




[image: Cover image: The Wren in the Holly Library by K. A. Linde]











the
Wren
in the
Holly
Library



K. A. LINDE


 


 


 


[image: Tor logo]









To the girls who fell for the library
before the beast. 










Author’s Note


It was raining on my favorite day in Ireland.


This should surprise no one. It didn’t surprise me.


I was bundled up in a purple raincoat beside my mom, walking down gray cobblestones from the bell tower of a church to a gilded castle to the ancient library of a school. We’d traveled to Dublin to retrace our Irish roots and as a first stop to a book signing in Paris. But it quickly dissolved into me taking furious notes in my phone at every new location.


Notes that would become the beginning of this book.


About the heart of Laurence O’Toole, which was kept in a locked metal cage and stolen from Christ Church Cathedral. About the soaring library at Trinity College that housed a book so old it belonged behind glass. About Irish fairy trees that were so sacred the roads had to be built around them.


It began with a thief, a library, and a monster seeking ancient treasures.


But it didn’t end there.


When I came home, myths, legends, and fairy tales were absorbed at rapid pace. I delved into a realm of magic, where Druids walked among us, the turning of the seasons was controlled by primordial beings, and mythical weapons were used in battle.


As I wandered the streets of New York City, I knew that I wanted to take this magic and mold, layer, and infuse it into a new kind of story.


Where the library is always open.


And darkness lurks behind every corner.


So, pull up a chair. Sink into the cozy softness. Let the black cat next to you hiss gently. There are hundreds of books, thousands of books, more books than you could ever read. Green ivy growing in the dim light.


Now let me spin a tale for you—of monsters and magic and little thieves.









The Wren in the Holly Library is a tale of monsters, mystery, and romance. However, the story includes elements that may not be suitable for all readers. Combat, violence, sex, drug and alcohol use, sex work, and gang violence are depicted. Abuse, genocide, and colonization are discussed. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, pour yourself a cup of tea, and enter the Holly Library . . .










PART I



THE HOLLY LIBRARY










Chapter One


It’s now or never.


Kierse crouched low, pressing her back against the stone in the shadows.


Across the street was the largest Upper West Side brownstone she had ever seen. Every detail looked original to the Victorian house, from the wrought iron banisters to the holly bushes lining the walk and clinging to upstairs balconies. Even the intricate door knocker and the bronze sconces looked original.


Kierse slowed her breathing and crossed through the slushy brown mess that was New York City after a snowfall. Fresh powder was coming down again, and she obscured her footprints before peering through the first-floor window into an enormous shadowed study. Nothing was out of place—as if it were staged. Only a sliver of light bloomed through the crack under the door.


Her job was simple: steal a diamond ring, get paid.


“Please try to be careful,” Ethan’s voice said into her earpiece, which attached to the radio at her hip. A cell phone would have been better, but she’d never been able to afford one.


A smile hit Kierse’s features. “I’m always careful.”


“Since when?”


Never. She glanced up to Ethan on the neighboring rooftop where her lookout had binoculars trained on her. She gave him a double-finger salute and got to work. She whipped out a set of tools, flicked the lock on the window, and slid it up soundlessly. She’d investigated the nonexistent security system on one of her first reconnaissance missions, and she still didn’t understand how no alarms were present and nothing tripped. She checked her surroundings, then slipped into the study, closing the window behind her.


This was the part she had programmed in her mind. After constructing a mock interior layout of the house, she’d run through her plan again and again. She was prepared, but she’d broken into enough places to know that nothing ever went exactly to plan. Her benefactor, Gregory Amberdash, had given her all the information he had, which admittedly wasn’t much. The ring was kept in a locked box in the library. A library seemed an unusual place to keep a ring with a diamond the size of a robin’s egg. But what did she know about rich people? This guy didn’t even have a security system. A library probably made perfect sense to him.


Kierse steeled herself for what could be the first sign of trouble, but everything was as it should be. She maneuvered around a mahogany desk with a gilded lamp and sleek black leather insert, between a pair of couches, and to the silent grandfather clock that showed the time was nearly midnight. With a breath, she eased the door open and peered down the hallway illuminated by soft, bracketed light. Her eyes darted everywhere at once—taking in the sitting room at the end of the hallway that she’d only ever seen through binoculars, the grand staircase to her right, the polished wood floors, the lush, filthy-rich interior. On silent feet, she crept down the smooth hardwood floors and flipped the front door lock.


The first rule of thieving: always have an exit strategy.


“So far, so good,” she whispered to Ethan as she stood in the empty house.


“Monster?” he asked.


She shook her head even knowing he couldn’t see her. “Not yet.”


Ethan’s investigation into the owner had been fruitless. John Smith was clearly a fake name, and it linked to a business that didn’t exist. The house was enormous and had two regular staff who showed up rain or shine. Yet not a single look at the owner. In her line of work, that meant one of two things: a wealthy human who was out of town or a monster.


A monster would be a big problem. If she was caught in a monster’s house, she’d be subject to the Monster Treaty just like anyone else. And the consequences of breaking the Treaty were typically life-threatening. Which meant she couldn’t get caught. She’d keep her fingers crossed for an out-of-town billionaire.


“Keep me updated,” Ethan said. “Gen would kill me if something happened to you.”


“Gen knows me better than that.”


Her heartbeat thudded in her ears and adrenaline fired through her veins as she snuck through the empty house. A smile lit her face. It was a wrong smile. She’d been told that too many times—because she wasn’t supposed to think that this was the fun part. Sneaking, thieving, and most of all, getting away with it.


Her devious smile grew as she hurried up the staircase and stopped before giant wooden doors. A bronze sign hung over the doorway that read THE HOLLY LIBRARY. Intricate whorls and swirls were carved into the frame. She could make out a string of holly vines and berries in the design, and then something almost shifted as she stared at it. It felt like a familiar language that tugged at the recesses of her memory, but she had never seen anything like it. She shook the cobwebs out of her mind and reached for the cold iron knob. She was prepared for it to be locked, but to her surprise, the handle turned.


Kierse rolled her eyes skyward. No alarms. No locks. What’s next—the jewels just sitting out in display cases?


Still, she dragged it open just far enough for her to slip into the place of secrets.


Her eyes widened. The sign over the doorway suddenly made perfect sense. Holly vines crawled up the shelves and over the top of the wood of the largest private library she had ever seen. They should have been a hazard to the collection, but none of the books seemed hindered. Everything was exceptionally well cared for. But the real beauty of what lay before her was that each and every one of the hundreds of bookshelves was packed full with book after book after book. Rows of old leather-bound volumes to brand-new hardbacks with pristine dust jackets.


All she wanted to do was pull them off the shelves just to smell them. Crack open those perfect spines and devour the contents. She wanted to live and breathe a different world. Something, anything, other than her own horrid reality. It would be easy to spend a lifetime in this room and never read every volume. But she didn’t have that time. She only had a few minutes to find a diamond ring and get the hell out.


Kierse’s gaze narrowed on the large window at the other end of the massive library between rows of bookcases. She passed a cozy sitting area with a table, couch, and set of chairs at the center of the room to the window and flipped the latch. Exits were always a priority.


“In the library,” she told Ethan. “Anything on the outside?”


“All clear here. Hurry up.”


She rolled her eyes. Leave it to Ethan, sitting comfortably on the outside, to hurry her along. She went in search of the safe. Amberdash claimed it was nestled into a bookshelf on the left side of the room. She was just realizing how little description that was in a place this size. Kierse walked the stacks, peering into corners and moving vines about to see if the safe was hidden. She was just getting frustrated with the search when she brushed aside a string of holly and revealed the safe on a shelf at eye level. She frowned at the innocuous box.


“What the hell?” she whispered into the stillness.


It was a simple safe with a hole for a tiny key. Only a two-pin tumbler. The kind of fireproof carrying case that anyone could have in their home for paperwork. It was too easy. Almost insulting. There had to be a trick to it. Who kept an enormous diamond ring in a safe with a lock a child could break?


A sensation like cold water through her veins hit her fresh. Something wasn’t right here. She’d had plenty of jobs go to shit, but the prick of nerves that raised the hair on the back of her neck wasn’t normal. She touched the silver wren tied around her neck on a black silk string to dispel the feeling. In the end, it didn’t matter why this was so easy.


She retrieved her tools out of her pocket and gently touched a rubber piece against the safe. One safe she’d broken into had been rigged with electricity. Not a pleasant feeling. But nothing happened this time. Not even a sizzle.


She fortified her nerves before inserting her tools into the lock and jiggling the two pins, clicking the safe open. She’d been able to do that since she turned seven years old. Breaking the lock had only taken her a matter of seconds. The safe released upward without a sound, revealing the contents within: a stack of folded paperwork, an unfamiliar stamped silver coin, a hunk of black metal, what appeared to be a human fingernail, and the giant diamond ring.


Well, at least Amberdash hadn’t been lying. It was here. Kierse pocketed the ring and stared at the rest of the contents. What a bizarre assortment of things. Kierse shut the lid, carefully relocked the box so that it wouldn’t look disturbed, and moved the holly vines back into place. She shivered as she righted herself. This library spooked her. There was something off about it, and she couldn’t put her finger on it.


“Well, well, well,” a cold, dark voice said from the shadows, “what do we have here?”


She stilled, a chill skating down her spine. Shit. She’d been wrong. Someone was home.


And now, she was nothing more than prey caught in a predator’s trap. She could hear it in the sound of his voice. It was the carefully precise speech that set her on edge. He had a slight British accent. Silky smooth and devoid of any emotion, just pure, unbridled male. Power lurked dark and hungry in every syllable.


Panic clawed its way into her chest where cool, calm calculation normally resided. She needed to collect herself and lean into her carefully honed instincts. Without them, she was dead. There was no alternative.


He took a step into the light, his body framed by the closed library doors. His pale face was all sharp angles, hard edges, and dark shadows. His cheekbones were high and cut out of marble, while his eyes were carefully shrouded in the dimness. He had hair as dark as pitch, so dark it nearly blended in with the surroundings.


Kierse took a slow, deep breath, shifting her weight to the balls of her feet. She was closer to the window than he was and thanking whatever god would listen that she could make it there before him. Time to employ the second rule of thieving: run.


She darted across the open length of the library. Where before the window had been a dozen long strides away, it now seemed an interminable distance. But as adrenaline kicked in and her blood pumped faster and faster through her veins, everything else slowed down to a crisp, clear picture as if in slow motion. She was still quick, moving at lightning speed that hours and hours of training had prepared her for, but this was something else. Something that Ethan always said was her unfair advantage when they were sparring. It got her out of most situations.


Kierse focused on the approaching window she’d unlatched earlier. Her gloved fingers dug into the bottom of the window and wrenched it upward. The well-oiled gears made no noise. She looked down at the two-story drop to concrete with growing dread. She’d done worse, but she hardly enjoyed it.


As she climbed onto the sill, she ground her teeth. The height was dizzying. She remembered her former mentor’s training sessions, when he’d tried to break her irrational fear of heights. It wasn’t a good look for a would-be master thief.


Jason had made her walk on every skyscraper in the city.


He’d had her jump rooftops.


He’d pushed her off of rooftops.


It wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever done to her, but it brought back the old feelings of righteous anger.


In this moment, only this moment, Kierse thanked him for allowing this drop to not completely paralyze her, and with a breath, she released.


She went weightless in midair. She was flying and braced for her landing. On concrete, it would be a bitch to roll out of. Just last year, she’d wrenched her knee on a misjudged fall and hobbled around for weeks. She couldn’t afford the same misstep tonight.


She’d just cleared the ledge, gravity pulling her down hard and fast, when a hand reached out from above and grasped her arm. She heard her shoulder pop and screamed. She prided herself on her stoicism, but she’d had no warning. No expectation. No one, no human, could move as fast as he had. It just wasn’t possible.


She dangled helplessly in his grasp, then gritted her teeth against the pain, and to her dismay, she was hauled back through the window. Even worse, he was using just one arm to lift her. Once she crossed the sill, he threw her across the room. She bounced and bumped her way down the carpet. Her earpiece was torn from her ear on the way, radio smashed under her hip, disappearing into the depths of the library—so much for radioing Ethan when she was in trouble—before she jarringly collided face-first into the back of the couch in the central seating area hard enough to see stars. She bit back a groan. Her dark hair came free of its tie and sprawled across her face. She jerked her head to get it out of the way but had to close her eyes against the pain.


Fuck. This wasn’t supposed to happen. It had all gone to shit so fast that reality was just now catching up with what her body knew from every bump and bruise.


So much strength. So much brutality.


In her world, that meant just one thing. One horrible thing—monster.


Nope, not the easy route tonight. Not even close.


Sometimes it was unfathomable to think that she lived in this world with monsters. When she was a kid, living off the south Manhattan streets, monsters had been nothing but a scary bedtime story. Men were monster enough for her.


Now, all the stories were true.


Thirteen years ago, they came into the light, as swift and furious and brutal as the stories imagined them to be. Suddenly, monsters and humans were forced to coincide. It was about as bloody as imaginable, and the world collapsed practically overnight.


Every manner of beast roamed the streets, killing humans at will. Monsters destroyed large swaths of cities. Shelter became scarce. Food even more so. Police, firefighters, healthcare—all of it became nearly impossible to navigate. Humans fled the cities in droves, heading into old bunkers and trying out rural life. But monsters weren’t confined to Manhattan, and the world quickly narrowed. Kierse’s parents were already long gone by the time the monsters appeared, and she survived by ingratiating herself into the thieving guild of her late mentor—Jason. But the population had been decimated, and if it weren’t for the recent Monster Treaty, no one would be alive today.


And she had just broken the Treaty.


“Bravo,” he said dangerously.


He clapped twice, slow and condescending. He didn’t even bother closing the window or locking it. He left it open to the frigid night air, and then he stepped casually, confidently forward.


“What a daring escape plan.”


Kierse came to all fours. Her popped shoulder protested. Her head spun. Possibly a concussion. Gen and Ethan were going to be furious. She used the couch to lift herself unsteadily to her feet. She swayed slightly, and blood trickled out of her nose. She hoped it wasn’t broken.


Then she tilted her chin up to look at him.


He just smirked. A lethally stunning killer. Now, in the light, she could see that his hair had a tinge of midnight blue. His eyes weren’t depthless dark orbs as she had believed. They were swirling gray, as temperamental as the weather and as fatal as standing in the ocean in the middle of a hurricane. He strode forward, slipping black-gloved hands into the pockets of his pitch-black suit.


She ran through the types of monsters, trying to place him. The main forms of monster were vampire, werewolf, mer, wraith, shifter, and goblin. Other manner of monsters remained but were far less common, such as nymph, phoenix, incubus/succubus, and troll. She felt none of that coldness of the vampires. Even from a distance, he was primordial fire. Werewolf was more likely considering the heat he was producing, but she had run with a wolf pack once, and he seemed ever the loner. Wraiths always gave off a slightly uncomfortable sensation of death, as if at any moment they were going to suck out your soul. He was too small for a troll. Too large for a nymph. No water nearby for the mer. A shifter, maybe?


“What is your name?” he asked as he stepped before her.


“None of your fucking business.”


“So, she does speak.” He reached forward with one hand as if he were going to assess her bloody nose, but she acted on instinct, deflecting the touch, and then leaned forward to throw a punch. The first worked. His eyes flashed in raw anger as she knocked his hand away from her face. Then he blocked her punch as if she had barely moved.


“That isn’t very nice,” he growled.


She didn’t care. She locked deep into that place within herself and moved like water. Settling into her center of gravity and using every ounce of her training to bob and weave as she tried to hit him. To find an edge to get away from him somehow.


But he hardly seemed to register her thrown punches or swept legs. He stepped and sidestepped. He dodged and countered. He moved with a grace developed from years and years even though he only looked about twenty-five, same as her.


After only a few minutes, she was huffing. A slow smirk stretched across his mouth. He was toying with her. He had no intention of letting her get a lick in edgewise. And then he stepped into her momentary blind spot and jabbed a hand into a trigger point at her shoulder. Her arm fell dead. She couldn’t pick it up.


He flipped her effortlessly and dropped her down onto her back, hard. All the air rushed out of her lungs in a big whoosh. Her head spun. She couldn’t move her arm. Her other arm throbbed from the joint displacement. She’d been training nearly her entire life, and he made her look like an amateur.


“Are you ready to behave?” he asked with that same insufferable smile.


She leaned over and spat a wad of blood onto the carpet in response.


His eyes swirled in warning. “That is an antique.”


She glared back at him. She was outmatched, but still, she couldn’t release her defiance. “Fuck you.”


He straightened, pointing to a large, velvet chair. “Sit there, answer my questions, and you will be released. I give my word.”


“And what is your word worth, monster?”


“Everything,” he said with a resonance that went straight through her bones.










Chapter Two


Kierse sat. What else could she do?


Monsters were real. He was a monster. He was well within his rights to kill her for invading his home. If he wanted to talk, then she’d talk. He wasn’t the first monster she had dealt with, and she was determined that he wouldn’t be her last, either.


Monster rights were still a new thing. It had only been three years since the war had ended and the Treaty had been signed. Before that, she never would have imagined that monsters and humans could come to an accord.


The war had started when Coraline LeMort was murdered in cold blood. She was a vampire visionary who led the charge on ending the feud between vampires and werewolves, and she’d had the support of her own army to back her words up. When a rogue werewolf publicly murdered her, it was the spark that lit the world on fire. Her death brought all of the monsters out of hiding and started the Monster War. Vampires and werewolves became even more divided, and the other monsters chose sides.


It got so bad that monsters and humans alike were starving. Then the Coraline Convention was called. Delegations from each monster race as well as the United Nations agreed to end the killing and restore order. The result was the signing of the Monster Treaty. It put limitations on all monsters, made laws for humans and monsters to live in this world together, and ensured lasting peace for humankind. They even built a statue of Coraline in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art to commemorate the Treaty.


The world was finally beginning to recover from the decade-long reign of terror, but that didn’t mean that every monster agreed with it.


And that didn’t mean Kierse was going to survive this altercation.


“Now, let’s start with your name,” he said.


“Why don’t we start with yours?”


“Surely you know the name of the man you are robbing.” His smile said otherwise. As if he knew that she didn’t know who he was. That he clearly wasn’t the fake John Smith that owned the place.


“Man?” she asked.


“Your name,” he repeated gruffly.


“Kierse,” she spat out. “My name is Kierse.”


“Is that short for Kirsten?”


She narrowed her eyes. “No,” she snapped. “It’s like Pierce but with a K.”


“Ah.” He hadn’t taken a seat. He still stood a few feet away, lording over her with that impenetrable fire. “You may call me Graves.”


“Graves?” she asked. “Like the thing you crawled out of?”


“Some do.”


“You’re not a human,” she accused.


He stared straight through her. “No, I’m not.”


She wanted to ask what kind of monster he was, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He clearly wanted her to ask. To find out what side of the Treaty he was on and whether or not he was going to kill her.


“You don’t look like much,” he finally said when she didn’t give in.


She gritted her teeth. “Appearances can be deceiving.”


He leveled her with an imperious gaze. “So, who are you?”


“You already know that: the person here to rob you.”


“Ah, perhaps.”


He slid his hand out of his pocket and produced the ring she had just risked her life to retrieve. She stared at it agog. How had he gotten it off of her? It had been secured in a secret inner pocket in the left side of her jacket, and he hadn’t frisked her. He hadn’t even gone looking for it. But she only let surprise show on her face for an instant before returning to her cocky, disinterested veneer.


“A lot of trouble for one ring,” he said, twirling it between his fingers like he would a coin.


“If you say so.”


“How did you get inside my home?” Graves asked, pocketing the ring once more.


She watched carefully as he put the ring back so that she knew where to retrieve it later. “Through the window.”


“Which window?”


“The one in the study.”


He pursed his lips and glanced away. As if he were contemplating the study very closely. No, almost as if he could see to the study beyond and retrace her steps. But of course, he couldn’t do that. No monster she knew of had that ability.


“How did you get past the security system?”


She nearly barked in laughter. “It was turned off.”


Graves’s head whipped toward her. “It certainly was not.”


“Maybe you should check it again, then.”


“I’m the security,” he all but growled.


“Then you’re shit at it.”


He smirked again. “Says the girl I apprehended with no effort.”


“Woman,” she bit back.


He conceded the point. “How old are you exactly?”


“Don’t you know it’s rude to ask?”


He just arched an eyebrow as if to say you agreed to answer my questions.


She blew out a breath. “Twenty-five. Not much younger than you.”


“Appearances can be deceiving,” he said, throwing her words back at her as he strode casually to a wet bar and poured himself a drink.


He brought the drink back over and offered it to her. Drinking with the enemy was a bad, bad idea. But either way, she couldn’t take it. Not with her shoulder in this condition.


“Oh, my apologies.” He looked smug as he said it.


He set the drink down. And then with reflexes she could hardly comprehend, he grasped her shoulder and knocked it back into place. No warning. Just perfect precision and a hard pop. She doubled over as pain lanced down her arm. She barely kept herself from crying out again.


“Better?”


She cleared her throat. “Can we just finish this interrogation?”


“Is that what we’re doing?” He held the drink out to her again and, when she still refused to take it, knocked back half of it. “Interrogations used to be a lot more fun.” Her eyes widened. What did that mean? “Fine. Who sent you?”


“I don’t give out names,” she told him. “I can’t answer questions that are going to ruin my career.”


He leaned back against the table and crossed his arms. “Do you think that is the worst that will happen if you don’t answer my questions?”


She swallowed. It was a threat. He’d probably kill her. He was capable of it. He could end her existence at his leisure. By the Monster Treaty terms, he’d even get away with it. The fact that he hadn’t meant he needed something from her. Hence the line of questioning. She just didn’t know what he needed.


She hated breaking her rules. She’d promised herself she’d never out a client. But if it was between her life and some dick billionaire who didn’t care about her, self-preservation kicked in fast and hard.


“Gregory Amberdash.”


Graves’s eyebrows rose slightly. That wasn’t the answer he had been expecting. “The wraith?” The ring magically reappeared in his hand. “Who is Amberdash working for?”


“That’s above my paygrade.”


He glanced back at her as if remembering that she was involved. “You will find out who he is working for.”


Kierse huffed a laugh. “No, I won’t. That wasn’t part of our deal. And anyway, he’d never tell me. That’s not how he works.” She lifted herself off of the velvet chair in defiance of his other edict. She only wobbled slightly as she regained her balance. “I’ve answered your questions. I’m not going to do your dirty work. Ask Amberdash yourself.”


Graves sighed and then shook his head once. He seemed frustrated that she wasn’t groveling for her life and offering to do whatever he asked just because he hadn’t killed her.


“You are going to make me do this the hard way, aren’t you?”


“Just call the cops. We’re on a first-name basis. Won’t do a damn thing.” There wasn’t a jail in New York that could keep her locked away.


He grinned then. “I have no intention of alerting the authorities. My methods are much more . . . effective.”


Her stomach twisted. “Your methods?”


Graves didn’t respond. He just began to methodically remove his black gloves. He pulled each finger individually, slipping the material out of place before carefully tugging the leather forward. She caught a glimpse of the dark lines of a tattoo circling his wrists before he tugged the cuffs of his suit down. His hands were large, with long, slender fingers. She didn’t know much about music, but the pianists she had seen in clubs had fingers just like that. Made to grace the keys and hypnotize a melody out of hidden strings. She had no idea why he covered them in gloves in his own home.


“Come here,” he commanded with all the blunt force of a car crash.


But she refused to budge. She’d been on the receiving end of demanding men before in her life. She’d learned her lesson. She was no longer a sapling constantly moved by the next heavy breeze. She was a mountain, immovable.


He saw her defiance. The no that lingered in the air unsaid.


It infuriated him. This man—this monster—was used to incalculable respect. She could see it all over him. Power was the only way to test a person’s character. She found him wanting.


He stepped forward then. Two quick strides that brought him directly before her. She tilted her head up to read the clouds roiling through those piercing gray eyes.


“Fine,” he ground out.


He jerked the zipper of her jacket down, exposing her neck, and her heart sank. Fuck, he was a vampire—and about to drain her. She opened her mouth to protest but stopped when she got a look at his surprised face. He was staring at her necklace with bald interest.


“A wren.” His gaze swept back up to hers. A cruel smile curled on his lips. “Interesting.”


“Why?” she asked, protective of the necklace that was her most prized possession. The only thing she had left of her parents.


He didn’t answer. Just slowly, ever so slowly, brought his hand up and pressed the tip of his index finger to the spot right behind her ear. With the grace of a predator toying with its food, he dragged the finger softly down the pulse in her throat. She refused to shiver, though her heartbeat had skyrocketed at the barest touch. Her body came alive.


She’d spent her entire life hating vampires, but suddenly she understood how some humans volunteered to be fed from. She was in pain and abjectly frightened of what was to come, but she couldn’t move if she had wanted to.


His finger reached the hollow opening between her collarbones and trailed back up again. Then he wrapped his entire hand around her throat, caging her there. He had command. He had all the power. She could see the hunger in his features.


She swallowed back her own confusion and desire and fits of anger. As if he could touch her like this. As if he had her permission. How dare he! Yet, she didn’t move away. Her body thrummed in response. Like met like. Power met power.


He leaned forward. And for one sharp moment, she thought he meant to kiss her. But he stilled, staring deep into her eyes. He shook his head once. Something like surprise hit his features.


“What are you?” he whispered.










Chapter Three


Kierse blinked. He was asking her what she was? On what plane of existence did that even make sense? He was the one who had moved across the room at lightning speed. She’d jumped out a window, and he’d hauled her back through it with one hand. He’d incapacitated her with ease.


“Tell me,” he snarled.


“Name’s Kierse McKenna,” she said with lifted chin. “And I don’t want to be fed off of. Now, get your hand off me.”


He released her in a rush as if she’d burned him. She adjusted her stance, bending at the knees just in time to prevent herself from sprawling backward. She stood her ground, watching and waiting for some kind of explanation.


“You think me a vampire?” he asked with disgust, a flash of confusion on his lips.


Well, if he wasn’t, then what the hell was he?


“You only gave me your name,” he continued. “Explain the rest. Explain what you are.”


“You haven’t explained what you are,” she shot back.


“We’re talking in circles. It would be much easier if you’d give me a straight answer.” He looked down at his hand, the one that had encircled her neck, as if he couldn’t understand what had happened. “But you’re not giving me a straight answer.”


“I’ve answered all your questions. Just like you said. Are you going to let me go now?”


“No,” he said at once. “I have more questions.”


“Then ask them.”


“How did you take the wards down?”


“Wards?” she asked slowly.


He ground his teeth. “Did the people you’re working for take them down for you? Did they help you get inside?”


“I have literally no idea what you’re talking about. I let myself in.”


He assessed her again, as if looking for something—guile or malice, most likely—but there was none. She really had no idea what he was talking about. She’d heard the word “ward” in fairy tales before, but that couldn’t be what he was referring to. Monsters not magic was the motto of the entire monster movement. Wards seemed to fit very clearly in the magic section. So, there had to be some other definition.


She was a thief—a very good thief—but just a thief, nonetheless. She knew how to take down security systems. She’d been taught how to break into any number of buildings. She could crack a six-pin lock in a matter of seconds. She’d even broken into a bank vault for Jason just to prove that she could do it and not get caught. She was damn good at her job, but she had no clue what kind of lock a ward was.


“You have no idea what I’m talking about,” he said finally.


“You’re quick on the uptake.”


He took another step back, contemplative. “You truly believe you were sent here by Gregory Amberdash.”


“He’s paying me.”


“And you know nothing else?”


“I know that you have the thing I’m supposed to bring him so that I can be paid.”


He held his hand out then. “Give it here.”


“You have it,” she reminded him.


“Take it out of your pocket and give it to me.” She hesitated, and he snapped, “Now.”


She huffed and removed the giant ring from where she’d concealed it. She’d pilfered it off of him when he’d gotten close to her. She thought he’d been distracted with examining her neck like a crazed vampire, and she’d gotten to work.


Thieving rules numbers three and four: distraction and sleight of hand.


She dropped it back into his palm. “Worth a try.”


He shook his head. “You’re just a common thief. They insult me.”


She straightened to her full height. “Excuse me?”


“I can’t believe this is the level they’re stooping to.” He stuffed the ring away again. She barely caught a glimpse of where it disappeared this time. “I’ll have to test it. Something they weren’t prepared for.”


“What are you testing?”


He turned away without answering. “Here we are.”


He set a small, intricately carved wooden box down on the table. She recognized some of the whorls on it. The same holly design around the library doors. A language that buzzed just at her periphery shimmered in the vines but disappeared on closer inspection.


“Open it,” he commanded.


She raised a brow. “Is this interrogation to go on much longer?”


He narrowed his eyes in warning. She sighed, tipping the lid of the box open. There was nothing inside. Even less interesting than the two-pin lock she’d picked earlier.


“Wow,” she drawled. “I can open boxes.”


Despite her nonchalance, he did seem impressed . . . and quickly it was replaced with what looked like scheming. “You appear to have interesting talents, Miss McKenna. The real question is . . . how have you been left unaware of them?”


“I am not unaware,” she told him, tilting her chin up.


But there was something in his eyes. Something swirling and depthless that caught her interest. Something trancelike that spoke deep into her soul. That said . . . maybe he was right. Maybe there was more to her. Maybe she’d always known. It shuddered through her for an instant and then was gone.


Graves slowly closed the box again. “There are legends in our world,” Graves began, slow and sure, his voice as thick as molasses and just as sweet. “Tales of beasts and beauties. Creatures and stories that would keep you up at night. Of monsters born.”


She swallowed at the sensuous way the words fell off of his lips. “I know all about what goes bump in the night.”


“There’s much worse than the monsters you know of in this world,” he said as if reading her thoughts. “All those stories you’ve heard. All the tales and legends come from a kernel of truth.”


“Like what?”


“Like me,” he said evenly. Then he tilted his head sideways. “And you.”


“Me?” she blurted out. “I’m human.”


“Are you?”


She snorted in disbelief. “Yes. Obviously. How could I be worse than a monster? Let alone a vampire? They feed on human blood.” She made a disgusted face at him.


“Vampires are pathetic bottom feeders. We allowed them to live on the surface while we remained in the shadows so that they stayed out of our way with their pesky wars. You . . . are something altogether different.” She swallowed and waited for him to say more. “If you’re to be believed, you can take down my wards with no outside interference.”


“You keep talking about wards, but I don’t even know what they are. Or at least they can’t be what I think they are.”


He sighed heavily as if her ignorance affected him personally. “Wards are magical barriers.”


“Okay,” she said, disbelieving. “That is what I think they are. But . . . magic?” The word came out derisive.


“Yes, magic. Wards are the reason there’s no standard mechanical security system necessary on my house. They keep out intruders and alert me to any interference.” He slid his hands into his pockets. “You shouldn’t have been able to get within five feet of my home without me knowing. Not without help or wardbreakers or some serious powers yourself.”


Kierse stared at him blankly. Then a giggle burst out of her. Until she was laughing so hard, she couldn’t keep it together. It had been a while since someone had brought her nearly to the point of tears. Ethan always tried, but it was usually Gen’s dry wit that worked.


“What precisely is so funny?” he asked, cutting through her laughter.


“Magic isn’t real.”


He arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”


“Monsters not magic,” she said like a mantra. “That’s what the monsters touted when they appeared. It’s practically their motto—monsters not magic. They have supernatural abilities—strength, speed, agility—but they can’t, like . . . move things with their minds. Or whatever wardbreaking is.”


“And you believe them?”


She shot him a skeptical look. “Wouldn’t I have seen magic being used before? Wouldn’t someone have talked about it?”


“It’s in every fairy tale in every culture in the entire world,” he said. “There are reasons for our tales. It is a rare talent and usually snuffed out of children long before it can develop into something more useful. So no, I doubt you would have met someone who could do much of anything before.”


“I just . . . don’t believe you. Why would I believe you?”


He looked her over as if she were the most insufferable thing on the planet. “I’m not in the business of performing.”


“Well, if you’re not going to do magic,” she said, putting air quotes around the word, “how else can I believe you?”


He inhaled sharply and then released it. Then he tipped the lid of the box back open and offered it to her. She looked inside and saw a thick gold coin the size of a silver dollar. He flipped it to her, and she caught it out of midair.


“So, you’re a magician.” She said the word sardonically as she dropped the coin back on the table. “I’ve seen a few of them on the streets. Good sleight of hand, though.”


He scowled as he snapped the empty box closed again. “I’m not here to convince you, but why would I lie?”


“I can think of about a hundred reasons.”


“Open the box,” he snarled.


She took it from his hands. This time she popped it open with flair, tossing the lid back and smirking at him. And as she did so, hundreds of coins spilled out of the box. Her eyes widened in alarm. She lifted the box into her hands as more and more of the coins rained down to the floor. Once they slowed, she checked the box for a false bottom.


“What’s the trick?” she asked. From every angle, the box appeared perfectly intact. And she had seen it empty. “It was . . .”


“Empty?” he finished for her. “What would be the point of warding an empty box?”


She gasped softly and tossed the box away from her like it could burn her. “What the fuck? Magic?”


He shot her an imperious look. “I told you.”


Magic.


Holy fuck . . . magic.


All those years with monsters. They’d come out of the dark, killing humans and other monsters alike. Those days had been bleak. If she hadn’t turned to thieving before the war, she would have been dead with all the others once it started.


In some way, Jason had saved her life by throwing her into his own dark world. Not that she hadn’t suffered considerably at his hands over and over again. But even in all those years of death and destruction, she’d always known that it was monsters not magic. Monsters . . . not magic. And yet . . .


“Now do you believe me?” he asked.


She opened and closed her mouth. “Why are you telling me this?”


Nothing ever came for free. Not in her world. Not with all she had gone through. If magic was a rare and precious thing that had been hidden from the public even when monsters had come out of hiding and somehow, against all odds, she had some sort of the gift in her wretched veins, then what was the price of it all?


“Because I want to offer you a job.”










Chapter Four


A job. There was the cost.


The last thing in the world she wanted to do was work for him. She hated the puffed-up, insipid billionaires she stole for, but they were predictable. They wanted knickknacks and baubles and artwork and other useless things. They paid her handsomely for them, though. So she worked for crime bosses and madams and anyone else who had the means to pay her to do the thing she enjoyed.


But with Graves, she knew, she just knew that getting involved with him would be the death of her. Anything he’d ask her to steal would be an entirely different kind of danger. Already he spoke of magic. So impossible and yet somehow . . . real. She had learned an important lesson growing up on the streets—what was and wasn’t worth dying for.


Still, she pursed her lips and waited for the offer. This should be interesting.


“What kind of job?” she asked evenly.


“The kind you’re clearly good at. I need you to steal something for me.”


She eyed him up and down. Looked through the cool exterior he portrayed. He’d gone from wanting to kill her to offering her a job a little too fast. This was something he wanted badly. Something he’d cough up a lot of money for. She could read that on her mark already.


The part she didn’t understand was why her and what was in it for her. Because money wasn’t enough on a job like this. Even the security she so desperately wanted for her friends wasn’t worth certain death.


She let her eyes go round, revealing the doe-eyed look that made men underestimate her. “Why would you need me?”


He smiled slowly. “Because I can’t get everything I want myself, obviously.”


So, she was valuable, then? Well, that gave her leverage.


If he couldn’t get this item himself and another thief wouldn’t do, then did that make her the only person he could work with? She wished she could read more off of him, but he was a closed book. Only revealing enough information to get her interested in the offer. Clever. It was her own favorite tactic.


“I can pay you handsomely,” Graves said when she didn’t respond. “I can make your life very, very comfortable.”


“What? You think I need the money?” Her voice lowered to a rasp.


He dragged his gaze up and down her figure clad in black. Her clothes were enough to get by. Nothing fancy, but they worked. But she knew what he saw when he looked at her. He saw exactly what she wanted him to see. A torn collar from his roughhousing, scuffed boots, and gross overconfidence.


His smirk grew. “Come now. It’s plain you need money. This bauble here,” he said, extracting the ring. “It can probably fetch you several thousand. Enough to get by for a couple of months in this city.”


She blatantly winced, giving him the impression that she had no idea how much a diamond of that size was actually worth.


“Not even that much?” he asked, noting her expression, walking right into her trap. “Pity.”


Even though she’d been reaching for it, she still hated the word. Pity was a death kiss. When she’d been running in the slums, she’d despised the pitying looks. The stares that said she’d never amount to anything.


The looks from Jason’s other protégés. At first envious that she was singled out and then . . . the torment for being his favorite. Worse, the pity when they found the bruises he tried so carefully to hide on her body.


But they all realized eventually what Graves soon would when she fleeced him out of everything.


“I don’t need your pity,” she snarled defensively.


“Fine. I can pay and pay well. Just say yes. Let me give you all that you desire.”


Warning bells rang in her mind. He was too eager, and it felt wrong on him. As if he’d never really asked for something he wanted before. He just took it. And so far she had not been receptive to taking.


“You haven’t even told me what the job is and who I’m stealing from.”


“You didn’t seem to care when you were stealing from me,” he said coolly. The easy sidestep of someone who didn’t want to give too much away before she agreed.


That was so far from the truth that he was on a different planet. She’d cared. She’d just needed the money to get through the month’s rent with Colette. So, she’d walked inside the house without knowing if a monster lay in wait. She’d gambled, and she’d lost. She wouldn’t lose this negotiation.


“No,” she said simply just to see what he’d do.


He stared back at her in confusion as if she had just moved a chess piece that hadn’t been on the board. “No?” he asked incredulously.


“I choose my jobs, and right now, I’m not choosing yours. So, if we’re done here, I’ve answered all your questions and want to leave.”


Something sparked in those dark eyes. “You can leave if you choose, but this is the adventure of a lifetime. An object so rare, so valuable, and so difficult to acquire, it will make breaking into vaults seem like child’s play.”


Breaking into vaults was child’s play. Well, her childhood at least.


“What kind of object? The Holy Grail?” she asked with a mocking laugh.


But she shouldn’t have shown interest, because he latched on to it. As if money didn’t matter but the thrill of it all interested her. Perked up her ears.


“Of a sort. You could be the one to break it out of where it’s kept deep under the city, guarded by an unbreakable security system and hidden by the vilest of monsters.” He arched an eyebrow in her direction. “If you’re good enough.”


She narrowed her eyes. It was enticing. Stupidly so.


Jason had chosen her as a youth because she didn’t pick pockets out of necessity. It had been clear on her little urchin face how much she enjoyed it. She shouldn’t have. She’d learned over the years to hide her zeal. To mask the chase as something other. Normal people didn’t feel like this. It terrified them that she enjoyed flouting the law so overtly. And yet, growing up on the streets had taught her that the law was a trifling thing meant to be bent and circumvented. Because of course, it was only against the law . . . if she were caught.


He leaned his hip into the table and reached for his drink, switching back into his aloof demeanor. All eagerness gone. His eyes tracked her all the while. Judging and weighing the calculations going through her mind.


“So, are we going to work together?”


She hesitated. It was enticing. It was meant to entice her. He offered what she really wanted now that he’d landed on it—adventure and ever-increasing stakes. A job that no one else could do. These were things much harder to find than money in this godforsaken city.


In fact, he’d offered things that he had no idea she wanted even more than adventure and money and security. If she was stealing from vile monsters under the city, she had an inkling of exactly what that meant. She’d seen firsthand what happened when you messed with the wrong monsters. The city opened its mouth and swallowed you whole. Any reason to hit back at those monsters was a win in her ledger.


And still . . . she hesitated. Not because she didn’t want to say yes. She did. But she needed to get her ducks in a row before this one.


“Give me twenty-four hours,” she said after a minute. “Then I’ll have your answer.”


He weighed her reply and then nodded. “Agreed. One last thing before you leave.”


He produced a small leather book out of a drawer in the table. He flipped it open to a page near the middle and offered her a pen. She took it automatically, curiosity getting the better of her. It was a signature page. Four names ran across the top. Two of them were completely indistinguishable. Just chicken scratch on the page. The other two read Uma Matthewson and Mateo Parrish. She recognized neither of them.


“What’s this?” she asked.


“Sign it.”


“Why?”


He looked at her wryly. “Everyone signs it. If you want to leave, you’ll add your signature.”


“What does it do?”


“If my suspicions about you are correct, Miss McKenna,” he said with a tilt of his head, “absolutely nothing.”


Another game. She picked up the pen with her left hand and scrawled out her name. She dropped the book back on the table. “Are we through?”


Graves slid the book back into its drawer and then swept his hand toward the door. “After you.”


He tugged his gloves back on as he escorted her out. It felt surreal that he was actually allowing her to leave, let alone escorting her out like a guest instead of an intruder. They left the library and headed down the massive staircase together. He clasped his hands behind his back as they walked in silence.


Unease bit into her, as if at any second, the rug would be pulled out. The police would show up to whisk her away to a place that couldn’t keep her. Or something far worse.


But nothing happened. He just opened the front door.


Snow fell like a blanket over the front steps and sidewalk, transforming the landscape into a winter wonderland. Tomorrow it would all be a slushy mess, but right now it was breathtaking.


“I’ll expect you promptly tomorrow,” Graves said.


She tilted her chin up to look into those incredible gray eyes. They hadn’t been this close, and she’d been so focused on retrieving the ring that she hadn’t considered quite how tall he was. He towered over her frame. His heat burned through her like a brand. As if he could sear a piece of him onto her existence. Burn straight through her hardened exterior and reveal what could have been had she not been abandoned and used and abused.


She shuddered under that scrutiny. Seeing things in herself she’d rather keep hidden. “I keep my promises.”


“If you don’t, I’ll come for your answer.”


She didn’t much like that idea.


“Fine,” she said and then trotted down the snow-strewn steps.


“Miss McKenna,” he called before she got too far away.


She whirled around, anticipating the catch. It had been too easy to just walk out. But instead, Graves tossed the giant ring toward her. She plucked it out of the air. Surprise hit her features as she looked at the robin’s egg–size diamond. Why would he give this to her? He’d done everything he could to keep it.


“A show of good faith,” he said.


Oh, he was going to be difficult to work with.


In that moment, she saw that he had as many tricks up his tailored sleeves as she did and more time and experience. She was going to have to be careful to survive him. Because standing there on the threshold of his mansion, holding the very thing she’d come for, with his handsome face half hidden in shadow, it was very hard to even think of anything in his presence.


And that scared her most of all.










Chapter Five


Ethan’s brown eyes were wide with concern when he met her on street level. His hand ghosted over the black coils of his hair before dropping back down to his side in worry. “What the hell happened? You look like you got the shit beat out of you.”


“I did,” she grumbled.


“I kept radioing you and never heard back.”


Kierse remembered the two-way radio crashing to the ground and skittering off into the shadows. She grimaced. “I lost it.”


“You lost it?”


His hand dropped onto his face, running down the brown skin that always looked like it had been dipped in sepia. He was roughly the same height as Kierse but with long, lanky limbs that made him seem taller than he was. And right now, with him drawing up in exasperation, he gained a few inches.


“You were right,” she said, trying to hide her limp. “It was a monster. A big monster.”


Ethan made a noise of distress, putting an arm under her shoulders, and she leaned into his strength as the sting slowly eased in her ankle. “I never saw anyone come in or out. What was it? A vamp? Werewolf?”


“Fuck if I know.”


He startled as they ambled down the street. “What do you mean you don’t know?”


“I mean . . . I don’t know, Ethan. It wasn’t a man, but he wasn’t any kind of monster I’d ever seen or heard of.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I’ll tell you and Gen about it when I get back.”


“Get back?”


She fingered the ring in her pocket and flashed it at him. “I’m going to just take this to Amberdash now.”


His eyes rounded at the sight of the ring. “You got the ring still? Even after breaking the Treaty? What the hell?”


Her eyes darted around the seemingly empty street. “Later, Ethan.”


He blanched as if realizing the severity of the situation. “You should come home now. See Amberdash in the morning.”


She shook her head as they veered east on 75th Street toward Central Park, where they had planned to catch the bus. “I’ll explain when I get home.”


They always recounted the night’s success with Gen. She was the center of their imperfect trio. She was the one who had saved them both from a fate worse than hell.


Ethan’s grip on Kierse tightened. “I’ll come with you.”


She smirked at him. “Come on. I know you’re still planning to see Corey tonight at the festival.”


Ethan flushed in the dim light. “Not fair.”


“He’ll worry if you’re not home. So will Gen. Tell them everything is fine. I’ll be right behind you.”


He scowled. “Is everything fine?”


Kierse didn’t have an answer to that, but she put on her winning smile, the one that got her out of anything. “Now you’re worrying.”


“Kierse,” he groaned.


But they’d reached the bus stop and the bus was already pulling to a stop in front of them.


“I’ll see you later,” Kierse said.


“Please be safe!” Ethan called back.


She waved goodbye, running past the M10 as it pulled into the uptown stop. She moved away from the wealthy brownstones that lined the well-lit street toward Central Park. She couldn’t help but glower at the luxury that still existed as if it had never been touched by the wars. This part of New York City looked much the same as it always had here.


There were two worlds in her city—the wealthy and everyone else. The wealthy had integrated with monsters from the beginning. Some even suspected that they had already known of their existence and, when the Monster War started, had bought their way to freedom. They lived in their mansions as if the economy hadn’t collapsed, monsters had never taken to the streets, and millions hadn’t died. Nothing had changed for them from one day to the next except that they now coexisted with monsters. Well, at least the monsters with equal wealth. They ran businesses with them, went to galas with them, and sent their children to the same fancy private schools. It turned out money really could buy anything.


Then there was Kierse’s part of the city. Once you left uptown behind, the world looked remarkably different. Ramshackle apartments that had tripled in price practically overnight. A police force that only cared for the ones lining their pockets. Gangs popped up on every corner. Women and men alike selling their bodies when all the other jobs had evaporated. The destruction hadn’t only made the monsters appear; it had made monsters of everyone.


Since the Monster Treaty, shops were reopening, people went out after dark again, and prices were rebounding. More and more people were leaving the shadows to find the light, but the city hadn’t completely changed. Gangs still ruled. Brothels lined the blocks of lower Manhattan and the surrounding boroughs. Monsters didn’t kill openly for sport anymore, but everyone stayed out of their way. Maybe this was the new normal.


Kierse cut south until the lights grew brighter, then cut east. Midtown had recently begun to thrive again despite monsters still occupying Times Square, and she merged into the steady flow of sidewalk traffic. She angled out of the way of the bulky half troll trundling down the sidewalk and nearly ran into a wayward vampire. She sidestepped the vamp hastily, colliding with a tourist holding up her phone and snapping a photo of the troll. Kierse ducked her head to hide her distaste. Cell phones had been a necessity for many before the Monster War. The plans were sadly out of most people’s budgets now . . . as was traveling. How and why wealthy tourists still wanted to come to New York City was beyond her. Let alone being clueless enough to take pictures of monsters on the street. Some people never found common sense.


She pushed past the tourists gawking at Rockefeller Center and angled toward the Amberdash building on Madison Avenue. Gregory Amberdash had used his skills as a wraith—advanced hearing, quick feet, and shrewd business sense—to get rich during the Monster War. And despite that, he was one of the few wealthy people she could stand. And though she didn’t particularly care for working for monsters—after all, look at what they’d done during the war—she honestly preferred monsters to the rich, who had just sat by and let the world go to shit.


A doorman nodded at her as she entered. The interior had a sky-high ceiling, marble columns, and plush seating. Her high-end clients liked a high-end place to run their business. The Amberdash building was a perfect place to appease them. She strode straight past the concierge to the bank of elevators and entered the first that opened.


She tapped a keycard to take her straight to the top floor. Amberdash himself had given her the key to bypass his security and take her up to the penthouse. She had started working with Amberdash in Jason’s thieving guild before things went sour. Their relationship had survived the fallout, and now he provided jobs for her when he had clients who needed a little under-the-table business. Amberdash as the middleman usually resulted in fewer people trying to kill her for their secrets.


The elevator dinged open, revealing the entrance that divided his office from his living quarters. She shivered as she headed for the office. No way did she ever want to be alone with a wraith in his own space. That was just asking for trouble. Like the loss of her soul.


She knocked twice, and a petite blonde opened the door. Her eyes were hollow and cheeks sallow, but there was a fever in her expression that Kierse had seen on Amberdash’s other willing victims. Wraiths could feed off a soul for years if they were careful. Some even found it more enjoyable to watch the life slowly drain out of their victim one increment at a time. Like any other office job.


“Miss McKenna,” she said, recognizing her at once. “I’ll let Mr. Amberdash know you’ve arrived. Please come in and make yourself comfortable.”


Kierse stepped over the threshold as the blonde moved languidly across the room to another closed door that led to the living quarters. Kierse crossed her arms and remained standing, waiting to get this thing over with.


Five minutes turned to ten, and she eyed the leather sofa with interest. She wasn’t going to let her guard down, but she hated the mind games. Wraiths didn’t sleep at night. In fact, she wasn’t sure they slept at all when they were feeding regularly. The only reason he was making her wait was because he could.


Just when she was beginning to think that Ethan was right and she should have gotten rid of the ring tomorrow, a voice spoke into her left ear.


“So,” Amberdash said.


She shivered and turned to face him. “Amberdash.”


The wraith smiled, and she tried not to shudder. Wraiths could almost pass as human except for the general sense of death that emanated from them as they approached. They typically had distinctive sallow skin, grim expressions, and shadows clinging to them. Basically, no one wanted to be caught alone with one in a darkened room.


“Hello, Kierse.” He slid past her, not quite walking, not quite gliding, behind his desk. “I assume you’re here for a reason.”


She fished the ring out of her pocket and dropped it onto the desk with a thunk.


Amberdash’s face was recessed, and his clothes draped delicately on his tall, thin frame. “Your talents are, as ever, not exaggerated.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment.”


“As you should,” he said, reaching across the desk for the ring.


She dropped her hand over it and arched an eyebrow. “What exactly are you playing at, Amberdash?”


His eyes flashed at her audacity. His fingers were inches from her wrist. “Whatever do you mean?”


“You sent me to a monster’s house without adequate information. I could have been killed.”


“I am merely the middleman,” he said, his hand brushing through shadows as if that were an answer. “You agreed to the job regardless. It is why I pay you so well. You get the job done. As you did tonight, I see.”


She switched tactics, removing her hand from the ring and leaving it unattended. His eyes flickered down to it and then back up at her.


“You know I love the jobs that you give me. I want us to keep working together. I also want to live to see another day. I thought you valued the work that I did for you.” She sighed and ran a nervous hand back through her hair, revealing the bruising from her tussle with Graves.


Amberdash tilted his head. “Don’t often see you banged up.”


“I’d really like to keep it that way.” Her dark hair fell back over the cut. “I’m more valuable to you with all my limbs intact.”


“Fine. I’ll pay you for the expense, if that’s what you’re after.” Amberdash pocketed the ring swiftly and then punched in a code on his desk that opened a drawer underneath. Kierse had broken the code lock once while she waited just to see if she could. She wasn’t stupid enough to steal anything. Amberdash would hunt her down and kill her himself if she betrayed him.


“No more monsters without forewarning,” she added as he doled out a stack of hundreds. When he was done, he pushed them across the desk, and she hid them in her right jacket pocket before turning to go. She debated telling him about taking another job, but she liked to keep her options open.


“I’d watch your back.”


Kierse stilled at those words. When she faced him, he steepled his fingers in front of him.


“Is that a threat?”


“Certainly not from me.”


Kierse forced herself not to react. “What do you know?”


“Only that talents like yours are in high demand,” he said as he drifted back into the darkness of his office. “So . . . watch your back.”


She shivered at the cautionary advice. Gregory Amberdash didn’t issue them lightly. She waited until he was out of sight and then hastened from the Amberdash building, glad to be beyond his reach and that ominous warning.










Chapter Six


The bus dropped Kierse off a few blocks from home. Despite the night she’d had, she was still wired. Normally when she finished a mission, Ethan’s comforting presence let her drift off no matter what manner of monster or human was nearby. The bus was one of the last vestiges of the old Manhattan. No one fucked with bus drivers.


She took a breath of relief when she stepped onto her home turf. Houston Street was bustling this late at night. The shops were all closed, including her favorite bagel joint in the entire city, but that didn’t stop the Lower East Side from coming to life after hours. The local gang, the Roulettes, patrolled the neighborhood. Girls called out from windows as she headed south toward Delancey. She ended up on the corner between the Roulettes’ headquarters, her go-to bodega, and Madame Colette’s, a landmark brothel house and the place she called home.


She, Ethan, and Gen lived in the attic of the brothel. Gen was Colette’s only daughter, and Kierse and Ethan were her two pet projects, then best friends, and now family. Everything that belonged to one of them belonged to all of them. That was how it had been since the first moment they met.


Kierse stalked up the front steps of the house, grinning at the Roulette standing guard at the main entrance, a casino chip on his lapel. “Hey, Corey. I thought you had plans with Ethan tonight.”


Corey was Ethan’s everything. Corey’s parents had immigrated from the Philippines right before the monsters’ appearance and the economic collapse. His parents had so many dreams for him, but after they’d died, he’d made his own way by joining the Roulettes. He fit right in with his broad shoulders, bulky muscles, and serious expressions. Kierse never would have guessed he and Ethan would be such a pair. But they’d met on one of the runs Ethan made to the Roulettes, and Corey had fallen instantly in love. It would have been disgusting if she wasn’t so happy for Ethan.


Corey winked at her. “Plans are still on. I’m off soon. We’re going to the festival in Little Italy. You and Gen coming, too?”


Kierse’s heart panged at the thought of the festival. “It’s still going on this late?”


Only a scant few years ago, nothing could have survived the monster brutality at night. Let alone a street festival. It really felt like they were coming to the other side of all of this.


“Yep,” he said, tossing his glossy black hair. “Supposed to go all night, if the nymphs have anything to say about it.”


She laughed. “Oh, I bet.”


Nymphs were one of the few monsters that humans could tolerate. They were mischievous little things but good at a party.


“You should come. It’d be good for you.”


She waved him off. “We’ll see.”


Corey let her pass without another word. The brothel during working hours was far from her favorite place in the world. Most nights, she took the fire escape to avoid the faux laughter of the sex workers and the prowling eyes and groping hands of their patrons. But rent was due, and she hated putting something off until tomorrow that could be done today.


When she stepped into the sitting area, she found a buxom redhead with all the grace and beauty of the leader of the home—Madame Colette. Beside her sat Carmine Garcia, her regular associate and the head of the Roulettes. Their frequent love affair was more than public knowledge. As well as the fact that she would never leave it all behind for him.


“You’re late,” she said from an antique armchair next to the flickering fireplace in the brothel house.


“Always, ma’am,” Kierse said.


“Be useful. Make me another brandy.”


Madame Colette never admitted that she waited up for Kierse when she was on a mission. The time Kierse had made the mistake of asking, she’d gotten her ears boxed for the stupidity of it—Colette had better things to do than stay up over some brat her daughter had taken into her attic—but Kierse knew the truth.


Still, she sloshed more brandy into Colette’s crystal glass. The good stuff at that.


“Carmine, dear, I have business,” she said, fluttering her red-lacquered nails at him.


He rose to his considerable height and dropped a bowler hat onto his gelled-back black hair. His light-brown skin was smooth and unblemished, but his onyx eyes were keen and calculating. They had to be, to rule one of the largest and most ruthless gangs in the city.


“Of course,” Carmine said, adjusting his three-piece suit. The light glinted off of the silver casino chip pin on his tie. He brushed his lips against Colette’s milky wrist. “I will see you later.”


She waved him off, and it was only after he was gone that she said, “Why do you look like you got the shit beat out of you, girl?” Colette leaned back in her chair, tossing her bright-red bangs off of her fair and unlined forehead and out of her blue eyes.


Kierse rolled her aching shoulders. “I’m fit for a fight still, Colette.”


“You’d be better off spreading your legs for money like a good girl. All this fighting makes you look like you strolled out of the dumpster. Doesn’t befit my house or hospitality.”


“Noted.”


“Did you at least bring me something worthwhile?”


Kierse dropped the rent money down on the table, and Colette grinned. “Paid in full.”


“Good girl.”


The madame sloshed the brandy around in her glass. She’d had Gen when she was twenty and had still risen to be one of the most prominent madams in the city, taking over for her predecessor and growing the brothel house to its new form of glory.


“Anything else?”


“Tell my darling daughter, Genesis, that I’m going to need her in the tent tomorrow afternoon again, will you?”


“I’ll tell her. Good night, Colette.”


She strode out of the parlor and headed toward the magnificent staircase. The wide-open stairs were shiny with polish, bedecked with elaborate banisters. It was a remnant of a bygone era. Back before this four-story home was used as a brothel and instead for some wealthy socialites. Back when this part of the city had been used by someone other than the dregs of society.


Kierse gritted her teeth and climbed to the attic. Thankfully, no one disturbed her as she ascended the stairs that led to her refuge. The lights were dim as she entered, casting everything in different shades of midnight.


Gen was sprawled across her bed. Ethan had changed out of his gear and was curled up behind her, slowly working small braids into her rich copper hair. Kierse loved seeing them like this, without a care in the world. Gen, who had grown up in this brothel, always with the expectation that one day she would have to join it. And Ethan, who had been taken in by the church in his hometown of Hartford, Connecticut, and moved up the ranks before finally coming to Manhattan. Only to be abused and barely escape.


And Kierse—well, she loved an exit strategy, because Gen had been hers. Jason had found out she was trying to leave the guild. In his fit of rage, he’d beaten her to within an inch of her life and left her for dead. The one exit she’d never gotten to successfully take. And then Gen had found her and given her a home.


The world outside of this room was a horrifying place, but for just this moment, they had peace.


“Rough night?” Gen asked.


“I’m sure Ethan already told you,” Kierse said as she padded across the creaky wooden floors.


She moved past the training facility at the center of the room and around the tattered orange sofa and colorful patterned chair that Gen had masterfully reupholstered herself. She was careful not to upend the small, round table, which held Gen’s tarot-reading paraphernalia, and avoided the dozen plants that Ethan was currently nursing to health. He was infatuated with the stuff, and Colette might have pitched a fit if he didn’t grow the herbs that Gen used to make her medicinal tonics.


“Colette wants you in the festival tent tomorrow.”


Gen huffed. “Fine. But tell me about tonight. Ethan said that things went poorly. There was a monster.”


“Yeah. You could say that.” Kierse took a deep breath, flopping back on the adjacent bed. This was going to be fun. “It was a monster but not any that I’ve ever known before.”


Gen made a sound of protest. She pushed Ethan off of her, tying her red hair into a knot on the top of her head. Normally so serene and calm, her face now showed a flicker of concern. She hated making Gen worry, but it was kind of an occupational hazard.


Ethan came to his feet between the beds. “I did tell you that.”


“You did,” Gen said. “I just didn’t believe you.”


She trailed off when she noticed Kierse’s stillness. Gen had been slowly losing her vision due to early onset macular degeneration since she was seven. Most of her central vision was gone in both eyes, but she could still see out of her peripheral. The one time Colette had paid the ridiculous fee for a doctor to look at her, they’d diagnosed her with a rare illness, told her there was no cure or treatment, and sent her packing.


“What is it?” Ethan asked.


This was her world, her sanctuary. The only place she ever completely let her guard down. Gen was their beacon home. Together, the three of them had carved out this slice of the world for themselves. They’d needed Gen. They’d needed this home where a madame’s daughter, an altar boy, and a thief could live free of expectations. And she was about to ruin it all.


“Two things: one, he offered me a job, and two, he has magic.”


“Magic?” Gen said at the same time Ethan asked, “What job?”


“Yes, magic,” Kierse said.


“And you believe him?” Ethan asked. Her eyes shifted to him. He was the youngest of the trio, long and lithe and beautiful. He could have raked in more money at the brothel than any of the workers on the floor below them if he’d wanted to. Even the ragged scar on one side of his face couldn’t mar how stunning, striking, and alluring he was.


She shrugged. “I wouldn’t have believed him if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes.”


“But then is he a kind of monster we don’t know about?” Gen asked, stiffening as she considered this possibility. “Is he not subject to the Monster Treaty?”


“I don’t know,” Kierse said.


“But a representative from each breed of monster stepped forward and signed. It keeps them from killing us—it’s the only thing that keeps us safe.”


Kierse knew the terms of the Treaty. The monsters agreed with the humans that to have a better world, they all had to put their differences aside. The monsters would be subject to human laws, including murder. And humans were forbidden from interfering in monster business unless monsters were in violation of human law. Which meant that a human breaking and entering into a monster’s home, like what Kierse did tonight, could be killed. No questions asked. It gave the monsters more autonomy than most humans were comfortable with, but it was a compromise.


“Honestly, that’s the least of my concerns here.” Kierse stood and paced away from her friends.


“What kind of job is this, Kierse?” Gen asked.


“The dangerous kind,” Kierse said stiffly. “Stealing something very powerful from very bad monsters. The kind that have a following underground.”


Gen gulped. “Oh, Kierse.”


“And money isn’t an object. We can have all the safety and security we need to get out of here after I finish it.”


“Is this about Torra?” Ethan whispered. Gen grasped his hand, shushing him.


Kierse winced. She didn’t talk about Torra, and she certainly wasn’t about to right now.


“He might know more about where I come from,” she said instead of touching the land mine that was her ex-girlfriend.


She knew so little of her past. Her mother had died in childbirth. She’d lived for a short time with her father, but he’d abandoned her at an early age. One day, she’d walked to school, and the next, he was gone. Hardship on the streets erased everything good that remained. She couldn’t even remember his face or the sound of his voice. The memories were just blank.
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