was only a matter of time. Most tunnels were watched by authorities—locked, or rigged with cameras and alarms. No one wanted terrorists slinking underground and setting bombs.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” she said to Jimmy, walking him down the tunnel to her nest. “Forget the fact it’s a school day. It’s not safe. Your mom got you out of here for a better life. Not more of this.”

			The boy didn’t answer her. His silence was tense, heavy.

			“Jimmy,” she said, worried. “Why are you here?”

			He ducked his head, almost like a flinch, and pulled a flashlight from his backpack. He switched it on. It hurt Lyssa’s vision, but she didn’t tell him to turn it off. He swung the beam around, and somewhere on their right, she heard a muffled sniffing sound, followed by toenails clicking on stone.

			A dog slunk close. A mutt, one of the ugliest animals Lyssa had ever seen. Part Chihuahua, maybe, but there could have been dachshund in it, or some kind of Jack Russell. Lyssa had seen rats that were bigger.

			The dog whimpered. The boy scooped him up. Lyssa said, “Mack was serious. He’ll kill him.”

			“I’ll kill him,” muttered Jimmy, hugging the dog even closer to his chest. Lyssa gripped his bony shoulder with her human left hand.

			“Don’t say things like that,” she said quietly.

			Jimmy tensed and gave her a sullen look. “I was joking.”

			“I don’t care. You have to think about repercussions.”

			The boy stared at her, then glanced away. “Did you ever kill someone?”

			Lyssa felt cold. “That’s some question.”

			“My mom was wondering why you’re still down here. You’re not like the others. Which means you’re like us.” Jimmy looked at her again, and the glow from his flashlight cast shadows that made his face look hollow, ghastly. “You’re hiding.”

			It was Lyssa’s turn not to answer him.

			The tunnel curved. Most of the walls were unfinished, nothing but excavated dirt. The support columns were made of concrete, covered in graffiti. Trains rumbled, sounding so much like thunder it made Lyssa homesick and heartsore. She missed a good rainstorm.

			“I’ll take you to school,” she said. “We’ll drop Icky off at your place first.”

			“They hate me at school,” he mumbled.

			“Good. Having people hate you builds character.”

			Jimmy gave her a dirty look. “You’re mean.”

			Lyssa ruffled his hair. “Don’t come back here. Not unless someone is with you.”

			“I had to.” Jimmy pulled away from her. “Mandy is missing. Flo, too.”

			Lyssa missed a step. “What?”

			“They’re gone. That’s what their friends said when Mom stopped by their bench at Grand Central. She had sandwiches from work that she was going to give them.”

			“They’re heroine addicts. Anything could have happened.”

			“You haven’t heard the rumors?”

			“No.”

			“People are disappearing,” said Jimmy. “I’m afraid you’ll be next.”

			He had newspapers, articles that he had torn out.

			It was an old habit. The boy was a punk, but he was good with words, and his mom didn’t read English as well as she spoke it. She depended on Jimmy to keep her updated on what was going on in the city, and elsewhere. Newspapers were cheap. Listening improved her English. And it made Ms. Sutabuhr feel good that her son might be learning something every time he read to her.

			Lyssa gave Jimmy a bottle of water from the cooler. He knelt on the threadbare rug, and dribbled some into his cupped palm. The dog, Icky, wagged his tail and lapped at the water. She watched for a moment, amused and uneasy.

			You’ve been alone too long, she told herself. Solitude was easier to accept without reminders of what she was missing.

			Lyssa smoothed out the newspaper articles Jimmy had given her. He watched, wiping his wet palm on his jeans. No emotion on his face.

			He focused instead on the watercolor she had been working on. The canvas was part of a thick drawing block: a heavy sheet of paper with a prominent tooth, its rough texture creating a grainy surface that captured pools of flame-colored water. Flames, everywhere, twisted in knots and claws, and wings made of sheer, delicate fire—all surrounding an empty white space to the right of center.

			A white space that made her heart ache when she looked at it. A white space that stared at her from the page with its own peculiar, haunting, life. Even when she did not look at it, she felt its presence.

			Like now. Heavy, at the corner of her eye.

			Lyssa swallowed hard. “You’ve brought me articles on six different women. Disappearances dating back three months. Only three of them are from New York state. None are homeless, either.”

			Jimmy shrugged, and bent to pick up Icky, who pawed at his ankle. The tiny mutt got lost in the oversized folds of his sweatshirt. “Those have to do with something else.”

			“Jimmy.”

			“Rumors started a couple weeks ago,” he said sullenly. “Maybe earlier. I didn’t hear anything until I went with Mom to the church place and helped with the sandwiches. Guys were warning her to be careful. They knew people who knew people who were just gone one day. All girls.”

			“Homeless? From the city?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How many?”

			“Four, five. More if you count Mandy and Flo.”

			“Maybe they’re sitting in jail, some hospital.”

			“The guys didn’t think so. They were sober,” Jimmy added, after a thoughtful moment. “One mentioned blood had been found at a Midtown bench, in a station where some girl liked to hang.”

			Blood meant nothing. Probably there wasn’t any blood. Just a crazy unfounded rumor getting larger and nuttier by the minute. But hearing that word—“blood”—sent a chill through her anyway.

			Lyssa tapped the newspaper clippings, forgetting herself and using her right hand. The claw on her index finger clicked through the leather on the hard surface: a distinctive, cold sound. Her heart lurched a little, but Jimmy was still looking at the watercolors and didn’t seem to notice. The dog, though, twitched.

			“These six,” Lyssa said, after clearing her throat. “What about them?”

			Jimmy hugged the dog more tightly. “No one knows what happened to them, either.”

			It didn’t surprise her that he’d paid enough attention to the news to single out six missing women. Even when the kid was still living in the tunnel, he kept boxes for different kinds of crime. He collected robberies, murder, assault, rape, kidnapping—there was even a box for the elusive and indefinable miscellaneous—and he was as careful and obsessive as any detective in poring over facts..

			Lyssa wasn’t certain his obsession was healthy or normal, but she wasn’t in much of a position to judge. If it helped Jimmy feel in control of his life—then fine. Maybe he would grow out of it. Maybe she was looking at the future director of the FBI.

			She studied those six faces. Besides the fact that their disappearances remained unsolved, the only thing the women had in common was their relative youth—all were in their thirties, or younger. Two were black, one was Asian, and there was a blonde, a brunette—a lawyer, a college student, an accountant, a homemaker, a cashier at Walmart...

			No connection. The dates of their disappearances were random. Their locations dissimilar.

			Lyssa gave Jimmy a careful look, but he was staring at her painting again.

			“Is that fire?” he asked.

			“It could be,” she said. “Yes.”

			Jimmy pointed to the empty white spot on the drawing block. “What’s supposed to go there?”

			Dread filled her. With some reluctance, she said, “Eyes.”

			He frowned. “Why?”

			“Because I see eyes in my head,” she said, which was the truth but not the whole truth. “And I can’t get them out of my head.”

			Lyssa could see those eyes even now, as though they occupied a permanent spot just to the left of her thoughts: eyes that were dark and masculine, staring into her with incredible intensity.

			A knowingness ... leveled at her soul.

			Premonition, maybe. Which frightened her. Enough so that she was already considering uprooting her life—again—and running. But that was the problem with premonitions: Running might be the very thing to make them come true.

			Lyssa was afraid of what would happen if she ever met the man those eyes belonged to.

			Jimmy scrunched up his nose. “You’re weird.”

			She had to smile. “Yeah?”

			“Well,” he said, hedging a little.

			Lyssa shook her head. “Why these women? Why did you bring them to me?”

			“No reason,” he said, after a noticeable hesitation. “I told you ... they’re gone.”

			She wished he would tell her what was really on his mind. “And nothing in the papers about homeless girls disappearing?”

			“Not yet. Probably won’t be.”

			He was right, but it pained her to hear that kind of pessimism in a twelve-year-old. “What does your mom say?”

			The dog squirmed, sad eyes watery and huge. Jimmy tucked its knobby head under his chin. “Nothing. I tried talking to her ... but she got mad. She doesn’t ... want to be afraid anymore.”

			Lyssa said, “You don’t have to be afraid, either, you know.”

			Jimmy shot her a cold look, then ducked his head, burying his face against his dog. Lyssa also looked down, embarrassed. Of course he was afraid.

			She began folding the newspaper clippings. Both hands at first, then just her left.

			Her right hand was suddenly useless—seized with a terrible cramp that made her clawed fingers curl inward against her palm. She breathed hard through her nose, trying to control the pain. It was getting worse, every day. Her body, betraying her in so many little ways.

			“Okay,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t sound too strained. “I’ll keep my ear to the ground. I’ll be careful. I promise. If I hear anything, I’ll talk to your mom.”

			Jimmy shrugged, like he didn’t care—but his eyes, half-hidden beneath his hair, lost some of their sullenness. His shoulders relaxed.

			And then a smile touched his mouth. “Do I still have to go to school today?”

			“Don’t even,” muttered Lyssa, and bent past him to blow out her candles, one by one. Careful to separate her mind from the silken heat of fire licking at the edges of her thoughts.

			Before she put out the final candle, she glanced around her small, dark, nest: with its sleeping bag set on layers of cardboard and swept concrete; and the walls with their scorch marks; and the dirty air that smelled like smoke because of the mattress that had so recently burned beneath her while she slept.

			Twenty minutes away, Lyssa had an apartment that she never lived in—and in this same city, an employer, and agent who didn’t know her real name or what she looked like—or that she lived beneath their noses. In all this world, she had only one friend who knew who she was—and what she was—and Lyssa hadn’t seen him in several years.

			Because it wasn’t safe. Because she wasn’t human, and people had died because of that. Because she might die—or worse—if the wrong people found her.

			Whatever it takes, you live, her father had said. Whatever you have to do, don’t let them catch you.

			Lyssa grabbed her backpack off the concrete floor. “Better turn on your flashlight.”

			Jimmy did. She blew out the little flame, and darkness swept in.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			There were too many people around him.

			Even here, out in the open. It was a problem. New York City was too crowded for fire. One blaze, in the wrong place, at the wrong time, would kill.

			If the shape-shifter had had any sense—or cared about people at all—she would have gone elsewhere to live.

			You went to Los Angeles, Eddie reminded himself, drinking coffee, watching crowds of people cross the intersection at Columbus Circle. You ran from home, but you stayed in a city. Because it felt safer to be anonymous.

			Anonymous and lost. Thirteen and terrified. Thirteen and a murderer.

			Eddie’s foot began to tap. He stilled it. When he realized that he was rubbing the back of his hand, fingering the old scars, he placed his palm against his thigh and kept it there. His leg felt hot through his jeans.

			Eddie closed his eyes and took another sip of coffee.

			You’re so nervous, teased his sister, in his memories. Take a chill pill, little bro.

			Chill. Chill out. Chillax.

			Stay cold. Don’t care so much. It’ll pass.

			Eddie didn’t want to remember her voice. He didn’t want to think at all about her.

			He didn’t want to think too hard about any part of his life.

			Matthew Swint is getting out of prison. I have to do something.

			Like what? Kill him?

			Eddie closed his eyes, rubbing his brow with his knuckles. He’d managed to go years without thinking too hard about Daphne’s murderer. Once a day, as opposed to all the time. Maybe some people managed to move on, but it was hard for Eddie.

			Every time he created fire, he thought about Matthew Swint.

			Every time, he thought about Matthew Swint’s brother. Who had died in a blaze so hot the police hadn’t found much except his bones.

			I killed the wrong man.

			The sun was warm, but the wind was cold. It felt good. Eddie’s skin was hot, and so were his insides. He set down his coffee on the stone step he was sitting on and carefully pulled a battered, charred photograph from his jacket pocket. It was in a plastic Ziploc bag, and bits had broken off in large black flakes.

			The photograph had burned long before coming into Eddie’s possession and looked as though it had been salvaged directly from hot ashes. Not much left except a fragment of a face: a girl with golden eyes, only eleven or twelve years old, thick auburn hair roped over her shoulder. She was grinning, pulling a fuzzy purple hat down around her ears. Eddie glimpsed snow behind her.

			“Lyssa,” Eddie murmured to himself. “Lyssa Andreanos.”

			She looked like a goofy kid. Sweet, and very human. Not a worry in the world. He would have even gone so far as to say that she appeared ... loved.

			He was happy for her. But also envious. Of all his family pictures that had survived, only a couple showed him with a real smile.

			“You’ve been on the run for ten years,” he murmured to the girl in the photo, wondering if she could still smile. Hoping she could.

			The scant details Long Nu had given him hadn’t painted a clear picture of the girl. Her father had been a dragon shape-shifter. An old friend of Long Nu’s. He and his human wife had died in a fire. Their daughter, Lyssa, had never been found.

			Eddie sipped his coffee. It had gone cold. He concentrated, and the paper cup warmed beneath his hand. A little too warm, maybe. When he tried his coffee again, it burned his tongue.

			He returned the photo to his pocket and glanced around. Even with the cold breeze, the sun had brought out the crowds. He watched faces, pretending he was thirteen again, living on the street, looking for a mark.

			He found three in seconds. Easy targets. Easy cash. New York City was full of people, crammed together, crowded. During those bad years, he would have lived more easily here than in Los Angeles.

			Eddie wondered what the girl in the photograph had done to survive.

			His gaze roved across the street to the Time Warner Center. The curved sidewalk was crowded. Kids perched on the stone guards, talking and listening to music, while cops sat in the cars parked alongside the cabs—watching the kids, and all the men and women coming and going, past the mall, from the mall, talking on cell phones, or not—gazes on the ground, or stubbornly straight ahead, focused on anything but everyone.

			Cabs parked in front of the Time Warner Center. An enormous man got out of one, nearly crawling from the backseat.

			His shoulders were broad, his legs long, chest thick with muscle beneath a button-up denim shirt. Like Eddie, he didn’t seem affected by the cold. His dark hair was tousled around his craggy face, and his demeanor, his height—his entire presence—was utterly imposing. Women gave him appreciative looks. Men got out of his way.

			If only they realized Lannes isn’t human, thought Eddie, amused.

			Not that anyone could tell. As Lannes crossed the street, Eddie marveled at the strength of the illusion: even up close, the man appeared completely human. No sign of wings. No silver skin. Not a glimpse of horns. The illusion perfectly hid the impossible truth: that the man walking in broad daylight was actually a gargoyle, from a race of winged creatures capable of magic.

			And an expert on magic was exactly what Eddie needed.

			He walked forward to meet him, extending his hand. Lannes engulfed him in an immense grip that felt different than it looked: Instead of human fingertips, Eddie felt claws scrape his skin—and the carefully restrained strength in that touch was more than human.

			“I’m sorry for being late,” Lannes said, glancing at the people
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