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      Two months ago

      

      
        
        Dear Ash,

        If you’re reading this, I never made it back.  

        I know you planned to organize the library in Dad’s absence, so I hid your favorite sigil book next to this journal in hopes that you’d find it should I go missing too. I really did leave in search of our parents. I didn’t lie about that, but there are other things you need to know. You and Ember.

        Our parents lied to you about the curse. They lied to us all. Every High Priestess that came before Mom lied too. You aren’t the miracle baby she made you out to be. There’s a reason why you’re the only third daughter to survive.

        Mom didn’t have the heart to kill you. 

        The curse wasn’t that every third daughter of the High Priestess would die in infancy. It was that she would go insane and murder everyone in the coven.

        I know it’s hard to believe, but Mom showed me the curse. It was in the dark grimoire in the safe. 

        The dirty secret of our coven is that if the High Priestess has a third daughter, she murders her. It has happened several times over the centuries, and the knowledge about the real curse is passed orally from the High Priestess to her oldest daughter. That’s why I now know. 

        Mom has been searching for a way to break the curse since you were born. She was certain she’d figured out how to end it for good without harming you. The witch who hexed us harnessed the power of three demons, and only three demons can break the curse. 

        Mom and Dad went into the woods to summon one. They cut a deal with him. I overheard them talking about it. They promised their souls in exchange for him delivering the fiends responsible. The demon required the grimoire, so they took it back to the woods, but the one they bargained with was a trickster. He took the book and our parents, but not before I tore out the page identifying the only demons who could break the curse. The ones who created it. 

        The witch who cursed us moved to Boston and joined the Magic Society there. I broke into their library, and that’s where I discovered what she had done. She had promised her own soul and her firstborn’s in exchange for the power, but she never planned to hold up her end of the deal. 

        She vanquished the three demon brothers but hid their skulls. Without their bodies intact, they can’t reform in Hell. They’re trapped in a dark prison and never got to collect her soul. The only way to break the curse is for us to release them. They are the only ones who can help. 

        I’ve located Discord’s skull, and I’m going to release him. I’ll convince him to take me into Hell so I can find Mom and Dad. I hope to bring them back right away, so you never have to read this, but if I don’t return, you have to release the other two. We can end this. I know we can.

        

        Love, Cinder

      

      

      

      My hand shook as I scrawled my name at the bottom of the page. Every word I’d written was true, but I never dreamed I’d have to write it down. To not only drag the morbid skeletons from my family’s closet and dance with them, but to record the evidence for anyone’s prying eyes to see.

      That’s why I planned to hide the journal where only Ash could find it. If anyone else discovered what my ancestors had been doing all these years—what Ash was destined to do if we didn’t stop the curse—they’d destroy us. They’d have no other choice.

      “Hey.” Chrys knocked on my open door, making me jump. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?” I forced a smile and slipped the journal into my nightstand drawer before sliding it closed and resting my hand on the surface.

      “I texted you twice and called when you didn’t reply.” She stepped into my bedroom and leaned against the doorjamb, tucking her jet-black hair behind her ear. She wore black jeans and a midnight blue sweater that made her eyes pop.

      “We’re supposed to see a band tonight, remember?” She raised her brows, a sly smile pulling up one corner of her mouth. “Patrice is going to introduce me to the bass player.”

      “Right. I’m supposed to play wing woman. Sorry, my phone must be on vibrate.” I drummed my fingers on the nightstand, contemplating how much to tell her. Chrys was my closest friend. She knew me better than anyone, and I could tell by the look on her face that she knew something was wrong.

      “It might be good to get your mind off things.” She sank onto the bed next to me and bumped my shoulder with hers. “Take a break from your worries.”

      I sighed, tilting my head toward the ceiling. “I can’t tonight. I… I’m going away for a while.”

      She shifted her weight, curling her right leg beneath her left and angling toward me. “Your parents again?”

      I nodded. “I found another lead.”

      “Are you leaving tonight? I’ll go with you.” She tugged her phone from her back pocket. “I’ll just let Patrice⁠—”

      “No.” I shot to my feet. “You’ve got a bass player ready to finger your strings. Go have fun.”

      She shrugged. “He can finger me another time. If my bestie is chasing feral fowl, I want to be there. You need to stop isolating yourself, Cin. It’s not healthy.”

      I paced to the closet and opened the door. “I have to do this alone.”

      She returned the phone to her pocket. “No, you don’t.”

      “Believe me, I do.” I grabbed a backpack and laid it on my dresser. “It’s a dangerous place, and I won’t risk another coven member’s life on my ‘wild goose chases.’”

      “I didn’t mean…” She sighed and rose to her feet. “I’m not afraid of a little danger. Besides, what could be more perilous than downtown Salem on Halloween night? All those tourists who suddenly think they’re witches, packing into every restaurant and bar in town.” She exaggerated a shudder. “It’s a nightmare.”

      “I’m serious.” I shoved some pants and two shirts into my bag before throwing in a pair of undies. I bit my lip and grabbed two more pairs…just in case.

      “I am too.” She rested her hand on my shoulder. “If this place is as dangerous as you say, then you’ll need backup. Let me help you.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I shrugged off her touch and grabbed a set of knives from my drawer. “It’ll probably turn out to be nothing, just like my other leads.”

      Yes, that was a lie, but best friend or not, I couldn’t tell her I had used dark magic to bind myself to a demon, much less that I planned to summon him, follow him to Hell, and fight my way back out again. She’d call on the roots from the nearest tree and tie me to the ground before she’d let me do something that stupid.

      She narrowed her eyes, staring at me intently. “You’re doing it, aren’t you? That fake confidence thing? I swear you could convince Hecate that you’re the mother of magic if you wanted to.”

      “Shh.” I glanced into the hall and lowered my voice, speaking through clenched teeth. “It’s not fake. It’s magic, and I told you that in confidence.”

      “And you promised never to use it on me.” She crossed her arms.

      “I’m not. I swear.” I drew an X over my heart. “If you’re convinced to let me do this alone, it’s because you know me well enough to understand I won’t do it any other way.”

      Persuasive magic was a powerful ability that blurred the line between light and dark. I only ever used it passively, making myself appear confident, in control, like I knew exactly what I was doing, even when I didn’t. I never dared affect another’s free will, nor would I ever.

      Chrys was the only person who even knew I had this power, and I never should have confided in her. People got weird when they knew someone could manipulate their decisions with magic. Go figure.

      She dropped her arms to her sides, her features softening. “I know you’ve always been independent, but since your parents disappeared, you’ve given hard-headed a whole new meaning. Will you at least tell me the general vicinity of where you’re going in case you end up missing too?”

      I opened my mouth to give her a vague response, but every smoke alarm in the house screeched in unison, saving me from adding another layer of lies.

      “Sorry,” Ash called from the kitchen.

      I closed my eyes for a long blink. “Let me check on her.”

      My boots thudded on the hardwood as I strode down the hall and crossed the living room, passing a bookcase filled with candles and totems. My youngest sister stood in the kitchen, her blue hair tied in a knot on top of her head as she dumped an entire bag of flour into a fiery skillet on the stove.

      “They weren’t kidding when they labeled this ‘all-purpose.’” She fanned the smoke away from her face and turned toward me. “You should’ve seen the flame I shot from my fingertip. It was the biggest one yet.”

      “Ash.” I tilted my head and padded toward her, taking her shoulders in my hands. “You know you’re not supposed to use your fire magic unsupervised.”

      “You were right down the hall.” She moved the skillet to a cool burner and dragged the trash can toward the stove. “Besides, the grease was the problem. If I’d tried to light the stove before I set the skillet down, it would have been fine.”

      “You still have to be careful. We might be fireproof, but our house isn’t.” And it was time to refresh the binding spell Mom had cast on her. The last thing I needed was for her to burn the entire city to the ground before I could get back with our parents.

      A pang of guilt stabbed my chest. Our mom had been binding Ash’s fire magic since she was little, trying to stop the curse from coming to fruition. It would be easy for a deranged witch to go on a killing spree if fire were hers to command, so we tempered it. Well, Mom did until she disappeared. She’d shown me the spell when she told me about the curse, making me promise to keep Ash’s magic at bay if anything were to happen to her.

      So, once every six months, Mom made sure my sweet little sister had the self-esteem of a hairless mole rat. Now it was my turn, and my stomach soured at the thought. I could only imagine what it felt like to grow up thinking you were defective. To watch your sisters’ powers grow while yours misfired every time you tried to use them.

      “You’d think I’d know better by now. This is ruined.” She dumped the contents of the skillet into the trash. “I’ll order a pizza as soon as Ember gets home.”

      I glanced toward the hallway, making sure Chrys wasn’t within earshot. “I need you to go downstairs and set up for some sigil magic. I’m following another lead tonight.”

      “What lead? How did you find it?” She set the pan in the sink and rested her hands on her hips.

      “It’s better if I don’t say.” I lowered my voice. “I’ll need speed and strength, as usual. And immunity to poison. Fast healing, and how’s your work on the protection sigil coming along?”

      “I think I’ve mastered it.” She crossed her arms. “Tell me you’re taking Ember with you this time, or Chrys at least. Someone who can fight.”

      I smiled softly and tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “I plan to negotiate, not fight.”

      “Cinder…”

      “You know I can hold my own if it comes down to that.” I pressed my lips together, holding her gaze until she sighed heavily.

      “Fine. Give me fifteen minutes to clean this mess and get set up.” She turned to the sink and scrubbed the pan.

      “Thank you, Ash. You’re the best.”

      She let out a dry laugh and shook her head, and I returned to my bedroom, where Chrys still sat on my bed.

      “You don’t have to do this alone.” She squeezed her hands into fists. “The whole team should be helping to find your parents.”

      She was right. They should be helping, and if I wasn’t certain my parents were in Hell because they’d summoned a demon, I’d have the entire coven searching every hidey hole and dark witch’s lair within three hundred miles.

      But I was certain, and it was imperative that no one else found out.

      “I need to do this alone. Please let me.” I looked into her eyes, asking her to let her friend leap head-first into a danger the rest of the coven could never fathom. “If it doesn’t pan out, I’ll loop you in on the next one.”

      She rose, her gaze saying she wasn’t convinced. “Cinder…”

      “Hingham.” I rested my hand on her back, gently pushing her toward the door. “Hingham is the general vicinity of my lead. Now, please go have fun with Patrice and your bass player. Let go of your worries for a little while.”

      She pursed her lips. “Fine. But if you die, I’m hiring a necromancer to bring you back to life so I can kill you myself.”

      I laughed. “I would expect nothing less.”

      “Call me if you need backup.” She paced down the hall, and I waited until the door clicked shut to take the journal with my letter from my nightstand drawer.

      I lifted my mattress and slipped it and Ash’s favorite sigil book beneath. Two bottled spells, which I’d mixed while Ash was at the store, sat in my drawer, and I uncorked the one filled with purple powder.

      I set my intention and sprinkled it over the mattress. “Heavy weight, keep this object in place. Don’t lift or move until my spell is removed.”

      Magic gathered in the core of my being, tightening my muscles until I sent it outward, onto the bed. I gave the mattress a push, but it didn’t budge. I couldn’t lift it either. Good. Now no one would accidentally come across what I’d hidden beneath.

      Next up was the most powerful cloaking spell I had ever cast. Should I not return, I couldn’t chance Ember or another coven member using a spell to find clues about what happened. I could easily see my middle sister taking matters into her own hands and going after the demons herself. With her hot temper, she’d either vanquish them before they could lift the curse or she’d piss them off and get herself killed. I couldn’t let that happen.

      If my plan didn’t work, Ember would become High Priestess and Ash would need to know what she was cursed to become. They’d need each other for balance. Ash could temper Ember’s impulsiveness long enough to complete the quest. She’d have to.

      “The stronger the magic, the more likely you’ll be the only one who can break it, little sis. This is for you.” I took a deep breath and uncorked the next potion. “My shroud is strong and stings like bees. Cloak this room from all who seek, except for Ash and her magical sleuth. Only she can discover the truth.”

      My magic built, fire coursing through my veins as the spell swirled within my psyche. I let it grow until nausea churned in my gut and the hoagie I’d had for lunch threatened to make a reappearance. My head throbbed, pressure expanding in my skull, making it feel like it was about to crack open.

      “As I will it, so mote it be.” I flung the powdered potion into the air, and magical gray smoke billowed above me, stretching downward to engulf my entire bedroom. All the air in my lungs came out in a rush, and I bent, resting my hands on my knees and dragging in a breath.

      “Holy mother of magic.” The spell was stronger than I’d thought it would be, but that’s what I got for dabbling in magic so gray that it bordered on dark. Hopefully Ash would look for the sigil book the human way and wouldn’t try too hard to remove the cloak. This spell would fight back.

      I raked in another breath and straightened. It would take at least an hour to recover from casting a spell that strong. Thankfully, Hingham was a ninety-minute drive from Salem. I would be good as new by the time I reached Discord’s skull, and thank the goddess for that. I doubted Isabel, the witch who cursed my bloodline, would make it easy to acquire.

      With my plan in place, I rummaged through my sock drawer and found Mom’s sachet of powder for the magic-binding spell. I finished packing and slung my backpack over my shoulder before heading to the kitchen, where I poured tequila into two glasses and dumped the powder into one.

      Swirling the glass to mix it, I headed downstairs and found Ash in her sigil studio, pouring magical ink into a well. She set her tattoo machine on the table next to her other supplies and spun around to face me.

      “Let me grab—” She lowered her brow as her gaze locked on the glasses. “Tell me you’re not drinking before you head out on a magical quest.”

      “We both are.” I offered her the tainted glass. “Do a shot of liquid courage with me. This one could be a doozy.”

      She accepted the glass and sniffed the contents before pretending to gag. “Tequila? No, thank you.”

      “It’s just one.” I held up my glass in a toast. “To the biggest flame you’ve ever conjured.”

      “And the grease fire that almost burned the house down.” She clinked her glass to mine and dumped the contents into the sink.

      The back of my throat heated with my slow exhale. That was the last of Mom’s potion. I’d have to mix a new batch and find some other way to get Ash to ingest it, and I didn’t have time for that.

      I tossed back my shot and shuddered as the warm, sharp liquid opened my sinuses. It was fine. Mom had cast the spell on her the day before she and Dad summoned their demon. Ash would be good for another month, and I would be home well before then.

      She ducked into the library and came back with a thick, red book. “Don’t look at me like that. I wasn’t about to let you do two shots and drive away to Hecate knows where. Come sit. I need to look over the protection sigil to make sure I get it right.”

      I sat in a chair and laid my arm on the table. Ash’s eyes darted back and forth as she absorbed the information on the page. My little sister was the smartest person I knew and the most skilled spell-caster I had ever encountered. If she had more self-confidence, she could be the most powerful witch in our coven, even with her fire magic bound. I told her that constantly, but she refused to believe it.

      “Got it.” She laid the open book next to my arm. “I’ll keep it here for reference, though, just in case.”

      “Dad would be proud to see how well you’ve done without him to guide you.” I laid my hand on hers. “He will be proud when I bring him home.”

      “It’s been five months. What makes you so sure they’re still alive?” She dipped the needle into the ink and turned on the machine.

      I wasn’t. Not in the slightest. Even with the veil as thin as it was in Salem, we rarely dealt with demons. And light witches never summoned them…until now.

      I had followed our parents into the clearing when they’d taken the grimoire to the demon they’d conjured. I’d hidden behind a tree to witness the trade that was supposed to have happened.

      The grimoire and their souls in exchange for a meeting with one of the demons who had cursed us.

      But demons were the vilest, most untrustworthy creatures on either side of the veil. If I found the one who tricked our parents, I would come home with his head on a stake. And the three who helped Isabel curse us? As soon as they undid the horror they’d committed on my bloodline, I would send them straight back to the dark prison where they could rot for all of eternity.

      “I just am,” I finally said.

      “That’s about as convincing as a vampire saying he’s gone vegan.” Ash pressed the needle against my skin, the sharp pain jerking me from my thoughts.

      “I was there when they were taken, remember?” I winced as she dragged the needle down my arm and looped it upward toward the bend in my elbow. “If the people who took them had wanted them dead, they’d have killed them on the spot.”

      Ash finished the speed sigil and rested her hand on the table. “I’m not a little kid anymore. If you’re making all this up to spare my feelings, don’t.”

      “I’m not making it up. I swear I was there. They were alive when they were taken.” Whether or not they still were was debatable. I had no idea what happened to a witch when they crossed the veil, but demons could come to our side unscathed. Logic said it worked both ways.

      “Where are you going?” She drew the strength sigil on the other side of my forearm quickly. It was one she’d mastered years ago.

      “The less you and Ember know, the better.”

      “This is utter bullshit, you know? They’re our parents too.” She tapped my shoulder, and I turned, giving her access to my upper arm.

      “I know, but as High Priestess I have to⁠—”

      “Maintain certain secrets. I get it.” She dipped the needle into the ink and began the protection sigil. “It’s still bullshit.”

      “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “You better be.” She finished the protection and resistance to venom sigils and took a lighter from her pocket.

      “I’ll activate them later.” I tugged my sleeve down and rose to my feet. With my vim still recovering from the mega-cloaking spell I’d just performed, it would draw out all the protection Ash had given me before I made it to my destination.

      “Don’t forget.” She returned it to her pocket. “They don’t work unless they’re lit.”

      I grabbed my car keys from my bag. “I won’t. Tell Ember I love you both.”

      She gave me a pointed look. “You can tell her when you get home.”
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      “Hiding a skull this far from home is a bit excessive, don’t you think?” I mumbled to myself as I rolled my black sedan to a stop behind the church and tightened my grip on the steering wheel.

      I supposed Boston was a bit closer to Hingham than Salem was, but still. According to my map app, it would have taken Isabel at least six or seven hours to walk it. And the other hiding spots were even farther away. The woman must’ve been insane.

      Then again, if I’d promised my soul and my first-born child’s to a trinity of demon princes, I supposed I’d go to any lengths to avoid paying the price.

      The really sad thing was that this whole ordeal…the curse on my bloodline, the promise of souls, the skulls hidden all over…it was all because the man Isabel loved didn’t love her back. How horrible it would be to place all your self-worth into someone else’s hands.

      I started to feel sorry for her for a minute there, but I snapped right out of that pity party. Plenty of people had been rejected over the eons of our existences, and ninety-nine percent of us didn’t resort to cursing an entire bloodline. No, Isabel didn’t deserve my sympathy.

      Leaning forward, I peered up at the sky and took three deep breaths, centering myself. Wispy clouds stretched across the nearly full moon like silver cotton candy, and an owl hooted from a nearby tree. My stomach growled, protesting the fact that I’d left before Ash could order the pizza.

      I was famished, but I’d had to leave before Ember got home from work. Otherwise, she’d have given me the same speech about how I shouldn’t be doing this alone, and who was she to lecture me?

      If Ember had her way, she’d bust into the church with her sword ablaze, setting off whatever wards or magical traps Isabel had cast centuries ago and getting us all killed in the process.

      And Ash…

      Her self-esteem was so fragile. Sure, she was level-headed enough to handle the truth if worse came to worst, but hopefully, I could take care of it all so she never had to know. If I’d told them both what I was up to, they’d have insisted on coming with me…and then what?

      Someone from our family had to stay in this realm to run the coven if I didn’t make it back. As the second oldest, that duty would fall on Ember, and Hecate have mercy, she would hate the job. Hopefully, Ash would be her voice of reason, but if they didn’t work together…

      No, I couldn’t think like that. I had to get the skull, summon the demon, go to Hell, find our parents, and come home. In and out. Quick as lightning. Easy-peasy. Sure, Cinder. Keep telling yourself that.

      With one more deep, centering breath, I shut off the engine and climbed out of the car. The owl took flight, its wings rustling in the quiet night as I crept toward the church, a two-story wooden structure, beige, with a steeple. A waist-high black fence surrounded the yard, and the gate creaked when I opened it, the sound reminiscent of a nineteen-eighties horror flick.

      I half-expected to see rotting zombie hands jut from the earth in front of me, but the grounds remained silent. A single incandescent light bulb burning above the back door cast a warm glow around the entrance, contrasting with the silvery sheen from the moon. A set of four wooden steps led up to the doorway, and a dark brown cellar door lay to the right of it.

      Stilling, I closed my eyes and focused inward, searching for the bond I had created with Discord.

      Yeah, I know. I know. The only interaction a light witch should have with a demon was to vanquish him, but I didn’t have much choice in the matter. Isabel’s map was rudimentary at best, giving five possible locations for three skulls if you could decipher her squiggly lines and smudged ink. And a cartographer I was not.

      I’d snapped a photo of it when I was inside the Boston Magic Society’s library, but a five-year-old could have drawn a better map. The damn thing was about as useful as a wad of wet toilet paper.

      I was all about working smarter, not harder, so I might have copied down a few dark spells while I was there. And yes, maybe one of those spells had to do with binding a demon to yourself, and I might have used it to find Discord’s skull. Big deal. These were desperate times.

      Even light witches had to get a little dark sometimes.

      Hell, I was planning to summon a demon prince. That in itself could get me exiled, so why not add a little spice to the good-witch-gone-bad concoction I was cooking up? It was better than my little sister going mad and killing us all.

      I took a few more steps toward the entrance. Another deep breath. More focusing inward. “C’mon, Discord. I know you’re in there somewhere.”

      A tingle formed at the base of my sternum, and a low vibration spread upward through my chest, heating me from the inside out. “There you are.”

      I followed the tug toward the cellar door and hovered my hands above it. No signs of magic pricked at my palms to indicate a ward, so I tapped a knuckle against the wood. When nothing happened, I dared to press my fingertips against the surface, then my palm. I brushed the back of my hand over the latch, half-expecting to get the shock of the century, but again, nothing happened.

      “Okay, then.” I gripped the latch and pulled the door open.

      A rush of power tingled across my skin, covering me in goosebumps from scalp to toes. I pushed forward, slowly, carefully descending the steps as the remnants of a centuries-old spell clung to my body. Weird. This was a passive ward. The funk of magic filled the stale, musty room, reeking like a gas station toilet that hadn’t been flushed in months. Stay away, it seemed to say, though its voice felt hoarse, like it hadn’t been used in a very, very long time.

      Pausing at the base of the steps, I waited as it dissipated, whatever effects the caster had intended dissolving around me as the spell unraveled.

      Interesting. The mundane had probably been in and out of this cellar door hundreds of times. I highly doubted they’d felt—or smelt—the spell like I did, so it must’ve been cast as a warning for any witch who might venture inside in search of the skull.

      A warning for most, or possibly a beacon for Isabel’s descendants. The seventeenth-century equivalent of a blinking neon sign with a big red arrow that said here lies skull number one. It didn’t matter either way. I’d made it through Isabel’s first line of defense, but I had no doubt it would only get harder from here.

      Moonlight streaming in from the open door provided the only illumination in the space, so I lit a fireball in my hand to better see my surroundings. Exposed ductwork lined the ceiling, and metal tubing ran down the walls, enclosing the wiring that had been added long after the structure was built in the late sixteen hundreds.

      To my right, a staircase leading up to the ground floor stood next to a shelving unit, but the tug in my gut pulled me to the left, toward an empty wall. I ran my hands along it, searching for a seam or other proof that a door had been plastered over, but I couldn’t find anything physical to suggest another room lay behind the wall.

      Nothing physical, but the intensity with which my bond with the demon insisted I go through meant magic must’ve concealed the space. I opened the front zipper pocket on my backpack and pulled out a small envelope filled with powder.

      Ash normally packed all our travel potions into glass bottles. Some of them were volatile and would eat through paper or melt plastic, so she preferred not to take chances. This spell was simple, though, and it did absolutely nothing until the incantation activated it. I poured a bit of the powder into my hand and returned the rest to my backpack.

      “Magic cloak, I now revoke.” I blew the potion onto the wall, and the surface wavered as if I were watching it from the other side of a blacktop highway in the middle of the summer. I counted to three, and the centuries-old shroud slipped away, revealing a wooden wall and a waist-high door with a rusted iron padlock.

      “You were one strong witch.” I crossed my arms, shifting my weight to one leg as I appreciated Isabel’s handiwork.

      Not only had her cloak lasted over four hundred years, but it changed with the times. Drywall didn’t exist when she cast it, so this spell had adjusted the shroud’s appearance to blend in with its surroundings throughout the centuries. How much vim must that have taken? I couldn’t imagine.

      Footsteps sounded from above, bringing my focus back to the present. I could contemplate super-duper complex spellcasting later. Right now, I had a demon prince to summon.

      I hovered my hands first over the door and then over the lock, searching for signs of magic, and Hecate on a hellhound, was there plenty of it. A smart witch would cut her losses and leave it the eff alone, but Discord’s skull lay on the other side of this door. The tug in my gut grew stronger, threatening to turn me inside out if I didn’t get the damn thing open ASAP.

      The door at the top of the staircase opened, and a swath of light penetrated the room. “Who’s down there?” a deep voice commanded.

      Crap. Out of time. I grabbed a dagger from my thigh holster and beat the pommel against the antique lock. Rust rained onto the floor as it busted, and a pulse of sharp, dark magic shot outward, blasting into me. I careened backward, my body slamming into the shelving unit, the air whooshing from my lungs with the impact.

      A can of wood lacquer toppled from the shelf, smacking my shoulder before rolling toward the stairs. The man took two steps down and flipped a light switch, bathing the room in an orange glow.

      “I have a gun,” he said as he took three more slow steps downward.

      I highly doubted a priest in Massachusetts was packing heat, but why take chances? I grabbed another envelope of powder and tossed half the contents at him. “Standing tall or on your knees, in the name of the goddess, I force you to freeze.”

      His eyes widened as his body immobilized. I had a good ten minutes to get the skull and get the hell out before the spell wore off, so I clambered to standing and dusted off my pants. I was lucky the ward only knocked me off my feet and didn’t melt my face off. What was I thinking busting it open like that? That was such an Ember move.

      Oh, yeah. I’d connected myself to a demon. The need to get to whatever lay beyond the door had activated something primal inside me. I hadn’t been thinking when I’d done that.

      The tug in my gut pulled me forward, my feet moving long before they received the signal from my brain. No use fighting it now.

      I did take a moment to check for a second layer of wards before I yanked the door open. It seemed the single blast was all Isabel had had the strength to cast after the mega-shroud she’d put on the wall. Or maybe she was counting on what awaited me inside the tunnel to do the heavy lifting.

      A deep whine emanated from the darkness, and as I crouched to enter the passageway, the sound turned into a growl. I lit a fireball in my palm, illuminating the dirt walls around me and signaling my location to the snarling beastie guarding the room at the other end of the corridor.
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      You know those hairless Sphinx cats that look like they just crawled out of an alien egg? Imagine that, but five feet long and in dog form. That was the beastie that awaited me.

      Its yellow eyes glowed in the dim firelight, and ashy skin stretched taut over its bones. It snarled again, saliva dripping from long, pointed teeth. The poor thing must’ve been starving, but I wasn’t about to become dinner for a hellhound.

      “Hey, buddy. I just need that box over there, and I’ll be on my way.” I touched the flame to each of my sigils, activating them before extinguishing it and clutching a dagger in each hand. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Normally, my voice was soothing enough to calm upset animals and humans alike, especially when I laced it with magic. But not this time. The hellhound stomped a massive paw next to the two-foot wooden box at the back of the small room, and dirt rained from the walls around us. It peeled its lips even farther back, showing me the full length of its teeth as it crouched, shifting its weight to its back legs as if it were ready to lunge.

      Well, crap. It looked like I would be hurting the beastie after all. I blew out a hard breath. “I refuse to watch movies where the dog dies, yet here I am, about to unalive you. This is so messed up.”

      The beast sprang, massive cat claws extending from its doggy paws as it soared toward me. I parried, flattening myself against the wall to slide by it.

      It snarled and leaped again. At the back of the room, I had nowhere to go but down, so I ducked. The hellhound landed on my back, its razor-sharp claws cutting through my shirt as it snapped at my head.

      Ash’s protection sigil did its thing, thankfully, and though the back of my shirt probably looked like jagged ribbons, the hellhound’s claws and teeth didn’t penetrate my skin. I grunted and threw the beastie off me, slamming it into the wall before grabbing the box o’ skull and darting away.

      Well, I tried to grab the box and run, but the damn thing was rooted to the ground.

      The hellhound plowed toward me, headbutting me and knocking me onto my back. It grabbed my forearm in its massive teeth, and though it still couldn’t break skin, the strength of its jaws kept it locked onto me like a vise.

      I swung my arm, the strength sigil allowing me to slam the one-hundred-plus-pound beastie into the ground, but still it didn’t let go. It hopped to its feet, digging its paws into the dirt and yanking me away from the box.

      “I know you’re just doing your job, but can you lay off? I’m not leaving here without that skull, and I’ve got six hours of speed, strength, and protection. Do you really want to do this for that long?”

      I jerked my arm from its mouth and felt the first rip of flesh. Its longest canine pierced my skin, creating a three-inch gash as I freed myself from the beastie’s jaws. Shit. The protection sigil was already wearing off. How could a few bites unravel it so quickly?

      I didn’t have time to ponder it. The beastie lunged again, this time latching onto my other arm. A fang sliced through my strength sigil, weakening the magic Ash had infused and leaving me no other choice but to unalive the dog.

      My fingers tightened around my dagger, and I jabbed it between the hellhound’s ribs. The beast yelped and released me. I scrambled to my hands and knees, but before I could get my feet beneath me, it chomped onto my calf.

      A flash of heat spread up my leg like my blood cells had turned into razor blades. Every nerve in my body fired at once, the electrical shock making me convulse and bite my tongue.

      “Son of a banshee.” I’d forgotten to activate the resistance to poison sigil.

      The razor blade blood cells crawled up to my glutes, making the muscles contract hard enough to crack a macadamia nut between my butt cheeks. I groaned and shot a stream of fire onto the dormant sigil, and it pulsed on my arm, sending a wave of magic toward the bite.

      That was how the hellhound had unraveled the protection magic so quickly. It was strong and venomous. Fabulous.

      I shot another stream of fire at the beastie’s eyes. It yelped and let me go. With the speed magic still intact, I grabbed another dagger and jammed it into the hellhound’s neck. Black blood spouted from the wound. It was no doubt a fatal blow, but if I’d learned anything from the horror movies I loved, it was to always double tap.

      I yanked both daggers from the beast, and it stumbled, catching itself against the wall. I swung my blade again and pierced its neck, the tip extending into the dirt wall, pinning the dying beast in place.

      My stomach lurched, the bond I’d created with Discord pulling me to the box. As I reached for it, the beast groaned and lashed out a clawed paw, striking me in my lower back.

      I couldn’t tell you what came over me in that moment, but I’d like to blame it on the demon I was about to summon…because I lost all control. Even with its dying breaths, that hellhound stood in the way of me getting to my demon, and that just wouldn’t do.

      I slammed a second dagger into the beastie’s side before grabbing a knife from my holster and pinning the offending paw against the wall. Reason should have told me not to impale the nearly-dead beast with every weapon I’d brought in, but not a single shred of logic remained in my brain at that moment.

      I had to get that skull.

      The beast exhaled its final breath, and I turned my attention to the wooden box lying on the floor. It was plain and brown, with no markings or sigils to indicate what lay inside. A pair of hinges lined one side of the lid, but there was no lock or latch keeping it closed.

      I laid my hand atop it, searching for signs of magic, but all I felt was a low vibration that begged…no, commanded…me to open it.

      So I did.

      Inside lay the skull, though it looked nothing like I’d expected. Discord was a demon, so I’d assumed the skull would have horns or tusks or sharp, pointy teeth. Instead, it looked human. Absolutely mundane.

      Had I been wrong? Was it possible I’d bound myself to a trickster, and he’d led me to a trap? Dropped me into a hellhound’s lair to feed the beast?

      My stomach lurched again, the pull demanding I pick it up. The moment my skin touched bone, the vibration seeped into me, making my entire body hum. I jerked my hand away, and the sensation dissipated.

      “It’s really you, isn’t it?” I tilted my head, studying the skull. “Is this a shroud, or do you really look like a human?”

      I reached into the box, slipping my hands beneath the jaw and lifting the skull. The vibration penetrated my skin, rolling up my arms and settling in my chest, taking root at the base of my sternum where I’d felt the tug since I’d created the bond.

      “I guess we’re about to find out, aren’t we?” I crouched and duck-walked through the tunnel, rising to my full height as I returned to the church basement.

      The preacher, still frozen on the stairs, sucked in a breath. “How?” He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them wide, the only movement the spell allowed. “You passed through the wall.”

      I scrunched my brow and looked from the tunnel to the preacher. “You don’t see the door there?”

      He cut his gaze to the wall before looking at me, bewildered. “What door?”

      “Interesting.” Isabel’s cloaking spell was even stronger than I’d thought. It appeared the mundane still couldn’t see through it.

      I turned toward the exit, and my head spun. “Whoa.”

      “Are you a ghost?” the preacher asked.

      I rested my hand on the shelf to steady myself and cradled Discord’s skull in the crook of my left arm. Blood dripped from the three-inch hellhound gash, and though the resistance to venom sigil had done its job, as the adrenaline left my system, I felt every bite the beast had made. Ouch.

      I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’m a ghost. You’ll be stuck there for another five minutes or so, and then you won’t remember any of this. Have a nice night.”

      I limped up the stairs, my injured leg screaming at me with each step, and made my way to the car. My left arm stung like ants were gnawing at the wound, so I set the skull on the hood of my car and grabbed my bag to find a healing salve.

      My wounds weren’t terribly deep, thanks to the protection sigil, so I rinsed them with a bottle of water and smeared on the salve. The bleeding stopped instantly.

      I’d gotten a little blood on Discord’s skull, so I poured water over it and was about to set it in the passenger seat next to my bag when the ant bite sensation returned to my arm at triple strength.

      “Ow.” I ran my finger through the salve, spreading it around on the sting, but it didn’t help. The cut mended itself before my eyes, which was absolutely nuts. Our healer, Patrice, was good, but not that good. The type of salve she gave us to carry around wasn’t nearly as potent as something made fresh and specific to the wound.

      I checked my right arm, and while the bleeding had stopped, the wounds from the hellhound’s teeth remained red and angry.

      The sensation of a few hundred insects biting my left arm turned into one giant fire ant chomping all the way to my bone. I grunted and was about to smear on the rest of the salve when a series of deep red lines spiraled out from the center of my forearm. At first, it looked like my capillaries were protesting the venom, but as they began to take shape, my stomach dropped so hard, it could have taken my bladder, my intestines, and everything else beneath it right out through my hoo-ha.

      I clenched my pelvic floor muscles and ground my teeth until sharp pain shot from my temple to the middle of my cranium. My eyes blinked rapidly of their own accord before I squeezed them shut and opened them one at a time.

      Damnit, they didn’t deceive me.

      Smack in the middle of my forearm, right where the skull had touched my wound, lay a three-inch-long sigil that my sister did not design. Ash would never even doodle a demonic mark onto a napkin, much less tattoo one onto somebody’s skin.

      Yet, there it was. Discord’s sigil on my arm.

      I rubbed it with my thumb, hoping to wipe it away, but it felt as much a part of my skin as the freckles the sun brought out in the summer. “What the hell?”

      I grabbed another bottle of water and poured it over the symbol before using the hem of my shirt to wipe it dry. The sigil pulsed a deeper red.

      Eff me. This was not good. The little binding spell I’d cast to join me to Discord wasn’t supposed to be permanent. It shouldn’t have lasted more than forty-eight hours, and my time was almost up. Of course there was a way to make it stronger, more permanent. It was dark magic, after all, but I hadn’t done that. I’d used the simple, temporary, beginner version of the spell. His sigil on my arm meant…

      I whirled toward the skull sitting on my hood and froze. “Oh no.”

      I ripped off what was left of my shirt, doused it with water, and rubbed it on the blood stain. “Oh, shit.”

      My heart joined my stomach, dropping below my navel, and I swallowed hard as I tossed my shirt into the car and fumbled blindly through my bag for the spare I’d packed, my gaze never straying from Discord’s skull.

      I pulled the garment over my head and cradled the skull in my hands, lifting it into the moonlight to see it better. On the left side, right above the temple, lay a blueish design that wasn’t there before.

      A triangle situated in the center of a triquetra, a trinity knot. The symbol for an elemental fire witch.

      For me.

      Holy Hecate in heels. “Blood magic.”

      I’d made the bind permanent. I, the acting High Priestess of the Salem coven—a coven of light witches—had pledged myself to a demon. Permanently.

      Maybe.

      Truthfully, I didn’t know exactly what this meant. The golem guarding the dark witch library hadn’t given me enough time to truly research the spell, but I was sure as shit certain having his mark on my body meant something bad.

      I closed my eyes and took two deep breaths before opening them and staring into the empty sockets of the demon whom I’d… What exactly had I done?

      Had I pledged myself to be his servant? His consort? His bride? I shuddered at the thought.

      Maybe it was the opposite. He bore my mark too, so maybe he was mine to command. That sounded like something a dark witch would do. She’d bind herself to a demon so she could control him. She wouldn’t choose to be his minion, right?

      Ugh! All I knew was that I had accidentally practiced blood magic. This was so not like me. With the weight of the entire coven resting on my shoulders, I couldn’t afford the luxury of making mistakes…especially ones like this. I never could.

      Being High Priestess is a solitary job, my mom always said. You must be capable of doing it all on your own, and there is no room for errors.

      Well, shit.

      “What’s done is done. We’ll find out soon enough.” I climbed into the car and set the skull on my passenger seat before strapping a pair of daggers to my thighs.

      Maybe this was a good thing. I was planning to travel to Hell and back, so maybe having a demon prince in my back pocket would come in handy. Or maybe it would be the death of me. Who knew?

      Mine was the only mark on his skull, so whatever bond I had accidentally created, he didn’t share with anyone else. I could use it to my advantage…as soon as I figured out what it was.

      I buckled my seatbelt and headed back to Salem. I would summon Discord in the sacred clearing where my parents had summoned the trickster. The veil would still be thinner there, and it was far enough away from home that no one would notice if it formed a little rift.

      After leaving my car in a lot half a mile out, I slipped the skull into my bag and hiked the rest of the way. I wanted to run. My leg muscles tightened, begging me to sprint, but I refrained. I walked with long strides and entered the forest, my pulse thrumming as I set down my bag and retrieved everything I needed to summon the Prince of Hell.
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      When the witch first cast her rudimentary spell, attempting to bind herself to me, I laughed. The magic was weak, but the audacity of the woman intrigued me. The fact someone with such limited skill thought she could not only find me, but summon me, stirred in me the first emotion I had felt in centuries. Possibly millennia.

      I had been imprisoned for Lucifer knew how long, denied the use of my senses. Without a corporeal form, my concept of time deceived me. Shadow and darkness, once old friends, had become my wardens, taking pleasure in my mind’s demise.

      In the beginning, I had stewed in rage, my anger at Isabel, the insolent witch who had tricked me, gnawing at my soul, devouring my essence until nothing but this emotionless shell of a former demon remained.

      I had failed my brothers. Failed Hecate and my creator. I barely existed anymore, and I wished with every thread of my being that I would slip away into the nothingness. That I would cease to be.

      Then I sensed it. I would like to call it first a tingle and then a pinch, but I had no physical or spiritual form to feel such sensations. So, how could it be?

      My consciousness had awakened when the spell took hold, the sensation of my eyes opening, of my lungs drawing a deep breath though I possessed neither in this form, reminding me that I did indeed exist. As the tether formed, no stronger than a single strand of hair, a hint of the witch’s essence whispered across the thread. A tiny spark, reminiscent of the fury I felt for Isabel, flared in my being, but it suffocated beneath the weight of my apathy as quickly as it had formed.

      This witch was not the one who had vanquished me. The bond she created indicated weak magical ability, mediocre at best. Isabel possessed the power to summon my brothers and myself on her own. Now that she had stolen Hecate’s amulet, her strength and that of her descendants would be unmatched.

      This witch was neither a descendant nor did she possess the amulet. It wouldn’t be the first time someone with limited power attempted to harness mine, but it would be this woman’s last.

      If the bond she created between us was a true indication of her minimal ability, the vim it would require for her to attempt the feat of summoning me would drain her completely. She would die in the process. Any witch versed in demonology should understand the tax of evoking a Prince of Hell.

      Perhaps she knew not of my power, of my rank. Or perhaps she, too, wished to end her existence. The reason mattered not. The conclusion would remain the same. She would die, vim depleted, and I would remain floating in this sensory-deprived state for the rest of eternity.

      I should appreciate the entertainment while she made it available. A bonding spell like this would last two days at most, so I…

      What in Lucifer’s name?

      The pinch of the elementary bonding spell turned into a clench. The tether strengthened into steel, wrapping around my essence, penetrating my soul. A stabbing sensation pierced the left side of my imaginary skull, and the sensation of my entire body seizing rocked me to my very core.

      That was the binding spell of a worthy witch. An elemental fire witch.

      Hours passed, or it could have been minutes or days. Time was irrelevant. Her intent to set me free, however, was overpowering. I felt it through the bond she had created. Her strength, her determination, her sense of urgency… I felt it all, and it was enthralling.

      A vibration formed at the base of my would-be head, spreading downward and taking root in my chest. The tether between us tightened, coaxing me toward the barrier of my dark prison, toward the veil.

      The prison fought back, shackling my essence with tendrils of despair, but the bond the witch had created between us was stronger than any magic I had ever felt. Her essence called to me, demanding I appear before her. It was a call I could not ignore, not even if I tried.

      Her magic, her command, unraveled the prison around me. My shackles dissolved with her intent, and the veil, normally impenetrable for a creature of my level, dissipated into a thin fog, allowing me unhindered passage.

      In the form of dark green smoke, I poured through the opening, my essence billowing into the summoning circle the witch had created for me. My skull lay in the center, atop a sheet of parchment bearing my sigil, and my fluid form spiraled around it, my senses returning with overwhelming force, the realm and everything in it coming into sharp focus.

      The witch’s mark, a triangle inside a triquetra, marred my bone, binding me to her, rendering me incapable of causing her harm in this realm. A clever woman, indeed.

      My essence gathered around my skull, the bone absorbing my being as it lifted from the ground. The page bearing my mark sparked flames, burning to ashes in seconds as my body finally took form.

      I gasped at the sensation of the cool grass beneath my feet, and I dug my taloned toes into the earth, rooting myself, lest the prison attempt to suck me back through the veil. I fisted my hands and then splayed my fingers, cat-like claws extending from my fingertips before retracting inside them.

      I tilted my head, turning it from side to side, my vertebrae cracking into place as I straightened my spine and inhaled my first breath in centuries. The scents of pine, salt, and earth greeted my senses, and I turned around to face the powerful witch who had freed me.

      Her beauty slammed into me like a hammer to my chest, taking the breath from my lungs and stilling my newly beating heart. Long hair in a shade of rose I had never seen hung in loose waves down to her waist. Her pink lips formed a perfect bow, and her dark honey eyes seemed to penetrate to my soul.

      Her style of clothing indicated centuries had passed since I’d last occupied this realm, her shirt and pants clinging to her body, revealing feminine curves and ample hips. Her skin appeared soft and smooth, and my gaze snapped to her left arm, where my mark glowed red, pulsing in response to my breaths.

      Her mark on me. Mine on her. A dangerous bond, indeed.

      She raked her gaze down my form and rested a hand on her hip before looking into my eyes. “Hello, Discord.”

      I arched a brow but said nothing in return as I opened my senses, allowing the energy of both the realm and the witch to wash over me.

      “Can you not speak?” She closed the thick book she held and slipped it into a bag with two straps. “I believe a thank you is in order.”

      I tilted my head, studying her. Strength and power emanated from her aura, but the darkness I expected to find in her soul did not exist. Why, then, did she summon a Prince of Hell and use blood magic to bind us?

      “A light witch with questionable morals. You know not what you’ve done.” I stepped toward her but met the wall of a containment spell, which stopped me short.

      She crossed her arms. “I know exactly what I’ve done, what I’m doing, and what you’re going to do for me.”

      I pressed my palm against the magical wall and chuckled. She was new at the dark arts. I could break through in seconds. “My mark on your arm means you belong to me,” I lied.

      She swung the bag over her shoulder. “Mine on your skull means you belong to me.”

      “To what end?” I extended my claws and drummed them against the invisible wall. It shimmered with each tap.

      She swallowed hard, the first indication of her wariness. “I freed you from your prison. You owe me a favor.”

      “What gave you that idea?” I laid my other hand against the wall and drummed both sets of claws against it, gently weakening the magic bit by bit.

      She flinched, attempting to hide her reaction by straightening her spine. “That’s how demons work. I did something for you, so you have to do something for me.”

      “You want to make a deal, but…” Tap, tap, tap. The magic grew thinner. “I am a Prince of Hell. I do no one’s bidding.”

      She laced her other arm through the bag’s strap, situating it on her back. “I won’t let you out of the circle unless you do, so you might want to change your tune.”

      “You mean this circle?” I jabbed my claws into the wall and tore it open, the magic unraveling around me as I kicked her ring of salt and prowled toward her.

      She gasped, her eyes widening, and she backpedaled into a tree.

      “Here is your deal.” I wrapped my fingers around her neck and squeezed, pressing her harder against the trunk. “You have bound me to yourself, so I will not kill you. But the last thing I need is a wretched witch following me around. Leave me alone, and I will not make your life a hell on earth.”

      “No deal,” she wheezed, her pulse sprinting beneath my grasp, betraying her fear.

      I growled and released her throat, taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. “You know not what I can do.”

      “I’ll send you back to your prison if you don’t help me.” Her mouth tightened, a tendon in her neck flaring as she ground her teeth.

      “Go ahead and try.”

      “You don’t know what I’m capable of.” She bent an elbow, showing me the fireball in her hand.

      “I was born in the depths of Hell itself. Are you so naïve to believe witch fire can harm me?”

      Her nostrils flared, and she slammed the flames against my side in a feeble attempt to cause harm. Perhaps she was so naïve.

      The idea intrigued me, or maybe it was the fact this was the first interaction I’d had with another being in centuries. Either way, I felt something. Intrigue, annoyance, and yes, a bit of superiority, which was my right, but underlying it all, I felt the primal, feral need to plant my mouth on hers and make her mine.

      Damn the witch and her infernal blood magic.

      If she had not bound us together, I would snap her neck and be done with her. Perhaps, when she agreed to revoke her spell, I would.  “We must dissolve this connection. Release ourselves from this bond.”

      “No.” Her nostrils flared again, a look of determination tightening her eyes. “I released you from prison. You owe me.”

      “Hmm.” I admired her tenacity. Her fearlessness now that she had recovered from her initial shock. “What is it you desire?”

      She inclined her chin. “I want you to give me safe passage to Hell, help me find my parents, and send us back home.”

      I allowed my gaze to flow over her face, taking in her delicate features and plump, pink lips. “That’s three wishes. I am no djinn.”

      “Then just take me there. I’ll do the rest.”

      I laughed dryly and released her. “No.”

      “Why not? It’s a fair trade.”

      “No, it is not.” I turned and strode toward the trees.

      “Hey!” She followed. “Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you.” Magic infused each word she spoke. I could feel it caressing my skin, attempting to seep into my mind. She possessed the power of persuasion, the ability to speak with enough finesse and a subtle charm to convince a lesser demon the tarpits were a prime vacation spot.

      But I was a Prince of Hell. Her silver tongue had no influence over me. Blood magic, on the other hand…

      I stopped and closed my eyes, the magical bond between us making me unable to leave her alone. “I will not take you to Hell.”

      “Why not?” She circled around to stand in front of me.

      “Because I would have to go with you, and it is a place to which I cannot yet return.” Not without Hecate’s amulet and my brothers’ skulls.

      “Why can’t you?”

      “Because I would face the wrath of both Lucifer and Hecate, and that would be a fate worse than the darkest prison imaginable.” If I returned empty-handed, Lucifer would fillet me alive, torture me for eons before shredding my soul into oblivion. Hecate would not be so kind.

      She pursed her lips, her eyes calculating. “These marks…” She ran her finger over the sigil on her arm, and the sensation of warm velvet sliding over my skin made my entire body shudder with her touch.

      “What about them?” I said through clenched teeth, trying not to reveal the effect it had on me.

      “What exactly do they mean?”

      I let out a slow breath. “They mean we’re connected. As long as we bear them, we are one.”

      “One how?” She slid her hands down her hips, cocking her head.

      “The tether. Do you not feel it?”

      “I feel something, but I don’t know what it is. Tell me.” She inched closer.

      I growled low in my throat, loath to say it aloud. “Our souls are bound. Over time, if you refuse to remove the bond, it will be difficult to tell where yours ends and mine begins.”

      She grimaced. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “Neither do I, which is why we must remove it now.”

      She drummed her fingers on her thighs and narrowed her eyes. “Take me to Hell, and I’ll do it.”

      “I will not.”

      She huffed and then shrugged. “Okay then. If you’re not going to help me, I’ll have to vanquish you.”

      “Our souls are bound. If you vanquish me, you will die.” I stepped around her, continuing my trek toward the trees. I grew weary of her already, and I needed time alone to think.

      If I could find Hecate’s amulet, if it still existed, perhaps it would be enough to save me from the goddess’s wrath. Once I obtained it, I would search for my brothers’ skulls. With the amulet’s power, I could summon them into this realm, and we could collect our price from Isabel’s descendants.

      Only then could I return to Hell and reclaim my position in Lucifer’s court.

      “A Holland witch can’t be responsible for unleashing a demon on Salem,” she called from behind me, stopping me mid-stride.

      “You are a Holland witch?” Unmerciful Lucifer, how could it be? “The curse…”

      “Hasn’t come to fruition.” She clutched her hands behind her back and strolled around to face me once again. “You’ve been in prison for four hundred years, and the whole reason Isabel summoned you hasn’t even happened. I and every High Priestess before me have made certain your abhorrent act would never become reality.”

      My jaw slackened, but I managed to keep my mouth closed. My eyes, however, couldn’t hide the fury building inside me. They heated, the green in my irises undulating like molten hellfire. The void of apathy, the nothingness that had once hollowed my being, now filled with disgust and rage.

      I had to get away from this woman before I did something I could not undo. I stepped to the right and marched forward, slamming my shoulder against hers as I passed.

      A normal person would be terrified in a Prince of Hell’s presence. I’d broken her containment circle and come inches from strangling her, but instead of cowering as she should, the witch had the audacity to grab my arm.

      “Pisses you off, doesn’t it?” she asked.

      I spun to face her and ground my teeth, glaring first at her hand on my biceps and then into her eyes. “You have no idea the restraint it is taking for me not to tear your head from your neck. I suggest you let me go.”

      She loosened her grip but kept her palm pressed firmly against my skin. “What’s stopping you?”

      I did not appreciate the way her touch, this bond, made me feel. Instead of tearing her limb from limb, I wanted to caress every inch of her infuriating form. “If I kill you, I will be vanquished too. I have things to do in this realm before I can return.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She stepped closer, her mesmerizing gaze locked on me. She lacked the physical strength to hold me in place, but something about her eyes… “And if I die, this binding spell I cast means I go where you go, right?”

      I curled my hands into fists. “Unfortunately, that is correct. As long as the bond is intact, if you die, you will go to Hell with me.”

      “Good. Because that’s exactly where I want to go.” She moved with a speed only masterful magic could provide. I barely had time to blink before she raised her arm and plunged a silver dagger deep into my heart.
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      Darkness closed in around me. Intense heat, hotter and more putrid than anything I’d ever felt, blasted into my face as if I’d flung open an industrial-sized oven filled with burning, rotten eggs. The sulfurous stench made my stomach lurch. My body seized, the pain of every injury, every cut, bruise, and skinned knee I’d ever acquired in my life flaring to life as if they’d all happened at once.

      Holy hellfire and hotdogs. What had I just done?

      I dropped to my knees and dragged in a breath. The air felt like thirty-grit sandpaper scraping my lungs. A coughing fit racked my body, and I leaned forward, resting my hands on the rocky ground and preparing to be turned inside-out. My eyes watered and bulged, and snot poured from my nose, the mucus hanging like a gooey icicle as it stretched toward the ground.

      Disgusting, I know, but it was the least of my worries.

      “What in Hecate’s name?” I rasped.

      “Silence.” Discord slammed a meaty hand over my mouth and kneeled beside me. “Do not invoke the goddess in this realm unless you are prepared to deal with her in the flesh.”

      I huffed through my nose, breaking the snot chain before sitting upright and wiping beneath my eyes. Discord removed his hand and rubbed it on his thigh, glaring daggers at me as if looks could actually kill.

      From him, maybe they could.

      I swallowed, my throat so dry and raw that it stuck together and peeled back apart. My tongue felt like a wad of cotton, and my head throbbed like nobody’s business. “Why does everything hurt?”

      “Welcome to Hell. You’ll get used to it. Eventually.” He laughed dryly. “Unless, of course, Lucifer discovers you here. In that case, you will suffer for all eternity. Good luck on your journey.”

      He rose and strode away. I scrambled to my feet and followed, my muscles screaming with each step. How could I ever get used to this? “Wait. You still owe me a favor.”

      “I owe you nothing.” He quickened his pace, heading toward an opening in a rocky wall.

      We’d ended up in some sort of massive cave, the ruins of what looked like an ancient temple crumbling to my right. A full Grecian column lay on its side at the foot of an obsidian staircase, the others standing at only half their original heights, their remains lying in pieces around them. A stream of lava flowed up ahead, steaming and curving this way and that as it meandered by, disappearing beneath an arch in the wall.

      “I freed you from your prison.”  I jogged behind him, keeping my gaze trained on his muscular back. “You have to find my parents.”

      He continued his pace, not bothering to turn around. “Even if I did owe you a favor, I brought you to Hell. My debt would be paid.”

      “Technically, I brought you.” My foot slipped on the uneven ground, and my ankle twisted, searing, sharp pain shooting through my entire foot and making me yelp. Son of a bitch! Why was every little ache amplified in this place?

      He stopped and whirled toward me, his gaze locking on my injured ankle. His mask of fury slipped for half a nanosecond, his expression morphing to concern…or maybe it was pity. Either way, he recovered quickly and returned to glaring lasers.

      “You are correct, witch. You vanquished me. You forfeited any debt I owed the moment your dagger pierced my heart.”

      “My name is Cinder.” I rotated my ankle, working out the stiffness. The movement only intensified the pain.

      “Your name is meaningless. You have condemned me, used me to weaken the veil, and created instability in both our worlds. Have you any idea the damage you have done?”

      “That wasn’t my intention.” I slipped off my backpack and lowered to the ground, rummaging through it to find my healing salve. I had to get this pain under control so I could bargain with him. So far, my negotiation skills were spaghetti, he the wall. Nothing would stick. “What do you want, then? What can I do?”

      “Unravel the binding spell. Remove our marks so I never have to see your face again.”

      “What’s wrong with my face? It’s prettier than yours.” I slipped off my shoe and sock and spread the balm over my skin. The swelling subsided almost instantly, but that was the last of the enchanted medicine. Any more injuries, and I was on my own.

      Discord let out a deep, rumbly growl, and I peered up at him as I pulled on my sock. He stood over seven feet tall, with dark greenish-gray skin and a wide nose. Thick horns grew from the center of his head, sloping downward before curling up like an African buffalo. His eyes glowed a deep green, and taut muscles rippled down his chest and stomach, leading to powerful legs, and…

      Did I mention he was naked? Holy mother of magic, was he.

      My tongue slipped out to moisten my lips of its own volition. The heat made me do it. I swear the hot and bothered feeling I couldn’t seem to shake came from the intensity of the atmosphere and not the naked demon standing before me.

      I forced my gaze to his eyes and slipped on my shoe. “If you want the marks gone so badly, why don’t you remove them?”

      “If I could, we would not be having this conversation.” He narrowed his eyes. “You used blood magic to create the bond. Only you can remove it.”

      “Find my parents and send us home, and I will.” I stood, testing my weight on my ankle. It was angry, but the pain was manageable now.

      He stomped toward me, and I did my best not to stare at his junk. Hey, it was swinging side to side like a pendulum, begging me to look. Give a girl a break.

      “Witches are liars.” He grabbed the front of my shirt in his fist.

      My pulse took off in a sprint, as it should with a giant creature from Hell threatening me, but his accusation struck a nerve. Against my better judgment, I just had to poke the demonic bear.

      “Careful. I only packed one more shirt.” I slapped his hand. He didn’t let me go, so I inclined my chin. “Light witches aren’t liars.”

      The green in his irises undulated like lava. “You said you’d remove the marks if I brought you to Hell. Here we are, yet you still refuse.”

      I grabbed his fingers, trying to pry his hand from my shirt. “Again, I brought you. If you would just listen⁠—”

      He snarled and released my shirt, gripping me just below my jaw and digging his thumb and finger into the tender muscles beneath my ears. Stars wavered in my vision, the amplified pain threatening to make me pass out, so I did what any reasonable thirty-year-old woman would do in a situation like this.

      I grabbed him by the balls and squeezed.

      When he didn’t yelp or loosen his grip on my neck, I twisted them hard. Then harder.

      His jaw tensed with an audible click of his teeth, the tendons in his neck tightening as he relaxed his grip and released me. With the freedom of movement at my disposal, I lowered my shoulder and twisted even harder, digging in with all the strength I had as I tugged a knife from my thigh holster.

      “Touch me again and I’ll castrate you.” I pressed the tip of my blade against the delicate skin of his sack.

      He slowly raised both hands. “Understood.”

      I let him go and took two steps backward, just to be safe. His dick had the nerve to twitch, and a ghost of a grin crossed his lips before he composed himself. The bastard.

      “It appears…” He jerked his head to the right, tilting it slightly as if listening to something I couldn’t hear. “The sentry are coming for you.”

      “What sentry?” I scrunched my brow, trying my damnedest to hear whatever he did. “Why are they coming for me?”

      “Their job is to keep out those who do not belong.” He cut his gaze toward the darkness to his right. “You are not the first person who has attempted a rescue from this realm.”

      “We need to hide.” I grabbed my backpack and tightened my grip on the knife. “Let’s go.”

      “No.” He wrenched my arm behind my back and took my knife in one swift movement. Pressing the blade against my throat, he whispered into my ear, “If you ever wish to leave this realm, you will follow my lead.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “A word of advice.”

      I struggled against his grip, lighting fire in my palms and letting it lick up my arms to singe him, but he wasn’t fazed. Oh, right. Fire didn’t burn demons. I’d have to remember that.

      I reached backward, grasping for his balls, but he pressed the blade harder against my neck. Searing pain exploded across my throat, and blood rolled down in ribbons. I had no choice but to stop struggling. I was technically dead, so I had no idea what would happen if he truly slit my throat in this realm. Now was not the time to find out.

      Three winged demons approached. They were smaller than Discord, standing maybe six and a half feet tall, but they were just as muscled, and they radiated a menace that chilled me to the marrow. All three had long snouts and pointed ears like hellhounds, but they walked on two legs as if they were some kind of cross between a dog and a harpy.

      The most disturbing thing about them was their eyes. They held zero intelligence. No apparent thoughts turned the gears in their primitive brains. One look at Discord and you could tell he was smarter than the average bear, that you could converse and reason with him.

      These guys? I had a feeling they had the single-mindedness of rabid dogs. Attack, attack, attack.

      “You’re throwing me to the wolves?” I whispered.

      “You deserve worse for the trouble you’ve caused me.” He straightened, tightening his grip and forcing me toward the fiends.

      “What took you so long?” As his deep voice echoed through the cave, the sentry demons froze. Their eyes widened, their mouths dropping open as they stared. The one in the middle lowered to one knee, and the others followed suit, bowing their heads.

      “Sire,” Middle Guy grunted. “You returned.”

      “And found an intruder upon my entrance. You have been slacking in my absence.” Regalness deepened his voice even more, his accusation sounding more damnation than chide.

      The two sidekicks trembled and barked like dogs. One of them looked up at me and growled.

      “Forgive,” the middle guy said, and he lowered to both knees, leaning forward and resting his forehead on the ground. The other two whimpered and did the same. These guys were scared shitless.

      So was I. Finally, a normal reaction to my predicament.

      “If you turn me over to these freaks, I will kill you,” I whispered, lacing my voice with as much menace as I could.

      “I would love to see you try,” he replied before raising his voice. “Take her to my personal prison, but do not harm her. Speak of this to no one.”

      “Sire.” The middle guy stood, and his posse followed his lead. “Small bite?”

      “If I hear of a single tooth mark, you all will spend eternity in the tarpits. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” They nodded in unison, and he shoved me toward them, yanking off my backpack—with all my weapons and supplies—in the process.

      The moment Discord released me, I ran for the ruins. If I could find a hidey-hole somewhere, I might have time to figure out a plan. My boots pounded the rocky ground, and I made it to the first dilapidated step when a harpy-hound dropped in front of me. I spun, but another already stood behind me.

      Shifting my weight to my left leg, I kicked my right, my foot landing square in the fiend’s gut. He grunted, and I dropped to the ground, swinging my leg out again to knock the other guy off his feet. Before I could make impact, he flapped his wings, taking to the sky and hauling me up by my hair.

      Pain exploded across my scalp. I flailed my arms and legs, but it was to no avail. Harpy-hounds numbers two and three grabbed my arms, their grips tight enough to bruise.

      “Prison, prison,” they chanted and lifted me higher.

      “Do not inform Lucifer of her presence or mine,” Discord said. “She will be my offering when I return to the castle.”

      “Your offering?” I screeched and struggled against the fiends’ grips. “You’re dead, demon man.”

      He lifted his chin, arching a brow like the arrogant prick he was. “I am afraid you are the only one who is dead here. Take her.”

      He flicked his wrist, and the harpy-hounds hauled me away.
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      “Son of a bitch.” I snarled and slammed my fist into the wall, cracking the stone. The skin on my knuckles split, a flash of intense pain shooting up my arm before it healed. I hit it again with my other arm, closing my eyes to focus on the pain, deepening the sensation, reveling in the brief bout of agony.

      It had been centuries since I had felt anything, and the physical was easier to process than the tangle of emotions twisting in my chest.

      Cinder Holland sat alone in my personal prison, in a room no magic could penetrate, far from Lucifer’s cage for damned souls. I had checked on the way to my clandestine residence, peering at her through a shrouded window so she would not be aware of my presence. Satisfied the sentry dogs had performed their duty, I’d slipped into my secret home unnoticed, and here I stood, paralyzed by the complexity of my situation.

      Cinder Holland.

      A growl rumbled in my chest at the thought of who she was. Of what her existence meant. She’d said four centuries had passed since the vile witch Isabel had imprisoned my brothers and me. Four hundred years of solitude, denied of every sense, left with nothing but the thoughts swirling in my mind until even they ceased to exist.

      Until I became nothing…and to what end?

      Isabel had summoned us, enchanted us, and promised us two souls in exchange for creating a curse on the Holland bloodline. The third daughter of the High Priestess would go mad, using her fire magic to burn Salem to the ground, murdering the entire coven and any mortals who stood in her way.

      The High Priestess was with child at the time, and she had borne two daughters already. The curse should have come to fruition the moment the third reached maturity, but Isabel had vanquished us before we could see the end. She had stolen Hecate’s amulet and harnessed its power, giving her strength no being in that realm should possess.

      I had shown weakness. I had trusted the wicked woman and let down my guard. I never should have told her who created the stone, what it could do. I had doomed us all the moment the information crossed my lips.

      I had won the amulet in a bet with Lucifer long ago, and Hecate had been livid then. The goddess could perform feats of resurrection, and she had promised me the most gruesome deaths imaginable, over and over, if I ever lost it.

      With the magical stone no longer in my possession, I could only begin to imagine her wrath. I fisted my hands, my jaw clenching at the imagery my brain conjured.

      My brothers and I had spent four centuries in the void, and Cinder Holland was the token to remind me of my oversight, of my blunder. And I had erred once again when she summoned me. The blood bond she had created had clouded my judgment. I had once again let down my guard in the presence of a powerful witch, and now I was trapped in Hell while the amulet and my brothers’ skulls remained in another realm.

      A being of my status could never cross the veil unless summoned or forced across by Lucifer himself. I highly doubted another witch with the power to call upon a Prince of Hell existed on the other side. That kind of strength was a once-in-a-generation phenomenon.

      And Cinder…

      I should offer her to Lucifer. The soul of an elemental witch was worth its weight in palladium. The agony they endured while tortured would provide more fuel than ten mundane souls. He could force her to sever our bond. Then I would be free to return to my post by his side. Perhaps I could take a drink from the River Lethe and forget the past four centuries.

      “He would never let that happen.” I grunted and dropped into a chair. Cinder’s soul might buy the King of Hell’s forgiveness, but he would never forget my follies. The Princes of Hell were three, and unless I could bring my brothers home, my royal blood meant nothing.

      Lucifer might strip me of my crown and allow me to live amongst the mid-level demons, but I would not survive the shame. And I would still have to deal with Hecate’s wrath.

      I growled and grabbed Cinder’s bag. A strange metal contraption with interlocking teeth held the material closed. I had seen Cinder slide the dangling rectangle over it, unlocking the teeth, so I mimicked the movement and the bag opened as if by magic. It seemed I needed to acclimate myself to the current times if I wished to continue my existence.

      Spreading the bag open, I turned it over and dumped the contents onto the floor. Several unlabeled bottles clattered on the stone before a mass of fabric fell on top of them. An envelope lay next to the heap, and I picked it up, finding a fine powder inside. I set it on the table, careful not to touch the contents lest whatever spell the granules contained affect me.

      I sorted through the rest of the contents, finding a grimoire, a pair of black pants with tears at the knees, two shirts…one of which had been shredded to ribbons…and a piece of pink fabric with a small metal clasp and two padded, bowl-shaped pouches. Perhaps it was some sort of weapon, like a sling.

      The final article was a small piece of pink satin with lace trim. I could not fathom her need for a garment so small, so I shoved everything back inside and rose to my feet. A trip to the seer was in order, but first, I had to mask my identity. If Lucifer or Hecate learned of my presence in Hell, whatever strategy I planned to concoct would never become reality.
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