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      Demon blood runs in my veins.

      

      It never used to. I was your average, run-of-the-mill human kid. I don’t remember much before waking up in a concrete room with shady scientists conducting tests on me, but you have to assume I once had a home and a family, maybe a cute little cockapoo.

      

      Now I’ve got no one except my ‘handlers’ and the kleptomaniac crow who keeps breaking into my cell. I’ve named her Morgan.

      

      When Morgan lifts a key from god knows where, I waste no time staging an escape. But the handlers control every corner of the compound. If we’re going to finally get free, we’ll have to fight for it.

      

      If you like your urban fantasy with magic, action, and humour, you’ll love this introduction to Vala, our snarky bounty hunter, and Morgan, a foul-mouthed, kleptomaniac crow.
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      The phrase all Hell breaks loose had a slightly different meaning when you were the result of an experiment merging demon DNA with anyone the scientists could grab off the streets.

      Of course, they didn’t do the grabbing themselves. They had freelancers paid handsomely for that. It was all professional and above board, if you ignored the child kidnapping.

      As for why they wanted a new race of demon-human hybrids, your guess was as good as mine. World domination? Typical rich person hobby? They were bored?

      I stretched out my legs on the cot I optimistically called a bed in the small, concrete space I optimistically called a bedroom. A lot of surviving captivity involved delusion. Just this morning I deluded myself into believing the protein shake I was delivered for breakfast was a thick, luscious pile of pancakes, dripping with maple sauce, blueberry compote, and a generous dusting of icing sugar.

      “Great,” I sighed. “Now I’m hungry.”

      Not that it was new. I’d been hungry since they abducted me. I’d tried to count the days at first, but months blurred into a dark smear of beeping machines, dripping liquid, and the prick of syringe after syringe. It had been years, I knew that much, but how many? Three? Five?

      I realised I’d curled my hands into fists and intentionally stretched out my fingers on my thighs, frowning at the scabs on my knuckles from the last test. It wasn’t enough for my abductors—handlers, as they preferred to be known—to pump god knows what into my veins, they conducted tests to see the results of their latest experiment. I was a mouse trapped in a maze for their examination. A powerful mouse. A mouse whose veins now ran with human and demon blood, who possessed power even I didn’t know the limits of. A mouse who’d been keeping a secret.

      The handlers knew all the juicy stuff—enhanced strength, advanced hearing, rapid healing, and fire magic they theorised might evolve into full elemental power. One day, I might call air, water, earth, and spirit. Right now, my specialty was fire. And emotions, but I’d been careful not to reveal that.

      A flutter of feathers drew my head up and I frowned at the crow that alighted on the windowsill. It wasn’t a real window—there were flame-resistant, impervious bars instead of glass, and it looked out on an industrial corridor instead of a lovely pastoral landscape. Hell, I’d take a dank alleyway. But it did allow a flow of colder air into the room to stop me feeling stifled, and it allowed the crow to visit me.

      “What time do you call this?” I demanded, tapping my wrist. “I expected you hours ago.” I didn’t, but talking to her kept me sane and I used this time to roleplay a normal, well-adjusted human being.

      The crow—Morgan, I’d named her—ruffled her feathers and squeezed through a gap in the bars, plopping down on my bed to groom herself. A hair grip, silver ring pull, and the foil of a chewing gum wrapper fell onto the bed. Her carefully hidden loot. I’d been trying to train her to bring me cookies, but I’d had no luck.

      “You do realise this isn’t a landfill site,” I drawled, crossing my ankles and giving Morgan an arch look. “You can’t just dump your shit here.”

      She squawked, assuring me she could do whatever she liked. I mentally added a few curse words to her reply. Morgan seemed like the kind of crow to swear like a pirate. She was pretty atrocious company, but she was all I had. The handlers were careful not to let my path cross with the other subjects. Each of us had been given a letter up to H. Eight subjects in total. I was C, the third unfortunate soul taken off the streets while parents' backs were turned, or on our way home from school, or when we should have been safe in our own gardens.
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