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  Chapter One

Becca


Becca scraped a dirt clod carefully away from the massive nine-inch talon on her worktable. The cracks and dirty yellow shade of the claw material were visible indicators of its age, an estimated 3,000 years based on the testing she’d done in the lab. She adjusted her goggles and shifted the metal pick to her other hand, flexing to avoid hand cramps. A glance at the clock told her she’d been working for hours on the claw, and plaster and hard-packed dirt and rock still encased more than half of it. And there was that crate delivered from Egypt earlier that she really wanted to break into. Surely the claw could wait… 
“Becca, I’m closing up shop,” her coworker, Sebastian, called from the lab doorway.
Becca leaned in toward the talon and scraped gently, then switched her pick for a brush. “Okay. Have a good night.”
Sebastian hesitated. “Want to grab a bite? There’s this new Greek place just down the street. You tried it yet?”
Becca closed her eyes and breathed deep. “No thanks, Seb. I’ll have something delivered. I want to finish this talon tonight.”
He hesitated, and Becca felt his eyes staring at her back as if willing her to turn around, to catch his hint that he wanted so badly to date her.
Well, she had caught his hint. She just didn’t want to date him. And rejecting him outright when they spent eight-plus hours working alone in her dad’s cryptozoology museum and lab wasn’t an option. Talk about awkward.
“Night Seb,” Becca said, turning and flashing a smile at him to cushion the blow.
He nodded, sticking his hands in his pockets, and left without a word. She heard the security on the front door to the museum beep as he went through, and then the lock clicked. Finally, she was alone.
She hastily cleaned up her workspace, spraying down the area with a liquid neutralizer to clear any stray magical energies that might have been present from the talon. It was a gryphon’s talon, after all. She made note that the spray was running low. She’d have Seb order more from that witch.
She donned thick leather gloves that went to her elbows. She considered the mask, then put it on over her mouth and nose, adjusting the elastic around her head so it fit. Better safe than sorry. She grabbed a crowbar from a pegboard filled with tools, then headed toward the back of the shop where a crate waited for her. A special delivery had arrived that afternoon from Egypt, where her father, the famous Dr. Jerome Wood, was presenting on Apep, the titan cobra of ancient Egypt. His team was looking for evidence that the serpent was real and planned to capture and contain it, if so. He’d left Becca in charge of the lab, promising to send her anything neat that he found. And there it was. The box wasn’t very big, which intrigued Becca. It was the size of a medium dog. Perhaps a skeleton?
Becca threw back the black tarp that had hid the box from Seb’s curious gaze. She had wanted to wait to open it, to figure out what was inside without her over-enthusiastic admirer breathing down her neck and asking a hundred questions. There was a big difference between a guy who read sci-fi comics geeking out about cryptozoology and someone like Becca and her father, who dedicated their lives to the thrill of discovering new paranormal species and translating lore for textbooks and scientific research.
Of course, the difference between Becca and her father was that they disagreed on how to integrate paranormals into society. Her father seemed determined to erase their obvious presence completely, which baffled Becca. Why not embrace diversity and magic and everything amazing about these people and creatures that her father had studied and suspected were real all along? She would never understand it.
She turned her attention back to the crate. Markings in different languages sprawled across the surface in a dark ink that had bled into the wood, making it blurred and difficult to read. Punching the foreign words into her phone’s search engine turned up nothing. It was time to open it.
Breathless, Becca scanned the box with the paranormal detection app she had developed. The green lights flashed and numbers moved. A static sound crackled from the speaker on her phone, and Becca pumped the crowbar in the air.
“Yes!” her muffled voice shouted through the mask. Definite paranormal energy. Whatever it was, its activity was unusually high. The graph on her screen flatlined at the top, showing that her measurement settings weren’t high enough. She’d have to go in and tweak the app—again. Becca set the device down on a stack of nearby cases and took the crowbar in two hands, shoving the tip between the lid and the side. The wood cracked slightly as she leveraged her weight to pry it apart. Nails popped from the wood with a satisfying sound.
Feeling jittery with excitement, Becca walked around and did the same with each side. Once she finished, she dropped the crowbar with a clang and adjusted her gloves before pulling the lid off the crate. A puff of hay dust sparkled in the air, lit by the light from the lab through the doorway. She hadn’t bothered with the light at the back of the store, but now she wanted to get a better view. She picked up the crate and carried it into the lab, setting it on the large, empty metal table she’d just cleaned. Using a gloved hand, she picked up the white paper on top and read the careful script of her father’s handwriting.
Something to keep you occupied while I’m away. Not Apep, but something more mysterious. She’s beautiful, don’t you think? Identify the species and report on your findings. I’ll be out of contact for a while, traveling through South Sinai. This creature isn’t in our database, so if you need help with your research, contact Mitch Macagonov.
—Jerome
He didn’t even sign the note ‘Dad’ or say anything to show he was speaking to his daughter, rather than a colleague. Becca shook her head and tossed the note to one side, then moved the straw at the top of the crate gingerly aside with a gloved hand. Something encased in plaster and bandages rested inside. She heaved, lifting it out and setting it on the table beside the crate with a thud. Dang, it was heavier than she’d expected.
An hour later, after partially freeing the item from its plaster protection, she stared at the mummified...person? Clearly, it wasn’t an actual human, with the child-sized skull and torso ending in a thick, odd-shaped tail. It appeared to be half-woman, half-serpent.
Becca hadn’t seen or even heard of anything like it before. She sat back in a wheeled chair, stretching her arms above her head as she scanned the nearby bookshelf and its row of titles. Mythologies and lore from around the world. Her father had written three of them. Others were rare editions, priceless and much-sought after, since they discovered the creatures of legends actually existed in the Reveal.
Becca had read them all cover to cover. None, that she could recall, mentioned a half-woman, half-snake entity like this.
A creak sounded near the back door. Becca glanced over just in time to see a stack of crates cascade down, bursting open and sending magic stag beetles scattering across the floor in a glittery black wave.
Cursing, Becca pushed up from her chair, using the table to stand. Her foot caught in the wheeled prong of one of the chair’s legs and she tripped, falling toward the mummy. She twisted, trying to avoid crushing the delicate specimen, but her arm scraped against the mummy’s fangs, knocking it over. Her elbow slammed the table and slid out from under her, and her momentum sent her backwards until her head cracked on the linoleum floor. The lights blinked out.
Becca’s eyes flashed open, and she bolted upright, gasping. She scrambled to take off her mask and stared at the beetle shells gleaming on the white linoleum, scattered like marbles. How long had she been out? She reached a hand to the table and pulled herself up, gripping the table’s edge and breathing hard. The mummy sat upright, staring her down with its fierce, open-mouthed expression. Becca blinked. She’d knocked it over when she’d fallen, hadn’t she? Perhaps it hadn’t actually tipped.
A warm trickle trailed down her arm. She lifted her hand, feeling dazed. Bright red blood flowed over dried, crusted blood. She’d been out long enough for the blood to dry, and she’d reopened a wide gash several inches long. She swallowed. It was deep and throbbing.
Did she need stitches?
Becca yanked off her gloves and put her other hand over the gash, applying pressure to stop the bleeding. She had nothing nearby to tie over it. Stumbling, she headed for the bathroom. She flicked on the light, and the ventilation fan turned on too, making her jump. A dusty first-aid kit sat on top of the cabinet. Who knew if it had anything useful in it; it had probably sat there as long as her father had owned the place.
Becca clambered onto the toilet seat and reached for the kit, swallowing hard at the sight of her own bloodied hand. Fumbling around with the box, she tried to get the latch open. She couldn’t use her injured hand. Her awareness of the pain was increasing every moment. She bit her lip to keep from sobbing. She was alone here, and she didn’t want to call 9-1-1 if she didn’t have to. Could she drive herself to the hospital? The alternative was to call Seb…
The latch opened, and she breathed out with relief. A roll of stretchy bandaging, gauze, and antiseptic were all inside, looking pretty new for all the dust on the outside of her box. Her father must have kept it stocked. Becca liberally squeezed antiseptic cream onto the wound, hissing as the thick substance oozed onto her arm and made the wound sting. The slight numbness set in, and she moved on to the gauze, sticking it to the ointment and pressing slightly so it covered the three-inch gash in her arm. The bleeding was already slowing. Surely that meant she didn’t need stitches.
She pinned the end of the roll of bandaging between her wounded arm and the counter, then wrapped with her free hand. It took her a few tries to get the end tight enough that it didn’t slide off her arm, but soon she was in a rhythm, pulling it tight enough to help the bleeding stop, but not so tight she cut off circulation. She pinned the end down with the metal teeth at the end of the bandage and stood for a moment, sucking in air and staring herself down in the mirror.
She looked like a zombie. Not literally, of course. She still had all her flesh, for instance, but working late too many nights in a row and subsisting on energy drinks had hollowed out her eyes with dark circles. Her blonde hair was in complete disarray, a few strands near the front matted with blood from where her arm had bled next to her head when she lay on the floor.
Becca glanced at her hands, fingers coated in drying blood. She spotted the soap next to the sink and scrubbed, then turned on the warm water. As soon as it hit her skin, the tightness that had formed like a boulder in her chest released, and sobs overwhelmed her, shaking her shoulders and echoing in the small bathroom. She hadn’t cried like that since she had broken her arm as a child.
She dried her hands and found her sweatshirt, which she couldn’t fit over her bandaged arm, so she grabbed an old, zippered jacket of her dad’s and tugged it carefully on. She headed for the break room, a cluttered and stale-smelling room above the lab and museum where they could take lunch, grab a nap, study, or whatever they needed. Her dad slept in it when he was home, often leaving Becca alone in their house a few blocks away. Lately, she’d taken to working as late as possible to avoid the too-large, too-quiet house.
She stumbled into the room and collapsed onto the short couch, curling her knees in under the baggy jacket and dragging a thin blanket over herself. She was asleep in an instant.
Waking felt like drowning, her eyes dragging open, her lungs taking shallow breaths. Becca scrubbed at her eyes, then winced as she put pressure on her wounded arm and sat up. She felt the impression of the jacket material on her face and rubbed at the ribbed texture on her skin. Her mouth felt like cotton.
A tiny spot of blood soaked through the bandage, and the pain was acute. Becca frowned and rolled off the couch, holding the arm up, then headed toward the bathroom. The light was still on. A clock on the wall read near three a.m.
Becca carefully unwrapped the bandaging and pried the soaked gauze off. Most of the bleeding seemed to have slowed. She cautiously ran warm water over the wound, blotting it dry with the paper towels hanging nearby. A fresh, thin stream of blood trickled toward her wrist, but she blotted it with the paper and peered closely at the wound.
Something was stuck inside. Dark and brown and tiny. The first aid kit sat on the bathroom counter where Becca had left it, and she moved a few things inside to pull out a pair of tweezers. Hand trembling, she tried to grip the object in her arm. It was jammed in tight.
A dozen tries later, Becca’s nerves were shot. The tips of the tweezers were slick with her blood no matter how often she cleaned them off, and she wasn’t getting anywhere. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply through her nose. One more try.
She bit her lip as she dug into the wound farther than she had been brave enough to go before. Her hand clenched, sending a gush of blood out of her arm. Maybe the wound had been deeper than she thought. She gripped the object and tugged, felt it move, then wiggled the tweezers again.
The wide, blunt object slid out. Becca stared at it for a moment, then hastened to cover up her newly bleeding arm. She got the cream, the gauze, and the bandage on much easier this time, and used the tweezers to pick up the object that had been embedded in her, carrying it to the table where the snake-mummy sat.
Sure enough, the item appeared to be a broken-off piece of a tooth from the mummy’s mouth.
“Great,” Becca muttered, sitting back in the wheeled chair that had caused the whole stupid mess. Her arm throbbed. She should take something for it, but her thoughts were too caught up in the implications of having a centuries-old mummified tooth stuck in her arm. There could be all sorts of bacteria and contaminants on it. She hadn’t fully analyzed it through the microscopes and various tests they usually ran these things through. The hospital would only test her for genetic aberrations and maybe give her a couple of stitches.
She didn’t want to spend the rest of the night in hospital, getting prodded and poked and surrounded by all that sterile equipment. It would heal better if she just slept, she was sure. If it showed signs of infection, she would go in.
What she needed was a snack, some pain meds, and more sleep. She moved to go fix something from the sparsely stocked fridge upstairs when a shimmer caught her eye. Taking a brush from her toolkit on the table, she dusted a patch on the creature’s tail. She used a tiny airbrush next to break away more of the dirt without damaging the mummy’s surface.
From beneath the caked dust, a brilliant green patch emerged. Becca’s breath caught. She glanced at her arm, then back at the mummy, then stared at her arm again, as if scales would start growing before her eyes. That was a silly, sleep-deprived, pain-induced thought. It was just a deep scratch, nothing more. Her arm would feel better in the morning, and she could finish processing the mummy with Seb like she’d planned.
But Becca couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that settled in her chest, haunting her with every throb of her wounded arm, as the hours ticked by while she lay shivering under her blanket in the break room, thinking about the mysterious serpent that waited on the metal table in the lab downstairs, and next to it, a bloody, mummified fang. A fang that appeared to have grooves on the back, just like the fangs of most venomous snakes.






  
  Chapter Two

Avaan


The Lamia is a beautiful, even sacred creature. Only the most noble of blood are chosen to inherit a nest. I, Aahad Mansur, now head the Muluk Altheaebin nest. The Lamia do not trust me. Hate me, even. But I have Charmer’s blood in my veins, and they cannot resist the summons of my flute. In time, I will earn their love. For now, I will force it. 
From the journal of Aahad Mansur, 1858
Avaan’s sweaty palms gripped the worn wheel of the rattling bucket of metal as it sped down the highway. He kept his eyes pointed at the road, the horizon, the passing landscape, actively avoiding the woman sitting on the passenger side. He couldn’t help but notice whenever her fingers drifted up to the painted wooden flute on a cord around her neck. They traced the worn wood, then gripped it until her knuckles turned white, as if she wished to shatter the delicate instrument and throw the pieces out the car window.
Avaan tore his eyes away, though it took great effort. Honey-blonde hair flowed past Rebecca’s shoulders. She wore it down instead of in a ponytail today, and it was almost as distracting as her eyes. Her yellow-green eyes glittered like jewels even when she glared at him.
A car honked, shifting lanes and speeding past their vehicle. Avaan jerked the wheel. He was driving straight, why had that numskull blasted past him?
“You’re going forty-five, moron. Speed limit is sixty-five here. Do they have speed limits where you come from?” Rebecca’s voice dripped with derision.
Avaan cleared his throat. “My mind drifted. I’m sorry. I will pay better attention.” He gritted his teeth. Daydreaming again. About the impossible. Rebecca would never see past their first encounter, when he’d attempted to bind her to him with the powers of the Lamia Charmer. If she could only see that they were meant for each other…But no. She would prefer going insane to being with him. Curse that Tarot reader who’d convinced him it was his fate to meet this girl.
Where he saw a gift, she saw a curse. And she was determined to get rid of it. As if such a thing were possible.
Avaan snorted, and Rebecca shot him a glance.
“The whole concept of a Lamia Sanctuary is ridiculous. In my home country, when my great-grandfather was a Charmer, Lamia wanted a Charmer. They sought them out to avoid the madness.” He tapped the top of the steering wheel with the palm of his hand for emphasis.
“You just don’t like that the beings your family oppressed have sought refuge from abuse and captivity. Where did you think the Lamia went? Haven’t you wondered why you had to leave Lebanon to seek them out? They escaped, Avaan.” She punctuated the words with a satisfied smirk, folding her arms and leaning away from him.
“They were stolen. Kidnapped. My ancestor’s documents speak at length—”
“From the captor’s perspective! Of course, he’s going to paint it like that. He wouldn’t admit they had run away from him,” Rebecca insisted.
Avaan set his jaw. She would never listen to reason.
“Watch the road!” Rebecca yelled.
Avaan swerved to avoid hitting the car in the next lane. He let out a long, slow breath when the car straightened.
“If you can’t stay alert, pull over and I’ll drive,” Rebecca snapped.
Avaan’s grip tightened on the wheel. “You haven’t slept. You’ll kill us both.”
“Okay. Fine.” Rebecca pushed the lever on her chair, and it reclined. She closed her eyes, then cracked them open, catching him staring at her. Her finger jerked at the front of the car. “Eyes forward.”
Avaan obeyed, driving in silence for several minutes, fuming at his own weakness. He’d already delayed finishing their bond for far too long. But he’d had some romantic notion about waiting until she was ready. What would his forefathers think? He was taking orders from a Lamia. It was a betrayal of his heritage. The Charmer controlled the serpent. The serpent served the Charmer. Not the other way around.
A drop of rain hit the windshield, then another. The wipers moved with an obnoxious thwacking sound. The tread on the top wiper was loose. The rain picked up, and Avaan increased the wiper’s speed. Rubber squeaked against glass. The parts thudded.
A quick look at Rebecca revealed her eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell with a deep steadiness. Did she feel safer because he was busy driving? He couldn’t take his hands off the wheel and reach back to take the necklace, not unless he wanted to risk a crash.
As if hearing Avaan’s thoughts, Rebecca breathed in deep and sighed, then moved her hands to cover the flute where it rested beneath her shirt. Avaan clicked his tongue and tapped his fingers against the steering wheel.
Letting the Lamia hold the flute was dangerous. Rebecca didn’t understand how having a Charmer tame the snake inside her would be beneficial. She’d be much safer under his control. Even though she didn’t want it, he had to do it. It was for her own good.
Avaan started humming, glancing at Rebecca to see if she stirred. Her eyelids fluttered. He rehearsed the notes of the binding songs out loud, going over the finger placements in his head. When he did get the flute back, he’d be ready.
When her breathing grew heavy and she hadn’t shifted positions in several minutes, Avaan raised the volume of his humming. She remained still. He called her name softly and waited. No movement, nothing.
Avaan shifted in his seat and clenched and unclenched his hands on the wheel. He would reach back and grab the top of the cord where it draped against her throat, yanking the flute out of her shirt. In a few moments, control would be his, and Rebecca would be free. Even if she didn’t realize it now; she would thank him later.
Avaan licked his lips. Traffic was clear behind him. Time to make his move. He slowed down, pulling over to the side of the road as gradually as he could manage. No need to risk their lives. He had a moment before the lack of movement potentially woke Rebecca up. He unbuckled his seat belt and pushed off from the car floor, twisting his body backward and reaching for the cord. In his haste, he pushed too hard and threw himself off balance. He felt his weight shift and tried to catch himself. His palm landed on Rebecca’s chest, and her eyes flew open.
Avaan yanked back his hand, righting himself. Rebecca shrieked and slid up the seat, but her seatbelt impeded her ability to escape.
“Hey! It’s fine. I’m sorry.” Avaan shouted. Rebecca’s hands fumbled at her seatbelt, and it tangled around her. She flung it off and climbed into the back.
“I knew I shouldn’t, that I couldn’t…” She clutched the flute in her hand and shook it at him. “As soon as I start to have an ounce of hope in your sense of human decency, you go and prove to me you’re incapable of it.”
Avaan held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to touch you that way. I just
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