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      Cairo, 1866

      

      LIAM BARCLAY CAME to Egypt to kill a man.

      He was a monster hunter first and foremost, but sometimes his job fell into a gray area and he was required to take a human life. Tonight was such an occasion.

      Heaving himself onto a rooftop, Liam surveyed the sandstone skyscape. The city was bathed in a golden haze. The silhouettes of flat-topped buildings, domes, and the spires of a hundred minarets loomed against a lavender sky. Incense wafted in the breeze, evaporating the perspiration from his skin. In the distance, the stars spun a gossamer web over the pyramids of Giza.

      Rocking back on his haunches, Liam listened to the humming of evening prayer. There was a moment—at the beginning of every hunt—when his entire being operated in synchrony with the world. His lithe body thrummed with excitement. He felt a little bit like God.

      A wide-brim hat sailed over the ledge, landing in a cloud of dust at his feet. A slender hand shot into sight, fingers splayed like a starfish. "Wait for me."

      Liam's lips curled in amusement. "Does the kitty need help?"

      The dark top of his companion's head peeked over the ledge. "It would be appreciated."

      Liam clasped her outstretched hand and tugged. "Amateur."

      Catriona Mornay, monster hunter in training, scrambled over the terra-cotta railing and landed in an ungraceful ball. "We could've just snuck in on foot, but no, it had to be the roof." She sighed, batting a frond of raven hair away from her eyes. "You're always making things so difficult."

      Having spoken her mind, Cat dove for her hat, but Liam snatched it out of her reach.

      "Climbing's good for you," Liam said, propping her hat on her head. The brim obscured her angular features, leaving only a chin chiseled to a point. Smiling, Liam tipped her hat brim up. Her eyes were narrowed into hostile slits, her lips a downturned pout. She was displeased, as petulant as a spoiled little prig, but despite her bad temper, Liam gave an inward sigh of relief.

      Tonight, Cat's eyes were focused and alert, even a touch coy. This was a welcome change from her dark moods of the past three days. She had been no fun, curled up in a catatonic ball, whimpering at nightmares and slapping at shadows.

      He'd been warned by their employer, Mr. Hyde, that Cat was still recovering from that "bit of nastiness" in the Congo. The newspapers made much ado about the massacre of the entire Mornay expedition by a creature called Manu Diaboli.

      Fifteen sailors perished.

      Cat's father, Hugh Mornay, famed monstrumologist and leader of the crew, mauled in the most unsavory fashion.

      And Cat, the sole survivor and slayer of the deadliest predator known to man, driven mad by the trauma.

      Unlike the rest of Edinburgh, Liam didn't consider what happened to Cat a tragedy. She entered the jungle a sad wee girl and left a ferocious killer. Upon her return to Scotland, she was handpicked by Mr. Hyde to train as a hunter and vanquish the aberrations of the world. Hugh Mornay, before his death, called their time the "Golden Age of Monsters." There were so many creatures lurking on the land, in the sea and air, just ripe for the plucking.

      These were glorious times.

      An age of plenty.

      He and Cat were young and beautiful.

      Swift and deadly.

      The world was their empire.

      And as hunters in this golden age, they could walk the earth like kings.

      What was there to boo-hoo about?

      As Cat whined about the unnecessary exercise, Liam pinched her belly. "You're out of shape. It's all those sweets you've been stuffing down your face."

      Just yesterday, he'd caught her binging on marzipan, her cheeks dusted in powdered sugar. He had slapped her on the rump and taken the sweets away. Marzipan. Turkish Delights. Candied sparrows. Spiced wine. If left unchecked, she'd gorge herself into a sugar coma. She was a greedy girl and could never be satisfied with one of anything when she could have it all.

      Liam eyed her up and down in disapproval. Cat was only eighteen, wild and untrained, yet even he conceded to her talent. She had the makings of a fine hunter, but if left to her own devices, she'd end up in an early grave.

      "Keep this up," he bumped his shoulder against hers, "and you'll turn into a fat cow."

      With a coy twist of her lips, Cat preened in front of him. Her transparent blouse showed off the outline of her small, pert breasts. Her buckskin trousers, always skintight, displayed her long legs and shapely arse to her best advantage.

      Assured she had his attention, she took his hand and pressed it to her abdomen, letting him feel the tight muscles before guiding his hand between her legs. "I'm fit enough. Wouldn't you agree?"

      He was happy to see her dark episodes behind her. He enjoyed this Cat. She was here to play. But every time she made an advance toward him, Liam felt a tinge of discomfort. Cat was a pretty lass, but even if he were in a room of pretty lassies, he doubted he would want any of them.

      Avoiding her heated gaze, Liam snatched his hand away and absently wiped his palm against his shirt.

      Cat looked offended. "Is it me?"

      Giving her a strained smile, he patted her on the cheek. "I'll pet you later."

      "Is that a promise?"

      "Uh-huh." Liam turned away. One day he'd have to sit her down and tell her she just wasn't his type.

      Skirting the roof's ledge, he glanced below. The streets were deserted, save a few beggars straggling in the shadows of the mosques. An alley cat weaved between an overturned wheelbarrow and a water pump.

      "Ready?" Liam asked.

      Cat turned to him. "For what?"

      Baring his teeth in a smile, Liam broke into a run, leaping off the ledge. He landed on the adjacent roof in a half-crouch and rocked himself upright on the balls of his feet. A shiver zipped through his body. He shook himself like a wet dog, feeling so alive he could howl at the moon. As he brushed the dust from his sleeve, Liam glanced over his shoulder.

      A girl-shaped blur sailed past him. Cat surprised Liam by landing nimbly before him.

      He arched a brow. "Not bad."

      "I learned from the best." She strutted past him, making sure her body brushed against his, and halted at the edge. "This it?"

      Liam joined her. "Aye."

      Hidden by a grove of date palms, the compound was cordoned off by an imposing sandstone wall. Armed sentries in ballooning white trousers guarded the gate.

      "There are two more stationed at the northwest outpost." Liam pointed at the towers. "Guards there. And there."

      "I see them," Cat whispered. "What's the plan then?"

      Instead of spelling it out for her, Liam wanted her to use her wits and take initiative. "What do you think?"

      Cat chewed on her inner cheek. "I take the ones on the ground and you storm the towers?"

      With a sigh, Liam scrubbed a hand across his newly shaved head, grimacing as the bristles chafed his palms. The close crop was ill-suited to his angelic features, but made him unrecognizable as Hyde's Avenging Angel. "I don't know what to say..."

      "I'm right, aren't I?" With a pleased look on her face, she unsheathed her dagger, an emerald blade carved from rare dragon bone, and stepped toward the ledge. "I'm ready."

      Liam chose his words carefully. "Do you really think storming the compound is the answer?"

      "It's a proper start."

      "Hold out your hand."

      She frowned. "Why?"

      "Don't question me. Just do it."

      She hesitated, then presented her hand.

      "Turn it over."

      "I don't like this. I⁠—"

      "Bad Kitty," he said, giving her palm a resounding smack.

      "Ouch!" Cat snatched her hand back and glared at him.

      "That's for being stupid." Grabbing her by the shoulders, he turned her around. "Look below. We're here to kill one man, not twenty. You choose who lives and who dies. Never waste your energy trying to kill those who are not worth your time. The target is all that matters. This," he tapped her arm, gesturing for her to tuck her dagger away, "is how you keep your hands clean."

      Cat's forehead pleated as she processed the new lesson. She was an apt pupil, embracing the lifestyle, drinking in everything he had to say with an impressive eagerness. "What did this Kerr bloke do to deserve to die?"

      "He made Mr. Hyde angry," Liam said, dabbing his brow with a linen handkerchief. Not for the first time, Liam wished he were back in his native Scotland, where the cool rainfall seemed a welcome balm to this insufferable heat. "Never make Hyde angry."

      "Noted." Cat swallowed. "What'd he do?"

      "Our mate Kerr used to be Hyde's master chemist. Mr. Hyde, generous employer that he is, rewarded him with territories in Dundee and Aberdeen and entrusted him with the formulas to his beloved concoctions, including Elixir. Two years ago, Kerr vanished. And now, what did Hyde get in return for his generosity? Someone's selling Elixir in Cairo. Alexandra. Thebes."

      "Are we sure it's Elixir?" Cat asked. "We've been down here almost three weeks, and I've yet to spot a mermaid."

      "The El Naddaha of the Nile are a different breed of mermaid. Their scales are less potent than the species that infest our waters back home, but addicts aren't picky. It appears," he nodded to the sprawling villa and lush gardens below, "our chemist has carved out quite the comfortable life for himself." That said, he swatted Cat on the shoulder and signaled that she should prepare to jump. "Let's show him there can only be one Elixir king."

      Under the cover of night, they scaled the wall like salamanders and scampered down the other side without drawing the guards' attention. They dashed through courtyards filled with date palms and lemon trees, passed a rosewood arch, and ducked into a hall flanked by giant pillars. Having scouted the villa for the last three weeks, Liam had the architectural layout as well as Kerr's itinerary memorized. Tonight, they were bang on schedule.

      Their boots scuffed on mosaic tiles as Liam led Cat to the Roman bath at the end of the hall. Fingers of steam curled from a line of hexagonal screens. Crooking a finger, Liam motioned her closer.

      Cat peeked through one of the windows. The arabesque screens cast geometric shadows across her face. Giggles and moans floated outside with the steam.

      Crossing his legs at the ankles, Liam leaned against the wall. "I wager you've never done anything close to the likes of what this tosser is doing right now," he said, watching her cheeks turn rosy, her lips part, and her breath quicken.

      Her eyes flickered to him and shifted right back to the screen. "If you mean shag two tarts at the same time," she ran a hand along the flushed skin of her neck, "no, I can't say I have."

      For all her boasting, Liam doubted Cat had shagged anyone at all. He'd certainly never taken a dip in her pool—much as she wanted him to. Hiding a smile, Liam glanced over his shoulder. Through a cloud of steam, he spotted Kerr's ruddy jowls and ginger sideburns before one of the trollop's rather sizable jugglies blocked his view. Water sloshed over the side of the long, rectangular bath as Kerr's other female friend bounced on the chemist's tiny knob. Up and down. Splash. Up and down. Splash. Splash. Moans of pleasure echoed through the bath.

      Cat rolled her eyes. "That one's a hard worker."

      "A tad theatrical for my taste." Liam cocked his head to the side. "Look alive, they've finished."

      Sure enough, the door opened and the two ladies, hastily clothed in transparent robes, sauntered out. Beads of water still clung to their olive skin as they counted their coins.

      Pressing his body against the shadowy side of a pillar, Liam tapped Cat on the elbow. "Finish him."

      "Excellent choice of words." Cat drew her dagger, took a resolute step forward, and turned around. She hesitated when she saw that he had neither drawn his knife nor moved from his hiding place. A deep V carved itself between her brows. "Aren't you coming?"

      Liam shook his head. "You go at it alone."

      "But..." She shook her head. "I can't do this alone."

      "You have, Kitty," he reminded her, "you killed a Manu Diaboli all by yourself."

      He caught her shudder and immediately cursed himself for reminding her of that creature or the jungle. The last thing he needed was for Cat to slip into another hysterical fit at a crucial moment like this.

      With a sigh, he gripped her shoulders. "This is the easiest kill you'll ever be asked to do. I'm practically handing Kerr to you on a silver plate. He's naked. He's fat. He's just had the life wanked out of him. And he's only a man."

      Cat's eyes clouded in a haze of doubt. "I've never killed a man."

      "Oh Kitty, we've killed our share of monsters, haven't we? A colony of mermaids, that nest of harpies? When you think about it," he said, summoning up the lesson Hyde had drilled in his head since he was six. "Men are not so different from monsters."

      He made her repeat the motto until the doubt vanished from her eyes and the bloodlust returned. Satisfied by the result, Liam straightened Cat's collar and thumbed away a smudge of dirt on her chin. "Can't send you in there looking less than your best, can I? We've got an image to maintain," he said. "Now go in there and slit that man's throat..."

      With her head held high, Cat slipped through the crack in the door. As Liam watched the steam swallow her whole, his heart swelled with pride. He'd trained her from a wild young thing with a misplaced vendetta into a lethal killer.

      Left alone, Liam wandered to the courtyard and knelt at the edge of a lily pond. He could see Orion reflected in the black water. Dipping a finger into the brightest star, he recalled a winter's night in Rob's Eton dormitory learning about red dwarfs and supergiants. Rob, whom he'd met over a decade ago while on an errand for Mr. Hyde, had insisted Liam memorize the constellations so he could always find his way home. When he confessed he didn't really have a home, Rob had said something Liam had held close to his heart ever since: your home is with me.

      He hadn't seen Rob in over two years and while the divide gnawed at Liam like a terrible ache, he knew it was all for the best. He had no business in Rob's world, but that didn't stop him from dreaming about what he could never have. Whenever he gazed upon the constellations, he liked to think of Rob safely tucked within bars of starlight, unsullied by Liam's world and his bloody hands.

      A ripple cascaded over the water's surface. His angelic face, with its sharp nose and sculpted cheekbones, stared back at him from the pond. He certainly looked at home amongst the stars, but he knew heaven—and Rob—were far beyond his reach. He could no more have Rob than he could touch the sun.

      In a fit of frustration, he dashed a hand through the water. Icy droplets splattered his cheeks and his reflection dissolved in a ring of ripples.

      With a sigh of defeat, Liam buried his face in his hands.

      The talcum scent of the lebbeck trees filled his nostrils and somewhere in the Roman bath, a gunshot slashed across the serene backdrop of night.
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      A CLOUD OF bats exploded from the trees, screeching and flapping in a black spiral above his head. Lanterns sparked from the watchtowers and the first alarm rang from above.

      Cat...

      Liam jumped to his feet.

      What did you do? Shooting Kerr was never part of the plan.

      In moments, the courtyard would be swarming with guards. He had to get to Cat, get them out of here before the watch mobilized and they were arrested for trespassing or worse, shot for an attempted assassination. Urgency lit a fire beneath his boots.

      He raced toward the bath, hoping to snatch Cat up without notice, but the moment he poked his head through the door:

      Boom.

      A section of mosaic tile exploded inches from his temple.

      Liam dove for the floor.

      Boom.

      A shower of dust rained down on him. His ears ringing from the blast, Liam slipped a hand inside his coat, grasping for his pistol, but the cock of a flintlock forced him to freeze. "Touch that"—a voice barked from behind him. Searing hot metal rammed against the base of his skull. The scent of gunpowder filled his nostrils—"and I'll blow your bleeding brains all over the floor."

      Liam shut his eyes. "Shit."

      "Let's see your hands." The rifle rapped against his temple. "Hold them up."

      His fingers slipped off the pistol's mahogany handle. Slowly, Liam eased his hands out from under his coat.

      "Behind your head!"

      Liam laced his fingers together. His eyes shifted to the rim of the rectangular bath, following the streaks of watery blood until he found her. Huddled in the corner, Cat clutched her shoulder as bright red blood seeped through her fingers. Her face was pinched with pain, her complexion as pale as alabaster, but she seemed to have her wits about her.

      Her eyes flickered to him. "Sorry," she mouthed.

      "Oh Kitty," he said, and got a thump to the head with the rifle.

      "Say," Kerr interrupted, "don't I know you? You're one of Hyde's boys. Hyde's rent boys." Kerr, naked as a newborn, padded in front of him. "Hyde's ickle spickle boys."

      "I don't know what ickle spickle is, mate, but that's not something you say to someone you just met. That's not something you say...ever."

      Wrinkling his nose, Liam gazed down at the man's bare feet and freckled shins, anything to divert his eyes from the man's privates. When he accepted this assignment, he never thought he'd be kneeling at cock-sucking level to his victim. He doubted this would have happened if he had been working alone. And any cocks he let near his face were nicer than the one flopping before his eyes. He glared at Cat. Thanks.

      A ribbon of blood oozed down Kerr's collarbone and soaked in the ruddy thatch of hairs on his belly. Liam eyed Kerr's injury with mild appreciation. At least Cat managed to get her licks in before the whole operation turned to shambles.

      "So that rutting bastard sent you to kill me." Kerr's beady eyes drifted to Cat. "But I've outsmarted him. It seems I've caught myself two juicy cockroaches." He pressed the rifle to Liam's forehead, grinding its barrel so hard it felt like a stake being driven between his eyes. "What say you, cockroach? How would you like to die?"

      Liam had a lot of things he wanted to say, but seeing as he was at a disadvantage, he bit his tongue.

      Mistaking Liam's silence for fear, Kerr's blubbery body vibrated with glee. Liam screwed his eyes shut, but the second he let down his guard, something warm and squishy smacked him in the chin. He felt like he'd been hit in the face with a wet trout, except there was no trout present.

      Liam sputtered and reeled. "Kitty!" he roared, "I will never forgive you for this!"

      "I'm really sorry!" Her apology was cut short by a thunder of feet.

      Liam whipped his head in the direction of the courtyard. Human-shaped shadows yawned through the wooden screens; the guards were amassing outside and if he didn't act soon, they would be caught in the storm.

      Keeping an eye on Kerr's trigger finger, Liam slipped a hand beneath his back collar. "Sorry, mate," he said, his fingers grazing the warm hilt of his dagger. "I'd love to stay and chat, but I'm a bit strapped for time."

      In one swift motion, he seized the barrel of Kerr's rifle and yanked.

      The rifle fired.

      Sparks flashed before his eyes.

      Liam dodged and rolled.

      Chunks of tile hailed behind him.

      With his knife at the ready, Liam gave himself to the count of three. According to his estimation, three seconds was all it would take to kill a man.

      One.

      He slipped behind Kerr and slashed the man's Achilles' tendons. A howl of agony ripped through the bath as Kerr's legs buckled.

      Two.

      Before the big man could fall, Liam hopped to his feet, grabbed a handful of ginger hair, and drew his blade across Kerr's throat. The knife sank into the man's sagging skin like butter. A spritz of blood sprayed the tiles and golden faucets. Upon seeing the beautiful mess, Liam shut his eyes. He held the man for a minute, feeling blood ooze between his fingers like warm milk, and what he heard inside his head was not the last gurgling breath of his victim or the whimpers of his fallen companion or the guards outside the door. What Liam heard was an explosion of all the purest sounds the universe had to offer—a symphony distilled to one floating note. Harmony. Beauty. Happiness. He was doing what he did best, what he was put on earth to do.

      "Three." With a sigh, he released Kerr. The fat man flopped into the pool with a splash. A swiftly growing circle of red formed around Kerr's floating corpse, seeping through the water like ink.

      Liam scowled, his high dissolving into a cold nothingness. Kerr was only a man, his life as easily snuffed out as a candle flame. He glanced down at his blood-coated hands, flexing his fingers. His assignment was complete, yet he was far from satiated. In fact, he was downright hungry.

      "Liam!" Cat called, her voice tight with pain and anxiety.

      Wiping his hands on his trousers, he jogged to Cat's side. He cupped her chin, not surprised when she flinched at his touch. Her eyes shifted away from his gaze, pupils constricted with fear.

      Fear.

      Yes.

      He smelled it on her, a scent he'd learned to identify in his career as monster hunter. She was afraid of him. Perhaps she had a right to be.

      He offered her his hand. "Are you all right?"

      As she hesitated, Liam wiggled his fingers until she wrapped her hand around his.

      He hoisted her to her feet. "Can you walk?" Draping her good arm around his shoulder, he half dragged her to the nearest window.

      Sweat beaded her upper lip. "I can manage."

      "Good. Soon, I'm going to need you to run."

      She nodded, her eyes downcast in shame.

      Sneaking a glance at Cat, Liam couldn't hold his tongue. "What a bloody mess you've made. What happened?"

      "I couldn't do it," her words dissolved into sobs, "I had him and then I was⁠—"

      "You were distracted by his dangly bits."

      Cat gave him a strained smile. "There's that." After a long pause, she added, "I guess I'm just not like you."

      As he boosted her through the window, Liam wasn't sure if she meant to praise or insult him. "No," he said, after some thought, "you're not like me at all. Nor do I ever want you to be."
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      AS THE OLD woman bandaged Cat's wound, Liam advanced with the syringe. Taking hold of her wrist, he flipped her arm over and searched her creamy skin for a vein.

      Cat's pain-hooded eyes widened at the sight of the needle. In a panic, she bumped into the clay bowl containing an inch of bloody water and the bullet from Kerr's rifle.

      The old woman, Issa, a merchant in one of Khan El-Khalili's more eclectic souks, held Cat down with a gnarled brown hand. Her face was as wrinkled as a tortoise, her eyes milky blue and nearly obscured by sagging lids. Liam was not a tall man, but standing next to Issa, he felt like a giant. The top of her head barely reached his shoulders. Despite her diminutive size, Issa watched the hunters with a keen tilt to her head that sent the hackles rising on the back of Liam's neck. She studied his every movement and whenever she turned her cataract gaze toward him, he had the eerie sensation that she was seeing through him.

      Avoiding eye contact with Issa, Liam pressed the plunger. A stream of green spritzed the air.

      Cat's complexion was as wan as the moon. "Will it hurt?"

      "Did it hurt when you were shot?"

      "God, yes." Sweat beaded her temple and pooled at the divot between her collarbones.

      "Does it hurt now?"

      She shut her eyes. A groan escaped her lips. "More than anything."

      "This is the lesser of two evils." He tapped two fingers against her vein, but paused with the needle in midair. Doubt gnawing at his innards, Liam gazed around the souk. Instead of saffron and brass ankhs, Issa's merchandise consisted of a scant inventory of gryphon beaks and spotted serpopard hides. The only jars on the shelves contained powdered harpy talons and a nearly depleted vial of olive-green Elixir.

      The drug, harvested from the scales of El Naddah, the river nymphs of the Nile, was a poor imitation of the Elixir sold back home. Despite its low purity, Naddah-Elixir was just as addictive, probably more so since you would need twice the dosage to obtain the effect of mermaid-Elixir.

      Liam eyed the puffy skin around Cat's bandage. He knew a thing or two about wounds, had seen large men die from the tiniest cuts. On the off-chance Cat survived the journey over land and sea, she would not be a pleasant traveling companion and he wouldn't be a very good mentor if he let his protégée suffer. Hydra skin, with its regenerative properties, would've been the ideal remedy for her injury. But the species, hunted to near extinction in the northern seas, was nonexistent in the Mediterranean.

      Taking a firm grip of Cat's wrist, Liam punctured her skin with the needle. She sucked in her breath as he pushed the plunger. As soon the drug vanished from the glass syringe, her body slumped and her head lolled backward in supplication.

      "Ah," she exhaled.

      The moment he released her arm, she began to topple.

      "Whoa, whoa. I've got you." Catching her before she fell off the stool, Liam patted Cat's head as she nuzzled her cheek against his chest. A dreamy smile played across her lips.

      "I feel so much better," she slurred.

      "Right."

      Cat was weak of will and greedy by nature. As he watched the drug take effect, he wondered if giving her Elixir was the worst thing he could've done.

      While Cat flexed her arm and marveled at the absence of pain, Liam slipped Issa a pouch of coins and received a tiny vial of Naddah-Elixir in return. With a grunt of thanks, Liam wrapped his arm around Cat's waist and hauled her to her feet.

      "Let's be on our way," he said, smoothing back her sweat-matted hair. Her fevered skin left a clammy impression on his fingertips.

      Cat glanced up at him with drug-clouded eyes. "Had I known... Had I known!"

      "Had you known what?" Liam steered her out from behind the cool darkness of the souk and into the labyrinth of winding streets that comprised the bazaar.

      Cat shielded her face from the noonday sun. She leaned against him, her legs moving as sluggishly as if she were waddling through a swamp. "Had I known Elixir would make me feel like this, I'd have tried it long ago." She broke into a peal of uncontrollable giggles. "I am invincible!"

      "That's nice." Liam hurried her along. They weaved past souks piled high with elephant
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