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For every person I met in NYC who made this city come alive for me



龙的传人
They came in pursuit of a better life.
They got much more than they bargained for.





EVANGELINE LONG
“I nearly saved us all from this wretched curse, and I will succeed next time.”
	CHINESE NAME: 龙依诺 (Lóng Yīnuò)

	HOUSE: Dragon

	SUPERNATURAL DESIGNATION: Vampire

	ROLE IN HEIST: Mastermind














TRISTAN SHE
“We’re talking about a potential war with our most powerful enemies on the horizon, and you’re still being as much of a smartass as ever?”
	CHINESE NAME: 蛇健强 (Shé Jiànqiáng)

	HOUSE: Snake

	SUPERNATURAL DESIGNATION: Werewolf

	ROLE IN HEIST: Master of thieving














NICHOLAS HU
“I’m telling you, there is…something monstrous out there stalking the streets of this city.”
	CHINESE NAME: 虎俊文 (Hŭ Jùnwén)

	HOUSE: Tiger

	SUPERNATURAL DESIGNATION: Fox spirit

	ROLE IN HEIST: Master of disguise














ALICE JIANG
“What do I need my strength for? To walk ten feet from one side of this cell to the other?”
	CHINESE NAME: 江爱玲 (Jiāng Àilíng)

	HOUSE: Boar

	SUPERNATURAL DESIGNATION: ?

	ROLE IN HEIST: Master of mind reading

















1
SOMEWHERE…
New York City stood on the brink of the greatest disaster in its lifetime, yet nobody knew it.
Over a great many years, this steely city had weathered severe storms, battled global disasters, and prevailed against all doubts that it could continue to survive and thrive. Again and again, the city beat back fears that this or that catastrophe must, at last, signal the end of a magnificent era—and rebounded even stronger.
New York City was immortal. It was invincible. Its influence was as certain as the rise and fall of the sun every day. If any force could topple this steely metropolis, why, that was likely to create a ripple effect of terror across all of humanity.
This, precisely, was why New York City drew the interest of unspeakable evil. From the darkest corners and seediest alleys of the city, the monsters called Wrathlings rose and claimed the night. They were demonic beings with wicked talons, razor-sharp teeth, and dark red, leathery skin. They were creatures that sought to spread chaos and disaster throughout the human world in their efforts to conquer and destroy humanity. They were subtle in movement, wielding the darkness like a cloak as they slipped into shadows and slithered into every corner of the city. Clever, too, were these abominable creatures. They targeted the isolated humans walking home alone from a late night out, homeless civilians who sought refuge in the darkness themselves. Before the victims could comprehend what was happening, let alone release a scream of fright, the struggle was over. The Wrathlings would discard the human body once it was devoid of life. And then something horrifying would happen. That same human appeared to walk down the streets as healthy as ever.
New Yorkers were always in a rush to make it to their next destination. Seldom did they pause to lift their gazes from the sidewalk, to carefully observe their surroundings and those around them. If they had, they would have noticed that the shadows stretching behind some of these humans were not human at all. They would have noticed that with every passing hour, the streets filled with more and more Wrathlings and fewer and fewer humans, the monsters slowly but steadily outnumbering the humans of New York.
And this, still, was only the foreshadowing of the reign of terror to come. Unbeknownst to the citizens, they danced to the beat of their own death song, orchestrated by something much eviler than they could fathom.
On this night, just as the clock struck midnight, something peculiar happened. Humans all around the city stopped in the middle of whatever they were doing—jogging through Central Park, eating slices of pizza, carrying on in their apartments—and jerked their heads to the left side, their eyes flashing bright red. It was as though they were answering a silent summons that only they could hear. Like many organisms sharing one brain, these beings turned and walked. Out of buildings. Down the streets. Into subway stations. Crowding the roads, they all headed for the same destination in Brooklyn.
In a seedy area of northern Brooklyn, recent news of suspicious deaths around a nearby creek discouraged the locals from loitering. But occasionally, an uninformed victim fell prey to the monsters waiting in the darkness.
On this night, the creek was eerily still. Then midnight struck, breaking the spell. The waters bubbled from the middle, ripples spreading out and gently lapping against the banks. Out of the center of the creek, a slimy creature emerged. The waters parted for him, for he, the Collector, had long since asserted his dominance over the grungiest corners of the city.
The Collector’s form shimmered. He appeared like something out of a fuzzy film, a vaguely imagined sketch by an artist who had long since abandoned their project—more shadow and smoke than skin and bone. Slowly, he rose out of the creek, swampy water cascading down his body. His presence coaxed an extra chill into the crisp night air. He could still the wind without lifting a hand. Animals all around him scattered, highly alert that there was something frightening in their midst, something that should not belong on Earth. Some force of evil that was, in fact, older than Earth itself.
Where good exists, there must also be evil. Without the dark, there cannot be light. This is the concept of yin and yang, which brings balance to the forces of the universe. The Collector was the original Wrathling, accidentally created by the gods before they could even properly envision a monster, so he had none of those terrible talons and teeth and possessed a form that was not quite solid. He was a draft of the final rendering that was to come much later, so to speak. The Collector was not meant to be evil, but the gods had shaped so many positive forces—shaped the rivers and lands and life—that a single misstep, though necessary to balance the universe, was all it took to create that most wicked and fearsome of beings.
When the gods’ hands shaped the rest of the Wrathlings, so did they also create their strongest warriors, the Descendants, to protect the people of Earth from the chaos of the monsters. The Collector, the most powerful of all evil beings, was intricately linked to the Wrathlings. They were his eyes and ears, his arms and legs, helping him carry out his dastardly deeds. And as the darkness grew stronger, so did the Wrathlings, and so, by this connection, did the Collector.
It was that time, now, when the balance of the universe was beginning to shift ever so slightly toward evil. And it was around this ancient being, their lord, that the Wrathlings gathered.
Some of the Wrathlings wore the faces of humans as part of the disguises that helped them blend into this world, but their movements were subtly jerky and unnatural, their expressions blank and drained of any human emotion. Other Wrathlings donned no disguises and appeared in their usual form: They were almost humanoid yet horribly disfigured, as though the gods that created them had had only the vaguest idea of what a human looked like. They possessed yellow eyes and forked tongues. Their long, vicious talons were coated in a silvery substance that was poisonous to both mortals and supernaturals, a new development devised by the Collector. They dashed through the shadows to answer their lord’s call, and they were much quicker on their feet than humans, moving with erratic, fast steps.
When thousands of these otherworldly beings surrounded the creek, the Collector spoke in a low, guttural rumble that could have been the voice of Earth itself.
“Welcome, my Wrathlings,” rasped the Collector. “We have much to discuss tonight. There is blood in the air, and much more bloodshed awaits us. Do you smell it as I do?”
The Wrathlings roared their collective agreement.
“This city and its people will soon be ours.” The Collector raised his voice to be heard over the excited hubbub of his underlings. “But before that, there is much work to do and much that I ask of you. In return, I will reward you with absolute freedom in this world. You long never to return to the Underworld, don’t you? To cause mayhem and death among humans and in turn grow more powerful?”
The human-looking monsters raised their voices in resounding approval. The noise attracted the attention of nearby police officers, who made a beeline for the gathering to stomp out the source of trouble, unaware that the decision would be their last.
“Then we’ll carry out our plan by infiltrating Earthly Branches Academy first,” said the Collector. He was aware of the human police approaching to break up the gathering. He was not intimidated or deterred by this knowledge. Rather, he welcomed their presence; it would be a warm-up act for the Wrathlings, a prelude to the bloodshed that was to come. “Now that we’re growing in number, it’s time for me to appoint a few of my most trusted hands as your other points of command. Jing. Bo. Yun. Xing.” As he spoke their names, the Wrathlings in question stepped forward from the crowd: two females and two males.
As the Commander dove into the details of his plan, the air tensed with excitement, with the promise of violence and death.
Sirens blared from the streets near the creek. Rapid footsteps approached as the police shouted at the monsters. The Collector raised his hands and motioned toward the Wrathlings. He did not need to speak; they understood his intentions and were more than happy to comply.
The officers didn’t even have the chance to scream before the monsters were upon them. The job was done in less than a minute, less than the time it took for the humans to register the horror of what was happening to them. Blood oozed from their corpses, thick rivulets running down blades of grass and dripping into the creek, coloring the water a dark, murky red. Where the humans had fallen, more Wrathlings took on their appearances and their places.
As the monsters plotted the demise of the supernaturals and humans, people all over the city still conducted their daily business, none the wiser about the danger that lurked just around the corner—or, rather, the creek. After all, there was that saying New Yorkers loved to crow: If they could make it here, they could make it anywhere. That they had survived in this cutthroat city, that this city itself had overcome disaster after disaster, was proof of New York City’s invincibility.
This was naivete. This was nothing more than hubris, and hubris had killed even the greatest of storybook heroes.
Moonlight beamed down on the creek, illuminating the Collector’s sharp-toothed smile. Up close, it was clear that he had started to undergo a physical transformation over the past few days as his army of Wrathlings grew in size and power. His face, which had once been a dark hole of shadows containing two yellow eyes and the hint of a smile, had now achieved a more solidified form, though it was no less ghastly. Pale skin glistened under the moonlight, but it was more of a skull than a proper head, with flesh stretching taut over bone.
The Collector gazed out at the bloody creek and quelled the shivers of excitement that racked his body. At long last. The lord of Wrathlings had bided his time for decades, waiting for the perfect moment to strike against the Descendants, the line of warriors descended from the Chinese zodiac, bound to protect the people of Earth from monstrous beings. Now—while most of the Descendants were unsuspecting of the Wrathlings crawling back out of the Underworld and invading their territory—was the perfect time to strike.
In a time much further into the past, when the Wrathlings attacked the Middle Kingdom, the Emperor had made the greatest sacrifice in order to save his people. He had sacrificed his son to appease the gods and receive their help. The gods had created the lineage of Descendants, warriors descended from the Chinese zodiac, in order to protect the people of Earth from Wrathlings. The gods then detailed the situation in which the Wrathlings would amass the power to rise once more, a prophecy that the Descendants evidently did not fully take to heart: “Should you ever revert to your old ways—your warriors will disappear, and your kingdom will fall to complete ruin.”
Julius Long’s selfishness was a reversion to those old ways, an echo of the long-ago Emperor’s own self-centeredness. And now, at last, because of Julius, there was an opening. A moment of human weakness. A moment of opportunity. That moment had finally presented itself, and the Collector planned to exploit it for his own benefit.
Earthly Branches Academy, the school where the Descendants trained and continued expanding their ever-growing base of knowledge, would be safe from the Wrathlings no longer. Especially now, while the Descendants were still cursed by the loss of the zodiac fountainheads that had been the source of their power, they were weak enough that the Collector and his underlings could wipe them all out soon enough. As greed sowed discord among the Descendants, the monsters they fought grew stronger. It was only a matter of time until the Descendants fell to complete ruin at the Collector’s feet, and there would be no more supernatural threats to the Wrathlings. The fae and shamans tended to mind their own business, and so long as the Wrathlings didn’t disturb them, they wouldn’t disturb the Wrathlings. He would not consider them as posing any kind of a threat, anyhow, once his Wrathlings were allowed to rapidly take over the streets and grow in strength and numbers.
Change was inevitable even for the most resilient of peoples and places. New York City, as the world knew it, was about to change forevermore.
Oh, for just one more night, the lord of the Wrathlings would allow the humans and supernaturals of this city to loll around under a false sense of peace. But all too soon, they would find themselves entirely consumed by fear. They would understand that their notions of their invincibility were foolish, and that they were all, even the toughest of them, as easy for the Collector to squash as an insect.
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JULIUS
Although he’d reemerged into the world after faking his death for the Descendants, Julius Long was still, by all accounts, living like a dead man.
It would not do to go to greet his brethren at Earthly Branches Academy just yet, not until he ascertained that his presence would be greeted with more welcome than shock. And besides, after his plans to ambush his younger sister, Evangeline, at the Metropolitan Museum of Art had gone badly awry, Julius needed a moment to regroup.
Julius used one of the family safe houses in the East Village as a hideout while he figured out his next steps. It was frustrating, to say the least, to go from days of adrenaline-pumping action…to sitting around and waiting with his Talons.
“Would you like a skewer?” Louis, a fox spirit who had as many tattoos as he did muscles, leaned over from where he sat on a cold stone seat, one of the few scattered throughout the tiny, cramped space. He offered a spicy beef skewer to Julius with a tentative smile. It was clear that Julius’s bad mood had put off his three remaining loyal gang members, as they ate their food in silence and avoided one another’s gazes, lest they set him off.
You know I don’t need to eat human food, you dolt, Julius thought curtly, and he almost spoke the words aloud, but then he paused in a rare moment of restraint. He had already isolated himself from most of his (now former) comrades, and he had even betrayed his sister; was it really in his best interest to offend the few Talons who remained loyal to him?
Julius surprised everyone, including himself, by taking the skewer and saying, “Thank you, Louis.” He brought the food up to his mouth and bit into it, but of course, to his vampire taste buds, it tasted like chalk. It was a travesty that the curse upon the Descendants had turned them into vampires, werewolves, and fox spirits, each with their own demons to battle, thanks to the new batch of problems their supernatural existences brought them. At the moment, the greatest offense of being a supernatural was that it impeded Julius’s ability to enjoy human food. The only thing that really tasted good to Julius ever since he’d been cursed into a vampire was blood, and as he’d just fed from one of the several blood bags he had his Talons carrying around for him, he wouldn’t be hungry for a while. He was eating this cursed meat skewer mainly out of politeness, as well as out of a need for something to occupy his attention other than sitting around and twiddling his thumbs—or even worse, thinking about how at this time yesterday, there were six Talons with him and not three.
A pang of an unfamiliar emotion hit him. Remorse. Julius had avoided letting himself feel his feelings for so long, and he was an expert at numbing his emotions. It was a defense mechanism that he’d learned as a young boy raised by parents who expected so much of him and reprimanded him for showing his true feelings. But the emotions he’d been keeping at bay were piling up, and he couldn’t quite maintain his emotionless mask anymore.
Julius had betrayed his sister, whom he’d loved for over a century, and though it had been for a good cause, it didn’t soften the blow of losing her. Evangeline, like many of the other Descendants, believed that the only path forward for their kind was to restore the Circle of Twelve and break the curse that had befallen them when the circle was originally destroyed by foreigners over a century ago; Julius knew she would never come around to his view, which was that the Descendants were better off in their cursed but immortal forms.
Unfortunately, what was best for Julius and the other Descendants was to retake power from Evangeline after faking his death.
It wasn’t only Evangeline whom Julius had hurt. Julius had sent three of his loyal Talons—Megan, Stephanie, and Evelyn—to their deaths at the hands of the Wrathlings. And sure, he had carefully calculated each of these moves, and he had made them in the name of pursuing the greater good for the Descendants, preserving their immortality and keeping the status quo. Julius desperately did not want to be mortal again. The thought of dying terrified him, and furthermore, they did not owe anything to the humans, particularly those who did not tolerate those who looked different from them.
Still, the guilt of hurting Evangeline and sending his Talons to their deaths was almost too much to bear. Julius could keep those feelings at bay, but for how much longer?
Focus on the task at hand, he urged himself, shutting off his guilt before it could jab at him again. Without even thinking about what he was doing, Julius snapped his skewer in half. He glanced up to find the Talons staring at him with alarm.
“We let these skewers sit for too long,” lamented Gina, Louis’s fiery twin. He was grateful for the distraction. She stared forlornly at her half-eaten food. “They’re cold and tough now.”
Normally Louis would have retorted something that would result in the twins bickering, but this time, he stayed silent. The only sound in the safe room was that of the Talons chewing their food slowly.
The silence stretched on, heavy and awkward. The Talons had been subdued ever since half of them had been wiped out by the Collector. Julius hadn’t been able to stomach the idea of telling them the truth: that it was due to his failure as their leader, losing three of the Circle’s fountainheads to his sister and her crew, that their fellow Talons had been killed. In fact, in his twisted fashion, the Collector had made Julius choose which Talons got to live and which ones had to die. No, Julius could never bring up the truth to his remaining loyal followers. They would view him as a monster for letting Megan, Stephanie, and Evelyn die, and their loyalty might waver. Still, they must have sensed that he kept secrets, for there was a frigid air among them all that hadn’t been there before.
The silence was broken when Julius’s cell phone buzzed and the screen flashed with an incoming call from one of his remaining close connections at Earthly Branches Academy: Dylan Hu. Dylan, an intense loner who had always intrigued Julius, had wasted no time reaching out to Julius as soon as the news broke that he was indeed still alive, and Julius had quickly put him to work serving as his main contact at the Academy.
Julius answered before the first ring even ended. “What’s the latest at Earthly Branches?” he asked, getting straight to the point. He’d asked Dylan to feel out whether it might be appropriate for him to make a grand return to the school just yet. After all, Julius had allowed all of the Descendants to believe he was dead; they had already mourned him. He was not fool enough to expect everyone to welcome him back with open arms.
“You won’t be happy to hear this,” Dylan said grimly, “but the Descendants’ opinions are completely scattered on the revelation that you’re alive.”
Julius bounced his knee up and down. Of course he had known the risks of making as bold a move as faking his own death. It had been the best decision in the moment, to force Evangeline to pull together a crew of Descendants and steal back the long-lost fountainheads. He had expected the Descendants, minus that crew, to be overwhelmingly relieved at his return, to welcome their Chancellor back with open arms.
Of course, he had also thought his sister was the child of prophecy and the only one who could retrieve the lost fountainheads. How wrong he had been, on all counts.
“Please define scattered,” Julius said tersely.
A short sigh crackled on the other end. “Well, I didn’t want to say it like this, but the truth is that the majority of the Descendants are unhappy with you, Julius.”
Julius gritted his teeth. This realization was a hit to his pride, without doubt, but he would have to let go of his pride if he was to reconcile with the Descendants and reestablish himself as their leader.
“However, you haven’t lost all support. There are a few who are all for the idea of you making a return as leader.” Dylan spoke slowly, sounding as though he was weighing each word carefully. “Everyone is divided over the idea of supporting Marcus, Evangeline, or you. If you play your cards right, I think you still have a good chance of swaying Descendants to your cause. They’re unhappy with Evangeline right now for leaving and failing to complete the Assignment, not to mention alerting the fae to our activity in their realm. But others are unhappy with Marcus because he’s behaving like a brute. You might be able to come off as the least offensive candidate, but I imagine you’ll have to give it a bit of time for resentment toward Marcus and Evangeline to grow.”
A pounding headache developed over Julius’s eye. He was not so surprised, but he was annoyed. Things were straying from his plan already. He had expected his revival to be greeted by a mixture of welcomes and rebuffs, but he’d never imagined that the ratio would tip so overwhelmingly in favor of the latter.
“Well, do what you can to rally support.” It was crucial that Julius reestablish himself as the Chancellor of Earthly Branches Academy, essentially the leader of all the Descendants. There were sure to be supernatural clashes in the future, and he planned to be the one in charge.
“What are you thinking? Will you still be paying a visit to the Academy?” asked Dylan.
Julius thought carefully. Dylan was right, much as he hated to admit it. While Marcus and Evangeline were more active presences among the other Descendants, so long as nobody was primarily happy with either candidate, Julius had a chance. But the best chance was to wait until ill feelings toward him died down and in the meantime, resentment grew against the other two.
“Not at the moment. I have other business to take care of, anyway. I just need you to remain in control of the situation at Earthly Branches,” Julius said. “Let me know the moment—and I mean the very moment—anything disruptive or unusual happens. If you play your cards right, Dylan, you’ll be initiated as one of my Talons in my renewed reign over Earthly Branches Academy.”
“Understood.” Though Dylan generally spoke in a monotone, as though he couldn’t be more bored by the proceedings, now his voice took on a note of excitement. Julius hadn’t initiated a Descendant into his inner circle in well over a decade.
Julius hung up the phone, and then he stood up abruptly. He didn’t allow himself to wallow in his annoyance that it seemed he’d lost any control he’d once had over the Descendants. In due time, with the proper moves from him, they would, of course, come to see that his way was the best way. For the moment, though, like he’d said to Dylan, he did need to attend to more urgent matters. The key to gaining power over the Descendants was getting back the three other fountainheads from Evangeline, so that he had all of those magical treasures in his custody and thus held all the power.
“What’s next?” asked Xavier, the third remaining Talon. “Do you really intend to continue helping out the Collector, Julius?” He was typically reserved, but he’d spoken very little even for him since they’d lost the other Talons.
Julius surveyed Louis, Gina, and Xavier, who all looked worn out. Unfortunately, there was no time to rest. He slid his emotionless mask carefully back into place, ignoring the remorse and pain he felt over what he was doing. One day he would no doubt have to address those feelings, as eventually everyone needed to pay that emotional price. However, that day would not be today. There was far too much to do and far too much at stake.
“It is too dangerous to make an enemy out of the Collector for the moment,” Julius said slowly, “so the plan is to continue acting like an agent of his. But rest assured, he does not and never will have my loyalty, and should he make any attempt to harm the Descendants, I will personally send him back to the Underworld.”
Xavier nodded and eased up. Clearly, Julius had spoken the words he wanted to hear.
“Do you think he will, though? Harm the other Descendants?” asked Gina. “He’s already…” She drifted off midsentence, and tears clouded her eyes.
Julius turned away, his own eyes getting misty. “I’m unsure, as he’s told me nothing of his plans. But I can only assume the Collector cannot achieve his goals so long as we Descendants remain in the picture, so while he thinks he has me in his back pocket, I’ll secretly make moves against him.”
“It’s about time somebody put the Collector in his place,” grumbled Louis, cracking his knuckles.
Julius gave a wry smile. “In due time. For now, we’ll go to another major city where the family has property and connections. Are you up for a trip across the ocean?”
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EVANGELINE
One would think that after planning and executing the heist of the century, Evangeline Long would have earned at least a moment of well-deserved relaxation. Unfortunately, there was no rest for the weary, and there was certainly no rest for the last loyal Descendant of the House of Dragon when the fate of her people rested upon her shoulders.
Despite her physical exhaustion, Evangeline’s mind raced with adrenaline, preventing her from resting. As she was a vampire, she technically didn’t need sleep to function, but it did help to alleviate exhaustion from time to time—and pulling off a heist was an occasion that certainly called for a well-deserved rest.
Even in her fatigued state, sleep evaded Evangeline. When at last she managed to drift off, she soon awoke screaming from the fitful nap. She’d dreamed of being a mortal child again, her older brother, Julius, chasing her around her family’s old estate in Beijing. No matter how far or fast she ran, Julius was on her tail. He drew closer and closer to her until he was near enough that she could see his eyes clearly—and they were not his intelligent dark brown eyes but rather the feral, vicious red eyes of a monster. At this realization, Evangeline screamed so loudly that she woke herself up.
“Gods,” Evangeline mumbled as the fog of sleep dissipated from her head, “this is why I don’t sleep.” Frustrated, she smoothed out her long black hair with her fingers. Rather than refreshing her, the nap had left her groggy and irritable. She should just have had a coffee along with a shot of blood; it would surely have energized her better.
By the time night had fallen and Evangeline had fully awakened in her cozy canopied king-sized bed, she actually wished that her nightmares were her reality, that she was waking up in Beijing rather than New York City. Because her current reality was far worse.
The heaviness of Evangeline’s situation sank in. There was no more time to waste dwelling on dreams. She needed to get dressed and go downstairs—her friends needed her direction to decide what to do next—but for the life of her, Evangeline couldn’t bring herself to get out of her warm, comfortable bed. If she left this sanctuary, she would have to face a world of problems again. If she didn’t leave this sanctuary, though, she stood to lose everything she had worked for.
But what was the point of trying so hard? She’d already suffered defeat. Perhaps for once in Evangeline’s long, accomplished life, she ought to consider giving up. She deserved to mope; she hadn’t done nearly enough of it in over a hundred years of living.
A knock sounded at the door. “Evangeline?”
That was the voice of Tristan She, a werewolf Descendant, as well as a constant thorn in Evangeline’s side. She decided to pretend she was asleep and made no noise in response.
“I know you’re not really sleeping in there.”
Curse Tristan. Why did he have to know her so well? She supposed that since they had years of history behind them, she would never really be able to deceive him as well as she could anyone else, because at one point they had been so intertwined and so in sync. As soon as Evangeline caught herself slipping into reminiscing mode, she threw a pillow over her head and sighed, as though that might block out the memories of her and Tristan.
“Go away!” Evangeline shouted, though she wasn’t sure if it was directed at the thoughts in her head or at Tristan himself. “Let me mope in peace.”
“I hope you’re not blaming yourself for losing two of the fountainheads to Julius.”
“I’m not,” Evangeline lied.
“And don’t lie to me, either. Nobody could have predicted that outcome because nobody could have predicted what Julius was secretly plotting. There was no way for you or anyone else to prevent what happened. As far as the rest of us are concerned, you’re still the only one capable of leading us out of this mess.”
It was rare for Tristan to give Evangeline a serious pep talk, which meant he must be worried about her. She rolled over onto her side and closed her eyes with a sigh. Eventually, she knew, she would summon the energy to get out of bed and tackle the overwhelming list of problems that needed her attention, but for now, bogged down by the weight of her dread and shame, she simply could not bring herself to do it.
“Fine. Take your time sulking. We’ll be in the kitchen whenever you’re ready to come out.”
Tristan’s resigned words were followed by the gentle sound of pattering footsteps leading away from the door.
With him gone, Evangeline continued to fume in peace. She’d given this Assignment her best efforts, and she’d been thwarted by none other than her own flesh and blood.
At the thought of that, a fury rose from the pit of Evangeline’s stomach and spread throughout her body; her fingers clenched into fists and shook with it.
“Julius,” Evangeline growled.
Her older brother, who had doted on her for decades, whom she’d idolized for just as long, had betrayed her. In what should have been her most triumphant moment—stealing back the five missing zodiac fountainheads from Faerieland, restoring the Descendants to their former might—Evangeline instead had seen her plan foiled by the one individual she trusted the most. Julius had faked his own death, causing her to mourn him all that time, only to reemerge and ruin everything for her.
Well, Julius would wish he had kept playing dead when Evangeline got her hands on him.
It turned out that anger was a fantastic motivator, at least for the moment. As thoughts of strangling Julius filled her mind, Evangeline leapt out of bed and headed to her walk-in closet. Over decades, she’d accumulated countless articles of clothing from the most high-end designer brands, yet she swept those all aside for the most practical piece: a skintight black jumpsuit. When she was satisfied with her appearance, Evangeline strode out of her bedroom and headed down the winding staircase.
It appeared that she was actually the last one to wake up that night. The others had gathered around the dining table in the kitchen already, speaking quietly, with long, drawn faces. If she had to choose a word to describe the current state of affairs, it would be somber. They could all hardly be anything but somber after failing the most important Assignment in Descendant history.
When Evangeline entered, everyone stopped speaking at once. Nobody looked her in the eye.
“Don’t stop talking on my account,” Evangeline said, annoyed. If they were going to talk about her behind her back, they ought not be so obvious about it.
“There are blood buns in the microwave,” said Nicholas Hu, a silver-haired fox spirit Descendant whose good looks were known to transfix those around him. He lounged in his chair with a casual ease. Though he gave Evangeline a smile, it was strained. No doubt, Nicholas was just as exhausted as Evangeline. “I warmed them up just a few minutes ago.”
“You didn’t make me food when I woke up.” Tristan smirked at Nicholas, whose expression turned stony. He tried to catch Evangeline’s eye, but she stared pointedly down at the table. Even though it should have been the least of her concerns, Evangeline was at a loss for what to do about Tristan. They shared complicated history, they’d hated each other for a little while, and then, to complicate matters further, they had kissed while they were in Faerieland. There wasn’t time to deal with Tristan and…whatever was going on between them, anyway, since so many other matters took priority.
“You would trust me to make your food without slipping something into it?” Nicholas returned smoothly, and then it was Tristan’s turn to frown.
Lei, the only shaman among them, sighed loudly before Tristan had the chance to retort. His knee bounced up and down. He looked just as irritable as Evangeline felt, and he suppressed a shuddering yawn. Unless she was mistaken, his eyes appeared even redder and more bloodshot than usual, though it was hard to say for certain, since as a shaman, his eyes were always red. “Can we not start so early? I just woke up fifteen minutes ago.”
“For once, I agree with Lei,” Evangeline said wearily as she plopped a few of the warmed-up blood buns onto a plate.
Lei frowned. “What does that mean?”
Evangeline continued, “Now that we’re rested, there’s a lot we have to discuss.” It was more difficult than ever to summon the courage to keep moving forward after suffering such a complete defeat, but Evangeline knew she couldn’t afford to fall apart now, especially not in front of her friends. If she did, then there truly would be no hope left for the Descendants.
Besides, the best way to distract herself from everything that was wrong about her life was to focus on how she could get her plans back on track. Julius had betrayed her. Cecil, her loyal vampire adopted sister, had been forced to follow Julius due to the binding rules of her contract with the family. Alice, the human mind reader who’d actually found the long-lost fountainheads, had been kidnapped by Julius. If anything else went disastrously wrong soon, Evangeline was going to have a meltdown.
“At the top of the agenda is, of course, getting those remaining two fountainheads from Julius so we can restore the Circle of Twelve.” The Circle of Twelve, which contained the twelve magical zodiac fountainheads, each representing one of the twelve animals of the Chinese zodiac, had been broken when the British soldiers stormed Beijing’s Old Summer Palace. After Evangeline and her crew traveled deep into faerie territory to get back the fountainheads, Julius had unexpectedly showed up to sabotage them, and he had taken two of the fountainheads with him.
“Problem is, we still don’t have a clue where Julius is,” Nicholas pointed out with a frown. “We don’t even have a lead. He could be anywhere in the world for all we know.”
Evangeline drummed her fingernails against the table, but other than that, the room was silent, the air hanging heavy. It was true that they did not even know where to begin tracking Julius down. And Julius, they knew, was clever enough that if he did not want to be found, nobody would be able to do so, not even his own sister.
“Forget Julius for a moment. I propose we first go to Earthly Branches and show Marcus Niu who really runs the Academy,” Tristan suggested with a glint in his eye.
Nicholas’s frown deepened. “We can’t just forget about Julius when taking care of him is the most pressing matter. Besides, we shouldn’t go to Earthly Branches just to start a fight.”
“Why not? Someone’s gotta put that lunkhead Marcus in his place. It might as well be me.”
Nicholas sneered, “Your penchant for violence is really not charming, you know—”
“Actually, I agree with Tristan,” interjected Evangeline, causing Nicholas and Lei both to jolt in surprise. Even Tristan raised an eyebrow, as it was rare for Evangeline to simply go along with his suggestions. This time, though, Tristan had voiced Evangeline’s own thoughts.
“You can’t be serious, Evangeline,” Nicholas blurted out, his expression turning from annoyed to angry. “You know that our priority is to locate Julius and get Alice and the fountainheads. We can’t afford to lose a moment.”
“I understand your concerns,” Evangeline said, “but really, Nicholas, we need to be realistic with ourselves about what we’re capable of doing. None of us are capable of finding Julius at this moment.” As they did not have the faintest clue to Julius’s location, they’d be better served by focusing on what they could do something about. “We ought to pay a visit to our fellow Descendants at the Academy, if only to show them that we returned from our Assignment safe and sound. Might as well do it while Julius is MIA, anyway.” She continued to mull over the idea as she dug into her food, eating the buns in just a few bites. She hadn’t realized it until now, but she was famished. When she was done, she went over to the fridge, pulled out a bag of blood, and downed that quickly, too.
Marcus Niu, the Descendant in question, had claimed power as the Chancellor of Earthly Branches Academy in Evangeline’s absence. The only way for Evangeline to reclaim the title that rightfully belonged to her was to show up at school and remind everyone why she was the most apt leader for the Descendants. She wanted to prove not only that her ideas for the Descendants were the best, but also that she was better than Marcus or Julius.
Evangeline intended to make an appearance at the Academy as soon as she could, of course—but she’d meant to have all of the missing fountainheads with her, so she could break the curse that had turned all the Descendants into vampires, werewolves, and fox spirits over a century ago.
Given that the crew only had three of the five fountainheads in hand, Evangeline would have to improvise. She had to hope that Marcus’s hold on the Descendants wasn’t as absolute as it seemed, so that she might be able to sway them back to her with persuasive words.
“Oh, is this worth getting that upset over, Nicholas?” Tristan drawled. “You can’t stand Evangeline disagreeing with you this one time?”
“Don’t push me, Tristan. You know what I’m capable of doing.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Evangeline caught a glimpse of fire.



4
NICHOLAS
Nicholas was on the verge of displaying his fiery powers just to wipe that cheeky smirk off Tristan’s face, but he managed to stop himself from doing so when Evangeline turned and gave him a look.
Even if Tristan did deserve to be put in his place (and Nicholas desperately wished he could be the one to do so), this was hardly the time or place for the two to brawl. Still, Hell would freeze over before Nicholas let Tristan win this argument.
“What you’re capable of doing?” Tristan taunted. “Being spineless is considered an ability these days?”
Nicholas gritted his teeth. The two of them had been at odds for over a century now, from the moment the Circle of Twelve was shattered and many Descendants were killed. Tristan always blamed Nicholas, because Nicholas had been on guard duty that day, and it was his lack of courage that had led to the terrible tragedy. Truthfully, Nicholas himself could barely live down the guilt from his actions (or lack thereof) back then.
Still, that was neither here nor there, and Nicholas wouldn’t let Tristan distract him from the current issues with reminders of his imperfect past.
“Do you really think going to the Academy is the best use of our time, while Julius and his goons are up to no good with Alice in their clutches?” Nicholas demanded, steadying his breathing. His temper had flared and almost gotten the best of him; it had always been difficult to control, and now, try as he might, he couldn’t stop his anger from rising. He desperately reined in the power within, so it wouldn’t spill over and literally set the dinner table on fire. But it was difficult to hold back his anger at the situation. At Evangeline.
Ever since Julius had swept away with Alice, taking her gods knew where and doing gods knew what to her, Nicholas had not had a moment of peace. He was so worried about the human Descendant, for whom he had been developing fond feelings, that he had not slept a wink. He had barely held down any food. And it infuriated him that the others—especially Evangeline, his best friend—were able to carry on in such a calm, collected manner, as though they were not torn up over being forced to sit on their hands while Julius held Alice captive.
“What’s our other option? Sitting around here waiting for Julius to give us a hint as to where he is?” Evangeline asked, raising her eyebrows. Evangeline had such a way of combining doubt and condescension in the same facial expression, and until now Nicholas had never realized how much he disliked that expression of hers.
Calm down, Nicholas urged himself. It would not do to blow up at Evangeline, even if she was really testing his patience in the moment. He didn’t want to do or say anything to his best friend that he would regret later. It was difficult for him to rein in his explosive emotions at times, and he wished it weren’t so, but with practice, he was getting better at it. “Even if we don’t know Julius’s whereabouts, it would be a better use of our time to at least try to find him. We should be tracking down Alice,” Nicholas said in even, measured tones. “Going to the Academy would be a waste of time, as it’s obvious that we wouldn’t even be welcome there any longer. I say we avoid doing that until we have all five of the fountainheads together and can return with our heads held high.”
“Well, if you have any lead at all on Julius, you ought to share with the class,” Tristan said sarcastically.
It was the wrong moment for the stupid mutt to test Nicholas’s temper. He leapt up from the table and had his hands almost to Tristan’s throat when Evangeline intercepted him, grabbing Nicholas’s fist and pushing back against him.
“Let go of me,” Nicholas growled. He had never put his hands on Evangeline, but if she continued to push him, there was no telling what he might do.
“There’s no need to fight. We’re all on the same side, Nicholas.” Evangeline’s eyes drilled into his, and there was an unfamiliar emotion in them that caught him off guard. She was pleading with him. Evangeline never pleaded with anyone; for her to do so now required setting aside a great deal of pride. “What’s fighting going to accomplish, anyway? It’s just going to cost us more precious time that could be put toward saving Alice.”
Nicholas softened, and his fist went limp. It was hard to argue with that line of logic. His protective feelings toward Alice and his deep friendship with Evangeline overpowered all else, even his current anger toward Evangeline and his distaste for Tristan.
“What?” Nicholas snapped, and everyone turned away in unison. Then a wave of shame washed over him. He didn’t like the way his fox spirit side turned him into a ticking time bomb.
Still, Nicholas couldn’t ignore the fact that Evangeline’s actions stung. They had become close friends so many decades ago when they were mortal children, when Evangeline rescued him from bullies. In his eyes, she’d always been a hero, someone who knew right from wrong. But since she’d allowed Julius to take Alice captive so easily, without sharing Nicholas’s urgency to get her back, Nicholas wasn’t quite sure what to make of Evangeline. Perhaps she was no longer that hero he had idolized as a child; perhaps she had never been, and he had simply seen what he had wanted to see.
“Of course I want to get Alice safely out of Julius’s clutches as fast as possible, too,” Evangeline said emphatically, in that perfectly diplomatic tone of hers, “but first we must attend to another matter of business. We can’t wait until we’ve taken back the last two fountainheads from Julius. We need to go to the Academy precisely because Marcus was just voted Chancellor, and because we wouldn’t be treated warmly. Believe me, I’ve thought this over and over, and I don’t see another option available to us for the moment. If I don’t show my face at the Academy soon, Marcus, along with everyone else, will write me off as a coward. They would never respect me again.”
Evangeline didn’t mean to come across as coldhearted and self-absorbed, but that didn’t mean Nicholas ought to tolerate it. Especially not when Alice’s life hung in the balance.
“In the end, it’s still about you and your precious image, and not about rescuing Alice,” Nicholas returned bitterly.
Evangeline reeled back as though he’d slapped her in the face. For a moment Nicholas thought his words had gotten through to her, but of course, that was just wishful thinking.
She hardened her expression. “It’s not just about me. It’s about what I—what we—represent. While this transition of power is still so new and unstable, we need to make our reappearance, show them the fountainheads we’ve recovered from Faerie, and cast doubt on Marcus’s ability to lead. It’s our best chance to tip the scales in our favor. I need to prove to the other Descendants that I didn’t just up and abandon them; I nearly saved us all from this wretched curse, and I will succeed next time. Only then will the others see who truly has the ability to lead the Descendants.”
“You shouldn’t have to prove anything,” Nicholas murmured, his hands curling into fists as he glared down at the table. “That slimy bastard Marcus clearly wants to steer the Descendants in the wrong direction.”
“Be that as it may, I am now the underdog, while Marcus sits pretty up on his throne.” Evangeline remained remarkably calm in the face of the argument, all things considered. “Therefore, I can’t afford to sit back and hope the Descendants decide to vote out Marcus themselves. I need to do what I can to snatch the title back at all costs—even if it means shaking things up or resorting to underhanded tactics. I will be Chancellor.”
Tristan nodded and gave Evangeline an approving look. He smiled, and his sharp canines glinted in the candlelight. “You’re getting it now. Underdogs can’t afford to hang back or play nice.”
Evangeline scoffed and turned her head to the side, repressing a smile.
Nicholas eyed this entire exchange with a surge of annoyance. For so long, Evangeline and Tristan had butted heads because they could never quite see eye to eye; she had always been much too good for him, Nicholas thought. But now he was beginning to realize that perhaps he had been wrong about Evangeline all along. Clearly, they both thought it was more important to focus on the political discourse at Earthly Branches Academy than to rescue the fellow Descendant they’d left behind.
Disgusted, Nicholas shook his head and turned his gaze away, as he couldn’t bear to look at Evangeline. Something was wrong here. In getting on the same page with Tristan, Evangeline had fallen off the same page with Nicholas.
A loud, fake cough interrupted the tense silence. Lei had made steady work of his porridge, pickled vegetables, and shredded pork. Now he set down his chopsticks as all heads turned toward him. “I don’t have to go pay a visit to this school, do I? As fun as all the drama sounds, I don’t suppose a shaman appearance would be welcome, either.”
“No, definitely not. You’ll stay put here,” Evangeline said immediately. “You need to lie low. We can’t risk having you recognized.”
Lei didn’t even bother pretending to be disappointed. “Excellent.”
“Besides, there’s plenty of work to be done in the meantime. I’ll assign you something to work on.”
Lei’s smile slipped off his face. “Work?” he repeated, as though he had not done such a thing in seven years (which, given his imprisonment in the Underground, he most likely had not).
Sensing from his sullen expression that Nicholas still disliked the plan, Evangeline added, “There’s nothing we can do about Alice yet, either. We don’t have any hints of Julius’s whereabouts. They could be anywhere in this world or another. Much as I hate to admit it, we can only do as my brother asked us to right before he vanished at the Met—await his next message. Unless any of you have any better plans.”
Evangeline’s words were met with silence and blank stares. Nicholas held back any protests he might have uttered, swallowing them deep down. There was no point in debating matters with Evangeline when she had so clearly made up her mind.
“Then we’ll proceed as I planned. We must move quickly,” Evangeline said as she polished off her blood buns in record time.
As the thought occurred to him, Nicholas interjected, “Don’t forget that the faerie king knows we intruded upon Faerieland and violated the Treaty of Supernatural Peace, too. He might forgo Alice’s safety and declare war at any moment.”
“I doubt he will,” Evangeline countered. “At least, not yet.”
The sureness of Evangeline’s response irked Nicholas, even if he tried not to show it. How could she be certain that the faerie king wouldn’t try anything rash, putting Alice in harm’s way? Risking everyone’s safety? “And why’s that?”
Before Evangeline could respond, Lei interrupted. For once, the mischievous shaman took on a solemn expression. “Because the faerie ego, while enormous, is fragile. It would be too much for the High King to make a drastic move and basically admit to the world—faerie, human, and shaman—that he allowed us to walk off with the fountainheads because we threatened Alice’s life. The other Courts have been dissatisfied with his rule for a while now, and this news, if it got out, would further call into question his leadership skills. The High King will keep the situation as quiet as he can. But make no mistake, he is angry. Once he realizes he’s not getting Alice back even when she’s safe, he’ll wait for a different reason to call for war.” Lei’s eyes burned into Nicholas’s, forcing the fox spirit to look away. “We have to make sure we don’t give him one.”
Following Lei’s words, a heavy silence hung in the room.
“How are you so sure about this?” Nicholas asked, squinting at Lei.
“I cozied up to the High Court for years before I was locked away in the Underground,” Lei snapped. “Do you really think I don’t have the best grasp of faerie politics of everyone in this room?”
Nicholas fell silent. Lei sat back in his seat, satisfied. Because the shaman often gave the appearance of being flighty, superficial, and unreliable, Nicholas had forgotten that he was quite sharp, sharp enough to have served as a spy for the fae for many years before finally being caught.
“The faerie king waited decades to get his hands on Alice, the Midsummer’s sprout of prophecy,” Evangeline said quietly. “He’s power-hungry, and we have to assume his thirst for her power is stronger than his thirst for war. For now, as long as the king believes we could be a threat to Alice, he won’t do anything rash to force our hands.”
“But over time, surely the faerie king will realize…,” Tristan murmured, his golden eyes narrowing.
“Yes. He’ll probably realize after a while that we never had any intention of harming Alice in the first place.”
“Did we not?”
Everyone turned toward Nicholas. Evangeline stared at him, stunned. He glared back at her with a hard glint in his eyes, a look that he had never used with Evangeline before. Lei’s eyes nearly popped out of his head, and he sank in his seat as though to disappear from view.
“What do you mean by that?” Evangeline asked, clearly stung by the accusation in Nicholas’s words. He wasn’t sure how much of her hurt was justified and how much of it was to alleviate her own guilt about how she’d handled the situation with the High King. “Harming Alice was never my intention.”
“Nicholas, what are you trying to say?” Tristan gave him a look that was full of warning.
In response, Nicholas glowered at him. It was rich of Tristan, the self-proclaimed master thief, to take a high-and-mighty tone with him while siding with Evangeline. Would their dynamic always have to be this way? The closer Evangeline walked to Tristan, the further she drifted from Nicholas?
Or was it actually, perhaps, that Evangeline’s own decisions—her true nature—drove Nicholas away from her? His chest ached at the thought.
After a moment, Nicholas relented and broke eye contact. Yet his jaw remained clenched, his hands balled into fists on the table. “Forget I said anything.”
“Nicholas, if there’s anything you want to say to me—”
“It’s nothing important. The longer we sit here talking, the less time we have to attend to affairs at Earthly Branches. We should really get going.”
Nicholas stood up and strode out of the room without so much as a backward glance. He couldn’t stand to be in their presence any longer. He needed to get away, to clear his head, lest he let his fiery temper get the best of him once again.
Something had obviously shifted between Nicholas and Evangeline since she had, even briefly, compromised Alice’s safety. They had lost precious trust between them since Evangeline had revealed that she was willing to do anything to take back their treasures—even hold a blade to Alice’s throat.
And Nicholas feared that they had lost something they could never get back.
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SIMULTANEOUSLY…
The Collector glided up to the towering school that was Earthly Branches Academy. Vines crawled all over the brick walls of the building, and overgrown patches of grass hinted that this school existed in its own bubble, almost as though it were suspended in time. Since its founding in 1904, the Academy had been glamoured so that it could not be seen by mortal eyes. Now, dawn had just broken over the horizon, stretching pink and orange fingers across the sky. Drops of dew clung to blades of grass, shining in the ethereal, misty early-morning light.
Now that the night was over, the supernatural Descendants would be coming out of class soon, and the human Descendants were soon to wake for their day of classes. It was the perfect moment for the Collector to carry out the first phase of his plan: planting spies in the Descendants’ midst. He hid in the shadows behind a large oak tree and an overgrowth of bushes, studying the Academy entrance. He’d brought only two Wrathlings with him. They stood at his heels, their impatient energy palpable even though they said nothing. Together, they watched and waited, until the doors to the main building flung open and supernatural Descendants flooded out.
Earlier, the Collector had had one of his most competent Wrathlings, Jing, gather as much intelligence as she could on the current state of Earthly Branches Academy. Of course, the Collector knew much more about each individual Descendant than they would ever know; he had had much time to study them over the past century.
“Factions have formed among the Descendants,” Jing had informed him earlier. “Many support Marcus Niu as their current leader, but many others dislike his ways and have secretly formed groups in support of Evangeline Long and Julius Long, respectively. Though, as neither is currently physically present at the Academy, those groups have had little real momentum.”
The Collector had snorted, hearing this information. If this was truly the case at Earthly Branches Academy, and the Descendants were on the verge of fighting among themselves, then he need not waste his forces on infiltrating them. He only needed to station a couple here on the school grounds, to serve as his eyes and ears, and to properly threaten the Descendants and announce the Wrathlings’ return when the time was right. The Collector had waited decades for the right moment to arrive—when the faerie prophecy came to pass, when it was crucial to eliminate the Descendants’ one chance at returning to their full power.
Now the Collector studied the Descendants as they filed out of the building. Unless he was imagining it, there was a heaviness in the air surrounding them, a subdued aura trailing in their wake. They did not talk and laugh as comrades of centuries might, but rather kept their heads down and walked fast, just trying to get to their destinations. It was hard at a glance to pinpoint these factions Jing had spoken about, but it was obvious enough that tensions ran high.
After the majority of the Descendants cleared out of the area, only one straggler remained behind. He was rather small, carrying some muscle mass but not nearly as much as several of his fellow Descendants, and a nervous-looking fellow. The Collector’s lips stretched into a thin, ghastly smile. He recognized a perfect target when he saw it.
“Brian Ji of the House of Rooster,” said the Collector in recognition. He turned and pointed to the Wrathling on the right, who straightened. “Go after him.”
“Yes, my lord.” The Wrathling moved with the shadows, blending seamlessly into the darkness. In moments, he approached Brian. There was hardly a struggle; though he was a Descendant, Brian was clearly one of the weaker ones, and he had not expected to be attacked by a Wrathling on school grounds, not when the Descendants were unaware that the Wrathlings were back in the first place.
The Collector watched with twisted glee as his underling tore into Brian. The Wrathling’s claws were coated with dark, poisonous magic that even the mighty immortals could not survive, and a swipe in the right place turned the victim into dust. This was the unfortunate fate that met Brian Ji. Following the attack, the Wrathling’s body swelled and pulsed from defeating such a powerful opponent, as did the Collector’s. The Collector flexed his limbs. He was growing stronger by the hour, and soon, he would become near-invincible.
Soundlessly, with none of his fellow Descendants being any the wiser, Brian dissolved into dust, and then the Wrathling morphed into his form and took his place.
The transformation took less than ten seconds; just as it was complete, the door opened again, and two more Descendants came out of the building: the brawny Marcus Niu and his stick of a brother, Max Niu.
“Brian, what are you doing just standing there?” said Marcus. He waved his hand in a shooing motion. The way he spoke to the Wrathling he believed to be Brian was reminiscent of the way an owner spoke to his dog, the Collector observed, and not a particularly nice owner, either. “Go on. Get. Your face is going to scare away the humans.”
“What a lovely, charming Chancellor,” the Collector muttered under his breath. The remaining Wrathling let out a quiet, raspy laugh.
Brian—or rather, the Wrathling disguised as Brian—didn’t respond for a moment, simply standing there with a blank expression.
The Collector sighed. “Idiot.”
“Hello? Anybody home?” Max snickered, waving a hand in Brian’s face. “Did that lesson kill your remaining brain cells?”
Brian jolted back to attention, and a grin slid easily onto his face. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be a bother. I’ll get back to the dorms.” With that, he turned and scurried away, though not without one last look back at the Collector.
If Brian’s behavior had triggered any suspicions in the Niu brothers, they didn’t let on. Marcus just guffawed, and Max rolled his eyes.
As the two brothers walked away, the remaining Wrathling growled, “Your orders for me, my lord?”
The Collector watched the Niu brothers with a calculating gaze. Certainly, he had planned for the Wrathling to attack and take over Marcus, slowly poisoning the Descendants with destructive leadership decisions. But having seen the Chancellor of the Descendants in action, he no longer felt there was any need for it. Marcus Niu was a crude bully whose selfish intentions would doubtlessly lead the Descendants down an unpleasant road even without the Collector’s interference. In fact, it was a stroke of luck for him that the Descendants had chosen such a brutish leader.
Besides, admittedly, it was risky to go after the leader of the Descendants right now. The Collector wanted them to know soon enough that the Wrathlings were back in full force, but this was not that time.
Brian stopped in front of the House of Rooster dorm and turned to cast one more glance at the Collector, who nodded at him to go on. Then he opened the door and slipped inside, as casually as though he were truly Brian Ji and not an imposter. A grin spread across the lord of the Wrathlings’ face as he watched this happen. With this, his plan was formally in motion. A shiver of excitement ran up his spine.
“On second thought, you’ll stay with me,” the Collector said slowly, crooking a finger at the remaining Wrathling. “I can find a better use for your talents.” He motioned for the Wrathling to follow him. As the sun crept over the horizon, the two melted away into the shadows, as seamlessly as though they had never been there in the first place.
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TRISTAN
All was not well in paradise.
If Tristan didn’t know better, he’d think he’d drifted off into a parallel universe in which he and Evangeline were on good terms and Nicholas and Evangeline weren’t. A rift had formed between the two best friends, and it grew bigger by the moment. The pair had always gotten along sickeningly well, like two peas in a pod. It irked Tristan for some time, as he’d long suspected that Nicholas’s feelings toward Evangeline weren’t strictly platonic. So even though he knew he shouldn’t, part of him cheered at the thought that Evangeline and Nicholas didn’t have a perfect friendship anymore.
Though, since it was just Tristan, Evangeline, and Nicholas going to the Academy, Tristan supposed he was in for a very awkward time. Especially given that the last time he and Evangeline had been in such close proximity, they had kissed. They hadn’t had the time to discuss what that kiss meant, either. Or perhaps Evangeline was avoiding him. He wasn’t imagining the fact that she’d done her best to dodge eye contact with him at the dining table, and they hadn’t exchanged any private words since leaving Faerieland.
The crew’s morale was low and their comradery in shambles, but the silver lining for Tristan was that at the very least, the full moon had passed and he no longer had to fear turning into a monstrous werewolf at the most inopportune moments, possibly hurting those he cared about in the process. At least, not for another month. He’d managed to keep his werewolf side in check when the crew needed to escape Faerieland with the fountainheads, and that alone was cause for celebration.
Now Tristan needed to turn his attention to the more pressing matter at hand: Evangeline. Even though doing this in front of Nicholas was about the least appealing idea on the planet, Tristan couldn’t let the opportunity to speak to Evangeline slip through his fingers. It would be too chaotic once they reached the Academy. He ran up to her and cleared his throat. “We have to talk.”
Evangeline stared straight at the road ahead, where the school loomed only a short distance away. Her long, silky black hair, which Tristan found so alluring even now, shimmered with every movement. She tensed her slim shoulders, and her lips thinned into a grim line. And there was a flash of a strong emotion in her eyes. Fear. “I agree, but not now, Tristan. We’re almost at the Academy.”
Evangeline was scared to have this talk with him, Tristan realized, but that knowledge didn’t make her avoidance of the topic any easier on him. Unlike Evangeline, he wanted to talk. He wanted to clear the air between them. “I hear what you’re saying, but I think we need to have this—”
“I don’t think you quite heard me, actually. This really isn’t the time or place. This is an important moment that the Descendants have waited for for over a century—the restoration of at least a few fountainheads to the Circle of Twelve.” Evangeline’s black eyes were piercing, yet there was still a spot of warmth in them, a warmth that Tristan was certain was reserved just for him, even if Evangeline wasn’t aware of it herself. “Whatever you want to talk about can wait until later.”
Tristan slowed his steps without even thinking. Evangeline sped up, leaving him in the dust, and his words lodged in his throat. He swallowed and tried to shrug off the snub. That settled it, then. Even if she had her own reasons for it, be it fear or logic or a combination of both, Evangeline was definitely avoiding him. The knowledge gave him an awful feeling in the pit of his stomach.
Nicholas hung back during this entire interaction, watching with calculating eyes. Great. The last thing Tristan had wanted was for Nicholas to catch on to what was going on between him and Evangeline. Did the fox spirit really have to hang around Evangeline at all times, like a hulking, pesky bodyguard?
Tristan could have hurled an insult at Nicholas, but, in a rare display of restraint, he swallowed the words and instead hurried to catch up with Evangeline and get away from Nicholas’s shrewd gaze. Even if he hated to admit it, Evangeline was right that this was a critical moment, and there was no time to start unnecessary fights. They needed to focus on the task at hand.
The trio arrived at Earthly Branches just a few minutes after sunset, each carrying a fountainhead under an arm—sheep for Nicholas, snake for Tristan, dragon for Evangeline. Campus was as Tristan remembered it. Even though they had only been away for a few days, so much had happened that it felt like much longer.
After entering through the gates, they made a beeline for the Circle of Twelve, the broken circle of bronze zodiac fountainheads. The fountainheads had once been part of a magnificent display in the Old Summer Palace in Beijing, the anchor of the Descendants’ magical powers, but now they served as the central point in the courtyard of the hidden Earthly Branches Academy. After the pillaging of the Old Summer Palace, the Descendants and shamans alike had fled to the States for more opportunity and power, and they had landed in Manhattan.
It was a surreal moment, nearing the Circle of Twelve with the long-lost fountainheads in hand. Time seemed to slow down. Even the birds in the trees quieted their song, as though Mother Nature herself held her breath in anticipation of what was to happen, what was long overdue. It was a moment that so many Descendants had lost hope would ever happen.
Tristan surprised himself when tears rolled down his cheeks, and his breath caught in his chest so that he couldn’t speak, could hardly breathe. He blinked back the tears, to no avail. Perhaps the only option was to quietly release them. After over a century of seeing the Circle of Twelve as broken, being able to restore some of the fountainheads, even if just the three, was a miracle in itself.
Evangeline turned back to glance toward Tristan and Nicholas. When she caught Tristan’s glance, he spotted tears in her eyes, too.
A considerable number of Descendants hung around the courtyard on their way to their first class of the night; they stopped and gawked at the sight of the trio. A hush fell over the courtyard, as though something monumental were about to happen.
“Is that…?”
“Evangeline?”
Tristan cast Evangeline a sidelong look. She carefully composed her features into her signature expression of coldness, and she revealed nothing about what she might be feeling inside. In fact, if one looked only at Evangeline, one would think that nothing significant had happened at Earthly Branches at all over the last few days.
“What’s that they’ve got under their arms?” asked Travis Shu loudly, and this set off the gathering crowd.
“Those can’t be—”
“The fountainheads?”
A stillness swept through the air, as though time truly had frozen this moment to preserve it in all its glory for the Descendants. Awed expressions surrounded Tristan. Nobody moved a muscle aside from the trio who’d returned, and nobody made a sound.
Still, Tristan kept moving. He marched ahead without deigning to glance at his fellow Descendants. He’d never really gotten along with them, and now that he knew they were cowards who couldn’t stand up to Marcus, there was no sympathy for them in his heart. Besides, the way some of them looked and laughed at Evangeline as though she weren’t the same Evangeline they’d feared and respected just days ago—oh, Tristan’s blood boiled. He couldn’t stand people whose loyalties changed with the wind.
“I can’t believe they dared to come back with only three of the fountainheads,” Brian Ji jeered to a trio of Descendants near him.
“Close your mouth, Brian, before flies with bigger balls than you get in,” Tristan snarled at Brian. Brian immediately stumbled back, looking mortified, while a few around them let out snorts.
Almost every Descendant present had consistently lost to Tristan in combat class, so nobody dared to say anything to him, not when he was glaring like he was. Besides, Tristan knew how everyone else viewed him, because it was the image of himself he’d wanted to project: the unbalanced loner with a short temper and a penchant for violence.
If Evangeline was at all upset by the Descendants taunting her, she pushed through it, not even pausing in response. The only one who seemed bothered was Nicholas. He came to a halt in front of his younger brother. Dylan was shorter and stockier than his slender, handsome older brother, but they had the same sharp eyes and same annoying tilt to their chins.
“Where did you go?” Dylan asked dully, just loud enough for Tristan to overhear. “You didn’t say anything to anyone, not even me. You just left the Academy, and then you went silent. For days.”
Nicholas ran his hand through his hair, a troubled expression on his face. “I’m sorry I left without a word. I couldn’t say anything, Dylan. It was the nature of the Assignment, and—”
“I thought you died,” Dylan cut in. He eyed his brother with cold accusation. “I thought you were gone for good. Do you know what I felt?”
“Dylan, I—”
“You won’t be welcome among the Descendants anymore, even if you’ve brought a few of the missing fountainheads back. Not as long as you stay loyal to her.” Dylan didn’t even look at Evangeline, but everyone knew to which “her” he referred. Dylan’s words and expression were icier than the Arctic. Unbelievably, Tristan felt a tiny pang of—was that sympathy?—for Nicholas. It couldn’t be easy to have a brother treat you so coldly. Watching the two of them fight, he was suddenly very glad that he’d been an only child. “Marcus will see to it that you’re made to feel unwelcome. You’re better off leaving now.”
Nicholas’s shoulders stiffened, but otherwise he revealed no sign that his brother’s words might have hurt him. “We’re going to talk everything over with Marcus in a moment. I’m sure we can sort it all out.”
Dylan snorted, but before he could say anything more, Evangeline placed the dragon fountainhead in its rightful place in the Circle of Twelve, right between the rabbit and the horse. Suddenly all conversation ceased. The statue glowed with a brilliant white light, causing the onlookers to utter gasps and murmurs of surprise. Again, tears prickled Tristan’s eyes, and he didn’t bother holding them back, for he knew there was no use. His body was reacting to the sight of a beautiful justice that he had been waiting for for too long.
Tristan went next after he’d gathered himself again, gently putting the snake fountainhead back into place. The white light encased this fountainhead, too. Nicholas was the last to go, slotting the sheep fountainhead into the Circle of Twelve. The light grew brighter than ever; then, after a few moments, it dimmed. The reverent silence rang throughout the courtyard, broken only by the sounds of quiet weeping and sniffling.
There were still the two missing pieces—the dog and the rooster—but for the first time in over a century, the Circle of Twelve looked almost as complete as it had before the foreign devils had smashed it wide open.
Evangeline dusted off her hands and then daintily wiped away some dirt on her jumpsuit, as though they had all done something laborious but quite simple. “Well, don’t we get a thank-you, at least?” she said loudly, turning to face the silent, gawking Descendants. “We’re three fountainheads closer to restoring our powers and breaking our curse, and we’ll soon have the remaining two. If anyone has anything to say to me—positive or negative—now’s your chance to say it.”
The Descendants froze. Tristan resisted the urge to laugh. Despite the doubts several Descendants had harbored about Evangeline’s leadership abilities, now that she had invited them to say their thoughts to her face, everyone had gone silent.
Then a voice rang out from the back: “Thank you, Evangeline…for leaving the Descendants in my much more capable hands.”
Tristan groaned. He’d hoped they would ease their way into a totally foreign situation at the Academy, picking little battles here and there with the more stubborn Descendants to win back some favor for Evangeline. However, it didn’t appear that this would be the case.
“Marcus.” Evangeline greeted him in a sickeningly sweet voice. To her credit, the sight of her greatest adversary at the Academy seemed not to faze her at all, though Tristan could see past the warm smile to the cold challenge in her eyes. “Looking well. All the bullying and terrorizing of your fellow Descendants has brought a rosy glow to your complexion.”
Marcus Niu parted the crowd easily as he strolled toward the trio. He looked, Tristan thought, like a king addressing his subjects, with that condescending smirk on his face. Marcus had always been tall and muscular, but something about having power made him appear even bigger. It must have been his head swelling several sizes.
“I see you didn’t learn any manners while you were away,” Marcus sneered.
“Unfortunately, we didn’t have the time, Marcus,” Tristan drawled, stepping in. “We were a little too busy with stealing back our precious long-lost fountainheads. Meanwhile, you were…what was it?” He tilted his head to the side, as though thinking. “Ah, that’s right. Playing make-believe at being Chancellor, weren’t you?” He grinned as Marcus glowered. If there was one thing Tristan was really good at it—besides thievery—it was getting people riled up. And oh, how he loved putting a bully in their place.
“It’s not a game, Tristan,” interrupted another voice—a higher, reedier one. Max, a slimmer but no less obnoxious-looking version of his brother, slid into place on Marcus’s right side. With the same leer on their faces, the family resemblance had never been stronger. The two were rarely seen apart, and this was apparently true even in Marcus’s new reign as Chancellor, with Max dogging him like his shadow. “The High Council has voted Marcus the new Chancellor. We follow House of Ox now, not House of Dragon.”
“And how does that make any sense? Since when have the Descendants ever followed House of Ox?” Tristan growled. “You can’t just overturn centuries of tradition on a whim like that.” Tristan hated following the rules, but even he knew that.
“We can with a proper vote,” Max scoffed.
“What about the Elders? Did they get a say in this?” Evangeline added. “I want to see the Elders.”
Marcus turned his head to the side, and Tristan craned his neck to see what he was looking at. Then he realized that one of the figures in the crowd was making their way toward the front. It was the tall figure of Elder Shu, her lips pressed into a thin line, hair pulled up into a severe bun.
“Elder,” Nicholas said, his voice barely above a whisper.
“The decision as to leadership is, and has always remained, with the High Council.” When the Elder spoke, her voice and expression were entirely devoid of emotion. If she had any strong personal opinion on Marcus’s appointment as Chancellor, Tristan certainly couldn’t tell by looking at her or listening to her words. “Per tradition, the Elders must stand by the High Council’s decisions.”
“Per tradition, House of Dragon has always led us, Elder Shu,” Evangeline cut in swiftly.
For Evangeline to speak with such boldness to an Elder must mean she felt strongly about what she was saying; she must be desperate to find a loophole, in fact. The younger Descendants were meant to show the utmost respect toward their Elders.
Elder Shu’s eyes flashed at the sign of impertinence, and her lips tightened. However, she merely repeated her words. “The Elders must stand by the High Council’s decisions. That is final, Ms. Long.”
“There you have it.” Max licked his lips, and Tristan wished he could punch that smug smile right off his face. He had no doubt that he could take this string bean in a one-on-one pounding. “My brother is a reasonable and generous leader, of course. You’ll still be allowed to remain at Earthly Branches Academy—so long as you agree to these terms.”
“You go too far, Marcus.” Nicholas spoke in a cold and forcibly calm voice, and when Tristan glanced at him, it was to see his fingertips starting to flame, smoke curling around his fingers.
Marcus licked his lips, his eyes alight with a welcome to the challenge. “What is it, pretty boy? You’re going to teach me a lesson?” He spread his arms out. “Do it, if you can.”
“Nicholas, don’t,” Evangeline warned, stepping between them. Tension hung thick in the air of the courtyard. After a beat, Nicholas turned his back to Marcus, taking deep breaths to keep his temper under control. Even if Tristan didn’t like Nicholas, he shared his frustrations—that Marcus and Max could continue sneering at them and rubbing it in their faces that they held all the power here now, and they simply could not do anything about it.
Tristan spat on the ground. Then he cast his gaze around the courtyard. It was clear that he, Evangeline, and Nicholas were greatly outnumbered. Should this confrontation escalate, the odds weren’t in their favor. And if they did lay their hands on their fellow Descendants, it would be nearly impossible to later come back and establish Evangeline as their leader.
At last, Evangeline spoke, addressing Marcus with what Tristan knew must be extreme patience. “The other supernaturals want us divided and weakened, Marcus, the fae especially. War is likely to be on the horizon now that they know the Descendants breached the terms of the Treaty of Supernatural Peace and trespassed in their territory, especially to steal treasures they thought of as theirs. Although the High King knows danger is likely to befall his powerful grandchild—Alice—if he retaliates, we must prepare for the outcome that the fae retaliate in sneaky, underhanded manners anyway. We must be at our full strength in order to face the conflict in the near future, and the only way to do that is with the restoration of the Circle of Twelve, and with my leadership.”
As Evangeline spelled out the gravity of the situation, murmurs of fear stirred among the Descendants, but Marcus and Max didn’t even flinch. The brothers already knew about the rising threat of the fae, Tristan realized. They knew, and they weren’t nearly as concerned as they should be.
“Of course I know about the trouble that is brewing thanks to your actions. That’s why I want us all on the same side, united under House of Ox.” Marcus’s words oozed with insincerity. “And the other Descendants would prefer to have my leadership, as it’s your fault that we’re all in this situation in the first place, given that you were the one who led the heist in Faerieland.”
Tristan glanced around, and his heart sank to see the nods and the expressions of agreement on his fellow Descendants’ faces. They shouldn’t have come here. Clearly, Marcus had everyone under his thumb already, and anyone who didn’t agree with him was not stepping up to speak out.
“You know it’s not right to blame me for any faerie retaliation,” Evangeline said coldly. “All the Descendants knew the risks of the Assignment; the reward would far outweigh it, and if I hadn’t taken on the task, someone else would have. Maybe even you.”
Instead of acknowledging the logic in Evangeline’s words, Marcus just gave another of his infuriating, condescending grins. “Well, then, I suppose our enemies ought to thank you for giving them an excuse to start a war they’ve wanted for decades.”
Tristan couldn’t stand the sight of Marcus’s grin. He burst out, “We’re talking about a potential war with our most powerful enemies on the horizon, and you’re still being as much of a smartass as ever?”
“Mind your manners, Tristan,” snarled Max. He rarely spoke to the masses, leaving that duty to his brother, but now he glared daggers in Tristan’s direction. “You’re speaking to the Chancellor.”
Surprising everyone, Marcus waved his hand through the air as though Tristan’s remark hadn’t bothered him at all. Tristan would give anything to have the opportunity to pound his smirking face into the floor, just once. “It’s fine, brother. His bark is much more vicious than his bite.”
Tristan snarled. “You want me to bite you so you can find out?”
“Tristan,” Nicholas muttered in warning, shaking his head.
Of course, Tristan wouldn’t really start a brawl here on the grass of the Academy. But only because he knew it wouldn’t help Evangeline sway any other Descendants to her side. If he had Marcus alone, however, then all rules would go out the window. Tristan sneered at Marcus, conveying that message as best he could without words.
Marcus turned his attention back to Evangeline. “By the way, where is that valuable human girl—Alexis? Alice?”
“Stop pretending you don’t know her name. And why do you care?” Evangeline snapped.
“Don’t tell me she’s dead.” Marcus frowned. “We—the High Council—hoped to make good use of her exceptional genetics.”
Evangeline made a face of disgust, and Tristan couldn’t help shuddering. Marcus Niu truly was a sickening individual. “She’s not dead,” Tristan growled, “but we’ll make sure she never falls into your hands.”
Marcus shrugged. “We have plenty of other options among the humans here.”
“Don’t you dare lay a hand on any of the human Descendants,” Nicholas spat, walking closer to Marcus. But Evangeline threw out an arm to stop him and shook her head.
The threat of violence swirled in the air, creating a buzz of excitement among the supernaturals. Tristan could practically taste the thick desire for blood. Even though his natural instincts craved violence, he forced himself to stay put, against his primal desires. Much as he hated to admit it, they couldn’t afford to get into a fight that they would quite likely lose.
“You’re all making a huge mistake.” Nicholas’s voice rang throughout the courtyard. He had never sounded so sure of himself, and even the other Descendants noticed—his words caused looks of doubt to rise on their faces.
“We’ll be back with the remaining two fountainheads soon.” Evangeline backed away and motioned for Tristan and Nicholas to leave the courtyard, too. “When I break the curse, you’ll all see who truly has the right to be Chancellor of the High Council.”
They departed the Academy grounds, and Marcus’s words rang in Tristan’s ears long after they’d left everyone behind.
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ALICE
It was cold, musty, and miserable.
Alice stirred awake after a dreamless sleep and wished she’d stayed peacefully unconscious. A pounding headache developed over her right eye. Her entire body ached. She lay on an uncomfortably hard mattress, her head on a pillow that felt more like a rock. She was covered in only a paper-thin blanket that was likely to rip with any sudden movement.
And, worst of all, she was surrounded by darkness. The only light was a sliver of moonlight slanting in from the window right behind her, but it hardly illuminated anything, only shadows.
After spending hours and hours in the deepest and darkest pits of the Underground, the shaman lair, Alice had desperately hoped that she wouldn’t find herself in such a situation anytime soon—and yet here she was again. This time, she didn’t even know her location. She was separated from her friends. Last time, Evangeline had known what to do, navigating them through the tunnels of unending darkness. Last time, Alice had used her powers to read the thoughts of nearby shamans in order to steer the group away from danger. This time, when she reached out with her mind, desperately hoping to hear something, anything, all she could hear was…nothing.
She did not know if this was because there were no beings nearby whose thoughts she could access, meaning she was well and truly alone (a terrifying thought), or if she had simply lost access to her mind-reading powers since entering this cursed room. At least until now, Alice had been slowly training herself to be able to read the minds of those around her, allowing her to extract important information when necessary. She had even begun to feel annoyed at how constantly she would hear others’ thoughts entering her head.
But now, Alice had to admit to herself that this resounding, all-encompassing silence was far worse.
“Is anyone there?” Alice cried out, sitting up in bed and gathering the pitiful blanket around her. “Hello? Anyone? Please!” Her voice grew louder and more high-pitched, ending in a choked sob.
She wondered if she would go mad, trapped with nothing but this suffocating darkness for company.
And it was all her fault that she was in this mess, wasn’t it? Even if she wanted to blame Evangeline or someone else for letting Julius kidnap her, Alice had agreed to join the Assignment because she’d wanted answers about her mysterious deceased father, who had once been influential at Earthly Branches Academy. She’d at long last learned the truth of her heritage: that on her father’s side, she had faerie blood in her veins. She had magical blood from Descendant and faerie ancestry alike, making her the first of her kind, and an anomaly in the supernatural world. It certainly explained her unusual skill of mind reading, not to mention her strange childhood memories. Some of these memories were so surreal that she wasn’t sure whether she had dreamed them: memories of odd-looking people—faeries, she now realized—weaving in and out of her life, watching over her.
It was too bad no faeries could appear to rescue her now. This time, without the aid of Evangeline or the others or anyone else, Alice somehow needed to rescue herself. She had no intention of perishing in this dark, miserable place, wherever it was.
Just when Alice thought she might go mad from the silence, the door creaked nearby, and dim light flooded the area. It was just light enough now that Alice could see where she was: a large room. It appeared to be a place used as both a bedroom and an office space, a full bookshelf lining the wall with plants interspersed among the books.
Relief washed over Alice. In this moment, she was so thrilled to discover that she wasn’t utterly alone after all that she forgot to be angry about being trapped here in the first place.
A familiar voice floated down the hall. “Xavier, our guest is awake. Inform Louis and Gina that it’s almost time for a shift change.”
There was a scuffle of footsteps hurrying away from the corridor, no doubt the sound of Xavier, one of Julius’s loyal Talons, rushing to carry out the order.
“Cecil, after we take care of this, you’ll make arrangements to send out that letter I gave you.” Again came that calm yet authoritative voice—such a familiar voice—that sent chills creeping up Alice’s arms. Memories rushed back to her. Of course it was him. The man who had forcefully separated Alice from her friends, the man who had put her in this awful predicament, the man who had foiled the Descendants’ plan to steal back all of the zodiac fountainheads. The man who had faked his death and betrayed his own blood to serve his selfish means.
“Julius Long,” Alice hissed.
Right. The memories washed over Alice, and anger hit her full force. When Alice and the rest of the crew had brought the fountainheads to the Met, Julius and his Talons had ambushed them—and he’d taken Alice captive. She didn’t know what Julius had in store for her, but she imagined it would be highly unpleasant. If he came closer to her, she might be able to read his mind and get a few steps ahead of him. Having a plan, even if it felt small and uncertain, helped set Alice a bit at ease. She wouldn’t let Julius keep her trapped here, not if she could help it.
“Ah, she’s finally awake,” Julius said pleasantly. Now he strolled slowly into sight, his hands clasped behind him. His black hair was perfectly gelled back, as usual. His lips held the barest trace of a smile, and his black eyes glittered in the flickering torchlight. Evangeline’s brother looked as good as ever, though perhaps he had lost a tiny bit of muscle around his well-toned frame. “You are quite the enigma, aren’t you, Alice Jiang? Supernaturals across realms want to get their hands upon you. You are a unique combination of Descendant, faerie, and human, and as such, there are so many questions your existence raises…” Julius trailed off, studying Alice like a specimen, a look that made her skin crawl.
It was best not to antagonize Julius, as Alice was currently imprisoned under his command. Still, it was frustratingly difficult to contain her fury. Alice wasn’t sure how long she could keep herself under control, but she managed not to blurt out all the insults that ran through her mind.
Cecil Long emerged next to Julius, catching Alice by surprise for a moment with a drastic change in appearance since she’d last seen her; Cecil had cut off her long, straight black hair and cropped it to her chin. Her face was carefully arranged into a mask. Cool, calm, collected—that was how the beautiful vampire Cecil had always appeared. It was jarring to see Cecil at Julius’s shoulder and not Evangeline’s. When her eyes met Alice’s accusing stare, Cecil held her gaze without so much as flinching.
“You. You’re the last person I expected to betray Evangeline and her cause,” Alice spat out. She might have held her own reservations about Evangeline—after all, the vampire had used Alice as bait back in Faerieland, and she wasn’t going to forgive her for that anytime soon—but the cause was important. Restoring the Descendants to their former might and glory was important. Finding her place among the Descendants, among the supernaturals, was important. It seemed that rather than sticking to any honorable goals or morals, Cecil had chosen instead to follow in Julius’s footsteps of greed and corruption.
Cecil turned her head away. “Good to see you, too, Alice.”
Alice held back a wave of fury as best she could, but she couldn’t keep harsh words from spilling out of her mouth. “You should feel terribly guilty for letting Julius take those fountainheads away from Evangeline. You know the proper thing to do is to restore the fountainheads to the Circle of Twelve and break the curse upon the Descendants.”
“I don’t need to feel guilty about my actions when I am doing what has to be done,” Cecil said icily, folding her hands together in an elegant and delicate manner. Indeed, if she was at all hesitant in her words or her resolve, she didn’t show it to Alice.
“Why are you defending Evangeline so blindly, Alice? She would have sacrificed you in a heartbeat if it meant getting what she wanted,” Julius sneered. She flinched in spite of herself, as if he’d jabbed her right in a fresh wound. “I know my little sister better than anyone. You might think me a scoundrel, a traitor, or what have you—believe me, she’s no saint, either.”
Of course, Alice knew that. In fact, perhaps nobody understood Evangeline’s callous nature better than Alice, given how Evangeline had held a knife to Alice’s throat to get what she wanted back in Faerieland, using Alice’s life to threaten the High King into obedience. Alice was certain nobody would blame her if she turned her back on Evangeline and the cause as payback for Evangeline’s betrayal, but Alice wouldn’t sink to that level, not when she still had goals of her own.
Alice lost her temper and snapped at Julius, “I think you’re both really screwed up in the head and need about a century of therapy.”
Julius threw his head back and released a loud, unpleasant laugh. After he’d calmed himself somewhat, he wiped a tear from his eye. “Therapy? Oh, this generation of humans is very amusing.”
“Where am I?” Alice demanded. “Why are you keeping me here?” The questions were meant to buy her time. She needed to distract Julius and Cecil while she did her best to pry into their minds.
“I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you, as you’re trapped in here with no way out and no means of contact with the outside world.”
“Trapped?” Alice narrowed her eyes. She took a few steps forward, but aside from the fact that Julius and Cecil were standing right in front of the door, she didn’t see how she was trapped here.
Julius’s lips curved upward in one corner as though he knew exactly what she was thinking. He snapped his fingers at Cecil, and Cecil walked through the doorway and fidgeted with something Alice couldn’t see. A clicking noise, and then the doorway was suddenly blocked by angry red columns of flame that sealed it off, much like the shaman prisons in the Underground, where Alice and the others had had to venture in order to break a shaman spy out. Alice gasped and stumbled backward; the heat from the flames alone was enough to keep her away from the doorway.
“You’re in my manor—one of them, I mean, and I have several across the world, so I’ll let you guess which country we’re in at the moment,” Julius explained softly. Cecil shut off the flames and then walked back inside. “This manor, much like the Long estate back in Manhattan, is guarded by Descendant and shaman magic alike. Before my family bought this property and renovated it, it was a private school, and rumor has it that there were many mysterious deaths that occurred within these walls.”
Alice noticed that Cecil repressed a shudder, and she herself couldn’t stop the wave of sudden fear that washed over her. She glanced around the room. The shadows dancing from the flames and the light suddenly appeared much more daunting.
Julius smirked. “However, you need not fear, my dear Alice. Any ghosts or evil creatures that live here will not harm you, so long as you behave yourself. You’re my special guest.”
“You’re the only evil creature I see here,” Alice muttered under her breath.
Julius’s smile sharpened, revealing his pointed vampire fangs. “What was that?”
“I said, is this how you treat all of your special guests?” Alice said spitefully. “Using shaman magic to keep them in their rooms?”
Julius shook his head, looking affronted. She was sure it was just an act. “You’re under great care here, darling. This is one of the nicest guest rooms.” Julius’s mouth stretched into a nasty smile. “And aren’t you lucky to be so valuable to so many people? The faerie king, Evangeline’s little band of thieves, and I all find you so very precious.”
“Yes, yes, very lucky,” Alice said absently. Meanwhile, she reached out with her mind, straining to tap into Julius’s and Cecil’s thoughts. It was like feeling her way through darkness, fumbling around trying to grab a string of thoughts to hold on to. Initially, Alice hadn’t been very good at wielding her powers—how could she be, without any practice?—but now she was seeing faster improvement. She could now envision her power as an extension of her body, like an invisible limb that stretched out further and further until it entered the mind of another, grabbing hold of those thoughts.
Alice kept her face straight as her mind probed around, so that Julius and Cecil wouldn’t get suspicious. “What are you planning to do with me?” she asked, more to keep them distracted than anything else, as the answer was sure to be unpleasant. “I’m assuming I’m being held hostage for…some reason.”
“Well, hostage is a very strong word,” Julius said, coughing.
And apt. That thought came from Cecil’s mind, Alice was delighted to realize as she scooped it out.
Julius said, “I don’t like that word, hostage. I prefer to think of you as a special guest, Alice, and prefer that you think of yourself as such, too.”
London. Alice at least knew where she was now. Then her stomach sank. She was so far away from home. She’d never even been to London before. Why did this have to be her first experience in London?
Let me go, Alice thought desperately at Julius, even though she knew it would do nothing to help her situation. It wasn’t like he could read her mind, and anyway, Julius was not someone to be reasoned with. She couldn’t appeal to his nonexistent conscience. Desperately, she squeezed her eyes shut and shoved forward into Julius’s mind with her own. She highly doubted she could do anything more at this point, but it couldn’t hurt to exhaust all possible solutions.
To Alice’s surprise, something odd happened as she directed her thoughts toward Julius’s mind. His jaw went slack and his eyebrows furrowed. An expression of confusion replaced the arrogance on his face. It was as though Alice’s thought had truly managed to shape Julius’s own thinking.
“Let you go…,” he murmured.
“Julius?” Cecil cocked her head to the side and studied him. “What are you talking about?”
It took Alice a moment to register what had just happened, and when she did, her heart thudded in surprise. Was it possible? Had she just confused Julius by pushing her own thought into his head—by influencing his mind? It was the only plausible explanation, yet as there was no precedent for her having such an ability, it seemed a far-fetched explanation. Or was it that far-fetched? There was still so much more about herself, about her father and about her faerie ancestry, that she did not know. She was a child of prophecy, and that certainly meant something. Perhaps it meant far more than she or anyone else could have guessed.
To avoid giving away her inner turmoil, Alice kept her face arranged in a slightly confused expression, as though thrown off by Julius’s reaction but having nothing to do with it.
“I…” Julius’s expression hardened again, and he snapped his glare back on Alice. The change was so sudden that Alice gave a start. “You. You’re playing your little mind tricks on me.”
“I—I didn’t—”
“Don’t play innocent with me. I know exactly what you’re capable of. You will not use your abilities on me again.”
Alice opened her mouth, but no words came out. No defenses came to mind—nothing that would sound believable, anyway. She was surprised. Nobody had ever reacted to her prying into their minds before; she hadn’t realized that this was something the receiving party could pick up on, though now that she thought about it, it did make sense. Wasn’t she intruding into a very private space of theirs?
Besides, Alice’s mind was jumbled, as she wasn’t entirely sure what was going on with her. She had so far learned how to read others’ minds, but never had she been able to insert her thoughts into their minds and control them before. Just how much power did she have that she hadn’t even tapped into yet?
Julius grabbed Alice by the wrist and yanked her toward him none too gently. She cried out in pain.
“You’ll learn what happens to those who mess with me. Cecil!” Without so much as looking at Alice, Julius tossed her into Cecil’s outstretched arms. “Take her to the pit. Keep her there for at least twelve hours.”
“Twelve hours?” Cecil sized Alice up as though trying to decide her odds of survival, which Alice found unnerving. Then she threw Julius an apprehensive look. “Is that really necessary, Julius?”
Julius cut Cecil a cold glare, which clearly was enough of an answer for her, as she fell silent.
Alice began to grow very, very unnerved. Whatever the “pit” was, it couldn’t be good. And especially not if Cecil appeared uneasy with the idea of confining Alice there for twelve hours. For some reason, Alice couldn’t help but imagine being hung above a pit of large, hungry vipers. Her stomach turned and her blood ran cold at the thought.
“I’m not going!” Alice shouted, not that she thought it would do her any good. She was outnumbered and vastly overpowered. Panic rose inside her chest, though she did her best to force it down, as the last thing she wanted right now was to lose her cool. She tried to force a command into Julius’s mind again—Release me—but she must not have succeeded this time. He just snorted and motioned to Cecil to move.
Alice struggled against Cecil, but her mortal body was no match for vampire strength. Cecil’s grip on her wrists was like iron, stronger than the world’s sturdiest pair of handcuffs. Alice turned her head as much as she could to make eye contact with Cecil, and though she caught a flash of sympathy deep within those brown eyes, Cecil quickly turned away. Cecil and Alice barely knew each other, but just days ago, they had been on the same side. And Cecil had never struck her as cold and heartless, unlike the Long siblings. Surely Alice could appeal to her good nature.
“Cecil, don’t let him do this. Please. If anything, you know Evangeline needs me alive and whole!”
“Oh, you’ll stay alive and whole, don’t worry,” Julius said mildly.
Cecil flinched at the mention of Evangeline, and triumph welled within Alice. She’d gotten through to her. But then Cecil smoothed over her features and went glassy-eyed. “I’m bound to serve Julius. You’ll fare better if you struggle less, Alice.”
The hope that had briefly flared in Alice’s chest went out like a light. No amount of begging or pleading could change what was about to happen to her, though she didn’t go willingly, of course. She kicked and screamed as much as she could as Cecil dragged her through the hall, past many painted portraits of older men and women who Alice guessed were Julius’s ancestors. Candlelight flickered from the torches along the walls. From what little Alice had seen, the manor was huge, with ceilings much taller than the average house, and it did appear to be a place that could have once been an academy.
Alice didn’t have much time to take in her surroundings, however. Cecil marched her down the hall and then into another room.
Alice nearly fainted with fear when her eyes adjusted to the even dimmer lighting. There was still another door in this room, and when Cecil opened it, Alice was blasted with cold air. She tried to see what was inside the room, but it was pitch-black, a black hole that sparked genuine fear in her heart—and that was when it clicked in her head.
“No,” Alice gasped. Suddenly, she couldn’t stop thinking about what Julius said about this property being potentially haunted. Her blood ran cold.
“You’ll be let out after twelve hours,” Cecil said. The slightest tremor in her voice gave away her true emotions about what she was doing. Then she shoved Alice toward the pit, as Alice clung to the wall, her fingernails dragging against it, ignoring the pain when one of her nails broke under the pressure.
“You should go obediently, Alice, before it gets worse,” Cecil ordered.
Alice let go of the wall and let Cecil shove her into the frigid, dark space. Cecil slammed the heavy door shut. Somehow, Julius had constructed this space so that there was no light at all, only endless dark that stretched on through time and space, no doubt meant to frighten disobedient prisoners.
“I’ll be back after twelve hours are up,” said Cecil.
Alice could only whimper as the footsteps led away from the door, growing quieter and quieter. In moments, she could hear nothing except the thudding of her own heart and the endless silence pressing down on her upon all sides.
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LEI
With everyone else gone from the enormous Long estate, the ticking of the grandfather clock echoed extra loudly in the empty living room.
At least Lei had some peace and quiet away from the loudmouthed werewolf, bossy vampire, and prissy fox spirit. He heaved a sigh of relief. He contemplated taking a nap on the cozy couch in the living room, but that was a dangerous game to play, as he might wake up in an hour or in a day—and if he did wake up too late, Evangeline would no doubt bring hell upon him.
So, obediently, Lei sat down at the dining table. He was surrounded by a pile of papers that Evangeline had handed him before they’d all taken off for Earthly Branches Academy, and he found himself desperately wishing he could be anywhere but here. This was an improvement over being trapped in the prison of the shaman Underground as he had been for the past seven years—but only a slight one. Lei was well aware that, as a criminal shaman on the run from his people, his freedom was in the hands of this crew of Descendants. Evangeline had promised to have Nicholas fix up Lei’s appearance forever, but only if he helped them carry their mission to a successful completion. Lei wasn’t entirely sure what Evangeline was scheming for him to do to help get the remaining fountainheads back, but knowing her, it was sure to be difficult and unpleasant. For now, she’d assigned him grunt work.
Oh, what Lei wouldn’t give to be back in Faerieland with Prince Titus, as if they were lovers again, as they had been during the years Lei was a spy for the fae. He and Titus had spent seven difficult years apart before being reunited when the Descendants snuck into Faerieland. Their reunion had been brief but intense; Lei’s toes curled recalling the smoldering desire in the faerie prince’s eyes.
Unfortunately, the two of them had barely had any time together, given how Lei had rushed out to serve as the getaway driver after the others returned from Faerieland with the fountainheads. Titus had promised to send letters, but Lei didn’t know how frequently those would arrive. It wasn’t as though the fae used cell phones, either, so Lei didn’t even have a way to casually keep in touch with the faerie prince now that he was back in Manhattan.
Instead of canoodling with the prince, Lei had to deal with the task Evangeline had assigned him before she left with the others: sift through letters and papers that might indicate where her dramatic older brother had gone. It was a rather weak plan, Lei thought, but as the alternative was sitting around waiting for Julius’s next message, it was better than nothing.
“Julius,” Lei sighed, staring down at the pile of work before him, “you sure know how to make my life hard, even when you’re not in it anymore.” After a lifetime of friendship with the Descendant, Lei still didn’t understand him at all, and he doubted he ever would. He couldn’t even take a stab at guessing what Julius had been thinking when he betrayed Evangeline, nor did he have the faintest idea where in the world Julius might be.
Lei picked up the piece of paper on top and read through it. It was nothing more than a tax document from London. By the time he’d skimmed to the end, his eyes were glazed over with boredom. He moved on to the next paper, which was a letter from a man called Ronald Bai, who was politely but firmly asking Julius to return his calls about recent real estate transactions. The letter itself wasn’t that notable—Julius was a powerful man who no doubt received many threats on a daily basis—but what caught Lei’s attention was the return address, which was in London, the same as the tax document. He flipped through the rest of the pile, checking the return addresses on each envelope, the majority of which were from cities in the US, UK, and China.
After forcing himself through a few more uninteresting documents, Lei shoved aside the rest of the papers. There had to be a better method of tracking Julius down.
At that moment, a folded letter appeared out of thin air, landing right beside the pile of papers, glittering with dust.
Lei’s heart skipped a beat. He knew exactly what this was; he used to receive these letters all the time before being imprisoned in the Underground, where powerful shaman magic blocked any outside form of sorcery. His fingers shook as he carefully opened the letter.
To my dearest Lei:
When you turned up right in front of my nose, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Where did you vanish to, and how did you find your way back to me? How is it that even after some time apart, you still manage to fascinate me so? I missed you every day and night while you were away. Does your return to Faerie mean that I’ll be seeing more of you again?
You left without warning. I want to see you as soon as possible. Let me know when next you might return. You can write on the back side of this letter, and it will return to me once you’re finished.
Yours,



Titus



Despite the romantic overtures of the note, Lei knew Titus’s letter was a bunch of bull. The faerie prince had plenty of eager court ladies and gentlemen to occupy his romantic attention; Lei was certain that he was, at best, an afterthought. The charismatic prince had a way with words and a gift for making his lovers feel special. Lei had to force himself to remember this every time Titus turned on the charm for him. The purpose of this letter was to entice Lei to reenter Titus’s orbit as one of his many playthings, who admired him and doted on him no end. Lei was tired of playing that game. It had been hard enough to escape the prince’s pull the first time. He wouldn’t put himself through that again.
Still…Lei glanced at the grandfather clock. The others had only been gone for about half an hour, and they probably would be gone for at least a few more, given the loose ends they needed to wrap up at the Academy. It couldn’t hurt to take a little break to respond to Titus, for the sake of his own amusement. And it would be rude to ignore the faerie prince, wouldn’t it? One could argue it would be even worse for faerie-shaman relations.
Before he could think himself out of it, Lei grabbed the nearest pen and scribbled a letter in reply.
Dear Prince,
Sorry for not writing back to you all these years. I was imprisoned in the Underground, as Im sure you well know. Im in hiding in the human world, since Im technically still supposed to be in prison. Its not a glamorous lifestyle-far from it. I sorely miss you and our times together, times when life was more vibrant and carefree. Weve shared many happy moments, havent we? I thought about you more often than I care to admit while I was in the Underground.
I wont be able to come back to Faerie anytime soon, as Im currently involved in an important…situation, which I cant explain at the moment. Would you be able to meet me in the human world instead? We could steal away from everyone and everything, just like old times.
Love,



Lei



Love was perhaps a strong word for what Lei felt for Titus, but he certainly had a soft spot for the faerie prince that he didn’t have for anyone else. Lei didn’t do relationships, and he didn’t like flings unless they happened to be very short-term and convenient. It was rather a miracle that he and Titus had stayed in touch for this long.
But…there was something intoxicating about the prince that made it difficult to stay away, something that set him apart from all the flings who had come in and out of Lei’s life. Though Lei had extended the invitation to visit to the prince, he doubted Titus would take him up on it. That would require effort on his part, and effort was one of those irksome chores that princes didn’t have to deal with. As such, Lei was certain Prince Titus would turn him down.
The letter vanished as soon as Lei had finished folding it back up, leaving nothing behind except for traces of faerie dust. He didn’t have to wait long before a new letter appeared exactly where the old one had been moments earlier. This one was shorter than the last.
To my handsome and brilliant Lei:
As much as I would love to, I can’t come meet you in the human world. At least, it would be difficult for me to do so, as I would have to go behind Father’s back. As I’m sure you’re aware, my father is currently in a foul mood thanks to the stunt that your friends pulled off—yes, I did know about that even if you wouldn’t tell me what was going on. I’m not an idiot, even if you might think so.
Are you absolutely certain you can’t ditch your situation and come join me in time for dinner this evening? The finest faerie foods and wines will be on the menu.
Eternally yours,



Titus






My dear charming and faraway Titus,
Im absolutely certain that if I ditch here, I will be throttled before I can even make it halfway to Faerie. However, I promise Ill do my best to keep in touch with you. Do let me know if youre able to sneak away to the human world.
Ive never thought of you as an idiot. On the scale of idiot to genius, you have at times seemed closer to genius and at times behaved closer to idiot, which makes you perfectly average.
Equally yours,



Lei



P.S. You know that I cant eat anything in Faerie. Are you trying to poison me?



Lei would be lying to himself if he pretended he wasn’t curious about the strength of the faerie prince’s feelings for him. Surely, after all these years, Titus wasn’t attempting to rekindle things with someone he saw as just a fling. But the prince had always been flighty and hard to read, so Lei had always kept his walls up around himself, too. Yet now he found himself wondering if he could ever let those walls down around Prince Titus….
As Lei was lost in thought, the front door of the Long estate opened. Lei immediately dug into the pile of papers, pretending to be hard at work making sense of what appeared to be a grocery list. The letter to Titus vanished, and not a moment too soon, as Evangeline waltzed into the room, followed closely by Nicholas and Titus. None of them looked happy, and in fact Evangeline’s glare suggested she was likely to punch the next person to breathe in her direction.
“Any luck finding clues to my brother’s whereabouts?” Evangeline strode toward Lei and spread out the papers, squinting down at them.
“Well, I did find out an awful lot about Julius’s tax history and grocery staples, but nothing particularly useful—except I noticed most of the letters came from contacts in the UK.” Lei placed Ronald Bai’s letter on top of the pile. “He’s got quite the connections in the US and China, too.”
Evangeline glanced over the letter, and her eyes widened almost imperceptibly, but Lei caught on.
“Are you certain you want to break this curse, Evangeline?” Lei blurted out. Evangeline slowly turned with an expression that appeared annoyed, but it was too late to take back his words, so Lei steamrollered on. “It seems to me like it’s an awful lot of work. Julius has the upper hand anyway, and perhaps he has a point.”
That was most definitely the wrong thing to say, as Evangeline’s eyes darkened. “The Descendants won’t be able to return to our full strength until we lift this curse,” she said in a voice of forced calm, as though speaking to a child who’d irritated her. “When the Wrathlings eventually rise again—and they will—we’ll need the full range of our original powers. If you don’t agree with the cause, you can leave, but you won’t get any help changing your appearance permanently, and I’ll notify my shaman connections of your whereabouts.”
Leave it to Evangeline to resort to threats to get Lei to cooperate. He scowled. He hated to admit it, but she had him right where she wanted him.
Evidently Lei’s silence was enough to satisfy her. Evangeline cleared her throat and folded the letter, giving him a tight-lipped smile that seemed a bit forced. “If that’s all, then thank you, Lei. I’ll take over from here.”
Lei was only too eager to get out of Evangeline’s way, as he had no desire to do any more grunt work. He stood up quickly from the table, and, without saying another word to the others or letting them catch a glimpse of his face, he brushed past them and headed upstairs toward the room he’d been sleeping in. Lei was certain that if any of them caught wind of the fact that he was in contact with one of the faeries, even if it was just Titus, they would never let him hear the end of it. So he would need to be stealthy in keeping this line of contact, which was perfect, as stealth was one area in which he excelled.
Evangeline could turn the house inside out looking for information on Julius if she wanted. There was only one thing Lei cared about right now, and that was receiving the next letter from the faerie prince.
He did not notice that another letter had arrived from Prince Titus just as he turned his back to leave the room—appearing right near the pile of letters that Evangeline had begun to search.
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NICHOLAS
Nicholas breathed in the fresh night air, hoping it would help to clear his head. Although his emotions had died down from their turmoil earlier that night, he could hardly call himself calm. He was riled up enough that the fire within, always just an outburst away from erupting, was still smoldering at a low level, waiting for the moment to leap out. He just hoped he had developed enough self-control not to let that happen anymore, at least not on a whim.
Nicholas’s anxiety had been through the roof lately. He hadn’t had any sense of inner peace since they had failed to complete their Assignment to steal back the zodiac fountainheads. Since they’d lost Alice and two of the fountainheads to Julius. Since Evangeline had held the blade of Tristan’s sword to Alice’s neck. Since Nicholas had opened his eyes and begun to see who his best friend really was.
But if he was honest with himself, somewhere deep down, hadn’t he always known the truth of Evangeline’s cruel nature? It wasn’t as though Evangeline had showed a violent side of herself that he’d never seen before. Perhaps Nicholas had overlooked just how deep that streak of violence ran, though; perhaps he had not wanted to acknowledge it. Until now, they had never been involved in an Assignment so crucial to the fate of the Descendants that they were both on edge, their personalities pushed to extremes. Perhaps he had overestimated the glimpses of decency and kindness he’d seen in her over the years—and underestimated the streak of cruelty that ran in the Long bloodline.
Even though they were planning to go back for Alice, Nicholas suspected that Evangeline and the others thought of that as a side quest in their mission to nab the remaining fountainheads from Julius. Poor Alice. She’d just learned that the only true ally she’d had in this Assignment was Nicholas—and she might not even consider Nicholas an ally, given that he’d been powerless to stop Julius from taking her. Even now, he couldn’t do anything for her, because he didn’t have the slightest clue to her whereabouts, and despite everything, the best option left to him was to let Evangeline take the lead on the matter.
“Pathetic,” he said to himself bitterly.
Nicholas’s temper flared again, and the familiar red-hot blaze started in his gut and almost reached his fingertips before he stopped it. He let out a sigh. He’d managed to keep the flames at bay recently, but he was still working at feeling confident, in control, and in tune with his own body and powers. He was most afraid that one of these days, his emotional volatility would really get the better of him—and the people around him. Back at the Long estate, he’d almost erupted into fiery anger, and that was only the latest in a string of incidents. Once, a long time ago, Nicholas had lost his temper for real, and he’d badly burned a fellow Descendant—Georgina Gou. He’d never forgiven himself for what happened, even after Georgina was assigned away to Scotland and they’d never spoken again.
Well, if Nicholas couldn’t release his pent-up emotions via fire, then the next best option was exercise. He set off down the street, striding past town houses. He was so wrapped up in his own mind that he almost didn’t get out of the way when a car drove straight at him at a crosswalk. When the driver honked at him, Nicholas pressed his hands into the front hood of the car and vaulted over it, smoothly landing next to the trunk. This movement drew some gasps and whistles and even a smattering of applause from onlookers. A woman in a black trench coat took a photo of him, which he was certain would surface on a social media platform. While the mortals’ cameras might be able to take normal pictures of him, they were far too slow and ill-equipped to capture the part of Nicholas that indicated he was not quite human—like the nine tails that fanned out behind him. He could retract them at will so they weren’t visible all that often, but when they were, they were corporeal in nature.
Nicholas continued without glancing back, not even caring that he’d drawn attention to himself. The humans would doubtless chalk him up as a delinquent roaming the streets. He rounded the corner and dropped to his knees outside a bodega, scaring a nearby cat.
“What are you doing, Nicholas?” he groaned to himself, pressing the heels of his palms into his eyelids. Running away wasn’t the answer. It hadn’t been during the storming of the Old Summer Palace over a century ago, and it certainly wasn’t now. And to think that Nicholas had thought he’d cured his cowardly indecision just because he’d been able to fight Julius’s Talons back at the Met. Yet here he was not long after, running away from his problems again. Still the same old coward. Nicholas balled his hands into fists. “You’re better than this.”
And he’s talking to himself, too. He really needed to get his head on straight.
Nicholas lowered his hands from his eyes. That was when he noticed that the woman in the black trench coat was leaning a little too casually against a nearby tree, facing away from him with deliberate care.
His pulse spiked. He cursed himself for being careless, so wrapped up in his thoughts. He ought to have noticed much earlier that someone was tailing him.
Nicholas stood up and pretended to stretch, turning his head slightly to the side to dart another quick look at the woman. Her blond hair was in a pixie cut, and she wore shades to cover her eyes. She was on the taller side, five foot ten at most, and slim. She was nobody he recognized. What on earth could this strange woman want from him? Could she possibly be just a random mortal criminal, hoping to mug him when he was unaware? No, she had been there when he displayed his physical prowess moments ago; nobody would mark him as a target after such a show.
Nobody human, at least.
Now Nicholas’s curiosity stirred. He needed to know who she was and what she wanted with him. It wouldn’t be safe to confront the woman out here when there were so many people bustling about their business. His eyes flicked toward a darker, more residential street, and before he could think through what he was doing, he set off in that direction at a quick pace.
There was a parking lot nearby, and he wove in and out of the cars. Nicholas confirmed that the woman was still tailing him when he saw her in rearview mirrors. When he reached the back of the parking lot, he at last spun around. The blond woman advanced on him, her eyes flashing red. But she wasn’t alone anymore. At least a dozen more people made their way over, people of different shapes and sizes and backgrounds, from businessmen wearing their suits to runners who’d evidently abandoned their routes midway through. They climbed out of cars or poured in from the street, all marching toward Nicholas. Most interestingly, Nicholas noted with a chill that ran down his spine, their shadows weren’t human. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but their shadows stretched into clawed and winged creatures. Monsters.
“Who are you?” Nicholas demanded, backing up. “What do you want from me?” He was fairly confident in his physical abilities, yes, but not against these numbers. Now would be the moment to unleash all the pent-up fire within, and as he eyed his opponents, he felt that familiar sensation begin deep in his navel, a fiery burn that traveled through his body. This time, when the fire rose, Nicholas didn’t stop it.
The blond woman in the trench coat opened her mouth and let out a hiss. That was when Nicholas’s eyes tracked the movement of her shadow—and it wasn’t the shadow of a human woman at all. It stretched out long and wide, the shadow of a creature with wings and claws and horns.
Nicholas’s heart lurched with shock. It couldn’t be what he thought it was, yet the horrible sinking sensation in his stomach told him that it must be exactly what he thought it was. They hadn’t been spotted in decades, but he knew a monster when he saw one; he’d been trained to spot them, defeat them, and protect the people of Earth from them, as was the duty of all the Descendants.
“A Wrathling,” Nicholas hissed. Then he cursed. For a moment fear rooted him to the spot, just as it always had in the past, but he forced himself to move. There was no time for his usual habit of hesitation. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the moment for heroics, either. The Wrathling’s movements were so quick that Nicholas couldn’t even think through what was happening as he matched her pace. He could only think fast enough to defend himself.
The Wrathling lunged at him, swiping her long, deadly claws at his throat. Nicholas dove to the side. He cursed himself for leaving the estate without so much as a pocketknife in hand, unprepared for the fact that he might be attacked out here. It was a rookie mistake, one he’d made because he hadn’t been thinking clearly, and now he was paying the price.
“You can’t hope to win against me,” Nicholas snarled. Even if he was weaponless, he’d never had much difficulty taking down a Wrathling, and he didn’t anticipate that it would be any different with this one. Besides, he didn’t need a weapon when he had another, much more powerful move in his arsenal. Fire danced at Nicholas’s fingertips, and he dove at the monster, slamming his fiery fists into her body.
The Wrathling opened her mouth and let out an ear-piercing shriek of pain. She shoved Nicholas away from her with unexpected strength. Caught off guard, Nicholas lost his balance and stumbled back, and that was all the opening the monster needed to go on the offensive. She shoved him with brute force, and his back slammed into the wall of a laundromat. People screamed and scattered in all directions. The mortals would see a particularly violent woman beating up a man, not a Wrathling fighting a Descendant, but that was still plenty of cause for fear.
Ignoring the pain that ripped through his body, Nicholas brought his arms up just in time to defend himself from the Wrathling’s next attack. This time her silver-coated claws narrowly missed scratching him, as he was quick to kick her away. Silver was a killing agent for all the Descendants; it had been far too close a call. Nicholas hardly had a chance to recover before the Wrathling was back in his face, snarling at him, appearing utterly unscathed.
An ice-cold dread ran down Nicholas’s spine. It appeared that the Wrathlings were much, much stronger than before. And if the Wrathlings were growing in power, that spelled even more trouble for the Descendants, who had lost their might when they were cursed.
If only Nicholas could still Implode the way he had been able to before this wretched curse fell upon him, stripping him of the powers he’d possessed as a human Descendant. No Wrathling had stood a chance against Nicholas back then. It wasn’t an easy power to conjure, but with the right amount of mental fortitude and a flick of his wrist, he’d been able to take down countless monsters, leaving a grisly mess in his wake.
Now Nicholas doubted the Descendants could face down the new, stronger breed of Wrathlings, even with all their strengths combined. No, he was certain that only breaking the curse and returning to their old powerful forms could allow the Descendants to destroy them.
Nicholas made a split-second decision. He could either kill or be killed—or he could flee now and warn the others.
Nicholas loathed himself for running again, taking the cowardly way out, but the alternative wasn’t something he could justify. He wasn’t Evangeline, who could outsmart the horde of opponents. He wasn’t Tristan, who was skilled enough to take them all out in a row—at least, not without unleashing the full brunt of his fiery powers, and as a fox spirit, he didn’t want to risk spiraling out of control in plain sight in the middle of the city.
He needed to get back to the Long estate as fast as he could to warn the others of the danger lurking in the city’s shadows.
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EVANGELINE
Evangeline suppressed her frustration over the unproductive encounter at Earthly Branches Academy by burying herself in a mountain of Julius’s paperwork. It was a Band-Aid solution to the true problem: the morale that was bleeding out of her. However, it would have to do for now. Evangeline couldn’t afford to break. She needed to push through and focus on the task at hand no matter what.
Lei had given her one potential lead on Julius’s location, yes, but mailing addresses didn’t mean much in the grand scheme of things when there were still so many unknown factors. The papers she’d delegated to Lei were only a fraction of Julius’s files that she had to work with. After she’d gone through all of them quickly, ascertaining that there was nothing particularly useful that Lei hadn’t already mentioned, she pulled back the pile to reveal the last letter, and then she paused in confusion. It was addressed not to Julius but to Lei. And the bottom of the letter carried, unmistakably, Prince Titus’s signature.
Evangeline released a sigh. “Dammit, Lei.” In hindsight, she ought to have suspected that the rebellious shaman would maintain his connection with his ex-lover, who also happened to be one of their enemies. She’d just assumed Lei would be careful enough to cover up all traces of it.
Evangeline picked up the letter and read through it. It carried harmless flirtation—normally a trifle she would throw into the trash—but something made her hesitate. If the faerie prince was purposely staying in contact with Lei, it could be solely due to their romantic connection…or there could be another, more insidious motive for doing so. How close was the faerie prince to his father, and could his father possibly have put him up to this—staying in contact with the shaman because he knew the shaman was with the Descendants?
Evangeline’s head hurt. Perhaps she was overthinking and overestimating the abilities of these faeries. Perhaps Prince Titus wanted nothing more than to flirt with an old lover. Still, she pocketed the letter, making a note to ask Lei about it later. At the moment, she needed to dig up anything useful she could use against her brother. She carried the armful of remaining letters into his office.
Julius had never kept his office off-limits to her, but he’d always locked up any files that were confidential. Julius had underestimated Evangeline, however. He’d never been aware that she knew where he kept the keys to his top secret file cabinets. She overturned his office, going through all the papers he’d left on his desk. Those were useless, mostly bills and insignificant correspondence with business partners. When she was certain that Julius had left nothing of consequence out on his desk (not that she’d really thought he would, but it was best to double-check just in case he’d slipped up somewhere), Evangeline reached beneath a bonsai plant on top of a tall filing cabinet and pulled out a set of keys. She slotted one of the keys into the topmost drawer, turned it until she heard a satisfying click, and then slid it open.
It was empty.
“No, no, no.” Frantically, Evangeline went through each of the five filing cabinets, and with each empty drawer, her stomach dropped lower and lower. When she reached the bottom drawer, which proved to be empty as well, she collapsed against the cabinet and pounded her fist on it. Her frustration burned. She opened her mouth and bellowed, “JULIUS!”
“What’s going on? What’s happened?” Tristan came rushing into the office in alarm, his rumpled hair flying this way and that. Even in her state of distress, Evangeline couldn’t help but think that she preferred his hair messy. When Tristan saw all the papers scattered about, he wrinkled his nose. “Did a printer throw up in here or something?”
Evangeline flung the keys against the bonsai tree and then slid to the floor, burying her head in her hands. “Julius must have stopped by while we were away on the Assignment. He knew I’d come after him. He took everything that would actually be useful to me.”
Tristan’s eyes fixed on the empty file cabinet. “Oh.”
“Records of the family investments, properties, business ventures—everything is gone. He must have known I’d come for his fortune as soon as he betrayed me.” The harsh realization sank in, and Evangeline kicked herself for dropping her guard, for thinking that he wouldn’t still be a step ahead of her. In fact, Julius had even been aware that she knew about the set of keys beneath the bonsai plant, because despite cleaning out the contents of the filing cabinet, he’d left those stupid keys there. To mock Evangeline. To taunt her. To let her believe she’d finally gotten the edge on him, right up until the moment when she unlocked the cabinets and understood that she’d fallen short of her conniving older brother once again.
And to think that Evangeline had supposed she might even be able to snag the spot of Chancellor over Julius, to prove that she was the better sibling for once. Not a single move of hers hadn’t been predicted by her brother. Oh, how she loathed, loathed, loathed him.
“Well, I’m sure Julius missed something. He’s not perfect.” Tristan started toward the scattered papers on the floor.
“Don’t bother. I’ve gone through it all,” Evangeline said dully. “There’s nothing in there that we can use against him.”
“What about the computer?” Tristan ran a hand over the monitor, frowning at the layer of dust that coated his fingers. It appeared never to have been used.
“Oh, Julius just kept that thing for show. He doesn’t like computers—never got used to them. He writes everything by hand and keeps all his records on paper.”
Tristan let out a low whistle. “Sounds like he doesn’t like the trees, either.”
Evangeline rubbed her temple. How was she supposed to gain the upper hand on Julius when she couldn’t even access such important information about him?
Tristan cleared his throat, interrupting the defeated silence. Evangeline suddenly grew aware of the fact that he’d sat down right next to her, pressing his warm, broad shoulder into her cold one, and she was so surprised that she didn’t even move away. Or perhaps it was more accurate to say she didn’t want to move away. Evangeline was fully aware that the last time she and Tristan had been this close, they had kissed. Her whole body tingled at the memory.
“I know this probably isn’t the best moment, but we still have…things to discuss,” Tristan reminded her gently.
Evangeline slowly brought her hands down. Inwardly, she cursed. She’d wanted to make sure that the two of them didn’t somehow end up alone, but she’d already messed that up, as she and Tristan were indeed alone in the office. Now they sat shoulder to shoulder. If they wanted to, they could give in to their most primal desires once more, just as they had back in Faerieland. Evangeline’s body trembled at the thought.
“I don’t want to do this right now, Tristan,” she whispered. Surely, even if she tried to explain how she was feeling, he wouldn’t understand why she continued to skirt the topic. She didn’t even quite understand her own emotions. All Evangeline knew for sure was that when she thought about the work it would take to rekindle something with Tristan, to untangle the messy web of emotions inside, she was bogged down by an insurmountable fear. Tristan had hurt her once before, quite badly; she couldn’t make herself vulnerable like that again.
Tristan ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “We have to talk about us at some point. You can’t just keep dodging the issue forever.”
“I know, and we will talk eventually, but not right now. Sorry.” She hated that word, sorry. She could count on one hand how many times it had passed through her lips in over a century of living. But she felt that Tristan did deserve an apology from her. She’d been dodging him ever since their kiss, and it wasn’t fair to him. At the same time, though, Evangeline was hanging on by a thread, and it was all she could do to focus on getting those fountainheads from Julius while avoiding an all-out war between the supernaturals. She couldn’t begin to untangle her mess of feelings toward Tristan, too.
“Didn’t that kiss mean anything to you?”
Startled by the break in Tristan’s voice, Evangeline met his gaze. His eyes searched hers, showing a moment of openness and desire that she knew he would never show to anyone else. She tore her eyes away. She couldn’t bear the weight of Tristan’s expectations, not while she already shouldered such heavy responsibilities.
“Of course it did,” Evangeline blurted out, “but I really can’t do this with you right now. We’ve got too much on our plate as it is already.” It was because she was so drawn to Tristan that she needed to catch herself before she truly fell and messed up everything. Tristan was already distracting her too much from the crucial task at hand. Despite her fears, she craved to lean into his touch, to let herself let go and fall hard again. But it was a terrible idea. She couldn’t afford such a distraction now. Nor, truthfully, did she want to open up to him again, when it had caused her so much pain the first time.
Evangeline had faced down Wrathlings time and time again, and yet she still could not summon the courage to conquer what she feared the most: being vulnerable with her heart.
Tristan must have been taken aback by Evangeline’s apology and honesty, because he fell silent and stared straight ahead, avoiding her eyes. Before he could say anything, someone gave an exaggerated cough near the door. Both Evangeline and Tristan startled.
“Ahem,” said Lei, pinching a white envelope between his fingers and holding it out as though it was something offensive. “I was on my way to the toilet, and the mailman came by. I had a feeling I should check the mailbox. You’ll be glad to hear that our man of the hour has finally sent word.” Then he looked at them sitting together on the floor, his eyes narrowing. A smirk crept over his face as he seemed to put two and two together. “Oh. Have I interrupted something?”
“No,” Evangeline and Tristan said in unison, springing apart. If Evangeline could blush, she would have been red as a tomato; as it was, her body tingled with mortification. The last thing she wanted was to broadcast to the others what was happening with her and Tristan.
“Don’t let me ruin your fun,” the shaman teased. “But next time, I recommend locking the door. As you can see, anyone could burst in at any moment.”
“We weren’t doing anything!” Abandoning the papers on the floor, Evangeline leapt up and practically tore the envelope out of Lei’s fingers. She did her best to ignore his annoying, knowing smile.
The message inside was written in Julius’s familiar, tight cursive:
Meet me on the rooftop of the British Museum at midnight one week from today. Bring the dragon, snake, and sheep fountainheads, in exchange for Alice’s safe return.
There was no mention in the note of the whereabouts of the two fountainheads Julius had taken, the dog and the rooster.
“London? He’s gone all the way to London?” Tristan groaned and rubbed his forehead. “Your brother does like to be dramatic, doesn’t he?”
Evangeline studied the note, as though hoping it might reveal further clues. “Julius is an attention whore.”
“He’s worse than Titus,” said Lei, “and Titus is pretty bad.”
Evangeline bit her lip at the mention of the faerie prince; it was all she could do not to bring up the secret letters right here and now. But for the moment, admittedly, Julius’s note took priority. Her brain began pulling together the scaffolding for a plan. As far as Evangeline saw it, there were two main goals here. One: She needed to double-cross Julius to get Alice back but keep the fountainheads. Two: Simultaneously, she needed to locate the remaining two fountainheads—which could be anywhere in the world, and, knowing Julius, were either locked up tightly in a vault or in the hands of someone powerful enough to protect them….
With a gasp, Evangeline whirled on Tristan and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Tristan. How much do you know about the Collector?”
Tristan reeled back, dropping his gaze away from Evangeline’s in a way that told her he was hiding something. “I…I don’t know what you’re—”
“Drop the act. It’s obvious enough that you’ve been involved with whatever shady business the Collector does.”
Tristan opened his mouth in protest, but then he went slack and sighed. There really was no use denying it. When Julius had revealed his own connection with the shadowy lord of Manhattan’s darker side, Evangeline had picked up on the fact that Tristan’s odd behavior and disappearances were also linked to the Collector. Plus, it would explain why Tristan had always been so dodgy and secretive with her, why he seemed to disappear all the time as though he were involved in something unsavory.
“I don’t know anything about him. Really. He’s extremely secretive about his whereabouts. You might even know more about him than I do.”
“Haven’t you been taking on odd jobs for the Collector for quite some time?” Evangeline asked impatiently. “How does he communicate with you?”
Tristan shifted his weight from one foot to the other, discomfort knitting his brows together. Clearly, he didn’t revel in the idea of finally coming clean to Evangeline about what he’d been up to all this time. “By letter, mostly, but there’s some kind of magic to them—most certainly of a demonic nature. The Collector’s letters would just show up at my door disguised as frivolous things, like notes from secret admirers.”
Evangeline’s jaw dropped, and something that had bothered her for years finally clicked into place. “You mean to tell me you didn’t have secret admirers?”
“Well, I wouldn’t put it that way,” Tristan said with a frown. “Just none that sent me letters, as far as I know.”
She glowered and shoved him.
“Ow! What was that for?” He rubbed his shoulder indignantly.
“For having me believe that you were entertaining other girls back when we were dating.”
“I could hardly have told you the truth, could I? You would have been even more upset with me if you’d known what I was really up to.”
Evangeline took a deep breath, trying not to let her temper get the best of her. Somehow, Tristan always knew just how to push her buttons. She couldn’t believe that this was the huge secret he’d hidden from her all along, and in the moment the only thing she felt was very, very annoyed. “If you knew that, then why did you do it?”
Tristan shot her a sulky look. He could surely read the irritation in her words and body language. “Oh, don’t give me that. You know very well why.”
This argument could easily go on for a long time. While the two glared at each other and caught their breaths, Lei let out another fake cough. “I hate to interrupt you two lovebirds, but don’t we have bigger fish to fry?”
“Don’t call us that,” said Tristan.
Evangeline closed her eyes and willed herself to summon more patience. Lei was right. They did need to get a move on as soon as they had hammered out a concrete plan. Besides, she realized with a start, Nicholas wasn’t in the room and had no idea what was happening.
“Did you see Nicholas on your way?” she asked Lei, hurrying out of the office to peer down the hall. It was dark, and there was no sign of any movement nearby.
Lei shrugged. “No idea where he went. He might even have left the premises. He didn’t seem very happy earlier.”
“Nicholas wouldn’t just leave,” Evangeline protested, but even she heard the doubt that crept into her voice. She ran through the hall and stopped at the front door, thinking. She and Nicholas had been on the verge of an argument earlier. Deep in her gut, Evangeline sensed that even if she and Nicholas were both putting off a confrontation, they would end up having one sooner or later.
Maybe Nicholas had wanted to avoid Evangeline entirely, though. As soon as the thought entered her head, somebody banged their fists against the front door, and when Evangeline yanked it open, a disheveled Nicholas tumbled through the doorway.
“Speak of the devil,” said Lei with mild amusement. “You have impeccable timing, Nicholas.”
Evangeline took one look at Nicholas’s unkempt state, his normally pristine clothes smeared with dirt, his hair flyaway, and instantly knew something bad had happened.



11
NICHOLAS
Evangeline was not happy when Nicholas recounted what had happened to him.
“What do you mean, you spotted Wrathlings in the city?” she demanded.
“They were…not right, Evangeline,” Nicholas said. If Tristan found it cowardly of him to run away from a fight yet again, he at least said nothing this time. “I went out for a walk just now, and I noticed a woman tailing me. I lured her into a parking lot, but then more people showed up to corner me. They…Their shadows weren’t right. I mean, they weren’t human shadows. They looked like the shadows of monsters. Wrathlings. I fought one of them, and she was incredibly strong, much stronger than I remember any of them being.”
Evangeline’s face grew tighter and tighter as Nicholas spoke. Tristan looked impassive, while Lei seemed, incredibly, to be rather bored.
“You’re certain of what you saw?” Evangeline asked.
“I wouldn’t tell you anything I wasn’t certain about.”
Evangeline sank down into her armchair, tapping her long nails against the coffee table. “Well,” she said, “if there really are human-looking Wrathlings in the city, that certainly can’t be good.”
“They aren’t…I mean, they haven’t attacked the masses, have they?” Tristan raised an eyebrow. He appeared unconvinced, which irked Nicholas. If there was one time he needed the overgrown mutt to see reason and be on his side, it was now.
“No, not yet,” Nicholas said impatiently. “Likely there’s a bigger plan in the making.”
“Isn’t that odd?” Tristan pressed. “When have the Wrathlings ever been intelligent enough to contain their own bloodlust? They’ve always been mindless, bloodthirsty creatures. Your eyes might have been playing tricks on you.”
Nicholas didn’t like how Tristan scrutinized him. He knew what he’d seen, even if it didn’t line up with what the Descendants knew about the Wrathlings. He threw up his hands in frustration. “I don’t know why they’re behaving this way, but I’m telling you, there is…something monstrous out there stalking the streets of this city. I know what I saw, and I know what I fought. Perhaps there’s a newer, stronger, smarter breed of Wrathling now.”
“Wrathlings that are leaving the humans alone for the most part?” Now Tristan didn’t bother to conceal his disbelief. “Have we ever known the Wrathlings to coexist with the humans? Have we ever known them to be intelligent, really?”
Nicholas snapped, “Look, Tristan, if you’re calling me a liar—”
“Nobody’s calling anybody a liar,” Evangeline interjected, raising her voice to be heard above the others. Nicholas and Tristan both fell silent but sent each other death glares. “I do believe you, Nicholas,” she said, and Nicholas’s shoulders relaxed at her words. “I believe that there’s a likely threat out there. The Wrathlings have been quiet for a while—and remember the last part of the faerie Seer’s prophecy? If greed sows discord, harmony will be in doubt. Julius’s and Marcus’s greed has sowed discord among the Descendants, making the first part of the prediction come true. The second part will come to pass, too. We should be prepared for the fallout soon enough.”
Evangeline’s words brought an air of gloom into the room. The worst part was that her deduction made sense. The temporary truce between the supernaturals had come to an end, and with that, the Wrathlings were likely to rise once more. It was the perfect time for them to strike, really.
“Well, what are we supposed to do about all this?” Lei asked. “If there’s a Wrathling uprising, is there anything much we can even do on our own?”
“We ought to start by warning the other Descendants,” Evangeline said, furrowing her brow, “but I fear…”
“Marcus wouldn’t believe it,” Tristan said immediately. “He’ll think you’re trying to create chaos to unseat him, Evangeline. By the time we could knock some sense into that thick skull of his, it would be far too late.”
Evangeline bit her lip, considering. “I know.” After a brief silence, she continued, “We need to stay the course. If the Wrathlings truly are on the rise again, our best hope of beating them back is still restoring the Circle of Twelve and regaining our old powers. Only then will we be strong and united enough to beat back the Wrathlings, no matter how much more powerful they themselves will be.”
The idea of letting the human-looking creatures roam freely for even a day longer was unappealing, but Nicholas had to admit he didn’t see much of a choice. Julius was only giving them one week to meet with him and retrieve Alice, so it would be at least one more week until they could steal back the remaining two fountainheads and restore the Circle of Twelve. They couldn’t even hope to protect humans from Wrathlings without the aid of the other Descendants, and their only chance at swaying Marcus’s followers to their side was for Evangeline to break their curse.
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CECIL
Cecil was numb. She was detached. She viewed the world as though floating outside her own body, unable and unwilling to comprehend that what she was doing was real.
Ever since Julius had showed up—alive—at the Long estate, nearly causing Cecil to faint dead away with shock, her understanding of her whole world had turned upside down. Or perhaps the better way to put it was that she’d finally opened her eyes to the truth. Despite decades of close companionship, Cecil had never truly known Julius Long. Not even his own sister had.
Intermittently, Cecil pinched herself, hoping to wake herself up from this awful dream. She didn’t want to admit the unbearable truth: that this was her new reality, that Julius had forced her to aid and abet him in his heinous scheme to rob the Descendants of their only chance at ever returning to their old selves. He had turned on Evangeline, he had somehow gotten three of his Talons killed, and he had become the being Cecil feared most in the world.
And yet, because of that magical contract with the Longs that had saved Cecil as an abandoned baby, she was now stuck by his side.
As she tried to spoon-feed a hot bowl of soup to a shivering Alice, Cecil placed a warm blanket over the girl’s body. Cecil was still simply going through the motions. She did her best not to think too carefully about her actions. If she really looked at the raw fear in Alice’s eyes, Cecil might see too much to bear. If she allowed herself to feel, to truly understand the horror that was Julius Long and what she had to do to serve him, she might shatter. And so Cecil’s mind fought to protect her by deadening all of her emotions.
“Open wide.” Cecil brought the spoon up to Alice’s parched lips, but Alice turned her head to the side.
“I’m not eating your poison.”
“It’s not poison,” Cecil said, exasperated. “It’s an herbal soup. It’ll warm you up. You just spent twelve hours in the pit, a place of total darkness. You need to recover.”
“I don’t care,” Alice whispered faintly.
Sympathy welled up within Cecil, but she swallowed it down. There was no place for sympathy in Julius’s prison. “Don’t make this any harder for yourself than it needs to be.”
Alice said nothing. Cecil reached over to pry her mouth open. She successfully parted Alice’s lips, and then Alice bit down on Cecil’s finger—hard.
“Ow!” Cecil dropped the ceramic spoon, which smashed into pieces on the floor. She glared at Alice. “What’s the matter with you?”
Then understanding dawned upon her, and she narrowed her eyes. “You’re purposely being difficult to make it impossible for Julius to complete a deal with Evangeline, aren’t you? You think that if you appear to have been harmed, the bargain can’t be successful.” She grabbed Alice’s arm, hard, and Alice cried out in pain. “Didn’t you hear what Julius said? Evangeline’s concern is herself first and foremost. She wouldn’t hesitate to abandon you if it meant reaching her goal.” The harsh words left Cecil’s lips easily, for this was no lie. Evangeline wouldn’t let anyone stand in the way of her getting what she wanted—even if it was a comrade. Even if it was Cecil, she suspected.
Alice’s eyes shone with anger, but no fear. That disturbed Cecil. Why wouldn’t Alice be scared in this situation, when she was utterly powerless and surrounded by enemies? “I know that already.”
“Then…why are you still being so difficult, opposing Julius to the very last?”
“Because I, unlike you, still know the meaning of loyalty and integrity.”
“I’m here with Julius precisely because of my loyalty and integrity,” Cecil snapped, barely keeping her temper in check. How dare this little upstart insult her so boldly when she knew nothing—nothing—of the turmoil within Cecil? How dare Alice question her when Cecil herself knew best the consequences of her decisions? “I am bound to serve the eldest Long, so whatever Julius wishes is what will be.”
“You’re so full of it, Cecil.”
Cecil couldn’t believe that this was what she had been reduced to: trying to force-feed medicine to an uncooperative human girl who still had a smart mouth despite enduring the pit. She had decades and decades of living experience over Alice. How dare this girl speak to her of loyalty and integrity?
“You…You don’t even understand my position,” Cecil said. “When the Longs took me in, I entered a magically enforced contract to always obey the eldest Long. That’s Julius, not Evangeline. I have no choice in the matter. If I were to betray Julius and rush back to Evangeline now, I would probably drop dead before I could even leave London.”
Alice’s eyes widened. For a moment, Cecil thought she saw sympathy flash across her face, but then it was gone. “Did your contract state what exact consequences you would face?”
“No, but—”
“Then you don’t know if you would die, do you? You haven’t even tried anything. You’re just siding with Julius because it’s the easiest choice, not because it’s the right one.”
Alice’s words landed like a knife straight to Cecil’s chest. Much as she tried not to show it, she was rattled. Everything Alice said confirmed Cecil’s fears about herself—that fear, not her own moral compass, ruled her actions in this moment. Because wasn’t that why she was here in this hidden prison, obeying Julius’s every terrible whim?
“You’re better than this,” Alice said, staring so intensely into Cecil’s eyes that she was sure the girl was peering straight into her soul. “How about this? I’ll make a deal with you.”
Interesting. Perhaps spending time in Evangeline’s company had given Alice some understanding of negotiating tactics. In spite of herself, Cecil was intrigued. “Go on.”
“If you secretly help me plot against Julius to get out of this prison, I’ll find a way to release you from your contract.”
Alice spoke so seriously that Cecil had no choice but to believe that she believed her own words, ludicrous though it seemed. “And just how do you plan to do that?”
“I’m the most powerful human Descendant since my father, aren’t I? I’m sure there’s a way.”
Cecil snorted, though she couldn’t help but feel somewhat swayed by Alice’s statement. If only it could be as simple as Alice releasing her from her contract. Though perhaps such a thing could be possible…Cecil couldn’t shake the feeling that they were still only scratching the surface with Alice, and she could reveal yet more powers.
This was the first time Alice had spoken with such conviction, and for a brief moment, Cecil dared to allow hope to flare in her chest. She took care not to let her excitement show too much; instead, she marveled at the rapid change that had taken place in Alice in the time she’d known her. In just a few short days, Alice had gone from being the soft-spoken, timid new girl at Earthly Branches Academy to confidently proclaiming her heritage. And why did all of Alice’s words suddenly make so much sense? Even though Cecil had the nagging feeling that she still needed to go along with Julius’s wishes, a louder voice inside her told her that Alice was right—that she was acting out of fear right now. It was almost as though Alice’s words had managed to change Cecil’s own thoughts.
After a long, heavy pause, Cecil cleared her throat. “There are too many uncertainties for me to agree to such a deal with you.” Practically speaking, if she were to risk her own neck to join Alice in a harebrained, half-baked scheme, well, then she would fully deserve the unfortunate fate that awaited her.
“Do you really want to side with Julius over Evangeline? Do you really want to see Julius hurt not only Evangeline, but also all of the Descendants? The fate he wants for us isn’t right, Cecil, and it would hold all of us back. Frankly, I don’t see how Julius’s plans could result in anything less than mass destruction at the hands of the Wrathlings.”
As Alice spoke, her eyes grew darker with conviction. A hard glint entered her pupils. For the first time, Cecil truly appreciated the unruly faerie blood that ran in Alice’s veins. Cecil cleared her throat. Her pride balked at the idea of being lectured by a mere human girl, but her mind reminded her that Alice was no mere girl, and in fact was able to stand her ground against the likes of Cecil without fear despite having sunk so low as to have become Julius’s prisoner. Perhaps it was because Alice had sunk so low that she had little to fear.
Cecil chose her words carefully before speaking. For once, like Alice, she ought not to act out of fear, but out of a sense of duty. “I’ll agree to continue hearing you out,” she said slowly.
Alice blinked, looking surprised. “Really?”
“Yes. You’re correct that my rightful spot is beside Evangeline.” In her heart of hearts, Cecil had known this, too, but she had allowed Julius and the talk of the contract to sway her to his side. It was worth at least exploring the possibility of doing what she really wanted to do deep down—standing by Evangeline. “So I’ll agree to consider your offer, if you agree to eat your soup without breaking any more spoons. It’s for your own good, you know.”
A sly little smile crept onto Alice’s face. “Fine,” she said. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll do my best.”
“Likewise.”
They shook hands. Maybe it was just a trick of the dim prison lighting, but Alice’s smile was sharp and wolflike. Cecil suddenly had the feeling that she’d just signed up for a great deal of trouble.
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LEI
While Evangeline and Tristan fine-tuned the details of the plan, Lei busied himself enjoying one of the steaks Evangeline had prepared. Enjoying was too strong a word for what he was doing, really. He discovered that dousing the steak in hot sauce helped to somewhat mask the fact that it tasted slightly overcooked and underseasoned, though nothing could improve the toughness of the meat. Still, having endured prison food for seven years, Lei was glad that Evangeline’s cooking was a step above that, even if barely.
As he ate, Lei thought about the flurry of exchanges he and Titus had been having the entire afternoon. The letters, which were flirty at first, had started veering into…more explicit territory (Titus’s doing, of course). Lei shivered when he thought of those exchanges. Titus was really quite the poet, and if Lei wasn’t careful, the prince would ensnare him into his orbit again and have him packing his bags faster than he could say “Faerieland.”
Even the distraction of the faerie prince’s letters couldn’t drown out the heated conversation at the dining table, and Lei was reluctantly forced back into the present.
“You know, even if we do manage to double-cross him, Julius isn’t going to let us just waltz off with the fountainheads,” Tristan said, jabbing the piece of meat on his fork in Evangeline’s direction.
“That won’t be an issue.” Evangeline spoke in clear, clipped tones that implied that she’d already planned a solution for every potential problem in her plan.
“How do you know that? Julius would chase us to Earthly Branches. Given his influence, he might even convince the other Descendants not to let us break the curse.”
“When we’re done with him, my brother will be so thoroughly ruined that he won’t be in shape to do any convincing.”
It was amusing how much Evangeline’s personality resembled her older brother’s. Lei had no doubt that at this moment, Julius sat somewhere thousands of miles away, operating under the same assumption—that when he was through with his sister, she would never be a threat again.
“Would you like to share with the class how exactly you plan to keep Julius from exacting revenge on us?” Tristan asked.
“I’ll handle him myself. The rest of you don’t need to worry about anything.”
“You’re always like this, Ev. You want others to follow along while nobody knows exactly what you’re planning.”
Lei was fairly certain that he’d had this exact conversation with Julius many years ago. Julius had liked to include Lei in his schemes from time to time, as it was incredibly useful to have access to a shaman spy with connections to Faerieland, but he had never liked to reveal the full details of his plans.
Evangeline turned away, and her gaze met Lei’s. She narrowed her eyes. He quickly looked away. “Is something funny, Lei?”
“Aside from the marination of this steak? Nothing.”
At that, Evangeline’s frown deepened, and it was Tristan’s turn to suppress a snort. “What’s wrong with the steak?”
“How much time do you have?” Lei blurted out before he could stop himself, which caused Tristan to snort.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Sorry to break it to you, Ev, but cooking is not your strong suit,” said Tristan, staring down at his empty plate morosely. “I do miss Cecil.”
Evangeline sniffed. “And yet I see you’ve cleaned your plate.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers.”
Before the dining room could erupt into a full-fledged fight, Nicholas entered the room, his appearance more frazzled and disheveled than usual.
“You’re just in time, too,” said Evangeline, her voice losing its dreamlike quality and resuming a brisk, businesslike tone. “We don’t have another moment to waste. I’d like to get to London as early as possible to get our bearings and try to beat Julius at his own game. Nicholas, have a steak before we leave.”
Nicholas stared at the sad-looking steak that had clearly been left out for him. “Oh…I’m fine for now. I’ll take it to go,” he added hurriedly when Evangeline’s smile faltered.
Lei stood up to put his empty plate in the sink, and then he patted Evangeline on the back. “If it’s any consolation, Julius is no culinary genius, either.”
In response, Evangeline just sneered at Lei. Then, without taking her eyes off him, she addressed Nicholas. “So sorry to make you do another task for me, Nicholas, but there is one more thing I need you to do before we head to London.”
Nicholas sighed, resigned. “What is it?”
Evangeline pointed a finger at Lei, who startled. “We can’t have a shaman fugitive spotted traveling with us. So instead, we’ll be accompanied by Travis Shu of House of Rat.”
Lei groaned. The last thing he wanted to do was go gallivanting around London on this Assignment with someone else’s face, but given Evangeline’s murderous aura, he didn’t see any choice but to comply.



After Nicholas changed Lei’s face into that of a male Descendant with nicely gelled hair and a slim but well-built frame—Travis, apparently—Lei let himself feel a bit of excitement. He was actually looking forward to leaving for London, but not for the same reasons as the others. Back in the days before his imprisonment—his glory days, as he liked to think of them—he had traveled the world far and wide, and he’d developed quite a fondness for Europe in particular. He’d left behind many acquaintances and business partners and friends and romantic interests; he wondered how they were doing now.
Lei went into one of the bedrooms for a change of clothes as well as to wait for another letter from Prince Titus. It didn’t come. He tried not to let himself feel disappointed. Titus was flighty as a bird, and no matter how honeyed his words, they had little substance. It was likely the prince hadn’t been serious about inviting Lei over or sneaking out of Faerieland, and some pretty court faerie had now caught his interest. Not that that bothered Lei. It wasn’t like he’d taken Titus seriously in the first place.
Lei left the room in a slightly bad mood and was startled to find Evangeline leaning against the wall, giving him one of those cold, calculating looks.
“Lei, you’ve been unusually quiet.”
“Have I?” he said mildly.
“Are you up to something?”
Lei almost reacted in surprise but caught himself just in time, keeping a cool expression. There was no way Evangeline knew about him exchanging letters with the faerie prince, and anyway, that didn’t amount to being up to something. Even if Lei had suggested to Titus that the two of them ditch everyone and everything. “Not much. Just plotting how best to unleash the Wrathlings upon all of you.”
“Very funny,” Evangeline snapped. “I’d like to emphasize again that you won’t be a truly free man until Nicholas permanently changes your appearance for you, and that won’t happen until we complete the Assignment—with your help.”
“Yes, yes, yes, I’ve heard this all before.” Lei waved his hand at Evangeline. The Descendants could bargain with him to get his help, but his true dedication was something that could only be earned, and Lei, by nature, was quite finicky about commitment.
“I know you’re well connected in London, and I’d like to be able to call upon those connections if the need arises.”
Now Lei faltered. Julius’s little sister was too sharp for her own good. “Now how would you know that?”
“I remember you accompanying my brother on his business trips. Julius might never have told me whom he was meeting, but he would at least tell me the location.” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m counting on you, Lei. Don’t disappoint me.”
Lei nodded but said nothing. If there was one thing that could be counted on, it was the fact that he couldn’t be counted on. And Evangeline was sharp—she must have known this, too. She trusted that Lei’s desire for a permanent new identity and a new life of freedom would outweigh his lack of commitment to helping the cause. No matter how tempting a romp with a faerie prince sounded.
On that, Evangeline might have misjudged.
“We’ll leave for London when you’re ready to head downstairs, then,” said Evangeline. “The others are ready, as am I. All travel arrangements have been made.” She turned and left without another word.
After several minutes, Lei followed Evangeline.
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ALICE
When she was trapped in the horrifying darkness of the pit, Alice had had no sense of the passage of time. She was certain that in the future, she would not be able to recall how she survived hour after hour in that chamber of nothingness. She sang songs to soothe herself. She counted to one thousand and back down again. She tapped her feet on the concrete to remind herself that she was here, that she still existed. She tried to distract herself with happy thoughts of her favorite foods, thoughts of her mama, but she found that those thoughts made her feel much worse.
Worse had been the thoughts of ghosts haunting the walls of the pit. Alice wasn’t sure if there really was anything ghostly lingering here, but she couldn’t deny that there something. A loud, confusing jumble of voices had entered her head after some time of being in the pit. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it seemed as though they were crying out for help:
…Urn…Own…
Free…Us…
And Alice, poor Alice, drowned in those unintelligible cries, in her own panic at being in the pit.
As the horror of being abandoned in complete darkness threatened to take over again, Alice forced herself to snap out of it. She was no longer in the pit. She was back in the guest room with her one dingy, thin blanket that smelled of damp mildew, for which she’d never thought she would be grateful. Cecil had set the doorway so that the flames covered it again, ensuring that Alice could not escape.
Unfortunately, the voices still lingered. The jumble of disembodied voices ran through Alice’s head at almost all hours of the day and night. What a gift and a curse it was, to be able to access others’ innermost thoughts. Alice wished she could simply shut her brain off.
Footsteps sounded down the hall. The flames shut off. Julius appeared at the bedroom door, an unreadable expression on his face. Cecil emerged from behind him.
“Ah, Alice. Doing rather well, I see.” Julius stared down at Alice with a grim little smile. She bared her teeth at him. The memories of her own terror in the pit would leave a permanent scar in her mind, and for that she would never, ever forgive Julius. In fact, she would join the line of those who sought to bring him down.
Cecil placed Alice’s meal on the bedside table next to her. There was a bowl of rice, shredded pork, and a slightly bruised pear.
In spite of her growling stomach, Alice pushed away the food. The last thing she wanted to do was to force herself to eat this meager prison food in front of her captor.
“You should eat up,” Julius said. “You’ll need your strength.”
How could he continue to speak to her so casually, as though they were on good terms? “What do I need my strength for? To walk ten feet from one side of this room to the other?” she said scathingly.
Julius kept his expression pleasant and his voice light, despite Alice’s rudeness. He really had lost his marbles, she decided. Perhaps he had never had them in the first place. No wonder the Descendants were on the verge of falling to pieces, if this madman had been leading them for over a century. “You’ll be pleased to know that you’re leaving this place soon.”
It sounded far too good to be true, and Alice regarded Julius with suspicion. “What do you mean?”
“In a matter of days, your dear friends will be coming to save you from my nefarious clutches, in exchange for giving me the other three fountainheads.”
“You don’t know for sure that they’ll come.” Although it hurt her to say it aloud, it was true. Alice could not count on her fellow Descendants to rescue her. She would not allow herself to hope and to open herself up to such crushing disappointment. Not again. “They might decide it’s more important to keep the fountainheads.”
“Oh, I know they’re coming. My sister could never resist the chance to humiliate and defeat me, no matter how risky. It’s her weakness, you see, and it will be her downfall.” Julius’s eyes glinted with a malevolent light. “I know Evangeline better than she knows herself.”
Alice’s stomach flipped as she heard how certain Julius was of his own victory, and then a second later she wondered why she even cared so much. Evangeline had held a knife to her throat and had been on the verge of exchanging Alice’s life—or at least her freedom—to get the fountainheads out of Faerieland. Alice didn’t owe any loyalty to Evangeline, Tristan, Lei, or Nicholas. Maybe Nicholas. He was the only one who seemed to have actually cared about her.
Then Julius’s word choice registered with Alice. “Her downfall? What do you mean?”
“Only that you’re not going to be here in the manor anymore, but you won’t be with Evangeline, either.” His eyes danced with delight. “Rest assured, there is a much better plan I have in mind for you…”
Julius was making no sense to Alice, and she knew he was being cryptic on purpose. She decided to throw caution to the wind and push into his head, reaching out for his thoughts. And…nothing. Rather than extricating thoughts from Julius’s mind, Alice hit a wall where there should be a path. This had never happened before. She tried not to let her surprise show on her face.
Julius smirked, and he lowered himself so that he and Alice were at eye level. “Your little powers won’t work on me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alice blurted out, arranging her expression into one of cold defiance.
He tapped his head. “Did you know that the mind is like a muscle that one can train? As long as my will is stronger than yours, you will never be able to break into my head.”
Alice wanted nothing more than to punch Julius in his smug face. She’d never felt so helpless, unable even to use her powers against Julius. It was all she could do not to let tears of frustration run down her face.
“You don’t need to pry into my mind,” Julius said. “I don’t have anything to hide—not from you, at least.”
Translation: Alice was so lowly and insignificant that she didn’t pose any kind of threat to Julius. She glowered.
“For example, I know that Evangeline is planning to double-cross me. I know Evangeline better than she even knows herself. She has the exact combination of skill, audacity, and overconfidence to plan a double-cross on me.”
“So you think Evangeline is going to try to pull a fast one on you, and you’re still going to meet up with her?” Alice asked, shaking her head. What was wrong with the Long brother and sister? Why couldn’t they just have their little insignificant squabbles over nothing, the way normal siblings fought? No, when Julius and Evangeline fought, every supernatural and human realm had to get involved, and the entire world was put at risk.
“Of course. I’ve taught her everything she knows, and I’ll have to teach her a final lesson, too—that she can never outwit me.”
Alice narrowed her eyes. Julius’s crafty little smile didn’t sit right with her; he looked like a child who had done something wrong and was quite gleeful about it.
“You’re planning to double-cross her.” The words tumbled out of her mouth before her brain caught up to what she was saying, and yet she knew she was right when Julius’s face lit up.
“Yes! Oh, I did have faith that Evangeline chose you for her Assignment for a reason. You aren’t as dull as you look.”
Ignoring the insult, Alice plowed on. “You aren’t planning to turn me over to her. What are you planning to do with me, then?”
“Don’t worry. You’re more valuable to me alive than dead. What was it that the faerie king has been calling you? Ah, his Midsummer’s sprout. I know the faerie king only let my sister and her little crew escape because of how much you mean to him. He’s shown me a weakness, and I intend to exploit it. I’ll test just how far he’s willing to go to get his hands on you—or even just to keep you safe.”
Blood thundered in Alice’s head. She gathered from Cecil’s lack of reaction that Julius had told her the gist of his plan. He didn’t believe Cecil could pose a danger to him, either, it seemed. And why should Julius fear retaliation from either of them? Cecil was magically bound to serve him, and Alice was physically weak and powerless against him. Betraying Julius, even if they teamed up to do so, would be a fool’s errand that would likely end in miserable deaths for them both. Alice wasn’t even sure she had enough courage inside her to make such bold moves against Julius, when she was likely to fail.
But if Alice and Cecil could pull off a betrayal…well, they just might save everyone and everything dear.
After Julius and Cecil finally departed, putting the shaman flames back in place, Alice was left to her own devices. She pretended to sleep. Even though there was nobody nearby, she didn’t trust that Julius hadn’t somehow planted a camera or something to watch over her every moment.
Alice closed her eyes and concentrated on trying to understand the strange rambling voices that had been in her head for days now. The effort was mentally and even physically taxing, and she couldn’t go longer than five minutes before needing a break.
But what was it that Julius had said? The mind is like a muscle that one can train. Unwittingly, Julius’s words, meant to erode Alice’s confidence, gave her the exact boost of motivation that she needed. For he was right. Whoever trained their mind the best would emerge the victor.
Alice would ensure that it was her, and furthermore, she would see to it that Julius was punished suitably for his crimes.
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SOME WAY UNDERGROUND…
Outside an abandoned building on the corner of Fulton and Beekman Streets, the Collector waited, hidden in the shadows of the night. It did not take long to spot his target: a skittish man who appeared to be in his early thirties but was dressed in dark red robes. It was a peculiar outfit for Manhattan. The man ducked his head from side to side and, seeing that the surroundings were clear for the moment, brought out a pocketknife from the lining of his robes and flicked it open. However, he never managed to make the small cut on his palm he intended, because Wrathlings flew out of the shadows and surrounded him.
Before the man could scream for help, the nearest one knocked him out with a blow to the head. The man collapsed into the Wrathling’s arms, and it was then that the Collector strolled out at a leisurely pace.
“Cut him and use his blood to open the entrance,” he said coolly, instructing his army of monsters. The Wrathling was only too eager to obey, slicing a deep cut into the man’s arm and pressing it against the door of the building.
The door shuddered and slid open, and the monsters poured into the opening like ants. The door slid closed once the last of them had entered, leaving behind no trace except for the unconscious shaman slumped to the ground.
The Collector closed his eyes and breathed in deeply the musky scent of earth and magic that was almost as ancient as him. After the shamans had settled in the Western world and made the Underground tunnels their lair, they had created a vast network running not only through New York City but also through other influential cities like San Francisco, London, Paris, and Stockholm. Of course, the original Underground shaman lair had formed in New York City, and therefore it was this place that held the beating heart of shaman activity. The one called the Phoenix lived here, and it was this legendary leader of the shamans whom the Collector meant to target—eventually. There were much more stealthy and therefore effective ways to cause mayhem among the supernaturals first.
A short way down the tunnel, the pair of shaman guards, or Jingwei, stirred awake. The Wrathlings’ presence in the tunnels was almost imperceptible. They had no scent that could be picked up. They were light on their feet and quick despite their size, which made them all the more terrifying, because only the most perceptive of supernaturals could sense them coming before it was far too late. In this case, just as the Collector had anticipated, the poor Jingwei had no hope of reacting in time to defend themselves against the silent, deadly threat that burst upon them.
“Get rid of every shaman in these tunnels,” ordered the Collector. He snapped his fingers. Wrathlings surrounded and pounced on the terrified guards, using only their claws and teeth to make quick work of the shamans.
The poor victims turned to dust, blowing away and leaving behind almost no evidence of what had transpired.
In the places of the shaman guards, the Wrathlings’ forms bubbled and morphed until they turned into identical replicas of the shamans, the transformation so perfect that even the Collector could not find a flaw in their disguises. His soldiers were truly a force to be reckoned with.
Once the tunnels were cleared, the Wrathlings marched deeper inside, and the light grew stronger. Up ahead, there was a clearing where the walls widened and the ceiling appeared to slope upward. It was a small village full of little shops and homes, where no doubt the shaman civilians conducted their day-to-day business.
The Collector stopped before going any closer to the village, and he raised his hand, causing the Wrathlings to halt.
“From here on, Xing and I will proceed alone. The rest of you are to stay behind in the tunnels,” the Collector ordered. “Stand watch, just like the real shaman guards did. Give no shaman a reason to suspect that anything is amiss.”
“What do you intend to do?” hissed Xing.
“Why, nothing too terrible—yet,” said the Collector with an unpleasant smile. There was no need to do anything rash to alert the supernaturals to the rapidly growing army of Wrathlings under the Collector’s command. The element of surprise was most advantageous, and the Collector intended to make full use of it to unfold his plan.
Together, the Collector and his commander stepped into the clearing where the shaman civilians conducted their business. A handful of Jingwei stood in formation before the Wrathlings while the civilians scattered. The threat of danger and combat hung thick in the air. One of the guards, dressed in a slightly different uniform of red-and-gold robes, stepped forward. No doubt, this woman was the captain of the Jingwei.
“I’d like to see your identification papers, please,” said the captain, her cold, calculating eyes piercing the Collector’s. Although the two Wrathlings had taken on the appearances of Jingwei, they would not be able to fool the captain so easily.
“Of course,” the Collector said silkily, moving forward and reaching into his robes as though to produce the requested documents. Though the shaman guards were vastly overpowered, their faces were lined with grim determination. The Collector had to commend the shamans for the courage to bravely face their end.
However, bravery alone could not save them from the ever-growing might of his monstrous army.
When he drew close enough to the captain to see each of her eyelashes, the Collector pulled his hand out of his robe and snapped his fingers. Xing burst forth, attacking the captain with a howl.
The Collector simply walked away from the ensuing battle. He knew none of the Jingwei would pursue him, for Xing was his best fighter and would keep them occupied for the foreseeable future.
The Collector strode through the center village where the shamans resided. None dared to stand up against him, and even if they had, they could not have hoped even to slow down his efforts to reach their leader. Before the Collector had crossed the square, however, a burning, blazing figure stepped into view.
The Phoenix was a figure of myth and legends, someone that even the Collector had never laid eyes on until this moment. However, he of course knew that the leader of the shamans was not to be underestimated. It was said that during the turf wars, the Phoenix was able to overpower the High King of Faerieland and hold firm to establishing the Underground as proper shaman territory. It was a remarkable feat for any supernatural being to overcome the High King; the Collector himself would not dare to try to infiltrate Faerieland until he and his Wrathlings grew stronger.
The Phoenix opened their mouth, where more flames danced, and spoke with a voice so low and gravelly it could have been Earth itself speaking. “Your kind aren’t welcome here. Begone, before I banish you by force.”
With each shaman that fell at the hands of his underlings, with every Wrathling that grew stronger from the destruction in their wake, the Collector’s earthly form strengthened with a surge of power. Xing must have been making quick work of the Jingwei, because the Collector’s body pulsed with strength. He flexed his hands, which by now were far more substantial than shadow and smoke. “I’d like to see you try.”
The Phoenix snorted and released a column of flame that hurtled toward the Collector; he moved with swiftness out of harm’s way. The Phoenix’s whole body burned with fire, even their eyes, the flames licking the Collector’s face with searing heat. “Then I’ll send you back to the Underworld, where you belong.”
The Collector had not had to engage any being in battle in many, many years, for it was usually more than enough to send his Wrathlings to do his bidding for him. Yet his skills had not deserted him in the meantime. As the Phoenix blasted fire at him, he dove, leapt, and weaved to avoid them, getting closer to the leader of the shamans all the while.
“What are your intentions toward my people?” demanded the Phoenix, eyes ablaze with fury. “We will never bend to the will of you monsters.”
The Collector gave a twisted smile. “I never imagined you would do so willingly.”
Had this battle taken place one year or even one month ago, surely it would have extended much longer as these two infinitely powerful beings fought. However, with the Wrathlings rapidly growing in number and power, the scales tipped in the Collector’s favor. Dodging the fire, he strode in and grabbed the leader of the shamans by the neck, lifting them high up in the air. The Phoenix writhed, struggling against the Collector’s grip, but it made no difference. The lord of the Wrathlings squeezed, his eyes dancing with the reflection of firelight.
Behind the Collector, Xing emerged and fell to his knees. “My lord, it is done.”
“Excellent.” Without taking his eyes off the Phoenix, the Collector slowly walked backward, until he stood right beside his subordinate. “Now, Xing, I have another task for you.”
“Anything you wish, my lord.”
The Collector dropped the Phoenix to the ground. Before the shaman could recover, the Collector whipped out a rope and tied it around the leader of the shamans. It was a rope he had procured from the shamans themselves many years ago, a rope that could bind anyone and anything, and would only release its captive once the owner wanted to relinquish them.
“You’re going to stay here and masquerade as the leader of the shamans,” said the Collector. “When I give the word, the Underground will be ours.”
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THOUSANDS OF MILES AWAY…
At the same time that Evangeline, Tristan, Lei, and Nicholas arrived in a foggy and rainy London, another night of classes fell upon Earthly Branches Academy. For the supernaturals, this weeknight began like any other. They arose from their sleep, or from their studies, or returned from a carefree day in the city, to reenter the classrooms for another evening of lectures. For these Descendants, life had fallen into a predictable rhythm. All creatures, even the supernatural, craved the comfort of the mundane and the knowledge that they were in control of the day’s events. Indeed, this was the most natural desire in the world.
Yet there was a great danger in growing too comfortable with a set routine. For when one settled into a routine, one could easily overlook little clues indicating that all was not right. A noise here. A disturbance there. An odd shadow flitting around the corner, gone as fast as it appeared. Easy to explain away when one was too eager to get back to the comforts of life.
If the Descendants had paid even a little more attention to their surroundings, perhaps they would have noticed the signs that something was amiss at Earthly Branches Academy—something beyond the tension of a divided student body.
In the library, Marcus Niu adjourned the High Council meeting. He and his brother, Max, shared a satisfied smile. It had been another successful meeting at which, in spite of the protests of that annoying human Descendant Kate Qiao, the supernaturals moved to begin breeding the human Descendants, in the interest of protecting themselves from dwindling numbers, as the supernaturals themselves were cursed with infertility.
“You can be the first,” Marcus had crooned at a horrified, furious Kate. “But don’t worry. We won’t touch all the humans. We just want that girl—Alice Jiang. We have information that she’s alive, and we’ll find her.”
“You’re sick!” Kate screamed after Marcus, but he and the other supernaturals turned their backs to her. “Your plan isn’t even logical. Even if you intend to breed the human Descendants, you will have to do so with other humans, and the powers of the offspring may well be diluted.”
It was a fair point, and in response to Kate’s words, everyone turned to stare at Marcus and Max.
“We won’t know that for sure until we find out,” said Max with disturbing calm.
Kate slammed her fists into the concrete wall and then slid down, sobbing, pressing her head into her knees.
“Don’t be so vile, Marcus,” blurted out Travis Shu of the House of Rat. His eyes flashed with a long-held anger. His fingers balled into fists, as though he longed to throw a punch at the Chancellor.
Marcus turned slowly toward Travis, a withering expression on his face. And Travis, who had been fueled by an uncharacteristic moment of bravery, now shrank back as though he regretted having spoken up at all. “What was that, Travis?” Marcus asked in a soft, silky voice.
Travis shook his head and said nothing, trembles racking his body.
Marcus’s eyes traveled from council member to council member. Nobody would meet his gaze. After a long moment, he nodded in satisfaction. “That’s what I thought. Well, if there are no other inane outbursts, we’re adjourned.”
Although not all the High Council members looked satisfied with the outcome of the meeting, those who wore troubled expressions said nothing to stand up against Marcus.
But after the meeting, Travis and Sylvia exchanged a meaningful look, and they tapped Kate on the shoulder and whispered something to her. The three hurried away together toward an empty classroom, whose door they closed behind them.
“I can’t stand having that pig as Chancellor anymore,” Kate burst out as soon as they were certain nobody could overhear them. She sniffed, wiping tears from her eyes.
“If not Marcus, then who’s the best choice for Chancellor? Julius certainly isn’t an option, even if he wants to come back. He betrayed our trust by faking his death.” Travis’s expression was stony. It was clear from the equally cold looks on Sylvia’s and Kate’s faces that they were in agreement. Although Julius was not dead, he was dead to them.
“Evangeline is our only option,” Sylvia said finally. “She’s a bit of a wild card, but she’s the only one I would trust in that role. We need to convince everyone else to let Evangeline lead us. I don’t care how it happens.”
“Is there anyone else we know who supports Evangeline?” Travis paced around the room with his hands folded behind his back. “I think the Elders have all thrown in their lot with Marcus, since the High Council voted him into power.”
“To be honest, all of the other human Descendants are in favor of Evangeline. None of them like Marcus, for obvious reasons, and they don’t trust Julius, either, after he faked his own death,” Kate said. “But—as much as I hate to say it—we humans are barely taken seriously among the rest of the Descendants.”
Sylvia’s eyes narrowed as she focused on something beyond the classroom windows. “Let’s wrap up the discussion, guys. We don’t want anyone getting curious and asking questions about why we’re gathered here.”
Travis stopped pacing and sat down at the nearest desk. His gaze followed Sylvia’s, and then his eyes widened and his jaw opened slightly in surprise. “I imagine we’ll find out about the remaining Evangeline supporters soon enough.”
Kate turned to see what Sylvia and Travis were staring at. Out in the courtyard, somebody had spray-painted the grass with big red letters: ALL HAIL EVANGELINE.
At once, the mood in the room lifted. They had comrades, even if they didn’t know who they were yet. And those comrades were starting to fight back.



Aside from the graffiti in the courtyard, there appeared to be nothing at all remarkable about this particular night at the Academy. The supernatural Descendants were utterly wrapped up in their routine. Besides, these were Descendants; despite their curse, they were among the most powerful beings that existed, the top of the food chain on Earth. After those pesky Wrathlings had all but vanished into the depths of the Underworld, and with the shamans and faerie banished to their own territories, why shouldn’t the Descendants let their guard down after centuries of constant vigilance? Who else could possibly pose a threat to these supernatural creatures?
The problem with having too much power was that one’s judgment could be clouded by a false sense of invincibility—by hubris. It was the same fatal flaw that felled heroes and emperors.
If the Descendants had had clear judgment on this night, they might have picked up on a sinister energy in their midst. They would have noticed that Brian Ji of House of Rooster, who had always been left-handed, now favored his right. They might have found it odd that Brian strode past Marcus Niu without so much as a look, even though Brian had been doing his utmost to suck up to Marcus and access his inner circle.
Nobody was any the wiser that something was wrong until Max stood up in the middle of Elder Yang’s lecture. The movement was so sudden that his chair clattered over, and the Descendant behind him, Delilah Hou, swore at his back.
“Is there a problem?” asked the Elder, frowning at the disruption by his pupil.
Everyone turned to stare at Max.
Max slowly raised a trembling arm and pointed out toward the courtyard, at the graffiti. “Who did that?” he demanded. “Who dares defy my brother’s rule so openly?” Of course, everyone knew that Evangeline and Julius still had supporters, but none had dared to call attention to themselves until now for this exact reason—that they would invoke the ire of Marcus and Max.
Marcus now swiveled toward the courtyard, too, and steadily, his face turned red. The Descendants all stared at one another, perplexed; if the culprit was among them, they were excellent at acting. Before Marcus could speak or do little more than shake in rage, however, another figure stood up.
“Brian?” Max blurted out. “Was it you? Where did you get the balls?”
But all at once, the graffiti was forgotten as Descendants in the room recognized that something was terribly wrong. Brian’s eyes, which had been as black as coal, turned red. Tremors ran down his body, and frothy white spittle dripped from his lips.
“Brian?” Elder Yang said with much more concern in his voice than before.
“Th-That’s not Brian!” shouted Delilah as she backed away in terror. She pointed toward something behind him on the wall—his shadow, which distorted in an awful, monstrous way.
All at once, the matter of the offensive graffiti was forgotten. Before anyone could move, the Brian look-alike pulled out two swords and slashed at the two nearest Descendants, Sylvia Tu of House of Rabbit and Meredith Gou of House of Dog. Both girls yelled in pain as they clutched their wounds.
Screams rent the air as some of the Descendants dove to get out of Brian’s way. Most hadn’t brought their weapons to class, but a few had—Marcus among them. As the supernaturals ducked for cover, Marcus yanked out his own sword and charged toward Brian. As much as others might think him a scoundrel, Marcus Niu was no coward. Taking a flying leap, he dove at Brian and grabbed the smaller boy around the neck.
“Have you lost your mind?” Marcus bellowed, choking Brian. “What are you thinking, attacking your fellow Descendants?”
Brian let out a high-pitched, inhuman shriek. His nails scrabbled against the back of Marcus’s hands, drawing deep, bloody welts. There was a vicious look in his eyes—a look that revealed nothing human inside. Indeed, Brian must have gone mad, for how else could one of Marcus’s most devoted followers snarl at him with such open hatred and bloodlust?
A desperate life-or-death scuffle ensued between the two boys, but it was clear that Brian was out of his league in terms of strength. In a matter of moments, Brian’s struggles against Marcus’s meaty arms slowed, and then stopped. His arms and legs hung limply, like a rag doll’s. The light faded from his eyes.
“Y-You killed him!” shrieked Delilah. She backed away from Marcus as though he might come for her next.
“That wasn’t Brian,” Marcus growled, tossing the dead body to the floor with a disgusted expression. “I don’t know where Brian went, but that’s not him. That’s something pretending to be Brian.”
“What? Pretending to be Brian?” Sylvia Tu stared at the broken body in shock, clutching at her bleeding arm. “What could have done that?”
Before Marcus could speak, a very strange process took place. The dead body began to jerk, causing the closest Descendants to scream and scatter. Nails grew into talons. Teeth grew into razor-sharp fangs. The skin bubbled and morphed into a leathery layer, that of a monster almost double the size of a human body. Large bloodred wings sprouted from the body’s back, and the nearest Descendants scattered to give it a wide berth. Curved horns protruded from the top of its head.
Once the transformation was complete, the body stilled. Then it vanished into thin air, leaving behind no trace.
Nobody spoke for a long moment. Then, in a whisper, Elder Yang said what everyone now knew:
“The Wrathlings have returned.”



Miles away, tucked inside an office on the fifth floor of a building in Koreatown, the Collector watched the events unfolding at Earthly Branches Academy through a crystal orb stolen from the fae long ago. His smile widened when the Wrathling’s body disappeared, and he delighted in the fear that rose in the expressions of every Descendant. Devilish glee curled his toes and sent shivers down his spine. He had just planted the seeds of a Wrathling uprising in the Underground; here at Earthly Branches Academy, too, the seeds were beginning to germinate.
“They know we’ve returned.”
This observation came from Jing, a Wrathling who took on the appearance of a young woman. She stood between the Collector’s two right-hand underlings, Bo and Yun.
“Yes, they do,” rasped the Collector. “That was just my little greeting.”
Bo and Yun exchanged a look of confusion, and even Jing frowned, looking stumped.
“Why stop at a mere greeting?” Jing asked. “Why not launch an outright attack on the Descendants?”
The Collector fixed his cold, empty eyes upon Jing, until the latter was forced to turn away, shivering from a sudden temperature drop in the room. “There is no need to exert our energy and resources on a full-scale attack when we can deploy one soldier on the inside and watch the Descendants bring themselves down in their panic, hysteria, and paranoia.”
“You are most cunning, my lord,” said Jing with a little bow of admiration. “You hardly need to lift a finger, and already those Descendants don’t stand a chance.”
The Collector turned away from his underlings and clasped his arms behind his back, gazing out at the city skyline. “I won’t just sit back idly, however. Now the real work begins.”
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EVANGELINE
When she arrived in Notting Hill, Evangeline was greeted by a foggy late afternoon. The streets were full of puddles and slippery cobblestone. They’d clearly missed the worst of the rain, but a very faint drizzle still misted the air. Out of habit, Evangeline swept their surroundings for any sign of potential enemies. She’d placed two daggers in her socks, worn her magical golden handcuffs around her wrists, and stuffed a sword into the backpack of supplies that Nicholas carried. Despite her ample supply of weapons, Evangeline’s paranoia ran at an all-time high. One could never be too careful when one’s enemy was Julius Long.
Meanwhile, Lei spun around in carefree circles as though they were all here on a relaxing holiday. “London is just as nice as I remembered,” sighed the shaman contentedly as they made their way down a street full of busy restaurants and pubs.
The last time Evangeline had visited London had been a few years ago when she accompanied Julius on a business trip. She’d shadowed him as he handled negotiations for purchasing a large commercial building in King’s Cross, a complicated process that had required multiple meetings with different big shots in the real estate industry. That seemed like a lifetime ago now. Back then, Evangeline couldn’t have imagined the context of her return in just a few short years. She couldn’t even have imagined being here without Julius by her side.
“Where are we going first?” Tristan asked.
“Stopping for food, I hope,” Lei groaned, rubbing his stomach.
Evangeline gave him a sour look. “You’ll have to make do with the snacks we packed. We’re first going to visit an old friend. Then we’re going to do our best to track Julius down before the date of the exchange.”
“You really think we’ll be able to find him?” Lei gave her a dubious look. “I’m fairly certain that if Julius doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be. Besides, the last time we faced him, we didn’t exactly come out on top or—”
“Hem-hem,” coughed Nicholas.
Evangeline squared her shoulders and stomped down the street. The sting of losing to Julius right when she’d thought she could declare victory would take some time to overcome. She’d learned her lesson, and she wouldn’t let her guard down around her brother again. Even if Julius appeared to have the upper hand right now, Evangeline would emerge the victor when next they faced each other, and she would snatch the position of Chancellor from him. She had to.
The group rounded the corner, sidestepping a gaggle of French tourists. A large white building emerged in front of them. The golden sign out front read HOTEL VICTORIA. Evangeline waltzed straight inside as though she owned the place, her sights set on the front desk.
“I’d like to speak with Margaret,” Evangeline said briskly.
“Margaret doesn’t work the front desk,” the young man sitting there returned. “I’d be happy to assist you.”
“Tell her Evangeline Long is here.”
The young man raised an eyebrow, as though questioning whether he was supposed to be impressed by her introduction. Evangeline stared him down coldly. It seemed her glare was as frightening as ever, because the young man quickly straightened and stood up. “One moment, please.” He walked away from the desk and toward a back room.
“Margaret?” Tristan asked after the man had gone. “Not that Margaret?”
Evangeline said nothing, and she didn’t need to answer, because the man returned with an older woman who looked to be in her forties. Evangeline hadn’t seen her in person for over a decade, but she still could recognize the Descendant anywhere.
“Leave us.” Margaret swept her hand at the young man to dismiss him, but her eyes never left Evangeline’s. The man hurried off, but not before darting a puzzled look over his shoulder at the strange group that had just turned up in the hotel.
“Margaret Tu.” Evangeline parted her lips into a warm smile. The movement felt stiff and strange. “You haven’t aged a bit since you retired.”
Margaret threw her head back and laughed. “Lying to my face to flatter me! You haven’t changed at all, Evangeline Long. Nor have the rest of you.” Now she swept her gaze over Nicholas, Tristan, and Lei. It might just have been Evangeline’s imagination, but she thought Margaret stared at Lei, who was still disguised as Travis, for a beat longer than the others. Was it possible? Did Margaret see through Nicholas’s work to the shaman spy beneath the Descendant face? But then the moment passed, and Margaret turned away from Lei and back to Evangeline with a wide grin. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit, Evangeline? Are you here to bribe me? Murder one of my associates or customers?”
Evangeline said wryly, “Is it unbelievable that I might have wanted a short getaway in London?”
At that, Margaret snorted so loudly that she startled a few customers who were leaving the hotel. “We both know you’ve never vacationed in your life. You haven’t sent me so much as a letter all these years, and now you’ve turned up on my doorstep out of the blue.” Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t suppose you’re out on an Assignment right now.”
“Something like that,” Evangeline said evasively. Then, hurrying to change the topic, she said, “Look, I’ve come here because we could really use a safe place to stay while we’re in London on our…business.” There was no guarantee that Margaret would help them out, but there had never been any bad blood between Evangeline and Margaret, and Descendants looked out for one another, so Evangeline had hope that Margaret would pull through for them.
Margaret put her hands up and nodded knowingly. “I get it. As you know, I’ve taken on many Assignments myself in the past. I know you can’t say anything that would reveal the details. I’ll be happy to provide accommodations while you’re in town.”
“For free,” Evangeline added. “You do recall who saved you from nearly getting torn in half by a Wrathling on Christmas Eve nineteen years ago, don’t you?”
Margaret widened her smile. “You Longs really love to settle up your debts when the rest of us have all but forgotten, haven’t you?”
Evangeline revealed her own sharp-toothed smile.
“Very well. A debt is a debt.” Margaret gave a little bow and swept her hands toward the elevators. “The only openings we have right now are two queen-sized suites. I can give you those two rooms, and you can pair up as you see fit.”



After Margaret left them outside the doors of rooms 406 and 408, Evangeline found herself saddled with the awkward task of dividing up the rooms. Normally, she’d feel most comfortable sharing a room—and a bed—with Nicholas, but given the frosty atmosphere between them, that wasn’t an appealing choice at all. However, the only other options were to share a bed with Lei—a practical stranger, and not one she really even trusted—or Tristan, an ex-boyfriend whom she’d recently kissed and was trying to avoid. Suddenly, Evangeline missed Alice.
“We’ll take room 406,” said Tristan, moving over to stand by Evangeline. “Nicholas, Lei—you can have 408.”
A shadow fell over Nicholas’s face, and Evangeline whipped around to stare at Tristan in protest at his making the decision without consulting her. Furthermore, the implication that she and Tristan ought to share a bed was bold, even for him. “You can’t just decide the room arrangements on your own.”
“Oh, I’ve decided, all right. Besides, there’s no way I’m going to be stuck in a room with either of those two,” Tristan said. “That would be an awful idea, and we all know it.”
He had a point, Evangeline realized. And perhaps deep down, though she would never admit it, a tiny part of her desired this time alone with Tristan. Most of her wanted to run far, far away, however. It was maddening to have Tristan constantly in her orbit and trying to draw nearer to her when she was internally at war with herself over what to do.
“I don’t care,” Nicholas said gruffly, turning his back to them. “Do whatever you like.”
He couldn’t fool Evangeline. The sleeping arrangements bothered him. She heard the forced toughness in his voice, read the tension in his shoulders. Before she could figure out how to reassure him, Nicholas opened the door to room 408 and stormed inside without a backward glance.
“We aren’t sleeping here. Not yet, at least,” Evangeline called after him. “We’ll get settled in a bit, and then we’ll need to get straight to work.” There was no answer from Nicholas.
“Let the princess blow off steam for a bit,” said Tristan.
Evangeline scowled at him. “Can’t you two lay off each other for a minute?”
Lei stood there awkwardly for a moment before following Nicholas. Right before he closed the door, he gave Evangeline and Tristan a lewd wink. “Enjoy,” he said, rather unnecessarily. Then he slammed the door shut.
Evangeline wondered if she had gotten in over her head. If she’d still had a beating heart, surely it would have pounded madly as she and Tristan silently entered their room. There was only one bed, though there was also a couch next to the window. If Tristan really annoyed her, she could always banish him to the couch. That thought heartened her.
Tristan sat down on the bed and laid his head back on the pillow, closing his eyes. Gingerly, Evangeline did the same. He said nothing, and neither did she. For once, she didn’t know what to say. Had silence always been so loud?
After a while, Tristan peeked open his right eye and then his left. He folded his arms behind his head and gazed at Evangeline with a scrutinizing look. She wasn’t sure how to read it. She turned her eyes away, determined to look anywhere but at him.
“We need to get Margaret to tell us anything she might know about Julius’s properties around here,” Evangeline rambled. Oh, she wasn’t even sure why she was talking about the Assignment rather than addressing the elephant in the room—only that she had to say something, anything, to fill up the uncomfortable silence. “I’m counting on our Descendant connections in London to help us pinpoint my brother’s whereabouts.”
“We’re finally alone again, and you still want to talk business?” Tristan sighed.
Evangeline swallowed hard. Perhaps it was the coward’s way out of a tough conversation, but every single cell in her body urged her to redirect the conversation away from them. “Well, of course we have to talk business. Did you think we were in London for fun? There’s a lot of work to do over here, Tristan, and not a moment to waste.” She suddenly needed to get away from him. The warmth of his body so close to her cold skin was burning her.
As she stood, Tristan caught her wrist with his fingers. She froze.
“Ev,” he said gently. “Sit back down.”
And Evangeline, who never let anyone give her orders, who never did anything against her will, who never let anyone throw her off-balance, obediently lowered herself onto the bed.
With her back to Tristan, she determinedly stared at the wall. “What, Tristan?” she whispered.
“Look at me.”
Evangeline, though fuming, obeyed and turned around to meet Tristan’s gaze levelly.
Tristan stared into her eyes, firmly and unblinking, those dark brown eyes mesmerizing her as they always did. “I don’t like that you’ve been dodging my attempts to talk about us.”
“I’m not dodging you,” Evangeline lied.
Tristan raised an eyebrow and scoffed. “Oh, really? I’m imagining you dodging me every time I’ve tried to talk to you since we left Faerieland?”
“We’ve talked plenty since then.”
“And I suppose I imagined the kiss, too.”
Evidently, Tristan wasn’t going to dance around the elephant anymore. She’d put this talk off long enough, and she’d grown tired of avoiding it. Perhaps it was best to just rip off the Band-Aid.
Still refusing to look at Tristan, Evangeline said to the wall, “That…That was…it was something that happened in the heat of the moment. We both lost control of ourselves. It won’t happen again.”
“Won’t it?”
Evangeline closed her eyes. In her heart of hearts, an answer rose—yes. But she couldn’t give in to her most primal and human instincts. She hadn’t been human in a long time, so it didn’t make sense for her to make such human mistakes now. “You know we could never work, Tristan.”
“Why? Because we weren’t good together a little while ago? We aren’t those versions of ourselves anymore, Ev. If we tried again…” He paused and swallowed audibly. When he spoke, his voice was so quiet she could hardly hear it. “This time could be different.”
“I don’t think it would be,” Evangeline said softly. “I don’t think either of us has changed enough since back then.”
It had been a small incident that finally led to their breakup, really, but it was one of those situations where small issues continued to add up until both of them found themselves walking on eggshells. Evangeline didn’t like thinking back to that time of her life, when her relationship with Tristan had turned her into an anxious, jealous creature. As far as she was concerned, that was in the past, and she didn’t wish to revisit that old version of herself.
Tristan’s face sagged. “You know by now that those weren’t notes from real secret admirers, but rather from the Collector, and I wasn’t entertaining any other women. There was only ever you, Ev. It’s always been you.”
Evangeline had caught Tristan trying to get rid of the third “secret admirer” note in a month, and after they’d spent the past several weeks fighting, that had been the last straw. The two had had a shouting match right in the middle of the House of Snake dormitory, drawing the attention of a few curious nearby Descendants, and they had ended on foul terms.
Evangeline looked away, finding herself unable to maintain Tristan’s heated gaze. “Even if you say that,” she said slowly, “you know the rules. Descendants can fall in love, but they can never marry. They can only leave the Descendants and lose their magic if they want to have a life together. There’s no future for us.”
There. A good, solid reason for why the two of them needed to walk back from the line they’d crossed together. Or, more accurately, an excuse for Evangeline to hide her true feelings, as she always did. Expressing her emotions made her vulnerable, and that was a weakness that she’d never afforded herself. Even as a child, Evangeline’s parents had impressed upon her that if she wanted to be powerful, she could not reveal any weaknesses.
But now, Evangeline couldn’t ignore the fact that somewhere deep down, she yearned to answer Tristan’s affections.
“You’re thinking so far into the future,” Tristan bit out in frustration. “We don’t have to worry about that at the moment. What about just focusing on the here and now?”
Evangeline shook her head. They had been foolish the first time, trying to have a romance that had no future; Evangeline was wiser now, and she was determined not to regress in life. There was no present without the future. And there was no future in which Evangeline and Tristan ended up with a happily ever after, for even if they could work out their differences, they would have to leave behind everything and everyone they’d ever known. And if they got together for a second time, Evangeline sensed, it would quickly turn serious. It could quickly turn into forever.
Evangeline couldn’t just let go of all her ambitions and desires and melt into Tristan’s arms.
“The Descendants are all I know,” Evangeline said quietly. “I want to be Chancellor, Tristan. I want to get those fountainheads back and break the curse, once and for all. I…I can’t focus on anything else right now.” That was the truth. Even if she wanted to figure out what was happening between Tristan and her, she hardly had enough time and bandwidth to think through everything while trying to save the future of the Descendants. She had already failed everybody once. She would not risk doing so again.
There was a question in Tristan’s eyes, along with a raw openness that she hadn’t seen in some time. “I just don’t see why we can’t do both at the same time,” he said, his voice breaking, and it broke Evangeline, too, just a little bit.
There was no point in working on something that had no future. Even though it took every last ounce of her resolve, Evangeline forced herself to look Tristan straight in the eye as she said firmly, “We have to focus on the Assignment at hand without any distractions.”
Tristan rolled over onto his side so that he faced away from her. After a long moment, he spoke, his voice muffled by the pillow. “Fine. But I don’t want us to avoid each other.”
“I won’t avoid you anymore.” That, at least, Evangeline could promise. She turned away from Tristan again, glad that she had managed to keep her voice steady, even as she might be breaking a little on the inside.
But she was Evangeline Long, and she could not show that weakness to anyone.
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TRISTAN
Tristan had a massive headache, and its name was Evangeline Long.
Now that he had somehow survived this month’s full moon without going on a rampage as a werewolf, Tristan was on top of the world—except when it came to her. Evangeline. His feelings toward her were more confusing than ever, and it didn’t help that they had next to no time to actually sit down and have a productive conversation.
He scowled at Evangeline’s back as she explained the next step of her plan to Nicholas and Lei. The nerve of her to simply go back to normal after…after the conversation they’d had moments ago. That was something he usually respected and admired about her—that she would always put herself and her goals first, especially if it was for the greater good.
However, at the moment, what Tristan felt was less respect and more annoyance.
“Tristan and I will head to Westminster,” Evangeline said. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, Tristan’s eyes tracking the short but graceful movement. It seemed that no matter what, Tristan couldn’t stop focusing on Evangeline.
“To do what?” Nicholas asked sharply, his eyes darting between the two of them. Tristan had begun to think Nicholas’s face was fixed in a permanent scowl. Or maybe it was only permanent whenever he looked at Tristan.
“To elope, obviously.” Tristan grinned when Nicholas’s face turned beet red. Oh, it was too easy to get a rise out of the fox spirit who wore his heart on his sleeve. Tristan knew how to play Nicholas like an instrument.
Evangeline sighed and rubbed her forehead as though she were the one with a headache. “The jokes are getting out of hand, Tristan.”
“You’re right. As if I’d ever let you elope with me.”
“We’ll be retrieving information,” Evangeline answered as though Tristan hadn’t said anything. “Nicholas and Lei, the two of you stay here and wait for us to return. Try to make yourselves useful.”
“How?” Lei asked. “By dusting the room?”
Evangeline threw him an exasperated look. “By helping me find any leads, Lei. Flirt with Margaret and ask if anyone’s been making waves around here lately—anything that could possibly lead us to Julius.”
“Can’t we have a short break first?” Lei grumbled, casting a longing glance back at the bed. “I know you Descendants don’t know the meaning of the word rest, but I, for one, am very sleep-deprived.”
Evangeline made a tsking noise. “Fine. You can sleep, for all I care. Just don’t leave the hotel until Tristan and I return. We want to avoid being spotted as much as possible in this city. You never know where Julius might have planted eyes and ears.”
Tristan remained silent, even though normally he’d put up a fuss, protesting and complaining that he wanted to sleep, too.
He was numb.
Just a few moments ago, he and Evangeline had finally talked about that kiss…yet he was no closer to understanding what to do about Evangeline than he’d been before that. And yet she’d made it clear that there would be no further discussion for the moment.
Tristan wanted to bury his head in a pillow and scream. Because of the memory of their kiss, he’d done something he normally wouldn’t. He’d let his walls down around Evangeline and made himself vulnerable to her. Then she’d turned him away, not because she didn’t have feelings for him anymore but because they didn’t have a future together.
How was it even possible that a person as infuriating as Evangeline Long existed? That somebody could worm her way into his carefully guarded heart and dash it to pieces if she wanted to? That he’d let it happen?
A thick silence hung between Evangeline and Tristan as they made their way down to the lobby, where they nodded at the young man working the front desk. Margaret was nowhere to be seen. Tristan assumed she was busy overseeing the operations of the hotel. It was nighttime; the sun had long since set, yet the streets were still loud with the sound of laughter and drunken shouting.
When Tristan and Evangeline turned down an empty street, Evangeline reached out to grab his hand.
“What are you—?” The rest of the question was ripped out of Tristan’s mouth as the two began to travel at lightning-fast speed, their surroundings turning into a blur around them. Within seconds, Evangeline squeezed Tristan’s hand again, and they tumbled to a stop in front of a large apartment complex.
“You could give me a warning next time,” Tristan complained, slightly dizzy as he readjusted to being on solid ground.
Evangeline smiled wryly. “Just keeping you on your toes.”
Tristan rolled his eyes and turned toward the apartment complex. The architecture was of a classic Gothic style. All of the apartments and buildings in the area seemed to have been constructed in a similar manner. They were cookie-cutter, yet in an entirely different way from apartments in Manhattan.
“I need you to stand watch for me while I go into that office,” Evangeline said, pointing at the corner apartment on the highest floor.
“Me? Stand around twiddling my thumbs while you commit theft?” Tristan asked, as though he’d heard wrong. “I thought you wanted me on your team because I’m the best thief around, Ev.”
“Not this time. I’ll be quick about it.”
“I’d be quicker.”
“You don’t know what we’re looking for.”
“I would if you told me what we’re doing.”
“No, Tristan,” Evangeline said firmly.
He heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Why don’t you ever tell me your plans? Or any of us? It feels like you don’t really trust us.”
She turned slowly and pinned him with such an icy stare that Tristan swore he felt chills creeping down his back. “That’s because I don’t. In the event that any of you were caught and tortured by Julius or one of his lackeys, you couldn’t reveal my location or my intentions. You can’t cough up details if I didn’t give you any.”
It was an ice-cold and brutal response, a painful slap in the face. Nothing less than he should have expected from Evangeline. After all the time they’d known each other, she still didn’t trust him. Frustration welled up within Tristan, and it took all of his self-control not to snap at her. Fighting now would be counterproductive.
And besides, Evangeline had just been betrayed by perhaps the only person she’d ever truly trusted—her own brother. Perhaps Tristan had to cut her some slack, just this once, and prove to her that he could be trusted.
“Well, I’m already here with you,” Tristan pointed out as calmly as he could, “so you might as well tell me a little bit so I’m not completely in the dark. Why are we breaking into this office in the middle of the night? I mean, how is this even relevant to finding Julius?”
Evangeline pulled a pair of gloves out of her pocket and put them on. “A few years ago, I came here with Julius to meet with his bookkeeper when he bought a building.”
Tristan raised an eyebrow. Even at this hour, Evangeline still wouldn’t get straight to the point. “We’re going after a bookkeeper? What for?”
“Not the man himself, Tristan. Use your head.”
He certainly didn’t appreciate Evangeline’s impatient tone, but after a moment of quiet thinking, he understood her intentions. When the realization set in, he sighed and rubbed his forehead. A headache had already begun throbbing. “You Long siblings really don’t know how to just fight normally.”
Evangeline gave a wry smile. “Julius and I have never been normal, and you know that.”
There was no stopping Evangeline when she was this determined. Besides, if Evangeline was going to burn Julius’s world down, Tristan saw no choice but to help her accomplish just that.
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NICHOLAS
“You’re not going to charm anyone with that mean look on your face, you know.”
Nicholas’s frown deepened as he spun toward Lei. He was certain that his irritation showed on his face, and he didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, the shaman had gotten far too comfortable with him. “I’m not trying to charm anyone right now.”
“Ohhhh! Frightening!” The shaman made a show of clutching at an invisible necklace. It really was unnerving to see Lei’s mannerisms on Travis’s body. Even though he’d done the transformation work himself, Nicholas had to keep reminding himself that “Travis” was actually Lei in disguise. “You ought not to frown so much, you know. It’ll give you wrinkles and age you.”
Nicholas stared at Lei as though he were stupid. “I’m immortal.”
“Being immortal doesn’t protect you from your own natural ugliness, I’m afraid.”
Since when had anyone ever looked at Nicholas and thought him ugly? He thought to protest his indignation, but there was no point in giving in further to Lei’s goading when he was clearly aiming to get a rise out of him. Nicholas knew the shaman was just bored, and he, unfortunately, was the closest source of entertainment.
Lei had no intention of leaving Nicholas alone, however. A devious smile crossed his face. “I can only imagine what Evangeline and Tristan are up to right this moment. They finally have some alone time without us hovering in the background. Maybe they’ll run into danger while outside, Tristan will win Evangeline’s heart with a daring rescue, and then he’ll lean in for a kiss…” The shaman placed one hand over his heart and the other on his forehead, swooning dramatically.
“Evangeline isn’t some damsel in distress, and Tristan is certainly no hero,” Nicholas snapped. He immediately regretted opening his mouth when Lei’s smirk widened.
“Have I struck a nerve, Nicholas?”
“You? Never,” Nicholas grumbled. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, willing himself to summon his last ounce of patience, soothing the fire inside. Evangeline had asked Nicholas to pry any potentially useful information out of Margaret. Even if he was on poor terms with Evangeline right now, even if the idea of collaborating with Lei was giving him an atrocious headache, Nicholas would do his best to do as she asked while she was away. The fate of the Descendants depended on it.
Nicholas looked into the mirror hanging above the desk. Normally his appearance was perfect—or at least, fairly close to it—but the stress of the Assignment had worn him down, and the face looking back at him in the mirror was quite frazzled. Lei was right. If Nicholas kept frowning, he was going to age himself with wrinkle lines. He forced a small smile onto his face and used his fingers to smooth back his rumpled hair. It was time to do what he was apparently best at, which was charming the world.
After leaning forward and examining himself more closely to make sure everything appeared in place, Nicholas said, “I’m ready.”
Lei just sniffed in response, which was as good as approval coming from him.
With that, the pair headed out of the room and down into the hotel lobby. It was mostly empty except for a small group of tourists who sat with their suitcases in the lounge area. A few of them openly gawked at Nicholas. He was used to attracting attention due to his unnaturally good looks, but he wished it weren’t so when he actually had work to do. Nicholas strode up to the young man working the front desk—Philip, according to his name tag.
“How can I help you?” asked Philip with a practiced smile.
Nicholas leaned over the desk and stared straight into the man’s eyes without blinking, a tactic to assert confidence. “I’d like to speak with Margaret, please.”
Philip’s smile waned slightly. “Is it a matter to do with your room? I can call over an employee.”
“No, I need to speak with Margaret specifically.”
Philip raised an eyebrow. “Well, unfortunately, she’s not here at the moment.”
“Are you sure?” Nicholas pressed.
“Very sure.” Philip seemed to be getting annoyed by the questions. He stared back at Nicholas and Lei, stony-faced. “Margaret stepped out earlier today. She didn’t give us any details about where she was going.”
Nicholas tapped his fingers on the counter impatiently. Clearly, his tactic to assert dominance over the man hadn’t worked. “Well, did she at least say when she’d be back?”
Philip shook his head. “Is there anything else I can assist you with, sir?”
Nicholas glanced at Lei, who shrugged. Philip stared at them with curiosity. They couldn’t just leave it at this. They had to speak with Margaret by the time Evangeline and Tristan returned to the hotel.
It was time to turn on the old charm for Philip, Nicholas decided. If one tactic didn’t work, it was time to switch to another. He smoothed his hair back again and leaned against the counter, allowing a small smile to spread on his lips. Fox spirits were almost too good-looking for the mortal eye to behold, and Nicholas was about the best-looking of them all. Yet sometimes he hated that his looks were seemingly his best asset. Gods, he wished more than anything that he was the one accompanying Evangeline to Westminster, rather than spending his time flirting with hotel staff.
“Tell Margaret to hurry back to speak with Nicholas Hu and Travis Shu,” Nicholas said silkily. “There’s something important we need to discuss with her.”
Philip’s jaw dropped, and a flush rose to his cheeks. He fumbled for the phone at his desk, dropping it clumsily on the desk in his eagerness to comply. “Y-Yes, sir.”
Lei snickered softly as Philip made the call, and Nicholas did his best to ignore him. The shaman was enjoying this Assignment entirely too much for Nicholas’s liking.
Philip hung up the phone. “She said she’s already almost back. Shouldn’t take longer than a minute.” He coughed, dodging Nicholas’s gaze and rubbing at the collar of his shirt. “Erm…bit hot in here, isn’t it?”
Thankfully, Nicholas and Lei were saved the need to respond when the front door opened and Margaret swept through the entrance, her long maroon dress fanning out behind her.
“You wanted a word with me?” Margaret scanned the vicinity as though looking for someone else. “Where’s that fiery Long sister?”
“No idea,” said Nicholas with a shrug, which was the truth. Evangeline had been as cryptic about her plan as ever. “Can we find somewhere private to talk?”
Margaret nodded slowly and then snapped her head toward Philip. “We’ll go down to the storage room in the basement. Make sure we aren’t disturbed.”
Philip inclined his head. “Yes, ma’am.”
With that, Margaret bent one long fingernail, gesturing for Nicholas and Lei to follow her into the elevator. There was a long, slightly awkward silence, filled only by the sound of the old elevator creaking its way down to the basement. The doors opened to reveal a dimly lit, empty hallway.
“In here,” said Margaret, and Nicholas jerked in surprise to see that she’d already moved inside the storage room. When Nicholas and Lei entered behind her, Margaret pushed the door firmly shut.
“Is that necessary?” Lei asked, narrowing his eyes at the movement.
“We don’t want to be overheard or disturbed. The hotel staff are blissfully unaware of my Descendant roots, or, indeed, of any supernatural stirrings in this world. I’d like to keep it that way.” A shadow fell over Margaret’s face. Then she raised her head and smiled tightly. “So, what is it that you wanted to talk about?”
Ignoring the fact that they were surrounded by boxes and dust, Nicholas still tried to turn on the charm for Margaret, leaning his arm against a tall stack of boxes. Oh, Evangeline. Here goes nothing, but let the record show that I at least gave this my best effort. “Have you seen or heard about anything…interesting happening around these parts lately? Any new and unexpected Descendant activity? Any supernaturals popping up in the area who shouldn’t be here?”
Margaret lowered her gaze to Nicholas’s arm and then raised it to his face. There was a knowing gleam in her eyes that made him nervous. “There are nine other Descendants stationed on various Assignments throughout London alone, as you know. Even a Descendant Assigned to protect the prime minister. I can’t possibly keep track of them all.” Then she paused, her eyebrows pulling together in concentration. “But as a matter of fact, I have had an interesting encounter lately. As recently as about a day ago, if you can believe it.”
Nicholas hadn’t thought it would be this easy. “Really? What happened?” In his eagerness, he knew some of the charm had slipped out of his posture, but he didn’t care.
Margaret pursed her lips and leaned back against the wall. She sized up Nicholas and Lei as though deciding how much to tell them. No, Nicholas realized as his gut jolted. She sized them up like a wolf eyeing sheep.
Margaret advanced on him, and instinctively, Nicholas took a step back. To his surprise, she jerked her head in Lei’s direction instead.
“Travis, remind me again—that time you and I undertook that Assignment to eliminate Wrathlings in Switzerland—were we successful?”
If Lei was taken aback by the question, he didn’t reveal anything. “Of course,” he replied with such smoothness that even Nicholas was almost fooled by it.
Margaret smiled. It was not a nice smile, but rather one tinged with satisfaction. “We didn’t go to Switzerland. We’ve never had an Assignment together, in fact. I don’t know who you are, but you aren’t Travis.”
Nicholas glanced at Lei nervously. Had the disguise slipped? It was difficult to concentrate on keeping it in place, even if he was able to do so for longer periods of time now. But Lei still looked like Travis. Margaret was too smart for a disguised appearance alone to fool her, then.
Lei didn’t waste any time or breath defending himself when it was clear his cover was blown. At once, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a dagger. Nicholas raised his fists in preparation for a fight.
Margaret hadn’t moved, however. She didn’t even appear to be alarmed. “Put the weapons away, boys,” she said calmly, as though speaking to rowdy children. “You don’t want a fight with me. I don’t know about you, whoever you are”—she slid a look to Lei—“but I know your combat skills leave something to be desired, Nicholas.”
“Just give us a chance to explain the situation, Margaret. I don’t want to hurt you,” Nicholas said through gritted teeth. He really didn’t want to have to fight Margaret. The situation would escalate, and they’d lose their only safe haven in London.
Margaret rolled her eyes up to the ceiling. “Rest assured, I won’t let you even put a hand on me.”
Nicholas continued to hold Margaret’s gaze. “You give us the space to do our business in peace, and we’ll leave your hotel as soon as Evangeline and Tristan are back,” he said.
“Well, see, that’s just the problem,” Margaret sighed in a singsong way, as though she were terribly regretful about the whole situation. “Yesterday, I was approached by someone who seemed to believe that Evangeline and her friends might come through here. He offered me an enormous sum of money to turn her over, and I…well, I’m just not in a position to let such an opportunity pass me by. Being a Descendant didn’t pay, as you well know.”
“ ‘He’?” Lei cut in, still holding up his dagger threateningly.
“Julius,” Nicholas growled. Evidently, Julius had had the same idea as Evangeline—that he’d make use of these days leading up to their agreed meeting by tracking her down. Of course that slimy, clever bastard was still one step ahead of them, even in London. Were they doomed always to follow on his trail, falling into the traps he’d set in his wake? “You don’t want to take his side, Margaret. When Evangeline is through with him, he’ll be less than a ghost.”
“Unfortunately, she won’t have the chance to do that,” Margaret retorted, and she sounded almost apologetic.
Nicholas wasn’t sure if he or Lei made the first move; everything happened so quickly, and all at once, they charged toward Margaret.
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EVANGELINE
When a security guard walked by, Evangeline slipped into the shadows and became as still as the night itself. After a moment, he was out of sight and it was safe to move again. She slunk out of the shadows, proceeded toward the staircase, and started climbing the stairs.
When Lei had placed those letters from Julius’s bookkeeper, Ronald Bai, in front of her back at the estate, it had given Evangeline a brilliant idea to attack her brother from the inside. And what better place to start than by peeking into his financial records?
Ronald Bai’s office was on the twelfth floor. It would be an annoying walk all the way up, but it was a safer bet than taking the elevator. Evangeline calculated that because of how annoying it was to take the stairs, the residents and staff of the building would almost certainly prefer the elevator. Also, it was nighttime, and foot traffic was likely to be low, thus ensuring that Evangeline was less likely to be spotted by anyone. Though it didn’t really matter who saw her as long as it wasn’t Ronald Bai.
When Julius had first introduced Evangeline to the mousy-looking man in a tweed jacket decades ago, she never thought she’d one day find herself breaking into his office. This would almost certainly be the most exciting thing to happen to Ronald in quite some time, as she imagined his daily life was dreadfully boring.
Evangeline reached the twelfth floor without trouble, removed a bobby pin from her hair, and smoothly picked the lock. It popped open without a struggle. This was almost too easy. Bookkeepers had such an unglamorous occupation that they probably had little fear of office break-ins and thus lived under a false sense of security. Well, that was to Evangeline’s advantage.
She cracked open the door. The office was empty, and it was tidied to such a degree that it was a bit disturbing. There wasn’t so much as a loose pen on Ronald’s clean desk, and any papers, she guessed, were tucked neatly away in the filing cabinets. Evangeline peered out the window. Far below, Tristan stood exactly where she’d left him. When he spotted her, he nodded twice—the signal that all was clear.
Quickly, Evangeline proceeded toward the filing cabinets. These were locked, too. Thankfully, Ronald was so organized that he’d labeled each cabinet alphabetically according to what Evangeline assumed was last name. She found the drawer labeled I–L. After a few moments of jiggling the lock with the bobby pin, she managed to open the drawer.
“Long, Long, Long,” Evangeline muttered under her breath, flipping through the folders in search of her brother’s name. There it was at the very back of the drawer, the thickest file—Julius Long. She lifted up the file carefully. She couldn’t take it with her. Ronald would surely notice it was missing, as Julius was his most important client. She took out her phone and snapped pictures of as many documents as she could. There were property addresses and financing agreements and investment accounts, which Evangeline would spend time sifting through as soon as she got out of here. Her fingers shook as she tried to hold her phone steady for the pictures. This was enough financial information about Julius to sink him and his fortune forever. Even though it was technically a fortune and legacy that belonged to the Long family, Evangeline had had little or nothing to do with it, and she did not feel nearly as bad about trying to destroy it as she should have.
Besides, once she’d thoroughly destroyed Julius’s empire, she would build a new one for the Longs herself. A more virtuous one.
When she was done, Evangeline quickly replaced the folder and used the bobby pin to lock the cabinet again. Down below, Tristan hadn’t moved or given any indication that anything was amiss. Evangeline left the room and locked it behind her. She didn’t dare relax even a little until she’d sprinted down the stairs and left the building, and then she allowed the sweet relief of victory to set in. She’d really done it, and it had really been that simple. She must’ve been in and out in under ten minutes.
Julius would get what was coming to him soon enough, and Evangeline couldn’t wait to be the one to serve justice.



As soon as Evangeline and Tristan entered the hotel, warning bells went off in her head. The hairs rose on the back of her arms and legs. Something was wrong, but she didn’t know what.
Then Margaret stepped out of the elevator. When her eyes fell upon the pair, she gave a sharp-toothed smile. Her hair had that frumpy, windswept look, and there was a spot of blood on her cheek. She appeared to have been in a fight.
“Evangeline. Tristan. You’re just in time.” Margaret’s beaming smile widened, and she spread out her arms as though in welcome.
Evangeline faked a pleasant smile in return, her mind racing a mile a minute. Nicholas and Lei were nowhere to be found, and there was a sign of a struggle—Margaret had blood on her face. Whatever struggle had taken place must have just concluded for Margaret not yet to have noticed how she looked.
“We’re just in time for what?” Tristan asked, a note of suspicion in his voice. “Where are Nicholas and L— Travis?” He caught himself just in time.
If Margaret noticed Tristan’s misstep, she gave no sign. “Come. We have much to discuss with your friends.” She beckoned for them to follow and entered the elevator. Evangeline and Tristan exchanged a quick look, and she knew they were on the same page: Margaret’s behavior was suspicious, and she had almost certainly done something to their comrades. However, it was a better idea to stay calm and pretend to go along with her so they could employ the element of surprise later. Wordlessly, Evangeline and Tristan followed Margaret into the elevator and down to the basement.
The doors opened to reveal Nicholas and Lei sitting tied up and gagged on chairs, while two men and one woman stood over them. Evangeline didn’t recognize these people. They weren’t Descendants. More rogue shamans, perhaps?
Tristan swore, but Evangeline remained calm and turned toward Margaret. Evangeline wasn’t sure how she managed to remain so levelheaded, but she supposed nothing could really faze her now. Not after her own brother had betrayed her. “What is the meaning of this?”
“I’m afraid I can’t let you four leave this basement until Julius arrives,” Margaret said with a sad shake of her head, as though she truly regretted what she was doing—though Evangeline could have seen through the fakeness from miles away.
Evangeline sighed and closed her eyes. “How long have you been working for Julius?”
“Oh, you’ve misunderstood me. I’m not working for Julius. He merely informed his extensive network here that he’s put a price on your head—and quite the price it is, too. I’m doing him a one-time favor.”
Of course. In hindsight, it had been naive of Evangeline not to assume that the Descendants and related connections in London were already under Julius’s thumb. Out of the corner of her eye, Evangeline noticed three shamans edging closer to her and Tristan. Still, she forced an outward appearance of calm. Margaret expected her to panic; Evangeline wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. Nicholas kept his gaze trained firmly on Evangeline, and his eyes were sending her a message. She was certain that he was signaling that they ought to attack together. Evangeline turned her attention back to Margaret, assessing the situation for the right moment to act.
“I didn’t think you’d sell out so easily, Margaret,” Tristan growled. “I don’t know what Julius told you, but he’s working to actively destroy the Descendants and our legacy for his selfish gain. We’re the ones actually trying to break the curse.”
Margaret frowned. “You presume that I care what happens to the Descendants.”
“Don’t you?” Tristan snapped.
“Do you know under what conditions I left the Descendants?” Margaret asked, her eyes flashing. Although she hadn’t changed her demeanor, Evangeline read a slight tension in her shoulders and a quiet burning anger in her hardened expression. “I was forced to leave even though I had nowhere else to go. I fell in love with another Descendant, and as you know, the rules are that Descendants can’t marry or have children with one another. So I chose to leave. But my love…he stayed behind.” Her eyes turned glassy. “He died on an Assignment years ago.”
Of course everyone knew about the not-so-secret secret romance that had bloomed between Margaret Tu and Dexter Yang. Margaret had left the Descendants because she couldn’t bear never to marry Dexter, and Dexter had chosen to stay behind because his love of power outweighed his love for Margaret. It was a tale that the Elders used to warn the other Descendants not to get involved in any romantic entanglements that were almost certain to end in heartbreak.
“What’s done is done, Margaret,” Evangeline said softly. It was about the most comfort she could offer. “There’s no use in holding a grudge against all of the Descendants for Dexter’s decision in the past.”
Margaret bared her teeth in a snarl, and Tristan groaned. Evidently, that had been the wrong thing to say. To be fair, nobody had ever praised Evangeline for her sweet-talking abilities.
“I don’t hold any grudges, but I have no love or loyalty left for the Descendants. So you see, my mind is made up, Evangeline. And Julius is already on his way.”
There was a resignation in Margaret’s voice that told Evangeline that she was exactly right and there was no talking her out of her decision. Margaret had nothing left to lose and everything to gain by taking Julius’s offer. There was only one way for them all to safely make it out of this precarious situation before Julius got to the scene.
Evangeline caught Nicholas’s eye once more, and he gave an almost imperceptible nod. It was time. She reached down, pulled her daggers out of her socks, and flung them at the shamans. She pierced one of them straight through his heart. He fell without uttering a sound. Tristan yelled and engaged Margaret in combat, but it was clear that she wouldn’t be an easy opponent; she returned each of his blows with precision and strength. Still, Tristan countered with equal ease and power, proving his excellence in combat with each movement. Evangeline had always loved watching him in combat, and she couldn’t help but admire his muscled form in action for just a fraction of a moment too long.
One of the shamans charged at Evangeline with blue flames forming in his palm. She dove out of the way just in time as he aimed the blue ball of flame at her. It sailed right past her ear with an ominous crackling noise and hit the wall in an explosion of light that shook the entire basement. Evangeline landed on her hands and spun to kick the other shaman aside.
A burning smell filled the basement. For a moment Evangeline assumed it was the shaman magic, but no—shaman magic didn’t have any smell whatsoever. Flames crackled around Nicholas’s wrists and ankles, burning through his ropes, and his eyes, when she caught them, were filled with flames of pure, unadulterated rage.
Evangeline recognized the warning signs by now. Nicholas was about to spiral out of control. If he didn’t get a handle on himself and his powers, he might burn the entire building down.
“Nicholas!” she screamed. “Focus on my voice. Stay with me!”
Nicholas jolted at her voice, and recognition glinted in his eyes. With a roar, he immediately stood up and swung his chair around, smashing it against a shaman’s head with a great cracking noise. The shaman slid to the floor, unconscious, blood oozing from a wound on his head. Losing no time at all, Nicholas cut through Lei’s ropes.
The other shaman threw himself at Evangeline in a desperate move, his entire body now covered in blue flames, just as Evangeline ducked low, slid under the shaman, and stabbed her dagger upward into his stomach. The shaman screamed in agony. A moment later, Evangeline yelped in pain, too. Some of the blue flames had licked the skin on Evangeline’s arm, and the hot, searing pain told her that she’d have a scar for at least a few weeks.
Evangeline stood up, ignoring her burning arm, and advanced on Margaret. Tristan, Nicholas, and Lei surrounded her, too. With nowhere to go, Margaret seemed to finally acknowledge her defeat. Still, she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. She stared Evangeline straight in the eye with defiance.
“Even if you leave here, you’ll still have to face Julius at some point,” said Margaret. “He’s hunting you. Nowhere in London is safe.”
“Be that as it may, I’d rather face my dear brother on my own terms—without giving you a commission,” Evangeline said sweetly.
“You won’t beat him. Do you know how One-Eyed Amos got his nickname? Julius, on the Collector’s orders, took out the rogue faerie’s eye for defying him. Before Julius, Amos was king around these parts, but Julius took it upon himself to completely ruin him.”
Margaret’s words piqued Evangeline’s curiosity. “How so?”
Margaret raised an eyebrow. “Julius held Amos’s entire gang hostage and started maiming them until Amos gave in and coughed up nearly his entire illicit fortune. Really nasty piece of work, that Julius.”
Evangeline faltered at the mention of Julius. The more she learned about this side of Julius that she’d evidently never known, the more nauseated she became. Indeed, somebody needed to stop Julius.
It was at this moment that Margaret seized her opening. She rushed at Evangeline. Before anyone else could react, Evangeline thrust her golden cuffs at Margaret’s wrists. They gripped her, and when Margaret turned to run, Evangeline shouted, “Don’t let her escape!”
Tristan caught Margaret around the neck while Lei yanked her back by her legs. Nicholas wrapped her body with the rope that had bound him moments ago, strapping her to the remaining chair.
“You’ll pay for this,” Margaret threatened, just before Nicholas gagged her. She strained against the ropes, and her eyes widened in shock.
“Lei, make sure she doesn’t escape,” Evangeline said. “I want Julius to find her exactly like this. It’ll send him a message.”
“Remind me never to cross you,” Lei murmured. Obediently, he encased the ropes in blue flame, fortifying them.
“Let’s get a move on,” Evangeline ordered as she strode toward the elevator. “We need to get out of here before Julius arrives.”
When they left Margaret, she was still releasing muffled screams against her gag.
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ALICE
After a night of restless sleep, Alice awoke to the sound of someone yelling in fury outside the manor.
It was Julius Long, she realized after she’d rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. The window right behind her was open just a crack, which explained how the sound had carried from way down below in the courtyard up to the guest room where she was trapped. Alice pressed her face as close as she could to the window and watched as Julius stormed around the yard with Cecil frantically trying to catch up to him. Cecil appeared to be saying something, but Alice couldn’t hear her voice clearly from all the way up here. Something had clearly upset Julius. That thought brought a smile to Alice’s face.
The smile didn’t last long, however, as memories of last night’s dream flooded her mind. The dream had been so unlike normal dreams in its vividness and how real it had felt. The High King of faerie had been in the dream. Unlike the nightmares the faeries had sent her in the past, this time, they didn’t reach for Alice or, indeed, even acknowledge her presence at all. She had merely been an onlooker in their engagements.
The High King, oddly enough, was not in Faerie; no, the setting around them appeared to be somewhere in China in the past, judging by the antique shops with Chinese character signs hanging above them. The king held hands with a beautiful human woman who looked to be no more than two or three years older than Alice herself, and in fact could be an older version of Alice, with longer hair and higher cheekbones. The woman wore a colorful collared robe and pants, along with a flower ornament in her hair.
Although Alice had never seen this woman before, she got the strongest feeling that this was one of her relatives, a grandmother she had never known. They had the same sharp eyes, delicate nose, and silky, thick black hair. The realization brought a strong wave of emotion washing over Alice; she had undertaken the Assignment with her fellow Descendants to learn more about her mysterious father and her background, and in doing so, she had come to understand so much more about herself and her long-lost family than she could have hoped for.
Despite the look of affection and desire that the faerie king gave her, the woman appeared jumpy and unsettled, casting glances around the streets.
“What are you so worried about, my love?” asked the High King, patting her hand.
“If my family or any of the Descendants found me with you, we would be in great trouble.”
“I told you I would protect you along with your family until my dying breath. The House of Boar will never face harm so long as you’re under my protection.”
“Do you promise?”
“I promise you with everything that I have.”
This was a soft side to the faerie king that Alice suspected nobody except her grandmother got to see. From the way he gazed at her as though she were starlight itself, with a gentle smile and soft eyes, Alice felt that for the first time, she was witnessing true love. She wanted to look on for a while longer; she needed to know how this secret romance between her grandmother and the High King of Faerie panned out.
But then the faerie king turned and locked eyes with Alice, and she jolted in surprise. Somehow, he could see that she was there. He didn’t seem bothered, however. In fact, he smiled at Alice, as though they were sharing a secret. Alice wanted to stay frozen in this moment so she could memorize his face, this faerie who was her own flesh and blood, who amazed and terrified her at the same time.
The scene had faded all too soon, and that was when Alice had woken up to Julius’s screams floating through the window.
The High King was attempting to communicate with Alice via dream, she decided. She wondered why it was that he sent her visions of his long-ago romance with her grandmother; was there some hidden message in the dream that he hoped she would crack? If so, she didn’t have the faintest clue.
Now that she was awake, Alice might as well put the dream out of her mind and continue what she’d been doing for the better part of her time as a prisoner here—practicing and understanding her powers. She might as well start the day by testing whether she could read the thoughts of Julius and Cecil way down below.
Alice closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She’d learned recently that if she imagined a person’s mind as a bowl filled with water, it was easier for her to envision herself actually scooping out their thoughts, as though with a spoon. She concentrated so hard on trying to reach Julius’s mind down below that her forehead began to throb with the pain of an oncoming headache.
Then, at last, Alice’s efforts were rewarded. Julius’s guard was clearly down; entering his mind was almost too easy.
Margaret had Evangeline and the rest in her clutches, and yet they managed to escape, Julius seethed. Are the retired Descendants and shamans here so incompetent that they can’t even hold Evangeline until I can get to her?
Alice let out a small gasp as she slipped out of Julius’s mind; the effort to keep the connection from such a distance was too taxing. Regardless, she’d gotten a tidbit of useful information out of the brief connection. Someone named Margaret had tried and failed to hold Evangeline and the others for Julius. And Julius said that this Descendant was here in London, which meant that the others were here, too. They were close.
Were Evangeline, Nicholas, and the others actually going to come rescue Alice? Hope flared in Alice’s chest, especially at the thought of being reunited with Nicholas, who’d been nothing but gentle and protective with her. She was certain that his intentions were platonic—well, mostly certain—but the memory of his warm eyes on her heated her cheeks. If anybody was sure to do their best to come for Alice, it would be Nicholas.
Unfortunately, Nicholas was Evangeline’s right-hand man, and Evangeline had thrown Alice to the wolves once and would doubtless do so again. As quickly as the hope rose within her, Alice stamped it out. Hope was dangerous. Besides, Evangeline was probably just in London to track down Julius.
As though he’d somehow been clued in that she was watching, Julius looked right up into Alice’s window. She jerked away. The last thing she wanted was for Julius to catch wind of her trying to pry into his mind again. The only reason she’d gotten away with it this time, she suspected, was because Julius was currently too distracted by his own anger to notice the probing.
As Alice moved away from her window, different voices entered her head. These voices were disembodied—at least, she believed them to be, as she hadn’t felt any living presence linked to them. It was the same nonsense she’d been trying to figure out since she’d woken up in this room. This time, though, perhaps because of all her practice, Alice could make out some of the words here and there.
…trapped here…
…free us…want to reunite with Descendants…
…Circle of Twelve…
The fragments made no sense on their own, but when she pieced them together, Alice began to have an inkling of understanding. The voices, she was pretty sure, didn’t belong to any random ghosts that supposedly haunted the property when it was a school. The voices sounded like they belonged to those of past Descendants. Even though it seemed impossible, Alice suspected that the Descendants could be communicating with her through the fountainheads Julius had in his possession. This was just a theory, though; Alice needed to hear a lot more to confirm that she wasn’t just imagining things.
With as much of her power as she could muster, Alice forced herself to focus on bringing out those voices. But the moment had passed. Even as she sweated from the effort of concentrating so hard, she could no longer hear those voices.
“What are you doing, Alice?”
Alice jolted back to reality. Julius stared at her coldly. She hadn’t noticed him enter the room. Cecil was at his side as usual, too. How had they gotten up here so fast? Quickly, Alice tucked a strand of hair over her ear, turning her head to the side to hide her face. “Nothing.”
“Really? It seemed to me that you were certainly in the middle of something.”
“I was meditating,” Alice lied.
“You don’t strike me as the type to meditate.”
“Well, what else can I do when I’m trapped inside here? It’s not like you’ve given me a wide selection of other entertainment choices,” Alice grumbled. She was a little amazed at herself for being so bold as to lie without hesitation, but mostly she hoped there was just enough indignation in her voice that her cover story was believable. There was no way she could let Julius deduce that she was trying to hone her powers until she was strong enough to manipulate her way out of this room somehow. Julius needed to believe that there was only one side to Alice, the side she had allowed him to see: meek, unassuming, unthreatening.
Julius narrowed his eyes. After a moment, he relented. “You’ll be glad to know that I’ve just confirmed that your friends are already here in London. We’ll be meeting with them in a few days.”
“Oh, really? That’s great!” Alice faked a little gasp of surprise, which caused Cecil to give her a strange look. Oh, she hoped she hadn’t overdone it.
“Indeed. You’ll soon be free.” Julius’s lips slowly stretched into a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, have a good evening.” He gave a little mock bow and turned on his heel to leave.
As she followed, Cecil caught Alice’s eye. The two hadn’t had a chance to speak in private since Alice had been let out of the pit. Cecil mouthed behind Julius’s back, Talk soon.
Alice had no idea what Cecil meant by “soon,” but she had no choice except to wait until her return. There was no way Alice would keep going along with Julius’s terms—not if she could help it. For the time being, at least, she had to continue acting as naive as Julius believed her to be. Little did he know—did anyone know—that Alice was no longer naive or helpless, that she’d been steadily honing her skills and raising her confidence. All the while, Alice would continue to practice her powers until she could shape the thoughts of everyone around Julius, turning them against him.
Then, in due time, the real Alice would strike.
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CECIL
Cecil didn’t know what to make of it when Julius called her into the courtyard outside the manor. Up until this moment, he’d busied her with various tasks that kept her inside the building, so she hadn’t set foot outside since they’d arrived; she suspected this was because he didn’t trust her not to make a break for it at the first opportunity.
Julius was a sharp, clever man, and he was right not to fully trust Cecil. In spite of the danger it presented to her, Cecil had agreed to team up with Alice to plot against him. Though Cecil had been putting off actually planning anything with Alice. There was a small part of her that still looked up to Julius as a brotherly figure, someone who had taken care of her and Evangeline when no one else was there. How could she turn around and betray him? But the alternative, helping him go against Evangeline, was even more unfathomable.
It was a chilly evening, and Cecil wished she’d worn a thicker sweater as the wind whipped her hair around.
Julius stood in front of a target used for shooting practice. “Do you remember how to use a gun, Cecil? I taught you many years ago.”
She nodded. Even though the Descendants didn’t use guns, preferring to stick to the more traditional combat weapons like swords and spears, Julius had insisted on at least teaching Evangeline and Cecil how to operate a gun. Guns always felt cold and unnatural in Cecil’s hands, and in her eyes, the little machines, though efficient, took away the artistry of combat, not to mention the satisfaction of a hard-won victory. But in exchange, they were a near guarantee of that victory—and death.
Julius strolled over and handed Cecil a gun along with a few silver bullets.
“What’s this for?”
“It’s insurance of our victory over the other supernaturals, be they faerie, shaman, or Descendants. These silver bullets are engineered to stop even an immortal heart.”
A chill ran down Cecil’s spine. “Does that mean…?”
“Yes. A single silver bullet through the heart can kill a werewolf, vampire, or fox spirit.” Julius spoke matter-of-factly, and there was a coldness in his eyes that seemed to go on forever, which chilled Cecil to the bone.
Cecil’s hands shook so much that she nearly dropped the bullets. Julius’s eyes were dark and devoid of anything human as he handed her weapons that were capable of giving them the upper hand on any powerful opponent—even their fellow Descendants.
When Julius spoke, his words were precise and soulless, as though he were reading off a script. “There will come a time when I ask you to shoot this gun for me, and I will require your utmost decisiveness and precision. Practice with these blanks until your aim is perfect.” He reached into his pocket and produced several blanks, which he dropped into Cecil’s hand. Then he left the courtyard without a backward glance.
It took half an hour before her hand stopped shaking long enough for her to aim the gun at the target. Then it took half a dozen rounds before she was able to graze the bull’s-eye with her blanks. Her concentration only slipped for a moment, but it was enough for her mind to imagine a Descendant in place of the target. Cecil tried to collect herself and fired again, but the shot went wide, hitting the edge of the board.
Cecil’s stomach twisted into knots as she realized: Julius was training her to be his personal assassin. And when the time came, he would more than likely instruct her to kill someone she knew.
Little did Julius know that Cecil had no intention of killing anyone for him. But she would play the role of a perfectly obedient underling until the moment to strike presented itself.



23
IN ANOTHER REALM…
The High King of Faerieland had been in a foul mood ever since the Descendant thieves had broken in and taken the fountainheads. It had been a blow not only to his people but also to his own ego. When in all of history had any being been able to sneak into Faerieland and take anything from the High King, while threatening him, too, by taking away his powerful grandchild?
Anger was not a strong enough word to encapsulate the High King’s feelings. He was incensed. And with the Folk of Faerieland so in tune with their ruler, the foul mood seeped into all the Courts. Or, perhaps, it wasn’t just a foul mood traveling throughout the land, but rather something much more sinister and deadly, something unnatural that ought not to exist in this realm.
It was not just the humans that Wrathlings could mimic; these monsters were incredibly adaptable and could take on the appearance of any supernatural being. It was much more difficult to successfully mimic the Folk, as their senses were much sharper than the average human’s. Nonetheless, such a feat was possible for the Collector and the strongest of his Wrathlings.
“This place won’t be as easy to infiltrate as the shaman lair.”
This observation came from the Wrathling Jing, who now took on the appearance of a young female faerie, with green skin and sharp, pointed ears. She stood between the Collector’s two right-hand underlings, Bo and Yun, who’d also taken on new appearances but appeared rougher around the edges. Bo had transformed into a tall, heavyset goblin with gray, weathered skin and sharp, beady eyes. Yun, on the other hand, was now a thin male faerie with black hair and pale skin. The real faeries in question had been killed and buried in a quick, silent fashion, to destroy all evidence of something suspicious taking place.
“There is no realm I can’t bend to my will,” growled the Collector. And it was true, for the chaos wrought by his underlings had amassed for him enormous dark energy and strength, and as he grew stronger, likewise did his dark army. It was not out of the question for the Wrathlings to challenge the fae—and come out on top.
However, the Collector did not yet wish to issue such a challenge. It would be far more prudent to creep into faerie territory slowly, so slowly that they did not realize what was happening, as all the while, the Wrathlings continued to grow in power. A visible enemy was scary; an invisible enemy was unstoppable, invincible, and therefore that much more frightening.
“Bo and Yun—you’re to lead my forces deep into Faerieland, taking care not to draw attention to yourselves, but to carefully study, overtake, and mimic the Folk. When our forces here outnumber the faerie, we’ll go for the High King. It will be easy then, like taking candy from a human baby.”
Bo and Yun nodded in unison. Even their expressions were eerily similar as their mouths stretched into unpleasant smiles, revealing rows of sharp, pointy teeth.
“And me, my lord?” asked Jing.
“You’ll stay by my side. We’ll take care of those Descendants together first.”
The Collector and Jing strode through the undergrowth and vanished from Faerieland, leaving no trace that they were ever there.
High up on his dais, the King of Faerieland noticed nothing except a gentle breeze and a slight shifting in the wind; he paused and lifted his head toward it, sniffing the air and narrowing his eyes, but he did and said nothing. If there was something happening, his reinforced guards would surely inform him of it. After the Descendants slipped past his security, he had taken the proper measures to ensure that such a thing would not happen again.
And if he did happen to catch intruders in their midst…they would wish they had never been born.
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LEI
It was not at all a good time when another one of Prince Titus’s letters finally fell into Lei’s lap, but he still couldn’t resist the urge to peek at it under the guise of making a fuss over unfolding a napkin onto his lap.
My dear sweet Lei,
Sorry I disappeared on you. Father summoned me to a lecture on proper princely conduct (he’s not too fond of my habit of drinking wine around the clock). If you ask me, he just wanted an excuse to take out his temper on someone. He’s been in the foulest mood.
I’ve done a lot of thinking about us. There are things I’d like us to discuss, but in person rather than by letter. It’s risky, but I’d like to pay you a visit in the human world. Can you meet me near the Fifty-Ninth Street portal in Manhattan?
Love,



Titus



“I have to use the bathroom,” Lei announced, slipping the envelope into his pocket and standing up from his seat. The group had ducked into a seedy pub called Bonnie’s Tavern for a midday meal, grabbing a table in the back corner farthest from the other diners.
“Be quick about it,” Evangeline said distractedly, without even sparing him a glance, for which he was thankful. He was certain he looked entirely too delighted for a trip to the toilet. “We’ve got a lot to discuss.”
Lei strode toward the men’s bathroom, not bothering to hide his smile any longer. Luckily, it was empty, and he quickly ducked into one of the stalls. For a moment, he thought about how he ought to respond to Titus’s letter. Of course, he was thrilled that the faerie prince wasn’t all flowery words and empty promises. He had offered to come to Lei, which, knowing the prince, was just about the most effort he had put into anyone or anything. Perhaps this did indicate that Titus had stronger feelings for Lei than he would vocalize.
But Lei couldn’t get too far ahead of himself. A visit from a faerie prince would certainly complicate matters here, especially if the Descendants somehow caught wind of it. Lei would have to do his utmost to ensure that didn’t happen.
He pulled the envelope out of his pocket along with a pen and scrawled out a message to the faerie prince.
Dear Titus,
You wont like to hear this, but the king is right. You really ought not drink so much. Its not good for your complexion.
I wish I could meet you there, but Im currently not in Manhattan. Weve fled to London in hopes of tracking down Julius Long. If I recall correctly, the closest faerie portal would be in Paris. Ill find a way to meet you if youre able to make it there.
By the way, how is everything in Faerieland? Your father isnt too angry over the Descendants, I hope.
Yours,



Lei



The faerie prince’s next letter arrived almost immediately, and it was less romantic and much more to the point.
Dear Lei,
Paris it is. Find a way to get to me as soon as possible.
As for the High King, “angry” would be an understatement, but I am not privy to his innermost circles so I can’t really say what he is thinking and feeling. My best guess is that he is watching and waiting to see how the Descendants fare, especially with Alice in the mix. Were you always this inquisitive about political matters, by the way?
Affectueusement,



Titus



Lei took a moment to close his eyes and collect his racing thoughts. If he was honest with himself, he hadn’t actually expected Titus to come to the human world for him. Perhaps he’d underestimated the prince’s feelings for him. A flicker of giddiness ignited in Lei’s chest, but he squashed it almost immediately. Perhaps Titus was just bored and wanted to do something for a thrill. Regardless of Titus’s motivations, this was Lei’s chance to reunite with the faerie prince and wrangle his true feelings out of him. The prince’s response to Lei’s inquiry was vague, revealing almost nothing.
Dear Titus,
I look forward to our rendezvous in the city of love.
Just thought Id check in with you in case things were busy at home. Take care until I see you.
Yours,



Lei



Lei hurried out of the stall. It wouldn’t do to keep the others waiting, Evangeline in particular, whose temper was not to be tested even on a good day. Besides, he had to come up with an excuse to get away from the group in the next hour, and for that he definitely needed time—and luck—on his side.
Unfortunately, Lady Luck seemed to have utterly deserted him, for who should be waiting for Lei outside the bathroom but Evangeline herself. She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall, a knowing look etched on her face.
Lei arranged his own face into what he hoped was an innocent expression.
“Lei, may I have a word?”
Those words had never been followed by anything good in all of history. Evangeline tilted her head to the side and indicated they should move away from the bathrooms and the other Descendants, toward the kitchens. Lei followed her apprehensively.
Evangeline whirled on Lei. She took out her phone and showed him a picture—of Titus’s letter among the stack of papers she’d had Lei sort through before they’d left for London. “Would you care to explain what you’re doing having inappropriate relations with our enemies?” she asked.
“Have you been waiting for an opportune moment to spring this upon me this whole time?” Lei was honestly impressed. He was in awe of Evangeline’s ability to hold her cards so close to her chest.
“I noticed what you were doing. This has gone far enough, Lei.”
“You can’t just peek at people’s private notes,” Lei protested, indignant. He was also, admittedly, a little annoyed at himself for being so indiscreet that Evangeline had picked up on what was going on. “It’s love. I know your cold, dark, empty spot where a heart should be can’t grasp the concept of love, but—”
Evangeline’s eyes flashed, and she slammed her fist against the wall. Lei jumped back, startled into silence.
“You know well enough that the fae know what we’ve done and will seek to exact revenge,” Evangeline said. “Don’t you see that staying in contact with Prince Titus could be the perfect avenue for that?”
Lei wasn’t surprised that Evangeline’s knee-jerk reaction was to be suspicious. Evangeline tended to assume the worst of everyone and everything, and in her view, a faerie prince communicating with one of her people could hardly be motivated by innocent intentions. “Titus isn’t like that,” Lei insisted. “He couldn’t care less about the politics that go on in his father’s Court, or any of the others, for that matter.”
Evangeline’s eyes narrowed, and her frown deepened. “I’m supposed to take your word for it that Titus has no malicious motive? That there’s no possibility of his father influencing these letters to you, trying to poke around in our business?”
“You think the High King is professing his love for me?” Lei snorted. He immediately regretted running his mouth when Evangeline’s glower darkened. This was not the time to taunt her, especially not when she held the key to his freedom. “I’m just saying, Evangeline, that this theory of yours is far-fetched. I know the faerie prince well by now, and I know he’s thoroughly uninterested in involving himself in politics. He hasn’t asked me about anything involving the heist or the Descendants.”
“Be that as it may,” said Evangeline, looking wholly unconvinced, “we can never be too careful. I’d rather you cut off all communications with the prince, but given that I know you well enough to know that you will sneak around behind my back no matter what I say, we can both approach the situation in a different manner.”
“What do you mean by that?” Lei asked uneasily. There was a sharp, crafty glint in Evangeline’s eye that he did not trust. Already Lei could tell that whatever she said next was about to cause him an enormous migraine.
“I’d like you to gather as much information as you can about the fae. Any whiff—any hint—that they’re planning to make a move against us, and I want to know it.”
“You want me to spy for you?”
“Shouldn’t be too hard for you, should it, Scarlet Spy?”
Lei resented Evangeline’s lofty tone. He opened his mouth to refuse, but then he paused. Admittedly, he was curious about the faerie prince’s intentions toward him. Was Titus craftier and more politically minded than Lei had previously thought? Or had he been carrying a torch for Lei all this time?
“You’re the only one of us with a strong connection to a powerful faerie,” Evangeline said, her harsh tone easing somewhat. “I’d like to enlist your help with this task. It’s to protect all of us from the potential wrath of the fae. Please.”
Lei heaved a sigh. “I still don’t think Titus is up to anything, but fine. If there’s anything suspicious in his letters, or anything I can find out about what the fae are thinking and doing, I’ll let you know.” Caving to Evangeline’s demands left a sour taste in Lei’s mouth. Still, he wasn’t doing this for Evangeline or for any of the Descendants, but rather, for himself, to finally get to the bottom of his unfinished business with the prince.
“Good.” Evangeline nodded. “I’ll expect a report from you soon.” She patted the back of his hand. He waited until she’d walked away to shudder.
Somehow, Lei had gotten himself into a sticky situation where he’d have to be spying on his old flame…and even the Scarlet Spy wasn’t sure he had the heart to do this to Titus.
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EVANGELINE
Bonnie’s Tavern had the air of being long past its prime. Only about a quarter of the seats were filled, and the clientele appeared to be mostly older. The waiter who greeted them gave them an odd look, likely because they appeared so much younger than the others, Evangeline suspected. The irony was, of course, that they were actually a great deal older than everyone else in Bonnie’s Tavern.
“What’s the plan now, Ev?” Tristan asked. “I don’t think we’ll have any help in this city if Margaret’s words are true. In fact, we should lie low if Julius has put a price on our heads.” He cast a suspicious look around the tavern, as though expecting somebody to burst in at any second.
At that moment, Lei rushed back from the bathroom. Evangeline raised an eyebrow. She had never seen the shaman move at anything other than a leisurely pace, as though he operated purely on his own time.
“What’s the matter, Tristan? Nervous?” Lei smirked as he slid back into his seat. “Welcome to life on the run.”
“Don’t lump us into the same category as you,” Tristan growled.
“Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing? This lifestyle isn’t so terrible,” Lei said.
“It’s not like we’re being hunted by everyone in the city, so we’ll be fine. We’ll stay on the move,” Evangeline said. “We can’t risk going to anyone else for help, but we won’t be hiding, either. Going into hiding until the meeting is probably what Julius wants us to do next.”
“Because it’s the sensible idea,” Nicholas piped up. “We have nowhere to go, and Julius has laid traps for us all over London by using his network here. We’re like sitting ducks, just waiting around for him to close in on us.”
Evangeline shook her head. Hiding was a cowardly move. She’d made assumptions and played it safe when she shouldn’t have. She wouldn’t make that mistake again—not when everything depended on their success. “We won’t defeat Julius if we don’t start taking bigger risks, Nicholas.”
“So what do you propose, then?” Lei asked. He leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest, looking as at ease as though they were discussing what to have for their meal.
Evangeline furrowed her brow. “I propose we start over with a clean slate. The way we’ve approached taking down Julius hasn’t worked up until now, so we need to go back to the drawing board and start changing how we think.”
Tristan sighed and rubbed his temple. “You say that like it’ll be such an easy thing.”
“It won’t be easy, but it’ll pay off in the long run when we have Julius in our—”
“Can I help you?”
Evangeline startled at the sound of a timid male voice. The waiter had come by to take their order, she assumed, though now there was a look of fear on his face that said he’d rather not. She supposed they should’ve kept their voices down as they plotted illegal activities.
“I’ll just have a brandy,” Evangeline said, forcing a sweet smile. “And can I have an extra empty mug, please?” This request seemed to terrify the poor young man even more, and his hands shook so badly that he dropped his pen as he took down her order.
“Can we get…fish and chips for the table?” Lei asked, glancing down at the menu.
The waiter picked up his pen, jotted down their orders, and scurried away without another word. Once she was sure he was well out of earshot, Evangeline continued, though this time in a whisper. “We’re completely on our own here, so we have to keep our wits about us.”
“What happened when you went with Tristan to Westminster?” Nicholas asked. “Did you find the information you were looking for?”
In all the chaos with Margaret, Evangeline had almost forgotten. She nodded and pulled out her phone. She switched it on and opened up her most recent photos, turning the screen to show the others. “It’s all in here.”
“What are we looking at?” Lei asked, bemused.
“Julius’s financial records,” Nicholas breathed, wide-eyed. He raised his gaze to Evangeline’s and held her stare with awe in his eyes. “You’re not just pulling a fast one on him. You’re going to utterly sink him.”
“I hope so. These documents will at least give us a good starting point for tracking down Julius, and—” She nearly dropped her phone when it began buzzing with an incoming call from Sylvia. “Sylvia? What’s that traitor want with me?” Evangeline scowled. She hadn’t forgotten the memory of Sylvia turning against her to side with Marcus, and she wouldn’t forgive Sylvia for her treachery anytime soon—if ever.
“I doubt Sylvia would be calling if it wasn’t something important,” Nicholas pointed out.
Reluctantly, Evangeline admitted he was right. Something urgent had happened, and her gut told her it was bad. She answered the call. “What is it?” she asked frostily.
Sylvia’s voice was high-pitched and full of panic. “Evangeline. Thank gods I finally reached you.”
“My phone was off until now. What’s wrong?”
“The Wrathlings got into Earthly Branches.”
“What?” Evangeline nearly dropped her phone on the table.
“There was only one of them, and Marcus killed it. I don’t really understand—none of us do—but the Wrathling somehow disguised itself as Brian, and that’s how it got in.”
Evangeline’s mind raced. The others all stared at her in a mixture of confusion and alarm, but there was no time to explain yet. “Were there any injuries?”
“Yes, two, but nonfatal.”
“Where is Marcus at the moment?”
“We just had an emergency High Council meeting. I don’t know where he went after that.”
“Are there any other Wrathlings around?” At the mention of the word Wrathlings, Nicholas uttered a gasp, and Tristan’s eyes widened.
A pause.
“Sylvia?”
“N…Not that we know of,” she answered quietly.
Evangeline’s grip tightened on her phone. Internally, she was at war with herself. Even though she’d been voted out of the Chancellor position, Evangeline didn’t want to see Earthly Branches Academy under any sort of threat. She didn’t want anyone to suffer. After all, these were the comrades who’d been by her side for decades. But even if she wanted to help out, she was thousands of miles away, and she had her own Assignment to worry about.
“What does Marcus have planned?”
“He’s going to have every Descendant line up like suspects in a murder investigation. He’s going to search us all to make sure we aren’t Wrathlings in disguise. Evangeline…I—I don’t think I want that man in charge of the Descendants.”
These words should have been music to her ears, but they brought Evangeline no joy. It had taken the other Descendants so long to come to this realization that they were all in a vulnerable position now, and of course, Evangeline was the only one who could really get them out of it. “Keep me updated on what happens, Sylvia,” she said. “I can’t be around to help. I’m out of the country right now.”
Sylvia groaned. “When will you be back?”
“Hopefully in time to stop a Wrathling attack.”
For a long moment, there was only silence on the other end. Then Sylvia sighed, her voice crackling. “All right. I’ll do what I can to help keep order at Earthly Branches.”
“Be safe, Sylvia.”
“You too.”
When she hung up, the others bombarded Evangeline with questions. She explained the situation at Earthly Branches Academy, and by the end of the explanation, Nicholas and Tristan were both ashen.
At that moment, the waiter came by to bring the food and drinks. After a slightly awkward pause while they waited for the man to leave, Nicholas said, “So, that changes things.”
Evangeline brought out a blood bag, ripped it open, and poured it into her empty mug. She drank it in a few large gulps; she’d been famished, and it wasn’t until the blood flowed into her body that she was able to think more clearly. Then she took a long swig of the brandy and let it burn her throat. Vampires felt the effects of alcohol like humans, though less strongly, for which Evangeline was immensely grateful. She didn’t want to be sober right now, but she also needed to keep her wits mostly about her.
“It doesn’t change that much for us,” she said. “We still have to go through with meeting Julius to retrieve Alice and the two remaining fountainheads.”
“But what about the others back at the Academy?” Nicholas demanded.
“We can’t help them,” Evangeline said simply. “At least, not until we get back to Manhattan. There’s nothing we can do while we’re literally separated by an ocean.”
Nicholas opened his mouth but then closed it when he seemed to have no response.
Tristan and Lei cleaned up the plate of fish and chips in a matter of seconds. When he was done chewing, Tristan said, “The Descendants won’t go down without a fight. They should be fine for a few more days.”
“We’ll return to Earthly Branches immediately once we get Alice and the fountainheads,” Evangeline promised. Without letting anyone utter another word of protest, she continued, “For now, we have to focus on finding Julius and gathering anyone who might be interested in supporting us.”
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TRISTAN
Tristan was tired of being on the run, and he sincerely hoped that after this was over, he’d never have to travel like this again. In fact, he might be happy never traveling again at all. Never in his life had he thought he would find himself missing the comforts of routine life at Earthly Branches Academy, yet now he found himself fondly reminiscing upon the familiar schedules, the comforting weight of his own blanket and pillow, the fact that he could guiltlessly shirk his responsibilities without worrying about dire consequences for the fate of his people…
“You know, I always thought next time in London would be much more relaxing and fun than this,” Tristan grumbled as the group of four made their way through Soho. They’d purchased cheap plastic sunglasses at a nearby store in order to keep a low profile, as Nicholas wouldn’t have enough magic to give them all disguises. Yet they must have looked strange indeed wearing their sunglasses, for the clouds hung gloomy overhead, and there was no sun.
“You can relax when we’ve properly saved all the Descendants,” Evangeline fired back. She caught him by the wrist, and shivers traveled up Tristan’s arm. He didn’t think he could ever stop himself from reacting to Evangeline’s touch. She jolted a little, too, as though she’d felt the electric shock in return, but nevertheless remained composed. “And I want a private word with you, by the way. You two wait here.”
Nicholas and Lei exchanged a confused look and then turned to Tristan, but Tristan was no more privy to Evangeline’s whims than they were. He had no choice but to allow her to drag him by the arm into a nearby alley.
“You could’ve been slicker about wanting another kiss from me, you know. You practically announced your intentions to Nicholas and Lei.”
Evangeline let go of his arm as though he’d burned her. “What—I didn’t—is that what they think?” she blustered.
“Probably not, but it’s funny to see you off-balance. And you don’t have to look so horrified at the suggestion, anyway.”
Evangeline threw him a murderous look once she realized he was just teasing. “You said you had criminal connections out here because of your work with the Collector, didn’t you?” she demanded, pushing her sunglasses up so that she could fix him with a glare.
“I…yeah, I know people here,” Tristan said a bit sheepishly. It wasn’t exactly a point of pride that he was well-acquainted with criminals, but at least it came in handy at times like this. “But most of them are in Paris.”
“Excellent. Paris isn’t far.” It was the first and last time Evangeline would say anything positive about his involvement with the Collector, Tristan suspected. “Do you know One-Eyed Amos?”
If Tristan was surprised to hear the name, he didn’t show it. “Of course. Everyone knows One-Eyed Amos. Why?”
“I need you to rally Amos and his gang to our cause. Inform them that they’ll receive payment from the Long estate—up to one million euros—as long as they agree to help us ambush Julius. Can you do that?” Evangeline bit her lip, her expression scrunching up as though she were about to do something unpleasant. “Please?”
And a please, too. Tristan pinched himself to make certain he wasn’t dreaming. When he was sure, he said, “I can do it, but…what do you want with a bunch of criminals?”
“Your bunch of criminals are actually exactly what I need to bury Julius six feet under the ground—for good,” Evangeline admitted. It couldn’t be an easy thing to admit, either, which meant she was very serious about this plan, and it had a decent chance of succeeding. “Our best bet is to rally those who have been adversely affected by Julius’s scheming. Somebody who lost an eye to him, for example. Those people will fit the bill exactly.”
As a matter of fact, now that Evangeline had mentioned such a specific example, Tristan could think of many criminals he knew who loathed the Long name. Julius Long might have built an empire for the family in the West, but it was not without stepping on the necks of countless citizens. Tristan was certain he would only need to rally One-Eyed Amos, and word would get out quickly among the right people. They’d have more hands than they’d be able to put to work. “That’ll be too easy. Your brother isn’t exactly beloved among the working class.”
“I know.”
“Neither are you.”
“I know that, too,” Evangeline said quietly. “But I’m a damn sight better than Julius, for what it’s worth.”
With that, Tristan couldn’t argue. “Why not rally the other Descendants to your cause instead? We know plenty of them stationed around Europe.”
“I have no doubt at this point that Julius will get to them first, if he hasn’t already. Our run-in with Margaret proved that.” As unpredictable and brilliant as her brother might be, he did have his own particular way of viewing the world, and it was very difficult to step outside such a view. Julius wouldn’t stoop to the level of recruiting criminals and what he deemed low-level company for help. “We need to think outside the box and do what he wouldn’t do in order to beat him.”
Tristan’s jaw dropped. “You’re finally thinking like Julius.”
“Let’s hope he has at least this blind spot after all.”
“What exactly are you planning to do once we find all these people, Ev?”
A grin—a real one that caused Tristan’s heart to skip a beat—spread over Evangeline’s face. It was not often that Evangeline rewarded anyone with a dazzling smile, and perhaps it was for the best, for Tristan went weak-kneed at the sight of it.
Evangeline leaned in and whispered the full details to Tristan, and when she was done, he couldn’t help but shiver. This was going to be too good. If they could actually pull off this wild plan, they would put a stop to Julius’s scheming forever.
“Oh, Evangeline. You’re even smarter than I gave you credit for.”
“Of course I am,” she said. Then she made a shooing motion with her hand. “Now, go.”
Tristan turned to go, but he found Lei standing around the corner eavesdropping. “What are you doing?”
Lei gave a smile and straightened. “I’m coming with you.”
“You’re staying with Nicholas and me,” Evangeline said firmly, folding her arms across her chest. Though she didn’t say it in so many words, Tristan could read Evangeline well enough now that he had a window into her true thought, which was that she didn’t fully trust Lei. He didn’t blame her. Lei had always been flighty, changing loyalties like the wind changed directions. He was the least trustworthy of the group.
“I overheard what you said to Tristan. I have criminal connections, too. Probably more and better ones than Tristan. Did you forget? Before I was locked up in the Underground, I ran the criminal networks from here to Paris and New York City.”
“You were more involved with the likes of Julius’s crowd,” Tristan pointed out, “not the bottom-of-the-barrel type.”
“I have connections who would be thrilled to see Julius’s empire go down in flames,” Lei insisted. “You need all the help you can get, don’t you?”
Tristan narrowed his eyes. Lei seemed entirely too eager to help him, considering that the shaman hadn’t exactly shown enthusiasm for helping out with anything else up until this point. It was more than likely that he would be looking at this opportunity as his window for escape. They’d all have to keep a close eye on the shaman.
“Besides,” Lei said with a raised voice, giving Evangeline a meaningful look, “this pertains to the task that you delegated to me, Evangeline.”
That gave Evangeline pause, while Tristan stared between the two of them in confusion. Whatever task Evangeline had assigned Lei had clearly been done in secret, and from the looks of it, she had no intention of enlightening Tristan.
“O…kay,” said Tristan, breaking the silence. “We can deal with our tasks separately, then.” He didn’t particularly like or dislike the shaman, but he preferred not to have Lei accompany him.
Evangeline rolled her eyes up to the sky, as though praying for patience. Then she heaved a sigh. “Lei, you go with Tristan.”
“What?” Tristan spluttered, indignant. Perhaps Evangeline thought him incapable of carrying out the task on his own. Or perhaps she simply wanted to offload Lei onto him. Either way, Tristan didn’t like it. “I don’t need his help. I said I’d be fine on my own.”
“As if being in your company is such a treat,” Lei retorted.
“Listen, you—”
“There’s no time to waste on fighting,” Evangeline snapped, effectively stopping the banter with a piercing glare. “Tristan, we do need as much help as we can get. But don’t try to pull any funny business,” she warned, now turning to Lei. “Remember, we saved you from the Underground prison, and we can put you right back in there.”
“Yes, ma’am. I wouldn’t dare put a toe out of line.” Lei gave a mock salute.
Tristan narrowed his eyes, hardly reassured by Lei’s lofty tone. The shaman must be up to something, but there was no time to figure out what that could be.
“Now, get out of my sight,” Evangeline said, turning her back on the two of them.
Tristan sighed and placed his palm on his forehead. It looked like he was stuck playing babysitter for the foreseeable future.
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ALICE
“I want you to let me sneak out of this room and explore the manor,” Alice said flatly.
Cecil’s eyes widened and her nostrils flared. She glanced around the room with a nervous expression as though afraid they might be overheard. Then she leaned in, lowered Alice’s food and water onto the bedside table, and hissed, “Absolutely not.”
“You promised to help me. I’m asking for a small favor.” Alice’s eyes blazed in determination, and she ignored the food that had been set down in spite of her growling stomach. She also ignored her rapidly beating heart and sweaty palms. It had taken Alice the better part of the day to gather the courage to put her plan into action, and she’d only done so after reminding herself over and over that she was apparently considered incredibly powerful among the supernaturals. Sneaking around under Julius’s nose was the last thing Alice wanted to do, but it was the only thing she could do under the circumstances. Alice’s desire to bring down Julius outweighed any sense of self-preservation. She’d be lying if she said it didn’t excite her, too, to be so bold and daring for once.
Cecil shook her head in disbelief. “A small favor? If Julius catches you roaming free around his manor, he’ll have both of our heads.”
“He won’t have my head,” Alice said grimly. “He needs it to get what he wants from Evangeline, remember?” It was rather morbid, her pointing out that her safety was only guaranteed because Julius treated her like a priceless object to be used for negotiations, but in this case it worked in Alice’s favor. “Besides, you do want to help out Evangeline ultimately, don’t you?”
A muscle twitched in Cecil’s jaw. For a moment, Alice wondered if she had overestimated Cecil’s dedication to Evangeline, if the vampire was about to go back on her word. But Alice knew she’d convinced Cecil once she rolled her eyes and released a sigh. “Fine. But you’re to make no disturbance out there, and you’re not to stay out a second beyond fifteen minutes. Got it?”
Alice saluted Cecil, which only deepened Cecil’s frown. Cecil ushered her through the doorway, and then she pulled a small lever located on the wall. The shaman flames appeared. The two hurried down the hall toward the rest of the manor. Alice could see lights and smell sweet, sweet freedom. It was all she could do not to sprint down the hall.
“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Cecil groaned. “What are you even going to do, anyway?”
“Just some sightseeing,” Alice said mildly. It was clear from Cecil’s raised eyebrows that she didn’t buy that explanation for a moment, but there was no way Alice was going to tell Cecil the truth about her plans; she might have enlisted the vampire’s help, but she didn’t trust her as far as she could throw her.
“I’ll wait for you back at your room and pretend I’m standing guard over you. Be quick about it,” Cecil whispered as they reached the end of the hallway.
Alice glanced around the corner to check that the coast was clear. There was indeed nobody out there, though there was plenty of expensive-looking furniture in the manor. The winding staircase was empty, too, and she quickly descended the stairs down into the open hallway of the next level, making as little noise as possible. Her heart pounded madly in her chest. She couldn’t believe she was actually following through with this plan. If Julius or one of the Talons caught her, they were sure to throw her back into the pit, and she couldn’t allow that to happen. That meant she had to execute her plan stealthily and flawlessly.
As the thought entered her head, she heard voices coming from the next room over; she ducked inside an open closet, squeezing between a shoe rack and several hanging coats. The voices grew louder as they drifted nearer, and she recognized them as Louis and Gina.
“I told you to only cut half an inch from my hair,” Louis snapped. “You took off a full two inches, Gina. I look like a clown. I’m going to be a laughingstock when we return to the Academy.”
“Your hair was getting stupidly long,” his twin sister fired back in an equally heated voice. “Were you planning to run away and join a boy band?”
“I— What?”
“Trust me, I did you a favor by chopping off that hair. You could at least give me thanks in return.”
Alice drowned out the sound of their inane bickering and forced herself to concentrate on the task she’d set for herself. She formed a thought in her head—Julius’s plans for the Descendants are too destructive—and held it for a moment. Then she reached out, fumbling into the darkness until she felt the presences of the twins’ minds, and she pushed the thought into their heads. She held her breath, concentrating with every cell in her mind, and waited for the outcome she was hoping for.
“…see how you’d like it if I chopped off your precious hair,” Louis was snarling, “and I—” There was a pause. Both siblings went silent, eerily united all of a sudden.
“Say, Gina, I’ve been thinking lately that…Julius, bless his heart, he’s done a lot of good for us, but his plans are pretty destructive.” Louis spoke in a flat tone.
“Keep your voice down,” Gina hissed. “Do you want him to overhear and punish you, too?”
“He can’t afford to. He’s already lost three other Talons. And I don’t believe he had nothing to do with that, either. He’s working with the Collector—they must have discussed together how that would all go down. How they would kill—” Louis’s voice broke, and he didn’t finish his sentence, evidently unable to do so.
Another heavy pause, punctuated only by the sound of Alice’s thundering heartbeat, which she prayed the fox spirits couldn’t hear. Luckily, the two were much too preoccupied with their heated conversation, and she doubted they were paying attention to anything at all besides each other.
“I don’t believe Julius was innocent, either,” Gina finally whispered. “And you’re right. Julius isn’t being rash, especially in collaborating with the Collector. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but…Evangeline makes more sense than Julius does.”
“Don’t repeat that,” Louis growled. “Don’t let Julius catch you saying that. You already know what will happen to us if he senses betrayal.”
Alice could hardly dare to believe what was happening. She held her breath, afraid that if she moved a muscle, she would be discovered hiding in the closet and her entire plan would fall apart. All the training she’d been doing with her mind was paying off. If she could influence the minds of those closest to Julius, his right-hand men and women, then she could weaken his forces considerably.
Alice waited with bated breath until she heard Louis and Gina exiting the room. When the coast was clear, she strained her ears to try to pinpoint where everyone was in the manor. Louis and Gina had gone downstairs; she’d heard their footsteps on the stairs and heard their whispered conversation grow fainter and fainter. But where were Xavier and Julius?
Eventually, after hearing no movement nearby, Alice dared to slide open the closet door, carefully and quietly. She darted into the kitchen, where dirty dishes had piled up in the sink. Nobody here, either. Then, as she started to slip out of the kitchen toward the next room, the door flew open, and Xavier walked in. Alice ducked behind the open pantry door and squeezed herself into a dark corner, praying he hadn’t seen her.
“The blood bags are on the first shelf,” Julius shouted from his office. “Next to the ketchup. I’ve decided to organize the fridge by color.”
Xavier muttered something under his breath that sounded like “Too much time on his hands.”
It was now or never. Alice’s mind felt drained from her interaction with Louis and Gina, but there was no time to rest when Xavier had walked right in front of her. She drew upon all her remaining focus and attempted to plant the same thought in Xavier’s head: Julius’s leadership will lead the Descendants to ruin.
This time, however, Alice couldn’t tell if it had worked, aside from Xavier pausing in the kitchen for a moment. She’d depleted just about all of her mental energy and couldn’t manage a second attempt; she was certain it would take all her strength to make it back to her room and then collapse into a heap on the concrete.
“Xavier?” Julius called impatiently.
“Coming.” Xavier’s voice sounded a little strained, but otherwise not noticeably different. He hurried out of the kitchen, and the office door slammed shut.
Fifteen minutes must have long been up; Alice moved quickly, darting back through the kitchen. However, rather than go back to Cecil, she decided to risk it all to move closer to Julius’s office, where he and Xavier were. She pressed her ear against the doorway and listened.
“As far as I’m concerned, we don’t owe the Collector any loyalty,” Julius was saying. “Certainly, we’ll need to keep up the appearance of loyalty, but I intend to look out for us first and foremost.”
“Of course,” said Xavier.
“The Collector doesn’t have us in his back pocket like he thinks he does. We don’t want him dead—at least, not yet—but we’re no more beholden to him than we are to that buffoon Marcus. And you, Xavier, did you dig up any information about the Collector, as I asked of you?”
Alice’s eyes widened. She’d stumbled upon a conversation much more useful than she could have asked for. Although she knew she was playing with fire and it was only a matter of time before either Julius and Xavier left the office or Louis and Gina came back into the vicinity, Alice stayed put. She couldn’t leave without hearing what Xavier had to say.
“He’s on the move lately,” Xavier reported. “He’s been sighted near Earthly Branches Academy, in the Underground, and even in Faerieland. Wrathlings have been spreading into all the realms.”
Julius tsked. “Annoying. They’re like rats in the subway system, but even less attractive.”
“I also discovered something…rather disturbing, Julius.”
“Oh, goody. Do tell.”
“The Wrathlings appear to be connected to the Collector somehow. The more his little shadow army grows, the more powerful he becomes, and the more powerful he becomes, the more powerful the Wrathlings become. It’s a very twisted, symbiotic relationship. I’m afraid we’ve yet to truly see anything from the Collector and the Wrathlings.”
A short silence followed Xavier’s words. Alice imagined that her own horror must have affected Julius, too, though she couldn’t see his reaction. If the Collector and his underlings truly fed off one another’s powers, then as they grew stronger, the impact would be exponential. It would be devastating.
On the other hand, because these monsters were all linked, destroying the Collector meant destroying them all. Alice’s heart hammered. Now she understood how the Descendants needed to go about putting an end to this evil once and for all. She just needed to figure out how to communicate this to the others.
Without wasting another moment, Alice quietly dashed away from the office door, back toward the living room. Luckily, Louis and Gina were still downstairs; Alice slipped through without a hitch and headed up the staircase. Cecil waited for her at her bedroom door just as she’d said she would, and she pulled up the lever to put out the flames as soon as Alice was near. Quickly, Cecil ducked into the room behind Alice.
“You took your sweet time,” Cecil said, glowering. “If you’d been caught, we would both really have been in for it.”
Only now did Alice let herself relax a little. She realized she was shaking from head to foot with adrenaline, her palms coated with cold sweat. “I was careful. Don’t worry.”
Cecil tsked. There was obviously more she wanted to say, but she held her tongue. “I’ll see you later,” she said curtly, and then she ducked out of the doorway again. In moments, the shaman flames rose back into place, trapping Alice inside.
With Cecil gone and her adventure over, a sense of dread enveloped Alice once again. She had so enjoyed her brief taste of freedom, even though it had been a risky venture, and she longed to get away from this awful place for good.
Julius had wanted to keep Alice here, thinking of her as meek and useless and easy to control, thinking she was just an obedient pawn in his game. Well, Alice was nobody’s pawn. In due time, Julius would find out that there was much more to Alice than met the eye. Only by then, it would be far too late.
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NICHOLAS
Nicholas’s immense relief at having kept his powers under control didn’t last long. This was no time for a celebration over any victory, no matter how small. They were all still on the run in a city they didn’t know very well, surrounded by enemies, and his friendship with Evangeline was still on the rocks.
With Tristan and Lei off to Paris, Nicholas found himself alone with Evangeline for the first time in days. So much had changed between them during this time that the silence between them, once comfortable, was now decidedly…not. And though he was glad that they had finally had the opportunity to clear the uncomfortable air between them, a part of him was nervous, too. Their friendship teetered on the edge of a cliff, and any troubling wind could knock it over.
“We have to stay on the move,” Evangeline warned as they cut through a crowd outside Buckingham Palace. They’d been walking nonstop since parting ways with the others. Every now and then, Evangeline shot glances behind them as though she thought they were being followed. “If Julius’s lackeys haven’t found us yet, they will soon.”
“So why are we in one of the most popular tourist destinations in London, then?” Nicholas asked, giving an apologetic shrug as he bumped into a disgruntled tourist. “Shouldn’t we go somewhere more out of the way?”
“The best hiding spot is the one that’s in plain sight. Besides, it’s much harder to be spotted in a big crowd, isn’t it?”
No matter how Evangeline said it, Nicholas couldn’t shake off the sneaking suspicion that she wanted the two of them to be found. But how could that make sense?
Evangeline seemed determined to focus on the task at hand, but Nicholas had been waiting for the chance to speak with her in private. He wouldn’t let this opportunity slip through his fingers. He caught her shoulder as they slipped into the crowd of tourists. “Evangeline.”
Her footsteps slowed, and she turned to look at him. The resigned expression on her face told him she knew what he wanted to discuss. “What is it?”
“We need to talk.”
“Can’t this wait until later? We’re sort of in the middle of something important.”
“You can’t keep running away.” Literally and figuratively, Nicholas thought. From what he’d observed with his sharp eyes, Evangeline had been avoiding Tristan, too. It was just like her. Take care of the high-stakes task first and push aside all the emotional talk for a later that might or might not come.
Evangeline made a tsking noise and turned her head aside, but then she came to a halt and sat down on a nearby park bench. She gestured for him to sit, and he did so. She scrunched up her face as though she’d just tasted a lemon. “Fine. Let’s talk, then.”
Now that they finally had some time alone, Nicholas didn’t know where to begin to unravel the current mess that was their friendship. “I want you to tell me the truth, Evangeline, and don’t try to bullshit me, because I will know if you are.”
“I won’t bullshit you, Nicholas.”
Nicholas nodded. He believed her. “What went through your head when you held a blade to Alice’s throat back in Faerie?”
Evangeline stared straight into Nicholas’s eyes. Neither of them blinked for the longest time. “I wanted to threaten the faerie king,” she said quietly.
“If it came down to it, would you have harmed Alice?”
She glanced away, avoiding his piercing gaze, and swallowed hard. Far too much time passed before she finally whispered, “I don’t know.”
“You can’t not know,” Nicholas said, frustrated. It had taken them this long to sit down and have an actual conversation, yet Evangeline was still dodging him. “I know you, Evangeline. You plan out everything to a T.”
“I’m not perfect, okay?” Evangeline burst out, uncharacteristically frazzled, her normally perfect composure shattering as she ran her hands through her hair in frustration. “Even I can’t always have the answers. And I don’t have one for you now. I honestly can’t say if I would or wouldn’t have hurt Alice in that moment, because all I could think about was what was best for the Descendants as a whole. All I can say is, for the mission…for the sake of the Descendants…” She swallowed and clasped her hands together tightly in her lap. “I would stop at nothing, and you know that.”
Nicholas couldn’t say that Evangeline’s answer surprised him, but his stomach dropped with disappointment nonetheless. He wished, more than anything, that she’d said she would never let harm befall Alice or any of their other friends. He wished she had protected Alice, as he would have.
He closed his eyes. Now disappointment settled in his heart, replacing the anxiety.
“I get the feeling that you want me to be someone I’m not, Nicholas,” Evangeline whispered. And it broke his heart to hear those words. “Whatever idealized version of me exists in your mind, I’ll never be her. I’ve never pretended to be anyone I’m not, either. You have to accept the reality of who I am.” Even through the emotions, her gaze was cutting and unwavering. “If you can’t accept me as I am, then we have nothing more to say to each other.”
Nicholas turned away to face the crowd of tourists around a nearby statue. There was a knife in his heart, cleaving it in two. Evangeline might not be perfect, but he’d always trusted her wisdom, and he especially trusted her to know herself. As much as it hurt, he needed to take her words at face value.
And perhaps, unconsciously, Nicholas had idealized Evangeline, and it took Alice to finally show him just how much he had for decades. He hadn’t realized the lengths to which she would be willing to go to get what she wanted. Seeing it now so clearly was like a knife to the heart, a deep wound that made it difficult to breathe. Sadness mixed with anger. To be fair, Evangeline had never shown him so clearly—or maybe she’d dropped hints for as long as she’d known him, and he’d just refused to see the truth. After all, they’d met in the context of Evangeline beating up a bunch of young Descendants to help out Nicholas.
“I can leave if you need a moment,” Evangeline said.
Nicholas shook his head. He was afraid that if he let himself wallow in this realization, the ember of anger in his heart would turn into a burning fire. And they didn’t have a while to waste if Julius’s underlings were truly on their tail. So Nicholas shoved all his disappointment and sadness deep down. He couldn’t ignore the feelings forever, but he would have to deal with them later. “No. We can keep moving. We don’t have time to spare, anyway.” He stood up. After a moment of hesitation, Evangeline followed suit. “Whatever we do next, we can’t make it too drastic. If we set off Julius too much, he might harm Alice.”
“I agree.” Evangeline’s quick agreement eased Nicholas’s mind somewhat. At least they were on the same page there. “No additional harm will befall Alice if I can help it. I can promise you that much, Nicholas.”
It was a temporary peace offering, a salve for a wound that would need proper dressing later. And Nicholas accepted it, for he had no other choice.
But deep down, he now understood the truth. Somewhere along the way on this Assignment, he’d lost his best friend.
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CECIL
Throughout the day, Cecil worked alongside the three Talons to wait on Julius hand and foot. In the afternoon, when Julius was busy in his office, Cecil continued her target practice, sometimes overseen by Xavier. Her aim had already improved drastically; she’d always been a quick study. A small part of Cecil hoped that Julius would praise her as a brother might a sister when he saw the accuracy of her shooting. That hope was quickly dashed when Julius did little more than nod in acknowledgment of one of her perfect bull’s-eyes.
When she delivered meals to Alice, Cecil made sure to hurry in and out so that she and Alice never had time to talk. She had already risked far too much by letting Alice wander around the manor, and she did not want to give Alice the opportunity to ask for another dangerous favor. The day of the exchange drew nearer, yet Cecil felt no more certain in her conviction to go against Julius than she had before. But time was running out to stand firm in whatever decision she made.
Julius treated Cecil well enough, but even though she was technically his younger sister by adoption, he made it clear that their relationship was closer to that of master and servant. Cecil was plagued with guilt over the way Julius had forced her to treat Alice. And she longed to be by Evangeline’s side again. She tried to bury the feeling by throwing herself into her work. It wasn’t a possibility yet, so there was no point in dwelling on it.
As she tidied the kitchens that night, Cecil couldn’t help but overhear Julius’s conversation with Xavier in his makeshift office next door.
“…A Wrathling? At Earthly Branches? How?” Julius asked, sounding more curious than alarmed at the news. There was a short pause.
“Apparently, a Wrathling disguised itself as one of the Descendants—Brian—and snuck into the Academy,” Xavier explained.
“Well, Marcus reaped what he sowed, I imagine. He’s been so focused on unseating House of Dragon that I don’t doubt the Wrathlings could sneak an attack under his nose.”
Cecil clamped her lips shut to keep from letting out an audible gasp. She pressed her ear against the door between the kitchen and Julius’s office, trying to hear better. Unfortunately, Julius and Xavier lowered their voices, and now she could barely make out what they were saying. Cecil gave up and slumped against the wall.
On some level, she had considered that the Wrathlings would be back soon—but she hadn’t thought it would be this soon, when the Descendants were still scattered and broken. The Wrathlings truly had terrible timing. Or, Cecil reasoned, they had timed their return perfectly for their own nefarious purposes. The thought sent chills down her spine. The Wrathlings she had known were dull and simple creatures that never could have planned a coordinated attack. These new Wrathlings were likely to be much smarter than their predecessors. Even though she was annoyed with the majority of the Descendants, particularly Marcus Niu, Cecil certainly didn’t wish any of them ill. After all, they’d been her companions for over a century.
So why did Julius seem so blasé about the whole situation, as though he couldn’t care less what happened to the Academy, or at least wasn’t concerned by the appearance of one Wrathling?
An ice-cold realization struck Cecil as she slowly rolled away from the door and curled up on the floor in deep thought. Was Julius so unbothered because he had known about the return of the Wrathlings?
“What are you doing?”
Julius’s voice snapped Cecil out of her head and back to the present. He stood at the door of the kitchen, frowning down at her. His face, which had always been so handsomely cold, now struck fear into Cecil. Xavier stood behind Julius with his hands clasped behind his back, his expression unreadable.
Even though it was but a theory, Cecil knew somewhere deep down that she was right on the money. Julius had known that the Wrathlings were making their return. And he’d informed none of the Descendants. Perhaps he even wished that the Wrathlings would wreak havoc upon Earthly Branches Academy, so that he could restore order and power to the Long name.
Whatever brotherly image of Julius still remained in Cecil’s mind now shattered. Frustration and anger swirled around inside her, mixed with a bone-deep sadness.
As unfit as she deemed Marcus for the role of Chancellor, Julius was just as bad a choice. She could never allow him to reign over the Descendants again. His greed and ruthlessness would ruin them all.
“What’s the matter with you? Cecil?”
Cecil blinked and realized she’d zoned out openmouthed in front of Julius. She scrambled to her feet. “I…I slipped,” she blurted out, and then cursed herself for not coming up with a better excuse.
Luckily, Julius seemed too preoccupied to care how flimsy her explanation was. He turned on his heel, glanced at Cecil over his shoulder, and shouted, “Pull yourself together and check on Alice without me! Urgent business requires my attention.”
“Yes, sir.” Cecil waited until Julius had rounded the corner and disappeared into another room, and then she set off at a smart pace down the hall. Julius’s hideout was built like a maze, clearly meant to confuse any outsiders should they break in. However, this didn’t deter Cecil, who had a knack for directions. She’d already memorized the path from the kitchens up to the room where Alice was held.
Cecil thought well on her feet. She hadn’t had an easy life, and developing this skill was crucial to adapting to her life among the Descendants. As she walked, a plan formed in her mind. Since Julius had taken her away from Evangeline, Cecil felt as though she had been wandering around in a dark cave with no light to guide her steps. Now that she understood the depths of Julius’s betrayal, a little light had appeared. She now clearly saw the path forward. She would take no more orders from Julius, even if it ended up costing her life.
Rather than putting off making any concrete plans with Alice, Cecil needed to act now. The lives of all the Descendants depended upon it.
When Cecil reached Alice’s room, she found the girl huddled on the floor, staring blankly at the opposite wall. If Alice noticed Cecil’s approaching footsteps, she didn’t show it.
“Alice,” Cecil whispered.
Finally, Alice turned her head toward Cecil, and Cecil stopped herself from flinching. The girl clearly hadn’t been bothering with washing herself even though there was a bathroom attached to the bedroom, and she definitely looked the worse for wear. There were dirt and grime all over her face and hair, and a layer of gray dust coated her clothes. Still, Alice had the energy to glower at Cecil. After being wishy-washy and pushing off any planning to help Alice, Cecil knew she’d earned that look.
“What?” Alice said.
“Oh, don’t look so happy to see me. And what are you doing lying on the ground?”
“Perhaps I wanted to feel a change of pace from lying on the bed. Did you need something from me, or are you just here to bother me because you’re bored?”
This little…Cecil forced herself not to react to Alice’s attitude. There was a time and place to banter, and this wasn’t it. “I overheard something interesting in Julius’s conversation just now. A Wrathling apparently attacked the Academy.”
Now Alice sat up straighter, a new alertness in her eyes. “What? A Wrathling? How is that possible?”
“They’re back,” Cecil said simply. “They’re back, and they seem to be much cleverer than before.”
“What’s Julius going to do about it?”
“I don’t think he’s planning to do anything. He said Marcus reaped what he sowed.”
Alice’s jaw dropped. “Would he really leave the other Descendants to fend for themselves?”
“At this point, we have to assume there’s nothing Julius wouldn’t do.” If Julius could betray his beloved little sister, nobody else in the world was safe from his decisions. “We’re not going to stick around to watch Julius’s next move. We’ll make our escape right before the exchange is meant to take place.”
Alice drew herself up to her full height so that she and Cecil stood eye to eye. Although her interest was piqued, she still eyed Cecil warily, as though not trusting that Cecil’s heart was fully in the effort to help her. Fair enough; Cecil supposed she deserved the mistrust for waffling for so long. “How are we going to do that?”
Cecil leaned in close and revealed her plan.
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TITUS
“Brier, it’s time for you to go home now.”
The short, fair-haired faerie pouted her plump lips as she sat up on the edge of Titus’s bed. She was naked except for her undergarments, her clothes piled up at the end of the bed. Titus had a weekly rotation of faeries coming in and out of his bed, and Brier was the most recent addition. “What’s your hurry? The sun’s barely risen. You normally don’t even get out of bed until it’s almost evening.”
“I have business to attend to today,” Titus said curtly. He kept his voice devoid of any inflection, his features carefully controlled in a neutral expression, so Brier wouldn’t be able to guess that his business was no mere princely duty.
“Since when has that ever mattered to you?” Brier grumbled as she dressed. Then, in an instant, she’d changed her disgruntled expression to one of flirtation, batting her impossibly long lashes and stroking Titus’s arm. “Same time next week?”
“Maybe,” Titus said absently. Although he was physically present with Brier, his mind kept drifting off to a certain shaman. In fact, even as he’d lain in bed with Brier, Titus had found that he could not keep Lei off his mind, could not stop comparing Brier to Lei and finding that she fell short in almost every way. It was a strange, unfamiliar feeling for Titus; he did not know what had overcome him, what kind of spell the shaman had cast upon him. From time to time, he had thought of Lei, but he had convinced himself that he did not care that much for the shaman, that it did not matter if he never saw him again. Now Titus realized he had been lying to himself.
The faerie prince was thinking about meeting up with Lei in the human realm, what they might eat and drink while out there, what they might end up doing to each other…and therefore, he was not paying attention and almost didn’t react in time to duck the pillow that the fiery faerie threw at his head.
“Bastard!”
The pillow caught Titus around the ear, and he winced and glowered at her. “What was that for?”
“You could at least sound enthusiastic about seeing me again,” Brier huffed, her sharp eyes glaring into his. Then she shook her head in disgust. “Princes. You’re all the same.”
Titus watched Brier rush out of the room, but she was gone before he could form any retort. He wasn’t sure what Brier had expected of him, really. It was public knowledge that Prince Titus had a rotation of lovers, and he intended to keep it that way. There was no one who could wheedle their way into his heart—well, no faerie, at least…
Again, the handsome, mischievous shaman’s face entered Titus’s mind. He had been exchanging letters with Lei, and today they were to meet in Paris. His heartbeat quickened at the thought. He leapt out of bed, all thoughts of Brier or any other faerie forgotten.
Then a knock sounded on the door, pulling the prince out of his reverie.
“Prince Titus,” warbled the voice of Dilben, one of the High King’s several advisors. “Your father would like to speak to you.”
Just like that, Titus’s high spirits plummeted. Leave it to his father to ruin a day that should have been off to a good start. Much as he wanted to, the prince could not simply ignore the summons and take off for the human realm anyway; he would be in a world of trouble, and even he knew better than to defy the High King. He opened the door, revealing the short, stocky form of the advisor. “He’s got something good to tell me, I hope.”
The advisor’s face remained stony.
Titus deflated. He knew this summons couldn’t mean anything good. The High King never called him to share good news. “Lead the way.”
The High King stood with his back to the door of his throne room. When Titus entered, he did not move but instead addressed his son with his back still turned. “I have noticed an interesting flurry of activity from you,” the king began in a steady, quiet voice that Titus had long ago learned was one of the king’s most dangerous. “What do you think it is?”
It was just as Prince Titus had suspected. His father had not called him in to have a pleasant conversation. Titus steeled himself. This conversation could go anywhere, really—perhaps word of Brier’s abrupt and heated departure had already spread to the king’s ears and he wanted to lecture Titus about his promiscuity. Or perhaps he was finally fed up with Titus’s generally blasé attitude toward the Court and its politics.
“I’ll be more careful about my lovers from now on,” Titus said.
“I’m not talking about that. The letters, boy.” Now the High King turned, and in his hands he clutched a familiar-looking letter, which Titus assumed he had intercepted. “You could not possibly be so dull-witted as to think that you can sneak around the enchantments of my Court, so please explain yourself.”
Titus froze. Of course, on some level he had guessed that his father might figure out what was happening between him and Lei, but he had banked on the recent political turmoil to keep his father’s attention (and anger). Now it was evident that that had been a terrible miscalculation.
Cold sweat pooled in Titus’s palms, but he forced himself to face his father without revealing an ounce of his discomfort in his expression. “Well, it was just a bit of harmless flirting.” Even as he said the words so offhandedly, Titus realized that, for once, this wasn’t just a bit of harmless flirting. Why could he not get his mind off Lei since they’d been briefly united?
“A harmless fling?” the king scoffed in disbelief. “A harmless fling led to your now leaving to meet up with a criminal shaman in the human world? Do you care nothing for your reputation, boy? My reputation?”
Of course. This was all about the High King’s reputation in the end. “We’re meeting in private,” Titus said in a voice full of forced calm. “Nobody will be ruining your reputation, Father.”
“This is the same shaman who is in league with those dastardly Descendants,” growled the High King. “My own son, fraternizing with the enemy? I raised such a disappointment.”
“I won’t be fraternizing with them,” Titus said coldly. “Lei isn’t loyal to them, either. He’s shackled to them.”
The High King slowly walked over to his son, and Titus stood up straighter. Despite the tension in the air, the faerie prince still found something odd about this encounter. If his father had really intended to berate and punish him for exchanging these letters with the so-called enemy, then he would not be fixing him with calculating eyes, a twisted glint reflecting in them. Titus knew that look. Typically, it meant that his father’s enemies, no matter who they might be, were in great danger.
“I could forbid you from meeting up with the spy,” the High King said slowly, “or I could allow you to do so—with a caveat.”
Knowing his father, this could not be good for Titus. Or Lei. “What is it?” he asked, wary.
“You are to provide me with ample information about these Descendants. I want to know where they’re living. I want to know what they’re up to. I want to know the locations of those fountainheads.” With each sentence he spoke, he stepped closer, until he and Titus stood at eye level with hardly the space of a breath between them. Yet Titus did not back away, for he did not wish to show his father a moment of weakness. “And, most importantly, I want to know where the Descendants have hidden my granddaughter. The Descendants humiliated us by trespassing upon our territory and stealing those treasures. Once I have my granddaughter safely in my hands, they will feel the repercussions of their actions, and they will wish dearly that they never entered our territory.”
Titus couldn’t help but wince as his father’s anger flared up in his face. At the same time, sympathy for the Descendants stabbed him. Soon enough, his father would make them pay for their actions. “You want me to be your spy.”
The High King studied his son. There was no fatherly warmth in his eyes. “So you’re not as daft as you let on, it seems.”
Titus hesitated. Spying on Lei and the others was the last thing he wanted to do. Although he had no love or loyalty for the Descendants, he hated the idea of breaching Lei’s trust, and he equally despised the idea of being one of his father’s many pawns. However, he didn’t see that he had any other choice, not if he wanted to see Lei again. Titus had no doubt that his father would deliver on his promise to keep the two of them apart, should he not give in to his demands. And, for once, the faerie prince felt as though he might do just about anything to see the shaman again. All the feelings he’d buried deep down had now burst forth with a vengeance.
“And there’s one more request I have of you,” added the High King.
Tristan groaned. The list he’d already given wasn’t long enough?
“Bring the Scarlet Spy back to Faerieland. He can prove useful to our cause.” His eyes glinted again.
Titus’s stomach turned. He had been planning to sneak Lei back into Faerie anyway, but having it done under his father’s orders soured the whole thing.
After a long pause, the High King prompted, “Well?”
With the feeling that he was committing himself to a future full of trouble, Titus caved. He did not want to back out of seeing Lei when the two of them had already committed to it, and when he did not know when he would next get the chance to see the shaman. “Fine. I’ll do as you ask.” As he spoke the words, his stomach twisted with guilt, but he did his best to brush it off.
Whatever confusing mix of feelings he had for Lei that he still needed to sort out, Titus knew this much: Lei would never find out about his promise to spy on him for his father. Titus would make certain of it.
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LEI
Paris was beautiful in the way that a work of art was beautiful. Walking down the streets of the city, Lei felt as though he were in a painting. The architecture in Paris was Gothic in style, evoking the sense that the city had preserved its long history in its infrastructure. It did not look like the city where one ought to go for criminal activities, which, of course, made it the perfect destination for such matters. Lei and Tristan made their way down a busy street not far from the Eiffel Tower, which loomed overhead past the trees.
“Where are these connections of yours?” Tristan asked as the two hurried along. There were so many tourists crowding the area that they blended right in, which was the idea. The werewolf regarded Lei with suspicion, which Lei supposed he deserved. He hadn’t exactly given anyone an impression of being committed to the Assignment.
“Saint-Germain-des-Prés,” Lei rattled off. It was one of his favorite neighborhoods in the city, and he had fond memories of eating the most delicious baguettes and escargot there. He also had memories of spectacular altercations, like the time he’d gotten into a fistfight with stray faeries who’d looked at him the wrong way. Rogue Parisian faeries were quite snobby.
Saint-Germain-des-Prés was also, not coincidentally, the site of a faerie portal. Unbeknownst to Tristan, of course.
“Well, I’ve got to go to Versailles,” said Tristan with a frown. “That’s not in the same direction at all.”
“It might be easier if we split up and regroup later,” Lei suggested, doing his best to keep the eagerness out of his voice. “We don’t want to keep Evangeline waiting too long.”
Tristan frowned and shot Lei a sidelong look. Lei put on the most innocent expression he could manage. “Fine,” Tristan said, relenting at last. “We’ll split up for now and meet up at sundown at the bottom of that monument over there, by Pont Alexandre Troisième.” He pointed off in the near distance toward the statue. He stared at Lei hard as he added, “Not a moment past sundown, do you hear me?”
“Not a second longer.”
When the two parted ways, Lei quickly put as much distance between him and Tristan as possible. Finally, freedom—or at least, a semblance of it. Though he hadn’t lied about having connections around the area, he had certainly overstated his commitment to actually rallying them. In Paris, the shaman population was far smaller than in Manhattan, which meant Lei was far less likely to be recognized around here. He had every right to take this opportunity to get away with Titus. Lei was good at making himself disappear, so he would do just that.
Just in case, Lei threw a quick look over his shoulder to see if Tristan had somehow caught on and tailed him. There was no annoying, loudmouthed Descendant in the crowd.
“Oh, Tristan,” Lei sighed aloud, shaking his head. He was even a little disappointed that the werewolf hadn’t had the sense to follow him. “You’re still too naive for this business.”
Lei slipped into the crowd of Parisians, moving through Saint-Germain-des-Prés toward the faerie portal he remembered being behind an alley. As he walked, a foreign emotion stabbed his heart. It took him several moments to pinpoint and name the feeling. Guilt. He was surprised. He hadn’t thought himself capable of feeling guilt. If he were wired for it, he wouldn’t be in his line of work.
Lei forced himself to shake off the feeling. He had no obligation to Tristan; they’d settled their debt when Lei helped the Descendants enter Faerie and retrieve the fountainheads, and it wasn’t his fault they’d botched the job. It also wasn’t his problem that the Circle of Twelve was broken. What did a shaman care if the Descendants remained cursed for a bit longer? They would be no less annoying if they did manage to break the curse, and in fact, Lei would be shocked if they didn’t become more bothersome.
Lei rounded the corner and stopped dead in his tracks. His breath caught in his throat, his heart skipped a beat, and all those romantic clichés.
There he was, the faerie prince himself. Titus had dressed to blend in with the people of this world. He wore fashionable human clothes, a long tan trench coat over a white dress shirt and black dress pants. Thanks to the glamour, the people around them would only see Titus as a human like them—albeit a very handsome human.
“I’ve snuck out,” Titus announced loudly, drawing curious stares from passersby. “Father will kill me once he discovers I’m gone.” He beamed as he walked briskly toward Lei, looking not at all concerned with potential repercussions.
“Your father seems regularly on the verge of murder anyway. Are you sure he won’t use your absence as an excuse to start a war?”
“Father? Start a war over losing me? He’d sooner throw a party.”
Titus stopped a few inches from Lei, and for once, the prince seemed a little uncertain of himself, giving Lei a small but questioning smile. Perhaps he was second-guessing his decision to run away from Faerieland and join Lei in the human world. Seven years of silence between them was a lot of ground to make up, even with their considerable chemistry. Now that they were both here in the flesh, Lei had to admit the reunion was a tad…awkward.
“I’ve missed you.” Titus raised a hand and twirled a loose strand of Lei’s hair around his fingers. Was it Lei’s imagination, or were the faerie prince’s eyes filled with more than just the usual mischief and pleasure, filled with some stronger, deeper emotion?
“It’s only been a few days since we last saw each other.”
“Oh, that was hardly even a meeting. You know what I mean.” The faerie prince’s eyes bored into Lei’s as though he could see right into his soul. “You were with me in Faerie one day, and then you never came back.”
“Yes, well, I was a bit busy being locked up in the Underground.”
Titus’s lip twitched. “Going to prison didn’t soften your attitude at all, I see.”
“Prison gave me more personality. I had so much free time to develop it,” Lei said. “So what exactly is the plan now, anyway?”
Titus drew close enough to Lei that the shaman could smell that intoxicating and indescribable smell of faerie on him, something like fresh wood and lavender and the stars themselves. The prince kissed Lei on the lips in greeting. What was initially meant to be a peck quickly turned into a deeper kiss, in which the two communicated how much they desired each other even after time apart. They moved as one, so in tune with each other that they practically melted into each other’s bodies. Lei was certain that he would never meet anyone who kissed as well as Titus.
When they broke apart, Titus smiled and then intertwined their fingers as smoothly as though they were an old married couple. “Whatever you want, so long as we’re back in Faerie by a reasonable time.”
Lei blinked. Perhaps he and the faerie prince should have discussed details in depth before deciding to run away together. “You mean for us both to return to Faerieland? Permanently?”
“Well, of course. I can’t just leave forever. The Court would be in an uproar. Father would actually send out faeries to capture me, just so he can kill me himself.” Titus spoke matter-of-factly, maddeningly so, as though this plan was set in stone, despite Lei’s lack of input.
It wasn’t as though Lei didn’t enjoy spending time in Faerieland, but the idea of hiding away there forever was quite unappealing. The Folk were an intimidating species, and as he’d once worked as a spy for them, there was a history there that he’d rather not confront. He doubted the fae would turn him in to the shamans, but if there was indeed a war between the supernaturals on the horizon, then he would rather not be in enemy territory for it.
Besides, there was the small matter of the fact that Lei had promised to help the Descendants with their mission. Even if he did up and leave for Faerieland, could Lei trust that the faerie prince wouldn’t discard him once he was bored, as he liked to do with the many romantic flings going in and out of his life?
Titus stared at Lei, awaiting an answer with a question on his face. Of course he thought Lei would agree without hesitation. That was one of the more irksome traits of the faerie prince; he was a prince, after all, used to the world revolving around him and everyone accommodating his needs. It was something that had bothered Lei in the past, and he couldn’t believe he’d nearly forgotten about it until now.
Lei cleared his throat and forced himself to smile. He patted Titus’s hand. There was little use getting into an argument when they’d just been reunited. “Let’s just enjoy our time here together for now. Time passes differently in Faerie, so it’ll be a while here before anyone notices you missing. We’ll figure it out along the way.”
Titus had already pulled away and was preoccupied with inspecting a souvenir stand as though it were the most fascinating spectacle in the universe. “Oh, what are these shiny things?” he cooed over the key chains showing landmarks of Paris. The shopkeeper was only too happy to show off his products to his new customer, and Titus left with his pockets weighed down by little trinkets.
To celebrate their newfound freedom, Lei directed them to a café and used his botched French to order them coffees and strawberry crêpes. Hand in hand, they strolled through the various shops lining the street.
The pair turned the corner, and the hair rose on the backs of Lei’s arms and legs as he spotted a figure in a black cloak speeding up to follow. He squeezed Titus’s hand and directed them to make a left turn, and his suspicions were confirmed when the figure turned with them.
Lei turned to Titus. “Do you see—?”
“Yes,” said the faerie prince, whose normally mischievous expression had grown grim. “Someone is tailing us.”
Lei and Titus hurried down the street and made yet another sharp turn, this time to the right. Sure enough, the tail followed suit.
“You’re certain nobody followed you here from Faerieland, right?”
“Of course,” the prince said immediately. “Father keeps tabs on me all the time, and I’m used to noticing and shaking off tails. I’d have known if someone had followed me here.”
“Then who could it possibly be?” Lei racked his brains in bewilderment. He’d informed nobody of his arrival in Paris. Could it be that he had been recognized? Had the shamans already sent forces all the way out here to catch him?
“It doesn’t matter. They’ll show themselves soon,” Titus said.
They led their pursuer down an emptier, more residential street, and then spun around in unison.
“I know you’re following us,” Lei bellowed, startling a nearby old woman, who gave him a strange look. He fixed his gaze on the cloaked figure; there were only a few people between them now. “Who are you, and what do you want?”
The innocent people got out of the way in a hurry, clearly assuming Lei was a madman. The man wearing the black cloak stepped forward until he was a few yards away. He didn’t speak, but he raised his head.
Lei took an involuntary step back at the sight of the man. He wasn’t a shaman, faerie, or Descendant. He appeared to be human, and yet, at the same time…he was not. There was no soul behind those blank green eyes. His blond hair was so matted with oil and dirt that it appeared more brown than blond, as though he hadn’t showered in weeks, possibly even years.
“That’s not a human, Lei,” Titus said unnecessarily. “That’s a Wrathling.”
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TRISTAN
Tristan rapped his knuckles against a boarded-up wooden door, which had the appearance of once having been the door of a café. He tapped out a pattern: three soft knocks, two hard knocks, followed by a loud cough. Nothing happened, and for a moment Tristan wondered if the decade since he’d visited Paris had dulled his memory of the secret code once given to him by another of the Collector’s supernatural lackeys.
Then the door shook and creaked open, revealing a bald, stocky faerie with an eye patch and a wooden leg. Unlike most of the fae, this one was dirty and disheveled-looking, a complete rebellion against the impossibly high beauty standard of his kind. He narrowed his good eye at Tristan.
“One-Eyed Amos,” Tristan said in a voice of friendly greeting. “It’s been, what, ten years since we saw each other in person? You haven’t aged a day.”
“Save your flattery, punk,” growled Amos. “What are you doing here darkening my doorstep?”
Tristan could never tell if Amos’s grumpiness was him putting on a show or not. He decided to err on the safe side and assume not. He dropped his smile. “You’re still well connected with the other rogue supernaturals of Paris, aren’t you?”
“I suppose,” the faerie grunted. “What’s it to you?”
“I’ve come to ask a favor. I know you fell out with the Collector decades ago, and I’m sure you’ve heard the name Evangeline Long.”
“The Descendant brat. Of course I have. What’s she got to do with anything?”
“I’m with her right now, and we’re trying to rally as many powerful supernatural forces to our cause as possible. We’re about to face down her brother, Julius Long, as well as take down the Collector and his Wrathlings. Will you and your allies join us?”
Amos rubbed his head and sighed. “You know, I left the faerie realm to avoid all this drama and royal sibling warfare.”
“I know, and I’m terribly sorry to drag you back into it.”
“Don’t you know, too, what happens to those who dare go against the Collector? Or against Julius, for that matter?” Amos gestured toward his eye patch. “This is what Julius did to me for defying the two of them. Are you willing to pay this price?”
Tristan cringed. He certainly liked his eyes too much to give one away for Evangeline’s cause. However, without substantial help, they were not going to be able to take down Julius and the Collector.
“You ought to think more carefully about the consequences of turning against the Collector,” said Amos. “I seem to remember you had a dependence on a certain substance, boy.”
Aubrum, a pill that Tristan used to help tame his werewolf side during the full moon, was banned in the supernatural world and therefore very hard to come by—unless you had the right connections. The Collector, of course, had all the connections, and Tristan had depended upon him to supply the substance for so long.
“If we succeed and break the curse, I’ll no longer have any need for aubrum. If we fail, I’m sure I can find another supplier,” Tristan mumbled, although admittedly he hadn’t thought far enough ahead about that yet. A tiny twinge of guilt stabbed him in the gut, but it quickly passed. Just because he’d helped out the Collector here and there didn’t mean he owed him any loyalty, especially not if it meant failing to stand firm on Evangeline’s side.
One-Eyed Amos scoffed. The disbelief was evident in his face. He raised his eyebrows. “Will you? And can you live with yourself, knowing you bit the hand that fed you for so long? What if you fail, and the Collector takes your eye as retribution? It will be agonizing, you know. He had Julius dig a knife into my eye socket, and I felt every twist and turn and cut, every nerve that was—”
“All right! I don’t need such vivid imagery,” Tristan interrupted with a shudder, stopping Amos right as he was pretending to twist a knife into his eye patch. “Rest assured, we won’t fail.” He wouldn’t even let himself entertain the possibility. Besides, when Evangeline was this determined, he truly didn’t think they could fail. “If you join us, Amos, Evangeline will ensure that you’re protected from the wrath of the Collector or Julius.”
“I don’t need protection,” the faerie said stubbornly.
“Then why are you hiding in this”—Tristan cast an eye at the run-down, dilapidated building—“fine establishment?”
“I’m not hiding. And I quite like this establishment, thank you very much.”
You’re doing a terrible job of sweet-talking. If Evangeline had been here, Tristan knew she would have interjected a quip. As he was clearly in danger of offending Amos, if he hadn’t already, Tristan decided he needed to lay all his cards on the table. “There is an enormous sum of money involved for you and your comrades, too.”
One-Eyed Amos perked up at that. “Oh? How much?”
“One million euros.”
The faerie licked his lips, thinking. “Make it one and a half, and you’ve got a deal.”
“One million two.”
“One million three, and that’s the final offer.”
Tristan didn’t really see any other choice. They needed the help, and he was certain that Evangeline had given him that number expecting One-Eyed Amos to haggle. “You’ve got a deal.” He stuck out his hand, and Amos shook it. “We’ll expect you and your forces in a a few days on the rooftop of the British Museum.”
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LEI
“But how can the Wrathlings be here?”
The words had barely slipped out of Lei’s mouth when the Wrathling threw his head back and let out a piercing, distinctly inhuman shriek. Lei covered his ears with his hands to stop his head from ringing with the noise.
Then, as though summoned by the Wrathling’s cry, more figures poured onto the scene from all sides. There were at least a dozen men and women who looked similarly disheveled, all of them focusing on the same target: Lei and Titus.
That was around when Lei recognized that they were in deep, deep trouble.
“Gods damn it,” he swore. It had been years since Lei had been on the Surface, and he hadn’t encountered this many of them in decades, but he knew a monster’s movement when he saw it. These were Wrathlings, somehow taking on the appearance of humans. He was just lucky that he had Prince Titus on his side, even though the prince’s combat skills had always left something to be desired. Faeries were certainly faster and stronger than Wrathlings; indeed, though the shamans and Descendants would never admit it, the fae were perhaps the most formidable supernatural creatures of all.
The Wrathlings hadn’t quite surrounded the pair yet; if they chose not to fight and make a scene, they could make a break for it. The alternative was standing their ground and fighting off a dozen Wrathlings. Even if he weren’t so rusty with the sword now, Lei would still have doubted his ability to pull off such a feat.
“Lei!”
At the shout, Lei turned his head to the side, as did most of the Wrathlings. Tristan pushed past civilians and sprinted toward him. Lei didn’t know how or why Tristan had come here, and he couldn’t decide if the werewolf had good or bad timing.
“Friend of yours?” Titus asked, already slipping out a lethal-looking black sword that he’d been hiding under his pants.
“Friend is a strong word.”
“Come and get me, you filthy creatures!” Tristan yelled, chucking a pointed tree branch at one of the Wrathlings. His aim was equally precise and powerful, and the branch slid right through the Wrathling’s head. The monster sank to its knees, head hanging, limp as a rag doll. Black blood oozed out of the wound in its head.
The Wrathlings seemed more interested in a Descendant than a shaman or faerie; as soon as Tristan announced his presence, they turned their attention to him. Lei’s eyes darted toward the opposite end of the alley. It would be only too easy for him and Titus to slip away and make their exit, to disappear into the streets of Paris without a trace. But abandoning Tristan, who’d helped them out, would truly make Lei a scoundrel of the most despicable kind, not to mention a coward. Lei didn’t care what others thought of his morals, but he wouldn’t let anyone call him a coward. Besides, Titus had joined the fight, too, and he made quick work of the unfortunate Wrathlings that strayed too close to his blade.
With a roar, Lei summoned all of his power to his core and then released it through his hands. Blue fire leapt from his palms toward the nearest Wrathlings; they screeched in pain as the flames engulfed them. Two Wrathlings attacked Lei from either side. He flung fire at one of them and kicked the other in the chest, toppling both onto the ground. There wasn’t a moment to relax as more Wrathlings, no doubt attracted by the noise, poured into the alley.
“Gods, how many are there?” Tristan said gruffly. Lei and Tristan had steadily moved closer to each other as they fended off the Wrathlings, and now they fought back to back.
“Too many.” Lei cursed as he was a little too slow to dodge a Wrathling and the creature’s claws nearly scratched his arm. Even though the three supernaturals managed to take down the Wrathlings that had first surrounded them, at least another dozen of the monsters had joined the fight. Slowly, Lei’s muscles grew tired.
“We might have to make a run for it!” Titus yelled. He plunged his sword into a Wrathling’s chest and yanked it out just as quickly to fight off another Wrathling that approached.
Though Lei didn’t like to run from a fight, he, too, could tell that running away was their best option. Already he was growing weaker and slower, unable to maintain the rapid pace he’d set in the beginning. The Wrathlings seemed to keep coming, and sooner or later, Lei, Titus, and Tristan would be completely exhausted.
“We’ll run toward the Eiffel Tower on three!” Tristan shouted. “One…two…”
Lei sent a Wrathling flying with a hard punch.
“…three!”
Together, they turned and barreled past the Wrathlings. Luckily, the monsters weren’t as fast as they were strong. After bobbing and weaving through the crowds of people, within moments, the trio had lost them.
“What was that?” Tristan demanded, whirling on Lei as soon as they’d turned down a side street and ascertained that the Wrathlings were no longer in pursuit.
“Wrathlings, my boy,” said Lei.
“No, I’m not talking about them.” Tristan leaned in close enough that Lei could see the flecks of gold in his eyes. He jabbed his finger into Lei’s chest and threw him an accusatory stare. “Did you really mean to run off, Lei?”
“Run off? What do you mean?” Lei feigned innocence, hoping Tristan would buy his bluff.
“I just came back from meeting One-Eyed Amos, a powerful ally of mine, when I realized you weren’t going in the direction that you said you would,” Tristan growled, “and don’t give me any crap about being bad with directions. You’re the one who drew us a detailed map of Faerieland.”
“Ah…I suppose I did do that.” Lei brushed a hand through his hair and chuckled. Tristan had seen through his excuses and straight to Lei’s true nature. “I’m still here, still devoted to you pesky Descendants, so you can stop glaring at me like that.”
“And what are you doing here, faerie prince?” Tristan snapped at Titus. He squinted at one of them, then the other. “Don’t tell me you two were planning to go away together?”
Tristan wasn’t stupid, and the situation certainly didn’t look good for Lei and Titus. Lei thought quickly. “I asked him to come help. We can use all the help we can get, Tristan—you know that.”
“Maybe, but not from the fae,” Tristan said, throwing Prince Titus a look of deep distrust. “Faeries aren’t supposed to cross over to the human world without good reason, and what good reason could there be for a faerie prince to tag along with us? This isn’t a vacation. We don’t need extra weight to lug around. We can’t even trust him, Lei.”
Titus cleared his throat and smoothly brushed his hair away from his forehead. “You take it too far with your assumptions, Descendant. Perhaps I wanted to stretch my legs.”
“You can do so in about a million other places closer to home and farther from us,” snapped the werewolf.
“I’m rather winded from the fight just now and would prefer that we not waste our breath arguing.”
“You don’t look at all winded to me, princey.”
Titus tsked. “I save you from taking a beating back there, and this is the thanks I get? You’re lucky we’re not in Faerie. I could have you arrested for speaking to me this way.”
“More like I saved you two from the Wrathlings.”
Lei waved a hand. “Details, details.”
“Saving your life is a minor detail?”
“If it’s all the same to you, Tristan, I say we forgo your lecture and focus on what’s really important,” Lei said.
“What could be more important than me stopping you from running off with this faerie prince?”
Lei arranged his face into a grave expression. He didn’t like to be serious, but even he understood that what had just transpired held heavy consequences for all the supernaturals and humans.
“Julius Long isn’t the only enemy we have to worry about. The Wrathlings aren’t bothering to hide as much anymore, which means that very soon, they’ll be strong and bold enough to launch a full-fledged attack on us all.” Lei’s eyes flashed. “And then, even if Evangeline does break the curse and restore the Descendants’ full powers…it will likely be too late to stop the monsters.”
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JULIUS
As Julius nursed a cup of strong black coffee with a dash of blood (just how he liked it), there was a knock on his door. “Come in,” he said, turning in his chair.
The door opened, and in walked Xavier, his face long and drawn. Unlike Louis and Gina, who were as happy in Julius’s service as ever, Julius hadn’t seen Xavier smile once since he’d revealed himself to be alive to the Talons. He’d begun to suspect that Xavier disapproved of his latest actions but held his tongue. Well, so long as the Talon was obedient and useful to Julius, it didn’t matter if he secretly wished to be elsewhere. Julius would reward him lavishly for his help once everything was over and he’d collected his payment from the Collector. Then surely Xavier would be happy about working for him.
“You’ve received a letter,” Xavier said, a note of surprise in his voice. “I found it slipped under the front door.” He reached into his pocket and took out a nondescript white envelope, holding it out to Julius.
Julius slowly set down his mug, careful not to let his own surprise show on his face. “A letter? From whom?”
“There’s no return address.”
After a moment of hesitation, Julius took the envelope and stared at it with curiosity. His full name and current address were on it, which shouldn’t have been possible, because nobody knew that Julius Long had taken up temporary residence here. Who would be writing to him, anyway? One of the Descendants? Perhaps one of them had taken the liberty of sending him some hate mail. He flipped over the envelope. On the back, it was sealed with what appeared to be dust.
“Leave me, Xavier,” Julius said without looking up. When he heard the door close again, he carefully lifted the seal, which gave way easily under his touch. An enchanted envelope, then. Now Julius was certain who he was dealing with, and his suspicions were confirmed when he read the letter.
To Julius Long:
Return the Midsummer’s sprout to me or incur the wrath of the fae.
Return the five zodiac fountainheads as well, and you will be compensated beyond your wildest dreams.
The message was short and sweet, and at the end of it, the messenger promised a sum of money that was more enormous than any Julius had ever seen in his life. A sum of money that made the Collector’s offered price seem like child’s play. The letter wasn’t signed, but Julius knew who had sent the threat. It could only be the faerie king himself.
He tossed the letter down on the desk. At once it burst into flame and burned away until nothing, not even the fire, was left.
“Well,” Julius said to nobody in particular, “this complicates matters.”
Julius drummed his fingers against the desk. On one hand, the Collector expected Julius to hand over the remaining fountainheads soon. On the other hand, the faerie king offered much more for the same prize—and, in the same breath, had formally threatened his wrath if Julius didn’t return Alice to him. Julius had to find a way to appease him. He wasn’t sure why the faerie king was after the fountainheads, as though he had any right to claim them. Most likely it was a matter of ego at this point, and the High King didn’t want to admit that the Descendants had outwitted him and all of his subjects.
The most unbelievable matter in this whole exchange was that everybody was battling over that plain, unassuming little human girl. Julius had expected Alice to at least put up a good fight in his prison and make his life somewhat interesting, but the girl hadn’t even attempted to make a break for it. Yet a faerie prophecy had been made about her, and she was evidently important enough that the faerie king would go to war over her.
There had to be a way for Julius to get everything he wanted. In this situation, he was the one with the clear advantage. He had deep roots all around London, and deep pockets, just as he did in Manhattan, whereas Evangeline knew nobody and had not a penny to her name. Still, Evangeline would not wait idly around, nor would she be fool enough to attempt to confront Julius without first gathering considerable manpower to stand behind her. Julius knew his little sister so well because he had trained her to act and think like him. She was nothing more than a pale mimicry of him, obsessed with beating him at his own game, and she would never evolve beyond this; it was only too easy to predict her every move and foil her plans. Evangeline’s best move now was to plant roots here as quickly as she could, and what was the fastest and easiest way to do that? Reaching out to the other Descendants.
A smile slowly formed on Julius’s lips. Indeed, there was a way for him to make it out of this situation and come out on top. He would have to play his hand without a single misstep, but if he could pull this off, then he truly would deserve the empire that he would build. He felt a little bad for his sister, but not too bad. He had given her the option to join him, after all, and she had declined.
Julius was about to show Evangeline exactly what happened to those who opposed him. He would thoroughly close off her options and then sink her last hope, and it would be as easy as taking candy from a child.
A child…unexpectedly, the thought caused a pang in his chest. When they were children, Julius and Evangeline had shared a close bond that many siblings would die to have. Who would have guessed that over a century later, they would be on opposing sides?
Julius needed to keep his personal emotions toward his younger sister out of his business. Guilt and remorse had no place with him; those feelings could only hold him back from what he needed to accomplish. So he resolved to bury them deep down inside, where they could not threaten to emerge and harm him.
Julius reached into his desk drawer and riffled through its meticulously organized contents until he found exactly what he was looking for—a manila folder filled with invitations. He pulled them out. There were dozens of black envelopes containing gold invitation cards, which he’d used to host dinner parties for Descendants in the past whenever he was in the area. Now he carefully reached into the folder and plucked out eighteen invitations. The content always remained the same, cordially inviting the recipient to Julius’s manor; he merely filled in the name and time accordingly. After tucking each invitation back into its respective envelope, Julius sealed them with a small golden dragon emblem.
“Xavier,” Julius called out. “Louis. Gina.”
The Talons responded to the summons in moments. Julius stood before them, his hands clasped together behind his back, and looked from obedient face to obedient face. These were the last three Talons of his original eight. Two had betrayed him when they thought him dead—they had suffered dearly—and three had lost their lives in service to him, bless their souls. After Evangeline had denounced him, Xavier and the twins had become the only three beings left in the world whom Julius could trust wholeheartedly. When he looked at them, his heart swelled a little with fondness, the same way it always used to for Evangeline. It was the only time he allowed himself to feel such an emotion.
“I have decided to host a dinner party tonight,” Julius announced, purposely keeping his tone light.
Evidently this was the last thing the Talons had expected to hear, because their expressions turned almost comically into shock.
“A what?” Xavier asked, as though he might have misheard.
“A dinner party. For the Descendants Assigned around the area. I thought it might be a nice way to persuade them to my cause, in case they have any doubts.”
Gina glanced around the office, wrinkling her nose. “We’re having it…here?”
“Not here here,” Julius said. “Downstairs. Back when this property was a school, the living room used to be a magnificent ballroom, you know.”
“It’s already almost noon,” Xavier pointed out. He seemed to be carefully avoiding insinuating that Julius had lost his marbles, but the disbelief was obvious in his raised eyebrows. “How are we supposed to pull everything together in time for tonight?”
“Well, it won’t happen if you stand around questioning me all afternoon.” Though Julius kept his tone light, his eyes were cold, and he knew the Talons would recognize that his orders were not to be questioned.
Julius handed each Talon a piece of paper containing a list of names and addresses, along with a handful of envelopes. “As for the purpose behind this gathering…let’s just say I have no doubt that my sister will bring as much muscle as she can when we meet, so I need to recruit the best team before she does.”
“These are the Descendants currently stationed on Assignments across Europe,” Louis said, blinking as he read his list of names. “Roy. Annie. Jennifer. I know these names.”
“Indeed. I’d like the three of you to be my runners. You’ll split up and approach each of the Descendants I’ve delegated to you. Hand them an invitation and stress the importance of their presence at my dinner party tonight. If they refuse to attend, especially if they claim to have pledged loyalty to Evangeline or to Marcus, convince them to come by any means necessary.” It didn’t matter if any of these Descendants didn’t want to serve Julius. The point was to get them out of the way so that Evangeline couldn’t approach them.
Xavier’s face flashed with discomfort. He said nothing, but Julius narrowed his eyes. That was hesitation, and hesitation was a weakness that had no place in his ranks. “Problem, Xavier?”
The twins turned to Xavier, and with all eyes on him, Xavier’s face burned. He glanced down at his feet and shook his head. “No, of course not.”
“Good.” Julius stared at Xavier for a beat longer before he was satisfied with the display of deference, and then he made a show of glancing down at his watch. “Between the three of you, this task shouldn’t take very long at all. I’ll give you three hours to return. Don’t disappoint me.” There was a threat underlying his voice, though he knew he didn’t really need to make the threat so obvious. The Talons had served him for decades. They knew not to disappoint him. They had never failed him before, and they wouldn’t now.
Xavier, Louis, and Gina bowed their heads. In unison, they turned and left the room.
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EVERYWHERE, ALL AT ONCE
In Manhattan, the sudden appearance of a large, winged beast in the middle of Times Square caused a terrible accident that left ten injured and one dead. A famous photographer claimed to have captured the creature on film—and yet, when she turned over her camera to the authorities, nothing could be seen except the rubble of a freak accident.
In Beijing, a train car became the scene of a mass murder when no fewer than thirteen people were killed in what officials pronounced a vicious and senseless killing. Eyewitnesses insisted they had seen a man turn into a beast right before slaughtering the victims, but the authorities wouldn’t listen, and any footage that turned up showed no such creature—only a large, hulking, vicious man.
In London, bodies were found in similar states of violation, causing panic about a local serial killer in the vein of Jack the Ripper.
In Tokyo, monster sightings climbed in number, sparking rumors about Godzilla. In Copenhagen, fear caught on like a virus.
From Bangkok to Vancouver, across Lima, to Sydney—a wave of panic spread throughout the world’s major cities as reports of violence rose. Nobody knew what could have caused this surge. Wild theories arose, everything from satanic uprisings to underground crime organizations to government plots. Officials rushed to find answers for their people, but none were satisfactory, and mistrust of authority ran more rampant than ever. Humans could not believe what they saw—monsters, beyond their understanding of reality—not even when they were right before their eyes. Instead, the people reasoned, a madness was spreading across the globe. A madness that caused people to mindlessly attack and kill. And in order to save themselves from dying by senseless, brutal murder, some people even picked up their weapons and began to kill others first.
If there was ever a sign of the end times of human civilization, it was now.
Violence breeds violence, and blood begets more blood. Fear, once bloomed, could rapidly spiral. The rulers of every nation did their best to keep their populations under control, but they had never battled an invisible, intangible, unconquerable opponent such as this. They had never battled fear itself. They could not hope to win.
The Wrathlings were clever enough to understand this about human nature, and they took advantage of the mass panic. Monsters replaced humans at a faster pace than ever before. Soon, if all went according to plan, the world would be more Wrathling than human.
From way up in a penthouse in the West Village, one Wrathling watched the chaotic New York City night. All was going according to plan. Once he made his move—his real move—against those pesky Descendants at Earthly Branches Academy, he would ensure the Wrathlings their victory. Sending one Wrathling into their midst was merely the Collector’s fun little greeting.
What he sent next would be their death sentence.
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EVANGELINE
As darkness fell around London, Evangeline and Nicholas hurried back to the spot where they’d told Tristan and Lei they’d be waiting, and not a moment too soon. Now less than three hours remained until midnight. Minutes after they had returned, the others reappeared.
“Evangeline! We have a problem,” Tristan shouted as he pushed past annoyed pedestrians to reach them.
As the two drew into view, Evangeline quickly realized they weren’t alone. “Prince Titus?” she burst out in surprise. The faerie prince was right by Lei’s side, looking for all the world as though he had been part of this Assignment from the start. Quickly, the surprise turned into anger. Descendant-fae relations had arguably never been worse in history, and there was no reason for a faerie prince to be in their midst, unless he was here to gather information to use against them.
“Explain to me what’s going on,” Evangeline said shortly, turning to Lei and Tristan. “If you lie to me, you’ll regret it.”
“Prince Titus isn’t an enemy. He’s offering us his help,” Lei said smoothly. “We need all the manpower we can rally to take down Julius, don’t we? That’s what you said.”
“How dare you use my words against me? You didn’t do what I asked at all! I asked you to recruit your criminal connections, not…not a faerie prince,” Evangeline hissed.
“Well, I’ll certainly be a better asset to you than a bunch of riffraff,” said Titus, looking offended. “Don’t you know the impact we faeries have on others if we remove our glamour? I’m the best secret weapon you could hope for.”
Of course Evangeline knew exactly what happened when faeries lifted their glamour, and by the looks of the shudders that ran through the group, everyone else knew well, too. When faeries appeared in their truest form, they were terrifyingly beautiful, to the point of being unbearable.
“Go home, Titus. We can’t trust you,” Evangeline declared.
The prince’s eyes flashed. “I don’t appreciate your hostility toward me, Evangeline. I’m not like my father. I helped you out when you were in Faerie, didn’t I?”
That was true, but still, Evangeline couldn’t let her guard down. She had never liked the fae, and after discovering that the High King had held the fountainheads in secret for years, knowing what that had cost the Descendants, she would never forgive them. “How do we know you won’t take the fountainheads yourself and run back to Faerieland?”
“Because I’ll swear it.” As he said this, Titus’s green eyes glowed, and his jaw clenched in determination. “Faeries can’t lie, and I’m promising you right now that I’m here to help you out.”
That settled it, then. It was an undeniable truth that faeries couldn’t lie, so there was no more reason for Evangeline to deny Titus besides the fact that she simply did not like him. Still, she wanted to argue. The Descendants had always held the fae at arm’s length and vice versa. It felt like she was breaking some unspoken rule by deciding to trust one.
“I don’t like this any more than you do, Ev,” Tristan said, “but it is true that Titus was a great help to Lei and me back there. We ran into a group of Wrathlings. If he wanted to sabotage our Assignment, he could have easily let the monsters take care of us.”
Just like that, with this bomb of an announcement, the matter of Prince Titus’s sudden recruitment was forgotten. Evangeline swore. Of course she’d known that the Wrathlings were likely to begin making their moves as they grew in number, but with everything else that had been going on, she hadn’t been able to really think through the consequences.
“Wrathlings? How many were there?” Nicholas demanded.
“At least two dozen,” Tristan said.
“More than that,” Lei said with a shudder. “Definitely more.”
All eyes turned to Evangeline. She turned away, thinking quickly. London seemed clear of Wrathlings—for now. But the two cities were so close, and if there were already Wrathlings in Paris, there must be more spreading to nearby cities, and likely at a rapid pace. Of course, there were human Descendants stationed on Assignments throughout Europe, but the rapidly growing number of Wrathlings would doubtless outpace their ability to hold them back.
Yet, for the moment, Evangeline needed to focus on the most important task: getting Alice and those fountainheads back and breaking the curse on the Descendants. Only then could they all use the full might of their powers to face the Wrathlings.
“We’ll proceed as planned,” Evangeline announced. The stony expressions of her comrades didn’t change; they’d expected this answer. “We knew the Wrathlings would rise again soon enough. Of course, I wish they had picked a better time to do it, but that’s not up to me,” she added wryly. “This development doesn’t change anything except that we’ll be even more vigilant as we carry out our Assignment.”
There was nothing else to be said. The stage was set for Evangeline’s grand finale. All she needed to do was steel her nerves and follow through. It was almost time for Evangeline to face Julius once more, for one final showdown. This time, he wouldn’t have the element of surprise. She would ensure that he regretted turning his back on the Descendants, turning his back on her.
And she would lose her only remaining blood relative, the only person in the world she’d ever fully loved and trusted. Or else she’d lose her own life.
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ALICE
That night, the High King appeared in Alice’s dream once more.
Evidently, a few years had passed since Alice’s previous vision, in which the faerie king had romanced Alice’s grandmother. Her grandmother had cut her hair short, and her face had lost some of the hopeful innocence that had been there before. She and the king were in a room together—Alice’s grandmother’s bedroom, she guessed. The room was just the right size for one person, but there wasn’t much decoration or personal touch to indicate what type of person slept there, beyond a few standard red lanterns and jade statues.
The High King lay with Alice’s grandmother in her bed, holding her and stroking her arms gently. “I don’t want to go,” he whispered into her hair. “I don’t want to leave you.”
“You must.” Her voice was sad but firm, and there were tears in her eyes. “I’m to become engaged tomorrow.”
The king’s confident voice exemplified his power. “You haven’t even met the man yet. How do you know you will love him?”
“I don’t,” she whispered, “but I’ve made my choice. Therefore, you and I can no longer meet.”
“I asked you to run away with me to Faerieland. We can still do that tonight. I would make you the happiest woman in the world.”
“I would never be happy away from the Descendants,” her grandmother whispered, though her lower lip trembled and a lone tear slipped down her cheek. Alice sensed that it cost her a great deal to separate from the faerie king, and it hurt Alice just to watch it happen, even from afar. “You know this.”
“I know, but I still had to try.” After a few more moments, the faerie king pressed a kiss into her neck. “I’ll always watch over you. Know that as long as I draw breath, I’ll never let any harm come to you or your family.”
“Thank you.” She opened her mouth, and Alice knew the words she was about to form—I love you—but then she stopped and visibly swallowed. She did not speak the words aloud.
It was a bittersweet ending, and Alice averted her eyes as the two shared one final kiss; she had the feeling she was intruding. When she dared to look again, her grandmother had vanished. Only the High King remained, and now he locked eyes with Alice. She took a step back immediately. Gone was that soft filter in his eyes, which had evidently been reserved for her grandmother. Now there was a sharp glint of excitement—and greed.
Now the faerie king addressed Alice. “Your grandmother’s love spared the House of Boar from meeting the same cursed fate as the other houses. And now I will see you safely back to Faerieland, child, one way or another.”
Alice opened her mouth to respond, but she found she could not speak in this dream world. She could only release a silent scream as slim, sharp faerie hands reached out toward her from all directions, obscuring her view of her grandfather the High King as he looked on in approval.
When Alice managed to rouse herself from this nightmare, she huddled on her cot for a while, shivering, unable to shake the feeling of those cold faerie hands that had grabbed her. Even now, her grandfather was somehow trying to take her, even in her dreams. That meant she needed to put her mental walls up higher to keep him out.
Alice had the feeling that if she didn’t watch her step, not only would the faerie king be relentless in his pursuit of her, but she might be the cause of an eventual war between the supernaturals.



It took Alice entirely too long to admit to herself the cold, hard, terrible truth: Cecil, despite her promise, wasn’t coming this time. Help wasn’t coming. Alice was on her own, and if she wanted to get out of Julius’s prison and return to her old life, she needed to gather her wits and figure out an escape on her own.
Light filtered into the room from the window, which was the only way that Alice could mark the passage of time in here. If her guess was accurate, then it was midafternoon. Not that that really mattered, but it at least gave Alice some sense of sanity to be able to grasp the time of day. She knew that in about an hour, it would be her next mealtime. Either Cecil, Louis, or Gina would come upstairs to bring her food.
Then Alice would strike.
Alice had known, of course, that there was a relatively high chance Cecil would go back on her word. Standing up to Julius was no task for the fainthearted, and Alice herself wasn’t too sure how she would act if she ran the risk of greatly offending Julius within his territory. Therefore, she didn’t blame Cecil (at least not entirely) for choosing to save her own neck rather than help Alice; but neither could she sit back and let fate determine what happened to her. Alice had taken a back seat for far too much of her life. Failing to fight off her abductors was what had landed her in this predicament in the first place. This time, Alice intended to act. And she knew just what to do.
Alice bided her time until she heard footsteps approaching. She maintained her position on the bed, lying lazily with her feet spread out in front of her and her back leaning against the bedframe, looking for all the world as though she’d given up on ever getting out of there. The flames trapping her vanished, and Louis entered the room holding a dinner tray. Alice restrained herself from releasing a breath of relief. Luck was on her side tonight. Louis was the dullest one and therefore the best candidate for her to test out her escape plan.
“Enjoy,” Louis said. Alice couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not, but regardless, she didn’t smile. There was no use in faking pleasantries at this stage.
As Louis leaned over and slid the tray of food onto her table, his eyes rose to meet Alice’s, and that was his grave error.
Alice had already entered his mind once, and this time, it became easier to do so, as his mind was even more pliable now. Whereas imposing her will upon Julius had been an impossible feat, like trying to mold a piece of solid brick into a shape of her own choosing, Louis’s will was much weaker. His mind bent to Alice’s probing like putty. His expression turned blank, his jaw slack, his eyes glazing over.
Looking at Louis, Alice almost felt bad about what she was doing. It was invasive, and it was wrong. But it was her only option if she wanted to escape. Besides, she reminded herself, no harm would come to Louis after all this was over, aside from Julius’s potential punishment. If she wanted to, she could make Louis do anything, perhaps even command him to attack Julius, but she would not allow herself to cross that line.
You’re going to let me leave this room, Alice commanded Louis, staring deep into his eyes. Beads of sweat rolled down her forehead. It took an enormous amount of energy to keep him in this entranced state and impose her will upon him; she already knew she would have a massive headache once this was over. After I leave, you’ll flip the lever to release the shaman flames, and then you’ll direct me to the nearest exit. After I’m gone, if anyone asks, you haven’t the faintest idea how I managed to escape.
Louis nodded, still eerily slack-jawed. He stepped aside to allow Alice to pass. Then, just as she was walking past him, a shout rang down the corridor.
“Louis!”
Alice’s intense concentration waned for just a second, but that was all it took for Louis to break free of her control. He blinked and stared at her obviously trying to walk out of the room. Alice fell back, trying to keep her breathing under control. Her body trembled from the effort she’d just exerted. She inwardly cursed. She’d come this close. She wanted to scream in frustration, but she had to appear completely calm.
There was a question in Louis’s eyes as he stared at Alice, but before he could ask it, Gina rounded the corner. She glanced at Alice before directing her attention to her twin brother. “What are you doing?”
“Delivering food?” Louis sounded uncertain, as though he were having difficulty conjuring a memory from long ago.
Gina squinted. “You’re acting dumber than usual. It doesn’t take that long to deliver food, anyway. Julius wants to see you now to discuss preparations for the dinner party tonight.”
There was a dinner party, Alice registered. She could have fumed. Julius had imprisoned her in this miserable place, and he so lacked a conscience about it that he was out there hosting dinner parties.
Dazed, Louis shook his head as though to get rid of an irksome fly. He didn’t even seem fazed by his sister’s insult. He would be confused for a while, Alice imagined, but she doubted he would have the ability to deduce what had happened here.
Gina was shrewd, and she could clearly tell that her brother wasn’t quite himself. “Louis? Really, what’s the matter with you?”
“I…I’m just feeling a little out of it.”
“Well, gather yourself,” Gina snapped.
“Am I not allowed to have an off day?” Louis glowered.
“No, you’re not, and you know this, brother.” Gina’s voice was ice-cold, and Alice shivered just hearing it; she’d hate to be Louis at this moment. “We have to be perfect at all times. We’re the only ones Julius can rely on now, and we haven’t a moment to waste.” She grabbed her brother’s arm and began to drag him down the hall.
Before he left, Louis glanced back at Alice. But all she offered him was a tight smile, which disappeared as soon as the shaman flames rose up again and the twins were out of sight. Alice’s plan A had been enlisting Cecil’s help to break out of the room; that one had failed. Plan B had been to control Louis’s mind and force him to aid her; that one had sunk, too. Alice slumped over onto her bed, and she heaved a sigh. Unfortunately, there was no plan C and very little time remaining to brainstorm and execute another escape plan. She couldn’t shake the horrible feeling that Gina had just blown her best shot.
On the bright side, one good thing had come of this little experiment. Alice now had a better grasp of her powers. Right now, she could fully command those of weaker mind and spirit to bend to her thoughts.
With a little bit of practice, surely Alice could even impose her will upon the Juliuses of the world.
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JULIUS
It took only one hour for the Talons to return from their task of inviting all the Descendants to the dinner party. It took longer than that for Julius to bring out the nice wine, fancy place mats, and gold cutlery for the occasion. While the Talons had been off completing their task, Julius had sent Cecil to the grocery store for ingredients to whip up a few key dishes, which she did in record time.
By nine o’clock, everything was in place. Louis held the front door open as Descendants trickled into the space. Xavier escorted the guests to their seats. Cecil bustled about the room, pouring wine into glasses and placing plates of dumplings in front of the guests.
The eighteen Descendants filed into the manor one by one, wearing elegant evening dresses and tailored suits befitting a much fancier occasion than a simple dinner party at Julius’s. They had come not just from London but also from Paris, Frankfurt, Copenhagen, and Stockholm. Familiar faces, some of which Julius hadn’t seen in decades, surrounded him on all sides. And for the first time since he had left Earthly Branches Academy and faked his own death, Julius felt a sting of homesickness. When he returned to the Academy, nothing would be the same as before, but at least he would be among his Descendants again. He could only hope that they would still welcome him with open arms. And they would, if they knew what was good for them.
After enough time had passed for everyone to exchange pleasantries, Julius cleared his throat and tapped a spoon against his glass. Conversation ceased almost immediately, and all eyes turned to Julius.
“Brothers and sisters,” he said, raising his glass and flashing what he hoped was a warm smile, “tonight, I want you all to eat and drink as much as your hearts desire. Don’t be shy; there’s plenty of refreshments to go around,” he added when he noticed Natalie Ji hesitating over the last dumpling on a shared platter.
“What’s the occasion for this celebration?” asked Vera Song as she nibbled on a handful of sunflower seeds, her eyes narrowed at Julius. She had one of the sharpest minds among the Descendants, and it came as no surprise to Julius that she wanted immediate answers.
“I’ve missed you all,” Julius replied with a measured touch of emotion. “It’s been a very long time since we were all together like this.”
The corner of Vera’s mouth tilted slightly upward, but her eyes remained no less shrewd. “Well, that’s a given, as it’s been years and years since you’ve thrown us a dinner party, Julius. Why now, when there’s clearly been turmoil at Earthly Branches Academy after the election of a new Chancellor, and with the Wrathlings rising in power?”
Julius had to keep his smile from slipping off his face. He had expected nothing less from Vera than this barely concealed interrogation. The guarded looks on some of the Descendants’ faces told him that they had already guessed there was a reason he had invited them all into his home tonight, and it wasn’t just to exchange pleasantries. He assumed that some of them even secretly sided with Marcus or Evangeline. He would not know which ones, as none of them would be stupid enough to admit it out loud.
However, Julius was in no rush to get to the point, especially not when his guests’ bellies weren’t even full of wine and food yet. He raised his wineglass into the air. “In due time, I will provide all the answers to your burning questions. Before that, I propose a toast to our reunion, our prosperity, and our good health. Gān bēi!” As the roomful of Descendants echoed his toast, Julius threw his head back and downed his glass of wine. He glanced around the room, surveying the team before him. On such short notice, he couldn’t have asked for a better crew—these Descendants were seasoned in combat, many of them sporting scars on their faces and arms and legs that marked the difficult battles they’d won over the course of their lifetimes. If he could unite everyone in his cause, Evangeline and Marcus combined wouldn’t stand a chance against them. Julius almost felt pity at the thought.
The Descendants had never been good at small talk, so despite Julius’s attempts to ease into heavier topics, the conversation soon became serious.
“Julius,” said Roy Qian, a human Descendant who’d been Assigned to Copenhagen about fifteen years ago. He inclined his head, a show of respect for the former Chancellor of the High Council. “I’m relieved to see that you’re alive. There were unpleasant rumors of your death circulating about. I didn’t believe them, of course,” he added quickly, as though he might offend Julius otherwise.
Julius shrugged to indicate his indifference about whether Roy believed him. After all, he had faked his death and started that rumor himself. He had wanted everyone to believe him dead until he resurfaced, and he had done a damned good job of it.
“I’ve also heard rumors that Marcus Niu is the new Chancellor, and he’s established clear hierarchies between the supernatural and human Descendants,” blurted out Harry Tu, a fox spirit who was now based in Paris. It had been decades since Julius had interacted with Harry, and his English now carried a slight French accent. “He’s planning to breed the human Descendants to keep the family lines from dying out because the supernaturals can’t bear children. Is it true?”
Harry’s words created a ruckus among the Descendants as they all began talking over one another in their eagerness to share what they had heard and theorized. Julius raised his hand and waited until they had all quieted. Though he was technically no longer their Chancellor, in their minds, he would always be a figure of authority, and they would automatically defer to his leadership. Habits were hard to break, after all.
“It’s true that there were rumors about my death. Those were not accurate, as you can see.” His lips quirked upward in a half smile, and after a pause, everyone in the room realized he was being wry and let out awkward laughs. “However, I can confirm that the rumors about Marcus are true, unfortunately.”
“How did that happen?” demanded Annie Gou. “Unless he’s had a personality transplant, Marcus is highly unfit for that role.”
“And with such a morbid plan in mind, too.” Vera shuddered. “I always knew Marcus was a nasty piece of work.” The other Descendants around the room exchanged uncomfortable glances, and even the most stony-faced of them couldn’t keep straight expressions.
It was a long story, and not one that painted Julius in a particularly good light, so he decided to brush past it. “Be that as it may, the High Council and the Elders approved of his leadership in my absence. Now you see why Earthly Branches Academy is in trouble, and you see why I’ve called upon all of you tonight—besides getting to see your lovely faces, of course. We have to reclaim the Academy before Marcus leads everyone to ruin. But first, we need to get the rest of the fountainheads back from Evangeline and stop her from taking the title of Chancellor.”
It was evident from the growing confusion on the others’ faces that word of the conflict between Julius and Evangeline hadn’t spread to this continent yet. They didn’t know that as divided as the inhabitants of Earthly Branches Academy were over supporting Julius or Marcus, they were equally divided on the idea of following Evangeline instead.
“Did something happen between you and Evangeline?” asked Harry.
“It doesn’t matter,” Julius said gruffly. He had no time or desire to dive into the specifics of their falling-out, which was still a sore topic.
Annie frowned. “Evangeline was always kind to me. And she admired you so, Julius. I can’t wrap my head around why she would be at odds with you now.”
Julius curled his lip. Much as he might have wanted to, he couldn’t just ignore her words in front of everyone. If Annie harbored any doubts about Julius’s cause, then surely so did some of the other Descendants who chose to stay silent. Julius needed to stamp out any unease at the root. “My sister is…well, let’s just say her heart is in the right place, but she is misguided on the question of how best to lead the Descendants. In spite of our curse—or perhaps because of it—we’ve maintained power and prestige among the supernaturals, and I’m sure you would all like this to continue.”
“So what you’re saying,” Annie said slowly, “is that you don’t want to restore the missing fountainheads to the Circle of Twelve.” She spoke flatly, without any inflection indicating whether she was of the same mind as Julius, but her words caused a ripple of uneasy expressions to pass over the faces of the other Descendants.
“As we’ve all done well in spite of the curse, I see no reason to fix what isn’t broken.”
“The Circle of Twelve is broken,” Harry pointed out. “We lost the unique powers that we used to have when we were still mortal.”
Julius glared until Harry was forced to break the stare first and look down at his feet. “Obviously, I know all of that; I meant it in more metaphorical terms. We’re clearly not suffering. There are different remedies to alleviate any adverse effects of our curses, after all, so what point is there in giving up our immortality by restoring the Circle of Twelve?”
“Well, like Harry said, we could get our powers back,” pointed out Vera. Her dubious expression told Julius that he had not persuaded her with his vision for the Descendants at all. “We were stronger when we were mortal. And some of us have struggled greatly, trying to live with our curses. Not everyone wants to live forever, Julius.” Her expression darkened, and Julius suspected she spoke from personal experience.
“We can’t move forward if we turn to our old ways,” Julius said as calmly as he could, while inwardly wishing he could retaliate against Vera without it reflecting poorly upon him.
Vera pursed her lips and turned away, as though she still had more to say but had decided against it. It was definitely the best decision, as pushing Julius any further in his own territory could not end well for her.
A few of the Descendants exchanged uneasy looks over the conversation, but nobody else voiced any dissent. It had been so long since they had been mortal; they likely could no longer quite recall what life was like back then. Julius eased up a little and allowed himself a smile. Whatever doubts the Descendants had harbored about his leadership, he had alleviated them somewhat, and he had hope that this would be enough. While Marcus and Evangeline had been focused on the New York–based Descendants, Julius was looking to curry international favor—they weren’t even playing the same game. Once he was ready to march over to Earthly Branches Academy and reestablish his rule, his support would make theirs look like child’s play.
“And I was a good Chancellor to you all, wasn’t I?” Everyone nodded, though some of them with less enthusiasm than the others. “I’ll continue to be a good Chancellor, so if you’d rather see me in that spot instead of Marcus or Evangeline, then you’ll do as I say now. I’ll give you an hour to think it over. Louis and Gina, show our guests to the lounge area.”
With that dismissal, Julius retired to his office. He’d given them all the illusion of choice to keep the atmosphere diplomatic, but in reality it didn’t matter even if they all decided to side against him. By showing up for the dinner party tonight, they had sealed their fates. Countless enchantments protected his manor, so the Descendants couldn’t leave unless Julius allowed them to go. And he wouldn’t do so until after he’d met up with Evangeline and taken back all the fountainheads.
After the hour was up, Julius returned to the lounge, the Talons flanking him. “Well? Those of you who have decided to pledge your services to me, please rise.”
One by one, the Descendants stood, until only Vera remained sitting. When it was clear that she was the only one in the room who’d dared go against Julius, she smirked and downed the rest of her wine, raising the empty glass to Julius.
“I see I’m the only one in the room left with any sense,” Vera proclaimed, causing the other Descendants to shift in discomfort. Yet none of them spoke up for or against that statement.
“You’re free to go,” Julius said to her coldly. “You know where the door is.” This was for the best, as Vera would be an unpredictable addition to the team at best, unreliable at worst.
With a dramatic flip of her hair, Vera exited the manor gracefully.
Julius regarded the remaining Descendants with approval. He had expected most of them to choose him, yet it was still a warm, affirming sight. It was his job to accept their support with the quiet assuredness of a confident leader, and it was his job to make sure that their trust wasn’t misplaced.
“Then it’s settled,” Julius said with a grim smile. “Enjoy your dumplings before they get cold.”
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CECIL
It was the night before the exchange was meant to take place, and Cecil’s stomach twisted with nerves. She patted her pocket, feeling the spare handgun and several silver bullets that she’d swiped from Julius’s stash of weapons when he wasn’t looking. All night, her mind had run over the regret that she hadn’t followed through with Alice the day before. All day, Cecil made the proper preparations to accommodate several more guests. At the same time, she did her best to remain the same attentive servant to Julius Long as always. She gave him no reason to suspect her of anything other than the utmost loyalty. Even with the unexpected presence of the other Descendants, Cecil did her best to stay out of the way and stay calm. Having visitors around had slightly thrown her off, but that just meant she needed to be extra careful while sneaking around the building.
Cecil might have given in to her indecision before, but she could still make up for it. She and Alice would have to take extra care not to be spotted later.
And yet Cecil couldn’t shake off the awful feeling that her plan to betray Julius was going to backfire terribly.
There was a reason that Julius was a powerful as he was, after all. He was a sharp man—indeed, probably the sharpest being Cecil had ever known, just a tad sharper than Evangeline (though, of course, she would never say this to Evangeline). Cecil wasn’t entirely convinced that Julius couldn’t smell fear itself, so she did her best to keep a bit more distance from him than usual. If he sniffed the panic and betrayal on her, she would be in grave trouble.
“Cecil, you’ve done good work today preparing for the dinner party. I know I asked a lot of you. Feel free to retire early after you finish bringing the Talons their food,” Julius said unexpectedly to Cecil after she’d finished cleaning up the kitchen. He picked up the two nearest bowls. Julius and the Talons were eating separately from their guests, upon Julius’s insistence. “I’ll deliver these last two to Louis and Gina myself.”
Cecil started to protest that she could deliver the meals herself, but then she stopped. Protesting might appear suspicious. Instead, she nodded. It didn’t matter if Julius did some of the delivery work, anyway. Cecil’s escape would still go according to plan.



When Cecil was sure Julius and the other Descendants had retired for the night, she made her move quickly. He wouldn’t leave his room for at least twelve hours; the dose of sleeping powder Cecil had put in his food just now would knock him out for that long.
There was no room for hesitation or second thoughts. She would only get this one opportunity. Luckily, because Julius believed that Cecil was completely incapable of disobeying his orders thanks to the magically binding contract, he’d granted her full access to everything, including the keys. Julius had overestimated Cecil’s sense of self-preservation and underestimated her sense of justice. Under the pretense of feeding Alice her next meal, Cecil hurried up to Alice’s room.
Alice sat up on her cot when Cecil arrived and switched off the shaman flames. The two girls stared at each other, wide-eyed, mirroring each other’s sheer disbelief at their own audacity.
“You came,” Alice whispered.
“Of course I came. A promise is a promise.” Despite any reservations she might have had before, Cecil had said she would help Alice get out of Julius’s clutches before the exchange, and Cecil took her promises very, very seriously.
“You were supposed to come get me yesterday.”
“I know. I…I’m sorry. I’m here now.” Once Cecil freed Alice against Julius’s wishes, it would only be a matter of time before she was punished for disobeying him and breaching her contract with the Longs. Cecil didn’t know what the consequences would be for such an action, but she imagined they would be dire. “There are eighteen other Descendants here right now,” Cecil explained, mostly to keep her mind from wandering to terrible potential punishments. “Julius invited them over for a dinner party, and they’re staying in the guest rooms. We’ll have to be extra quiet and careful tonight.”
“I heard about the party,” Alice grumbled. “Julius could have at least saved me some food.”
For a moment, Cecil wavered. Fear froze her body. Time seemed to be suspended as panic-induced thoughts floated through her mind. Was she making a massive mistake in disobeying Julius Long to help Alice—to help Evangeline?
“Cecil? What’s wrong?”
Cecil squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them. She’d made her decision, and she needed to stand by it. She teetered at the edge of a cliff, knowing she’d promised to jump but losing conviction at the last moment. Cecil needed to take a leap of faith now. The alternative would be a lifetime of serving Julius while going against her own moral compass.
Cecil extended her hand out toward Alice, who just stared at the hand for a moment. It was strange that with a single decision, in an instant, one’s life could completely change. From now on, no matter what happened, she would no longer be the old Cecil Long. She had turned her back on a life of servitude to Julius and the Long family, the only sure thing she’d known for her entire life. She had no idea where this open road before her would lead.
“Come with me now,” Cecil hissed.
Alice shook from head to foot, but her eyes blazed with determination. The understanding hung thick in the air between them. They were both risking their necks, risking everything. They couldn’t slip up from now until the moment they got away safely.
Alice slipped her hand into Cecil’s, and Cecil clasped it firmly. “Just follow me. Don’t make any noise, and don’t look back.”
Alice nodded. Cecil gave her hand a squeeze and then steeled her resolve. The two of them left the room, switched the lever again so that the flames went back in place, and then began to speed through the hall. Cecil knew the layout of this area like the back of her hand now. Xavier was on watch right now; Cecil had anticipated this and put sleeping powder in his meal.
Cecil rounded the corner, and Xavier appeared—sitting on the ground with his back against the wall, sound asleep, just as she’d planned. She let out a small sigh of relief. But it was still far too early to relax. Too much could still go wrong before she and Alice made it outside.
Just as this thought crossed Cecil’s mind, Alice accidentally kicked a small rock, which clattered against the wall. The two of them immediately stopped moving. Alice’s eyes widened, and she mouthed to Cecil, Sorry.
After a moment, when there was no movement on any side, Cecil determined that the coast was clear, and they continued moving. They took the staircase down. There was a back-door exit on this level where Cecil knew they wouldn’t run into anyone else. They hurried down the hall toward it. There was only one door between them and freedom now—the door that led to the outside. Cecil resisted the urge to sprint all the way out of here.
When Cecil’s hand touched the doorknob, the door exploded open. Instinctively, Cecil leapt away from the explosion, shielding Alice. The two of them landed several yards away.
“Are you okay?” Cecil demanded of Alice before examining her. The girl appeared shaken but otherwise unscathed. Alice stared at something—or someone—over Cecil’s shoulder, and Cecil’s gut filled with dread even before she turned.
“I have to give you props,” came Julius’s cool, even voice. “I didn’t think you had it in you to plot against me like this, Cecil.”
“You madman,” Cecil spat out. “You blew up your door and ruined your hallway just for this?” She indicated the paintings that had decorated the hall until moments ago, which were hanging crooked or ripped or had fallen to the ground amid the rubble of the destroyed door.
Julius snorted and offered a smile that did not reach his eyes. “I can do whatever damn well pleases me, and you know it.”
Cecil’s hand instinctively reached into her pocket for her gun. It wasn’t there. She glanced around frantically; it couldn’t have fallen far. But it was nowhere in sight.
“Looking for this?”
Slowly, Cecil turned. She kept her chin raised in defiance. The gun was in Julius’s hand, and he aimed it straight at her heart as he spoke. His expression was triumphant, like a cat that had caught a particularly quick mouse.
“Don’t you care about your own life?” Julius drawled. “You would throw it all away just for this silly little girl? For my idiot sister?” He advanced upon the two slowly, as though he had all the time in the world. Two figures stepped beyond the debris from the door. Louis and Gina flanked Julius, snarling at Cecil as though they couldn’t believe her audacity.
“How did you know?” Cecil asked quietly as she stared down the barrel of the gun. She thought she’d executed her plan to perfection. She needed to know how she could have been so terribly wrong.
Julius rolled his eyes up to the ceiling. “Honestly, Cecil, what must you think of me? I could hardly have led the Descendants successfully for so long if I could do something so stupid as fail to detect a strange substance in my food, even if it was colorless and odorless. I never delivered the drugged meals to Louis and Gina, obviously. Xavier, unfortunately, seems to have eaten it before I noticed.”
Cecil clenched her teeth. Perhaps she had underestimated Julius, but in her defense, how was she supposed to anticipate that he would have offered to deliver their food? Her eyes narrowed. She couldn’t have predicted this curveball. Julius hadn’t made this seemingly random decision on a whim. “You suspected something was already wrong even before that. You inspected the meals.”
Julius’s smile widened. “You aren’t as slick as you believe yourself to be.”
“What tipped you off?” She spoke as calmly as possible, though she felt anything but.
“I followed you when you walked toward Alice’s room,” Gina jumped in. There was no triumph in her face, only hardness. She took no pleasure in catching Cecil and Alice in their escape. “You seemed in an awful rush to get there.”
Cecil cursed Gina for being too shrewd, and she cursed herself for lacking the level of stealth necessary to pull off her plan. She’d been so close, and in the end, her indecision and nerves had ruined everything.
Julius turned toward Louis and Gina and nodded. “Louis, grab the human girl and place her back in her room. Gina, show Cecil exactly how traitors are dealt with around here.”
“Over my dead body,” Cecil growled, grabbing Alice’s hand and backing away from the other Descendants. She didn’t know what it was that she planned to do—after all, the two of them were outnumbered and overpowered—but she needed to do something.
“Are you trying to run?” Gina laughed. “There’s nowhere to go.”
“Give up, Cecil,” Louis said, and he sounded almost sad. “You don’t want to make this any harder for yourself.”
Ignoring that, Cecil addressed the twins. “Julius killed three of your brethren. Megan, Stephanie, Evelyn.” With the mention of each name, the Talons’ expressions darkened as though a storm cloud had passed overhead. Gina looked away, but not before Cecil glimpsed the pain in her eyes. There was real grief here. Of course there was; the Talons had been tighter than family for decades. Cecil ruthlessly prodded the fresh wound. “Have you forgotten? Julius would kill you in a heartbeat, too, if it meant getting what he wanted.”
Louis and Gina exchanged uneasy looks. For a moment, Cecil thought she had convinced them.
“I did what had to be done to keep the others alive,” Julius said. “Louis, Gina, and Xavier would be dead, too, if it were up to the Collector—and they will surely die if I don’t succeed to the Collector’s satisfaction.” His voice shook, something Cecil had never heard before. His eyes were red-rimmed, and for a moment Cecil forgot that he was Julius Long, who’d betrayed all the Descendants and plotted against his own sister. That was raw grief in his expression, an emotion she didn’t even know he was capable of feeling.
Cecil might have felt sorry for Julius if it weren’t for the fact that he was willing to sacrifice the futures of all the Descendants, to let Wrathlings continue to prey upon humans, all to save his own neck. “You’re a weak man,” she said in bitter disappointment. She’d always thought of Julius as the strongest force in the universe. She should have known that no man could ever live up to that title. “Evangeline is ten times the Descendant you are.”
Julius whirled on the twins. “If you don’t want to die by the Collector’s hand, you’ll serve me to the best of your abilities.”
There. Julius had revealed the trump card he’d hidden up his sleeve, and in a heartbeat, Cecil knew she had lost.
Then everything happened so quickly that Cecil hardly had time to react. Louis lunged for Alice, who screamed and kicked rubble at him. Cecil leapt to shove Louis off Alice, but Gina slapped her so hard that she went flying into the wall. Her head collided with it with a sickening, agonizing thud. Stars erupted before Cecil’s eyes, and she clutched her head.
Cecil knew she was doomed when strong, callused hands ripped her hands away from her head and a thick rope snaked around her wrists and bound them together behind her back.
“Cecil!” Alice cried out, but Cecil could barely turn her injured head toward the girl. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Louis drag Alice kicking and screaming back in the direction of the staircase.
“Come on.” Gina yanked Cecil’s right arm none too gently. “This brings me no pleasure, Cecil, but you know what happens to those who betray Julius Long.”
The statement hung ominously in the air. Cecil might not be one of the Talons, but she was just as bound to Julius as they were. There could be only one fate awaiting her now that she’d betrayed him. But she wouldn’t go down without a fight. Despite the horrible, pounding pain from her head injury, Cecil summoned her remaining energy and stomped her foot down on Gina’s—hard.
Gina let out a shriek and momentarily loosened her grip on Cecil. It was now or never.
Cecil broke away from Gina. She’d barely taken a few steps when a heavy body tackled her to the ground from behind.
“Oof!” Cecil landed on the concrete chin first, causing more stars to erupt before her eyes. Pain shot through her body.
A long, heavy sigh. “I guess we’ll have to teach you this lesson the hard way,” said Julius, and he smacked her with the butt of his gun. Then everything faded to black.
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NICHOLAS
Evangeline led Nicholas into a hotel room she’d quickly booked for the group for just the night, under a false name. The room appeared as though it hadn’t been disturbed in a long time—possibly ever. A maroon canopy hung over the king-sized bed. There were a desk and a reclining chair in the corner, and a thin layer of dust lay over them. Notably, three large slabs of stone sat in the middle of the room. Nicholas supposed they weren’t there just for decoration, and his suspicions were confirmed when Evangeline walked right in front of them.
Nicholas waited, apprehensive, for Evangeline to speak. He was certain this would be a continuation of the unpleasant conversation they’d had before, but he supposed she had the right idea that it was best to just rip the Band-Aid off and have the talk rather than let resentment simmer and grow between them.
But Evangeline instead said, “I need you to help me accomplish something before we head over to the British Museum.”
At the realization that this wasn’t going to be that conversation at all, relief flooded through Nicholas, though he couldn’t totally relax. Even though he’d avoided one difficult obstacle, Evangeline’s request would surely be just as demanding. “What is it?”
“Obviously, we aren’t going to give my brother the three fountainheads. But we do need to create decoys that are so indistinguishable from the originals that we can deceive Julius long enough to escape with Alice.”
Nicholas glanced down at the stone pieces with new understanding. At the same time, a wave of exhaustion washed over him, and he sighed. “You’re asking me to create those decoys.”
“Exactly.”
“You do realize that my transformation abilities only apply to living beings, don’t you? And that my transformations are limited to only a couple of hours at a time before they fade? I’ve never even tried to use my powers on animals, much less inanimate objects.” Evangeline must be desperate if this was the best solution she could conjure.
“The concept must be the same for living and nonliving things,” Evangeline said patiently, as though she were explaining simple math to an obtuse child. “In any case, I don’t need you to maintain the illusion until we actually have the confrontation with Julius, so at most you’ll have to keep it up for an hour or so. For now, just show me you can do it.”
Typical Evangeline, expecting everyone and everything to bend to her will, including the laws of the universe. “I can try,” Nicholas said dubiously, “but I can’t make any promises.”
Evangeline leaned against one of the slabs and tapped her long fingernails against one another. Her eyes bored into Nicholas’s. “No, I need you to do better than try, Nicholas. I need this to work. We need this to work.”
“You should have brought along a miracle worker if you needed guarantees of magic like this,” Nicholas snapped. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d lost his temper with Evangeline, but he was getting dangerously close to it now. His body temperature climbed steadily, and the familiar fire began to rise inside. Nicholas took deep breaths—one, two, three—to calm himself down. This was Evangeline. No matter how upset he was, he would never hurt his best friend.
Evangeline’s face tightened, and her eyes flashed with warning. For a moment, Nicholas thought she might actually strike him, but then she turned away as though to recollect herself. “I would like you to help me to the best of your abilities. Please.”
Evangeline saying please was the closest she would ever get to admitting she needed help. Nicholas sighed and relented. “I’ll make it happen, one way or another.” And he would honor that promise, because this wasn’t just about Evangeline—it was about breaking this infernal curse so he could finally be free from his own shackles.
“Thank you, Nicholas. We’ll prepare to leave in about twenty-four hours. I’ll ask Lei and Tristan to help me make arrangements for London.”
Nicholas nodded, the movement oddly stiff. They were acting more like acquaintances, he realized, than the close friends they’d been for over a century. And before he could investigate how deeply that sentiment disturbed him, Evangeline turned and swept out of the room.



Nicholas had never broken a promise in his life, but that might all change very soon.
It turned out that Evangeline was very wrong about the principle of Nicholas’s ability, as he’d tried to tell her. Trying to transform the appearance of a living versus nonliving object wasn’t the same at all. Living beings were easier to transform once Nicholas could clearly grasp the details of what he wanted them to look like in his mind. He wasn’t entirely sure about the science behind the magic, but he knew it involved rearranging molecules of skin, which was a pliable thing. Stone was a much less pliable form of matter, as he’d anticipated. After a couple of hours just trying to get the stone to budge even slightly toward his memory of the fountainheads, Nicholas’s forehead was coated in sweat, and he was no closer to creating the decoys than he’d been when Evangeline first dealt him the task.
A knocking sounded at the door, which Nicholas had left open a crack. “May I?” Lei’s voice.
“Come in,” Nicholas said gruffly.
“Evangeline said it’s time for dinner. She cooked steaks for the rest of us.”
Nicholas frowned. He’d tried Evangeline’s cooking once in his life, and he’d vowed never to make that mistake again. She might excel in many departments, but cooking wasn’t one of them. He knew he needed to eat soon, because he hadn’t really eaten anything in days, and even though supernaturals could survive without food much longer than humans could, he didn’t relish the idea of embarking on yet another high-stakes adventure without a hearty meal beforehand.
“Tell her I’ll eat after I’ve finished up here,” said Nicholas. He expected Lei to relay the message, but instead the shaman stood there studying the three stone pieces. Suddenly feeling self-conscious about his lack of progress, Nicholas asked sourly, “What do you want?”
“Manners, Nicholas. I don’t think you’re going about this the right way.”
“If you have any brilliant suggestions, I would love to hear them.”
“I do, actually,” said Lei, sidestepping Nicholas’s sarcasm easily. He came closer, until he was standing right over the stone pieces. “My guess is that you’re working with the wrong tools right now. Your magic would work best with material that isn’t so…well, set in stone. Literally.”
“And somehow that’s where you come in?”
Lei raised an eyebrow. “Shaman magic is quite powerful, Nicholas.”
“Destructive, you mean.” From what he could tell, based on what he’d seen Lei and the others perform during their brief foray into the Underground, shaman magic was explosive and violent. Almost as explosive and violent as Nicholas, which was not a good thing.
“Our magic can be destructive,” Lei agreed, “but only if we intend it to be.”
“I don’t trust—”
“Oh, but you must.” Lei wagged his finger at Nicholas condescendingly. “Now, I can go back and forth with you all day long, but we’ll waste a great deal of time that I’m afraid we can’t afford to lose.”
Nicholas gritted his teeth. He was taking his frustrations out on Lei by being purposely combative, and much as he hated to admit it, Lei was right. He couldn’t afford to lose any more time trying and failing. The fate of the Descendants depended on them. “Fine. Show me what you can do, shaman.”
With a satisfied smile, Lei rolled up his sleeves and knelt on the ground. An uncharacteristically serious expression replaced his smile. Nicholas moved aside, and Lei pressed his fingertips into the stone. Blue flames leapt out of his palms and covered his hands, traveling into the stone. In moments, the flames had completely encased the stones. Lei hadn’t moved a muscle, such was his concentration. The blue fire reflected in his eyes, flickering back and forth.
Nicholas held his breath without thinking, waiting for something to happen. However, the stones remained the same. Nicholas was certain that although Lei had made a valiant effort, nothing was happening.
Eventually, Lei extinguished the flames, wiped sweat off his forehead, and stood up again. He admired the stones, running his fingers over their surfaces. “That should do it.”
“What should do it?” Nicholas asked, perplexed.
“Go on. Try your hand at a transformation again.”
The shaman had gone mad, Nicholas decided. He squinted at the slabs of stone. Indeed, they still appeared quite the same as they had before Lei had done…whatever to them. There was no way Nicholas’s magic would work during this next attempt, either, but he decided to humor Lei. Here goes nothing. He raised his hands toward the stones and reached deep inside that familiar well of magic.
Immediately, Nicholas felt the difference. The material he was working with now wasn’t immobile beneath his fingers. It was now as pliable as clay—not the same as human skin, but even easier to move around.
“You really helped,” Nicholas said in wonder, staring at Lei with a newfound appreciation. Perhaps the shaman was good for something besides spying and wisecracks after all. “Thank you.”
“If you’re really thankful, do me a favor and don’t doubt shaman magic again.”
Even though Lei’s help had made the process immensely easier for Nicholas, it still wasn’t seamless by any means. It took another hour of painstaking work, moving so slowly that his fingers would cramp up at times, before he managed to successfully transform the stone pieces into replicas of the fountainheads. At the end of this, there were three fountainheads sitting in the room: dragon, snake, and sheep. Nicholas took a step back and marveled at his own work.
Now that they had the decoys to pull off the double cross, the real work would begin.
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EVANGELINE
Only a handful of hours remained until they were meant to meet Julius at the British Museum for the exchange, and Evangeline found herself missing Cecil more than ever. As she and Nicholas hurried around Westminster, her thoughts strayed toward the girl she’d held almost as close as a sister over these many long years. How was Cecil faring under Julius’s wing? Was she sleeping and eating well? Did Cecil think of Evangeline often, and did she wish she was by her side still? No doubt Evangeline would see Cecil soon—but next to Julius.
Julius had taken Cecil from Evangeline, and that was yet another action Evangeline would never forgive him for.
“You seem worried, Ev.”
Evangeline broke out of her thoughts to catch Nicholas’s piercing gaze. Of course her anxious mood wouldn’t have escaped Nicholas’s notice. They knew each other far too well for him to miss something like that. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if he could read her mind.
“I am worried,” Evangeline blurted out, just as surprised as Nicholas was by this admission of weakness. It was a relief to put words to the fears.
“If anyone can put Julius in his place, it’s you. Listen, I know things haven’t been smooth with us lately,” Nicholas continued, speaking more quickly, as though he wanted to get this part over with as fast as possible, “but just know that no matter what happens, I’m proud of you. I might not agree with everything you’ve ever done, but I respect the hell out of you. And you can count on me to stand by your side tonight.”
Evangeline noticed that he didn’t say he would stay by her side forever—just tonight. Fair enough. Nobody could tell what the future would bring, after all, and it was too much to expect a friendship to stay as close as always throughout the years; the fact that she and Nicholas had been best friends for this long was nothing short of a miracle in itself. For now, she had her old friend back, and knowing that had to be enough. “Thank you, Nicholas. I feel the same about you.”



Back at the hotel room for the last time, the moment of truth drew nearer, and the sudden gravity of that realization sent a wave of panic through Evangeline. She reacted without thought, leaning against the wall to steady herself, for she felt as though she might fall and not get back up.
“What’s wrong?” Nicholas asked as he reached out a hand to steady her. Tristan got there first, letting her lean on his shoulder.
“I need a moment.” Evangeline’s voice came out croaky and shaky, unlike its usual cold steadiness. “Please leave me.”
“There isn’t time,” Nicholas said. “We need to get a move on. We should be there early if anything.”
“Do you think I don’t know that?” Evangeline snapped, and Nicholas flinched. She cleared her throat and forced herself to regain her composure. She was barely holding it together, and she didn’t want anyone to see her in this suddenly fragile state. “I only need a few minutes.”
The others exchanged a look, which Evangeline pretended not to see. Then, to her immense relief, they cleared out of the room. When she finally had her privacy, Evangeline relaxed her posture, letting her shoulders slump as the tension left them.
She wouldn’t cry, even if it was the only thing she wanted to do at this moment, even if it would provide a sweet outlet for all her bottled-up emotions. She wouldn’t shed a tear for her monster of a brother, for the brother she wished she had. At least, not yet.
Instead, when she was alone, Evangeline closed her eyes and simply remembered. Her memory was long. She remembered when she and Julius were mere children, playing in the garden of their Beijing estate. She remembered that terrible night when the Circle of Twelve broke, foreigners killed her parents, and a young Julius rose to the occasion in an instant when the Descendants required new leadership. Even memories as mundane as Julius sharing meals with her, giving her the plumpest blood bāos, staying up late having conversations about nothing at all. The memories surged to the forefront of Evangeline’s mind, and she allowed herself a few last moments of cherishing them, of remembering her brother as he was in better times.
But that was a time long past now, and that version of Julius had been dead for a while. Evangeline was belatedly grieving him. She could only deal with Julius as he was in the present—a traitor, a threat to the Descendants. An obstacle in her way. And soon enough, she would deal with him in kind.
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LEI
“Lei, I’d like a word in private.”
Lei sighed and turned away from Titus to find Nicholas glowering at him. “I told you to stop frowning, but you just won’t listen. You’re already developing some atrocious frown lines—”
“Now, please.” Without waiting for an answer, Nicholas pulled Lei out of the room and into the hall.
“Look, just because you’re upset you’ve lost your girlfriend to the mutt doesn’t mean you should be taking it out on me.”
Lei knew those words would rile up the fox spirit, and sure enough, Nicholas’s neck turned red. “Lost my what? I’m not upset, and Evangeline is not my girlfriend!” Nicholas shouted. He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “You’re trying to distract me from the real issue at hand. What’s the deal with the faerie prince?”
Lei was quickly growing tired of everyone questioning Titus’s presence. “If you’ve got a girlfriend, why can’t I have a boyfriend?”
“I said, she’s not my girlfriend! And besides, he’s a faerie. You know we’re on rocky terms with the fae as it is, and that’s putting it very mildly. How can we risk having one of them in our midst?”
“Titus isn’t like the rest of them,” Lei insisted. “And besides, Evangeline already approved of him. If you keep questioning me, you’re really questioning her judgment.”
Nicholas’s face turned red, but he appeared to have no comeback.
“I can hear you two, you know.”
Both of them turned to find Titus leaning against the doorway, studying them with amusement. “This isn’t really about me, Nicholas,” Titus said. “I know what you’re really trying to get at.”
“Pray tell, then,” Nicholas said sarcastically. “I, for one, would love to know what I’m really getting at.”
“You want to know the likelihood of faerie retaliation in the near future.” Titus’s eyes were sharp, holding none of their usual warmth. This was a side of Titus that Nicholas hadn’t met before, and suddenly he wondered how well he actually knew the faerie prince. “In your eyes, no matter what I say, I am the enemy. And I don’t blame you for thinking that way,” Titus continued, speaking over Nicholas’s weak protests. “I am the son of the High King, who offended you, and whom you offended in turn. If anyone should be on his side rather than yours, it ought to be me.”
A heavy silence followed Titus’s words. In that moment, whether Lei liked it or not, the faerie prince commanded an aura that reminded Lei most of the High King, an energy that demanded attention and respect.
“But you’re not on his side,” Lei said slowly, locking eyes with the faerie prince. There was perhaps more of a question in his words than he would’ve liked; Titus had never looked so much like his father.
After a beat, Titus broke the tension by cracking a small smile, looking much more like his usual self, and Lei relaxed. “I’m not on anyone’s side, really. But if it’s confirmation you want, one way or another, about what the fae intend to do, well, even I’m not privy to my father’s most confidential thoughts, and I can’t tell you.”
Nicholas released a long sigh and turned his back to both of them. “If you’re on no one’s side, then why are you here with us?” he asked after a long moment.
Titus moved to place an arm on the small of Lei’s back, sending shivers up Lei’s spine. Oh, the hold the faerie prince had over him was shameful. “I’m here for Lei, of course. And for the rest of you, too, I suppose, because I love underdogs. If I stick around, I’m certain you’ll all show me a fantastic comeback arc.”
“Underdogs, are we?” Nicholas muttered. “I suppose we are.”
Lei was at war with himself. On one hand, he did want to help the Descendants take back their rightful powers and wipe out the Wrathlings; there would be no peace for him or for anyone if the Wrathlings managed to take over. On the other hand, he wanted to escape with the faerie prince and leave everything and everyone far, far behind—even if he still didn’t quite trust Titus to be acting out of actual feelings. Lei’s usual flighty irresponsibility was showing, he supposed. It was in his nature to run away from tough situations, to seek out instant rather than delayed gratification.
But if Titus wanted to stay and help the Descendants even if his own kind might see that as betrayal, then Lei didn’t have any excuse. Perhaps it was time that he stepped up to the task and made the difficult but right decision. Only two hours remained until the moment for that would arrive.
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TRISTAN
If Tristan was honest with himself, he wasn’t all that surprised that Evangeline was close to having a mental breakdown. She might be able to fool the others with her tough exterior, but she couldn’t fool him. He’d noticed the cracks beginning to form in her shell, and even now, she’d rather shut everyone out to be alone than show that she was torn up over the idea of facing Julius.
In the hallway, everyone stood around in awkward silence. Nobody knew what to say.
Tristan endured it for a few minutes before deciding enough was enough. He wasn’t going to stand around doing nothing while Evangeline could very well be falling to pieces just a few feet away from them, behind the closed door. Besides, they had no time to waste.
“Where are you going?” Nicholas demanded as Tristan turned and placed his hand on the door. “Evangeline said she wants to be left alone.”
“I’m sure she’ll forgive me for not granting her wish this time.” Before anyone could say anything else, Tristan twisted the doorknob and entered, and then he closed the door behind him just as quickly.
Evangeline had been sitting on the floor with her head between her arms. She raised her head and turned at the sound of Tristan’s entrance. “Go away.”
“No.”
She blinked as though she’d never heard the word before. Truthfully, it wasn’t often that anyone dared to turn down Evangeline, and perhaps that ought to change. “What?”
“I’m not going away. You’re clearly having a hard time, and you can push away the others if you like, but I won’t let you push me away. Not anymore.” Tristan planted himself firmly next to her.
She must have realized how serious he was; she opened her mouth but was at a loss for words. Good. It was time Evangeline understood that she couldn’t control everything and everyone in her life—especially not him.
“What are you thinking?” Tristan asked.
Evangeline turned her head to the side and raised her chin to a stubborn tilt. “I’m thinking that you’re really too pushy and nosy for your own good.”
Tristan raised an eyebrow. “I’m the one who’s too pushy for my own good?”
“And…I don’t know if I can do it, Tristan.” Evangeline’s voice was barely a whisper, so quiet that Tristan, even with his extra-sensitive hearing, almost didn’t catch her words. Her eyes widened in surprise, as though even she couldn’t quite believe that she was actually opening up to him, yet she continued anyway. “When the time comes, I don’t know if I can actually do what needs to be done.”
The statement hung heavy in the air between the two of them, like an invisible rain cloud. Almost without thinking, Tristan reached for Evangeline’s hand. She didn’t pull away, so he intertwined their fingers. “Maybe this doesn’t need to end with Julius’s death.”
“What do you mean? Julius won’t stop fighting us until he’s dead. We’ll never be able to break the curse while he’s still alive. You know this.”
“But if he’s stripped of his power and platform, which is what you intend to do, he won’t have any resources to retaliate. He’ll be harmless.” Tristan’s explanation sounded weak even to his own ears; they both knew deep down that Julius and the word harmless didn’t belong in the same sentence.
Evangeline looked away, and Tristan absently brushed his fingers through her long, silky hair. “I just can’t shake off the feeling that one of us won’t survive the night.”
“Then you need to make sure it’s you who survives. I’ll make sure it’s you.” Tristan gave her fingers a squeeze. “You just need to listen to your gut, Ev. You always seem to know what’s right for you, so I know you’ll make the right decision when the time comes.”
Evangeline gave him a tremulous smile, and for the first time since he’d known her, Tristan thought she looked on the verge of crumbling. That she’d shown him this much meant she was really having a hard time, and she trusted him enough now not to hide this part of herself.
The overwhelming urge to protect her came over him, and he enveloped her in a hug. She leaned her head against his shoulder, finding that crook where it fit so perfectly, and it was just like old times. He ran his fingers through her hair and wondered how they could ever have let anything come between them.
“I’m most worried that we’re going to be walking into a trap, to be honest,” Tristan murmured. “Julius showed us just how deceitful he can be lately. I highly doubt he’ll just hand over Alice so easily.”
“It won’t matter if we’re setting an even bigger trap for him,” Evangeline said without hesitation.
Tristan stared at her, and it occurred to him that Evangeline must already have calculated this far ahead. After all, who but she knew her own brother best?
“Gods, I’m going to kill Julius for making this so hard on me,” Evangeline moaned. “I hate him.” Tristan might have believed that Evangeline’s love for her brother had fully dissolved into hate if it weren’t for the way her lip wobbled as she spoke.
Tristan brushed aside a strand of loose hair that had fallen into her eyes. “It’s okay if you don’t ever completely hate him. People and feelings can be complicated.”
“Sometimes I think it’s all too complicated.” Evangeline raised her eyes to his, and he got the feeling that she wasn’t just talking about Julius anymore.
“Ev…” Tristan held her stare for a moment, and then he stopped thinking and simply let his feelings take over. His jumbled, confusing, passionate, all-over-the-place feelings for the girl who never ceased to get under his skin and set him on fire.
Tristan leaned in and kissed Evangeline. Her warm lips didn’t move for a second, as though she was taken aback. Then Evangeline wrapped her arms around his neck and melted into the kiss.
Tristan kissed Evangeline like he was parched and she was the first drop of water he’d encountered in weeks. He kissed her fiercely, as though his kiss alone could give her the confidence to face down her fears. When they pulled away, both were breathless. Tristan couldn’t quite believe what had happened, and judging by the expression on Evangeline’s face, she couldn’t, either.
“I’m sorry,” Tristan said, breaking the silence. He suddenly felt embarrassed, and he found himself unable to look her in the eye any longer, so he stared at his scuffed-up shoes instead. “I don’t know what got into me. This isn’t the time or place.”
Evangeline’s expression morphed into a smile. Then, alarmingly, she began to laugh.
“What’s so funny?” Tristan asked in concern. “Am I that bad a kisser?”
“No, it’s just the way you…I mean, gods, Tristan, when have you been concerned about the right time or place for anything?”
“Oh.” Tristan sank back, relieved that at least his kissing skills didn’t leave anything to be desired. And she had a point, too. He was normally unfazed by the conventions of society, choosing to play by his own rules. But when it came to Evangeline, all bets were off. He cleared his throat.
“We are on a bit of a time crunch, though,” Evangeline reminded him, now slowly reverting to her usual serious self. She sighed and leaned her head on Tristan’s shoulder again. “As much as I think it would be nice to stay like this forever.”
Although Tristan, too, wanted this moment to stretch on into eternity, the reality was that they still had their work cut out for them.
Evangeline lifted her head from his shoulder and straightened. When she turned to face him, she once again wore the steely, determined expression he knew so well. The expression that told the world Evangeline Long meant business. Julius would rue the day he had gone against her, Tristan was certain of that much.
“Let’s go,” Evangeline said. Without wasting another moment, she stood and yanked open the door, and they rejoined the others. The trio were awkwardly positioned, as though they’d nearly been caught trying to eavesdrop on her and Tristan.
Tristan’s neck burned as he was struck with the unpleasant thought that during the long stretch of silence when he and Evangeline had been kissing, the others must have at least guessed at what was going on. He avoided making eye contact with anyone.
“Thank you for waiting. I’m ready.” Evangeline grimaced. “We need to assume that Julius has prepared a trap for us. I don’t know what he plans to do exactly, but I’m certain he won’t just hand over Alice. We need to prepare for anything to happen, basically.”
The warning didn’t appear to scare anyone in the room; if anything, Tristan watched Nicholas and Lei steel their expressions to reflect his own determination. They all knew just how tough a battle was before them, and they were all prepared to lay everything on the line to finally put Julius Long in his place.
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CECIL
When Cecil awoke, the right side of her head throbbed with pain, as though she’d been hit by a brick. Her knees hurt, too. She had scraped them badly. She sat in a chilly cage, surrounded by deafening quiet, and she laughed out loud, though the situation was not funny in the slightest. Ironic that after helping Julius keep Alice trapped in her room, now Cecil was the one who was trapped in another one of the manor’s endless rooms.
“What happened?” Cecil muttered aloud to nobody in particular, rubbing her pounding head. It took her a moment to regain consciousness and remember what had happened that had landed her in such a sorry state. Julius had tackled her to the ground, effectively stopping her from escaping with Alice. He must have locked her up in here. She did not know how much time had passed since then.
“Alice?” Cecil called out, but there was no response. More loudly, she yelled, “Alice? Hello?” Only the echo of her own voice responded. Nobody was here. She cursed.
Cecil glanced up at the window, where the sunset cast a reddish-orange glow. Evening was about to fall, which meant she had no more than two or three hours before the meeting between Julius and Evangeline was meant to take place. No doubt, everyone else was upstairs. Or maybe they had already cleared out of the manor to go to the British Museum. The safest option available to Cecil was to stay put until it was all over. But she could never live with herself if she chose the safe route and gave up so easily. Cecil needed to be at the exchange at all costs. She needed to get back to Evangeline’s side.
Unfortunately, it would be no easy task to escape this cage without help. Julius had taken her gun, and he’d even swiped the pocketknife she’d hidden in her sock. Her pockets were empty. She had nothing on her that could help her get out of the cage. If Julius wanted to, he could keep her trapped here until the end of her days. The end was likely to come soon, too, now that she had betrayed him—betrayed the Longs.
“You bastard, Julius.” Cecil closed her eyes, holding in the scream that she wanted to release. Why shouldn’t she scream, anyway, when likely there was nobody around to hear it?
Cecil ran her hand through her hair in frustration, and her fingers brushed up against a bobby pin. She froze. She had forgotten that she had had the foresight to stick the little pins into her hair not only for fashion but also for their versatility. And, thankfully, Julius had either not bothered to check her hair or hadn’t thought of their potential secondary use—an oversight that would cost him dearly. Cecil pulled one of the pins out of her hair, not caring that it caught a few strands and tugged on them painfully. She kissed the bobby pin before reaching her hand out of the cage and inserting the pin into the lock from the outside. The angle of her wrist was extremely uncomfortable, but she bit her lip against the pain and pressed on. Unless she wanted to stay in this cage for the foreseeable future, she would have to deal.
Cecil jiggled the lock with the pin for what felt like forever, nearly dropping it several times in the process. Finally, after the sun had fully set, she heard and felt a click, and the door swung open. There wasn’t a moment to spare for celebration, however. No time for indecision or to wonder if she was doing the right thing. Cecil darted out of the room and down the stairs. She paused at the top of the staircase, listening for voices. When she heard nothing, she made her way down the rest of the stairs, still keeping her eyes and ears peeled.
The manor was still and empty. Everyone had left already. Cecil straightened and set off at a smart pace toward Julius’s empty office. He’d left the door unlocked. He’d underestimated Cecil, and he would regret it.
Cecil hurried inside the office, surveyed the stack of weapons, and grabbed the gun that Julius had swiped from her. She checked it to make sure it was loaded and strapped it to her waist. Then she grabbed another weapon, a curved hunting knife, which ought to come in handy for close-range opponents.
“It’s showtime,” Cecil muttered under her breath, and rushed out of the mansion into the cool night air.



45
NICHOLAS
At night, the British Museum loomed ominously, a fortress that was foreboding rather than welcoming as it was during the day.
Nicholas was usually in tune with his emotions, but tonight, he could hardly make sense of the jumbled mixture of feelings within. There was nervousness rising above all else, along with a persistent sense of unease. Julius would surely have a trick up his sleeve—if not several. They all needed to keep their guards up. Nicholas couldn’t let the others down tonight.
“Nicholas.”
At the sound of Evangeline’s voice, Nicholas startled and came to a stop. She’d turned and was examining him with a frown. “What is it?” he asked gruffly.
“Relax a little. You won’t be doing yourself any favors going in so tense.”
Nicholas exhaled and obediently loosened up his body. Leave it to Evangeline to notice how stiffly he’d been moving and correctly read his nervousness. But could she blame him? The fate of the Descendants rested on their shoulders—on the gamble that they could win against Julius. And as they had already suffered a painful defeat at his hands mere days ago, it was only natural not to be so confident.
Besides, on top of his nerves, Nicholas was also utterly exhausted. It had cost him a great deal of energy to turn the three slabs of stone into replicas of the three fountainheads, and to keep that disguise in place for the foreseeable future. He would certainly need to keep his wits about him and remain mindful of his energy reserves. They needed to get those fountainheads back from Julius. If they could accomplish their mission and break the curse, then Nicholas could finally be relieved of the centuries-old guilt over his mistakes.
“Two minutes to midnight. Where are they?” Lei whispered loudly, turning his head from left to right rapidly, as though he were on the lookout for a herd of rampaging rhinos.
“At the rooftop already, I imagine.” Evangeline took the stairs to the museum’s front doors three at a time, reaching the top in moments. Then she leapt onto one of the tall pillars in front of the doors and began to climb.
There had to be a more dignified way to make an entrance, Nicholas thought. But when the others followed Evangeline without hesitation, he sighed and jogged after them. Now that they’d thrown themselves into the fire pit, they had no use for dignity. The annoying bit would be climbing up the pillar with three false fountainheads strapped to his back—nothing Nicholas couldn’t handle with his superhuman strength, of course, but nonetheless quite irksome.
Nicholas climbed onto the rooftop to see Evangeline rummaging through the backpack she’d been carrying. She pulled out a long hank of thick rope. She tied one end of it to the rooftop and dropped it over the side of the building, letting the bottom hang down near the stairs. “For the reinforcements,” she offered by way of explanation. Then she grabbed two more lengths of rope and repeated the process.
By the time Evangeline had finished hanging the ropes, it was midnight. In the distance, Big Ben began to toll. Across the roof, shadowy figures stood shoulder to shoulder, forming a wall against the Descendants. Julius and his people had arrived. Among them, sitting on the ground and struggling against the ropes, was a figure that Nicholas recognized as Alice. His heart leapt in his chest, and he moved nearer without even thinking through his actions, as though he could somehow get close enough to simply snatch her away from Julius.
Her expression stern, Evangeline threw her hand out, stopping Nicholas in his tracks. If they didn’t play their cards very carefully, they’d jeopardize not only Alice’s safety but also the future of the Descendants. Nicholas took a few deep breaths to force himself to calm down.
Then a piercing scream broke through the night—Alice’s. “Run! It’s a trap!”
If alarm bells weren’t already ringing in Nicholas’s mind, they certainly were now. Of course, none of them had thought Julius would play fairly, given the fact that he’d faked his own death. This was why they weren’t playing fairly, either. Nicholas just had to remain confident that their reinforcements would be enough to stop Julius and his lackeys.
Before anyone could move, Julius swung his leg around and kicked Alice, hard. She let out another shriek and then became quiet, though Nicholas swore he heard sobbing. Rage bubbled up within Nicholas like nothing he’d known before, and flames burst forth from his body, causing those nearby to shout. Even the rage he’d once felt for Tristan couldn’t compare to this all-consuming feeling of pure hatred. He wanted to rip Julius apart for putting his hands on Alice; he wanted to personally throw Julius into the pits of Hell for all the wrongs he had committed against the people Nicholas cared about.
Flames blazed through Nicholas’s body, and this time, he didn’t resist, though he knew how quickly the situation could spiral out of control. He longed to let his own rage and power consume him and show Julius exactly why his curse was so gruesome.
“Nicholas, stay calm. Get your hands off her, Julius,” Evangeline snapped before Nicholas could come up with the words himself.
It took every ounce of Nicholas’s willpower not to throw himself at Julius right that moment. Out of respect for Evangeline, he stayed put. “He needs to be taught a harsh lesson.”
“I agree, but not like this. I don’t want to see you turn into a monster for the sake of punishing Julius.”
Evangeline’s words stung like a slap. A monster. Was that really what he was becoming? If he knew how much damage he could cause not only to Julius but also to everyone present and he still let himself get out of control, then perhaps the word monster would be a fitting descriptor. Nicholas gritted his teeth, forcing his temper back. He might want vengeance on Julius, but he wouldn’t get it by stooping to his level.
Besides, if there was one person here who might be angrier than Nicholas, it had to be Evangeline. She positively seethed, her eyes turning to flint as she glared daggers at her older brother. Looking at Evangeline now, it was hard to remember that there was a time in the not-so-distant past when she had gazed upon Julius with admiration and love.
Yet no matter how furious they all might be at the situation—at Julius—Nicholas knew they needed to keep their heads cool and their minds clear. Emotions would cloud their judgment, and cloudy judgment would be the factor that would tip the scales in Julius’s favor.
“Lei. Tristan. Nicholas. Mèi mei.” Julius addressed each of them, spreading his arms in greeting. His eyes widened in surprise when they landed on Prince Titus. “And even the faerie prince himself. Colluding with the enemy now, are you, sister? I was wrong about you. I didn’t think you’d ever stoop so low.”
“Am I mistaken, or aren’t you the only enemy here?” Prince Titus returned without missing a beat.
“Cut the chitchat, Julius,” Evangeline said before he could retort. “You know what we’ve come for.”
Julius tsked and stepped closer, letting the moonlight shine on him. He’d ditched the cloak that Nicholas had last seen him wearing, and now he wore a maroon suit with matching pants that seemed highly unsuitable for the occasion. Though Julius had always been the dramatic sort.
“Set the dog, snake, and sheep fountainheads down in the middle,” Julius instructed coolly. He enunciated each word as though commanding schoolchildren to do a simple task. “Once you’ve placed the fountainheads between us, I’ll release Alice.”
Nicholas didn’t trust Julius as far as he could throw him. But they didn’t have a choice except to obey Julius’s wishes, or at least pretend to obey them. Still, they couldn’t let Julius do everything as he desired. “Move Alice to the middle, too,” Nicholas said.
Julius smirked. “You’re not as dense as you look, are you?”
“Do it, Julius.” Nicholas didn’t know where his bravery was coming from; perhaps, like Evangeline, he was finally fed up with Julius to a point beyond fear.
Julius snorted. “I’m a man of my word, Nicholas. We’ll do the exchange as you’ve requested.” Then, unbelievably, Julius actually motioned for Louis and Gina to move Alice toward the middle. “There. Happy?”
Nicholas narrowed his eyes. Now he was suspicious because Julius was going along with his request without protest. Was he walking right into Julius’s trap? He didn’t see how Julius could possibly turn this situation around to benefit himself, but still he sensed that something was…off.
Yet Evangeline nodded at Nicholas, silently urging him to go on. With all eyes on him, Nicholas slowly took the backpack off his shoulders and walked toward the center of the rooftop. The moonlight slanted toward the middle, as though illuminating the spot where Nicholas was meant to place the treasures, right next to Alice.
As Nicholas approached, he kept his gaze fixed upon Julius a few feet away. If he looked at Alice, he thought he might drop everything and sprint toward her, Assignment be damned.
“You always were such a good lapdog for my sister,” Julius said softly as Nicholas knelt to open the backpack. He spoke so silkily that it almost sounded like a compliment.
Nicholas gritted his teeth and ignored him. Julius was being petty now, hoping to get a rise out of Nicholas. Well, let him. He’d have a hard time behaving like this after Evangeline put him in his place.
Nicholas and Julius moved in sync, like two puppets with the same master yanking them along on a string. Nicholas set the fountainheads down, and Julius reached down to free Alice from her ropes. Nicholas stepped away from the treasures, and Julius stood up.
Their unison was broken when, as soon as Julius took a step toward the fountainheads, Nicholas rushed to Alice’s side, elbowing a couple of Julius’s Talons—Louis and Gina—out of the way despite their protests.
“Are you okay?” Nicholas asked as he examined Alice.
Alice nodded shakily. The poor girl was shivering, either from the cold or from fear, or both. Most likely fear, as the night was windless and still—almost eerily so. Nicholas didn’t have time for a more detailed examination of Alice’s body, but with a glance, he could tell that she was free of any injuries at least. She appeared a bit gaunter than he remembered, but in the dim light he couldn’t really tell. He released a sigh of relief. He wasn’t quite sure what he’d expected Julius to do to Alice, but having her in decent shape like this was certainly the best-case scenario.
“Can you stand?”
“I think so,” Alice responded, though she didn’t sound too certain. Her legs shook quite a bit. Nicholas offered Alice his arm, which she took, leaning against him to pull herself to her feet.
From across the rooftop, Evangeline shouted, “Let Nicholas and Alice cross back to our side safely, and then you can leave with the fountainheads.”
Julius let out a soft laugh that had the hair standing on the back of Nicholas’s arms and neck. “Oh, I don’t think I can do that, dear sister. I’m afraid none of you are leaving this rooftop.” Then he snapped his fingers, and it instantly became clear why there was no wind on this night; unnatural forces waited in the wings, biding their time to strike.
Chaos descended as supernatural forces—Descendants and shamans and faerie alike—swarmed the rooftop.
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TRISTAN
Tristan wasn’t nearly as surprised as he should have been when Julius’s forces, apparently the Descendants stationed in Europe, surrounded the rooftop. Of course, they’d all known that Julius wouldn’t just let them leave peacefully with Alice—no, the infuriating vampire was much too fond of violence and bloodshed for that. However, Tristan had to admit he hadn’t anticipated that Julius would summon so many allies from his apparently bottomless arsenal of support. The Descendants should all have been on Evangeline’s side if they knew what was good for them, but Julius must have won them over with his honeyed words. Damn that charismatic vampire.
Evangeline gave no indication of her surprise, either; in fact, she didn’t miss a beat. She motioned to Tristan behind her back, three fingers pointing down. That was the sign. Tristan whistled a loud, piercing note that could have shattered the night itself.
From far below there came a low rumbling noise that could have been from Mother Earth. Then figures poured to the roof of the museum, climbing the ropes that Evangeline had left for them. Their roars and stomping feet filled the night air, startling all the supernaturals into confusion.
Tristan cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted, “Hey, Julius! You’re not the only one who’s got a few tricks up their sleeve!”
Julius, for once, was stunned into silence. He simply glanced over the edge of the rooftop and watched the figures approaching. Then, after a moment, he threw his head back and laughed. “You were always such a comedian, Tristan,” he said, though his smile was mirthless. “Did you really think sending a bunch of riffraff after me would scare me?”
“Be careful, brother,” Evangeline warned. She licked her teeth, her eyes glinting in the moonlight. “One should never underestimate the common man.”
There was no use preaching to Julius, Tristan thought. Evangeline’s brother was too far gone, his vision set on fulfilling his greatest desires. But that meant they had Julius exactly where they wanted him—overconfident and underprepared.
In moments, the misfits and criminals Tristan had rallied swarmed the rooftop, One-Eyed Amos and a gang of scrappy-looking rogue faeries and shamans behind him. Even though they weren’t nearly as powerful as Julius’s forces, they greatly outnumbered them and managed to bulldoze a path to Julius. But power was still power; Tristan recognized that they wouldn’t be able to hold Julius and his goons back for long.
Evangeline and Tristan exchanged a fast glance that only they could understand: Cover me, Evangeline’s eyes said. And as she charged toward the nearest Talon, Gina, Tristan dashed over so that he and Evangeline were back to back. Somebody leapt in front of Tristan. One of the human Descendants who’d been Assigned in London years ago—Annie Gou—sliced her sword blade where Tristan’s head had been moments earlier, before he’d ducked. He raised Wrathbringer just in time to block her second attempt at slicing into his head.
“Gone a bit off your Assignment, haven’t you?” Tristan jeered. He’d always had the most success when he taunted his opponents; plus, it was fun getting a rise out of them. “Or was ‘going against the best interests of the Descendants’ part of your Assignment description?”
“Julius Long called me, and I answered the summons. You know we can’t disobey a summons from our Chancellor,” Annie said through gritted teeth. She thrust her sword at Tristan, pointing it just under his chin. He didn’t raise his weapon to defend himself. His eyes dared her to finish the job. Her hand quivered on the hilt of the sword, and that was all Tristan needed to see. She didn’t have the nerve to follow through with her own threat.
“Julius is no longer Chancellor—or haven’t you heard? That’s Marcus Niu now.”
Annie’s lip twitched, but otherwise no change in her expression indicated that the news came as a surprise. Unless Tristan’s eyes were playing tricks on him, for a moment he thought he saw Annie’s resolve crumble, as though she wasn’t too sure about her loyalty to Julius herself. But then the moment passed. Annie growled, “Be that as it may, Julius’s word still holds sway so long as he’s around.”
Tristan smirked. “Isn’t it that you just want your cut of whatever Julius has promised you all?” Without waiting for an answer, he swiftly raised his foot and kicked Annie in the chest, hard. She hadn’t anticipated the kick and didn’t block it in time; with an “Oomph!” she went soaring backward.
Before Tristan could even catch his breath, another figure took Annie’s place. He raised Wrathbringer in preparation to swing—until he recognized the beaten-up figure as none other than Cecil Long. “Cecil?”
“Tristan,” she panted. “Looking well.”
“I’m afraid I can’t say the same about you.” Then, in the next moment, Tristan remembered that Cecil was no longer on their side—rather, she’d been forced to work for Julius by the terms of her magical contract with the Longs. Tristan tensed, preparing for a difficult fight. He had no doubt he could defeat Cecil, but it would be a matter of doing so while causing as little harm as possible; she was a former ally, after all, and from what he could tell, still dear to Evangeline.
“I’m not here to fight you,” Cecil panted. The normally put-together vampire appeared wild and unkempt tonight; her eyes blazed with a manic glow, and her hair was windswept and tangled. “Julius tried to lock me away earlier tonight. I broke out.”
“Cecil, what are you doing here?” Evangeline sent a Descendant sprawling and turned toward Cecil. In place of her normally inscrutable expression, there were shock and even a bit of sadness. Then she fixed Cecil with an accusatory glare. “Shouldn’t you be helping Julius?”
“Evangeline.” Cecil’s lip trembled and her eyes turned watery. She inclined her head toward Evangeline, no doubt out of habit, before remembering herself. She straightened and faced Evangeline head-on. “I’ve breached the terms of my contract. I don’t know how long I have until I face the consequences of my actions, but I promise to aid you in your efforts against Julius Long for as long as I still stand.”
Evangeline blinked. Her lips parted, and then she closed them. “W-Well, then help me take down Julius—quickly!”
Before Tristan could see what happened next, more figures clambered onto the rooftop. He groaned. They were hardly able to hold back Julius’s forces as it was; he’d called for even more reinforcements?
But when the newcomers raced to Evangeline’s side, he quickly realized they’d come to help them. And that their numbers might just be able to turn the tide of the battle.
“One-Eyed Amos, you came!” Tristan shouted at a stocky faerie with an eye patch who led the rest of the group.
“I had some spare time tonight, so why not,” Amos said gruffly. “Where’s Julius?”
But the answer was obvious, for Julius stood like a king among subjects at the other end of the roof. “One-Eyed Amos, is that you?”
The faerie released an animal-like growl that made Tristan’s skin crawl. There was bad blood between the two of them, he sensed.
“I’ll kill you with my bare hands, Julius!” One-Eyed Amos bellowed, and streaked across the roof toward Julius with no hesitation, swinging his sword at anyone in his path.
Julius parried One-Eyed Amos’s first blow with an effortless movement, and there was even a smile on his face, as though he was enjoying the fight. Just looking at it made Tristan want to punch him. The two fought with a fascinating mixture of viciousness and grace, and it was obvious to Tristan that they had done this many, many times before. Yet neither of them held back. Julius managed to give Amos a deep cut to his right shoulder, and the faerie in turn drew a bloody gash on Julius’s stomach. Only former allies could fight with such familiarity and bloodlust.
The battle was so entrancing that it seemed as though everyone on the rooftop held their breath, waiting to see who would emerge the victor. Finally, one of One-Eyed Amos’s swings arced too wide, and he didn’t pull his arm back in time to block Julius’s sword. The blade of the sword slid into the faerie’s stomach.
Tristan released a groan, but Julius didn’t stop there. He pushed it in deeper and deeper, until the tip of the blade emerged on the other side of the faerie’s body. One-Eyed Amos fell to his knees with a gasp.
It was over. Tristan wasn’t sure why he’d held his breath hoping for any other outcome, hoping that someone might be able to defeat Julius.
“You should have stayed home tonight,” Julius said almost sadly, and One-Eyed Amos’s body collapsed sideways as Julius yanked the sword out of his body.
The sudden, brutal end of the match broke the spell. The supernaturals on two sides, who had briefly paused their own fights to witness the spectacle between Julius and One-Eyed Amos, now resumed their fighting.
The faerie prince in particular was a magnificent sight to watch. He was faster, stronger, and more graceful than even the best of the Descendants, and he did the job of at least five of them. As Tristan watched, Prince Titus scattered four Descendants at once with fast sword slashes and quick footwork. Although he’d had his doubts about the recruitment of the faerie prince, now Tristan was glad that they had a faerie on their side.
“What are you doing just standing there?”
Tristan had only a moment’s warning before somebody swung their sword at his head. He quickly ducked and retaliated with a kick to the chest before even looking at his opponent’s face. When he landed and turned, his suspicions were confirmed. “Roy. Long time no see.”
Roy leered, blood trickling from a cut on the corner of his lip. “That was a greeting for an old friend.”
Before Roy was Assigned, he’d been the top student in combat at Earthly Branches Academy. Tristan had never quite managed to beat him in all their years together, and he wasn’t quite sure he could pull it off now, but he was well up for the challenge.
With a roar, Tristan barreled at Roy, and their swords clashed.
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ALICE
Alice’s arms and legs throbbed with bruises from the ropes that had bound her just moments ago, but there was no way she would let that stop her movement or even slow her down. Doing so would mean becoming a burden to Nicholas, who was already practically hauling her across the rooftop while fighting off Julius’s forces.
And after days of being Julius’s captive, Alice was itching to go out there and do something useful. She could hardly believe what was happening, though. The hordes of random people that Evangeline and the others had summoned to attempt to overpower Julius. The fact that they were on the rooftop of the British Museum while doing all this. It was like something out of a fever dream, except that it was so incredibly real.
And Nicholas, right by her side, looking as though he would never leave it.
Alice had thought of him every day in that awful room, and there was so much she wanted to say to him, but looking at him like this, it all flew out of her mind. The world could have stopped around them and Alice wouldn’t have noticed.
Nicholas grabbed her hand tightly and gave it a reassuring squeeze. He didn’t need to speak for Alice to understand his meaning. She was safe now.
“I…I wasn’t sure if you all would actually come for me,” Alice blurted out as she and Nicholas slipped past two figures locked in combat. She flushed and regretted the words at once—they had come out sounding rather accusatory. The last thing she needed was to show Nicholas how small and insecure and pathetic she’d felt, reduced to a prisoner in Julius’s London manor, waiting for help that was likely never to come. Maybe Alice wasn’t the bravest or the strongest Descendant, but she at least had her pride still. She would never beg for bare-minimum friendship or bare-minimum anything. From anyone.
Nicholas turned back to give her a slight smile, though it left his face quickly when he saw her sour expression. “Of course we were going to come. I know Evangeline gave you…doubts, but I can honestly say that I, for one, was always going to come for you no matter what.” Nicholas had an honest face, and Alice believed him. She believed he wasn’t the type to pronounce a bold-faced lie.
“And Evangeline? What changed her mind about me?”
“Evangeline didn’t change her mind about you. She was…in a very tense situation that tested her resolve, and she didn’t respond in the way either of us would have liked. I told her that myself. Believe me, Evangeline knows I think she messed up. But she did risk everything to come back for you.”
Alice turned away so Nicholas couldn’t see that his diplomatic answer had still hurt her. He hadn’t exactly supported Evangeline with that answer, but he hadn’t condemned her, either. She supposed she should be more understanding of his predicament. Evangeline had been in his life in a significant way for well over a century, whereas Alice had been introduced to this world only a handful of months ago. It was absurd to think that she could worm her way into an equal standing with Evangeline among any of the Descendants.
But still, she did wish she could.
“So I should just be thankful that Evangeline had a change of heart and came back for me after leaving me alone with Julius for days?” Alice said flatly. “He could have done anything to me.”
“We knew he wouldn’t dare hurt you while he needed you as leverage.”
“He locked me into a black hole for twelve hours,” Alice blurted out, and to her horror, angry tears dripped from her eyes. “He called it the pit. The pit, Nicholas.” She had never meant to speak of Julius’s punishment, but in the moment, she couldn’t stop herself from talking about it.
Nicholas’s eyes widened. “Are you hurt?”
Alice shook her head. Yet she couldn’t disguise the trembles that racked her body as she recalled the hours of mental torment she’d endured in that dark, bottomless place. “Not physically, no.”
“That bastard…” Nicholas glanced away from Alice toward Julius in the distance, and she glimpsed a genuinely frightening look on his face as it steadily turned red. He balled his hands into fists at his sides. Calm, gentle Nicholas was furious. Alice had never seen this side of him before, and though she was honored that it was for her, suddenly she hoped she would never have to see it again. “I’m going to kill him,” Nicholas growled.
Before Alice could form a response, the voices she’d sometimes heard in her head returned, this time with a loud insistence that was new. In fact, she wasn’t sure these voices existed only in her head any longer.
“Wait. Nicholas, stop. Do you hear that?” she shouted to him.
He stopped glaring at Julius long enough to look down at her. “Hear what?”
“The voices!”
“Which ones?” Nicholas sounded almost exasperated, and after a moment, Alice understood why. Of course, there were so many voices yelling and grunting in pain around them—Nicholas could hardly be expected to distinguish between any of them. Alice recognized that that meant he couldn’t be hearing what she was hearing. No, these voices were clear and ringing, dominating everything and everyone else in the background. The voices were a cacophony, a mix of low and high registers and quiet and loud volumes, yet all of them carried the same note of urgency. Just hearing them made Alice’s heart race.
As Alice concentrated on understanding what she was hearing, time seemed to slow down around her. Perhaps whoever was speaking had the ability to tamper with time. Even though her Mandarin was rusty, somehow, her brain registered the meaning of the words as effortlessly as though they needed no translating at all.
Those who seek to destroy the legacy of the Descendants must pay the ultimate price…
Midsummer’s sprout…holds the key…
Alice tried to pinpoint the source of the voices, but she found herself spinning in circles. Then it occurred to her that she was the source of the voices. They weren’t coming from anyone or anything nearby. They existed only in her mind. She should have been frightened by the thought; she should have questioned whether there was something wrong with her, and yet, she was calm.
You unlocked your power…now use it to turn the war in your favor…
The fight between Julius’s and Evangeline’s forces could hardly be called a war, and an ominous chill traveled down Alice’s back. Perhaps the disembodied voices could tell more about the future than they were letting on.
Who are you? Alice asked. How is it that you can communicate with me?
You have the most powerful mind in centuries. We are the voices of Descendants of the past, here to guide you as you pave the way for much-needed change.
Knowing that the spirits of Descendants long gone were on her side bolstered Alice’s confidence. Everyone believed that she was special, except her. She needed to start believing it, too. And she would start by helping Evangeline with the powers she’d been honing meticulously.
“Stay out of harm’s way,” Nicholas growled, throwing a protective arm over Alice as one of Julius’s Descendants swiped at her. “You should get to safety down on the ground.”
“No.”
“What?”
“I’m not leaving. You need my help.”
“I mean this as kindly as possible, Alice, but your combat skills aren’t nearly strong enough to impact what happens here.”
“I didn’t say I was going to physically fight anyone.”
As confusion twisted Nicholas’s face, Alice strode forward and stared into the face of the first unfortunate supernatural to make eye contact: one of Julius’s Descendants, Natalie, judging by a quick probe of her mind. Alice forced Natalie to turn and start fighting another Descendant who was on her side, causing great confusion and panic. Alice had never attempted to control more than one person at once, but she needed to at least give it a shot now. A male Descendant—Roy, she realized after entering his mind—charged at her, and she forced him to stop, turn, and hit Julius on the shoulder with the butt of his sword.
“Did you do that?” Nicholas asked incredulously. “How?”
“I’ll explain later,” Alice said through gritted teeth. Just responding to Nicholas sapped her of much-needed energy. She wasn’t sure how much longer she would be able to keep this up, or indeed, if she could keep it up at all. Her concentration slipped, and Roy and Natalie both appeared to come back to themselves, shaking their heads in confusion. In unison, they turned toward Alice.
“No!” Nicholas shouted, jumping in front of Alice. But he didn’t have to defend her. She managed to summon enough focus to break into both Descendants’ minds once again, turning them instead on each other. It took a massive effort to pull off, and Alice began to feel very, very dizzy. Her legs wobbled. She began to fall before she fully processed what was happening, and she was unconscious before Nicholas caught her in his arms.
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EVANGELINE
As the world around her plunged into violence and chaos, Evangeline stayed calm. Her fingers tightened around a short wooden stake she’d brought in her backpack. She’d downed two blood bags earlier in the night in anticipation of surviving a long, gruesome fight. She had eyes for only one person on the rooftop.
Julius Long, whom she had once called dà gē, stood on the opposite end of the rooftop, watching her. Evangeline had the sense that everyone had ceased to exist except the two of them. In this moment, which stretched on for minutes or maybe years, all that mattered was Evangeline and Julius. It was just the two of them again. Just like old times.
Evangeline was the first to step closer. A path had formed in front of her, a clear path to Julius. Her entire body vibrated with anticipation. In the Met, Evangeline and Julius had been robbed of a final, decisive fight—or, rather, Julius had fled the scene after issuing her a challenge.
Evangeline had risen to meet her brother’s challenge splendidly, and now she would show him that she was no longer the little sister who had always trailed in his shadow. She was karma personified. She was vengeance itself. And she would have Julius’s blood as reward for her efforts.
Throwing her head back, Evangeline released a feral scream. “JULIUS!” If rage and pain had a sound, this would be it. Any being lesser than Julius would have fled from the sound and sight of Evangeline’s fury, but Julius advanced. Not only that—he strolled toward Evangeline, as though this were the most leisurely of activities.
“Mèi mei!” he called with a mocking joviality, and Evangeline flinched. Again, that terribly familiar term of endearment. It meant nothing to her now. She had been a mèi mei once; she would never display such weakness again.
Where there had once been a tender and infinite love for her brother, Evangeline now felt only the all-consuming desire for revenge. She wanted Julius to know the hurt of betrayal as she knew the hurt of betrayal. She wanted him on his hands and knees before her, begging for forgiveness.
Evangeline’s feet slowly picked up speed as she cut through the crowd to get to her target. Descendants and shamans alike cleared a path for her; they must be able to sense the pure bloodlust wafting from her, the certain death that awaited anyone who dared stand in her way. As Evangeline moved closer to Julius, he matched her pace. He drew closer, and Evangeline marveled at how much he looked like her Julius—this monster that wore her brother’s face.
When they were a few feet apart, they both stopped at the same time. Despite herself, Evangeline committed the sight of her brother, the traitor, to memory. She would not see him again after this night.
Julius’s dark eyes flickered toward the weapon in Evangeline’s hand, and his grin widened. “Are you going vampire hunting tonight?”
The condescending question didn’t deserve a response, but she decided to fire back with her own question. “Where are the dog and sheep fountainheads, Julius?”
“They’re somewhere you’ll never find them,” he said with a wicked grin. “With the Collector.”
That name yet again. The mention of the Collector sent a ripple of fear among all the Descendants. Evangeline cursed under her breath. Julius would only give away that name if he was absolutely confident that they either could not find or could not defeat the Collector.
But for now, Evangeline couldn’t worry about that, not when Julius loomed before her. It was clear enough to both parties that regardless of the sibling love that had been a constant for over a century, they were here tonight for a fight to the death. This wasn’t just about the direction of the Descendants. This was about settling the question that had always existed between them, once and for all: Which of the Long siblings was truly the stronger?
Evangeline was prepared to give her life to finally answer that question.
She had told nobody about her plan, of course. Tristan would never understand. Nicholas, even if he hated her at the moment, would have stopped her from even coming to the rooftop. The only one who must have grasped the true purpose of this meeting tonight was Julius.
“EVANGELINE, NO!” Nicholas’s scream tore through the air as he must finally have understood what was really happening tonight, but Evangeline didn’t even turn to look at him. She couldn’t. She might break the magic of the moment. The energy that sizzled between Julius and Evangeline. The nervous excitement so thick in the air that she could practically taste it. The world came to a standstill, the very Earth holding its breath in anticipation of this event.
Julius rolled up his sleeves. Then, his eyes never leaving Evangeline’s, he pulled two short, curved swords out of their scabbards at his waist. “I won’t hold back.”
“I wouldn’t want you to.”
All was still for a breath, and then—and Evangeline would never know if she moved first, or if Julius did, or if they moved at the same time, for they both simply moved too fast—they rushed at each other. Julius swung his sword toward Evangeline’s neck; the movement was more of a greeting than an actual attempt at hurting her, and it was only too easy to parry with an upward thrust of her wooden stake. Julius’s weight was heavy against her, but Evangeline pushed him off and backed up several steps. This would not be a no-holds-barred brawl, even if both siblings were filled to the brim with animal bloodlust. No, their final fight would be as graceful as a dance performance, as beautiful as it was tragic.
Besides, Evangeline had already calculated that the odds would be against her if the fight turned into one of brute force. In terms of pure strength, she had to grudgingly admit that Julius barely won out over her. But Evangeline stood a chance against him so long as she drew out the fight and they were both forced to rely on their stamina.
Evangeline and Julius circled each other for a long moment, each sizing the other up.
“You can’t possibly believe you can defeat me, Evangeline.” Julius’s voice had turned frosty. With that first strike, they both understood how real this fight would be, how high the stakes were. “I taught you practically everything you know.”
Even if Evangeline wanted to counter, she couldn’t think of anything to say. After all, Julius was right. He had been her mentor throughout life. It was Julius who had taught Evangeline how to use a sword. It was Julius who had led her through her first martial arts exercise. Julius who had instructed her on the proper way to train and take care of her body so that she could last through many fights.
And Julius, she recognized, was relying upon Evangeline’s nostalgia about him—her weakness—to catch her off guard and throw her off her game. Perhaps the old Evangeline would have fallen right into Julius’s trap. But the new Evangeline understood that nostalgia had no place on the battlefield, and furthermore, just because Julius had been good to her in the past, it didn’t mean his traitorous behavior now could be overlooked.
“Since I’ve become an excellent fighter, there’s no use for you anymore,” Evangeline said coldly.
Then she charged forward, free at last of any hold Julius had ever had over her.
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ALICE
“Alice? What happened? Alice?”
When Alice came to, she was in Nicholas’s arms, and he was gazing down at her in concern. The realization hit her that she’d blacked out for a few moments from the strain of using her powers. But otherwise, she felt fine. “I— I’m okay.” Alice tried to stand up but found that she didn’t have quite her usual strength in her lower body, and she leaned back against Nicholas.
In just those few moments of unconsciousness, Alice had clearly missed something huge. No longer were the supernaturals and humans battling it out on the rooftop. Everyone stood and watched only two of the Descendants—Evangeline and Julius. As Alice watched, Evangeline charged at her older brother.
The ensuing battle was gripping. Alice couldn’t have torn her eyes away even if she’d wanted to. Evangeline and Julius were evenly matched, and they held nothing back. They were both fighting to kill. There was no telling who the winner would be.
But Alice knew that if only one of the siblings could survive this fight to the death, it had to be Evangeline. Even if Alice wasn’t exactly Evangeline’s biggest fan, Julius couldn’t be allowed to poison the Descendants with his greedy ideals.
Alice had faith in Evangeline’s ability to finish Julius, but there was something she could do to help tip the scales a little more in her favor. Alice closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure she had any mental energy left at all; the reservoir of her mind felt awfully empty. But she still had to try.
Alice drew upon every last ounce of her strength and began the challenging process of accessing Julius’s mind.
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JULIUS
He remembered it as vividly as though it had happened the day before: the day Evangeline was born.
Of course, Julius had only been three years old at the time, so logically, he knew he couldn’t have remembered any details of the day; he was far too young. Still, in his mind, there existed such a memory. Perhaps because Julius’s parents loved to tell the story of his reaction to Evangeline’s birth, he’d created a false memory to corroborate their recollection of the event.
In any case, Julius had thrown a fit nearly every day since he’d learned his mother would be having another child. He’d been spoiled for the first few years of his life, and he didn’t want to lose his parents’ attention and affection to this baby.
Yet—or so his parents said—the moment Julius laid eyes on a gently crying Evangeline cradled in his mother’s arms, he had stopped in the middle of throwing his tantrum. He had come close, entranced by this tiny creature swathed in blankets, and begun to coo at her.
Perhaps from that day onward, Julius swore an unspoken vow to himself to protect his little sister from the harms of the world at all costs. And so he had been the first to place a sword in her hand. He had watched over her as she formed friendships and rivalries with their fellow Descendants. Always, Julius had done his best to guide his mèi mei through life. Through the most unimaginable horror of losing their parents and turning into supernatural creatures. Even training her to be his successor as Chancellor of the High Council.
As Julius engaged Evangeline in battle, he couldn’t help but smile at her, even knowing that she was determined to cut him down. He had wanted Evangeline to walk the same path as him this time, too, just as she had in so many stages of their intertwined lives. He had hoped that even now, when he looked behind, he would see his little sister still trailing in his wake, looking up to her older brother with admiration shining in her eyes. Julius had been so wrapped up in his idealized version of Evangeline that he had failed to see her just as she was—a strong, fierce, and terrifying woman with her own agenda and morals.
Where Julius had gone, Evangeline had no desire to follow, and in fact, she had made it clear that she would give up her own life if it meant stopping him from achieving his goals. Stubborn and violent, to the last. In that way, they were so much alike.
Evangeline fought like the wind, with swift and unexpected movements. She had always been quick on her feet, and unless Julius was mistaken, she had gotten even quicker recently. He was winded from exchanging just a few fast blows with her; her movements were so sharp that it forced him to respond by reflex alone.
“You’re dancing,” Julius blurted out in exhilaration as the realization hit him. He let out a laugh. “You’re dancing, Evangeline!”
Evangeline backed away and wiped blood off her cheek. The smeared blood had the effect of making her disheveled appearance even wilder. Evangeline never allowed anyone to see her in a state anything short of perfection, but on this night, nothing mattered but tying up the loose ends that remained between the two of them. Finally, they could be their raw, real, true selves.
As the fight wore on, Julius grew aware that Evangeline wasn’t just moving gracefully—her movements felt like a dance because she was being so incredibly deliberate about every single one, down to the strength she threw behind each blow. She wasn’t trying to overpower Julius or strike him down quickly. No, Evangeline wanted a long, drawn-out battle. She was doing her best to tire him out. That was her plan.
Oh, Evangeline. If Julius hadn’t been winded from the fight, he would have let out another laugh at the realization. It was a decent plan, he had to admit, and the odds of such a plan working out in her favor weren’t zero. However, once again, Evangeline vastly underestimated him. Who did she think she was, and who did she think he was? It was Julius who had taught her how to fight. It was Julius who had won every time they decided to test their strength against each other when they were younger. And no matter how hard Evangeline trained and plotted and struggled, she stood no chance of winning against him.
Julius struck with extra strength behind each movement. Now this was not just a matter of winning a decisive battle against his sister; it was a matter of preserving his pride, and reminding Evangeline exactly who she was dealing with.
Evangeline’s eyes widened in alarm as she raised her wooden stick to block Julius’s strikes, as though she’d registered his renewed power. Sweat beaded on her forehead and dribbled down her face. Slowly, Julius moved forward, gaining ground on Evangeline, while she had no choice but to let herself be pushed back; it was all she could do to counter Julius’s attacks. Good. Julius was now setting the pace of the fight. And he would continue to do so to the bitter, bloody end.
Julius was slowly growing tired and sore, certainly, but not at the pace that Evangeline hoped he would, he imagined. As her expression strained against her own exhaustion, Julius attacked and countered with nearly the same energy and precision as he had in the beginning.
“I could do this all day,” Julius crowed right before he landed a kick on Evangeline’s stomach.
Evangeline grimaced but held her ground, only pausing momentarily to adjust her posture after taking Julius’s kick. “You aren’t invincible, Julius.”
“Prove it to me, then.” He was egging Evangeline on, taunting her. He knew she hated that. If his words could slip under her skin right now, then he would surely overtake her. He would win this battle.
But Evangeline must have matured even in the handful of days since they’d last seen each other. Her movements didn’t slow down. It was as though she hadn’t heard him at all.
And Julius was becoming very, very annoyed. Even if he could fight Evangeline all day, he didn’t particularly want to. Yet as soon as he recognized his own feelings of annoyance, he caught himself and forced himself to calm down. It wouldn’t do to let his emotions get the best of him and start pushing the fight just out of impatience. Julius had witnessed many fights in his life in which impatience had ultimately decided the outcome—and he had won many duels by managing his patience.
Julius’s patience paid off only moments later when he finally saw an opening in Evangeline’s defense. She had leaned too far to the left, leaving her entire right side open. He lunged forward and sliced his blade at her armpit; it cut through flesh, and Evangeline screamed. Julius hadn’t cut nearly deep enough to truly harm his sister; rather, he wanted to momentarily shock her. Taking advantage of her distraction, he knocked her over and pinned her to the ground. Evangeline didn’t even have the chance to blink before Julius brought his swords up to cross over her neck, trapping her beneath him with one hand. He snatched the wooden stake out of her grip with his free hand.
Julius licked his lips. Victory was within his grasp—and he would savor this long-awaited moment as long as he could. At last, the two Long siblings had finally battled at the height of their powers and desperation, each putting their life on the line, and Julius had still come out on top, as he always did. “Well, mèi mei. What’s your plan now? Or will you finally admit your defeat?”
Evangeline’s eyes shone with defiance. Even though she had clearly lost to Julius, even though there was nothing more she could do besides struggle pathetically, she still looked at him with insolence.
“Do it,” Evangeline breathed, the words coming out of her mouth like jagged knives. “Kill me, Julius.”
Julius gazed down at his little sister and gave a small smile. “Don’t you have anything else to say at all? Your final words on this Earth?”
“Why are you prolonging this? What are you waiting for?”
It bothered Julius that even in her last moments, even when she was pinned beneath him and at his mercy, Evangeline was still somehow looking down her nose at him.
Julius tightened his fingers around the wooden stake. One stab directly through the heart—that was all it would take. The battle would end with a single decisive movement, and he would know forever that he was truly the stronger of the two. He would go on to live forever in a world without Evangeline. Without the little sister whom he’d always done his best to help and protect over these many long years.
And who had Julius wanted to preserve the Descendants’ immortality for, anyway? For himself, surely, but also for Evangeline.
“If you kill me, you’ll have no one to live for,” Evangeline whispered. It was as though she had peered straight into Julius’s soul in that moment and seen the fear etched on his heart. It was as though she understood Julius’s innermost feelings and desires better than he’d understood them himself, all the remorse and guilt he’d buried deep down inside, emotions so heavy he couldn’t bring himself to examine them. And perhaps Evangeline did know him best. After all, who had spent the most time with Julius on this Earth?
In the space of a breath, perhaps because he had let his guard down just a fraction, Julius felt himself drawn toward a magnetic force on his left. He looked over and locked eyes with Alice, and then something very strange happened to Julius. Something that had never happened before. He stopped moving for the span of just a heartbeat. He couldn’t move. It was as though some invisible force held him captive.
Stop, commanded a disembodied voice. It sounded familiar, but in this moment, Julius couldn’t quite place it. He didn’t know why he would even want to place it, really. Didn’t he want to just obey? What was he even fighting so hard for, anyway? He was exhausted, and he ought to succumb to such exhaustion and sleep for a long, long time.
As these thoughts filled his mind, Julius’s consciousness broke through. In an instant, he realized the terrible truth: that Alice had taken advantage of his mental and physical exhaustion to break through his mental defenses and plant her own thoughts in his head. He came back to himself, but it was too late.
In the next instant, Julius was thrown off-balance when Evangeline shoved him off her with a burst of hidden strength.



51
EVANGELINE
Evangeline bided her time until the perfect moment, and as soon as she noticed Julius freezing up, she took advantage of her window of opportunity. There wasn’t a moment to spare on second thoughts, for this was Julius Long she was up against, and any second of hesitation would cost her the victory. Evangeline turned the tables on Julius, pushing him off her and then rolling over to trap him underneath her body. His swords, she kicked far out of his reach. Her wooden stake, she held against his chest.
Julius appeared stricken. He clearly hadn’t expected that from her. Good. Evangeline had been purposely holding back just a little throughout their fight so that she could count on the element of surprise when it mattered most. Her strategy had paid off.
“How?” Julius asked after a moment. He sounded rather pathetic, Evangeline thought, like a child who was asking how the sky was blue.
“Don’t you remember the story of the first Emperor that Ma and Ba told us about?” Evangeline said. “The Emperor who was so wrapped up in his own hubris that he let his kingdom nearly fall to the Wrathlings.”
“The origin story of the Descendants.”
“Yes. Didn’t you take any lesson from that story, Julius?” Evangeline shook her head. “The Wrathlings didn’t kill those poor people. And I’m not the one who will kill you. Hubris—that’s the real killer.”
Julius rolled his eyes, and Evangeline marveled at the fact that even now, when he was looking death right in the face, he could still be this difficult. “Oh, spare me the lesson on morals.”
“I’m not trying to teach you anything,” Evangeline said quietly. “I just wanted you to understand why this was always the only way this story could play out.”
“You won’t kill me.” Julius’s expression twisted into a snarl. “You can’t kill me.”
There had been a time when Evangeline would never have dreamed of being the one to bring down her brother, to hammer the final nail into his coffin. A time when Evangeline’s heart had swollen with affection and admiration for Julius. Looking down on him now, however, she was gripped by an icy coldness that had nothing to do with her vampire state of mind. Still, betraying her desires, a small ember of affection glimmered somewhere deep in the anger.
“I don’t need to kill you. You’re as good as dead anyway,” Evangeline whispered.
“What can you possibly mean?”
Without another word, Evangeline merely pointed into the distance. Julius had had his attention focused on Evangeline, which explained why he hadn’t seen it until now—the red-orange flames of fire, as well as plumes of smoke, erupting all around London.
It took a moment for Julius to register the gravity of what he was looking at. Evangeline would never forget his change of expression—from defiance, to confusion, to horror, to some contorted mask of fury that Evangeline couldn’t put into words.
Julius’s mouth opened and closed, and opened and closed. He didn’t seem able to conjure the proper words. And how could he? Even Evangeline was in a disoriented state. She felt like this wasn’t quite real. She was floating somewhere above her body as she watched the majority of the Long family fortune go up in smoke, wealth that had taken generations to accumulate, all gone in a matter of minutes. And Evangeline was the one who had led the rally to burn it.
“You…you have lost your mind,” Julius managed to gasp. “That…that was your fortune as much as it was mine. You’ve ruined the legacy of the Longs.”
Evangeline met his gaze evenly, and she smiled. “No, Julius. I have saved it.”
For a moment, the two siblings merely stared at each other, a vast distance separating the two of them—a distance that both saw clearly for the first time. They had been walking away from each other for a long time, and where each had gone, they could never turn back and find the other waiting.
Julius lunged toward Evangeline and snatched the wooden stake out of her hand; she had been just a fraction of a second too slow to react, and he managed to wrestle the weapon from her. Evangeline stared as the wooden stake came at her own chest.
Then a gunshot shattered the night.
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CECIL
As she watched Evangeline and Julius wrestle with the wooden stake on the ground, Cecil was frozen.
All around them, London was on fire. Cecil wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the world itself was now going up in flames. Julius and Evangeline fought each other with a murderousness that Cecil had never seen before; they intended to kill each other. And how could Cecil bear to just stand by and watch these two siblings fight to the death—the two whom she had grown up with, who were the closest people she had to family? How was Cecil supposed to let Evangeline kill Julius or Julius kill Evangeline?
Do something, she kept urging herself, yet her feet wouldn’t move. Through it all, Cecil couldn’t shake off the horrifying thought that this was somehow her fault. After all, it was Cecil who had aided and abetted Julius and allowed him to get to this point, too cowardly to stand up to him. If only she had refused to let Julius rope her into his schemes against her conscience—if only she had found the inner strength to accept that risking her own life was still the right thing to do in this situation. She might have been able to stop the siblings from escalating to this point.
Cecil steeled her nerves. If she was to face heinous consequences for breaching her contract with the Longs anyway, then she might as well go out with a bang. Did she want to die as a coward who couldn’t stand up for what she knew was right? Did she want to leave behind such a pathetic legacy? Or did she want to go out hailed as a hero—as a Descendant who had done the right thing, even though it was the most difficult decision that she had ever faced?
Cecil didn’t know what would happen from now on, but she did know this: She was tired of letting herself be Julius’s pawn, of letting someone else drive her decisions. She was tired of living in fear. She wanted to be free. She wanted to be a Long, and so she must behave as a Long would.
It was somehow a little easier for Cecil to move when she accepted that her death would be imminent, when she no longer cared what happened to her in the near future. Cecil’s mind cleared of any fears that had held her back in the past. She let go, and it was like falling through an endless sky, but rather than frightening her, the thought set her free. She saw in her mind exactly what she needed to do to ensure her victory. There was a straight, clear path ahead to the pair of siblings—and the time to act was now or never.
Earlier that night, Cecil had broken into Julius’s office and taken his handgun. Now Cecil drew the gun out of her pocket. Without any hesitation, she raised it.
She aimed.
And she fired.
Screams erupted from those who were looking on nearby. For a moment, it was not evident what had happened—both Evangeline and Julius were frozen, as though they had turned into statues, and for a moment, Cecil thought wildly that she had missed, and even a part of her wished that she had. But no, she had not missed. She was one of the top shooters among the Descendants, quite possibly the best. Cecil did not miss, and that was how she knew that the bullet had gone exactly where she had meant it to go.
When the dust settled, Julius Long was sprawled on the ground, his arms flopping to his sides. The wooden stake fell to the ground next to him. He had fallen silently and gracefully, as though determined to preserve his dignified appearance to the last. Black blood oozed out of a wound in his chest. He opened his mouth to speak one more time, but before he could say anything, the life rushed out of his eyes. His mouth slackened, and he hung his head, as limp as a rag doll.
The first to react was Xavier, who dropped to his knees and let out a howl, a nearly inhuman sound that Cecil had never heard him make before. “Julius!” Louis and Gina dropped to their knees, too, tears streaming down their shocked faces.
Cecil watched the scene unfold before her with the numbness of disbelief. Dimly, she registered it when the gun fell out of her limp hand and clattered to the rooftop. She did not move. She did not allow herself to feel, for she feared what emotions might rock her. Everything that had happened after she pulled the trigger felt like something out of a fever dream, a scene that hung suspended somewhere between fiction and reality. Cecil couldn’t bring herself to acknowledge what she had just done. She couldn’t quite register that she had killed Julius Long, and that it had been so easy. The man who was immortal, unbeatable, untouchable—and she’d felled him with one tiny silver bullet to the chest.
Then Evangeline screamed, and it shattered Cecil’s dreamlike state. This was a scream of a deep and ancient grief, beastly in nature. Evangeline collapsed sideways and clung to Julius’s body, even when it became clear to everyone that there was no life left in it—vampire, human, or otherwise.
After what felt like years, Cecil finally moved. She rushed toward Julius. It seemed preposterous and impossible, and yet, when she knelt at Julius’s side, his eyes reflected that most terribly familiar glassiness of death. The irony wasn’t lost on her that Julius had made her practice her shooting to take down other supernaturals for him, yet in the end, she had used her skills against him.
“Julius…” Evangeline wept. “Julius…”
Cecil placed a hand on Evangeline’s back; she could think of no other way to comfort her xiāo jiĕ in this moment. Faintly, she registered the dampness on her own cheeks, the tears slipping down her skin. She could no longer hold back the floodgates of her own grief, and now she felt her heart aching as though it had just taken a silver bullet, too. Cecil had never been that close to Julius, but he had been a constant in her life for as long as she could remember, even if she had grown to dislike him in the end. And for Evangeline, Julius had been both a brother and a mentor, the person she loved and trusted more than anyone else in the world. To rip that away from Evangeline—from herself—Cecil felt that she had done something unforgivable, even if it was for the best.
“Evangeline…,” Cecil whispered, crumpling next to her. “I’m sorry.”
Evangeline turned toward Cecil with bloodstained tears trailing down her face. For a moment, Cecil thought Evangeline was going to attack her for being the one to put that fatal bullet into Julius’s heart instead of letting Evangeline kill him. After all, Evangeline surely had planned on killing Julius herself. But Cecil’s doubts were gone the moment Evangeline wrapped her in a tight embrace. She pressed her face into Cecil’s neck and said, so quietly that Cecil almost didn’t hear it, “Thank you.”
There was nothing more to be said. It was done, irreversibly so. It was over. The two girls held each other as though they were the only two left in the entire world.
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AFTER
The Collector knew the moment Julius Long fell. Call it intuition, call it a vision, call it magic. He was sitting in his office in Koreatown when it happened. There was a strange shift in the air, which would have been imperceptible to everyone except him, announcing Julius’s departure from the world. When this happened, the Collector called his most loyal dogs to him. They moved with urgency to his side: Bo, Yun, and Jing.
“Julius Long has been murdered,” the Collector announced. “For real this time.” If any of his companions were surprised by the development, they did not reveal it; their expressions remained grave and unchanged. This was either good news or bad news depending on how he looked at it. He had lost an incompetent fool among his ranks, but that incompetent fool was at least supposed to finish an important job for him.
While the Collector was unsurprised by this development, he was also deeply unhappy, and his underlings could sense it. The anger emanated from him in waves. Bo, Yun, and Jing would need to conduct themselves perfectly in front of their lord, or risk facing a wrath disproportionate to their errors.
“That idiot. He made such grand promises that he couldn’t keep in the end. I’m still missing three of those fountainheads,” the Collector ranted aloud, speaking more to himself than to his underlings.
“What next, my lord?” Yun asked quietly.
The Collector snapped his head toward him, and Yun quickly turned his gaze to his feet. He trembled, as though anticipating punishment. But the Collector merely sighed. “We’ll need to pivot and make our move now. Earthly Branches Academy is in our grasp. We’ve staked our claim in the Underground with Xing in place of the Phoenix, and we’re slowly penetrating Faerieland, too. Now’s the perfect time to strike, while we have forces in all realms. You’ve finished with the preparations that I asked you to make, haven’t you?”
“Yes, my lord,” the Wrathlings said in unison.
“Good. Rally the others. Tell them that we’ll approach the Descendants in an hour.” When his underlings bowed their heads, the Collector added, “Report back to me as soon as the others are on the move.”
“Yes, my lord.” With that, Bo, Yun, and Jing swept out of the office.
Alone at last, the Collector swiveled in his chair and gazed out at the streets below. It was almost evening, and humans of every age went to and from every activity imaginable in the city—or at least, to the ignorant bystander, they appeared to be humans. But the Collector, of course, knew better. Many more of the “humans” on the streets of the city now were actually disguised Wrathlings, and after tonight, when they overtook the Descendants once and for all, they would rapidly increase in numbers. Before anyone could quite realize the gravity of the situation, the monsters would overtake the city.
This night would be a very important night. Perhaps it would be the most important night of the Collector’s long life. And for once, he planned to dirty his own two hands to ensure that he got what he wanted. The Collector absentmindedly sharpened a sword against his desk, imagining running Descendants through with the blade. He licked it, already drooling at the thought of the blood that would darken his weapon in a short while. He wondered how long it would take for these pitiful humans to realize that there were monsters in their midst. Too long, he knew.
For by the time anyone in the city realized that something was wrong, the Collector would already have put an end to anyone who could possibly help them.
After a handful of minutes, the elevator door on the office floor opened again, and Bo, Yun, and Jing returned to stand in front of the Collector.
“Our forces are making their way toward the Descendants,” rasped Jing.
And indeed, in the streets below, humans took notice of something strange happening around them—stranger than usual, that is. People pivoted in the middle of whatever they were doing to march in the same direction, as though an invisible force directed them. The Collector watched them for a moment with his hands clasped behind his back, like a master studying his obedient puppets.
“Bo. Yun. Each of you will take one of the fountainheads,” the Collector barked, and the two underlings jumped and hurried to obey. “We’ll likely be able to amass an enormous sum of money for them from the fae, so long as we keep them out of the clutches of those Descendants.”
“My lord?” asked Jing, tilting her head in confusion. “Why would we relocate the fountainheads and not keep them here?”
“We won’t be returning to this place. After tonight, we’ll be living at Earthly Branches Academy. We’ll take down these pesky Descendants one by one, until there are none remaining at all.”
The Collector grinned after he spoke, and it was a smile that promised to deliver on his threat.
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EVANGELINE
Time lost all meaning as Evangeline struggled to grasp the reality of Julius’s dead body before her. She did not know how much time passed as she wept. Perhaps only a minute, perhaps another decade. Cecil embraced her, and yet Evangeline did not feel any better. She did not think she would feel better ever again. A pain worse than anything she’d ever felt before, including the moment the curse fell upon her body, tore through her insides. She couldn’t even remember why she had wanted so badly to win against Julius. All along, she had known that victory would mean this, would mean the end of Julius’s life. And how could she have wanted that? What kind of sister was she?
Guilt and vengeance fought for domination inside Evangeline. Then, as she looked at Cecil, she realized that it was Cecil who had shot the bullet that killed Julius. Cecil was the one who had prevailed, not Evangeline. And so what use was there in feeling guilt over Julius’s death when she hadn’t even been able to bring Julius down in the first place? Because if Evangeline was truthful with herself, she knew that if Cecil hadn’t shot that gun, she wouldn’t have been able to deal the killing blow to Julius. She simply couldn’t. Not after they’d been each other’s rock for so long.
Yet there was no anger for Cecil, either, who had been able to pull the trigger. Cecil had done what Evangeline couldn’t. She had done what had to be done. Evangeline felt nothing but admiration and pride for Cecil’s display of strength, not to mention a bit of surprise. Cecil was much more capable than Evangeline or anyone had ever given her credit for.
“Are you okay?” Tristan crouched down near the two girls, placing his hand on the small of Evangeline’s back. His eyes were filled with concern.
“No,” Evangeline whispered truthfully. She wasn’t okay right now, and she wasn’t sure when she would be okay again.
Cecil said nothing and shook her head. Evangeline gave her hand a squeeze. Cecil certainly didn’t look well. Her complexion was paler than usual, paler than fresh snow. As though she’d noticed Evangeline’s concern, Cecil managed a wobbly smile. “Don’t worry about me. According to the family contract, I’ve completely breached it by killing Julius, so I imagine I won’t be alive much longer.”
Evangeline had almost forgotten the contract in all the madness that had transpired, and now that Cecil mentioned it again, she found something quite odd. “Don’t you think that if you’d really broken the contract, you surely would’ve faced some consequences by now? Death, presumably. Sorry,” Evangeline added when Cecil flinched at the word.
“I…I don’t know.” Cecil shrugged, looking just as confused as Evangeline felt. “I keep waiting for something to happen, which is, frankly, quite a terrible feeling, and yet nothing has happened.”
“I’m not a Long and I’ve never read the contract, so forgive me if I’m misinterpreting the situation,” Tristan interjected, “but have you considered the possibility that Julius was no longer considered a Long by the contractual definition?”
“What do you mean?” Evangeline raised an eyebrow.
“I mean that after he betrayed you, the family legacy, and all the Descendants, he renounced his place among the Longs. He even faked his own death and fled the estate. The Longs have always upheld a tradition of honor and loyalty, and by all accounts, Julius went against those values.”
Evangeline paused and thought over Tristan’s words. Much as she hated to admit it, he had a point. It was evident that between Cecil and Julius, the one who’d actually upheld the Long values was Cecil—not Julius. She turned to Cecil. “I think…I think he’s right, Cecil. I think you might be safe.”
Cecil blinked hard, disbelief written across her features. “Are you certain?”
“Well, you betrayed and shot Julius, which should have been enough to get you killed instantly according to that contract,” Evangeline said matter-of-factly. “Yet nothing’s happened to you, has it?”
Cecil frowned. She stared down at her outstretched fingers, and then at the rest of her body, as though she thought it might disappear. “I suppose…I suppose it hasn’t,” she finally concluded.
“So if you’re not dead, then that means that Julius, by the contract’s definition, was no longer considered part of the Long bloodline once he betrayed us.” The knowledge that Cecil would be okay after all this caused relief to flood through Evangeline’s body. She’d lost her parents, and she’d lost her brother. She wouldn’t lose Cecil, too, or any of her crew—Tristan, Nicholas, Lei, Alice. The world couldn’t be so cruel to her.
Admittedly, Evangeline hadn’t been the nicest to her crew of Descendants, and that was putting it mildly. If she was candid with herself, she had been cutthroat and even downright cruel when it came to the matter of Alice, slotting her rescue at a lower priority on the list than she should have. And now, in this moment of losing her brother, Evangeline realized just how easily she could lose everyone the same way she’d lost Julius. A wave of regret crashed over her.
Evangeline wrapped her arms tight around Cecil’s body, as though if she held on tight enough, she could keep Cecil by her side forever. “We’ll be okay,” she whispered into Cecil’s ear as her body shook with quiet sobs. She said the words over and over and over until she began to believe it.
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NICHOLAS
In the aftermath of Julius’s death, Nicholas was the first to come back to his senses. Perhaps it was because he had never been so close to Julius that Nicholas wasn’t hit with grief at the sight of his lifeless body—or at least, not yet. The full effect of the loss might strike him later.
All Nicholas knew was that they couldn’t all stay up here on the roof of the British Museum much longer, and it was a miracle that it hadn’t already collapsed. In the distance, sirens wailed throughout the streets of London. Countless innocent civilians would wake up soon, if they weren’t already awake, and find themselves thrust into the most perplexing reality. It was a case that would stump everyone for a long time. Who had set fire to all of these properties belonging to one Julius Long, and why? When law enforcement tried to get in contact with Julius, they would find him unreachable, and word would later come in that the dead body discovered on the rooftop of the British Museum did, in fact, belong to Julius Long.
And the Descendants would slip away in the smoke, leaving no clues behind, ensuring that these questions would go unanswered forever.
Alice touched a hand to Evangeline’s shoulder and said gently, “I’m sorry.”
Nicholas crouched down on the ground near where Evangeline, Cecil, and Tristan were huddled. He did not look at Julius’s corpse lying several feet away. If he did, it might unsteady his resolve. It seemed too cruel to stick to the facts and information in this moment of grief, but somebody had to do it. “We need to go. We’ve caused a scene, and law enforcement will surround the museum soon.”
Slowly, Evangeline nodded.
“We can’t just leave Julius here,” Cecil said. Her wet eyes and trembling lips were the only indication that she was emotional over killing him; she was otherwise the picture of strength.
Xavier and the twins stepped in. The Talons all seemed to have freed themselves from the throes of grief, at least for the moment. They were now back on their feet. Any resentment Nicholas or the others might have felt over the Talons aiding Julius’s schemes disappeared. There was no point in further fighting, no benefit in holding grudges.
“We’ll take the body back with us,” Louis said firmly. His expression was dull, as though he had reached his capacity for emotions and simply shut them off as with a valve.
Gina added in a shaky voice, “Julius would have wanted a proper burial, so we’ll give him one.”
“You can’t possibly mean to bring the entire body back to Earthly Branches Academy,” Nicholas protested, but the resolve on the Talons’ faces told him they meant to do just that.
“Don’t forget that Julius let down all the Descendants by collaborating with the Collector to sell off our fountainheads,” Tristan cut in. He avoided looking at Evangeline or Cecil as he said this; he must have known they would not like to hear him continue to speak ill of their brother, even if Julius had deserved this. “We don’t need to go to such lengths for him when he’s…no longer even with us.”
“We’ll take Julius back with us.” Evangeline finally spoke, and it was in hollow, raspy tones that eerily echoed Louis. “But first, we’ll cremate him. It’s what he would have wanted. I don’t want to hear any further argument on the matter.”
Everyone fell silent, as nobody wanted to further provoke the Descendant who’d just lost her brother, though Tristan turned away to hide his frustration.
“Nicholas,” Evangeline said.
He flinched. He had known this was coming once Evangeline indicated that she meant to turn Julius into ashes, but still, he’d hoped she would find another way somehow. Somebody had to do the dirty work, and it meant a lot that Evangeline trusted him enough to ask him to cremate her brother.
Nicholas gazed down upon Julius one last time. He steeled his nerves. He let the burning fire grow in the pit of his stomach, let the fiery energy travel toward his fingertips. Then he released it before he could second-guess what he was doing, what they were all doing. Julius’s body burned and gave off not the smell of rotting flesh but instead something light like winter and fresh snow. He burned fast, too. In moments, Nicholas brought the fire down to a flicker, and then shut it off. Only a pile of ash remained where Julius’s body had been.
With silent tears trickling down her cheeks, Evangeline reached into her pocket and brought out a large pouch. She scooped the ashes into the pouch and then tucked it back into her pocket. “Now we can leave.”
Nicholas turned and took a deep breath, facing the smoke that now filled London. He felt bad about leaving the city in such a state, but there was nothing more to be done at the moment, when the Descendants still had so much work ahead of them to protect the world from Wrathlings.
Alice turned to look at him, and there was something different about her, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. After a moment, he figured it out. Her face had hardened and lost some of its innocence. There were a new solemnity and exhaustion in her expression that seemed much too old for her age. “It’s not for the fainthearted,” she whispered, “this Assignment business.”
Nicholas shook his head. No, none of the Descendants were faint of heart at all.
“What now?” asked Prince Titus solemnly.
“We’ll go back to the estate first.” Evangeline’s voice still didn’t sound fully like her own, but it was a little stronger than before, as though she was coming back to herself bit by bit. She had to know as well as they did that despite the enormity of what had just happened, they couldn’t rest yet. There was still another important matter that needed attending to. “We need to strategize.”
The faerie prince grumbled something that sounded a lot like, “Even the lowliest faeries are given plenty of time to rest between tasks, you know. This is tyranny.” That earned him a glare from Evangeline and a kick to the foot from Lei.
Nicholas grabbed Alice’s hand. “Hold on tight.”
“Oh, boy,” Alice said.
Nicholas summoned the last of his energy, and together, they sped off back to Manhattan, racing through time and space.



The Descendants arrived at the Long estate to a bizarrely quiet scene. After the chaos they had just endured, Nicholas was thrown off by the peacefulness of the home—especially given that Julius had just died. Everything had changed, and yet everything here was just as it had been before.
Yet there was certainly something…wrong about the atmosphere of the city outside. Manhattan was always vibrant, no matter the time of day or night. With one glance out at the surrounding streets, Nicholas observed that they were not inhabited with the usual number of pedestrians bustling about. No, very few people were outside, even though it was early evening and there should have been many professionals leaving work for home.
Something had happened here in the city while they were away in London. Even if they couldn’t pinpoint the changes yet, Nicholas couldn’t shake off the ominous feeling in the pit of his stomach—the feeling that something had disrupted the fabric of New York City, and if they didn’t act quickly, soon it would disrupt the entire world.
To Nicholas’s surprise, Evangeline made a beeline for Alice, who was still, judging by the fact that she was leaning against Nicholas, getting her bearings. “Alice, we didn’t really get to talk with everything that was going on,” Evangeline said.
“Oh, y-yeah.” Alice glanced over at Nicholas as though for help. The poor girl had always seemed intimidated by Evangeline, but now seemed even more so.
“I’ve had some time to reflect on my actions, and I wanted to sincerely apologize for my behavior back in Faerie and at the Met. I wasn’t able to think quick enough on my feet, and as a result, Julius took you captive. That was my fault, and I’m sorry. You’re just as important as anyone else here.”
Nicholas’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head, as did the other Descendants’. Nobody here had ever heard Evangeline apologize to anyone, much less in front of everyone. Nicholas hadn’t been sure that she even knew how to apologize until this moment.
Alice’s jaw dropped, but she was stunned into silence.
“If you resent me, you have every right,” Evangeline continued, “but I’d like it if we stayed on good terms.”
After a long moment, Alice finally managed to find her voice. “I…thank you for apologizing, Evangeline. I accept your apology.”
Evangeline smiled, but it didn’t look quite right, and the smile slipped off her face a second later, replaced by her long, drawn expression of grief. “Good.”
Nicholas felt as though his heart were swelling and breaking at the same time. Of course, he had wanted Evangeline to reflect on her actions when it came to Alice, but it was a difficult moment, right after Julius’s death. No doubt, it was because of Julius’s death that Evangeline could now find it within herself to own up to her mistakes.
Still, he needed to talk to her. He needed to make things right between them. “Are you okay?” He examined her from head to foot. She was in a much more disheveled state than usual, covered in dirt and blood from the fight. That was only to be expected. Even Evangeline couldn’t defy the natural laws of the universe. Immediately, Nicholas wished he could take back his question. What kind of an idiot would ask someone if they were okay about an hour after they’d lost their brother? How could Evangeline possibly be okay?
Evangeline didn’t respond. Fair enough, as it had been a stupid question.
“Can I talk to you for a moment in private?” Nicholas asked.
“Yes, but we have to make it quick.”
“I’ll be quick,” he promised.
“Follow me.” While the others looked on in curiosity, Evangeline led Nicholas upstairs. She entered the first bedroom on the left and closed the door behind him.
“I’m glad you were able to make amends with Alice, and I’d like us to go back to the way things were before, too,” Nicholas blurted out. He hadn’t even been sure what it was he wanted to talk to Evangeline about until his mouth opened and the words seemed to pour out, of their own accord. “I don’t like this…this tension between us. I mean, we’re Evangeline and Nicholas.” His voice cracked on the last sentence, and he turned away so as not to reveal how much he was hurting.
Evangeline’s expression crumpled, and Nicholas worried that he was asking too much of her, to have an intense conversation in the immediate aftermath of Julius’s death. Instead, she sighed. “I haven’t liked it, either. But we can’t really go back to exactly how we were before. The past is in the past.” Nicholas got the sense that she wasn’t just talking about the two of them.
“Well, then can we move forward in a different way?” he asked hopefully. “I know I’ve misunderstood you at times, and I’m sorry for that. We might have our differences, but I still care for you, and I always will. Life is too short for me not to tell you that.” It could very well have been Evangeline whose dead body he’d turned into ashes tonight, and his stomach roiled at the thought.
At last, Evangeline managed the barest trace of a smile, a ghost of mirth. “We’ve been alive for one and a half centuries, and you think life is too short?”
“I do.”
“You’re right. Everything we have could be taken away from us at any moment, especially once we’re mortal again.” Evangeline’s smile disappeared, and Nicholas knew they were both thinking about Julius. She stepped forward and took Nicholas’s hands into hers. It was a gentle gesture, an unexpected one from Evangeline. “I don’t like having this weirdness between us, either. We’re on the same side. Let’s remember that and take down the Wrathlings together.”
Nicholas nodded, though he couldn’t help but notice that Evangeline hadn’t promised they could go back to the way things were before. Though perhaps she was being wise and he was behaving foolishly. A friendship couldn’t be formed overnight, just as it couldn’t be broken or fixed overnight. But maybe they could get back to something close to what they’d had before, in time.
“You’re different now, Nicholas.”
He’d known this on some level, but he hadn’t expected Evangeline to come right out and say it. He supposed that was just how she was, though—blunt and to the point. “In what way?”
“Remember when we first met, and I fought off your bullies for you?”
How could he ever forget? “Of course. I practically worshipped you after that.”
Evangeline tilted her head to the side, studied him, and gave him a small smile. “Something tells me I won’t need to go to bat for you like that again.”
Nicholas gave Evangeline a smile and squeezed her hands reassuringly. “I don’t think you’ll ever have to do that for me again, either.”



“We’re still missing the dog and rooster fountainheads,” Nicholas pointed out. There wasn’t even a moment to sit down, despite his aching joints; or perhaps he feared that if he did sit down, he wouldn’t be able to summon the energy to get back up. “If Julius is to be believed, then the Collector has them in his possession.”
“He certainly does,” Cecil confirmed. “Julius was doing his best to get the other three fountainheads to the Collector.”
Evangeline swore, and for a moment Nicholas thought she was going to lose her composure. She clenched her fists and eyed the wall as though she were about to punch it. But after a moment, she relaxed her stance, making a visible effort to remain in control of her temper. “Tristan, where can we find the Collector?” Evangeline asked in a voice full of forced calm.
As all eyes turned to Tristan, he furrowed his brow. “I don’t know. Like I said before, the Collector never gives his underlings any information about his whereabouts.”
“You must have some idea of where to begin looking, at least,” Nicholas pressed, trying not to lose his patience. If they were to go after the Collector to get those remaining two fountainheads, they needed Tristan to be a lot more helpful than this, as he was their only lead. “Think harder.”
Tristan twisted his mouth into a sneer as he took a threatening step toward Nicholas. Nicholas stood his ground. “Why don’t you think harder and come up with a solution that doesn’t require going through me, genius?”
“Both of you, stop, please. We don’t have the time for an argument,” Evangeline interjected.
Nicholas bit back the retort he longed to throw at Tristan. This wasn’t the time or place for it, unfortunately, and if he said another angry word to Tristan, Evangeline might turn her anger on him. He turned his back to Tristan and closed his eyes, trying to think. They couldn’t afford to waste precious time tracking down the Collector while the rest of the Descendants were in grave danger. There was only one solution that made sense—and it was the least appealing one.
Nicholas turned slowly to face the others. Evangeline must have arrived at the same conclusion, because when her eyes lifted to his, there was a grimness in their depths that reflected his own.
“We won’t go looking for the Collector.” Nicholas’s voice shook just a little; he cleared his throat, but before he could speak again, Evangeline interrupted him.
“We’ll let him come to us,” she said softly. Nicholas’s lip twitched upward into the tiniest of smiles. At least now, finally, he and Evangeline were on the same page again.
There was a silence. Lei, Cecil, and Tristan stared at Nicholas and Evangeline in awe.
“You’re suggesting we…let the Wrathlings make their attack on Earthly Branches Academy?” Lei asked incredulously. “Forgive me, but unless I’ve missed something big, isn’t that exactly what the Descendants don’t want?”
“Of course we didn’t want that,” Nicholas said through gritted teeth, “but we’re out of options now. We just need to trust that when we break the curse and our powers return to us, we’ll be strong enough to wipe out the Wrathlings.”
Evangeline stared off into the distance with a pensive look. When she spoke, she did so slowly and with emphasis on each word, as though she were being incredibly careful with her choices. “We need to let the Wrathlings believe they have the upper hand. Only then can we stand a chance of taking down the Collector and getting the last two fountainheads from him.”
“They do have the upper hand,” Tristan protested. He paced back and forth on the carpet, letting out a frustrated sigh. When he stopped, he narrowed his eyes at both Evangeline and Nicholas. “This is madness. We hardly even know anything about this—this monster, the Collector. I mean, I worked under him, and I don’t even know anything about him. He could be more powerful than all of us combined, and you want us to fight him and all the other Wrathlings on our own ground?” He threw his hands up into the air. “I have no love for the Academy, but even I don’t want to see it razed by a horde of monsters. I mean, gods, Ev.”
Evangeline remained unmoved by Tristan’s outburst. “Do you trust me, Tristan?”
He blinked at her. “What kind of question is that?”
“I asked, do you trust me?”
“Well, I…” After a moment of hesitation, Tristan relented. “Of course I do. You know that.”
“Good.” Evangeline swept her gaze around the room. And in her eyes, there was a level of confidence and responsibility that Nicholas had never seen in them before—an aura befitting a Chancellor. No, an empress. At the thought, chills ran down Nicholas’s spine. “I know that all of you have put your trust in me thus far, and I don’t take that lightly.” She paused. “I won’t lie. I can’t promise that we will be successful, and I wouldn’t blame any of you for bowing out now.”
“Of course we wouldn’t bow out now,” Cecil said fiercely.
“We’ve got practically nothing to lose.” Nicholas shrugged. “Why would we abandon you when you need us most?” This was how he had always imagined the ending, anyway: standing side by side with Evangeline, the two of them going down swinging, together.
“I’ve already almost died about ten times in the past week. What’s once more?” Tristan said, rubbing his temple as though massaging a headache.
But Evangeline wasn’t looking at any of them. Her gaze was fixed upon Lei, who pointedly avoided her eyes.
“Lei,” Nicholas prompted. If anyone was going to desert them at the last hour, it would be the shaman. And who could blame him? Whatever happened to the Descendants wouldn’t impact Lei personally.
Lei rubbed his neck and then sighed. “I’ve gotten really tired of all of you, especially how you always expect the worst of me. Why do you seem to believe I have all the honor of an uncultured swine, anyway?”
“Don’t ask questions that you already know the answers to,” Tristan growled, which caused Lei to glare at him.
“I’m telling you that you’re free to go,” Evangeline said evenly. There was resignation in her eyes when she looked at Lei.
“Ev,” Tristan hissed, but Evangeline shook her head at him.
Lei made a tsking noise. “You’re really not like your brother, you know. He would threaten me into submission at this point.” He spoke almost fondly.
“I don’t want to be compared to Julius anymore. I don’t want to be like him.”
Nicholas stared at Evangeline. There was indeed something different about the way she moved now, the way she addressed the others. She was more certain of herself, somehow. Unconcerned by what Julius would do, how Julius would think. Now that Julius’s shadow no longer eclipsed Evangeline, they could all, including Evangeline herself, finally glimpse her true potential…and it was so much bigger and brighter than Julius’s ever had been.
“No,” Lei said firmly.
“No?” Tristan echoed.
“No, I won’t leave.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the others, as though daring them to drag him out of the estate. “You’ve misunderstood me terribly. I hate being told what to do, and I especially hate it when others expect me to behave a certain way. So, no, I’m not leaving. I don’t want to leave. If I wanted to, I would be long gone already.”
“That’s fair,” Nicholas muttered.
“I’ll help you Descendants defend your turf no matter what happens.”
Evangeline cocked her head to the side and studied Lei. Her lips twitched. She appeared to be suppressing a smile. “Not as simple as you pretend to be, are you?”
“Haven’t you been paying attention? I’m not simple at all.”
“Evangeline,” Nicholas cut in, with a glance at the grandfather clock. “We should get a move on.”
She nodded and turned to address the room at large. “Regardless of what happens out there, it’s been an honor to be your leader.”
“Don’t talk like that. You make it sound like we’re going to die,” Tristan scoffed, though he was sweating and unsmiling.
Nicholas couldn’t help but think that Evangeline did believe there was a high likelihood of everyone in the room dying—of the Descendants perishing entirely. If that was the case, then perhaps they were walking to their own deaths. The old Nicholas would have found that thought too terrifying to proceed, but now he steeled his nerves and his determination.
Over a century ago, Nicholas’s cowardice had contributed to the downfall of so many Descendants. This time, he would do his utmost to help the remaining Descendants break the curse, even if it meant putting his neck on the line.
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EVANGELINE
Evangeline had always known that death would come for her one day. When she was little, she had thought that at the very least, she would live a full and satisfying life, and watch her family go before her—her mother and father, followed by her brother. Then, when Evangeline was old and exhausted from living, death would come knocking on her door. She would go peacefully, content with the legacy she would leave behind.
Back then, Evangeline could never have imagined the twists and turns that her life would take, bringing her to today, a very different fate than she could have dreamed of. Yet even though she had lived beyond the natural lifespan of a human, still, death had come for her family members in the proper order. And with Julius’s death, Evangeline would be the next and last to die.
So she did not fear the thought of death even now, as she raced to Earthly Branches Academy. Death could come for her whenever it wanted—as soon as she wrapped up her final order of business.
Earthly Branches Academy was deathly quiet when the haphazard group arrived at its gates. Evangeline pushed them open, and the metallic squealing reverberated in the stillness.
“Something is wrong,” Cecil whispered, voicing Evangeline’s own thoughts aloud.
“Follow me,” Evangeline said. “Quietly.”
Making hardly any noise, they traipsed through the courtyard. Everything appeared to be in place—except for the patches of trampled grass here and there, the indication of some sort of struggle.
“Do you think the Wrathlings already attacked?” Nicholas asked, his face turning pale.
“No. They would have left a mess, and they would have been waiting for us.” Evangeline glanced around. She strained her ears. Faintly, she heard breathing from the direction of the library. “Over here.” The others followed Evangeline as she strode to the library building and pushed open the heavy doors.
There, sitting at the table where the High Council convened, were Marcus and Max Niu. The two brothers were at the end of the table—Marcus sitting in the Chancellor’s seat, and Max standing at his brother’s shoulder, as always. Their expressions were cold and expectant. The Niu brothers had been waiting for them.
“Marcus,” Evangeline hissed, letting anger course through her body at the sight of his pompous face, “your reign of mediocrity ends now.”
“Where are all the other Descendants?” Tristan demanded, drawing his sword out of its sheath and pointing it straight at Marcus. “What have you done to them?”
Nicholas slammed his hands down on the table. “The Wrathlings are coming. If you don’t cooperate with us, all the Descendants—yourselves included—will perish.”
This threatening statement, at last, seemed to stir Marcus and Max, though they still reacted underwhelmingly.
“You’ve been missing for days now, and this is how you greet your new Chancellor when you finally return?” Marcus said with a slimy smile. He shook his head in mock disappointment. “At the very least, I expected better manners from you all.”
“Cut the crap, Marcus,” Tristan snarled. “This isn’t the time for your usual stupidity.”
“Don’t you dare take that tone with my brother,” Max said coldly. “He is your Chancellor, and you will show him proper respect.”
“It doesn’t matter who is Chancellor at this point,” Evangeline burst out. “Don’t you understand? There might not be anyone left to call you Chancellor if we don’t rally all the Descendants to fight together against the Wrathlings—right now.” Rarely did she lose her temper, but she was getting dangerously close to it. Why, oh why was it that Marcus still couldn’t see past his own greed, even when it came to the matter of saving everyone they knew and held dear? “If you think I’m lying, I swear on my life, Marcus—”
“I know you’re not lying. I know they’re coming. In fact, a Wrathling already made it into our midst.”
“What?” Nicholas and Cecil shouted in unison.
“We killed it, of course,” Max interjected smoothly.
“Then…then if you already know that the Wrathlings are on the move, what are you doing still sitting around on your hands?” Evangeline demanded.
“There’s no point in struggling,” Marcus said, and there was a calmness in his demeanor that was more frightening than his usual viciousness. “You cannot seriously be naive enough to believe that the Descendants can just squash all the Wrathlings rising up now, Evangeline. We aren’t equipped for that.” He spoke slowly, as though measuring each word with unusual care. “These aren’t…the Wrathlings we knew before.”
“I know that,” Evangeline said through gritted teeth.
“This new breed of Wrathlings is devastatingly clever. They have learned how to disguise themselves among humans. They have brains on top of their brawn now—and, most importantly, they outnumber us to a staggering degree.”
Evangeline did her best not to let Marcus’s chilling words get under her skin, to throw her own resolve into question. Regardless of their odds, they couldn’t just give up. Besides, there was something strange about the brothers’ behavior. They weren’t gloomy and hopeless; they even had the energy to be as arrogant as usual. They didn’t appear to be two people who were coming to terms with certain death at all. Evangeline had always imagined that Marcus in particular would not go to his death without kicking and screaming all the way to the bitter end. She suspected that she was missing something crucial.
“Where are the others?” Evangeline asked again, her impatience growing. “Don’t make me ask a third time.”
“Wait.” Tristan stepped forward and pressed a finger to his lips. “Listen. I think I heard something.”
Evangeline strained her ears, and that was when she heard it—muffled yelling and banging against a door. Evangeline’s eyes widened as the realization hit her. “You…you…” She shook her finger at Marcus and Max. Her rage was such that she could hardly choke out the right words. “Why have you locked everyone up?”
“Really, Evangeline, use your head. Or are you so stupid that you can’t figure it out for yourself?” Max sounded disappointed. “The Descendants would truly have been ruined in your hands.”
Before Evangeline could bridle at the insults, it clicked. There was only one reason why Marcus and Max would have locked up all the others, when they should have needed all hands on deck to have a shred of hope of winning against the Wrathlings. There was only one logical explanation for why the Niu brothers were acting so blasé about the idea of their own deaths.
“You sold us all out,” Nicholas said dully, evidently reaching the same conclusion as Evangeline.
Marcus and Max had struck a deal with the Collector, in which their lives would be spared in exchange for cooperation. The Nius had betrayed all of the Descendants in arguably a worse fashion than Julius ever had. And now, with the Wrathlings approaching at any moment, Evangeline couldn’t count on the Chancellor, the High Council, or anyone else to be on her side.
A sword clattered to the floor. Nicholas’s. He whispered, “What have you done?”
“We’ve made the right decision to ensure that our bloodline lives on,” Marcus said.
“By condemning everyone else to death,” Tristan spat, “so that you may live.”
Max snorted. “Oh, please. You can stop with the high-and-mighty act—especially you, Tristan. Since when have you cared what happens to this school, or to any of us? You of all people should understand.”
Tristan shoved his sword at Max, who brought up his own blade to counter Tristan’s swing. “Don’t group me in with you murderers.”
“If we hadn’t accepted the Collector’s offer, then all of us would have died,” Marcus snarled. “Is that any better?”
“Who said we would die?” Cecil demanded, jutting out her chin. “I plan on pulverizing all those Wrathlings out there and then living on, you spineless piece of—”
“ENOUGH!” Evangeline startled everyone, herself the most, with her outburst. All eyes turned to her expectantly. And now that she finally had some quiet, Evangeline could hear herself think.
There was only one choice available to them, really—only one way that all or most of the Descendants could survive this crisis and live to wipe out the Wrathlings. But realistically, Evangeline understood that they could all end up dying if they followed her plan.
There was nothing left for Evangeline to lose. She had lost her brother hours ago, and she had lost the spot of Chancellor to this pig. And somehow, the recognition that she had hit rock bottom, that there was no one else to turn to and nothing else to do, gave her the final burst of strength she needed to go on. After all, when she had nothing to lose, why shouldn’t she throw caution to the wind?
“Where are you going?” Marcus called after her, but Evangeline pretended not to hear him as she made a beeline for the cafeteria, where she heard the muffled voices. “Get back here!”
Somebody yanked on Evangeline’s arm. She hardly felt the pain of the tight grip, and turned wearily.
Max, his eyes blazing, was holding her back. “Don’t you dare.”
Evangeline drew herself to her full height. Max still had several inches on her, but somehow, he was the one cowering in her presence. And even though the Niu brothers had done their utmost to oust Evangeline and establish themselves above her, when she looked at them now, Evangeline didn’t feel any threat to her power. Marcus and Max were rather pitiful, in fact.
Evangeline leaned in close to Max. He was trembling. “I am the rightful Chancellor of the High Council, and I’ll do as I please.” With that, Evangeline spun and grabbed his arm with her free hand; she twisted it until she heard a satisfying crack and Max’s corresponding screams. She flung him away from her, and he collapsed against the wall, sobbing hysterically and staring at his arm, which was jutting out at a hideous angle.
“How dare you touch my brother!” Marcus started toward Evangeline, but Tristan, Nicholas, Cecil, and Lei all stepped in and pointed their weapons at him at the same time. His red face practically turned purple, and his expression contorted into one of gruesome fury. “Don’t do this. You’re condemning us all to death, Evangeline.”
“At least I’m not condemning us all to a coward’s death.” With that, Evangeline unlocked the cafeteria door. Descendants poured out of the room—every single Descendant who’d been at the school, supernatural or human, as far as Evangeline could tell. It was a wonder they’d all fit into this crammed space. Some of them were crying, while others just appeared shell-shocked.
“Evangeline,” gasped Sylvia Tu, falling to her knees in front of Evangeline. “You…you’re alive.”
“Of course I am. Do you think they’ve made a creature in the Underworld strong enough to kill me yet?”
Travis Shu threw himself at Evangeline’s feet. He was shivering violently. “I…I’m sorry, Evangeline. Marcus and Max—they forced our hands, forced us to vote Marcus in as Chancellor—I wanted to vote for you all along, but—”
“Save your excuses and your breath,” Evangeline interrupted. She raised her voice to be heard over the hubbub. “Listen up, Descendants. If you want to live, you’re going to have to fight.”
“Says who?” shouted Delilah Hou. “You’re not our Chancellor.” While most of the Descendants said nothing, some nodded and gave murmurs of acknowledgment to Delilah’s words.
“It doesn’t matter who I am. It certainly won’t matter who is or isn’t Chancellor if we’re all dead, and I promise you that if you follow Marcus, you will die. He’s the one who locked you all up. He’s the one who sold us all out to the lord of the Wrathlings, all to save his own pathetic neck. I repeat: If you want to live, you’ll do as I say. If you’d rather follow Marcus, then at least throw down your weapons before you leave so the rest of us stand a fighting chance.” Evangeline’s voice thundered throughout the quiet room. She waited for Descendants to get up and leave. And waited. And waited. And waited. Nobody moved.
Evangeline turned and saw Nicholas, Tristan, Alice, Cecil, and Lei all standing behind her. Max and Marcus were huddled on the floor.
“You’re all making a huge mistake,” Marcus said, and then yelped in pain when Tristan kicked him in the side.
The other Descendants watched this exchange silently. And then, almost in unison, they turned back to stare at Evangeline. Sylvia, who was still on her knees, leaned forward in a low bow. A moment later, the others followed suit.
Before Evangeline could fully register what had just happened, inhuman shrieks sounded from beyond the school gates.
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LEI
“I have something to confess,” Titus blurted out as the Wrathlings were on the verge of storming into Earthly Branches Academy.
Lei turned toward the faerie prince, bemused. “I already know you’re in love with me,” he teased.
The faerie blushed, which Lei had not expected. “I’m not talking about that. I—I was sent here by my father to spy on you,” he admitted, speaking so quickly that his words got jumbled up. “I was supposed to present him with valuable information on Alice’s whereabouts, along with the fountainheads.”
Lei’s eyes widened. Deep down, he had to admit that this confession wasn’t totally unexpected, as the others had harbored suspicions about Prince Titus. “You have incredibly poor timing,” Lei sighed. “Really? You’re going to reveal this to me now that we might die?”
“I’m revealing this to you now because we might die.”
“Well, if that’s the case, then I have something to confess, too. Evangeline asked me to pry valuable information out of you,” Lei admitted. “So I suppose you have nothing to feel ashamed about, nor do I.”
The faerie prince blinked, but he otherwise did not appear to be much taken aback. He was not stupid; he must have guessed that Evangeline didn’t trust him at all.
“Well, then,” said Titus, “I’m glad we cleared the air.”
“What are you going to do about your father once you go back to Faerieland?”
Titus winced, a shadow falling over his face. “I don’t know. I’ll accept whatever punishment awaits, I suppose. But whatever my father may do to me, it’s worth it to stand by your side, Lei.”
“Oh, you romantic fool,” Lei said, grinning, and he grabbed Titus’s arms and pulled him in for a lingering kiss. The two only broke apart when the inhuman shrieks of the Wrathlings rang throughout the courtyard, signaling that the long-awaited battle was beginning.
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ALICE
Alice was almost certain she would die trying to fight the Wrathlings today. As she did her best to come to terms with her own mortality, Evangeline rallied the other Descendants. Alice had always thought of Evangeline as a natural leader, but now she could see that Evangeline was truly born to lead—that she was in her element.
“Everyone, get off the floor and get ready,” Evangeline ordered. “We need to protect the Circle of Twelve. If the Wrathlings ruin it, then we’re done for.”
“But the Circle of Twelve is broken anyway,” Travis protested. “Aren’t we still missing two of the fountainheads?”
“Alice.” Alice jerked in surprise at hearing Evangeline call out her name. “The lord of the Wrathlings—the Collector—he’s on his way. And he’s got the fountainheads with him, hasn’t he?”
Alice nodded. “Yes.”
“Are you sure? Why should we take the word of this human Descendant who just joined us?” Travis pressed, giving Alice a mistrustful look.
“Because Alice is the most powerful human Descendant in over a century,” Evangeline snapped, barely containing her frustration. Evidently, she resented having to field such questions when she really ought to be rallying everyone. “Alice has the ability to read minds and influence others’ thoughts. She stopped Julius long enough that I could defeat him.”
“You knew about that?” Alice asked, flustered by Evangeline’s praise.
“Of course I knew. My brother doesn’t make mistakes on his own.”
Evangeline’s words caused the Descendants to whisper among themselves. They cast looks of renewed interest at Alice, and she squirmed under their gaze. She wasn’t used to being in the spotlight, but at the same time, she basked in the glow of Evangeline’s approval.
“How exactly does your power work?” asked Delilah, studying Alice as one might a fascinating organism. “Can you read my mind right now?”
“No, read mine first.” Travis’s smirk was a challenge, as though he didn’t believe Alice could do it.
“Um…”
“Oh, there’s no time for this,” Evangeline burst out. “We need to move, now.”
Nobody seemed to want to argue with Evangeline, and the questions stopped, though the curious looks didn’t. Alice had the feeling that now that this had happened, she could never fly under the radar at Earthly Branches Academy again. As the sounds of storming feet and shrieking voices drew nearer, the Descendants pushed out of the building and filled the courtyard.
“Alice, come with me.” Without waiting for an answer, Evangeline grabbed Alice by the wrist and pulled her along toward the Circle of Twelve. Alice didn’t protest, though Evangeline’s grip hurt a little. “Stay by my side, no matter what happens.”
“What are you planning to do?”
Evangeline steeled herself, and her eyes shifted toward the dark canopy of trees that surrounded the Academy’s gates. “I’m going to have to distract the Collector; you’ll go in and take the fountainheads and place them in their rightful spots in the Circle. I trust that your powers will be enough to protect you from the enemy.”
Alice gulped. This time, there would be nobody to catch her if she fell. Everyone would have their hands full fighting back the Wrathlings, Evangeline most of all.
“Will you really be able to handle the Collector on your own?” Alice whispered fearfully. Although she’d never laid eyes on the lord of the Wrathlings, she could tell by the way Tristan spoke of him that he was a figure of immense power, someone whose name alone could strike fear into hearts. He might be even stronger than Julius.
“Ideally, I’d enlist the help of at least two other Descendants,” Evangeline said, “but we don’t have a choice here. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”
Alice had the feeling that Evangeline was reassuring her even though she herself didn’t know the answer, but there was no time to press the matter.
“The Wrathlings are seconds away from the gate!” Tristan shouted, throwing a look at Evangeline.
“Descendants, hold your ground!” Evangeline bellowed.
Alice readjusted her grip on her sword just as a loud crashing noise came from the school gate. The horrible sounds of the Wrathlings had reached a crescendo, and now they were banging at the gate. It was locked from the inside, but the combined force of the monsters was too much for even the steel to withstand.
“We have maybe a minute before they break in.” Cecil came out of nowhere to stand by Evangeline’s side.
“Don’t follow me this time, Cecil. There’s a matter I have to take care of myself.”
“No, xiăo jiĕ. I will follow you to the ends of the earth.”
Evangeline’s eyes widened, but before she could say anything in reply, the gates broke open. Alice couldn’t help it; she screamed. Wrathlings poured into the courtyard. Some of them retained their human disguises, but most of them didn’t bother, and their true hideous forms were exposed. They were…how could Alice even describe them? They were abominable beasts that she couldn’t have conjured even in her worst of nightmares. Wrathlings had huge, leathery wings, yet they did not fly. Even from here, Alice could see that their claws were long and curved, sharper than any she’d ever seen. Some of them ran on two feet, and some ran on all fours.
“Stand back!” Cecil yelled, and she threw herself forward as the nearest Wrathling charged at Evangeline and Alice.
Alice stumbled back. She had to fight, even if every cell in her body was screaming for her to run. All of her comrades were putting their necks on the line now. She couldn’t let them down. She swung her sword at a Wrathling and, with as much force as she could muster, stabbed it in the stomach. It collapsed with a wail, and Alice pushed the blade in harder. She did her best not to think about what she was doing, otherwise she might vomit.
When the Wrathling stopped writhing on the ground, Alice yanked her sword out of its body. It gave one final jerk and then stilled. Then, unbelievably, the body turned to dust, right before Alice’s eyes. In seconds, only a small pile of dust was left behind to indicate that there had been a monster here—and even that was blown away by the wind.
“Heads up!”
Alice ducked on reflex at the shout of warning, and not a moment too soon. A Wrathling had started toward her, but Evangeline lopped its head off with a clean slice of her sword. Alice turned away, resisting the urge to violently retch.
“Are you all right?” Evangeline asked.
“Yeah,” Alice mumbled.
“You need to get your head back in the game, Alice. Whatever you did for me on that rooftop in London, you need to do again. If you space out here, you will die.”
Somehow, Evangeline’s words, though terrifying, helped to strengthen Alice’s resolve. She had shown great skill with her powers, great enough that Evangeline had acknowledged her. What she had done once, she could do again. Evangeline was clearly confident in her, so Alice must be confident in herself, too.
“Thanks, Evangeline,” Alice said.
“You can thank me by sensing the location of the Collector and the fountainheads. I’ll cover you.”
Even if Evangeline hadn’t requested it of her, Alice would have had no choice but to home in on the monster lord. His thoughts drowned out the rest, which was rather an impressive feat, considering how loudly the Wrathlings and Descendants were clashing.
Alice took a deep breath and focused on drawing out her powers. She was getting better at this, after all the time she’d spent in Julius’s prison doing nothing but practicing, but it still wasn’t easy to try to make sense of jumbled thoughts and emotions. Luckily for her, the Collector’s will was almost overpowering in its strength, and his thoughts came through without too much struggle on her part.
Destroy…every last…Descendant…
Alice spun blindly in the direction of the voice, pointing and shouting, “There!” A moment later, she saw him—the infamous Collector, the lord of the Wrathlings. He was impossible to miss. He perched himself beside the gates, and he alone kept still as the rest of the Wrathlings rushed into the courtyard. Two Wrathlings flanked him, each of them carrying a fountainhead.
Alice’s head began to pound as the noise reached a crescendo. It wasn’t just the Collector’s thoughts and emotions she was tapping into; the fountainheads themselves stirred with an ancient and restless energy. The volume kept going up and up, and the pain in her ears followed suit, until Alice was convinced that her eardrums would burst. She fell to her knees, clutching her head.
“Alice?” Someone was shaking her. Evangeline.
“Make it stop,” Alice pleaded.
“Stay here,” Evangeline ordered. “Cecil—watch over her.”
“Where are you going?” Cecil called, but the only answer Alice heard was the sound of footsteps running rapidly away.
When her ears had stopped ringing long enough for her to regain some control of herself, Alice lowered her arms from her head, trembling. She swept her gaze around the courtyard and immediately spotted Evangeline sprinting toward the Collector. The courtyard had become a battlefield, though there wasn’t too much blood, as the Wrathlings didn’t bleed. Although it was hard to tell for sure with everyone moving so quickly, as far as Alice could see, the Descendants hadn’t lost anyone yet. Even if they were outnumbered by the Wrathlings, it was still incredibly difficult to kill a Descendant. Hope bloomed in Alice’s chest. Perhaps they had all been too pessimistic. Perhaps they did stand a chance of beating back the Wrathlings for good, and making it out in one piece.
Alice stood up on shaky legs, just in time to defend herself from the sharp claws of a Wrathling. It swiped at her and let out a frightening snarl. Alice raised her sword to block and kicked the monster away for good measure. Then a hand wrapped itself around her arm. She screamed and swung her sword around, but it clashed into another metal blade.
“Alice! Calm down—it’s me.”
Nicholas. She stared at him. He was covered in dirt and had a few cuts on his cheeks and arms, but otherwise he appeared unharmed. He shook her, examining her from head to foot. “You’re okay?”
“Yes. You?”
“I’m fine.”
Alice’s lip trembled. She wasn’t sure why, but at the sight of Nicholas, she finally released the pent-up terror she’d been damming up. Tears built up behind her eyes, and a couple of them slipped down her cheeks.
Nicholas squeezed Alice’s hand. Even though she hadn’t said anything aloud, he’d clearly read her expression and understood that all she needed in this moment was comfort.
“We’re going to get through this,” Nicholas said.
Alice started to smile, but then, out of the corner of her eye, she spotted rapid movement from two sides. Evidently taking advantage of Alice’s and Nicholas’s temporary lapse in defense, two Wrathlings rushed at her. For a moment she was rooted to the ground in fear, and that moment cost her everything.
“Watch out!” Nicholas shouted, but it was a fraction too late for her to get out of the way. But he was a supernatural, and with a burst of speed, he threw Alice to the ground, out of harm’s way. He twisted around, a sword in each hand, aiming for the Wrathlings’ heads. One of the Wrathlings smacked the sword out of Nicholas’s right hand, and the other Wrathling dove below it, heading straight for Nicholas’s heart.
Alice couldn’t even scream this time. She was certain that Nicholas was about to die, and she couldn’t get to him in time to save him.
There was a flash of something silver in the Wrathling’s claws, and then Alice’s view was blocked when Nicholas rolled over and kicked the Wrathlings off him. Alice scrambled to her feet and stood in front of Nicholas. The Wrathlings got up and started toward Alice, but then they were chopped down by Sylvia.
Alice could have collapsed to the ground with relief, though she knew the battle wasn’t finished yet. “Oh my gods. Nicholas, for a moment I…I really thought…those Wrathlings had gotten you—”
But Alice froze at Nicholas’s wheezing. That didn’t sound right at all. She turned, her entire body filling with a surreal sense of dread. And her heart nearly stopped.
Nicholas wasn’t unharmed at all, like she’d initially thought. A small silver knife stuck out of his chest, right where his heart should be. Black blood oozed out of the wound. His fingers trembled as they held the hilt of the knife, and his eyes were wide and filled with shock and pain.
Alice flung herself down at Nicholas’s side. “No,” she whispered, her throat closing up. Her heart fought to reject what her mind already knew. “This isn’t possible.”
“Alice…”
She didn’t want to hear Nicholas say anything else, didn’t want him to confirm what they both already knew. “You’re a Descendant, Nicholas. A supernatural Descendant. You won’t die. We just need to get your wound cleaned up, and…and you’ll be…” Tears streamed down Alice’s cheeks now, mixing into the courtyard dirt.
“Silver…is the only agent…that can kill fox spirits.” Nicholas’s voice sounded awful, all raspy and wrong, like it was a massive effort just to draw enough breath into his lungs for speech. “Silver…right to the heart.”
Alice shook her head. Her hands found Nicholas’s. They were already turning cold. She clutched his fingers. Somebody would have to pry her off his dead body, because she wouldn’t let go for anything. Alice had finally found a true friend in Nicholas—potentially even more, judging by the way he looked at her so softly. She couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving her so soon after they’d met. It was too cruel.
“No, Nicholas. Stay with us. Stay with me.”
His lips quirked upward into an attempt at a rueful smile. “I wish I could. Do your best…to protect Evangeline. And…yourself, too.”
“Don’t talk like you’re dying, please.”
“I’m glad…you joined the Descendants. I’m…glad…we met…Alice.”
“Nicholas…” Alice hardly got the name out; she was sobbing now, almost unable to speak or breathe.
Nicholas’s forehead crinkled, as though he had suddenly remembered an urgent matter. “Remember Evangeline’s words. You…have to get the fountainheads…to the Circle of Twelve. To break…the curse.”
“I can’t.” Whatever bravery and resolve Alice had managed to fake moments earlier had now deserted her. She felt small and weak, like the clueless human Descendant they’d all thought her to be on her first day at Earthly Branches Academy. To wrestle the fountainheads away from the Wrathlings and place them in the Circle of Twelve—it seemed an impossible feat, a feat meant for someone much braver and stronger than her. Everyone expected too much of her, even Nicholas, and suddenly she found herself buckling under the weight of the sky. “I can’t do it.”
Nicholas stared at Alice insistently and squeezed her hands. Even when he was on death’s doorstep, his eyes were strong and full of warmth and light. “I know you can. Promise me…you will…”
Alice managed a nod, for what else could she do but agree to one of Nicholas’s final requests of her?
Satisfied, Nicholas let out a sigh of relief. He opened his mouth, and Alice leaned in close to hear what he might say next. One moment passed. Then two. Then three. No words ever came.
Nicholas’s hand dropped to his side. The warmth faded from his eyes, leaving them empty and cold.
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CECIL
From what felt like a great distance, Cecil watched Nicholas die, and she released a scream. Cecil had never wished so desperately that she could turn back time and prevent a terrible tragedy from taking place. For while she needed to protect Evangeline and see to it that Evangeline got those fountainheads over to the Circle of Twelve, she also wanted to protect Nicholas and the others from any harm.
The numbers of Wrathlings seemed endless, even after the Descendants had cut down quite a few of them. Soon, fatigue would catch up to them, and in fact it appeared that many were already slowing down. Cecil’s head was forming a pounding headache from the amount of effort she exerted just trying to keep her focus as she trailed Evangeline. She gripped a hunting knife in one hand, a wicked, curved weapon that she’d concealed on her body—the perfect weapon to combat the Wrathlings.
When she spotted the dog and rooster fountainheads in the claws of two Wrathlings that were trying to break away from the crowd and head straight into the main building, it almost didn’t seem real. Every thought flew out of Cecil’s head, except for one—she and Evangeline needed to do everything they could to get hold of the fountainheads. There was no doubt, however, that the Wrathlings would do everything in their power to prevent that from happening.
“Cecil!” Evangeline’s scream carried over the noise of the battle around them, and Cecil snapped her head in the direction of the shout. The two girls locked eyes. Evangeline tilted her head toward the two Wrathlings, and immediately Cecil understood the message she was conveying with her eyes.
The two turned and moved practically as one. Taking advantage of her vampire speed, Cecil raced toward the two Wrathlings. In the blink of an eye, she knocked the closest one to the ground, using her full body weight and strength to pin it down. The Wrathling roared and managed to keep a firm grip on the dog fountainhead with one arm and claw Cecil with the other. Cecil narrowly managed to dive out of the way, hitting the ground and rolling a safe distance off. Without missing a beat, she leapt back to her feet and sprinted to catch up to the Wrathling, which had tried to get away once more. She caught it around the legs and slashed into its middle with her knife. With that movement, it disintegrated into dust. The other, Evangeline wrestled with for a few moments. Finally, she managed to stick her sword through its body, and it, too, disappeared after hitting the ground.
Evangeline grabbed the rooster fountainhead, while Cecil scooped up the dog. As one, they turned toward the Circle of Twelve. Cecil barreled toward the Circle as though her life depended on it.
When they set the last two missing fountainheads in their rightful places among the circle, for a moment, nothing happened.
Then the ground beneath their feet began to quake.
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EVANGELINE
As Evangeline and Cecil set the dog and rooster fountainheads in place, Earth itself roared in response. It was as though an ancient force had rocked the world—something like an earthquake, but not destructive.
Then a ring of white light blasted out of the circle, knocking the nearby Wrathlings off their feet. The light grew stronger and enveloped the twelve statues, reunited at long last. Before anyone could do anything more than gawk at the sight, twelve ghostly figures rose out of the fountainheads—men and women who wore robes from a period long past. The original twelve Descendants.
“The curse upon the Descendants is now broken,” said the man above the boar fountainhead.
“With the restoration of your mortality and magic, you will be able to fully protect the people of Earth once more,” said the woman above the dragon fountainhead—Evangeline’s ancestor, she realized with a jolt.
As the ghostly figures of their ancestors faded, a warmth surged through Evangeline’s body, a feeling that had become foreign to her after a century of living as a vampire. She gasped and collapsed to the ground. The warmth grew searingly, unbearably hot, and for a moment, Evangeline thought she was about to die.
Then the heat subsided as quickly as it had come on, though not completely. The cold that had surrounded Evangeline’s heart and body for so long had been replaced by a warmth that she had known long, long ago. The warmth of a human body.
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TRISTAN
Tristan knew the moment he turned from immortal back to mortal. Heat traveled through his body from head to foot, from his fingertips to his toes. He exhaled, and it was as though he were finally releasing a breath he’d held for the longest day—for the longest century.
Then he turned toward the Collector, who glared at him with hatred.
“Tao,” said the Collector in a voice that carried across the courtyard, “you dare betray me, after years of working in my service?”
Tristan didn’t care who overheard the lord of the Wrathlings, who knew he’d been involved in shady dealings. Most likely, the Descendants had all suspected it anyway. He was no longer duty bound to the Collector, and there was no remorse in his heart about turning his back on his old boss.
“I’m not betraying you,” Tristan clarified. “I’m going to destroy you.”
Then he stepped forward and flexed his limbs as they filled with a power they hadn’t felt in over a century.
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EVANGELINE
Evangeline opened her eyes and stared at her hands. They had turned a few shades tanner, reverting from the paleness of snow to her old warm hue. She flexed her fingers and then touched them to her cheeks. They were flushed with blood. She locked eyes with Cecil, who couldn’t hold back tears, and the two squeezed each other in a tight hug. Nearby, Alice and Tristan stood together, wearing identical expressions of awe.
If Evangeline had had a moment of leisure, she would have taken her time testing out her human body. But though the Descendants had broken their curse at long last, there was still the urgent matter of the Wrathlings being on their property—starting with the Collector himself, only a handful of feet away, moving straight toward Evangeline.
Evangeline’s insides burned with hatred and grief. The Collector had led Julius astray. Even if Julius was responsible for his own horrid actions, there was no doubt that the lord of the Wrathlings had whispered toxic ideas into his ear. She was going to kill the Collector on behalf of herself, her fellow Descendants, and her fallen brother. That was a promise.
“Cecil,” Evangeline said, never taking her eyes off the lord of the Wrathlings, “Alice. Tristan. I’m going to go in on my own—”
“You can’t do that,” Cecil immediately protested. “I’ll help you.”
“You didn’t let me finish my sentence. I’m going to go in on my own first. When the Collector is weakened, I want the three of you to step up and finish the job. I need you to stand firm with me. Am I clear?”
The determined expressions on Cecil’s, Alice’s, and Tristan’s faces were confirmation enough. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that in order to defeat the Collector in his current, most powerful state, they would need to combine all of their mortal Descendant powers.
When the Collector stood before them, he bent his head low in a mock bow. “Evangeline Long, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance at long last. I’ve heard much about you from your late brother.”
Late brother. The words stung her fresh wound, but Evangeline didn’t let on. Her face was a mask of iron. The only emotion she knew was hatred. The only force driving her forward was the all-consuming desire for vengeance. She couldn’t make a monster feel even a fraction of what she had felt over Julius’s death, but she would enjoy the Wrathlings’ screams of pain as she and the rest of the Descendants sent them right back to Hell.
And Evangeline would do what even Julius Long had never been able to do: She would destroy the worst of all the Wrathlings, a monster of unimaginable power.
Evangeline pressed her fingers into the golden handcuffs she’d placed on her own wrists and unsheathed her sword.
“I must say, I’m rather curious,” said the Collector. Evangeline squinted, trying to find a face somewhere within that hood, but all she could see was darkness. “You don’t want to ask me any questions? Or at least pronounce your final words before I kill you?”
The lord of the Wrathlings was taunting her. No doubt he found this all very entertaining. He underestimated her, which was good. Evangeline always performed her best when she was underestimated—which Julius himself had learned the hard way.
“Why would I want to know more about a monster that’s about to die?” And then, as the Collector was still registering her words, Evangeline dashed toward the Wrathling with a speed that took even her by surprise.
Evangeline managed to get in one clean cut on the Collector’s right leg with her sword before he bellowed and thrust her back—with his claws alone. She went flying into a tree trunk and heard a terrible cracking noise accompanied by a shooting pain up her left arm, and her head spun. No, that definitely didn’t sound right.
There wasn’t a moment for Evangeline to examine herself for injuries, though. The Collector was already lunging toward her. He slammed his cloaked arm against her sword. The blade didn’t cut his skin; rather, it bounced off, as if he were made of some substance that was impervious to weapons.
As though he’d read the surprise in her expression, the Collector chuckled. “What’s the matter, Evangeline Long?”
With a roar, Evangeline charged forward and slashed her sword right at the Collector’s face, or at least at that darkness where a face ought to be. This time, his aura grew so powerful that Evangeline was overcome with feelings of weakness and helplessness. It was as though all of the worst feelings in the world were concentrated into one figure—and, given their proximity, Evangeline was forced to endure it all. The very strength was being sapped from her limbs, until she could no longer stand. She collapsed onto the ground. It was all she could do to fight the terrible feelings without letting them consume her entirely. Evangeline realized with horror that the more she struggled, the stronger the Collector grew, as though he was feeding off her life energy to sustain himself.
“Julius was the smarter sibling, clearly,” said the Collector. “I’m not sure how you managed to defeat him, but you really should have let him kill you instead. You were dead the moment you decided to go against me.”
Evangeline’s vision almost went black, but at that moment, behind her, she sensed a large mass of power. The Collector must have sensed it, too, because his control over Evangeline slackened just for a moment, and that moment was all the opening Evangeline needed—that the Descendants needed.
The Collector froze in place midstep, and Evangeline glanced over to see that Tristan had Frozen him. Then Cecil stepped in, contorting her hand, commanding her renewed ability to Twist; the Collector, trapped in place, was helpless as his body followed the same motion.
Finally, Evangeline stared straight into the hooded darkness of the Collector’s face and Compelled him. “Die.”
Even the lord of the Wrathlings couldn’t withstand the power behind Evangeline’s words. The Collector fell to his knees, and then, after another moment, he collapsed. His body disintegrated into dust that blew away quickly in the wind, leaving behind only the hooded cloak to indicate where he’d fallen.



With the Descendants restored to their full power, they made quick work of the remaining Wrathlings, though many chose to run rather than fight, disappearing through the trees. When the dust had settled, Evangeline counted the heads of every remaining Descendant. There were two missing. Travis, who was sprawled on the ground with a stake through his heart, and…
Evangeline fell to the ground and let out a soft wail. This could not be. “Not you. Anybody but you,” she sobbed.
Nicholas’s body had been arranged into a peaceful position, his arms crossed over his heart, from which a silver knife protruded. The expression on his face was one not of pain or fear but of satisfaction, and it was the only thing that gave Evangeline some solace—knowing that he had evidently died without regrets. Arranged like this, Nicholas might have been asleep if it hadn’t been for his glassy eyes and ashen face.
Alice, who had been sitting with a dazed look by Nicholas’s side, came to Evangeline. The girls sat side by side in a silence laden with sorrow. They said nothing, for there was nothing to be said.
The Descendants had won their fight against the Wrathlings, and Evangeline had proven herself to be the worthiest leader of the Descendants. But she had never imagined her life without Nicholas by her side. She had never imagined being Chancellor without Nicholas in the picture. The world no longer felt entirely real to her, as though she had accidentally stepped into an alternate dimension where there was no Nicholas. If she could just find her way back, then he would be alive and safe, and they would all celebrate their victory together.
But Evangeline knew deep down that that was only a fantasy. In truth, Nicholas was gone. He had gone somewhere she could never find him again, and she could only hope that if there was a next life, they could be reunited.
Someone crouched down on Evangeline’s other side. It was Tristan, and despite the bad blood between him and Nicholas, his eyes were red and watery, too. “There’s nothing more we can do for him.”
“I know, but I…I need a moment, please.” It took every last ounce of Evangeline’s willpower to keep her voice firm and to keep herself together. She didn’t want to think about how she would have to take charge and build up Earthly Branches Academy again. She didn’t want to consider the fact that they’d gone too far in offending and angering the fae, and that there would be dire consequences for that. She didn’t want to think or worry about anything. She just wanted to sit by Nicholas’s side for a long, long time, until she’d had her fill of looking at him, until she was ready to let him go.
Tristan nodded and stepped back. Evangeline was vaguely aware of the Descendants all moving back to give her space, including Alice. She sat there for hours and hours. She sat there as the sun rose and set. At last, before the sun rose again, Evangeline stood up and turned her eyes away from Nicholas. The Academy loomed before her. Once she set foot again on its premises, she would have to rise to the challenge of leading the Descendants through their most volatile times yet, and there would be no Nicholas to help her from now on.
But she was ready to face the task ahead of her. No matter what happened, whether it was the threat of faerie retaliation or anything else, Evangeline knew she could survive it and lead the Descendants to victory. If she could survive the grief of losing her brother and her best friend in the span of twenty-four hours, there was nothing she couldn’t conquer.
Evangeline threw open the entrance doors to find the Descendants gathered in the room. They had been waiting for her, she realized, all this time.
“Chancellor,” Tristan murmured, and got down on one knee and bowed to her. The others quickly followed suit.
A lump formed in Evangeline’s throat as she surveyed the Descendants before her. They had been together through thick and thin, to Hell and back, and at last, at long last, she was their Chancellor. She would not fail them. First she would address the Descendants, and her next act would be to wire the money she’d promised the late One-Eyed Amos’s next of kin.
“Rise, Descendants.” Evangeline raised her hands, and they obeyed in unison. “A new era has dawned today. An era in which we are no longer cursed beings. An era in which we show the world the full might of the Descendants.” She smiled for the first time since facing Julius. “And it will be a glorious era indeed.”
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IN FAERIELAND…
The High King of Faerie had a massive headache. His advisors had been yapping in his ear day in and day out. He wanted nothing more than to end this strategy meeting, retire to his chambers, and tell everyone not to disturb him for the next forty-eight hours. He was at his wits’ end when one of his advisors, Yelik, raised his hand.
“Yes?” sighed the king, doing his best to pretend to be engaged.
“Your Highness, we’ve received word that the Descendants have broken their curse at last. They also obliterated the population of Wrathlings in the human world, along with their own former leader, Julius Long.”
The High King sat up straighter, forgetting about his headache. Just the mention of those pesky Descendants was enough to spike his blood pressure. “Well, they’ve certainly been busy, haven’t they?”
“Yes. They’ll be vulnerable as they’re adjusting to their new lives—and, if Your Grace sees fit, this could be the most opportune time to strike against them.” Yelik coughed. “Also, we’ve finally located Prince Titus. He is…well, he is in the human world.”
“As expected,” sighed the High King. “And what is Titus doing there?”
“He’s fighting alongside the Descendants.”
The faerie king should have been shocked by this news, but he wasn’t. Titus had always been a rebellious child who made it extremely difficult to love and understand him. But even for him, this behavior was absurd. Titus had never dared to defy his father outwardly before, but by refusing to serve as his spy, he had now done just that. The High King pounded his fist against the side of the dais. “By the gods, why would Titus do that? Are they holding him captive against his will as revenge for our having held the zodiac fountainheads in our territory?”
“No, no, nothing like that,” Yelik said, squirming and looking quite uncomfortable. “It seems as though the prince voluntarily went to help them. He has a…a lover over there.”
The king’s airheaded son would do just about anything for love. “My son is sick in the head,” he muttered, and Yelik nodded fervently. “I ought to let him rot in the human world, but I have a soft heart. You’ll send out forces to collect Titus immediately. Inform him that for disobeying my orders and fraternizing with the enemy, he will be brought home and punished fittingly. If he resists, you can use force.” It was time for the prince to learn a thing or two about tough love.
Yelik bowed and turned to leave, and the High King continued to contemplate the complicated situation that was developing.
Declaring war wasn’t something to be done lightly; the conflicts between the supernaturals had ended up with terrible losses on both sides. Still, the Descendants had left the High King practically no choice but to retaliate, given how they’d gravely offended the Folk on two accounts now. One, they’d stolen the fountainheads that were the rightful property of the Folk after falling into their possession. Two, they’d broken the Treaty of Supernatural Peace by trespassing upon Faerieland to do so. When he’d sent that threatening letter to the late Julius Long, the faerie king had fully intended to follow through on his promises if he didn’t get what he wanted. The High King had given the Descendants one chance to rectify this egregious error by returning the Midsummer’s Sprout to Faerieland, and they had done no such thing.
The High King picked up his crystal glass of bloodred wine and stared at it. He turned it slowly, admiring how the glass refracted the colors of the wine under the light.
“I wanted to give these Descendants the opportunity to right their own wrongs,” said the High King slowly, “and they have chosen to insult me once again instead. They’ve dug their own graves.”
The advisors all bowed their heads low, but they said nothing. Their silence was enough agreement.
The king took a sip of wine and set down the glass, wiping the liquid from his lips. It stained the back of his hand red. “We will have to teach them this lesson the hard way. The thought brings me no pleasure, of course,” he said with an unconvincingly regretful shake of the head, “but they have left me no choice.”
“You have extended them far more grace than they deserve after offending you gravely, Your Highness,” agreed an advisor.
“Indeed. Beginning tomorrow, we will meet and discuss the best way to make use of our resources. Make preparations for war immediately, but do be discreet about it for now. The other Courts won’t be happy if we divert resources toward this matter instead of tending to their myriad issues. I’ll deliver a statement after we’ve made our first public move.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
When the High King had dismissed his advisors, he sat in his chair for a long while more, thinking over his plan. The Descendants were not to be underestimated. They were a highly intelligent, cunning, ruthless species, a worthy adversary to the fae. They had lost Julius Long, but his sister would take his place, and she had proven that she was not to be underestimated.
The High King would need to be perfect in his approach.
After a while, the faerie king lifted his hand and dipped his pinkie into the glass of wine. He traced the wine on the arm of the chair, drawing something. When he was satisfied, he downed the rest of the wine and turned in for the night.
On the chair, the High King of Faerie had crafted a character in a language that wasn’t his own, but a language that was just as ancient and powerful.
死.
Die.
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