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      FERN

      SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO

      I whimpered when Mommy cut my finger with her special knife. I didn’t cry though. Mommy never cried when she made herself bleed, and neither would I. She pressed the cut on her finger to mine, whispering a spell I didn’t understand, then she lifted my sleeves and smeared blood on the inside of both my wrists then across my feet. I squeezed my eyes closed and bit my lip because it hurt really bad. Mommy cupped my cheek, staring down at me. She looked scared and sad.

      I breathed heavily because my throat was tight, my eyes were stinging, and my belly hurt. “I don’t feel good.”

      “I know, baby, and I’ll give you something to make you feel better soon,” Mommy said.

      The sound of the back door in the kitchen opening and banging shut echoed down the hallway.

      Mommy spun away and then back to me. “Quick, under here.”

      “Why are you scared, Mommy?” I asked, positive I was going to throw up now.

      “It’s going to be okay, baby,” she whispered, then pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Promise me, no matter what happens, you won’t move from this spot.”

      “I promise,” I whispered back and crawled under the hall table.

      “Don’t make a sound, okay?”

      I nodded.

      She stood, quickly arranging the lace tablecloth in front of me so I was hidden, and rushed down the hall toward the kitchen. The door opened before she reached it—

      A monster stood there, his eyes glowing red.

      “Get out of my house,” Mommy said, her voice loud but trembling.

      “Give me the child,” the monster said.

      “Never.” Magic sparked across her fingers.

      “Don’t make this harder, Eleanor.”

      Daddy!

      He was here. I started to crawl out from my hiding place under the table because Daddy was strong. He’d protect us from the monster. But then Mommy lifted her hands, aiming them at him as well.

      “You dropped the ward; you let him in. How could you do this?” Mommy said.

      Daddy looked angry. “Yes, I let him in. This has gone on long enough.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you? She’s our daughter. She’s your—”

      “That abomination is not my daughter.”

      “How can you say that? You were there when I had her; you held her in your arms. She’s our little girl.” Mommy’s hands were trembling. “She’s still young. Give her time—”

      “There’s no magic in that child, no trace of witch. It would be bad enough if it was only your grandmother’s tainted blood running through her veins, but it’s much worse than that, isn’t it, Eleanor? We’ve pretended long enough. I will not have her polluting my family name, or my coven.”

      “She is your flesh and blood—”

      He laughed, but I didn’t like the way it sounded. “You’re a lying whore. That child has her father’s eyes.”

      “Gerald—”

      “No,” Daddy said. “She’s not staying in this house. You’re not keeping her.”

      Sparks burst from Mommy’s hands, fire dancing on the tips of her fingers as she screamed.

      The monster standing beside Daddy lifted his hand and slashed it through the air. Blood sprayed across the floor, and everything went quiet.

      Mommy hit the floor—hard.

      Daddy roared, and I covered my mouth with both hands so the monster didn’t hear me screaming.

      Daddy knelt on the floor and lifted Mommy in his arms. “Goddammit, Grady, this wasn’t supposed to happen. You weren’t meant to kill my fucking wife.”

      “She gave me no choice,” the monster said.

      Mommy needed to wake up. Why wasn’t she waking up?

      Daddy yelled at the monster to leave as magic buzzed through the room. The monster hissed and snarled as Daddy’s magic wrapped around him, and the monster was dragged by invisible hands from the kitchen and tossed outside.

      I crawled out from my hiding place. “Daddy?”

      His head shot up, and his eyes glowed bright. “You did this. You killed her!”

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t do it. It was the monster.”

      “Go to your room,” he hissed.

      “Daddy?”

      “Now,” he yelled.

      I spun and ran up the stairs and shut myself in. Curling into a ball on my bed, I cried and cried until my eyes were puffy and sore, and I couldn’t breathe through my nose.

      There were noises downstairs. Voices.

      My door opened, and I sat up. “Grandpa?”

      He looked at me. “We need to pack your things, Fern.”

      “Where am I going?”

      He took a bag from my closet and started stuffing my clothes inside.

      “I don’t want to go.”

      He grabbed my arm, pulled me off the bed, and shoved my coat on. Then he took my hand and dragged me from my room and down the stairs. I searched, but Mommy was gone. I could hear Daddy talking to someone, but I couldn’t see him.

      “Daddy!” I called as Grandpa opened the door and led me out.

      We got in his car, and we drove away. No matter what I said or did, he wouldn’t look at me or talk to me. I was scared, and it was dark. We drove for so long that, eventually, I fell asleep. When I woke, the sun was starting to come up.

      I sat straighter and looked around. “Where are we?”

      He didn’t answer, he just got out of the car, got my bag, and opened my door. “Out,” he said.

      I climbed down, and he grabbed the back of my coat instead of my hand as we walked toward a big old building. We took the stairs, and he banged on the door.

      I didn’t like this place. I didn’t want to be here.

      “Grandpa?”

      He looked down at me but said nothing as the sound of footsteps echoed from the other side of the door.

      “Mommy’s dead, isn’t she? And it was my fault?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “What’s an abomination?” I asked him.

      “You are, Fern.”
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      FERN

      PRESENT DAY

      The truck bounced over potholes, and I gripped the steering wheel tighter. I wouldn’t be able to drive much farther. Pretty soon, I’d be forced to go on foot. The forest was oppressively dark, my dull headlights doing a shitty job of illuminating the horror show that was Oldwood Forest … or what was hiding in it.

      The next pothole was so deep that my head almost hit the roof.

      “Fuck.”

      If I didn’t stop now, I’d get stuck, and I wouldn’t be able to drive back out. That wouldn’t be good, not at all.

      The demons who lived in this part of the forest were always on the lookout for breeders. Females went missing all the time in Seventh Circle—the demon part of the city—and were brought out here. If they had no one in their lives who gave a fuck—like, for example, me—then no one went looking for them. Unfortunately, not all the demons who lived out here were idiots. They might not be able to pass as human, but they weren’t stupid. There was a thriving black market for orphaned demon females of breeding age for a reason.

      Was I taking a huge risk coming out here? Fuck yes. But there was no way I was giving up or going home now. I had to protect myself. I wasn’t going to end up in another prison with a different jailor. Sadly, strolling through a forest full of sick and twisted demons was the only way to make sure that didn’t happen.

      Pulling the truck over, I turned off the engine, and the cab was submerged in darkness.

      Don’t freak out. Don’t do it. Breathe.

      I fucking hated the dark. Hated it. And as soon as it closed in around me, my mind tried to fuck with me, throwing up memories—so vivid that I was sure I could hear that slow drip, that I could feel the coldness against my skin, that I could hear the screams. I bit my lip hard enough to break flesh, and the flash of pain chased the memories away. Forcing myself to keep breathing slow and steady, I sat still and utterly silent as I listened and let my eyes adjust to the pale moonlight.

      You’ve got this. You can do this. You need to do this—

      A groan from the back of the truck interrupted my little pep talk.

      Time to move.

      Quickly getting out, I bounded up onto the cargo bed and pulled the pouch of herbs from my pocket—a mix I’d created that was strong enough to take down an elephant. Speaking of the creeps who kidnapped and sold females, I crouched beside the bound demon, flailing against the bindings around his wrists and ankles.

      He hissed, cursing me out. “That wasn’t very nice,” I said and pinched his nose closed. His eyes widened, and he started jerking and twisting. Climbing on his chest, I slid forward, using my thighs to keep his head still, and waited him out. Finally, he opened his mouth for a desperate breath. I quickly sprinkled my special tranquilizing mix onto the back of his tongue, and he gasped it right on down his throat. He coughed, and I snatched up the water bottle from my bag and poured some into his mouth. He gulped greedily to wash away the nasty shit.

      Success.

      I smirked. “Night-night, fuckface.”

      His eyes flashed red, a growl tearing from him, and then he slumped. Out cold. Thankfully, before he could fully recover from the first dose I’d given him and use his powers to take me out.

      Following this prick and slipping my sedative into his drink had been the easy part. Getting him out to the truck before he passed out had been a little trickier, but I’d gotten there in the end.

      Jumping down from the cargo bed, I opened the tailgate, unfolded the tarp I’d thrown back here, and laid it on the ground. Then, grabbing the demon by his ankles, I hauled him off the back and onto the tarp with a thud. This prick wasn’t your average run-of-the-mill demon. He was powerful, strong, and high up on the food chain. If Rune caught me doing this, I’d be fucked. Lights out, all over for Fern—or worse, I’d be sent to Hell. Rune was in charge of the demons who’d been granted sanctuary and given permission to remain topside. There were rules, of course, and I was currently breaking a big one.

      But that couldn’t be helped, and this asshole deserved what he was about to get.

      As for why I’d chosen this particular demon? Well, his function, for me, was threefold. First, I’d seen him talking to a couple of demons who’d been hanging around my street, creeps who had been watching my store. This slimy fucker had sent breeder scouts to watch me. It was only a matter of time before they made their move, and I wasn’t going to just sit around and let that happen. No fucking way. So, I’d gotten in first.

      Second, I needed an offering of value if this was going to work, and third, he was my ticket to get safely through this forest. With the stench of power rolling off this prick, along with the come-closer-and-die demon aggression seeping from his pores, even while unconscious, the others around here would stay the fuck away.

      I’d estimated my success rate at about seventy to eighty-five percent. No matter how you looked at it, those were some pretty spectacular odds.

      Far-off calls and cries echoed through the trees, and I shivered, but as long as whatever nasty breed of demon making those noises stayed where they were, everything would be okay. Grimacing, I got down on the tarp and rubbed up against the unconscious bastard so his scent mingled with mine. If any demon did come across me on my own, I’d smell as if I’d been taken by someone they wouldn’t want to mess with.

      “Let’s go, fuckstick.” Grabbing the edge of the tarp, I trudged on down the path, heaving my comatose buddy with me.

      As I walked, the sounds of branches cracking, of rustling, had me stopping to listen over my huffing and puffing. Yes, they were definitely closer, but my unconscious bud was obviously doing his job and stinking up the place because if he wasn’t, the others would already be here.

      It was hard to see the landmarks I needed to find in the dark, but there was an overgrown track, and I was pretty sure I’d managed to stay on it.

      Magnolia Thornheart—the witch I’d gotten the information from—was a regular at my store. She dabbled in dark magic, yes, but she’d seemed trustworthy enough, I guessed, and even warned me about several traps that I should look out for. Good thing too—there was a snare up ahead, one I could have easily missed if I hadn’t known to look. She’d definitely be getting a discount the next time she came by the store.

      Gritting my teeth, I heaved the heavy demon off the track and around the snare, his head bouncing off rocks and fallen branches as we went. The scent of wood smoke finally reached me, and I searched the forest ahead. There was a glow in the distance. Almost there.

      My fingers were cramping, and my thigh muscles and biceps were trembling by the time I stopped at the end of the path that led to a compact, storybook cottage—but not the cute kind, the kind the evil-child-eating witch lived in. The place had been all but swallowed by the forest. Trees butted up against its walls, and one seemed to have gone right through it, its branches forming a canopy over one side of the roof. Light shone from its windows, and where I stood, at the end of the path, was bracketed by two tall trees.

      They were decorated with a variety of offerings that had been tied to their branches with twine. Bones with rotting flesh still hanging from them; demon skulls; jars filled with unknown, floating organs; one with pieces of fabric; another with fingernails and a larger one with a wad of matted hair in various shades.

      There was only one way to get the witch’s attention and hopefully be granted admittance—blood. It told the crone who you truly were, and revealing who I was would either be a help or a hindrance. I had no idea what reception I’d get. I hoped the witch would listen and agree to help me, but she could just as easily send me away—or worse, I’d end up in her pot. From what I’d learned about the female, all three options had an equal percentage of probability.

      A sixty-six percent chance of survival was not the best, but it wasn’t completely terrible either—at least compared to the alternative.

      Turning on my phone’s flashlight, I rounded one of the trees at the top of the path and searched for the marking Magnolia had told me about. I spotted a knot midway up it, the color deeper in the center and worn smooth. Slipping my knife from my pocket, I pricked the tip of my finger right over the tiny scar I’d gotten when I was seven. Something in my chest tightened as I watched the blood bubble to the surface, then sent ice shooting down my spine. I shook off the feeling—along with the memory I tried to avoid whenever it surfaced—and pressed the tip of my finger against the knot.

      Stepping back, I waited while nerves went manic in my belly. I didn’t know what I’d do if she turned me away. I snorted. Maybe you should be more worried about ending up in her pot.

      The cottage door swung open, and I straightened. Not sure what to expect, I braced for anything. A very short female stepped out, stooped low, with wiry gray hair and wrinkled skin. She started down the steps, and a raven cawed, flying from the house, swooping around her several times before settling on her shoulder. As she drew closer, I felt her power. Her blue eyes traveled over me from head to foot and back again, her mouth clamped shut.

      Finally, she was standing in front of me, the ward she’d surrounded her cottage with the only thing between us.

      “Agatheena?”

      Her eyes flashed red, and I let mine do the same. She snorted exactly like I had a short time ago.

      “Go on then, child.” She held me trapped in that piercing gaze. “Say it.”

      My mouth was dry, and my heart slammed in my chest, but I straightened my spine. “I go by Fern Honeycutt, but my birth name was Estelle Gannon. My father is Gerald Gannon, and my mother was Eleanor Burnside.” My birth name felt, gods, foreign on my tongue. I wasn’t her anymore, and I never wanted to be her again. Ever. “And I believe you are my great-grandmother.”

      The raven let out another caw and bobbed up and down on her shoulder.

      “Oh, yes, I’d know that tainted blood anywhere, but why are you darkening my door now?”

      I bristled. Tainted blood. I huffed a laugh, even as stupid fucking hurt filled me. “Am I not even good enough for you, Agatheena? Will you send me away as well?”

      “I send beings away due to character, not blood, and I say yours is tainted because it’s the same blood that runs through my veins. Some see it as bad or undesirable, but I’ve learned to see my mixed blood as an enhancement, a gift.” She looked at the prone demon behind me. “Is that for me then?”

      I blinked down at her, stunned by her words. No one had ever called my contaminated DNA a gift.

      “Speak, child,” Agatheena snapped.

      “Yes, he’s an offering.”

      She waved her hand, and I felt the hum of power drop between us. “Bring him in.”

      Gathering up the ends of the tarp, I dragged him down the path, following her around the side of the cottage and into a small ramshackle shed. She held out her hand, and the demon lifted from the ground as if by invisible hands. He was spun upside down, and then a rope lashed out of nowhere and coiled around his ankles, yanking him higher and over a thick metal hook, suspending him from the low rafters.

      The demon’s eyes snapped open, and he snarled and thrashed. Agatheena slashed her hand through the air again, and his mouth slammed shut. Then she kicked a bucket under him, grabbed a massive dirty knife from the scarred wooden bench beside her, and sliced his throat.

      The demon jerked, his cries muffled behind his tightly pressed-together lips as blood gushed from his throat, over his face, through his hair, and into the bucket.

      Agatheena walked out of the shed, and I stared, stunned, as the demon went limp.

      When demons died, we turned to ash; nothing left. Agatheena had the ability to prevent that from happening though. Our organs held power, but due to the whole disintegrating-into-nothing thing, they were rare and highly sought after. Not just anyone could harvest them.

      This had to be seriously lucrative for the old witch.

      “Are you coming?” Agatheena said as she walked away.

      I jolted out of my stupor and rushed after her as she rounded the cottage and followed her up the stairs. When she opened the door, the scent that flowed out was like nothing I’d ever smelled in my life. It wasn’t bad, but it was intense.

      “Don’t touch anything,” she said and waved toward the kitchen. “Sit over there.”

      I did as she’d said—I didn’t dare do anything else—and tried not to stare at all the weird shit she had hanging from the rafters and sitting on shelves. There was what you’d expect in a witch’s cottage—herbs, books, bottles of potions, and elixirs—but there were also shriveled limbs, dried entrails, skulls and other bones, and more organs floating around in jars.

      Agatheena was preparing us tea by the looks of it, and her raven turned on her shoulder, facing me, his beady black eyes staring a hole through my head.

      I avoided making eye contact. “What’s your raven’s name?”

      “Dolores, and she’s an excellent judge of character.” Agatheena set a delicate floral teacup in front of me. “She likes you.”

      “How can you tell?” I subtly sniffed the vapor drifting up from my cup. I knew herbs better than most. If she was attempting to sedate or poison me, I’d know.

      “It’s safe.” She sat, studying me, and I could be wrong, but I thought there might be a look of approval in her eyes. “And if Dolores didn’t trust you, your eyeballs would already be in that jar over there.”

      Yep, there was indeed a jar full of bloody eyeballs. “Well, I’m glad she likes me then.”

      Agatheena chuckled. “You know herbs,” she said, not a question, and motioned to my tea.

      Nope. She hadn’t missed the way I’d been scenting it.

      “I do. I have my own store in Seventh Circle.”

      Her gaze sharpened. “The need to be among herbs, to learn about them—that’s the witch in you, girl.”

      A stab of hurt sliced through me. “The witch gene bypassed me almost entirely. I don’t have a familiar or any magical ability. That’s why I’m here actually. I was hoping you could help me.”

      She noticed my fingers tapping against the table. “What kind of help?”

      I quickly dropped my hand, but finished counting in my head. One, two, three, four. Four, three, two, one. “I’m being watched. Breeder scouts.” I’d been free from the hell my grandfather had dumped me in for five years, and I would turn myself to ash before I ended up at the mercy of another fucked-up monster.

      “What about your family?” Her stare didn’t falter, but her eyes flashed red momentarily.

      “My mother was murdered when I was very young, and then my father had me taken away. Apart from you, I have no family. I’m the perfect target. A lone female with no ties.”

      Her fingers curled, tightening into a trembling fist. “I sensed Eleanor’s soul in the afterlife, but I could never reach her.” Her eyes flashed red again, but this time, they stayed that way. “It was as if someone was keeping her from me. Just like my Hazel. The coven—has to be—they bound their souls so I couldn’t reach them, even in death.”

      Hazel was my grandmother and Agatheena’s daughter.

      “Why? Why would they do that to you?”

      Agatheena sipped her tea, and I could see her mind ticking over, as if she was deciding what she should tell me.

      “Please.”

      She blew out a breath and sat forward. “Because my mother dared to fall in love with the wrong male. As you know, her mate was a demon, but when her parents found out, they had him killed, then forced her to marry a widower—a coven elder who had too much money and no heirs. I’d been conceived before the marriage though, and when the coven realized what I was—that I was half demon—they told everyone my father had forced himself on my mother. They lied, and then they cast me out. It didn’t help that I was far stronger than them.” She took my hand and turned it over, searching the lines on my palm. “But you know exactly what that’s like, don’t you, Fern? Our stories are almost identical.”

      Yes, eerily so. It was almost like history had repeated itself.

      “Except for the bit about my father. Mine was a witch, and I can only guess that it was the demon DNA—passed down from you—that terrified him, which is why he got rid of me.”

      Agatheena held my gaze, her glowing red eyes boring into me. “Not just any demon DNA runs through your veins, one of the most powerful and most feared. But that wasn’t the only reason they cast you aside, child.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You say it was your father who cast you out?” she asked.

      Anger—which I’d refused to let in for a very long time—slammed into me, and my eyes changed. They were glowing red, just like hers now. “With the help of my grandfather.”

      “Who murdered your mother, Fern?”

      My mouth went dry as the memory of that night flashed through my mind, as the terror I’d felt flooded me.

      Agatheena kept hold of my hand when I tried to pull away, her grip far stronger than it should be.

      “A demon named Grady.” I couldn’t suppress the shudder, but forced myself to share more when that wasn’t something I ever did. “That’s why I’m here. My freedom was taken from me. I …” I shook my head. “I was a child when I was handed over to a monster. I escaped, and I made sure they couldn’t come after me, but alone, powerless, I’m still vulnerable. I need to know how to protect myself, Agatheena. I refuse to be a victim again.” And seeing those breeder scout creeps around my store had brought home just how vulnerable I was.

      Her grip on my hand tightened. “You are a target, great-granddaughter, because you are unique. Evil is drawn to you because of what you are. You are magnetic, you are special, and in the wrong hands, you are incredibly dangerous.”

      I scoffed. “Dangerous? No. Despite my parents, I don’t have a magical bone in my body. My demon blood is dominant. I’m not a witch, and sadly, as far as demon powers go, I’m unremarkable. I’m definitely not dangerous.”

      “You were lied to. You’re more than remarkable. You’re a threeling, Fern. Extremely rare and, yes, extremely powerful.”

      She’d obviously lost it, living out here all on her own for the last fifty years.

      “Perhaps coming here was a mistake.”

      Her grip tightened again. “Your father was not the male your mother married. You are no Gannon; that coven is not yours, and it never was. Like my mother, her mate was an undesirable in the eyes of her coven.”

      I straightened in my chair. “No … that’s not—”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Your blood, child. My tree knows all. I know exactly who and what you are.”

      Magnolia had told me about the tree. She’d told me what it could do. I didn’t think Agatheena was lying. She had no reason to.

      “That child has her father’s eyes.”

      The words filtered through my mind, pulled from the past, words I’d locked away, like a lot of things from that awful fucking night. The male I thought was my father had said it to my mother the night she was murdered, the night I’d been taken.

      “If Gerald Gannon isn’t my father, who …” No, that was the wrong question. “What … was he?”

      “You can’t work it out?”

      Without thought, I swiped my tongue over my teeth, over the longer-than-normal canines I had. They were sharp as hell, but despite the name, I didn’t think my father was a shifter. Something coiled in my belly—a shameful part of me, urges I kept locked down, which I’d ignored but now couldn’t deny.

      “Vampire.”

      She grinned, flashing rows of sharp demon teeth. “No. I get why you’d think that though. No, child, you are a soul collector, a deal maker, but, yes, the breed is closely related to the vampire, which means they are blood drinkers. You’re a potent mix—witch from your mother, demon from my bloodline, and also one of the most powerful demon breeds there is from your father—so, no, you’re definitely not unremarkable. You are so much more than you think you are.”

      My blood was rushing too fast through my veins. “Witches mate with others all the time—maybe not demon, not as often, or at least not always out in the open. But still, I can’t be the only one with mixed blood.”

      “You’re right; you aren’t. There are many like you, but what makes you special, Fern, is that when your mother conceived you with her demon mate, you were one of three.”

      What now? “No, that can’t be—”

      “Stop interrupting me,” she said, a flash of fury in her eyes.

      I forced myself to clamp my mouth shut when the urge to call bullshit was overwhelming, but again, why would she lie? Even if what she’d said seemed utterly insane, I wanted to hear what she had to say. I also wanted to get out of here in one piece.

      “I might have been exiled, but I’ve kept tabs on my family,” she said. “Until you vanished, that is. Your mother mated in secret, and she conceived soon after, right before the coven found out about her mate.”

      A cold blast hit me, making me shiver.

      “They would’ve had to have murdered him, like my own father. A demon as powerful as that, he would’ve wiped out the entire coven before he let them take his female away from him. Your mother didn’t know she was with child though, and the pain of losing her mate was unbearable, enormous, so incredibly strong that it created violent magical and demonic power surges inside her. She was forced to lock them down, to hold it in, or risk exile. Your sisters didn’t survive it, but their powers, their magic, did, and with nowhere else to go, you absorbed them all.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “That can’t be true … it can’t be.”

      “I don’t tell pork pies, child.”

      Fear churned inside me. “But I don’t have any powers.”

      “They’re untapped—that’s all. And for now, that’s what’s keeping you safe.”

      “Safe? Without powers, I’m a sitting duck. I have no real way of protecting myself.”

      “Is your store and your home warded?”

      “Yes.”

      She nodded. “Good, because until I know more about the kind of power you have, it’s far more dangerous to set them free. Luckily, with all that powerful demon blood, you’re immortal. Just don’t lose your head, and you’ll be okay.”

      I’d already figured out the immortal part for myself. A being couldn’t go through all I had and survive, but death wasn’t the worst that could happen to someone—I knew that firsthand. And everything else she’d told me? It definitely wasn’t the information I’d come here for.

      I came here for help; now the ground under my feet felt even shakier than before. “What do I do?”

      “No idea. Never thought I’d encounter a threeling. In this, my knowledge is limited. I’ll need to do some poking around. Come back this time next week, and maybe I’ll have something for you.” She stood.

      My mind was in a whirl with everything I’d learned. “Thank you, Agatheena.”

      “You can repay me by bringing me another offering,” she said, then shoved something into my hand. “Protection. Carry it when you move through the forest or when you leave the safety of your ward. It needs to have contact with your skin.”

      She opened the door. Magic coiled around me tight, and then I was dragged out by invisible hands.

      I all but flew down the path and was expelled from her property, tossed onto the ground.

      Oof. I quickly got to my feet and brushed the dirt off my ass as I searched the trees around me.

      A roar echoed through the forest close by. Agatheena said the charm she’d given me would keep me safe, but I wasn’t risking it, and I took off at a jog, heading back the way I’d come.
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      RELIC

      Warrick’s phone chimed, and our alpha frowned down at the screen.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Lucifer.” Warrick glanced up, running a hand down his beard. “He wants to meet, says he’ll come to us.”

      That wasn’t normal. Lucifer didn’t leave Hell often, not after his son had locked him out a while back, trying to overthrow him.

      “I’ll contact Maddox. He might know what this is about,” Warrick said.

      Maddox commanded our brothers in Hell for our alpha. War made regular visits, keeping an eye on things, but we’d left in Lucifer’s absence, refusing to serve his twisted son. After spending my entire life in Hell, it turned out I liked it up here a whole lot more, and so did my brothers. War had made a deal with the king of Hell; some new hounds were created, and we’d hung around, training them up so there were enough of us to keep the demons there under control. Now, we took shifts, ensuring we always had several of us older hounds in Hell to make sure nothing went tits up below ground.

      I planted my hands on my hips. “He say when he’s coming?”

      “Tonight,” War said, still frowning.

      Jagger, Warrick’s lieutenant, leaned against the wall. “I’ll make sure everyone’s here and spread the word that the clubhouse is off-limits to everyone else.”

      I grabbed my phone when it vibrated in my pocket. A text from Zinnia. The witch was a good friend and family since she was cousin to Warrick’s mate, Willow.

      Zinny: Hey, so I need to swing by the demon part of town and wondered if you wanted to tag along.

      No fucking way would I let her go to Seventh Circle on her own. It wasn’t safe for any female, especially a witch.

      Relic: When?

      Zinny: Now, if you’re free?

      Relic: I’ll text when I’m there.

      Zinny: Awesome, thanks.

      I shoved my phone back into my pocket, striding out of the clubhouse and to the line of bikes parked just outside.

      We’d been living in Linville, just out of Roxburgh, New York, for long enough that the locals had gotten used to us. The people here thought we were a human motorcycle club, and that suited us just fine. They mainly gave us a wide berth, and we were free to live the way we wanted.

      Swinging my leg over my bike, I kicked up the stand and started the engine. It roared to life, vibrating through my chest and echoing around the parking lot. Riding was nowhere near as good as going hound and running free, but it was a pretty close fucking second. I quickly tied my hair out of the way, walked my bike back, and opened her up, speeding out onto the street.

      It took thirty minutes to reach the city. I parked and fired off a text to Zinnia, telling her where I was. Humans naturally avoided Seventh Circle. It was swarming with demons, and their flight instincts tended to keep them away without any extra help.

      Ten minutes later, Zinny was striding down the street. The witch was beautiful, tough, loyal, and currently dealing with some seriously fucked-up shit. So, if she needed me, I was there.

      Hounds had limited emotions, yes—some of us more than others—but when it came to females, we all had the same endless protective streak, probably because all hellhounds were male.

      “Just couldn’t stay away from me?” I said to her when she stopped in front of me.

      Her familiar—a tiny rat named Hemlock—poked his head out of her bag, and I gave him a scratch.

      Zinny snorted. “You wish.”

      “You have no idea. But since sex is off the table, I’m happy to display my superior fighting abilities and protect a damsel in distress.”

      “I’m not a damsel.”

      No, she wasn’t. She’d proven herself a warrior time and again.

      Instead of agreeing though, I planted a hand on top of her head and mussed her hair. “Whatever you say, princess.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’ve been going to Willow’s movie nights, huh?”

      I laughed. She was perceptive. “Of course. Can’t you see how evolved I’ve become? My emotional education is coming along nicely. I’m almost like a real boy.”

      Humor came more naturally to me than my brothers, but they’d been learning since we’d left Hell. Lucifer gave us the ability to understand emotions, but having them ourselves wasn’t necessary. Tender emotions were considered a hindrance. And because most hounds were created full-grown, we didn’t have the same familial connections as some beings.

      “So, what are we doing here?”

      “I need some ingredients for a job I’m doing today.” She quickly looked away, avoiding making eye contact.

      Yeah, she was full of shit and up to something. I could literally smell the lies.

      Still, it fucking pleased me that she recognized my strength and that I was her first choice when she required protection, even if she wasn’t ready to share what this was really about. Lucifer had given us a deeper knowledge of loyalty—along with anger and lust—and I was glad she not only saw that loyalty, but also accepted it from me.

      I scanned our surroundings while we walked and talked. The demons on the street looked our way as we passed, but as soon as they got an eyeful of me, they quickly turned away.

      Not surprising since, the only demons allowed to live openly in this part of the city had to be able to pass as human, and they also needed to know how to follow rules. If not, either the knights of Hell would take care of them, or the hounds would collect them and drag their asses below ground to answer to Lucifer and receive punishment for their crimes.

      “Just up here.” Zinnia motioned to a store ahead.

      Malicious Brew was painted on a sign above the door. I strode in and was instantly assaulted by so many different scents that my fucking skull was buzzing. I snarled, shaking my head, my beast rearing up inside me, as I scanned the room, then tilted back my head, forcing myself to scent the air.

      “This shit is burning my fucking nostrils.” A growl built in my chest as a sensation I didn’t recognize rolled through me and had me curling my fingers into tight fists. “I don’t like this, Zinny. It’s too much. I can’t smell anything else. No nose, no idea what the fuck’s coming …”

      A beaded curtain hung at the back of the shop, and I braced as it was drawn back.

      A tiny female walked out, and I narrowed my eyes at her, wrestling control of the beast as it fucking leaped forward.

      Demon.

      She was short as fuck, curves for days, and had wavy blood-red hair that reached her round ass. Her face was humanoid but reminded me of a pixie or one of the fae with that upturned nose and those full pink lips.

      She stopped abruptly. Her yellow-green eyes landed on me, and they widened. Her gaze shot to the Devil Dogs MC patch on my leather vest.

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said. “Whatever they told you, I’m innocent.” She lifted her hands, backing up like she was ready to bolt. “I didn’t do anything. Don’t take me away, please … don’t …”

      “Not here to take you to Hell, demon,” I said before she took off, and Zinnia was left empty-handed. “So, slow your roll and take a fucking breath.”

      She blinked those wide eyes up at me. “You’re not?”

      “Nope.” I subtly sniffed. There was something familiar in the air, but it was hard to place with all the other scents saturating the room.

      “He’s just keeping me company,” Zinnia said quickly, obviously afraid the little demon would take off as well. “I’m here for a couple of ingredients—that’s all.”

      The demon’s alarmed expression changed, and she scowled. “What the fuck is wrong with you, witch? You brought a freaking hellhound into my shop? I almost pissed myself.” She turned her scowl on me. “And you should know better.” She shook her head. “Hounds, man. Meatheads, the lot of you.”

      My head jerked back at all that attitude and fire she was throwing at me. “What did you call me, demon?”

      “You heard me.” She straightened, puffing up like a feisty little gerbil. “Lucifer didn’t send you for me. You can’t do shit, so save the intimidation bullshit for the next demon you drag to Hell.”

      “Well, this has gotten off to a great start,” Zinnia said.

      I ignored her and strode up to the ballsy female, still scowling at me. She tried to step back, but I grabbed her arm, stopping her retreat while she squirmed, trying to pull away. The familiar scent was stronger now that I was closer to her. I dipped lower and scented her.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, mutt?” she yelled and flashed a set of fangs. They didn’t look like vampire, not really, but I still couldn’t place the demon breed. “Let me go.”

      There was something else there. The demon blood was strong. She was an immortal—I could smell it on her. So, yeah, definitely demon dominant.

      “You’re not just demon.” I scented her again.

      Her fight stopped instantly, and she blinked up at me. “How do you know that?”

      “I can smell it.” I curled my lips into a smirk. “Can’t quite make out what else you are, but looking at you, I’d say a gremlin or maybe a troll.”

      She shrieked and slammed her knee up, aiming for my nuts, but was too short to get anywhere near them.

      Zinnia said something, but I didn’t hear her because all my focus was on the squirming demon in front of me.

      “Meathead,” she muttered again while she tapped her pink-tipped fingers against her thigh, one after the other, over and over again.

      I wasn’t quite ready to let her go for some reason. “You couldn’t handle my meathead, gremlin.” I flashed my fangs, enjoying myself.

      “So, do you have any white snakeroot?” Zinny asked.

      “You do realize that gremlins don’t actually exist? They’re a myth,” the demon said.

      She pressed her hand against my chest and shoved. Something sizzled through me, lifting the hair on my arms and on the back of my neck.

      “It’s pretty cringe that you don’t know that,” she added.

      She shoved again, but I didn’t budge. No, I still wasn’t ready to back up just yet—I was enjoying myself too much—but I did release her.

      I tilted my head to the side. “You have a very smart mouth for someone so small and annoying.”

      Images filled my mind with all the ways I could occupy that smart, pouty mouth of hers.

      “And you have a giant head and ridiculous … muscles.” She flushed. “You look like a deformed Sasquatch.”

      She thought I was strong. The demon was admiring my muscles. I didn’t know why, but I liked that.

      “Now, I’m embarrassed for you, Gremmy, if we’re talking about things that don’t exist,” I said, teasing her. Some females liked being teased, and I found I wanted to see those pretty eyes light with pleasure.

      “Don’t call me Gremmy,” she fired at me, her pretty fingers still tapping against the side of her thigh.

      “But it suits you”—I flashed her a grin, the one I knew females liked—“Gremmy.”

      The demon crossed her arms, bristling. Cute.

      “Leave,” she said, her unusual peridot-colored eyes darting around the room.

      “I don’t think so.”

      How was it that I was enjoying this interaction more than the one I’d had two nights ago, in the office of the Hellfire, when a female eagerly sucked my dick?

      She looked down, her thick lashes fluttering rapidly, and then she drew in a breath through clenched teeth and looked back up. “I want you to leave, you giant pain in the ass,” she fired at me. “I want you to leave my shop now.”

      I wanted to tweak that upturned nose. “If I were in your ass, Gremmy, I promise it would only hurt for a minute, and then I’d make it feel real good.”

      She hissed, and my abs clenched. Those little fangs were doing things to me.

      “Okay,” Zinny said. “If you could just get the ingredients I need, we’ll leave. Right, Relic?”

      I winked down at the pissed-off demon in front of me. “Sure.”

      She spun away, and I had to force myself to stay put and not grab her and pull her back or follow her as she rushed down one of the aisles crowded with ingredients.

      She snatched something off the end, then strode up to Zinnia and shoved it into her hand. “Now, leave.”

      Zinnia took money from her pocket. “I need to pay you.”

      “I don’t care, just leave,” the demon said.

      Zinny dropped a wad of cash on the counter, then grabbed my arm and tried to push me from the store. For some fucked-up reason, I was reluctant to leave, but she was persistent, so I let her have her way.

      The sound of the bolt being thrown came as soon as we walked out. The demon stood behind the glass and quickly flipped the Open sign to Closed before she disappeared into the back of her store.

      “What the hell was that?” Zinnia said when we started walking.

      “What?” I was still grinning. No, I hadn’t enjoyed myself like that in a very long time.

      “You terrified that female, then sexually harassed her,” Zinny said.

      The fuck? I stopped in my tracks and stared down at her. “No, I didn’t. That’s not what happened.”

      “I’ve never heard you speak to a female that way.”

      She couldn’t be serious?

      I glanced back at the shop, then at Zinny. “No … she wasn’t afraid. She was—”

      “She was shaking. You’re a hellhound, and she’s a demon. She was trying to hide it, but she was terrified. I thought she was actually going to cry for a moment.”

      Nausea slammed into my gut.

      “Cry?” My voice was like sandpaper. “No …” I looked back at the shop. “No,” I repeated, not wanting to believe it.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Fuck.” That would not fucking do. No fucking way.

      I started back toward the shop, but Zinny grabbed my arm, stopping me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t make females cry. I don’t scare them, and I don’t”—the sick feeling in my gut increased—“sexually harass them.”

      “Going back there now will only make it worse. She wants you gone, and you need to respect that,” Zinnia said.

      She was serious. I’d known her a long time, and I knew what that looked like. I might be a little more evolved than the hounds that had come before me, but I wasn’t that fucking evolved. If Zinnia said I’d scared the little demon, I’d fucking scared her.

      “Fuck,” I said again and let her tug me back toward my bike.

      We parted ways, and I headed for the clubhouse to await Lucifer, but it was the last place I wanted to go. I wanted to head back to that store and demand that the little female hiding inside not be afraid of me. Which made no fucking sense whatsoever.

      You need to stay the fuck away.

      I should. But I didn’t think I could.
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      FERN

      Zipping up my sweatshirt, I lifted the hood, checked the coast was clear, slipped out, and locked up behind me. After my run-in with that hound, I didn’t want to hang around the store. I hated that he’d scared me so badly, but I hated more that I’d let him.

      It didn’t help that my fear response was to go on the offensive, no matter how afraid I was. It’d served me well in the past. In my experience, showing fear or weakness to a predator only excited them. When you showed fear, when you cried or cowered, they got off on it, and the pain that followed was even worse.

      I yanked on the door to check it was locked—one, two, three, four hard yanks. That hound had thrown me off completely because the more shit I’d given him, the more he’d seemed to enjoy it.

      I shook my head. I needed to learn when to shut my damn mouth, but it was no use because fear was a trigger. When given the choice of fight or flight, most chose the former. But for most of my life, flight hadn’t been an option, so as soon as my fear spiked, it was muscle memory, and I automatically switched into fight mode.

      Cursing under my breath at my stupidity, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t being followed by the pricks who’d been hanging around or a giant meathead of a hellhound. Dipping my head, I started along the street.

      Fuck. Did I lock the door?

      Yes, you locked the fucking door.

      But what if I hadn’t?

      Cursing, I jogged back, gripped the door handle, and yanked it again—one, two, three, four. Definitely locked.

      I headed back down the street. Agatheena had said she’d have information for me when I went back to her cottage, but it wouldn’t hurt to do some research of my own. The more I knew about what I was, the better.

      There was only one place I could go that might have the information I needed. It took me twenty minutes to reach my destination, but finally, the massive building loomed up ahead. Back in the 1800s, it’d been known as the Sunnydale Insane Asylum but had been decommissioned in the early 1980s. Nothing about the monstrosity looked like it belonged here. It was as if it’d been transported here from another country and plonked in the middle of the city two hundred years ago.

      It was massive, with dark, slick stone walls and arched windows, like a medieval cathedral. Its name implied warmth and light, but this place was the complete opposite.

      I walked through the gateway, which opened out to a large garden area out front. Pulling my hood lower, I glanced over my shoulder again and jogged across the lawn. I rushed up the steps and banged on the heavy, wooden double doors.

      The chilly wind blew around me, and I rubbed my arms as ice slid down my spine and goose bumps prickled the back of my neck. The feeling that I was being watched sent frozen tendrils through my veins, and I scanned the area around me again.

      The door opened, and I turned back as the demon standing there gave me a once-over, then grinned.

      “Hey, gorgeous. What’s up?”

      “Hey, Berkley. How’s your sister?”

      “Yeah, good, honey. Behaving herself, for now.”

      I laughed. Berkley came in to my store with her from time to time.

      “So, I was hoping I could use the library this afternoon.”

      “Let me check with Rune. Should be okay though.”

      Rune, the demon in charge of all of us here in Seventh Circle, had been selected by Lucifer to run things. He was scary as hell, but if you toed the line and followed the rules, he let you be. If he ever found out what I had done with that demon a few nights ago, he wouldn’t be happy with me, not at all.

      Berkley put his phone to his ear and opened the door wider for me. My boots thudded against the old, stained, and cracked linoleum as I strode in, goose bumps lifting all over my body.

      Breathe. You can leave at any time.

      I curled my fingers into tight fists. I’d been here several times, but I’d never get used to that goddamn smell. The scent of hospital still lingered, along with a few other unpleasant things that caused a visceral reaction and made every cell in my body fucking contract in terror. Forcing myself to breathe slow and easy, I stood in the cold and stark hall and waited while Berkley muttered down the line.

      Finally, he hung up and gave me a chin lift. “You can head on up.”

      “Awesome, thanks.”

      I headed along the hall, passing door after door. I didn’t know what they used the rooms down here for, but the upper floors had been converted into accommodations for Rune’s brethren. They followed orders and were a pretty tight-knit group. Rune had the very top floor to himself. The other floors were used for various things—things I wasn’t privy to but had heard rumors.

      I rounded the corner and onto the ancient-looking elevator.

      Gripping the strap of my bag—and still thankfully managing to keep it together—I hit the button for the fifth floor. The elevator moved slowly, and when the doors finally slid open, I rushed out and down the hall to the library. It wasn’t a huge room—not as big as, say, the witches council’s library. I’d never been, of course, but I’d heard about it. A lot of our demon texts had been taken from us, mainly by witches, and were locked up out of our reach. I wasn’t sure what this room had been used for
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