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      One For Sorrow started life as a Halloween short story. It was going to be a quick stand-alone short, in no way connected to the Veil series. But, clearly, Muse wasn’t having any of that. As soon as I sat down to write it, she was there, demanding page-time. She made this story her own. I really had no choice in the matter.

      

      I’ve included in this collection a few other little story-gems for you to enjoy. Some were previously published on my website, or as bonus material in the novels. Perhaps the most notable in this collection is the interview with Akil. If nothing else, it will show you how a character can hold their writer to ransom. Make of that what you will.

      

      Fans are always asking me what’s next and will there be any more stories in the Veil series. My answer is ‘No, but...’ Muse’s story has been told. However, I never say never. One For Sorrow is a prime example of a story striking out of the blue. Who knows what will happen in a few months/years time? (Valenti may have known, but we all know what happened to him).

      

      In 2016 work begins on a new spin-off series, likely to be titled The Chaos Series. So while we may have seen the last of Muse for a while, there’s more to be told from her world. It’s not over. For another handful of characters, the chaos has just begun.

      

      I hope you enjoy One For Sorrow as much as I enjoyed writing it. And who knows what 2016 will bring?

      

      This book includes a collection of bonus scenes from the Veil Series, and the all-new short story, One For Sorrow) This title should be read after Ties That Bind #5 The Veil Series to avoid major series spoilers.

      

      Includes stories:

      One For Sorrow

      Alone Time

      She Burns

      In conversation with Akil
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      One For Sorrow

      ‘Routine call,’ Ryder had said. But when Muse arrives at the abandoned house, there’s nothing routine about the demon waiting inside. His trap is set, and he knows the Mother of Destruction has one weakness:

      

      Akil.

      

      Alone Time

      Muse discovers that she doesn’t have to be alone during the holidays, with explosive consequences.

      (Takes place between Beyond The Veil and Devil May Care)

      

      She Burns

      Take a peek inside Stefan’s head during the lake house kitchen scene from Darkest Before Dawn.

      

      

      In Conversation With Akil

      Tempers fray and the temperature rises as Pippa DaCosta meets with the infamous Prince of Greed.

      (Originally written sometime between Beyond The Veil and Devil May Care)
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      “Damnit, Ryder.” I hung up on Ryder’s message service for the third time, tucked the cell into my back pocket, and peered through iron gates at the brownstone house. Weeds encroached on the driveway and sprouted through cracked asphalt. Faded graffiti scarred the boarded first floor windows. Clearly, nobody was home and hadn’t been for a long time.

      The cool Boston night air hummed with sounds of distant traffic, but inside those gates, all was still. “Demon. Class C. Reckon it’ll be simple enough. Last one on scene buys the beers,” Ryder’s message had said. He was probably caught in downtown rush hour traffic. At least he’d be buying the next round.

      I checked my Beretta Pico sidearm then tugged on the gate, rattling the length of rusty chain, and opened it just enough for me to squeeze inside. Flakes of rust came away in my hand and rained over my boots. I brushed my hands together, freeing them of dirt, and started toward the house.

      It should be simple, but the demons left on this side of the veil when it had sealed for good didn’t know about my rep as the Mother of Destruction. Otherwise, I could probably have marched right on in, distracted them with a few insults, and been sweeping up their ashes in five minutes. Unfortunately, updating them on the fact I was demon death on legs didn’t help either. They inevitably called me a liar, and considering my so-called limitless power had been clipped when the veil sealed, they were factually correct. I had been a demon badass. I had once stood beside the Princes of Hell and rained fire from the skies. But today? Not so much. These days, I was just demon—and human. It’s complicated.

      Grit crunched under my boots as I approached the abandoned building. By the time I’d reached the crumbling steps, the swirling mist had turned to rain and plastered my hair to my face. I brushed a creeping drip of rainwater off my cheek and blinked at the remarkably pristine door. 1930s art deco designs wove up its ornate frame. Akil had made his presence known in Boston sometime in the 1930s. I crushed that thought before it could take root and tried the doorknob. It turned with barely a squeak. The door swung open an inch, and a sigh of dust-speckled air escaped.

      “Well, this isn’t creepy at all.” All it needed now was a clap of thunder and a few streaks of lightning, and I’d be starring in my own bad horror movie.

      “Come out, come out, demon class C. This is not how I prefer to spend my Friday nights.” This was a lie, confirmed by a very demon prrp sounding in my head, reminding me that hunting demons was exactly how I preferred to spend my evenings, days, and weekends. What could be better than some wanton destruction in the name of protecting Boston from stray demons?

      I expected the door to creak and groan and was a little disappointed when it swung open, whisper-quiet on its hinges. The entrance hallway that yawned in front of me echoed the art deco door. In its prime, the hall would have glistened with black and white mosaic floor tiles. Now, debris from a half-collapsed ceiling covered much of the floor. Dust and desiccated trash collected in corners and on the stairs. I pried my cellphone free and turned on the flashlight. Shadows sprang up and danced across the torn patterned wallpaper and up an elaborate staircase.

      “Yeah, so not creepy.” My breath misted in the frigid air. I rolled my shoulders. “It’s just an empty house. I’ve faced psychotic Princes of Hell. This is nothing.” My voice drifted down the hall until the dark snatched it away.

      “Listen up, demon,” I called before the quiet could worm its way beneath my bravado. “You should know I’ve put down a few of you.” A gross understatement. “There might not be any Institute to police you, but Boston is protected.” I cleared my throat and added, “By me.” I’d meant for that to come out with more gravitas. I couldn’t blame the demons for underestimating me. I’d never really looked particularly threatening. Akil had once told me that some of the most dangerous things came in small packages. He would know. He’d known all about me—what I was, what I would become.

      Why was I thinking about him? I hadn’t thought of him in weeks. I’d made sure of it by keeping myself busy chasing down rogue demons like this one.

      “C’mon… I’ll find you. This can only end one way.”

      I stepped forward, reaching for the bannister. The hallway tilted sideways, and the floor seemed to wrench itself out from beneath me. I stumbled, heart leaping, and made a grab for the post. I’d have poured demon into my veins if a quaint tinkling music hadn’t pulled me around. Somehow, in that one sweeping movement, between one heartbeat and the next, the hallway changed from suffocating darkness to blazing light with people—people everywhere.

      “What the…”

      Light, noise, and the smell of cigarette smoke and rose-scented perfume washed over me. A woman to my right laughed, bright and breezy, at something her companion said. She wore her hair pinned into neat, tight curls. Her sleeveless dress spilled from her shoulders and fell straight and angular in the thirties fashion. The men wore tailcoats—tuxedos with silk lapels. They chatted. Teeth flashed in bright smiles. And somewhere in the house, a live band played lighthearted jazz.

      How is this possible?

      I clung to the bannister as though it were a life raft, afraid to let go of what I knew to be real, and backed a few steps up the stairs. I knew this couldn’t be real. I knew I was in an abandoned house, but knowing it did nothing to stop the illusion. I saw it, felt it, smelled it. Surely that made it real too?

      “My apologies, ma’am.” Two men jostled down the stairs behind me and carried on their way, talking about the rise in unemployment. Their unusually chipper American accents rang sharp in my ears.

      “This is insane,” I muttered, groping at my back pocket for my cell. I had to call Ryder and say…something. Anything.

      A warm hand clasped mine. Instinct had me about to yank my arm away, when an all too familiar scent of cinnamon and cloves warmed me through. The evocative smell—and its meaning—rooted me to the bottom step. The music changed to an upbeat, fun little tune, and a woman’s voice rose up—

      “…Let a lady confess I wanna be bad…”

      “…Then the answer is yes, I wanna be bad… This thing of being a good little goody is all very well, what can you do if you’re loaded with plenty of hell—th…”

      No. It couldn’t be.

      He moved around me with my hand in his and stepped down a single step to the hallway floor. I saw the chest of the double-breasted tuxedo first and fixed my eyes on his silk lapels. If I looked up and saw his face, saw him. I wasn’t sure what that meant—or what I wanted it to mean. What if it was him? What if it wasn’t? My heart thumped over the joyous music, and around me, the party sounds swirled. It’s not real. None of this is real. It’s demon. It has to be. A demon is screwing with my head. Call it out. Do it now, before… He settled his warm fingertips under my chin and tilted my head up.

      My heart stuttered. The sounds of the party fell away. I looked into his amber-fringed eyes and felt tears pool in my own. “Akil?”

      “Muse.”

      I opened my mouth to ask how—why—but he placed a finger on my lips, tightened his grip on my hand, and led me alongside him, through the partygoers, down the hall, and into an enormous ballroom.

      People greeted him, bid him good evening, smiled as he approached. Men offered to shake his hand, but he didn’t let me go, just smiled and moved on. I let him lead me—drifting through the dream—because that’s what this had to be. A dream.

      “Dance with me.” Not a request. I flinched, remembering how he’d asked me to dance before, a lifetime ago, when we were both so very different.

      The music had changed again, although I didn’t remember when—slower this time. He curled an arm around my waist and gripped my hand out to the side, the way I’d seen people slow dance on TV. I should stop him. Should stop this fantasy. We moved, stepping slowly, bodies so close but not touching. We didn’t need to touch. His warmth curled around me, embracing and evocative. I closed my eyes, just for a few moments. It felt like coming home to an open fire on a winter’s day, a comforting sense of familiarity and security. And I’d missed it, missed the feel of him, as if half of me had been hollowed out. I’d missed that completeness so much I’d gladly lose myself to the seduction. I settled my hand on his shoulder, hiding how much my fingers trembled. A few moments—just a few moments. I deserved that much, didn’t I?

      “You gave me hope,” he said.

      I tightened my grip. “Don’t.”

      “I believed I would never see you again.”

      I gritted my teeth. It wasn’t real. Was it? His arm tightened, drawing me in closer. Before I could stop myself, I’d laid my head against his shoulder. The feel of him, the rhythm of his body against mine, the warm, spicy taste of him on my lips—it all hurt, hurt inside the emptiness his leaving had left me with. I’d dealt with it. Moved on. A day at a time. A week. A month. But this stolen moment tore all those defenses down until I stood raw and broken in his arms.

      Reason told me this was dangerous. I didn’t listen. Didn’t care. Why couldn’t I dream just a few minutes more?

      “How are you here?” I asked. “The veil is closed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then how?”

      “Does it matter? If we study the why, the moment may be lost.”

      “I hate you, you know.”

      His deep chuckle and the way it rippled through him had me biting my lip.

      “Some desires must be sacrificed.”

      This is wrong. We danced. The feel of him led me somewhere safe, somewhere the pain of loss couldn’t reach me. Twice, I’d lost him. The first time, grief had almost swallowed me whole. The second time, knowing him—the real him—in those last moments before the veil closed for good, was worse. To have the truth of him right in front of me, only for him to snatch it away again was unspeakably cruel. He could have let me live the lie. I had hated him. I still did. Hated. Loved. Muddled and twisted. But I understood why he’d had to end it there. He did it for me, for my freedom.

      “What does freedom truly taste like?” he asked, rousing me from my stupor.

      “Relief. Like summer rain.”

      “Was it worth it?” His chin brushed my forehead.

      The deaths. The war. Boston torn asunder. A love divided by two worlds. “Yes.” I believed it. I had to. Too much had been sacrificed. There was no use in mourning what had been lost. The future was where I was headed now. A cool slither of resolute determination stirred my dreamy state, mixing in a taste of reality. “Boston will come back stronger, and so will those who’ve lost so much.”

      “Are you stronger?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yet you are half the thing you once were.”

      I stopped swaying and leaned back to look him in the eyes, eyes so dark, so captivating. Lifting a hand, I touched my fingertips to his cheek, tracing the familiar shape of his face. The last time I’d seen him, he’d told me he was sorry, and in that moment, my heart had broken. My fingers grazed a dash of stubble and then over the softness of his lips.

      It would be easy to believe.

      He caught my hand and stilled its roaming. His eyes narrowed, just slightly, and his lips tightened. “Stay. I can make this moment last forever.”

      A smile twitched across my lips. Of course this couldn’t last. And really, did I want it to? I pulled my hand free of his. “You see, that’s where demons always slip up. You don’t believe I see through you.” I loosened my hold on his shoulder, opening up a space between us, and looked into his amber eyes. “You’re good. Very good. But you can’t wrap your demon thoughts around the fact he—Akil, the Prince of Greed, a First—could love me, a half-blood nothing. You never will. Akil grew beyond being just demon. Who knows, maybe he was always like that. You’ll never understand him. No demon ever will. You don’t have it in you.”

      We stared at one another. He broke eye contact and looked down to straighten his cuffs. The crowd shifted and swayed around us, and the music still played, but the brightness of it all began to fray at the edges. He—this imposter—could so easily be Akil. I could let myself believe it, but that wasn’t where, or who, I wanted to be. Not anymore. I was free, free to live how I wanted, to love who I wanted. A part of me would never stop loving Akil, and this bastard knew it.

      I stepped back and lifted my hands with a flourish. “You can drop the theatrics.” People turned to stare. “Yeah, party’s over.” The band came to an out-of-tune halt while the guests skipped their worried glances between Akil and me. “Oh, don’t look so shocked. None of you are real.” Somebody gasped, and a low murmur rippled over the room. I strode to the nearest woman and plucked the champagne flute from her hand. She made a startled little squeak. I saluted her and tasted the wine. Sweet and smooth, it tasted real enough. He was good at this, I’d give the demon that much credit. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. You’re as sexy as hell.” I had the crowd’s attention now and walked along the line of onlookers. Suitably aghast, they watched me like they might a crazy woman crashing their party. “You have his swagger, his—” I waved a hand.

      “Je ne sais quoi?” Not-Akil supplied.

      I clicked my fingers. “Exactly.” The people looked real, they felt real, and the wine tasted real, which meant Not-Akil was inside my head. Demon Class C, he was not. Class B, for sure. If I was really unlucky, a Class A. I needed to find out what class I was dealing with before I made my move, or Ryder would likely arrive to find me brain-dead on the floor. He’d be pissed at me if I died here, after everything we’d been through.

      “You have his arguable charm down to an art.” I took another sip from my glass as my tour of the crowd brought me around to face him. “You knew Akil.”

      Not-Akil’s lips did a curious little tick of a smile, the first un-Akil reaction I’d seen from him. “From afar. He once lived here.” The accent twisted and warped from 1930’s American to something sharper, tinnier—French, possibly, but curiously smooth.

      So the house had once been Akil’s. I made a show of appraising the ballroom with a tongue-click and went over the pep talk again. I’d moved on. New person. New future. The past was behind me. He was behind me. And this imposter was just another demon screwing with my head.

      “So you figured what was good enough for the Prince of Greed was good enough for you? A lowly lesser, squatting in his home?”

      Not-Akil laughed, and his make-believe audience chuckled along with him. I smiled, swapped my drink to my left hand, and felt for my gun. It wasn’t there. Had he taken it from me when he’d brushed by me on the stairs? Perhaps it was there, but my manipulated thoughts wouldn’t allow me to recognize it. It didn’t matter. The gun was back-up. I still had my opening act.

      “Lesser?” he purred. “Oh dear, it seems somebody might have called you out under false pretenses.”

      “You made the call, huh?” I shrugged. It really didn’t matter. He’d be charcoal soon enough. “So are you going to introduce yourself, or do I have to ask one of your mind-puppets for your name?” The party-goers had lost their bright smiles and glared at me now like I’d pissed on their parade, as Ryder would say.

      “We have plenty of time to get to know one another, Muse.”

      He knew me. It could be my reputation as demon-hunter had reached him, or this might be personal. These days, it was mostly both.

      Not-Akil dipped his chin and glared through blonde lashes. His smile stretched wide across his face, and as he swept his hand back through his hair, his short locks turned platinum blonde and long enough to fall in front of his eyes.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Wow, what is this? Demon charades?”

      He made a good Stefan, but the smile and the eyes were all wrong. My father had perfected a Stefan act, but only after spending considerable time in Stefan’s head.

      He moved forward, prompting me to back up, and in the next step, the ballroom and its occupants blurred. I squeezed my eyes so hard they burned and opened them again to find Dawn standing in front of me, little Dawn, with her stuffed bunny, Missus Floppy, and her bouncy ringlets. I was reaching for her before I could think to stop myself. A gasp escaped me, and with it, I wanted to say so many things. So many sorrys. Leaving you was the only way. Some sacrifices have to be made…

      Hot, stinking breath blasted one side of my face. A low rumbling growl rumbled through the floor. Fear spilled ice water through my veins. I blinked, got an up-close-and-personal look down the muzzle of a hellhound, and then it lunged. A rush of heat bubbled up. Warmth wrapped me in light, and by the time I’d hit the floor—smothered by hellhound—my body was demon and my reaction swift. The hound squealed and might have thought twice about its assault if I’d given it a chance. I was done giving chances to demons. Thrusting out a hand, I blasted the beast with a tight pulse of concentrated heat and watched it burst into a cloud of superheated demon bits. A thrill curled through me, a little moment of triumph, right before the dust settled, and the pack of hounds eyed me as their next chew-toy.

      

      I ran, mostly because it seemed the sensible thing to do, but also because my mystery mindfuck demon had vanished, and I couldn’t leave the house until there was one less demon in Boston. I made it up the first flight of stairs and ducked into a room, slamming the rotten door behind me—and then reconsidered my lifestyle choices.

      Lacy had invited Stefan and me on a double date. Her new guy, Travis, wore exquisitely tailored suits and looked remarkably like Akil, which Stefan had pointedly told her. Lacy had given him a look akin to scratching his eyes out. Needless to say, we’d declined the date. So Stefan was checking out a demon camped in a tree in Southie. I could still have gone on the date, had I not gotten Ryder’s message. A nice meal. Some chit-chat. Normal stuff. With normal people. Instead, I was dripping fire in an abandoned house with hellhounds chomping at my ankles. A little bubble of laughter escaped my lips. Exactly how I liked it. At least my Friday nights weren’t dull.

      I dialed back the fire, so as not to set the entire house aflame, but I kept my demon glow and waited, breathing hard, with my back pressed against the door. That many hellhounds should have been making a ruckus, but I couldn’t hear anything besides my own thudding heart and spluttering flames, which meant the hounds weren’t real—like the rest of this damned party.

      I sighed through my nose. So far, Demon-Frenchy had played me like a tune. This was getting embarrassing.

      “Mother of Freaking Destruction…” I grumbled. “Hiding behind a door.” Demon hunting had been so much easier when I’d had the fires of hell at my fingertips. Now I barely had enough oomph to roast a marshmallow or a hellhound.

      “You want him still,” Frenchy said from the other side of the door. “I felt it in the press of your female body.”

      I pushed away from the wood and turned to look at the panels as though I could look through them. I could shoot through the door, but while I was demoned up, I couldn’t free my gun. If I dropped the fire, I’d have access to my weapon again, unless he still had control of my mind. The room didn’t hold much help. My ember-lit body cast enough light to see that vines had crawled in through the rotten window frames. A steel-framed bed had been upended in one corner, and the floor was spongy beneath my boots. It would seem the 1930s were over. If Frenchy’s power was anything like my father’s mind-warping ability, he could make me believe anything, especially if I was receptive the way I had been with Akil. Damned emotions.

      “Greed is formidable,” Frenchy continued. “The mortal half of you loves him still. I smelled the arousal on you, the stink of mortal attraction.”

      I laughed because this demon had no idea who the Prince of Greed was to me and never would. “You sweet talker, you.”

      “Do not pretend that what I showed you meant nothing,” he replied, the European bite to his words all the sharper because I wasn’t whimpering at his feet, begging to have my prince of hell back.

      “How do you know I’m not just a demon-groupie who gets her rocks off cuddling up to leftovers like you?”

      A beat of silence passed. Then another. I stepped closer to the door and pressed my ear against the wood. Nothing. Not even the unending burble of city sounds. A forced silence. Not real.

      “Muse? You in here?”

      Ryder. I tugged open the door and found the landing empty. Frenchy wouldn’t have gone far. I had to warn Ryder.

      “Up here.” I headed for the top of the stairs. “Ryder, the demon’s a class—” A gunshot rang out. I ducked and flinched to one side. “Ryder, damnit! It’s me.” I heard him spit a curse, and the stairs creaked. “I’m coming out. Don’t shoot.”

      I peeked over the top step. A lick of light slid over the Desert Eagle right before Ryder fired, and a new fire rushed down my side. I scuttled back with a hiss and gave my wing a flick. Sizzling blood trickled from near the joint. Another hole. Wonderful. “Hey, dumbass. Friendly demon over here.”

      “C’mon out lil’ demon.” The stairs creaked. “One more peek and I’ll hit yah square between those fiery eyes.”

      He doesn’t know it’s me. “Ryder, you can’t shoot for shit.”

      “Keep on growling. You’re just makin’ it easy.”

      He couldn’t hear me. He’d come here expecting to find a Class C demon, and Frenchy was helping his mind fill in the blanks. A ripple of laughter trickled down the hallway. Oh, I was so going to enjoy picking my teeth with Frenchy’s demon bones. I could drop my demon, but there was no guarantee Ryder wouldn’t shoot me right between the eyes, and he’d do it too. At least my demon skin afforded me some protection, albeit not much from the Desert Eagle and its etched rounds.

      I bolted, heard a shot boom, and found myself back in the empty room. I slammed the door closed, only for Ryder to kick it in. No time. He came through the doorway, gun braced in both hands. I barreled into him, shoved the gun high, and cracked my right fist into his cheek with enough muscle behind it to stagger him. Had I opened my claws, I could have taken his face off. He hissed and turned his face away from the heat pouring off me. Damn, I didn’t want to hurt him.

      I wrapped a hand around the Desert Eagle, clamping down hard, and pushed fire through the steel. C’mon, you stubborn bastard. Let go. He clung on—even as I smelled burning flesh—he clung on and glared into my eyes. He wouldn’t give up without a fight. He didn’t know he fought me, didn’t know I wouldn’t hurt him. As far as he knew, this was a fight to the death.

      I jerked my elbow up, under his jaw, snapping his head back, snatched the gun from his grip and then punched him in the gut to drop him to his knees. “Sorry.” He spat blood and spluttered a string of curses. I winced. I’d forgotten my own strength. “I’ll buy the beers.”

      “Do it,” he snarled. “I’m ready.”

      “Pah. You’re not ready to die. You’re going be a hero and make a lunge when I get close.” I backed up. “Demon hunting one-oh-one. Don’t give them room to move because they’ll always go in for the kill. So I’m just going to take my fiery ass over here until you figure it out.”

      “Do it!”

      “A demon would do it.” I waggled my claw-tipped fingers at him and then made a deliberate show of removing the gun’s clip and tossing the empty weapon at his feet. Not an easy thing to accomplish with claws. Demons didn’t dismantle guns. I offered up a fist to bump, in the universal sign of mutual celebration. His eyes narrowed while his brain tried to figure out the catch.

      I clicked my tongue. “Fine.”

      Crossing the room, I pulled the steel-framed bed down with a clatter and perched on its edge. “See. Not killing you. Not demon. Well, not a bad demon. Mostly. Sometimes. You know what I mean.”

      Ryder huffed a laugh and shifted himself into a seated position against the doorframe. “Well, I’ll be damned. First time I’ve had one of you Class Cs wanna sit and talk.”

      I rolled my eyes. “The demon is in your head. And he’s not a Class C. B, hopefully. A if we’re unlucky. I really hope he’s the dying kind.”

      “You’re an intriguing thing.” Not-Akil strode into the room. His lethal grace had a demon purr bubbling at the back of my throat. I cleared it with a growl.

      “I’d heard of you.” He cast a dismissive hand gesture my way before leaning against the wall opposite Ryder. “Greed’s half-blood. It made sense, once it was revealed he’d infused your soul with his, claimed you so that he might live through the battle. Genius, really.”

      “Genius,” I grumbled, keeping a close eye on Ryder as he fingered his ribs and eyed me back like I was the crazy demon in the room. He couldn’t see Frenchy, couldn’t hear my words. I just hoped he didn’t do anything stupid to attract Frenchy’s attention. I had a gun clip but no gun. The Desert Eagle rested beside Ryder’s boot.

      I propped an elbow on my knee, with my head in my hand and clicked my claws against my cheek. If Ryder would get his act together, I could kick the clip back to him, and he could shoot Frenchy. But that all relied on his all-too human mind figuring out why the demon he’d been sent to take down was sitting on the bed, looking bored instead of chewing on his insides. He’d get it. Eventually.

      Meanwhile, Not-Akil smirked at me like he’d won.

      “Y’know,” I began, “you’re not fit to wear his image. Demon like you, he’d snuff you out with a click of his fingers.” I would have too, once. I liked to think I didn’t miss the power or its sirens call. But there were times, like this one, when it would have been nice to have it back, just for a few seconds, long enough to click my fingers and remind this demon how I’d earned the name Destruction.

      “I don’t doubt it, half-blood. Greed’s method of sentencing was legendary. He did not suffer weaklings and lessers. I’m surprised he suffered you, a half-blood whore.”

      It had been a long time since any demon had called me that. Now the words meant little and slid right off me, where once they would have hooked in and chipped at my self-worth. He could call me what he liked. Later, he’d start begging. But either way, he wasn’t living through this night. He’d sealed his fate the moment he’d looked at me with Akil’s eyes, spoken with Akil’s words, and touched—

      “He still matters, I see.” Not-Akil pushed off the wall and stalked forward, his strides precisely restrained, just like Akil’s. I watched the way he moved with a predator’s grace, how the light slid off his dark suit, and I soaked it up, knowing it was wrong, but wanting him all the same. It shouldn’t have surprised me that I still wanted Akil. I probably always would, and that was my weakness—the reason Frenchy still wore Akil’s face. This clever demon knew my mind the same as my father had, when he’d used Stefan’s image to both protect himself and get close to me.  My father and this demon had the same power: to twist the mind and its beliefs. But Frenchy surely couldn’t keep up the act for long. He wasn’t Asmodeus, but he was smarter than the average Class C.

      “Why are you doing this?” I peeked around his waist to see Ryder arch an eyebrow at what must have looked to him like a Class C growling to herself.

      “There is little else to occupy me in this wretched world with its tepid elements and equally tepid people. You and your Ice Prince, you would kill every last one of us trapped here.”

      “That’s the plan.” I smirked.

      Irritation ticked at this expression. “But here, now, in this time and place, there is opportunity.” He crouched to eye level with me. “If I can remove you, remove the one half-blood creature standing in the way of chaos, this city could be mine.” My fiery reflection shimmered in his dark eyes, but there was nothing of Mammon’s infinite darkness there, nothing of his deep hunger, his need to own, to possess. His greed.

      I wondered where Akil was and if my weakness would amuse or anger him. Both, probably.

      “You are not afraid,” Not-Akil mused.

      “Afraid?” I huffed a dry laugh. “Why would I be afraid when I already know how this ends?” Demons: strike one down, and another rises to fill its egotistical shoes. I should have guessed the leftovers would try to carve out a piece of real estate for themselves. Akil’s presence had kept them in check before. But now… Now Boston was still recovering, and ripe for the picking, if there was a demon left on this side with enough ambition and balls to face me. Frenchy thought he was that demon.

      “All I want is my chance, my time. The princes are not here to stop me. I can be prince of my own city and its weak-minded people.”

      “And what would you be the prince of? The Prince of Charades?” I slowly rose to my feet and lifted my wing. He straightened, his eyes locked with mine. “You can’t just call yourself prince.”

      “Can’t I?

      “All I see is a little demon with grand ideas.” My step forward forced him one step back. “Do you even have a name?”

      The frown looked wrong on Akil’s face, crooked, like the thing behind the act. “My name is Saul.”

      I dropped the ammo clip and gave it a quick kick in Ryder’s direction. Saul tried to turn his head, but I caught his Akil-face in my hand and squeezed.

      The familiar metallic sounds of the magazine ramming home, and the chink-chink of the round being loaded into the chamber had my demon heart skipping. Ryder was about to shoot Saul or me or both.

      I yanked Saul so close that the skin of his face flushed red and started to sizzle. “Nobody gets to use Akil’s memory against me.” I sneered, baring my fangs. “Ever.”

      The gun fired. Saul burst apart in a sudden blast of water that hit me like a slap in the face. I staggered back, more from surprise than anything else. Water pooled on the floor and crept—serpentine-like—up the wall and through a hole in the ceiling. I shot a blast of heat in its direction, but the fire ravaged the rotten wood, forcing me to pull it back and snuff it out before the flames escaped.

      I dropped my gaze to Ryder, standing in a braced stance, gun aimed over my shoulder at my wing, which would explain the new throbbing pain.

      “Ryder, you shot me. Again.”

      “Shit, Muse. I didn’t know it was you. You demons all look the same.”

      “One wing, Ryder. One. Wing. I’m starting to take it personally.”

      “You were blurry, and my head’s all messed up.” He lowered the gun and scratched at his cheek. “Ah, quit your bitchin’. It’s just a nick off that hook-thing you’ve got there. It’ll grow back.”

      I cocked my head and clicked my claws. “I’ll slice some parts off you, and we’ll see if they grow back, shall we?”

      His lips quirked. “He ain’t no Class C.”

      “No, he sure ain’t,” I drawled, shucking off my demon and rolling my shoulders as I settled once more into my human skin.

      “You ever seen one turn to water like that?”

      “No. Well, there was Levi.” The Prince of Envy had tried to drown me on several occasions. He could turn into water-vapor. But his subject, Carol-Anne had been a water demon, and as far as I knew, she couldn’t turn herself into a puddle. Maybe that meant Saul was more powerful than I‘d hoped.

      “When did you figure out what you were seeing wasn’t real?” I checked my gun and cellphone. All present and correct. Saul had released our minds for now.

      “Demons don’t do fist-bumps.”

      I grinned. “This one does.” Ryder had my back, and now Saul had no chance. “Let’s bag us a demon who fancies himself a prince.”

      “Does he know who you are?” Ryder followed me out the door toward the next flight of stairs.

      “Yeah, but he thinks if he wears Akil’s face, I won’t hurt him.”

      It took Ryder only a few steps to ask, “Will you?”

      We didn’t talk about Akil. I didn’t talk about Akil. There was little point. Nothing I said would make any difference. Lacy got it. Stefan, too. They knew I’d focused on moving forward. But they were there, if—when I needed them. That was all I’d ever needed, someone who understood. Now I had four friends who understood in their own unique ways, and I counted myself lucky every damn day.

      “If he wore my face, you sure wouldn’t have any problem taking him down.”

      I threw a glance over my shoulder and saw Ryder working his jaw. He walked stiffly too. I might have added a bit of unnecessary force to my earlier right hooks.

      “I’ve been practicing with Stefan.” I removing my cell from my pocket and shined the flashlight up the stairs. “He knows exactly where you leave yourself wide open.”

      Ryder clicked his tongue. “The rush on entry. I should’a known. That’s his move.” He pressed his back against the wall and eyed the layers of shadows flickering along the landing.

      I could have done with Stefan at my back too. He’d have sauntered through this house, unfazed by the mindfuck demon, sprinkling some sharp-as-ice quips as he went. He made it look easy. Life. Freedom. Living. He loved it. Thrived off it. He made me forget the worst of things and remember the best. I’d love him for that alone. But then there was his smile, a smile that had endured through the pain, the horror, and the heartache. When it was just the two of us, his smile took on a sly, knowing angle, and mischief brightened his blue eyes. He was still the light to my dark.

      “Focus, firecracker, or our demon will rip that happy place right out of your head.”

      I wiped the smile off my face and started up the steps, testing their strength under my boots. “He’s not as powerful as Asmodeus.”

      “Is that hope or fact talkin’?” When I didn’t answer, Ryder grumbled. “Thought so.”

      “Saul is not a prince.”

      “Yeah, well, you sure as shit aren’t destruction on two legs anymore either, so let’s just get this done.”

      “We could just burn this place down.” I climbed higher, reaching the landing to angle the flashlight around the corner. A little itch started in my fingertips at the thought of freeing the fire.

      “We need to confirm he’s dead. He could slip out a pipe, or through a dr—”

      In between steps, the stairs gave out. My stomach lurched as the world seemed to jolt upward. My right arm slammed onto a remaining step, jarring me to a dangling halt. Behind me, Ryder wasn’t so lucky, but he was alive. I could tell by the string of curses echoing in the dark below.

      “Ryder?”

      “I’m good.” He groaned, and something clattered, more of the stairs collapsing.

      I swung my left arm up and heaved myself out of the hole. I’d lost my phone, and couldn’t see much beyond blurred darkness. Summoning the demon half of me sharpened my vision. I peered through eyes designed for netherworld air and down into the gap where the stairs had been. Ryder stood hunched against some sort of countertop. A kitchen maybe. Or workshop. I couldn’t quite tell. “Can you see a way out?”

      He waved a hand in front of him. “I can’t see anything down here.”

      “I dropped my cell. It has to be close to you.” He groped around in the dark, hands out, reaching. He still had the gun in his hand, so he wasn’t completely vulnerable. “I’m coming down.”

      “No, there’s no use you gettin’ trapped down here. Go, finish off the demon then come get me.”

      “You going to be okay?”

      “Sure, the dark never hurt anyone.”

      I was more concerned with what lurked in the dark. I turned my gaze on the rest of the staircase, seeing through shades of red—my own firelight.

      “Muse?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Deep fry his ass.”

      I grinned over sharp teeth. “I’m on it.”

      I made it onto the next landing when the rain started. It fell from apparently nowhere and sizzled against my lava-veined skin. Indoor rain. There was always something new to learn when hunting demons. They each had unique talents. A little rain wasn’t going to hurt me, unless Saul could wash me down a hallway the way Levi had. I shook off that unpleasant memory and pushed more heat through my skin.

      “Tickles,” I purred, stalking toward the door at the end of the landing. A third staircase—leading to the attic—had collapsed, and the ceiling above was little more than a few rotten boards. I saw the eaves, and through the holes in the roof, Boston’s orange tinged-night sky. There was only one last place to look.

      The last room was vast, covering what remained of the top floor. A master bedroom, perhaps. The windows overlooked Boston’s twinkling skyline, and as I approached the dirt-smudged glass, I had the sense that Akil had often stood in the same spot, admiring 1930s Boston, a city that would soon be his. Memories can sometimes be so powerful, they drag the past into the present. I felt him then as surely as if he stood behind me. It wasn’t Saul, no, but a gut-deep ache and a heartfelt knowing. It was real. I wondered if wherever he was in the netherworld, he might be standing somewhere high, his wings held aloft, his eyes on the burned forest or barrens, but his thoughts with me. I liked to think so. I see you, the presence said. I know you. I will never forget.

      I smiled and closed my eyes.

      Saul might have landed the blow had I not felt a pull to my left and followed it like an instinct. I spun on my feet, using the weight of my wing to pivot, and backhanded Saul across the back of his slippery demon head. His wings shot out, slimy and smooth. He slapped one across my face while he groped for the window frame to stop himself from toppling outside.

      I raked my claws down his back, opening up four vicious gashes and drew back a fist. He let out a howl and whirled on me, splashing an arch of cool water across my torso. Pain flashed through my body, clamping muscles and screaming inside my head. Goddamned water elementals.

      He burst forward in a flurry of claws and teeth and wings. I hunched low, tucked in my wing, and tackled him low enough to lift him up and throw him over my back. Water and fire hissed, crackled, and spat where our bodies clashed. Pain danced all over and throbbed my vision. I twisted and yanked the heat from the nearest sources—nearby streetlights, car engines, electrical cables anything and everything—and funneled it through me to blast it all at him. He bucked and writhed on the floor, his wings curling inward. His skin cracked and pulled tight across his jagged bones. And he screamed, screamed the way only creatures from the netherworld could. Those screams weren’t meant for this world. Neither was he.

      My fire spluttered. I reached for more but couldn’t find anything. The neighborhood was too empty, too desolate. The further I reached, the weaker the result would be.

      Saul’s glare fixed on me. His cracked lips split as he smiled. “It might not be me.” Water dribbled from his lips, down his cheek and neck. “But we will not rest. We w-will not h-hide.”

      A snarl rippled across my lips. I stood over him, watching him try to shift back. But his burned limbs had seized. He was dead. He just didn’t know it yet. I pressed a knee into his chest and braced an arm beside his head, leaning close to his face. Wide double-lidded demon eyes, half shriveled in their sockets, peered up at me. Fear. He felt it then and knew he’d picked the wrong half-blood to tussle with. “This city is mine.”

      He spluttered, choked, and gathered himself together enough to say, “You can’t protect all the cities, half-blood. There’s only one of you and more of us here than you know. I’m not the only one hungry for chaos. It will come. It will live again, and you’re just a half-blood wh—”

      One swipe of my claws across his throat tore out whatever he had left to say, taking the rest of his life with it. He twitched and struggled for a few moments more. Head tilted, I watched the life leak out of his body. Only when he fell completely still and the last breath sighed from the gash in his throat, did I lean in closer still, my eyes burning into his, and say again, “This city is mine.”

      

      Ryder yanked open the rusted iron gate and strode through, brushing dust and splinters of wood from his hair. He hadn’t stopped grumbling since I’d broken through the old kitchen door and lit up the room with my fire glow.

      “Let’s go.” He strode for his car.

      “One second.”

      “Muse.”

      I was already heading back up the path and pooling fire through my arm into my hand. It didn’t take much for the flames to catch hold of the house and start climbing its walls. I backed up, watching my fire lick and dance higher, and urged them on with a few nudges here and there.

      By the time I joined Ryder, leaning against his car, the inferno blazed bright and high enough to bathe him and the street in rippling orange light. He gave me a dry look full of questions.

      It took him all of a minute of watching the fire gobble the house for him to ask, “Did that place mean something to you?”

      I stared into the light, into the flames, felt the thrill of the fire as it blazed skyward. “Once. It did once.”

      He didn’t buy it. And as soon as we got back to the workshop, he’d ask Jenna to search the records for the owner. He might not find the link immediately, but he’d keep digging. And eventually, he’d find Akil Vitalis on the deed. Ryder’s gaze told me all of that and asked—without words—if it might be better to tell him the truth now. I grinned, showing him blunt human teeth, and headed for my own car, parked down the street. “C’mon. Beers are on me for punching you in the gut.”

      “Are you goin’ to tell Stefan you dropped me in two moves?”

      “Hell, yes.” I grinned, striding away.

      Ryder’s car door opened. “Muse?”

      His tone had softened with enough concern to tighten my throat. “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?”

      A curl of demon pleasure skittered down my back. The fire whispered as it devoured the house, and with it any remnants of Akil’s presence. Destruction, the fire called. I glanced over my shoulder. “Never better.” The fire’s crackles and snarls hid the growl in my voice. “Race yah,” I called back with a wink.

      He ducked inside his car.

      Destruction.

      A satisfied smile sat lightly on my lips as I climbed into my own car.

      I’d let him win.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Alone Time

        

      

    
    
      “Who spends their holidays in a bar?”

      I arched an eyebrow at Ryder as he slipped onto the barstool beside me. He shivered and pulled his jacket tighter around him, muttering something about balls and ice. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. “Well…” I raised my glass and wet my lips with whiskey. “My family’s idea of Thanksgiving and Christmas involves spit-roasting half bloods on an open fire.”

      He snorted a laugh. “The netherworld doesn’t do warm and fuzzy, huh?”

      “I didn’t think you did either.”

      He signaled the bartender, ordered a drink then angled sideways on the stool and appraised me in that oh-so-dry way he has. “I do holiday cheer. Mostly it involves the range and some fifty-caliber rounds.”

      I chinked my glass against his beer bottle. “Nice.” If his settling shuffle was anything to go by, he was apparently staying. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      “Nope.”

      “C’mon. You must have family, friends…”

      “The enforcers are gettin’ together for drinks”—he checked his cell— “in an hour. Wanna come?”

      Right. Me at the office party. That’d go down like…well, a house on fire. “I’ll pass.” Hunching over the bar, it occurred to me that I’d never really done Christmas. The years I’d spent with Akil didn’t count. The only religion he got behind was the worship of his own ego. After I’d ‘escaped’ his clutches, I’d tried the whole tree and decorations thing once. With Sam. Sure, it had been nice. He’d laughed at my complete lack of holiday knowledge, and I’d frowned at the fact he had a dead tree in his living room, decorated with popcorn? I quickly figured out it takes a family to make a Christmas, and I didn’t have one, so I had spent the holidays in my workshop, beating out my frustration on the metalwork. Then Stefan happened, and my life got twisted pretty damn fast.

      So, there I was, sitting in a bar, sipping whiskey. I was fine with keeping myself company, but it seemed Ryder wasn’t.

      “What’s your favorite thing to do?” He lifted his beer bottle to his lips.

      I blinked. “I don’t know.” Between work and my hectic kill-or-be-killed social life, I didn’t really have me-time.

      “You got a hobby?” His brow pinched as though I was deliberately being evasive, or he couldn’t quite believe how recreationally inept I was. “You must have something you like doing that ain’t playin’ with fire.”

      “Erm, I dunno… Coffee?”

      “Coffee.” He laughed, but the chuckle soon faded when he saw my face. “Shit. You’re serious.”

      “Look, where I come from, we didn’t do hobbies or traditions, okay? Unless you consider reading the past in metal a hobby?”

      A jaunty grin curled his lips at the corners. “Conversations with you just get weirder.” He raked his fingers through his hair and dragged a hand across his chin. “Okay, when I was a kid, my dad used to take me out to the plains near our farm. We’d fire off a few rounds. Target practice, y’know. But during the holidays we’d go out there…” He paused and shot me a scowl. “Y’know what… Come with me.” He was off his stool, beer abandoned, before I could say no. “Leave the whiskey,” he called back, already half way to the door.

      Seemed like a damn shame to leave a perfectly good whiskey behind. “Where we goin’?” I slid off my stool and followed.

      Ryder held open the door, a smile hitching his lips into a crooked smile. “To light up the town.”

      

      “Ryder, I’m pretty sure this is illegal.”

      He hefted a duffle bag onto his shoulder. “I’m the weapons guy. I can handle explosives with my eyes closed.”

      “Not literally, I hope.”

      “Just stay back, and keep your fiery tendrils to yourself.”

      “Sure thing.” I tucked my hands into my pockets and watched Ryder stomp into the dark a few hundred yards away. Firelight from the campfire I’d hastily ignited haloed his distant silhouette. In the distance, diamond lights from Boston’s financial district high-rises sparkled on black harbor waters. In the park where Ryder and I were, all was quiet. Peaceful. Whatever he was doing, the picture-postcard scenery was reward enough for leaving my drink behind.

      “You’re gonna miss the enforcer shindig.” My voice ricocheted into the quiet.

      He tossed me a wave. At least, I thought he did. It could just as easily have been a single finger salute. I couldn’t see him well enough to be sure. If I called my demon, I’d be able to see in the dark, but Ryder had warned me to keep my flames to myself. Just a little heat… Just enough to sharpen my vision…

      “Don’t even think it,” he warned, boots scuffing on the earth as he trudged back to the fireside. He puffed into his cupped hands and caught sight of my incredulous expression. “You get a look when you’re about to go demon.”

      “A look?”

      “Yeah.” He circled a finger around his face, and scowled. “All intense and vague at the same time.”

      Sounded painful. “So.” I warmed my hands over the fire. “What are we doin’ here, boss?”

      “Watch.” He turned his back on the fire and peered into the dark.

      I did the same. Seconds ticked by. I skittered my gaze to Ryder, but he didn’t move, just gazed ahead. “If I was standing here with anyone else, I’d have started to wonder about you—”

      A rocket shot from the dark, blasted skyward with an ear-piercing cry, and burst into a million stars. Fragments of light rained from the inky Boston sky. My heart jumped into my throat. Adrenalin surged hot in my veins, and my demon nearly leapt from my skin. “Holy crap, Ryder. You scared the—” A second rocket blasted skyward, illuminating the broad grin on Ryder’s face. I stumbled back, heart galloping.

      “You never seen fireworks before, Muse?” He laughed.

      The truth was I hadn’t, not in real life. But that wasn’t the reason my voice had abandoned me. With each rocket, each explosion of fire, heat and light, my element kicked, twitched, and danced. I felt the fireworks spark to life, felt the chemical reaction burn fiercely in those few fleeting seconds, and then experienced the dying moments until what had been so incredibly beautiful, fizzled away to nothing. I couldn’t explain it to Ryder, but maybe he saw the awe on my face because he stopped watching the display and, for a few seconds, watched me. I couldn’t look away from the multicolored explosions, couldn’t move. My breath hitched in my throat. Color and light bloomed over us. Fireworks screamed and fizzed. Booms shook the air.

      Then it stopped. The quiet rushed back in, and the peace settled around us once more. I blinked. The spell was broken. It was over.

      “Damn, Muse… Only you would cry at fireworks.”

      “What?” I swept the wetness off my cheeks. “No, I… It’s—” Ah, hell. Crying in front of Ryder? On a scale of hell no, that was right up there with public displays of affection. His expression seemed to be caught somewhere between a sympathetic frown and an amused smirk. He looked about as awkward as I felt, like he might try to hug me. I laughed because really, what else could I do? I wanted to thank him but was afraid the tears swimming in my eyes might fall. He wouldn’t understand it, not really. The fire had lived, if only for a few fleeting moments, and in those seconds, it had commanded the skies. I’d been connected to each controlled explosion on a visceral, soul-deep level. Add to that the fact Ryder had taken the time to do this for me, and I had to chew on my bottom lip to stop it quivering.

      “Is it a girl thing or a demon thing?” He scratched at his cheek and averted his gaze.

      “Crying at fireworks?” I shrugged and snorted, “I think it’s a me thing.”

      A rocket shot out of the dark and streaked over our heads. We ducked. Ryder swore. All hell broke lose. Rockets exploded to our left, our right, and above. Each mini explosion jolted my senses and tickled my demon.

      “I reckon this is a good time to bring your fiery other half to the party,” Ryder hissed, hunched over, hands clasped over his head. Another rocket corkscrewed into the bushes.

      I called my demon. She came with the usual blast of heat, and in moments I’d quenched the dozen fires that had taken hold in the undergrowth. Satisfied there were no more fires or wayward rockets, I shrugged my demon off and stood. Ryder straightened beside me and cleared his throat. “My area of expertize is ammunition, not…pyrotechnics.”

      Smoke wafted over us. I sliced him a glance, which he managed to return with a measure of sheepish grin. The word “thanks” didn’t quite make it to my lips. We didn’t really do thank-yous. High fives and knuckle-bumps were safe territory. I offered my fist. We bumped. All was cool. “I wouldn’t go selling your services for kids’ parties just yet.” The thought alone made me chuckle. The sight of Ryder marching in with a bag of fireworks? Kids would love him. The parents? Not so much.

      He retrieved the duffle bag, tossed it over his shoulder, and jerked his thumb in the direction of the car. “We should get leavin’ before the cops show.”

      I fell into step beside him. My insides still tingled, and I had a curious urge to play like a cat with that mischievous glean in its eyes. It was a demon sensation left over from the thrill of the fireworks, but I liked it all the same. And I wanted more.

      Ryder must have seen my crazy grin. “You ain’t alone, Muse. Not anymore. Some people are true. You just gotta stick with the honest ones.”

      I stopped, my feet suddenly rooted to the spot. He stomped on. Ryder’s no-bullshit swagger and surly drawl hid a sensitive soul. We might not really know each other, but we knew enough. We knew the important stuff.

      “C’mon, lil’firecracker. I reckon you gotta explain to Adam why half the fireworks for the Institute’s shindig are missin.’”

      I tugged my coat tight around me and picked up the pace. Maybe I did have family. Surly, straight-shootin’, pulls-no-punches kinda family. The best kind.
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      She burns. Every part of me, each infinitesimal molecule that binds demon to human, recoils, and yet I want…more. I watch. Time is a brittle frozen thing, captured and halted in my hands. I see through a gauze of ice and witness all that she is, all she will be. A half-thing. As I am. Yet even half-a-thing holds power, more so for the passion with which it seeks its missing piece, its opposite. I reach out a hand, pushing against the blanket of heat, denying pain its purchase. Fear burns bright in her wide eyes. She sees demon, hardened by ice. I see her. Muse. My contradiction, my opposite. Even as her proximity repels me, I seek her embrace. I touch her face, skipping my fingers down her cheek. She hisses and turns away but does not run. Her demon wants. So does she. These thoughts, they are wrong. These desires, they will distract. She will devastate. I know all of this. I see it all in her eyes, but still, I cannot pull away. Ice seeks to smother her fire. My element surges, hungry and eager to quash her threat. Power feeds through me, rising, threatening to drown us both; to smother, to kill. I know its wants. I want the same. Demon. Human. Lost somewhere between. Pulled apart, stretched thin. I can devastate her. I see enemy. Fire to my ice. She is a predator. So am I.

      I am motionless, captured as surely in indecision as I am in ice. I could—should kill her. Here, now, she is weakened, restrained. She thinks me incapable. In that, she is wrong. I am glacial. And yet, despite it all, her death would shatter me. Demon. Human. I am captured between, crushed, amalgamated. I could not hurt her. Would not. Despite everything, she warms my cold. Her fire melts my resolve, and my ice quells her fear. Webs of ice lace from my touch and skitter across her cheek. She looks into me, sees me, all of me. Muse has always witnessed the truth of me. The warmth of her skin and the rapid beat of her heart ground me, offer a clear path through the squall blanketing my thoughts. I realize with conviction that I will protect her from all who seek to harm her, from the Prince of Greed, from the netherworld, from the Institute, from my father, from herself. I can protect her from everything…but me.

      We are enemies. Opposites. An immovable object and an unstoppable force. I am afraid of my own desires. She sees the stark truth of me, looks into the eyes of winter, and braves the storm. She is more than I can possibly know, more than I can hope to avoid. This moment, the past, the future, all funnel to the now, and I see a glimpse of what is to come. I see blood on a blade of ice. I know how this ends. And she sees—with her dark, fire-touched eyes—she sees it too.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          In Conversation With Akil

        

      

    
    
      Is it hot in here, or is it me? I take a seat and shrug my jacket off, fussing with my notepad, pen, and iPhone on my lap. He watches me. I can feel his gaze, or is that the warmth rolling off the fire dancing in the grate behind him?

      The apartment is sleek and modern, not something you’d expect a Prince of Hell to call home. But I already know he’s not the average Prince of Hell, if such a thing exists.

      “Thank you for coming.” In those few words I glean a sense of endless history. He hides his melodic, ancient accent from most but doesn’t waste time trying to hide it from me. I already know most of his secrets.

      “How could I refuse?”

      “Quite easily. My reputation has been known to intimidate some.”

      I smile tightly. There’s a fragment of amusement playing in his dark eyes. It’s the only hint I get that he’s teasing. He’s draped in a chair, exuding a masculine elegance, like a lion basking in the sun, a killer at rest. The tailored suit wraps him in an air of sophistication. The firelight ripples shadows across his face. I know he can move from that chair and fix his hands around my neck before I could gasp a breath to scream. He knows I know. And so we sit like this, reading each other with our eyes, saying little with our words.

      “You have questions?” he asks.

      “Just one, what do you want with Muse?”

      He moves from the chair with that liquid grace the ancient ones master. I watch, not daring to blink. He’s taller than I remember, which is odd, considering I created him.

      “Is it such a stretch of the imagination that I want what’s best for her?” He stands beside the fireplace, leaning a shoulder on the mantelpiece, arms crossed.

      Now I smile. “You can’t fool me, Akil. I know everything about you. I know you keep a dog-eared photo album at your house outside Boston. Inside are pictures of Muse. You go there sometimes, the home you kept her safe in. You go there to remember her when she worshipped you, when she was young, and you were all she knew. You ache to have her back. You want to remake her innocence and capture her soul all over again.”

      His smile twitches. “You don’t know me at all. I don’t pine over the past. Immortals who lose themselves in the past are hollow wraiths. I stare ahead. I see what is to come, and I plan accordingly. The devil is in the detail.”

      “What are your plans exactly?”

      I sit very still and watch him with the same intensity he affords me. Beneath that sharp suit and the overbearing masculinity, an ageless demon waits. He is a trap. What you see is not what you get. The truth is there, behind his eyes. People, our lives, our loves, mean little to him. We’re just dust in the wind.

      “I am the Prince of Greed. The clue is in the name.”

      “You want it all?”

      “I do.” Fire touches his eyes.

      “Are you ever satisfied?”

      “No. That is my curse.”

      “Then is it because Muse denies you that you want her?”

      He smiles. “Perhaps. Would that answer satisfy your curiosity?”

      It would have, had he not posed it as another question. I’m beginning to appreciate getting answers out of Akil is like pushing water up hill. The second you think you have him, he slips around behind you, and the answers become questions all over again.

      He pushes away from the fireplace and crosses the floor in a few strides. I peer up at him, fighting my instinct to dart away. He grips the arms of my chair and leans in low. His spicy, otherworldy scent tingles on the tip of my tongue. I fight the urge to flick my tongue across my lips. He’s so close. I see amber fringing his dark irises. Inside, the demon watches. If he thinks to make me squirm, he’s picked the wrong author.

      “I could delete you,” I say.

      “Kill me off?” He tilts his head and leans in closer still. He’s trying to unsettle me. He crowds to unnerve his victims. It works. “Do you think you could?” he whispers. “The world would be a much colder place without me in it.”

      I hold his stare. He could make me cringe away from him if he called his element. He could drop his human vessel and summon Mammon. But he won’t. He’s all about control—his control—and the control he has over me.

      I lift my chin. “Why did you invite me here?”

      “To ensure we’re on the same page.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I don’t trust easily, Writer. Trust is a weakness.”

      “Trust is freedom.”

      He narrows his eyes and steps back. I know I’ve ruffled him when he straightens his shirt cuffs. He sees me watching and presses his lips into a thin line. “I trust that you will tell our tale without bias." His tone has hardened. He's colder. "I trust you are the right person for this task. I trust you will not fail me.”

      I blink, gather my things, and stand. “I work for the story, not you. You can trust that.” I turn and leave. His heated gaze crawls across my back, burning deeper with each hasty step.

      What is it Nica once said? When we play with fire, sooner or later we all get burned.
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