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			Content Guidance for the Nocturne Cage Series

			This series contains mature themes, morally complex characters, and emotionally intense relationships.

			At its heart, it is an exploration of consent, control, and the balance of power between supernatural beings—told through a lens of cultural depth, psychological nuance, and raw emotional stakes.

			You can expect:

			
					Explicit sensuality, often entwined with magic and vulnerability

					Power exchange and restraint—always consensual, but not always soft

					Depictions of trauma and recovery, including flashbacks, panic, and moments of internal collapse

					Mental health themes: therapy, guilt, and inherited survival patterns

					Supernatural violence and emotional horror—intimate more than graphic

					Characters who make mistakes, lose control, and learn through fire

			

			Nothing is included for shock value. Everything here is my attempt to explore the range of ethical dark fantasy. While this series isn’t about safe love, it is about chosen love, and how love changes what’s possible. If you seek stories of chaotic tenderness, power dynamics, and the slow, fierce work of healing through darkness—you belong here.

			Please read at your own pace, and take care of your heart along the way.
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			Chapter One

			​Mia tilted her plastic cup, watching the last swirls of chai and melted ice drift at the bottom. The café hummed with voices and the soft strumming of indie music. Sound bounced off walls covered in bizarre pictures of goats. Sunlight slanted through the windows, making her squint as she tracked the steady flow of people coming and going. Her gaze dropped to the book bag at her feet, stuffed with final exams she’d come here to grade. She should open it. Get started. Instead, she slouched deeper into her chair, letting exhaustion settle into her bones. Students begging for extra credit or last-minute extensions drained her like never before, as if she were trying to reverse the flow of a glacier that had been moving for tens of thousands of years. It hadn’t been this exhausting before. A week ago, she had felt like she was seeing the world through a veil. Now every interaction was sandpaper against an exposed nerve.

			She brought the cup to her lips to try and get the last remnants of the spice blend she loved. Even after seventeen years of living in Canada, then the United States, the little girl who grew up on an uncharted island in the Arctic Ocean still marveled at the variety of flavors available in the world. That palate would probably expand when she traveled to Ecuador for the second time as part of her doctoral studies, where she would be studying glaciers on Andean volcanos at a remote field site.

			A tingling energy tickled her skin, making her hair stand on end. The plastic cup crinkled in her tightening grip as she recognized the telltale sign of chaos magic. Her inner essence rumbled from behind the locked door in her mind, straining against its confines, answering the call before she could suppress it. She lifted her head sharply and scanned the café. Leaning against the counter stood a tall man with dark olive skin and piercing green eyes that shimmered even in the shadows. Pearlescent greens and vibrant indigo rippled like oil on water, as wisps of darkness danced and coiled. It was an echo of a sight she hadn’t seen since exile. The hum of the café dulled, and she was wrenched back in time.

			She stood on the tundra’s edge, the wind a razor against her young face. Above, the aurora borealis churned, its colors bleeding across the night sky. It illuminated the snow in a dazzling show of colors. Her chest clenched—wonder, and fear, pressed on her ribs like ice under pressure. The lights had been the harbinger of her destruction, dooming her at birth to spend her long life wandering the human world as a ghost. Yet she couldn’t help but be fascinated by their mystery.

			“Miss, I brought you some coffee.”

			

			Mia jumped and stared at the barista, baffled. This wasn’t the kind of place that served anything. The man leaned in close enough to brush against her shoulder. She recognized the deliberate move. Stupid! When she’d ordered, their hands had accidentally touched. Her amulet was gone, and that made her aura too strong. She jerked away and shook her head.

			“You sure?” His brown eyes were entirely too interested.

			This couldn’t continue. If he didn’t walk away now, he would keep pressing, keep asking, and sooner or later, he would notice that something about her wasn’t human. The only way to stop him was to compel him, but controlling the range of her magic was nearly impossible. She took a slow, shaking breath, bracing against the invisible pressure building in her chest. If she used too much force, everyone in the café would obey. Too little, and he might resist and notice something was off. Her throat tightened. Whispering as softly as she could, she let the words slip past her lips like a blade unsheathing, sharp and precise. “Go away.”

			The barista’s lips tipped into a frown.

			For a moment Mia thought her spell hadn’t worked. Then, slowly, he turned and went back behind the counter. Mia’s heart pounded in her chest. Controlling him had been far easier than it should have been, but that’s always how it went with humans. Another fun little gift left over from Divine Wars she was three thousand years too young to have experienced. Back then, it had been meant to corral panicking humans and keep them safe. Now, it just forced her people into hiding, and she was left to wander like a ghost among the living.

			Her gaze caught on the man with the stunning aura. Her heart lurched. There was something there, lurking in the shadows that had dimmed the brightness of his eyes. A shiver ran down her back. It felt like he was breaking her down and analyzing every fractured piece. I need to leave, he might have seen me do that. Her hand was on her bag, zipping it shut. Fucking disaster of a day…

			The bell above the door jingled, the sound slicing through the static-charged air. Mia’s head snapped up as a petite brunette woman hesitated in the doorway, dark eyes darting like she was already searching for an exit. She clutched a worn paisley messenger bag to her hip, fingers digging into the fabric as if anchoring herself in place.

			Mia’s breath hitched. Her gaze flicked between the man and the woman. Both were lesser beings of chaos—sehru, born from the collision of human creativity and chaos magic. The brunette’s eyes locked onto hers, and Mia exhaled, her tension easing slightly. Soft gold undertones flickered within the woman’s petal-pink aura. No predatory essence clung to her, which meant she wasn’t a threat. But the man at the counter was.

			One shadowy predator of chaos. One light protector.

			Mia knew so little about the wider world of chaos beings—born apart from them, sentenced to live among humans, unseen, unknown. She had spent years avoiding them. That was the rule. The only rule, really. Her essence leaned against its confines, drawn toward the scared sehru in front of her. When the Divine Wars ended and the king of gods sealed the Heavenly Gates, those left behind fractured into groups. Over millennia, their descendants hunted each other, sometimes to extinction. It was why her people had been driven from Uruk, the cradle of their existence. The lamassu, the most powerful of the protective nishutu soldiers, had been created to guard the righteous, and to shield humanity from war. But that instinct and purpose had made the lamassu vulnerable to those who craved power. It was a weakness their enemies had exploited until her kind were little more than whispers in forgotten texts.

			Whatever was happening here wasn’t good. Interfering was dangerous. ​Leave, moron, she ordered herself. Her fingers wrapped around the strap of her bag, but her feet refused to move.

			One cautious step at a time, the woman walked closer. Her movements jerky, as if she was fighting against an unseen current. She reached into the pocket of her bag and extracted her phone. ​Rapidly, she typed out a message and held up the screen. Hello, I’m Piper.

			Mia sat frozen in place. She had a split second to decide if she was going to talk to this woman. Blood rushed in her ears. The ache inside her, the one she had buried for years, let out a mournful, rumbling cry. This was a chance to talk to someone like herself. The woman wasn’t the shadowy man in the corner. Creatures of light wouldn’t hunt each other, right?

			

			Piper’s frown deepened, then she turned to walk away.

			Mia clumsily got out of her chair and tapped the woman’s shoulder. She fished out her phone and typed out a reply message. Mia.

			The woman’s thin pink lips curved into the shadow of a smile. She tucked the phone back into a pocket, then set the bag at her feet. Her hands free, she pointed at Mia, then collapsed her hands into parallel fists twice. Her brows raised slightly in a question. “Do you know sign?”

			​“Yes,” Mia signed back slowly. It seemed impossible that she ran into not only another chaos being, but one who inexplicably knew American Sign Language. “Are you Deaf?”

			Piper bent her wrist, making her fist nod in the sign for yes. “You?”

			“No…”

			“I’m a muse. What are you?”

			She hesitated. Telling anyone about her true nature would put her people at risk. Her one reason for being was to keep them safe. She dredged up the lie her adoptive father had suggested she tell. Something that would explain why she couldn’t talk, without giving away what she was. “I’m a Siren. Our voices aren’t safe for humans.”

			Mia’s thoughts stalled as she immediately realized her mistake. That lie worked fine when her essence wasn’t about to spill out onto the floor. Sirens were sehru and wouldn’t have near the level of magic she did.

			Piper’s eyes narrowed. For a split second, Mia thought she was going to call her bluff. Then the muse relaxed. “Oh, I see. Good thing I’m Deaf, then.” She smiled shyly. “I know it’s silly. What’s the point of a muse who’s Deaf, right?”

			“I thought you did more than just music?”

			“We do, but my husband is a musician. A violinist.” Piper’s hands shook with nerves. “Doesn’t matter. Do you know where I can get a bus out of the city?”

			Mia frowned, taken aback by the question and growing more suspicious that there was something off about this woman. “There’s a Greyhound station. If you take a 61 bus, you’ll get downtown. You’ll just have to walk a little.”

			“How much does it cost?”

			“I don’t remember. I have a bus pass loaded on my student ID.”

			“I need help—” Piper’s hands trembled. She swallowed hard, glancing at the exit. “I—”

			“There you are!” A familiar woman’s voice floated over the noise.

			Mia missed the rest of Piper’s signs as Sage, a woman who lived a few floors down from her, came over. Her short, curly brown hair bounced as she walked.

			Piper’s face drained of what little color it had.

			Sage’s arm draped around Piper’s shoulders, her fingers digging in a little too hard. Her smile was bright, easy. “Thanks for keeping her company. She gets anxious sometimes, don’t you, Piper?”

			Mia’s gaze flicked between them. Piper was rigid, her body coiled tight like a rabbit caught in a snare. Every muscle braced for the moment she’d have to decide if she could run at all. Mia signed, “Is she your friend?”

			Piper pinched her lips together and gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

			“She’s been a little paranoid since she got out of the hospital,” Sage continued. “Hallucinations, memory lapses…doctor says it’s temporary.”

			An earthy, gritty taste spread on Mia’s tongue as her magic sensed the lie.

			Sage dragged Piper toward the entrance. “I just came to pick her up. I’ll make sure she gets home safely.”

			Piper threw a frantic glance back at Mia in wild-eyed panic as she was pulled out of the café. Mia stared after them in stunned silence. Her gaze drifted down to Piper’s bag. She grabbed it as she raced after the two women, catching up to them just before they turned up the block back toward their apartment building.

			“You left this,” Mia signed, then held up the bag. Sage went to grab it, but Mia pulled it out of the way and strode to Piper. She could sense the woman’s fear radiating from her. Something deep inside Mia stirred, stretching awake. A low growl vibrated through her bones. Just give her the bag and leave, she thought forcefully. Pressure built up in her chest, until she thought she would suffocate. An overwhelming need to protect washed over her. She leaned forward as she pressed the bag into Piper’s hands, and inhaled. A wisp of Piper’s life force tangled with her own, taking root in her soul. With her exhale, she let a sliver of herself slip free, sinking into the muse.

			

			“Look at that. You made a friend.” Sage’s sharp gaze flicked to Mia’s hand still resting on Piper’s. “But Piper’s got enough of those, don’t you?” Sage pushed Mia back and took Piper by the shoulders, steering her away. “You won’t have to worry about her anymore.”

			Mia watched helplessly as her new charge was dragged away, every instinct screaming at her to intervene. Without more information, that was impossible. Her magic already pulled her into something dangerous, she didn’t have to dig her own grave by letting that instinct run wild. I’ll find you, she promised silently. When a lamassu marked someone for protection, it was a sacred vow that wasn’t easily broken. Already she could feel Piper’s petal-soft essence nesting inside her golden fire. Mia’s heart fluttered in a mix of exhilaration and dread. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The amulet had always kept her divine essence locked away, suppressing the pull of her magic, keeping her invisible. Without it, that control was unraveling. If she could feel that shift, then so could other chaos beings.

			She pivoted and walked back into the café. It was a small relief when she found that her things were still where she’d left them, and she slid back into her chair. Getting involved in whatever Piper was mixed up in was a good way to end up dead. She had no way of knowing if the woman was associated with any chaos hunters or other danger. Her foot tapped restlessly under the table. Before the Divine Wars, lamassu had been protectors. Now, they sat on their island, eking out an existence while they prayed for ​Enlil and ​Ninlil to open the Heavenly Gates and let them join their brethren.

			Fat chance of that happening, she thought grimly. Once, she’d believed they would take pity on her. That they would return, undo her exile, and save her from being tossed into a world she was never meant to navigate alone. But they never came. Her fingers worked at the strap of her book bag. Piper’s fear and desperation wormed their way into her mind, stirring something that lurked deep inside. She’d been scared like that once.

			The memory swallowed her whole.

			She stood on the deck of a boat, watching as the Arctic Ocean swallowed the shore of her home. The sun shone overhead during the time of perpetual light, warming her face, while the smell of brine and frost filled her lungs. A sharp summer wind whipped her face, chasing away the warmth of the sun. It stimulated the darkness inside her, nurturing it until shadowed tendrils wormed into her soul. She’d known that she was destined to die, known she’d been chosen as this century’s maru hiptu sacrifice. It was a solemn duty, she was told. An honor to be able to protect the last of her people by living among the humans so that the rest of her kind could live in blissful ignorance of the outside world. She clutched the heavy amulet the matriarch had secured around her neck, as if she could lessen the weight of the burden. The only companion on her journey would be a stranger.

			Gordon, the maru hiptu sacrifice from a century before, took a drag of his cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke. While he’d been raised by his predecessor like he was supposed to be, Gordon had abandoned her the second he’d dropped her off at a boarding school in the middle of the Great Bear Rainforest in British Columbia. The only times in her life he showed up was to sign paperwork.

			You’re not dead, Mia reminded herself, dragging her thoughts back to the present. The funeral, the eulogies, the death shroud, the ashes. It had all been a carefully orchestrated performance designed to keep the troubles of the world from stirring the protective instincts of the lamassu and luring them to their own destruction. Even her parents were shielded from temptation, since you couldn’t defend a dead girl.

			Golden magic flared. She snatched up her bag. She was done being a ghost. Done being invisible. A fluttering of excitement in her stomach forced its way through the darkness that had grown and festered over the last seventeen years. She seized that sensation, tucking it away. Helping Piper was a lot better than grading hundreds of engineering exams from apathetic students. Exciting, even. A chance to prove, once and for all, that she was alive.
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			​Chapter Two

			​Isidore inhaled deeply as the mysterious, dark auburn-haired chaos woman hastily gathered her things. Even through the overpowering aroma of roasting coffee beans, he caught a hint of frost and salt water. She wasn’t like him, a sehru. His ancestors were lesser creatures shaped by human imagination tangling with chaos magic.

			She was a nishutu.

			His pulse quickened. Her ancestors had been forged by Enlil, king of the gods, to wage war against the divine rebels who challenged his rule. The only ones he ever crossed paths with were members of the Storm Feathers, a rival cabal operating in the Northeast—and they barely considered his kind worthy of shining their shoes. They were also demonic, not protective.

			A tingling sensation ran down his spine, and energy flooded his limbs. What is she doing here? he wondered. More than anything, he wanted to chase after her, to understand what she was.

			That soft ripple of compulsion magic she’d used had been so subtle, he almost missed it. His own magic could tease, lure, seduce, but he could never force. And the sweet little protective nishutu had hated it. He saw it in the way her hands had gripped the edge of the table. She hadn’t taken any pleasure in it, although he thought it would be justified. The way that barista had been leering had his demon coiling in agitation. Humans were nothing compared to a nishutu. That man didn’t deserve to kiss the ground she walked on, much less think he could stake his claim on her.

			His thoughts drifted. Her face had an elegant, predatory beauty—high cheekbones, a slender nose that curved into the barest hook, and heart-shaped lips painted in dusty mauve that complimented her dark sandstone skin. On her wrist there was a tattoo with markings he’d never seen. The ink was arranged in a series of lines and wedge-like symbols, and it hummed with old magic. The ancient stuff that only truly old nishutu species could wield. But it was her scent that intrigued him most. There was something achingly familiar about it, laced with magic he could almost taste but couldn’t name. It was delectable. He forced himself to take a slow sip of his coffee, waiting for time to slip past so he could follow without being noticed. The aura surrounding her had been a mix of pale earth-toned reds and oranges. It all but confirmed that she was a protective spirit. There had been a handful of them created during the Divine Wars to shield humanity from annihilation. The surviving gods had searched tirelessly for their precious guardians, not wanting to leave them behind to be devoured by the nightmares that roamed the earthly realm. And yet here she was. Sitting in a café, in plain sight.

			Frustration gnawed at his insides like tiny termites. His fangs ached, reminding him that it had been too long since he’d eaten more than the blood he’d gotten from his dealer. You’re only interested in her because you’re hungry, he chastised himself. The empty cardboard cup collapsed in his viselike grip. That wasn’t the only reason he was interested in her, and he knew it. If she wasn’t claimed, she was a walking target. Maybe she didn’t realize how much danger she was in. Maybe she did, and she thought she could handle it.

			Time’s up, he thought as his mouth curved into a smile. He chucked his mangled coffee cup into a waste bin and left the café. It was a warm May afternoon. The sidewalks were full of people enjoying the break from the spring rains, and he kept having to turn sideways to avoid directly touching anyone. Even with a long-sleeved shirt on, the cold skin of a lamia demon would be off-putting even if a human didn’t know what he was. He opened his mouth and caught the faintest hint of frost on his tongue. His smile broadened and he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he walked down the hill. The scent had him turning right at the next intersection. He passed house after house, most built in the mid-twentieth century with classic brick. The architecture of Pittsburgh fascinated him. In some ways it reminded him of his home in Philadelphia. Not that it was a good idea to share that opinion with the locals. When he’d arrived here, he’d discovered that the smaller city had something of an inferiority complex that it liked to take out on its more populous counterpart on the eastern side of the state. Personally, he blamed the steel mill collapse in the ’70s for that problem. Still, he loved the city with its mix of old Victorian homes, modern high-rises, and everything in between. Like the houses didn’t have to choose if they were going to be fancy or full of holes—they all belonged just the same.

			Isidore halted outside of an old apartment building. He took in the structure. It had white and terra-cotta brick that accented the designer’s attempt at mimicking a gothic-style architecture. A vibrant green lawn stretched out in front of the building, and a set of concrete stairs cut through a small hill that led to the front door. No shadows deep enough to hide in. No signs of a deadly chaos hunter lurking inside. But that didn’t mean the nishutu was safe.

			His earlier excitement of finding her faded. There was no way it was a coincidence that the hunters lived in the same building as a rare protective nishutu. He raked his fingers through his hair and turned to walk back up the street. She should have been marked. A sigil, a token. Something that told the world she was claimed. Without it, she was either unaffiliated, reckless, or running from something. Arrogant idiot, he thought irritably. He should just leave her to deal with the consequences. If the Storm Feathers got to her first, that was on her. A quiet hiss escaped his lips. The rival cabal had secured their dominance by systematically hunting down and eliminating powerful nishutu factions for centuries. Sadistic bastards, he cursed. The idea of one of those feathered fuckers getting their talons in a protective nishutu made his skin crawl. It went against what little moral fiber he’d developed.

			He turned onto the busy commercial road. A pair of teenagers laughed at an inside joke as they waited for a bus. A woman with a stroller was enjoying an Italian ice. The muscles in his arms tensed as his mood darkened. His father wasn’t going to be thrilled with his report. There was too much about the hunters he still didn’t know.

			His car was tucked into a shady spot in one of the paid lots. He walked up to the door and touched the handle. The headlights flickered, illuminating the bushes that practically brushed up against the low black hood of the Mercedes S-Class AMG. The leather seat squeaked as he sank into it. He set his phone in the dashboard stand, opened up the app they used to make encrypted calls, and clicked on his father’s name. An overly cheerful jingle played three times before his father’s face filled the screen.

			“One thing I’ll say about you, is that you’re always on time,” his father said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his electric green eyes. “Did you find the hunter?”

			Isidore swallowed a sigh as he prepared to face the inevitable disappointment. “I’ve narrowed it down to one of two people. A man named ​Jayce Robertson and a woman who goes by Sage Halloway. Jayce is a real name—I was able to find records going back to high school. He was a mediocre student who suddenly manifested a talent on the violin his sophomore year. He went to the ​Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia.”

			His father’s thick, unruly brows knit together. “Is he connected to any of the hunter clans?”

			“I don’t think so. He’s married to a woman named Piper Nelson, but I only saw her for the first time today…” His stomach clenched, and he swallowed. “I think they’ve got her trapped in that apartment. She’s a sehru, I’m certain of that. I think she might be a muse. They got married young. She was a student at the Art Institute of Philadelphia while he was at Curtis, although she didn’t graduate. I don’t have a clear read on what clan she’s affiliated with, if any.”

			“Mm…That would explain the miraculous talent. What else have you learned?”

			Here we go. Isidore took a fortifying breath. “I found practically everything on Jayce. Every one of his leases up until now only includes his and Piper’s names. Sage doesn’t have a paper trail. I’m guessing she’s the hunter, but I don’t understand how Jayce fits in with this.”

			His father grunted. “Dimitra insisted you were ready for this. I thought you’d have enough for me to confirm that the hunter was from the Venator Mons clan! We cannot send an elimination team out there unless we’re certain where she’s from. It’s too much of a risk to accidentally start a war with a hunter clan we know nothing about. It could compromise our position with our tributaries if hunters start showing up and snatching people off the streets.”
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