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Chapter 1
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ONCE, I CRUSHED a beetle with my bare foot.


Nora was faster than me back then. I was all limbs and joints, with little coordination between them. We’d been playing gymnasts on the sidewalk—cartwheels resulting in skinned knees and tumbles leading to bits of asphalt embedded in our palms—when the sun-drenched day bled into a dusk that turned our neighborhood downright menacing. Or at least, that’s how it looked to six-year-old me. I peered up from one of my more impressive somersaults and realized Nora was already at the stairs of our apartment building.


I ran after my big sister as if the shadows yawning off the power lines were long fingers that could seize me where I stood. I didn’t even see the bug.


When the shell crunched beneath my heel—innards spreading across my foot like jam on toast—I expected revulsion. Guilt. Horror.


But none came.


I bent down to inspect the gore, my fear of creatures that slunk out with the fading daylight forgotten. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the insect’s shattered exoskeleton. The still-twitching limbs. My blood thrummed with morbid allure. A predator discovering prey and, with it, a sick, insistent desire.


A desire I’ve fought against every single day since.


Staring down at the once-blue, now-gray gum stuck to the heel of my loafer, I try to shake the memory. I don’t have time to dissect my psyche this evening. I’m late.


“Thank you so much for calling—”


I nearly jam the phone into my ear canal. “Yes? Hello?”


“Your call is very important to us. Someone from the district attorney’s office will be—”


The noise I release is less human woman, more exasperated hyena. A balding man in a crumpled shirt recoils from me, and I deserve it. The Astera subway at rush hour is terrible by anyone’s standards. The Astera subway at rush hour in the summer is a stinking, sweat-drenched hellscape from which few emerge with their sanity. A hellscape made worse only by all the lunatics who call this city home, and tonight, to Crumpled-Shirt Man, I am said lunatic.


But there’s no time to mutter apologies. I secure the phone against my shoulder and shove past him down the stairs into the bowels of the multifloored subway. A sardine in a sweaty, sticky, tin can of conference calls, nursing scrubs, and unsupervised teenagers. My bags, water bottle, wallet, and railway card are about as secure in my hurried grasp as a handful of eels. When I maneuver through a turnstile, a dog’s yapping echoes from deeper within the subway, rising above the din.


Someone behind me, equally rushed, knocks my precious phone from the crook of my shoulder and I spy the endless depths of a grate beneath my feet. A mere second before disaster, I catch the phone between my chin and collarbone. Phew. I listen to the irritating melody over the line to confirm that my spot in the queue hasn’t been compromised.


What kind of mother is more likely to answer her work line than her cell? I’m all for boundaries, but if I hear one more automated woman tell me how valuable my time is, I’m going to implode. While I wait for my train, the Muzak blares in my ear and that dog yowls again.


Every time a train thunders past, the entire tunnel flickers. One fluorescent light high above is missing a bulb. My stomach growls, and I wonder if every suit on the crowded platform can hear it over the rumble of the subway cars. I search through my leather tote—a designer bag my from my mother, which I hate yet carry daily out of some misplaced guilt—and find the soft pretzel I grabbed on my way to work this morning.


This morning.


Shit. I haven’t eaten today.


My mother once told me that forgetting to eat when stressed is a superpower. I’m about to cram as much of the stale, salty dough into my mouth as I can in an act of fierce rebellion against such an archaic, patriarchal notion when I finally catch sight of the dog that’s been barking for the last ten minutes.


Against the tiled wall to my left, below graffiti depicting white antlers on Caspar Harlock’s ad for his burgeoning news network, sits a yowling, dark-haired mutt, not too unlike my own. He’s barking mostly at his owner, a kid with matted hair, leathery skin from too much sun, and clothes that I can smell from here.


The boy’s sign reads: HUNGRY, ANYTHING HELPS.


Astera—the Half City, the country’s epicenter of culture, business, and politics, located on the glittering edge of the eastern seaboard. We must have the largest population of billionaires in the world—our graffitied Caspar Harlock over there and my best friend Penny Pine’s parents, to name a few—and yet a seriously shameful percentage of the city is living on the street. And who can you blame for a cycle that never breaks? Those in government? Say, perhaps, our tough-as-nails district attorney?


Whose office I am still on hold with?


Even though she birthed me?


It’s moments like these in which I almost understand my mother’s obsession with marrying me off to James Pine like some tragic Dickensian wretch. It’s the same part of her that gifted me this bag on my first day of work so I wouldn’t look quite so pedestrian. She loves me. She wants me to be taken care of in this dog-eat-dog city. And even though I can take care of myself in more ways than she could possibly fathom, I do wish I had the means to pull a wad of hundreds out of my bag for this kid and his dog.


Instead, I offer him my squashed, cold pretzel. His eyes light up as he takes it from me, immediately ripping off half for his floppy-eared companion. The dog eats hastily, fragments of wet pretzel crumbling on the ground, before he quiets, snuggling next to his owner in satiated gratitude. The young kid offers me a similar expression.


I don’t even realize my heart is in my throat until my mom answers on the other line with a shrill “Yes, Viv, what is it?”


I falter for words.


“Viv? Do you need something? I’m about to step into a meeting.”


“Hi, sorry.” I pull myself together just as my train arrives. “Your team left a box of Dad’s things outside my place this morning?”


A pungent whiff of some guy’s noxious body spray fills my nose as the crowd coalesces around the open doors. I can barely hear my mother’s exasperated sigh over the tumult.


“Yes.” She sounds distracted. “I’m trying to declutter.”


I nearly take a model’s bony elbow to the chin as I find a seat. “You don’t want . . .” I can’t even find the right words. “Anything to remember—”


“My assistant saw a drug exchange on your block when she was leaving the apartment. How many times do I have to say I don’t like you living so far past the Chasm?”


I mentally pound my head against a wall. I want to ask, Have you blocked out everything that happened before Dad died? You guys raised me around the corner from a brothel. The madam had to pick me up from school once. But I go with “Babylon is up-and-coming.”


“Will you at least have James stay with you? He says you never invite him over.”


It’s not her fault—she doesn’t know how laughable it is to assume my boyfriend can protect me better than I can protect myself. I fumble for a response that isn’t No thank you, please.


“Or I could have a home security system installed?”


“You’re kidding, right?” Her silence is like a whip. “Yeah, okay. If you must.”


“So much graciousness on this phone call.”


I bite back my attitude. “I’m sorry.”


“Is Fiona having you work opening night?”


My mom has hounded me about this new exhibit on the Chasm for months. I work at the Windsor, Astera’s largest and most well-funded museum, gallery, and research institute, and our newest collection opens in November. To my mom, whether or not I am one of the assistants chosen to help wealthy old women in pearls and tweed-wearing historians up the stairs on opening night is the full extent of my worth as a human. “I still don’t know,” I tell her. I don’t add that I told her the same thing last week, and the week before.


“Well, you’ve certainly put in the time. I’m sure she will.”


“One can only hope,” I deadpan. When I hear her irritated sigh on the other line, guilt swims in. “Thank you, though. For the faith.”


“Mm-hmm.”


“Love you,” I add.


But the line is already dead.


After my dad died when I was ten, my mom traded in her grief for justice. She’d been a city councilwoman in Lethe, the lower-middle-class neighborhood where my sister and I grew up, but his death prompted her to get a law degree, spend her weekends championing local anti-crime legislation, and dig into my father’s murder until it was branded a cold case and thrown into some cheap suit’s file cabinet.


Only two years later, she got a fancy government job and moved Nora and me across the city in the same station wagon we’d used as his hearse. I went to bed one night in the dingy yet lovable five-story walk-up I’d known all my life and woke less than a week later in a luxurious, chillingly empty house over the hill in the Hesperides, enrolled in Belaire School for Girls—and yes, it was as bad as it sounds.


I allow myself a brief gut-deep sigh at the memories before taking a seat and rummaging through my three overstuffed bags—gym bag, tote, purse—and running through the work wear–to–cocktail dress transition in my head.


My dress can be thrown on over my blouse. Or Nora’s blouse, which I’ve stolen to look presentable. Then I’ll shimmy the blouse down and off. No, wait—it could snag on the dagger strapped to my ribs. Britannia silver would eviscerate the blouse, and Nora would eviscerate me. Luckily, only I inherited the hunter gene from my father, otherwise that wouldn’t be a joke. I’ll unbutton the blouse first and pull it through my dress’s neckline.


Pants always come off last, even after shoes, meaning there will be an unavoidable period of time in which I am barefoot on the Astera subway.


Vile, but alas—the things we do for love.


Thankfully, by the time I’m ready for my acrobat-level quick-change maneuver, the railcar’s crowd has thinned out a bit. Probably because we’re heading farther and farther south toward the Chasm. Nobody from up here goes down to Babylon, the neighborhood where Penny and I live. Especially not at this hour—assistants at the Windsor rarely leave before eight.


After graduating from Belaire, I didn’t quite have the GPA to attend a decent college. My mother was beside herself, of course, but it’s not like I could tell her I missed half my finals because a vampire was drinking his way through the city’s strip clubs.


After my gap year became gap years, I’d wanted to apply to entry-level jobs at photography galleries. There’s a smattering of cool ones in Babylon, but—to nobody’s shock—my mom was not jazzed about that idea. I think she said something like I didn’t spend every dollar I had on Belaire so you could look at other people’s pictures for a living.


However, Nora’s wife, Fiona, stepped in a year ago and offered me a job as her assistant. She’s the Windsor’s head curator, which basically means she’s a history buff who gets to travel the globe, say the word gala a lot, and wear high, clacky heels every day.


As the subway car moves over the Erebos Bridge across the Chasm, my bags begin to slide. Despite having a cocktail dress currently overhead, I save them from escaping with my outstretched foot, like it’s a frog’s tongue on an errant fly. For a rare moment in which my tampons and sweaty Pilates clothes don’t spew onto everybody’s shoes, I am awash in warm appreciation for my heightened hunter reflexes. Though I pray the second dagger strapped to my thigh didn’t poke through my slacks. I can’t afford another pair this month.


Eventually, the dress is on, loafers replaced by sensible heels, and there are no injured subway citizens to show for it. My eyes find my shoes, and I twist my ankle for a better look. In my head, my mom says, A stiletto wouldn’t kill you. In-my-head-me replies to her, Actually, it might. Have you ever chased down a demon in a six-inch? Two sprained ankles have taught me that a platform heel is the only way to go.


I peer up at the remaining stops ticking away on the digital banner. Three more until Babylon. I check my hair using my phone camera and pull the long night-black strands into a low bun. Smooth my brows. Examine my teeth. The phone reads 8:51.


Dinner was at 8:00. I can probably be through the doors of Cobwebs by 9:07, which isn’t too terrible for me. Maybe Penny won’t even notice.


The smell of bacon pulls a growl from my stomach. A woman at the end of the railcar is munching a breakfast burrito with one hand as she holds on to a double stroller with the other. Her eyes are drooping closed as she chews.


A breakfast burrito at 8:00 p.m.—my kind of lady.


I reach into my bag and grab my half-frame camera to discreetly snap a shot of the mom and her burrito. There’s exhaustion there but also the joy of a perfect bite when you need it most. It’s incredibly human, and, as I often try to remind myself, so am I.


The train slows to a halt and a few more passengers file in and out. One stop left. Thank the lord.


“They’re sleeping, so . . .” the mom says. When I peer back over, a man in a grease-stained jumpsuit is scooting closer to her, asking to see her kids. He’s shifty—eyes darting here and there, scratching hastily at his arm. I hear the noise like his nails are inside my brain.


Scratch, scratch, scratch.


I try to tell myself he’s just a poppy addict or a mugger from STC—South of the Chasm. But then shivers break out across my skin, and my heart sinks. I can almost hear kind, forgiving Penny ordering a red wine for me and saying to the waiter, “She’ll be here any minute . . . She has a really demanding job.” I wonder if they already sang her happy birthday.


But this scratchy, shifty man is no junkie nor mugger. I know it immediately, like realizing I’ve crushed a beetle underfoot. The vibration beneath my skin. The gut-twisting desire just as insistent as it was back then.


My stop finally arrives: 14 Babylon. I watch as the rest of the passengers file out.


Goodbye, you lucky bastards.


The metal subway doors close, and now it’s only me, Burrito Mom, and a demon.


My two silver daggers tingle pleasantly against my skin, and I stand, grateful for my sensible heels.










Chapter 2
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I TRY TO stretch innocuously as I stride over. My body hurts. Somewhere between hunching over a desk all day and the werewolf who kicked my ass two nights ago, I think I threw my back out. Is twenty-one too young to throw your back out?


The demon appraises me with thinly veiled irritation. He’s so thin I assume he does have a drug problem, but by the look of those cloudy eyes and rotting teeth, it’s not the high-quality poppy Astera is known for. His calloused hands and the black grease on his brow tell me he’s some kind of manual laborer, though his improperly buttoned coveralls and variety of bruises tell me he’s not the star of his field. Whatever he does, I don’t think he’s a member of the Brood.


Good news. I didn’t have the energy for certain death tonight.


The Brood is like the mafia, but the soul sucking is literal: a savage cabal of demons and the lesser deviants they employ who all serve at the behest of the High Thane—the king of all deviants. Sycophants offering brute strength to their king in return for belonging, power, and the infliction of pain and the indulgence of pleasure in equal measure. And, like any exclusive society, the Brood employs only the most clever and violent, so they’re not easy to find and even less easy to kill.


Not for lack of trying, though. Watching a dozen of them murder your father right before your eyes tends to have that effect. Some might call it vengeance, but I prefer the term pest extermination. I’m just doing my part to clean up this city I call home. My mom went from neighborhood councilwoman to DA in his memory. How is my vendetta any less noble? Sure, mine comes with bloodlust, but she has to wear a pantsuit.


I’ll give her this—my mom has a much easier time prosecuting the criminals she thinks killed my dad than I do fighting the Brood demons that actually did it. I feel a flash of relief thinking of how little my mother knows of her husband’s death. Of the sick, menacing creatures she shares the city with. She, like every other mortal, has no clue that deviants stalk through the streets, feasting on human souls and blood and flesh. It’s brutal out here, and I’m grateful my mother’s none the wiser.


I eye the greasy demon once more and come to the conclusion that this glassy-eyed creep doesn’t scream elite evil. They also brand their members when they take the mantle, and though I can’t see the back of this guy’s neck under his hair, I’m confident in my analysis. All I’m dealing with is your run-of-the-mill low-level demon hankering for a soul.


And I hate that inside me, a little thrill begins to bloom. That I want to save this mom and her kids—really, I do—but I might’ve missed Penny’s birthday even if he was sitting on this train alone just for the chance to puncture demonic flesh with my silver. Rage swims inside me at my own nature. I don’t only hunt to save lives like other hunters. I hunt because if I don’t kill things, I’ll crack. I’ll get sick. I could kill humans instead.


Just like there are deviants—any and all creatures born from the depths of the underworld—there are also lymantrians. Beings with souls who have nonhuman abilities or appearances, living right here alongside the mortals. Hunters are one lymantrian species, but I’m not just a hunter. I’m an aeon—a type of hunter who has a second sight. Meaning I get a full-body buzz just being in the presence of a deviant. And a twisted, nagging craving for the kill.


According to my dad, we aeons don’t really play well with others. Not that I would know; I haven’t spent much time with other hunters. We’re a solitary breed. I know there must be more—I’ve seen one or two dagger-wielding silhouettes slip through the shadows—but it’s rare. For the last nine years, it’s just been me and all the wicked things in Astera. That’s okay, though. I like to work alone.


As I approach, the demon’s eyes flash red. That bloody ring around both irises is the only way a regular hunter can tell a demon from a mortal. Unless they show you their clawed, winged form, but they so rarely do. It’s part of why they sit at the top of the deviant food chain—demons are the most indistinguishable from mortals. Perfect example: Burrito Mom here has no idea the guy trying to inch closer to her drinks human souls like Gatorade.


When she looks up at me, her eyes shine with relief. She’s in a sweatshirt that’s been through the wash so many times the logo has all but faded and leggings with enough pilling to look fuzzy. I want to offer her a pillow and a sleep mask while I waste this guy.


“Miss?” I ask in my best customer service voice. “Do you know this man?”


“No, I don’t.”


“Aw, come on, lady,” the demon croons. “I thought we were getting friendly—”


“Let’s leave the woman to finish her dinner in peace, yeah?”


The demon snarls at me. It’s always a little rush knowing deviants can’t distinguish hunters from mortals. I love seeing that menacing swagger disappear when I reveal myself as their own personal grim reaper.


“Come on, sir,” I cajole. “We can go to the next car over.”


His eyes flash an even brighter red. He’s pissed. Lucky me.


I’m already beginning to think of cover-up stories for Burrito Mom when he lunges for me, spitting, “I’m not going anywhere with a bitch like—”


I don’t let him finish.


My daggers lash out whip-fast and almost slice him clean across the throat. Burrito Mom screeches like a banshee. I don’t blame her—I’d probably do the same if some museum assistant in a cocktail dress whipped out two silver daggers and attacked a dude on the subway.


But the demon is quick and dodges before I make contact. He ducks again before I can land a solid blow to his heart or head. We struggle through the car, sliding around metal poles and sticky seats. I try to direct us away from the family. Burrito Mom’s babies wail.


I lunge for his gut, but before I can get there, he’s kicking me out of the way. My head smacks the reinforced glass window, and pain reverberates through my skull. He’s stronger than I expected, and I’m winded and hungry. Not in my best form.


The demon moves for my blades, realizing I have two and he has none—better math than I expect from the guy. I maneuver both to my right hand and deck him hard across the face with my left. Two points to Viv: one for ambidexterity and another for hunter strength.


He howls as he holds his nose, now leaking blood. “You cunt.”


“Watch it,” I snarl, out of breath. “There are kids on board.”


I leap over a row of empty seats. My right fist, carrying both blades, drives toward his chest. But he dodges faster than I can anticipate, nearly tripping over a coat some passenger left behind. One dagger careens off the metal pole, and I hear every splinter as the ancient blade cracks, a shard snapping clean off. 


Fuck. These were my father’s.


Heat pumps through my veins. My fury alone is enough to ensure my next blow lands.


Right as the demon moves for me, eyes rabid, I grab the metal pole and kick the demon with everything I’ve got. He flies, cranium first, into a row of empty seats.


Heart racing, feet starting to ache, blade broken, I stalk over to him.


That hit might’ve killed him had he been mortal. But any hunter worth their salt knows the only way to kill a demon is with pure silver to the heart or brain. That or another demon’s claws, but it’s not like I have a pair of those handy. It’s why I only wear silver jewelry. You never know when all that stands between your life and a demon’s are the earrings your dad got you for your fifth-grade graduation.


The demon shakes his head like he’s a cartoon surrounded by spinning stars. I can tell from his expression that he’s had enough. Good thing too, because I’m running out of steam.


He yanks me toward him and I allow him to take me down. Burrito Mom behind us gasps in shock and horror, and I almost feel bad. She thinks she’s about to witness the wrong ending to this brawl.


The demon’s mouth isn’t too far from mine now. Demons live forever down in the underworld, but up here, on our turf, they need a healthy dose of human souls to keep them alive and kicking. He opens wide to suck mine from my lips. To send me down to hell.


I have no doubt he would’ve found some decent sin in my tattered soul. Punishing sinners is said to be the reason demons have this ability in the first place, and I’m like one of those seedy watch peddlers with the trench coats full of stolen goods. Any sin you want, I got ’em. Envy for all those born without my aeon blood. Pride inherited from my egomaniac mother. Enough deep-seated wrath over my father’s death to power a small, furious country.


But I don’t give him the chance.


Based on the awed look on his face, he didn’t know that, for a deviant, hunters’ souls, blood, and flesh deliver not just more power, but more ecstasy than a mere mortal’s might. His surprise at the scent of my soul offers me the upper hand I’d been banking on. I drive my still-intact dagger into his heart and am hit with my own rush of elation. Nothing feels as good as delivering that death blow. Not sex, not drugs. Not anything at all.


Inch by inch, my blade cuts beautifully through primordial sinew and muscle until I feel the demon collapse atop me. I wheeze under his weight and attempt to catch my breath.


Before I move, I shift him so I can get a good look at his neck.


No demonic brand.


Just as I’d thought—not a Brood demon.


I push him off and stand, surveying the frazzled mom. Her burrito landed on the ground a while ago, and we both watch it slide as the train comes to a stop, leaving a snail trail of beans and egg across the rubber flooring. She’s clutching her babies to her with such fierce protectiveness it stalls my heart. Her face isn’t tear streaked. Her jaw isn’t trembling. She’s a picture of unflinching determination. Willing to throw herself between us and her children a hundred times over. She’s looking at me like I’m as much a monster as the creature I just saved her from, and . . . she’s right. Like an endless ride I can’t get off, my triumph loops back into shame.


“Nothing to be alarmed by,” I say as calmly as I can, though I’m still catching my breath. “I’m law enforcement. That man was a criminal we’ve been hunting for a while.” I eye the station, the people lining up to jump on. “Please make your way onto the platform.”


The subway doors crank open once more. One stop away from Cobwebs. I’ll have to run.


God, I’m so tired.


The woman makes no move to exit the car. And there’s still a dead demon body inside.


“Come on, ma’am,” I tell her. “It’s going to be okay.”


She recoils from me as I approach her. “Is he dead?”


“No,” I lie. “Just unconscious. Let me walk you out. I’ve already alerted the railway marshal.” To my knowledge, there is no such thing as a railway marshal. But the mother is in so much shock, she just nods. I help her push the double stroller out onto the platform. “Will you be able to get home all right?”


She nods again, placing her babies in their individual seats. Sisters. Less than a year apart, I’d guess.


“How old are they?”


Finally, her eyes soften a bit on mine. “Eight months and eighteen months.”


Warmth spreads through my chest. Despite everything, I’m glad I was here tonight. This is why my father taught me what he did. “I have a sister too. She’s five years older, though.”


She smiles weakly. I can see the exhaustion creeping in. “Thank you, Officer.”


Burrito Mom rolls her daughters away in a daze, fading into the masses. I stay by the automatic doors, ushering people to a different railcar until there’s nobody left. I’m lucky—not many are going deeper downtown from this stop. Through the glass, I just narrowly catch the demon’s cold body decaying into a puff of ash. There and gone.


I’m about to leg it across the platform when hairs rise on the nape of my neck.


It’s uncanny, the feeling of being watched. I don’t think it’s a hunter thing or even an aeon thing. Everybody’s had that bizarre sensation of someone’s eyes on the back of their head. But perhaps it is my hunter gene that allows me to swivel and instinctually find those eyes in the crowd. My gaze locks onto a figure one subway car over from the one I was on. I can’t make out much in the shadows, but I know someone’s been watching me. I can just feel it. The faintest prickle on my skin. Another deviant?


Before the train leaves the station, I swear the shadow waves.


I brush off the full-body chill as I hightail it for Cobwebs. I tell myself it doesn’t matter what they saw. People get into knife fights South of the Chasm all the time.










Chapter 3
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ALL THAT’S LEFT of Penny’s birthday dinner are plates of half-eaten confetti cake and discarded bright green margaritas with salt crystalizing on the rims. Plastic silverware and faux–severed finger stirrers litter the tables.


Cobwebs is the best bar in the city, and I’ll verbally fillet anyone who disagrees. Sure, Penny and I are biased: We live two flights of stairs above the place and the owner let us in even before we were of age. And yeah, our landlord gave us a discount on rent because of all the noise and permeating bar smells and the occasional kitchen fire, but we don’t mind them one bit. It has the only karaoke machine this side of the Chasm, all-you-can-eat rubbery mozzarella sticks, and cozy, well-worn leather booths.


But the best part is that Cobwebs is kitschily made up to look like a 1950s Halloween party or an episode of one of those black-and-white TV shows about a family of spooky monsters living in suburbia. Peeling gothic wallpaper, a grandfather clock, stuffed owls, and hanging bats. Just the kind of dingy, divey decor that allows it to remain Half City’s best-kept secret. Nobody comes in here but us, and how they stay open regardless is one of life’s wonderful mysteries.


Penny and her gaggle of normal friends—some wealthy childhood pals, some coworkers from the elementary school where she teaches art—are singing a valiantly committed version of one of the birthday girl’s favorite pop songs.


And Penny looks ravishing. She always does, but tonight especially. Her curled, straw-colored hair whips around as she sings into the karaoke mic; a dewy sheen of sweat dusts her nose and forehead from the balmy summer night and harmonious exertion. Her cheeks are pink from too many of those campy green margs—she’d never have the courage to belt a girl-band anthem before a dwindling crowd otherwise—and her generous curves are accentuated by her tiny, shiny light blue dress. I fish my camera out and snap a photo of her mid-belt, hand to her chest, eyes crinkled in joy.


It’s all I could want for my best friend’s twenty-second birthday. I just wish I hadn’t missed it.


I suck in a bracing breath and sidle up to James as he pays the bar tab. “Hi.”


When he jumps nearly a foot in the air, I remember once again that my increased speed, agility, and reflexes must be used on deviants, not my boyfriend.


“Hey,” he says with an exhale, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “We missed you.” With his sister’s same tawny hair and ivy-green eyes, James looks like the quarterback on a TV show about a small-town high school football team. Kind, harmless, blandly handsome.


“Wasn’t the real birthday dinner the friends we made along the way?”


James cocks his head in confusion, and I wonder why I even try.


“Tell me she wasn’t sad.” I plop onto the barstool beside him and dump all my bags on the floor.


He turns his attention to his sister, and we watch Penny nearly faceplant into the faux spiderweb–covered jukebox as she picks out her next song. We both exhale audibly when she catches herself safely on the glass display.


“She wasn’t,” James says in the end, putting a reassuring hand on the small of my back. “She’s having a blast.”


That one hurts, but I guess it’s what I wanted to hear.


“I wish I could get her out of this dump, though.” James lifts his other hand from the bar and wipes whatever stickiness clings to his fingers on a cocktail napkin. “Both of you.”


Annoyance zips through me. “We like our place. Penny doesn’t want to live in a stuffy penthouse North of the Chasm that your parents pay for. You can’t bribe her into moving out.”


James’s eyes widen. “I wasn’t . . . I won’t offer again.”


Guilt pools inside me. “I’m sorry. I just got an earful from my mom about the same thing. She dropped off a box of my dad’s stuff this morning too.”


James rubs my back and nods in understanding. The music blares and I try to breathe through my anger. It’s not his fault I’m like this. James is great. I’m trying very hard to fall for him. I have been for years. And it’s not James, it’s me, which is not a line, I swear.


It’s all any dark, weird girl with a secret can hope for: that her best friend’s catch of an older brother will fall head over heels for her and whisk her away from her miserable life. But here’s what they never tell you in all the rom-coms and romance novels: It’s not the best-friend’s-hot-brother that’s the issue. It’s not that he’s a player or a jerk who can’t tell the offbeat heroine is beautiful until her glasses come off. It’s the dark, weird girl with a secret who’s the problem. She’s incapable of romantic love! Probably because she’s killed too many werewolves. Or lost too much blood over the years. Or because her family hates her and she watched her dad die.


I don’t know, I don’t make the rules.


All I do know is that when everyone, my mother included, begged me to give James a chance, there was nothing on planet Earth that sounded worse. But then he went to college, and I grew up, moved out, lived on my own. I met a lot of pricks, kissed too many frogs, lost out on good guys because I had demons to hunt and ghoul goo to wash from my hair.


And by the time James moved back to Astera and began asking me out again, I realized I’d probably never find love and I’d be lucky to land a man like James, who knew me well and still seemed to genuinely like me. Who had a stable job and didn’t try to sell me Bitcoin. Who made my family proud to be related to me. Or prouder, at least.


The first dinner our parents had together that James and I attended as a couple, my mom was beside herself. She looked at me like I’d done something right for the first time in my life. At least, for the first time since the night the police brought me home without my father and I couldn’t explain why I’d come back and he hadn’t.


I’m ashamed to say what a high it was—to see myself like that, through her eyes. When I stood there, my dark nails clasped in James’s soft, uncalloused hand. I hadn’t seen her that happy in years. I’ve been chasing that feeling for about six months now, with mixed results.


“Viv!” Penny squeals.


“Happy birthday!” I cheer, feeling something like relief for the first time all day.


She launches herself at me and I am enveloped into the warmest, most joyful Penny hug. The scent of her gardenia perfume mingles with the tequila on her breath. “You made it!”


“I’m sorry I missed dinner. And singing.”


“And cake,” she slurs.


“And cake,” I amend, tucking some sweaty blond strands behind her ear. “I am really going to work on the time management thing. It’s one of my many birthday presents to you.”


I also have a set of canvases and her favorite horsehair brush up in the apartment. Plus a new plaid bow for Hound, which he’ll hate but she’ll love, and I convinced our landlord to fix our pipe issue for free. Now we don’t have to keep flushing the toilet and turning on the garbage disposal at the same time to get hot water.


“It’s okay! I didn’t really think you’d make it,” Penny admits. “We are who we are. You know?”


If my smile slips, Penny doesn’t seem to notice. I change the subject to ease the burn. “Where’s Claude?”


“He couldn’t make it.” Penny pouts. “Stuck in Vienna.”


James and I sneer in unison. Penny’s art dealer boyfriend is universally abhorred by everyone but Penny. My protective nature especially does not take kindly to the way he walks all over her. “That guy is—”


“I love this song!” Penny throws her hands into the air with reckless abandon and bolts in her bright white Keds back to the jukebox.


I can’t help my laugh. Thank god for Penelope Pine.


Penny was the only girl who talked to me my first week at Belaire after my mom got her fancy government job and moved Nora and me to the Hesperides. The only person who never looked at me with pity or judgment. And Belaire was tough: I wasn’t blond and push-up-bra-capable—I was dark-haired, flat-chested, and new money, something I quickly learned was worse than having no money at all. I wasn’t a cheery, pleasant tween, either—my father had just died. And then my loving, thoughtful mother had become unrecognizable. It was like in the span of one awful night I’d lost them both. All the while I had—and I guess still have—a vicious secret I couldn’t share with anyone, which made me feel like even more of an outcast than I already was.


Despite it all, after Penny and I met, we were inseparable. When she left for college, it was as lonely as I’d ever felt. And when Penny’s mom got sick and she dropped out, we moved into the shoebox above Cobwebs together. I don’t know what I’d do without the girl.


Penny finishes her solo and slumps down into a booth with a friend of hers I recognize from Belaire. I don’t want to interrupt, nor do I really want to talk to James, so I help clean up, gather people’s purses, and cling-wrap the leftover cake.


After Penny belts one last song, James and I carry her up to the apartment and tuck her into bed.


“I’m tired enough for sleep now,” Penny mumbles as I pull a blanket over her.


“You were a rock star up there.”


“Only shattered one of my eardrums,” James agrees, rubbing his left ear.


We both frown at him.


“I’m sorry again,” I say even though I know she’s too drunk to care or remember. I realize it’s selfish and could bring down her vibe, but still I add, “I really wanted to be there tonight.”


“Honestly,” Penny says, pulling me close as if sharing a tidbit of juicy gossip. “I didn’t even notice. Don’t worry, for real.”


I know she’s only trying to help and I’m the one who pushed for it, but the words bite right through me. And this apartment is too hot and I’m starving and suddenly I wonder if I’m going to cry.


I hate the dementedly blazing summers in this cramped city. I hate thinking about that kid and his hungry dog. And Burrito Mom and her girls and what might have happened had I not been there or had I chosen my friend over my duty to this city. Over my compulsive need to kill. I hate my long hours at the Windsor and all the pressure that comes with them. I hate being late. I hate being a hunter and the fact that Penny and I aren’t as close as we used to be. I think I might hate my boyfriend. I definitely hate myself.


“Viv?” James whispers. While I’ve been staring off into a stack of sketchbooks, bubbling over with self-loathing, Penny has fallen asleep. “You okay?”


When I nod, he adds, “Walk me down?”


We trudge down the scuffed stairs of the walk-up and back out into the night. Taxis speed by under a couple of hazy streetlights. One flickers jerkily, in need of a new bulb. The balmy heat whips at my skin as we stroll over to his sleek black sedan, which I can’t stand for no good reason.


James is headed to his family’s house in the Sewards tonight—the seaside town a few miles east of the Hesperides. He’s going for the weekend with some of his fraternity brothers and their shiny, happy girlfriends. James invited me to join, but I can’t seem to enjoy a lazy afternoon by the rolling, manicured seaside without thinking of deviants tearing into people while I work on my tan.


“You sure you don’t want to come?”


“Too much work to do for the new exhibit. Sorry.”


“You could work from the summer house. My bed makes for a very cozy home office.”


“I just can’t this weekend. Rain check?”


“Sure.” James smiles softly and my stomach turns. “I’m proud of how hard you’ve been working.”


I’m such a jerk—I can see how James is trying. “I haven’t eaten today. Want to walk and grab a slice?”


“Er . . .” He glances around, adjusting his tie to give his neck a reprieve from the heat.


Spooky music drifts out of Cobwebs, likely empty for the night now that we’ve left. Up the sidewalk a bit, trash spills out onto the street—mostly plastic wrap and soda cans. A mouse scurries between the bags, and I hear the sound of its claws on asphalt like they’re skittering along my scalp. Even farther up, a guy snorts something out of a plastic baggie, and another next to him bites into some late-night pizza. Gooey cheese and a slightly burned crust.


James shifts on his feet. He hates this street corner, our apartment, our little haunted bar . . . I save him the rejection of my offer. “It’s okay. Rain check on that too, yeah?”


“Yes, please.” He nods. “Be safe, will you? I don’t like you out and about South of the Chasm without me.”


Though his words irritate me, I just take a deep breath of city air. Aeons are prone to mood swings, something about our ever-hungry desire for blood. Meditation helps, as does getting enough sleep. Two things I never have time to do.


But what I really need is to hunt. To shake off the anger and frustration of the night. Just the thought of a solid kill is relieving tension across my body. “I’ll be good.”


I kiss him goodbye and head off. I don’t tell him I can take care of myself just fine. Or that he couldn’t protect me from a chicken potpie. He’s just being thoughtful.


And he’s right, I tell myself as I pass flashing neon signs that claim Only a mile away from the world-famous Chasm! The massive crevasse that bisects Astera and gives it the nickname the “Half City” is more than a third the size of the Grand Canyon—it also serves as a kind of safety demarcation. North of the Chasm, you’ll find yuppies and politicians and finance bros—basically a bunch of James clones running around telling one another about synergy—as well as the pristine NTC (North of the Chasm) Park, the Windsor, and wealthy housewives paying people to water the plants outside their lovely limestone townhomes.


But down here, South of the Chasm, is where all the beatniks and poppy addicts and kids who can’t afford anything live. In STC’s defense, it’s also where you’ll find the kinds of parties they write exposé articles about, as well as avant-garde art galleries and the best wine bars for first dates. As long as you stay away from the depths of the South, you’re unlikely to run into any slums or drug lords. At least, that’s what they’ll tell you on the Chasm tours tourists pay forty-five dollars for. Don’t even get me started on the pricing of their CHASMGASM T-shirts.


I think of my dad explaining to me when I was seven that my elementary school teacher had been wrong. How what they tell you on those tours—that the gaping Chasm around which early Asteran settlers built the city is a geological anomaly that’s been here since recorded time—couldn’t be further from the truth. He taught me that there was more deviant activity in Astera than anywhere else in the world because the Chasm was ripped open many millennia ago by the then High Thane of the Brood when he released deviants from the underworld, making it the largest and oldest gateway to hell. Even though powerful lymantrians closed it shortly thereafter, the majority of freed deviants made this city their home. And over the years, all the vampires and werewolves they’ve turned or offspring they’ve birthed have done the same.


If only James knew I wasn’t grabbing a slice but instead trolling the streets for deviants to kill to quiet my internal turmoil. If only he knew I do that more nights than I complete my skincare routine. But he doesn’t, which means I have no right to be annoyed with him for being cautious. All he’s ever done is look out for me. There was that one time Penny and I visited him at his frat and he punched a guy for pinching my butt. It was so sweet—his hand swelled to the size of an eggplant. Same color too. I wouldn’t have even needed ice had I punched the loser myself, but James did it for me. That’s worth something, right?


Passing parlors with women in red-glowing windows, I wonder for the hundredth time why he’s always cared for me. I wish it didn’t matter. Is it the chance to fix something that’s broken? He does work in the highest echelon of PR. A literal fixer. The irony is not lost on anyone, least of all my mother. Or perhaps I provide an opportunity to rebel against his perfect parents by dating someone who isn’t sweet and chirpy like his litany of socialite exes?


Or maybe—


I’m so lost in my own overanalysis, I don’t even realize I’ve nearly walked to the notorious nightclub Fever Dream when my skin lights with the presence of a deviant.


“I’m not sure what was more impressive,” a cool voice says, the low sound curling around the shell of my ear. “Killing a demon on a moving subway car or taking your pants off on one.”










Chapter 4
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MY FIRST THOUGHT before I turn around is that this is what I deserve.


For wandering so far South of the Chasm on a Friday night, like James warned. For missing Penny’s birthday. For being what I am.


My second is that I was right earlier. I knew someone saw me slay that demon in the subway.


My third is relief. At least my prey came to me this time. Just the kill I need.


I fish my one and a half daggers out from under my dress, crack my neck, and spin around.


My first blow is aimed directly at his heart, and I can’t lie, I’m impressed when he uses his bare hand to knock my dagger away without so much as a grunt. My second shot sails for his neck, and when he ducks with lightning speed, I’m already winded. Not good.


This far past the Chasm, everything is hotter and more stagnant, as if we’re sloping toward hell. The air is thick in my lungs, the sweat still on my brow. Despite the fact that he’s so cloaked in shadow I can’t see his eyes, I can tell from the way he moves that it’s a demon I’m fighting.


There are no cars to be found on this side street. No homes, either. Only warehouses and boarded-up storefronts and one dilapidated apartment building. It’s quiet save for the low-decibel thrum of the music pumping out of Fever Dream a few blocks farther south. I suck in a breath and rush him again, but he dodges with seamless ease.


It’s not until the demon backs into a pool of streetlight that I get a good look at him. It only takes me a millisecond—my hunter gene at work once more—to clock his neck. Peeking out from beneath the curls at his nape is a raised patch of long-since-burned skin. A brand—the seven-pointed star with horns.


A Brood demon.


And yet the ice-cold fear that slices through me isn’t what shoves all the breath from my lungs.


This guy—this apex predator, the same breed as whoever killed my dad—is gorgeous.


Painfully so. Like those beautiful, serious actors who were made for historical roles. Timelessly handsome. Curled brown hair, high cheekbones, the chiseled jaw of a storybook villain. And piercing, churning blue eyes. The color of a starless dusk.


As he watches me gape at him, I wonder if I’ve ever felt attraction like this before . . . Or if perhaps I was drugged back at Cobwebs. What was in that green margarita? As the daughter of one of the most important people in the city, I’ve been to enough haughty, highfalutin events to bear witness to many good-looking men—and still, this guy is something else.


Of course he is, I tell myself. It’s the same reason I can’t land a blow on him. He’s a Brood demon. A gorgeous Brood demon staring at me like my hunter soul is dinner.


I ought to just flee—trying to beat a Brood is likely futile. But I won’t be able to sleep knowing he’s loose in the city. More honestly, I won’t be able to sleep if I don’t kill something. Aeon bloodlust at its finest, ladies and gents.


I lunge with my daggers once more, thinking of my dad and the men who killed him—and my rage makes me faster. I nick the demon’s rib cage, ripping through his crewneck sweatshirt. A passing shaft of golden light from a taxi up the street illuminates the grimace on his face. The demon takes a step back to duck my next swing and makes his first misstep, tripping over a broken curb. I pounce, daggers ready, footwork just as my dad taught me—


And land hard on my hands and knees.


The demon . . . he’s tricked me. I didn’t even notice his foot there. Didn’t even notice the trap he’d set. The stumble over the curb—a fake.


But the handsome demon doesn’t attack while I’m on my knees. He doesn’t kick me in the ribs like I’m bracing for. Like I would do. He waits for me to stand. Patient, like he’s behind an old woman in the checkout line. None of this is adding up. Why follow me all the way from the subway and pick a fight only to not hit me even once?


“What gives?” I pant, standing to catch my breath.


“I can’t believe you fell for that,” he says, studying his ruined sweatshirt.


Fury roiling, I charge at him and get my broken dagger within an inch of his throat before I realize he hasn’t even flinched. I get a whiff of his bright, citrusy scent. Like lemongrass and evergreens and a bar of soap.


“Your dagger is broken,” he says, Adam’s apple bobbing against the razor edge of my silver.


“What?”


“You ought to get that fixed. One wrong blow and it’ll shatter.”


The way his jaw flexes as he stares at me . . . He’s nearly too pretty to cut up.


Nearly. I press my dagger deeper, and his skin threatens to split around it. “How long have you been following me?” Maybe it’s hypocritical, but I’m not a fan of being preyed upon by my own damn prey. “Tell me now, or I swear—”


“You have three seconds to remove that blade from my neck before I take it from you.”


He says it calmly. Low and gruff, but calm. Unfazed. This guy’s mesmerizing eyes haven’t even shed their dark blue hue. Not a flash of hungry red to be seen. If my body weren’t humming, I might mistake him for a human man. Clearly, if this demon wanted to kill me, I’d already be dead.


I snarl, lowering my dagger and backing up about six paces. This demon may be handsome, but he’s still no better than a walking, talking chain saw, just waiting to rip into me. Any Brood demon knows a hunter’s soul extends their lifespan to nearly triple a mortal’s. But an aeon’s? Filled with all our twisted sin? Downright delectable. If Broods are the lions of this animal kingdom, my aeon soul is catnip.


The demon leans against the brick wall of a warehouse and folds his arms across his chest. “I’m Reid.”


“Tell me how long you’ve been following me.”


His eyes sparkle, cold and uncaring. “Long enough.”


“How long?”


“Heard your friend singing. That was worse than the screaming babies on the railcar.”


My blood stops. He was near Penny. “Are you going to tell me what you want?”


“Vivienne, right?”


“It’s Viv.” I hate my full name. It’s dated and formal. Vaguely French, which I am not. My mother insisted on it, and my father only ever called me Viv.


“I’m an instructor at Harker. We’d like to offer you admission.”


My own bark of a laugh startles me—I’m not even sure which part of that insanity to question first. I go with “Harker?”


“Harker Academy for Deviant Defense,” he says, stepping closer. “Exclusive, grueling, prestigious, and hidden right here in Astera. The only college in the world for hunters.” Another step closer. “Just like you.”


A taxi speeds by behind us and I realize my heart is thumping. I take a step backward. “I’d have to be brain-dead to believe anything that comes out of a Brood demon’s mouth.”


“What’s that expression again? Something about books and their covers?” I sneer until he adds, “Do I look like I’m trying to kill you?”


It’s what I was already wondering . . . He hasn’t even touched me.


I almost ask Why now? I’ve been hunting alone for more than a decade. But then I remember that regular hunters gain their abilities at twenty-one. Only aeons can hunt before they can ride a bike. And if my father taught me anything, it was to never reveal that we were aeons. Never. Other lymantrians hunted our kind to virtual extinction centuries ago. Not pure enough to be hunters, they said. Fell into the darkness too easily.


The better question might be why, if this “academy” is real, my father didn’t tell me about it. He wouldn’t have kept something like this from me. When the memory of his pained screams from that night sound in my ears, I can’t help my flinch. Reid stares at me with mild curiosity.


“If Harker were real,” I bite out, “I’d know about it. I’ve lived in Astera all my life.”


“That’s why they need a recruiter. To find the stray dogs.”


“Real nice.”


“You work at the Windsor, right?”


My eyes narrow. “So you’ve been fully stalking me.”


“Take this.” Reid pulls a coin out of his back pocket.


The small antique coin is dwarfed by his large hand and long fingers. I take it gingerly, even as my heart races, and inspect both carved sides. Caked in rust, engraved with lymantrian lettering . . . This coin might be a thousand years old. Fiona would flip. Reid must be able to tell he’s gotten to me, because he takes one step closer, and I don’t back up this time.


“On Monday morning, use it in the broken ticket machine in the utility closet off the lobby.”


But . . . This is insane, right? There’s no gateway to a demon-slaying collegiate campus in the middle of the most well-regarded museum in the country.


“I can’t afford college.” It’s a very dumb thing to say, but my mind is stalling out.


“Harker is free for students. We have our own wealthy benefactors. The Citadel is housed on campus.”


“The Citadel?”


Reid ignores me. “Orientation is Monday at eight. You don’t have to do this alone, Viv.”


I’ve been on my own a lot longer than he thinks. “I like working alone, I—”


“Fine. If you’re going to fight for this city all on your own, don’t you think you owe it to yourself to be the best hunter you can be? Isn’t that your responsibility?”


My muscles tense. I eye the brand on Reid’s neck.


But he only backs up toward Main—the street that cuts from STC all the way up to the Windsor. “Use the coin, huntress. See for yourself.”


And then he’s gone.










Chapter 5
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WHEN I GET back to our apartment, it’s nearly one in the morning and I’m drenched in sweat. The oppressive Astera heat does not abate at night, and the speed with which I rushed home didn’t help. Hound greets me with such fervor I nearly topple right over him. Deadly deviant slayer overpowered by her own dog. Same as it ever was.


I try to calm him down, but he licks the salt from my face like it’s his job, and I’m no match for the hundred-pound Doberman. I sit back and allow myself to be bathed in slobber.


“I know, boy.” I scratch behind his ears. “I missed you too.”


Penny and I adopted Hound only a few days after we’d moved into our apartment here in Babylon. We found him abandoned in a dumpster outside Cobwebs when we were taking out our trash. I said something like “Penny, we’re going to be parents” to combat the lump in my throat. It only made Penny cry harder.


Sufficiently licked, I pull myself up with help from the edge of the kitchen countertop. I’m weak from the evening’s battles and more than twenty-four hours without food. Not to mention everything Reid said still rattling around in my head. And the depth of his eyes. That kind of blue should be criminal.


I crack Penny’s door open to check on the birthday girl, and once all toes and fingers are accounted for as well as one mop of blond hair fanned over her pillow, I kick my shoes off and head to the kitchen to make myself some goddamn dinner.


Hound trots in behind me and I allow my mind to wander. Reid was surely full of shit, right? But why? What’s the end goal? What kind of trap is he laying? He had me in his clutches and passed up the opportunity to drink my soul so he could fool me with some tall tale about an elite deviant-slaying college? Perhaps Reid’s some sicko who likes a long, drawn-out game of cat and mouse before he goes in for the kill. But a game that involves sparing the life of the intended victim? Feels like a stretch.


Hound’s gentle whining pulls my thoughts back to the matter at hand—dinner—and I realize I’ve opened all our cabinets and put together a strange concoction of bananas, peanut butter, and stale cereal in a bowl. This can happen from time to time—hunters do pretty well on tactile autopilot. Sometimes I’ll realize I’ve filed an entire cabinet at the Windsor while thinking about the best detergent to combat viscera.


I scoop up a fingerful and hold it out for Hound to enjoy. Then, despite my exhaustion, I stand over the counter and eat an entire bowl of whatever this is, turning my conversation with Reid over and over in my mind. It doesn’t make any more sense no matter how I look at it.


Still licking a peanut butter–coated spoon, I slip into the bathroom and slide my daggers out from their sheaths. Under piping-hot water and a pump of hand soap, I scrub the silver and watch demon blood swirl down the drain. As I run my finger along the splintered crack, I find my light eyes and pitch-black hair reflected back at me in the polished silver.


Both daggers have antique cross guards carved from hilt to end. One depicts a serpent twined around the pommel, the other a sleeping fawn in tall grass. I never asked my father where he got them, but there’s something almost biblical about the engravings. Sometimes when I wield them, I wonder if these blades weren’t forged in that same old world that yawned the underworld into existence. The same one that birthed pure lymantrians and, alongside them, our black-sheep aeon bloodline that can see wicked deviants for what they are.


But to be seen is to be known. And to know deviants . . . to feel them under your own skin . . . There’s a reason aeons were killed off. When their thirst for deviant blood couldn’t be quenched, they were said to have hunted mortals. Sometimes I think that the unholy darkness within me—that ferocious hunger for the kill—is as primordial as the blades in my hands.


All this time, I’ve fought the deviants and my own sickness alone. But if Reid was telling the truth—


“What are you doing?”


Penny’s groggy voice shocks me so thoroughly I barely have time to toss the blades to the shower mat and cover them with my bare foot. Pain sears through my arch—one of them has sliced my skin. 


“Just washing this spoon,” I rasp, willing my eyes not to water. “Kitchen sink on the fritz.”


Penny’s hair pokes this way and that, mascara smeared down her sweet face. “I swear it looked like a little sword.”


I laugh way too hard, pointing the peanut butter spoon at her. “You’re still drunk. Back to bed with you!”


“I didn’t take my makeup off,” she says, eyes fluttering closed, leaning into the doorjamb.


My eyes land on my outstretched foot with the daggers hidden beneath. Blood is pooling on the bath mat.


“Who needs eyelashes? Sleep first,” I tell her. “Makeup off tomorrow.”


Penny nods as if that makes sense and trots back off to bed. I exhale mightily.


When I’m certain she’s in her room once more, I lift my foot up and inspect the damage. It’s a nasty slice, but nothing I can’t slap a Band-Aid on and worry about tomorrow. Once I’ve done so, I wipe up the blood, rinse my daggers again, and make my way into my own bedroom, desperate for sleep.


My room is compact. It barely fits one full-size bed with no frame, box spring, or headboard—so a mattress with sheets, I guess—and a dresser Penny and I bought at the Babylon Bazaar, an open-air marketplace that sets up in our neighborhood every Sunday. There’s also a string of low, glowing lights that eases my hunter senses. I’ve filled the walls with too many black-and-white photographs, some I’ve taken, some I just love. Annie Leibovitz, Ansel Adams, Robert Mapplethorpe.


The box of my dad’s things that my mom’s people dropped off this morning sits in front of my bed. The fact that she can clear all memorabilia of him from her home . . . The disrespect to the memory of my dad—the warmest, most loving person I’ve ever met—fills me all over again with the kind of rage that teeters on combustible. Aeon rage.


To calm myself, I use my unbroken dagger—the one with the serpent—to slice the cardboard open. I pull out my dad’s college lacrosse stick and hang it on the wall across from my photographs, then place some of the framed photos of the two of us around my room.


I comb through the rest of the box, putting off the necessary high-quality crying. Moth-eaten sweaters that still smell like him, old vinyls that are peeling at the edges, and a silver locket. I recognize it as the one that used to hang from his keys. He told me he’d gotten it from his mother.


The inscription is fading and coated in dust. I rub my thumb over the words and give them my best shot. It looks like it reads, FOR DAVID. HARKER BOUND, FALL 1992.


My breath stalls in my lungs.


Harker Bound.


Harker.


I never met my grandma, but she was an aeon as well. My dad told me she wore the charm every day for protection. I didn’t know she’d had it inscribed before she gave it to him. I press my fingers into the groove of the antique oval but can’t get the thing to budge. With my hunter strength that means it’s probably welded shut.


I slip it around my neck in the quiet stillness of my bedroom and try to feel close to him. To remember his laugh. To think of the adventures we used to go on together, the safety I felt when he was alive. When my fingers find the pendant, the smooth Victorian-era silver is warm from lying against my skin.


I’m struck with a sudden sinister loneliness so bitter I can taste it. I have nobody to ask about any of this. I have nobody with whom to share all these questions burbling in my mind. What a relief it must have been for my dad to share his hunting with both me and his mother. I fight off a strange jealousy—she had him, he had me, and I have no one.


I’d give up just about everything to ask my dad a handful of questions. How did he deal with all the years of hunting by himself before me? Does he even recognize what’s become of Mom? Why did the Brood go after him that night, twelve to one? Who was he talking to before he died? The words have haunted me every single day since: You. After all this time . . . At least tell me why.


I’d ask if there was any way I could have saved him. If this whole Harker thing is a joke. And if it’s not, why he kept it from me.


At some point I fall asleep atop the covers with all the lights still on, Hound in my bed, and the only remaining artifact of my dad’s secret life looped around my neck.
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THE WINDSOR IS always beautiful, but early in the morning it’s the staggering kind. By eight the lobby is a madhouse, crowded with students on field trips, scientists and historians, guests staying at the Maison Hotel across the street who want to pop by and see the enormous bronze fossils in the lobby. But at this pale, chilly hour, it’s something else. Something breathtaking.


The Windsor is so far North of the Chasm it’s practically in the clouds. Astera is built on a slight incline, from the slums to the hills that separate the city from the Hesperides, and the Windsor sits as far North as the Half City goes. The elevation up here means all the glass in the museum is illuminated just a few hours after dawn, when the sun can drift inside, while the morning fog still lingers below. The whole lobby glows with it; it’s like being inside a chandelier.


And it’s quiet. Blessedly, peacefully, mercifully quiet. Heightened hunter hearing means that’s a rare find—sometimes, even at my desk, I can hear car alarms going off six streets over.


But for a moment, all I hear is my own Mary Janes clomping on the lobby floor. I stroll past all the water fountains and the ticketing machines. I don’t allow my eyes to linger on the utility closet down the hall nor my mind to snag on the fact that there really is one there in the first place. Anyone could have known that.


I take the elevator up to the sixth floor and smell nutmeg and coffee. Fiona’s always in before me, even when I’m in before everyone else. I don’t know when that woman sleeps or how Nora puts up with her hours.


“Morning,” I call out, wincing as I sit down at my desk. My back is still kind of killing me after the subway fight, and now my foot is sore too. Hunters have accelerated healing and strength—we can lose a lot of blood without passing out, wounds become scars pretty quickly, etc.—but the gash on my foot hasn’t sealed all the way up quite yet.


“Can you come in here?”


I limp into Fiona’s office to find her on the floor, surrounded by papers, a leathery book cracked wide open in her lap. Three discarded coffee cups have all missed the trash bin. Her slight nose and wide eyes are hidden behind some kind of antique glasses, and she’s got her exhibit gloves on.


“What are you wearing?”


“Eighteenth-century bifocals. I’m trying to get this quote about them just right for the exhibit.”


“Have you been here all night?”


Fiona stares up at me with a frown. She looks kind of like an animated bug in those things.


“This new wing is nearly five years in the making. It’s not something that can be done within regular work hours. Maybe you should take a page from my book. I know how much it would mean to your mother if you worked opening night.”


Perhaps Fiona thinks all assistants show up at seven in the morning, but I let it slide because she seems a bit jittery. “Copy.”


Fiona removes the bifocals and sets them inside an antique case, where there’s something golden and round wrapped in cloth. As she rubs the bridge of her nose and temples, I move to get a better look at it.


“Don’t touch that,” she snips, eyes still closed. “Christ above.”


“Wasn’t gonna,” I breathe out. Sheesh. “What is it?”


“Gnostic censer. Just found by our archaeological team a few weeks ago around the rim of the Chasm. We’ve been looking for this piece for ages.”


“Nifty,” I deadpan.


Gnosticism is a little-known second-century religion. I have a sneaking suspicion that a lot of ancient religious artifacts in this Chasm exhibit—and in museums all over the world—are actually deviant relics, but I guess it’s a good thing historians like Fiona will never know that.


“Viv, why do you think I’m always in the attic?”


She’s not talking about the space between the ceiling and the roof. Those of us who work at the Windsor lovingly refer to the museum as Half City’s attic due to its equal influx of dusty manuscripts and baubles no one wants.


“I don’t know. Rough homelife?”


Fiona’s sigh sends wisps of strawberry blonde hair fluttering. Between her long, lanky limbs, cheeks crowded with soft freckles, and hair the color of apricots, you’d think she’d be sweet as pie, but the glare she’s giving me right now is downright sour. “You know you could never get away with saying things like that if I wasn’t married to your sister.”


I pick up her newest coffee and take a sip—mocha almond latte. Dessert in a to-go cup. “She is the worst, though.”


“She loves you. She worries about you all the time.”


I know it’s my fault we’ve arrived here, but this is not a conversation I want to be having. “Why are you always in the attic?”


“I have committed to this role. I have a responsibility to this building. To the research. To the board. I take it seriously.”


Oh god. Not the responsibility speech again. Fiona gives me this schtick every once in a while because about a year ago she walked in on me poring over one of my dad’s lymantrian scrolls with an ancient chalice in one hand and an amulet in the other. I’d been trying to do a ritual to trap a succubus inside the amulet, but I told Fiona I was praying for Penny to dump Claude. She asked me if I felt like Penny’s happiness was my responsibility, which I guess I shouldn’t have said yes to. After that she seemed to think it was her job to guide me or mold me or something, starting with getting me this gig.


And the worst part is I actually do hate disappointing Fiona. Somehow my sister-in-law is the only member of my family who cares more about how I’m doing than how I’m making them look.


“The work is important to me, Viv. Even when I’m exhausted. Do you think I’m always thrilled about gnostic censers?”


I answer rapidly. “Yes.”


Fiona opens her mouth, only to close it again, rethinking. “Fine. But there are other parts of the job that tire me out. And I’m still here every morning and every night, away from my wife, because it’s my responsibility. My duty. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


But my mind is elsewhere.


It sounds a lot like what Reid asked me. If you’re going to fight for this city all on your own, don’t you think you owe it to yourself to be the best hunter you can be? Isn’t that your responsibility?


That’s why my dad taught me all he did. Not just because we’re from a lineage of aeons and we’re burdened with the compulsive, visceral need to kill things with fangs and horns and claws but because of our responsibility to this city. I have followed in my dad’s footsteps my whole life. Even long after he wasn’t here to guide me. And now I have the chance to uphold my duty to him.


I allow myself, standing there in Fiona’s office, to indulge this thought for just the briefest of moments: Harker, if it’s real, will offer me the chance not just to walk where he walked, to study what he studied, to see the place that molded my father into the hunter he was—but also maybe to get some answers after all these years.


And perhaps Harker is fake. Perhaps I’ll make a fool of myself trying to insert a faux-lymantrian coin into a broken ticket machine. And perhaps I’ll never know why Reid the handsome Brood demon stalked me or let me live or tricked me into having hope.


But if Harker Academy for Deviant Defense exists . . . it might be the only place in the world where I can find out not only why my father kept this school from me but maybe who he recognized the night he died.


It’s that possibility alone that sends me out of Fiona’s office with a made-up stomachache and sprinting down to the Windsor lobby.


The morning’s tranquility has been devoured by the expected 8:00 a.m. rush: Two security guards frisk a surly kid. A teacher attempts to corral an entire sixth-grade class. A shrill woman complains to guest services about the preorder ticket prices for our upcoming exhibit—The Chasm of Astera: Crown Jewel or Jagged Scar?


I turn down the hallway and find the utility closet. Inside I’m met with the smell of industrial cleaning fluid and mothballs. Before me, a single broken kiosk beckons. Reid’s lymantrian coin is already warm in my palm . . . but there’s no coin slot. Broken or not, this is a twenty-first-century machine, and there’s only space for paper bills or a credit card. I step closer and squint at the payment mechanism, though I know it’s useless—hunters have perfect eyesight. There’s no crease, no divot, no space for a coin to slip into.


But I’ve come this far. I drop to my knees and look underneath, sliding my hands along the sides and curves. Nothing . . . 


Until I feel it.


A tiny slot, like you’d find on a plastic carnival ride, tucked right under the lip of the machine. Too small for a quarter, too large for a nickel. The size of the coin in my hand. I slip it inside and am engulfed in blinding light.










Chapter 6
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A FEW BLINKS desaturate a white sky back to blue.


I flex my jaw and fists—everything is wound tight, an instinctual reaction to gateways. I’ve only passed through one before, when my father took me to hunt down a powerful warlock who had turned to the side of the deviants. The warlock had enchanted a gateway that led from an Astera noodle restaurant to a gurgling bog somewhere halfway across the world.


I was only ten then, and this gateway is more jarring than I remember. Probably because along with the discomfort of having all my molecules scattered and reassembled in a heartbeat, almost everything I thought I knew for the last decade of my life has been proven false.


Students mill past me on both sides of a wide cobblestone path dotted with lampposts. A manicured lawn sprawls in all directions, spring green under the vast sunshine. No skyscrapers in sight. No scaffolding or whizzing taxis. Only vast oaks that flutter in the morning’s breeze and the red brick of an old collegiate campus, complete with gray-tiled roofs and classical columns. Iron-crossed windows and stonework crawling with ivy. Sweeping towers, arches, and spires.


It’s like I’ve been sent back in time. And space too—beyond the campus, all I can see are rolling green hills, rich with wildflowers and thick elms. I’m in a scholarly oasis of some kind. And yet it’s modern: Students are in shorts and sneakers, blasting end-of-summer hits from handheld speakers as they gather grimoires and textbooks to race through the quad.
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