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ABOUT BETA

Deirdre Tombs has lived most her life as the weakest of shapeshifters—an Omega who can’t turn into any animal. Now the terrorist known as Everton Stark has made her his Beta. He wants her by his side when he defeats the Office of Preternatural Affairs, kills Rylie Gresham, and becomes Alpha of all shifters.

The faeries from the Winter Court have an offer to make Stark’s domination easier. They know where to find a cursed sword that can kill anything, and they’ll give it to him…for a price.

Deirdre’s the only one who can keep Stark from getting this powerful weapon—if she wants to. But as brutal as Stark may be, he’s also the only one who can give Deirdre what she wants.

Vengeance.

And Deirdre doesn’t know where her loyalties lie anymore.


For those in the AIC, who have talked me off the ledge way too many times this year. Thanks ladies.
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Working a new moon at the preternatural detention center was a real treat, rumored to be as good as Christmas Day or the two times a year Reuben Wheatley’s wife would have sex with him: his birthday and their anniversary.

It was supposed to be that much fun, anyway. Reuben didn’t know. They only activated the maximum-security measures at the detention center for three reasons: full moons, new moons, and breakouts.

But nobody ever broke out of the detention center—their layers of security made that impossible—and Reuben worked day shift, so he never got to turn their security measures on.

He always heard the guys talking about it, though. They said how much fun it was to engage the electrified bars on the prison cells and watch fur fly. The stink was supposed to be awful (“you’ll want to burn your uniform by the time morning rolls around!”), but the hilarity was worth it.

Plus, guards on the moons were issued silver-plated batons, and witches were allowed to cast any spell they wanted. Everything short of murder was considered “justified force.”

When was the last time Reuben had gotten to throw a good fireball? It must have been years.

Now he’d finally, after a long decade of service, been assigned to a night shift on the new moon.

It wasn’t as interesting as he’d hoped. At least, not in the early hours. 

Everyone had gotten whiny around dinnertime, but that was nothing new. The prisoners were lifers. They knew they’d never see anything outside the detention center again, so they whined constantly, day and night.

Reuben got to smack a guy around in the dinner line, though. He’d whipped the baton across his face and watched the blisters emerge on exposed skin and felt a tingle.

That had already been a highlight of his week, and it was just beginning.

A couple hours later, everyone was back in their cells, and there was no activity on the security monitors that justified Reuben throwing fireballs, so he was kicking back to enjoy a little lunch.

Pastrami, sauerkraut, and provolone on a nice crusty rye. His wife sure treated him right.

He peeled the paper off of his sandwich as he watched the monitors. Cellblock D was looking rowdy. Those were mostly werewolves.

Pack critters were worst on the full and new moons. They wanted to be with others of their kind so much it drove them crazy well before the change actually hit.

Reuben hoped one of them would go moon-sick before the change so he could execute them.

He took a big bite, relishing the flavor of his sandwich. The prisoners had eaten some weird meat loaf that night that had been made of offal ground into slime and baked into patties. None of Reuben’s charges had eaten anything as rich and peppery as pastrami since they’d been detained.

Knowing that made his sandwich even more delicious.

Mayonnaise dripped onto Reuben’s breast pocket, sliding down the silver pentacle pin.

“Ah, for the love of…”

He bit back the curse as he scrubbed at his uniform with a napkin. He’d already gotten written up twice for looking “unprofessional” on the job, and if he got caught with lunch decorating his chest, that’d be a third write-up for sure. Reuben would never work another moon.

Reuben was searching for a clean napkin when he noticed the blinking orange light on his panel. It indicated that exterior defenses were no longer electrified.

He sucked pastrami grease off of his forefinger and tapped the light hard.

Malfunctioning?

There was no way anyone would have disengaged the exterior defenses on a new moon. Most of the prisoners were two hours or less from shifting.

But there was that orange light, just blinking away.

He pressed the button on his radio. “Hey, sector four, are you with me? This is Wheatley in the surveillance room. I’ve got an alarm here that says our defenses aren’t electrified.”

When he released the button, there was nothing but static in response.

Reuben tried again.

“This is Wheatley in surveillance. Are you there, sector four?” Still silence. “Sector two?”

They were all quiet.

He stuffed the last of his sandwich in his cheek and stood, wiping his hands on his slacks. Forget looking unprofessional. He’d been looking forward to a night of beating up shifter scum, not a real problem. If the defenses went down, then any shifter who broke out of his cell could make a break for it, and he didn’t even want to think about all the paperwork that would lead to.

Reuben opened his locker, grabbed the silver baton.

When he turned back around, all of the lights on the security panel were orange.

He nearly choked on the last bite of sandwich.

“What the…?” He stared at the labels as each orange light turned to red, one by one.

Exterior defenses. Internal defenses. Electrical in Cellblock A, B, and…gods above, all of them.

Red everywhere.

The cameras turned off last. Every monitor went dark.

“We’ve got a serious problem,” he said into his radio, though he now feared that there was no response because there was nobody left to respond.

The door to the security room slammed open.

A man strode in, flanked by two others. The leader was broad and square in stature. His beard was trimmed short with bolts of red on either side of his mouth, and his hair was buzzed. A tattoo marked the side of his neck. And his eyes were gold.

Those details made him look like any of the prisoners contained in the detention center.

Carrying a gun and wearing tactical gear separated him from the cattle, though.

Worst of all, Reuben had seen his face on the news a few times, and never for good reasons.

Everton Stark.

The terrorist who had been using shifters to murder mundane humans in major cities all across North America. A radical who rejected the Alpha werewolf’s control and wanted to disband the Office of Preternatural Affairs, including the detention center that Reuben worked for. A monster of a man who had executed people on camera to get his message out.

That Everton Stark.

“Get down!” Stark roared as he entered.

Every spell Reuben had learned at basic training flew right out of his skull.

He only knew one thing: if he “got down,” he’d be dead.

Dropping the baton, Reuben whipped the notebook out of his back pocket. The crisp pages had never been used before. They were stamped with the OPA logo, and each had a rune containing powerful battle magic.

Reuben yanked the first page out. Flung it into the air.

He spoke a word of power.

Two things happened at once.

The first thing was that magic unfurled inside Reuben, drawing off of the crystals embedded in the walls of the security room and channeling through the rune that was printed on the page. The rune was instantly glowing. His attackers wouldn’t be able to see it—they weren’t witches—but to him, it was blindingly bright.

The second thing was that Stark squeezed the trigger of his gun.

Pain exploded in Reuben’s foot. The bullet passed through his boot and embedded into the linoleum underneath.

It was so bad that Reuben couldn’t process the pain at first. His body numbed with shock. It was probably the shock that saved him—because he kept shoving all that magic straight into the rune.

The spellpage ignited.

The guard’s forearm flooded with heat, like a blowtorch leading from his elbow to his fingertips. Brilliant red flame lanced through the air.

The lockers shuddered with the force of the magic, metal popping, walls groaning.

At last. A fireball.

Stark leaped out of the way of Reuben’s spell.

The man on his left didn’t react as fast. The fireball engulfed him. He slapped at himself as he screamed, trying to put it out.

“Stop, drop, and roll, moron!” shouted the third person. She shoved her flaming companion to the ground, smothering the flames with her jacket.

Reuben hadn’t given her much of a look when she’d come in. Stark was a lot more interesting than the curvy black would-be biker chick at his side. But he couldn’t help but notice that she was hot, really hot—like the kind of hot where his wife would slap him just for looking.

He looked a little too long. He didn’t see retaliation for the fireball coming.

Stark smashed into Reuben.

His momentum forced both of them against the control panel, cracking the glass plate protecting all those blinking red lights. The sheer speed of it made Reuben’s mind whirl. He’d seen fast prisoners—they were all fast. But this guy was something else.

“Get off of me!” Reuben said, ripping another page out of his notebook.

Stark grabbed his wrist and slammed it into one of the security monitors. The protective glass shattered. Reuben’s knuckles scraped through and punched the plasma screen on the other side.

“Oh gods!”

Stark gripped Reuben’s jaw in one hand, surveying him coolly. The shifter was even more intimidating up close. He was so damn relaxed, even though one of his compatriots was still on fire behind him and he’d shot Reuben in the damn foot.

“I need keys,” Stark said.

The feeling was returning to Reuben’s foot. And it was not a good feeling.

“Keys?” Reuben asked. His whole body was drenched with sweat from the pain and adrenaline and the flow of magic.

“For every door in this place. Keys.”

Stark wanted to let everyone out of their cells.

This madman, this radical shifter who wanted to take over for the current Alpha—he wanted to release a few hundred angry prisoners on the night of the new moon.

“We don’t have keys,” Reuben said.

Stark reached into Reuben’s mouth. His fingers tasted like gun oil.

He snapped a molar out of Reuben’s gums.

Pain erupted up the side of his face. The taste of blood flooded his mouth.

This time, the string of curse words that came out of him were muffled by all the fluids on his tongue, which he spit onto Stark’s face. Not on purpose—Reuben wasn’t that stupid. But the shifter didn’t even flinch at the spray of blood.

“Keys,” Stark said.

Any loyalty Reuben might have felt to his job was gone. Long gone. Like, in the land of the dinosaurs gone.

“There’s another security room. It controls all the doors. We don’t have any keys!” He wasn’t certain that Stark could even understand him spluttering through the blood. Reuben could barely understand himself.

He was in so much pain, more pain than he’d ever felt in his life, even worse than when he’d fought the demons coming out of Hell’s fissure in 2014. And he’d gotten impaled on one of those awful blunt swords during that war, too. Still had the scar and everything.

Stark was setting a new bar for pain in Reuben’s life.

“Take my associate to the other security room.” Stark shoved Reuben into the arms of the female shifter.

She gripped his collar and held him at arm’s length, lip curled as though she found all the blood repulsive.

“Where is it?” she asked.

Reuben raised a trembling finger and pointed at the wall, indicating the hallway beyond.

“We’ll reconvene in the mine shaft, Tombs,” Stark said. He lifted the burned shifter off the ground with one fist and patted him on the chest, as if to tell him to man up and get on his feet. Weirdly, it worked. Probably because his melted flesh was already healing.

Shifters. Damage sponges, all of them.

As a witch, Reuben didn’t have the ability to heal rapidly without the assistance of magic. It would be weeks to heal his foot and jaw. He was feeling lightheaded.

The woman dragged him out of the security room.

Two of his coworkers were dead in the hallway, slumped against the wall with neat bullet holes airing out their brains.

Comfit and Lovejoy. The two of them had wives. One of them had kids.

Both of them were dead.

Oh gods. Oh gods. Oh gods.

“Point me,” the woman said.

Reuben tried to speak. His left leg warmed from the thigh down, and he realized that his bladder had released.

The indignity of it would have been bad enough if he hadn’t peed himself while such a smoking hot woman was inches away.

“Point me,” she said again, shaking him hard.

He gestured weakly up the hall. It was in the opposite direction from where Stark was walking.

She marched him along the path he’d indicated. Reuben tried to keep up with her despite the limp, his rapidly cooling left leg, and the throb of pain diffusing through his skull.

As soon as they got past the boiler, the woman shoved him. His back slammed into the wall. Her elbow dug into his throat.

She pressed a forefinger to her lips, indicating that he should be silent, and leaned around the boiler to watch the other members of her team walk away.

As if Reuben was stupid enough to draw Stark’s attention to him again.

Stark and the other shifter headed to Cellblock A as if they’d been there before and knew where they were going. Once they rounded the corner, the woman’s elbow eased up on Reuben’s throat.

“Is there a security override in here somewhere, Reuben?” she whispered, reading the name off of his badge. “Can we reengage the electricity on the individual cells?”

He stared at her. Was she insane? Wasn’t that the exact opposite of what Stark wanted?

“Don’t kill me,” he said.

“My name’s Deirdre,” she said. “I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t be afraid.”

It was one molar and a busted foot too late for that. “What do you want from me?” Reuben asked. His gums were clotting, but blood still trickled out of the side of his mouth when he spoke.

“I want a security override,” she said patiently.

Surprise dawned over him, slow and unpleasant.

This woman was a traitor to Stark. Not just a shifter—one of the most worthless creatures on the planet—but a stupid shifter, and probably suicidal to boot.

“There isn’t one in here,” Reuben said. “I don’t even know how you disengaged everything in the first place.”

“Stark has an ally in your maintenance crew and there’s a separate electrical system for your security defenses. All it took was a well-placed EMP on the right generator and…” She snapped her fingers. He flinched at the sound.

“If you’ve fried the generator, then there’s no override that can bring it back.” It took Reuben’s brain a second to catch up with his mouth. “Oh my gods, there’s nothing to bring the power back. Everyone’s going to break out. All these filthy silver-suckers—”

She slapped him.

It was probably a light slap, considering how strong shifters were. But it made his head ring. Fresh blood flowed through his mouth.

“Lucky for you, there’s no death penalty for being a prejudiced dill weed,” Deirdre said through gritted teeth. “That means I want to get you and the rest of the staff out of here alive. What’s the escape plan when things go south?”

There was a disaster recovery plan. Reuben had reviewed it recently. He couldn’t think of any escape routes or meeting points where they might be able to convene with surviving guards.

But he thought of something else.

“Magical overrides,” he said. “There’s a magical override separate from the main system. It locks all the cells permanently by engaging these charms—melts the locks into sludge, keeps everyone inside—”

“Can you still feed the prisoners when they’re melted in?” Deirdre asked.

“Yeah, of course we could,” Reuben said.

They wouldn’t need to, though.

The magical overrides would also incinerate the prisoners.

When the Office of Preternatural Affairs detained people, it didn’t plan on ever letting them escape again.

Those charms were a worst-case scenario thing, so terrible that only a few witches on staff knew they existed, much less how to engage them. But Reuben was one of those witches, and now he was pissed as hell. He’d be happy to turn them on.

“How do we activate the charms?” Deirdre asked.

“They’re in the same room as the unlocking mechanisms,” Reuben said.

“Take me there.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, of course.”

And then they were going to burn these bastards to the ground.

Maybe it was going to be a good new moon after all.
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Deirdre Tombs dragged the guard behind her, cursing every dead god for the luck that had landed her with such a sorry excuse for a witch.

Surely she was due good karma for trying to prevent a massive jailbreak. It was the latest in her string of attempted good deeds: saving the werewolf Alpha from assassination, trying to save her would-be boyfriend from himself, getting herself in good with a terrorist so she could bring him down.

But she’d been failing hard at life, so getting saddled with Reuben probably was karma.

Silver-suckers.

He’d actually said those words to her face.

A few years earlier, some werewolves had been found strung up in trees with silver ben-wa balls jammed in their throats. They’d suffocated from the swelling and nobody had ever been prosecuted for the hate crimes. The only people who called shifters silver-suckers were the ones who thought that it was right to kill werewolves like that.

It had been so long since Deirdre had spent time around non-shifters that she’d almost forgotten some people felt that way.

But here was living proof that people really were that ignorant. He was dripping blood and piss as Deirdre carted his wimpy butt up the hallway, and he’d still said that to her face. He probably hadn’t been thinking about what she was when he said it, but he’d certainly been thinking about the prisoners he guarded.

How many times had he flung those words like daggers into the hearts of the prisoners?

Silver-suckers.

What a scumbag.

“In here,” Reuben said, swiping a keycard through a reader on the wall. It beeped and blinked.

Deirdre tried the lock. The door wouldn’t open.

“Why is this stuck?” she asked.

Reuben slapped a hand to his sweat-soaked forehead. “Double verification. Need two key cards, and one of them with supervisor access. I’ve got the highest level access, but we still need a second card.”

She pulled a key card out of her back pocket.

“Like this?”

He paled. “Where’d you get that?”

Stark had entered the detention center with guns blazing. The end result had been a lot of dead security guards. She’d had her pick of keycards.

Deirdre swiped it without answering Reuben.

The lock beeped, blinked, and unlocked.

Reuben leaned his weight against the door to shove it open. He winced at the movement.

The second security room was on the other side of the underground compound, overlooking one of the cellblocks with a reinforced window. Deirdre could watch all the way up the row of cells and see dozens of hands thrusting through the bars. Everyone was antsy, ready to erupt with the moon.

“No staff in here?” Deirdre asked.

“No point during night shift,” Reuben said. “Nobody’s supposed to be let out of their cells after lockdown. We only use the master control security room to let people out during the day for mealtimes, labor hours—that kind of thing.”

“Okay. So how do I open the interior doors?” Deirdre asked. “Not the cells. Just the ones in the hallways.” If she didn’t let Stark into the cellblock, he’d get suspicious and come looking for her.

Reuben’s eyes were wild. “Why?”

“Because I told you to,” she snapped. “You going to question everything I do?”

“You came in with Everton Stark!”

It did make her kind of look bad. “Just show me.”

He took her to a row of switches. “These ones along the top do the interior doors. You can tell which ones because they’re numbered to match the icons on the map.” He pointed to the blueprint of the detention center above the panel.

The numbers did match. It was a very neat system. Easy to figure out.

“What about these doors?” she asked, touching a part of the map without any lights.

“Solitary confinement. Those have to be unlocked at the hallway itself using a double keycard system, just like this room.”

“Awesome, thanks,” Deirdre said. She snapped her fingers at him. “Magic. Locks. Go.”

Reuben rounded on the lockers against the opposite wall. He fumbled with his keycard, struggling to open them.

Deirdre started flipping switches along the top row, watching the lights switch from green to orange. Maybe some employees would get a chance to escape before Stark found them. It would also help her beat a hasty retreat when the time came.

“You’re crazy,” Reuben said. “You’re all crazy.”

“Probably. But I’m the crazy who isn’t killing you, so your night could be worse. Trust me.” She flipped the last of the switches and stepped back. Deirdre jerked a thumb at the cellblock that the security room overlooked. “What kind of prisoners are kept in there?”

Reuben was sweating as he opened the cabinets, revealing the charms dangling inside. He mopped at his forehead with an arm. “Uh…those are the nonviolent offenders. Like, you know, minor misdemeanors done so many times they had to get charged for a felony.”

The back of her neck prickled. “Misdemeanors?”

“Trespassing, theft, use of lethe…”

Her hand reflexively went to the opposite wrist, where Everton Stark had inserted a needle only a few hours earlier, injecting lethe directly into her veins.

He was using it to see if she might shapeshift under the influence. So far, it hadn’t happened. But he kept offering and she kept accepting.

It was no big deal. A short high, a few visual hallucinations, and no appetite for days.

These people were imprisoned for it. They would never see sunshine again.

Just because they had been chasing a high.

Deirdre watched through the window as Stark and Andrew burst into the cellblock. The walls were so thick that she couldn’t hear them, but she didn’t need to. The prisoners went wild as soon as they saw Stark. He had a lot of fans in the detention center.

“After you initiate the magical override, we’re going to have to make it look like you kicked my butt,” Deirdre said. “And you’ll have to get out fast so that Stark doesn’t retaliate against you when he discovers my body.”

Reuben flinched. “Your…body?”

“Unconscious, not dead.” Deirdre drummed her fingers on the holster of her gun. The tapping reminded her of rainfall. She stopped it. “Got any magic that you can toss around to make things look properly mucked up?”

“I can make something,” Reuben said. “I’m activating the magic now, just so you know.”

“Great.”

Deirdre couldn’t take her eyes off of Stark through the window. At any moment, he was going to realize the cells were locked and track her down in the security room. He’d catch her trying to betray him. And he’d make her regret it.

They had to move fast.

She twitched when Stark leaped toward one of the cell doors. He was barking orders to Andrew. Deirdre wished she could hear him so she could figure out what he was talking about.

But then she realized that the locks were melting.

Each one of the cell doors was starting to glow, and the metal was dripping into a white-hot slurry, sealing them closed.

Reuben’s magic was working.

She saw Stark’s mouth open in a shout, and he grabbed the bars of a cell in both hands, as though attempting to rip it out of the wall. For a heartbeat, she felt satisfaction in knowing she’d beaten him for once—but then she saw why the hint of panic was flashing over his face.

It wasn’t just the lock melting.

The inside of the cell was warped with heat and vibrating with magic. Not just that cell, but every cell around it, too. And it was spreading out in ripples to take the next prisoner, and the next.

The incarcerated shifters were screaming. They were so loud that Deirdre could hear them faintly through the reinforced glass.

She whirled on Reuben. He was grabbing more of the charms, activating them as quickly as possible with a resigned expression.

He’d known that the spells wouldn’t just melt the locks. He had planned on killing the prisoners all along.

But these were non-violent offenders.

“Oh no,” she breathed.

Deirdre snapped a kick at the back of Reuben’s head. She didn’t aim well enough to bring him down, nor did she hit him hard enough to cause damage. She only managed to knock him away from the charms.

She hurled herself at the wall of switches. It was easy to tell which would unlock the cells because of the helpful, convenient map.

Deirdre started flipping.

Reuben smashed into her back. His hands tangled in her hair, yanking so hard that she felt like her scalp was going to rip off.

She yelped, grabbing his hands. “Let go!”

“I can’t let you release all those silver-suckers.” His breath stank of pennies, hot and wet on her cheek. He freed a hand to fumble at the holster on her hip.

Deirdre drove her elbow into his gut. He stumbled away and took what felt like half of her hair with him.

Niamh had just permed Deirdre’s hair straight again that morning. It had taken hours.

She jerked the Sig Sauer P226 Nitron out of her holster and fired it into Reuben’s other foot.

He dropped with a cry. But he wouldn't give up that easily. He reached into the collar of his shirt and pulled out a pentacle necklace that glowed with magic.

Outside in the cellblock, people were still screaming. Innocent prisoners were dying, melting from the force of the detention center’s magic, and it was because Deirdre had accidentally done the wrong thing.

Again.

The witch flung the pentacle toward her. He opened his mouth, prepared to speak another word of power.

Deirdre shot him in the chest before he could trigger the magic.

Blood sprayed.

She didn’t pause to watch him fall.

Hands shaking, she shoved the gun back into her holster, flipped the rest of the switches, and then ran to the window. Most of the locks on the cell doors disengaged. The doors opened wide and bodies spilled out.

Some of those bodies were still moving.

But so many of the cells didn’t open. The melted locks ensured that. Inside, prisoners flamed with the glow of dark magic, thrashing as their skin melted over their bones.

Stark managed to wrench one of the doors off by its hinges. Magical flames gushed out, splashing over his cargo pants.

Deirdre needed to help. She couldn’t let the prisoners die like that.

She ripped Reuben’s keycard out of his pocket. He didn’t react to being touched. Blood was puddling underneath him, spreading outward by the centimeter. Facedown on the floor, he looked indistinguishable from any of the guards that Stark had killed on their way into the detention center.

Deirdre raced into the hallway. Alarms blared outside the master security room, most likely triggered by something Reuben or Deirdre had done. The sheer volume of it made her brain throb inside of her skull.

Those alarms were even louder inside the cellblock, as though they thought that they could prevent prison escapes simply by deafening everyone. The sound muted the screams of the shifters still trapped inside their cells.

Deirdre shoved her way through the escaped convicts to reach Stark, who was struggling to rip the door off of another melting cell.

The shifter inside was consumed in fire. Electric flames clung to his skin, wet and sticky, eating away at the flesh to expose glistening red meat underneath.

Deirdre had allowed Reuben to do that.

She shouldered up beside Stark and gripped the other side of the door. He acknowledged her by saying, “One…two…three!”

They pulled hard at the same time. The metal bent. Reinforced hinges wrenched out of the wall. And the bars came off.

Deirdre leaped into the cell. The instant she crossed the threshold, her body was consumed by heat, powerful and suffocating. Sticky blue fire splattered from runes on the walls. She dodged as much of it as she could, grabbed the prisoner by the shoulders, and dragged him outside.

“Deirdre!”

Andrew tackled her, his massive hands beating at her shoulders and arms. He yanked her jacket off.

She wrenched away from him. “What are you doing?”

He flung her leather coat to the floor and stomped on it. The blue flame had landed on her, eating away at the material.

Oh. That’s what he’s doing.

She shot Andrew a grateful, embarrassed smile before helping Stark open the rest of the cells.

They acted quickly enough to save two more prisoners. Deirdre tried not to think too hard about what she was doing and what kind of people she might be saving. Many of them were addicts, or petty thieves. But what about the woman beaters? The stalkers? The people who might deserve to be locked up?

She didn’t know who was who. She could have been risking her life for people as bad as Stark.

But if she didn’t save them, then people who were mostly innocent might die, melted to the bone by hexes that she’d let Reuben trigger.

She was too late to save a handful of the prisoners anyway. Deirdre ran to the next cell with a melted lock and saw nothing but a husk of a body on the inside. The death looked like it must have been excruciating.

Stark grabbed her by the elbow, grip crushingly tight. “What went wrong, Tombs?” He didn’t have to speak loudly for her to hear him over the alarms. His voice always felt like it was projected directly into her mind, echoing through her skull.

“The guard tricked me,” Deirdre said. “He showed me where the locks were and then activated the hexes while I was distracted.”

“Did he pay?” Stark asked.

A sudden chill rolled over her at the memory of what she’d done to him. “Yes.”

He looked satisfied. “Good.”

Any time Stark approved of what Deirdre had done, she felt like she’d made a serious mistake.

The cellblock was chaotic with the many prisoners who had escaped: a sea of black-and-white-striped uniforms torn between running for the doors and encircling Stark.

He turned to address them.

“Moonrise comes in thirty minutes,” Stark said. “I am Alpha. I’ll control your changes if you let me. If you run, you’ll have to deal with it on your own.”

One of the prisoners, a burly woman with a shaved head, stepped forward. “We’re with you, Stark.”

His eyes glinted with a dangerous light. “Get to the surface.”

Then he turned from them as though utterly confident that they would obey his commands.

They probably would. Stark was a compelling man in more ways than one.

Deirdre’s heart skittered when she realized he was moving deeper into the detention center rather than following the prisoners toward the exit. “We have to get out of here,” she said, stepping in front of him. “These alarms will be going off at the nearest OPA base. They’ll be after us.”

“Step aside, Tombs.”

“I unlocked all the doors in the detention center. Everyone can escape. What’s left for us here?”

Stark shoved her aside. “We can’t go until we find solitary confinement.”

There was no point in asking him why he wanted to go there—he had his reasons, and he wouldn’t share them unless the whim struck.

All she could do was hasten their escape.

Deirdre broke into a run. “I saw a map. I can take us there.”

Stark and Andrew followed, but there were more than just two pairs of footsteps pounding behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see that several of the imprisoned shifters were with them, too.

She was halfway down the stairs to the first floor of the cellblock when guards emerged from the opposite hallway.

Deirdre shouted a warning, hand flying to her gun.

Not fast enough.

The guards at the front of the assault dropped to their knees, shouldering assault rifles that were stamped with the bold white OPA logo.

They opened fire without warning.

Deirdre dived over the railing, arms over her head. She was still ten feet off the ground. She hit and rolled with practiced ease, getting to her feet in a single motion.

Her Sig Sauer leaped to her hand as she ran toward the hallway, angling herself so that she approached the guard sideways. Some of them had riot shields—effective protection against her bullets.

She had to get around those shields.

Bullets blasted into the wall behind her, ripping holes the size of her fist into the concrete. Debris pelted her bare shoulders like bee stings.

Deirdre let instinct move her, keeping inches ahead of the line of bullets.

She ran up the side of the wall. She was fast enough that she got a good six feet off the ground in an arc, rubber treads gripping the concrete as she aimed her gun straight at the line of guards.

Eyes widened behind helmet masks. Muzzles tracked her too slowly. They hadn’t expected her preternatural speed to carry her up the wall like that, and they didn’t react fast enough to defend against her.

Her momentum took her high enough to see over the riot shields.

Even moving quickly, she was calm. Deirdre was always calmer when she was free running. The motions were familiar in a way that assisting prison breakouts weren’t.

She had no trouble aiming. The gun was steady in her hand.

Her finger squeezed.

One head snapped back as the bullet planted into the forehead of a helmet. Her hand moved an inch and she fired again. She hit the guard beside the first. His face shield cracked. He fell, too.

Another shot, another guard down.

Deirdre got three hits before she landed on the floor again. She whirled, hiding behind a pillar.

How many bullets had she used that evening? She couldn’t remember.

She ejected the cartridge and loaded another from her pocket.

It was only then that she realized her calf was burning. Deirdre touched the place it hurt and her fingers came away bloody.

Damn. One of those wild shots had hit her.

Considering how much it hurt, the guards were carrying silver bullets.

Deirdre lunged around the pillar, gun lifted.

There wasn’t anyone left to shoot.

Stark smashed his boot heel into the last of the surviving guards. The crack of a snapping spine echoed through the room.

Between the Alpha, Andrew, and the shifter prisoners who’d followed them downstairs, they’d made short work of all those guards. It had only taken a few seconds. The abrupt brutality of it was shocking, even now—even after Deirdre had spent weeks watching Stark kill with the same efficiency. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to it.

There would be more guards to follow that first wave. A lot more.

“This way,” Deirdre said, limping down the hallway.

Stark paced her. His nostrils flared. “You’re bleeding.”

“I’ll heal,” she said. Hopefully.

Solitary confinement was another set of stairs and a locked door away. It was marked by several warning signs with bold red letters, each cautioning about the dangerousness of the inhabitants within. According to the signs, nobody could enter without multiple guards, including at least one witch. And it took two keycards to unlock the hallway in the first place.

Deirdre swiped the two badges she’d stolen. The door opened.

The hallway beyond was a long, straight passage broken up in intervals by metal doors reinforced by silver and iron. There were so many warding spells that the air vibrated.

“Figure out how to open all of these,” Stark said.

It wasn’t clear whom he was addressing, but their new escort of prisoners reacted anyway, moving to beat at the doors.

Stark went to the one on the far end and opened the narrow window to look inside. “There she is.” He stepped back to survey the door, eyes skimming the frame, the handle, the runes.

His fist lashed out. He shattered a single rune to the right of the door.

The handle popped off easily in his hand after that.

Stark opened the cell. It was tiny inside, barely more than a closet, and utterly lightless. The smell of feces rolled out, thick and cloying. Deirdre gagged on it.

A woman cowered at the rear.

“Get her,” Stark said.

Deirdre was the only one with him now, so the order was clearly directed at her.

She held her breath and went in.

This prisoner, unlike the others, was completely naked. She had rubbed her own effluence on her arms, as though finger-painting with her flesh as canvas.

When Deirdre touched her shoulder, the prisoner jerked away.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Deirdre said. She silently added, Probably. There were a lot of terrible people in the detention center, but this was the one that Stark had sought out deliberately. Deirdre didn’t doubt that she was the worst of the lot.

Still, she lifted the woman carefully off the floor and helped her walk to the doorway.

“My name’s Deirdre,” she said. “Who are you?”

The prisoner didn’t reply. It didn’t seem like she could.

Stark didn’t help when Deirdre pulled her into the hallway. He was watching the prisoners release the others trapped within solitary confinement, satisfaction radiating from every line of his body.

This was Stark at his finest, his most triumphant.

Their mission had been accomplished.

“Now we can go,” he said without even glancing at the woman Deirdre held. He strode back toward the door.

“Who’s this?” Deirdre called to his back, slowed by the prisoner staggering beside her.

“Vidya,” Stark said.

She’d heard that name once before. Vidya had been a member of Stark’s pack until her arrest by the OPA. Niamh had theorized that Vidya was dead—or as good as dead, considering that shifters who vanished into their detention centers never returned.

But here she was, looking underfed and pale, collapsing into Deirdre’s arms because she could no longer walk.

There was a time that Vidya must have been a beautiful woman. Her thick eyebrows were offset by a button nose, full lips, and dimpled chin. When she’d weighed about fifty pounds more, she’d probably been pretty curvy, too.

Now she was skeletal. Vidya weighed nothing when Deirdre bent to scoop her up.

“Need help?” Andrew asked. He was half-carrying another one of the naked, filthy denizens of solitary confinement, a man whose body was more scratches than skin.

“Keep my path clear and get us out of here fast,” Deirdre said.

The burly female prisoner who had followed them down cracked her knuckles. “With pleasure.”
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Moonrise struck as they emerged from the detention center. The entrance was hidden underneath a barn and surrounded by cornfields. It was a dark night lit only by stars, the new moon a black patch in the sky. Its hidden presence was heavy, anticipant.

Deirdre set Vidya down by the doors, no longer able to hold her. Her calf was cramping from where she’d been shot by a silver bullet. She could barely support her own weight, much less the weight of the other woman.

Vidya slumped to the ground, landing on all fours. She crawled into the cornfield and vanished.

Stark let her go. He let them all go. Every last prisoner that they’d released from the detention center went whooping into the night, arms open in joyous greeting to the starlight.

Deirdre stood aside to let them pass through the barn doors. Most immediately broke into sprints, whether on two legs or four or none at all.

“Please, gods, let this be the right thing,” she whispered to the invisible moon.

Deirdre hadn’t gone into her evening intending to release hundreds of convicts into society.

Just like she had never planned to become Everton Stark’s Beta.

She was strangely good at being an accidental villain.

Her calf cramped again, harder this time. She sat down with a grimace to inspect the damage.

Silver-sucker.

After her confrontation with Reuben, she hadn’t thought twice about shooting the other guards. They certainly hadn’t hesitated to shoot her back. They probably thought of her as poorly as Reuben had. They probably deserved it.

Then why did she feel a hard knot of regret lodged behind her breastbone?

Stark kneeled beside Deirdre as the convicts continued flooding into the cornfield. “They’ll be back,” he said, as though she’d asked him a question. “They’ll all come to me when this night is over. We’ll have a full house at the asylum.”

“They’re all coming back with us? Do we have the room?”

“We’ll make the room.” The starlight reflected in his eyes, making them look almost more silver than gold. “Nobody gets left behind in my pack.”

That was a key point of Stark’s platform in opposition to the standing Alpha, Rylie Gresham. She had organized shifters into groups: those who were safe to join her in the sanctuary or one of its satellite ranches, and those who weren’t. Deirdre had been among those outside the fold.

On the other hand, Stark insisted that he would have no fold at all. He planned on all shifters being equal, beyond societal structure, governed by individual pack rather than by a larger system.

It was a nice idea. Deirdre had always thought that was how it should be, long before she ever met Stark.

She’d never realized that affecting that kind of change would involve such violence.

Deirdre studied Stark out the corner of her eye. He was a broad-shouldered man, like a mountain that had grown legs and gone for a walk. His beard, hooked nose, and craggy face were striking. The kind of features that people would want to put on dollar bills.

He was also incredibly cruel.

It was hard to remember that when they were surrounded by joyful shifters freed by his actions, but it was true.

“Aren’t you going to shift and join them?” Deirdre asked.

Stark glared at the dark moon. The bolts of red in his beard looked almost blond in the depths of night. “I’m stronger than the fall and rise of lunar energy. I’ll stay human tonight.”

“All of this was to get Vidya, wasn’t it?” she asked. “Who is Vidya?”

“A weapon,” Stark said.

He drew a knife from his boot. She tensed, but didn’t draw away, even when he approached her with it. Stark sliced her pant leg open around the bullet wound. Deirdre hissed as fresh air rushed over her stinging skin.

“Open your mouth,” he said, and she obeyed. He put the hilt of his knife between her teeth. “Bite down.” And she did.

He didn’t give her any other warning before plunging his fingers into the wound, searching for remnants of the bullet. Deirdre groaned around the knife, screwing her eyes shut.

It only took a few moments. Stark swept the wound clean and then flicked her blood to the soil.

“The bullet passed through,” he said, pulling bandages from a pocket of his vest. “You’ll heal.” He wrapped her leg tightly, with expert motions. This was a man who had bound a lot of injuries before.

He rested a hand on her shoulder. She tensed at the contact, prepared for the bone-crushing pain of having his hand snap her clavicle.

That pain never came.

“I’ll have to thank Niamh for introducing us.” His voice was emotionless when he said it, but warmth suffused Deirdre anyway.

That was the closest thing to praise she’d ever heard from him.

And she hated herself for loving it.
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The breakout wasn’t on the news the next day, or the day after.

Deirdre was waiting by the TV in her bedroom at seven o’clock, ready to see the chaos they’d inflicted aired on every channel. But nothing about the breakout aired at seven o’clock, or at nine o’clock.

When the eleven o’clock news came around, the report was just as boring and ordinary as it had been in the earlier hours.

“What’s going on here?” Andrew asked, standing in front of the TV with a plate of ribs. He always ate standing up. He joked that calories didn’t count if he wasn’t sitting. “Where’s the report on all the nasty evil people we’ve set loose on the poor widdle mundanes?”

Deirdre steepled her hands in front of her face, watching the newscasters talk about the weather. Apparently there was an unusual weather pattern that would bring more rain into New York City soon.

Just her luck.

But even the annoyance of incoming rain wasn’t enough to distract from the fact that she wasn’t on the news.

She was grateful for it on some level. It meant that her former roommate, Jolene, wouldn’t see Deirdre’s face beside Stark’s again. Her old friends wouldn’t be reminded of the fact that Deirdre was working for a known terrorist.

Unfortunately, it also meant that someone was controlling the news.

“It’s the OPA,” Deirdre said.

Andrew ripped a piece of rib off the bone with his teeth and swallowed without chewing. “Come again?”

“They’re controlling the media. It’s the only explanation.” She stood and began pacing. Deirdre had to do something with all her pent-up energy. “They’ve caught on to the fact that Stark’s most powerful weapon is public relations, and they’re trying to choke it back by putting an embargo on news surrounding what he does.”

“Can they do that?” Andrew asked. “Isn’t the media free?”

“It’s supposed to be,” Deirdre said grimly.

“And it will be once I’m in charge.” Stark stood in the doorway. He’d replaced the flannel he usually wore around the asylum with a tactical vest and black shirt. Normally, that would have meant that they were about to go on another mission, but he also held a video camera in one hand.

He was getting ready to produce another video. A different kind of assault.

“You ever think about the things you say?” Deirdre asked, planting her hands on her hips. “You talk about what’ll happen when you’re in charge in the same breath that you talk about anarchy. Doesn’t really fit.”

Stark held the camera out to Andrew, who slurped the rib juice off of his fingers before taking it. “My vision for the future involves the skeleton of a representative democracy and independence for each self-governed pack. I’ll be the one enforcing equitable law.”

“More like judge and executioner than a dictator.”

“Whatever shifters need me to be. My life belongs to the people.” Stark turned off her television. “Niamh is setting up lights and sound downstairs. Both of you are coming with me.”

Deirdre wasn’t feeling social, especially not since their asylum had been filled with convicted criminals they’d freed from the detention center, but she knew better than to argue.

He’d broken her face too many times for her to talk back.

Stark had set up an amateur television studio in their foyer, green screen and all. The lights standing in a crescent around the chair were so bright that they heated the entire room. It was actually pretty nice, considering how drafty the asylum was.

Niamh was in her nerdy element, fluttering around the cables, making sure that everything fit, and getting the teleprompter set up for his shoot.

“Hey, Dee!” she called, wiggling her fingers in greeting.

Deirdre half-heartedly returned the gesture. She hadn’t been spending much time with Niamh in recent weeks. She hadn’t been spending time with anyone other than Stark, really. It was a kind of self-flagellation, an ongoing vigil for lost friends, a punishment for her failures.

There was a television-quality camera set up among the crescent of those lights. “What’s Andrew’s camcorder for?” Deirdre asked.

“He’ll be shooting behind-the-scenes footage for the documentary Niamh is putting together,” Stark said.

She stared at him. “A documentary.”

“As time goes on, I realize that assassinating Rylie Gresham at her town hall wouldn’t have helped us, no matter how satisfying it might have been,” Stark said. “She’s long since won the war of public opinion. Martyring her would only solidify her laws after death. Before I can kill her body, I must kill her spirit. We must curry favor among the masses.”

“I had no idea war was such a popularity contest,” Deirdre said.

“The media has always controlled wars.”

“So do you hate that the Office of Preternatural Affairs has the ability to control the media right now, or do you hate that it isn’t you who’s got the control?”

She knew she had finally pushed his buttons a little too hard when he gave her that look—that dead-eyed expression that said he was about to punch her, put her in her place, show her who was in charge.

Reflexively, Deirdre curled in on herself, hunching her shoulders and lowering her eyes.

It was how werewolves showed that they acknowledged an Alpha wolf’s dominance. Deirdre wasn’t a werewolf. She’d never used the posture in any of the group homes she’d lived in before, nor had she used it as an adult. Not until she lived in Everton Stark’s asylum.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

She wasn’t meeting his gaze, so she didn’t know if she’d satisfied him with the show of submission. But he didn’t strike her.

Andrew stood nearby with that camcorder. He was filming Stark and Deirdre’s exchange, immortalizing the fact that she had lost her spirit and no longer stood up to a man who deserved to hear the criticism.

“We’re ready,” Niamh said. Her laptop was plugged into the side of the telecaster, and she was seated beside the camera so she could operate both at the same time.

Stark took the chair in front of the green screen.

Deirdre slowly straightened, the fear draining out of her now that he wasn’t about to strike.

“Nice,” Bowen said. He was a werewolf with long hair braided down his spine and tattoo sleeves from biceps to wrists. “You’re acting a little less stupid than you usually look.” He spoke directly to Deirdre’s cleavage without so much as glancing at her face.

“That’s nice to hear, because you’re exactly as stupid as you look,” she said.

“Don’t be like that, baby,” he said.

“Call me baby again and I’ll end you.”

He gave a low chuckle, lowering his nose to take a long inhale of her shoulder. “I like the scent of blood on you. It’s attractive.”

Deirdre looked down at her hands. Her fingernails were still caked with blood from carrying Vidya around the night before. She hadn’t been able to shower. She only dared bathe when the communal showers were filled with other women, just to make sure she wouldn’t be caught alone by the shifter men.

Men like Bowen, who thought she was sexiest when she reeked of blood.

She shoved him away. “Gods, don’t talk to me like that. Actually, just don’t talk to me at all. You’re disgusting.”

Niamh shot a disapproving look at them. Her wild curls and feathers were pulled back into a thick ponytail, and she wore thick-framed reading glasses. She was in business mode. “Quiet on the set. We need total silence.”

“Sorry,” Deirdre said.

The swanmay’s admonishment didn’t do anything to stop Bowen. He sidled closer to Deirdre.

“Gage talked to you like that, didn’t he, baby?” Bowen whispered under his breath, quiet enough that Niamh wouldn’t be able to hear. His hand slid across Deirdre’s butt, cupping the left cheek. “Don’t you want to see what it’s like to be with someone who isn’t Rylie Gresham’s bitch?”

She grabbed his hand, twisting it so hard that the bones cracked. He grunted and bent over, trying to free his arm from her grasp.

It brought his face low enough for her to drive the heel of her palm into his nose. The bridge snapped. Blood coursed down his upper lip. “You bitch!” he cried, stumbling back, hands clutching his face.

Deirdre shoved him off. “Quiet on the set,” she said serenely.

Bowen pointed at her, as if to silently say, This isn’t over.

She stared at him in challenge. Inviting him to attack.

Deirdre had survived beatings by the likes of Stark and Jacek. Bowen was nothing compared to them. Her blood burned with hatred and grief, and she was gagging for an excuse to wreak violence upon someone she knew who deserved it.

But he left, and he didn’t try to grab her butt again on his way out.

He could make all the threats he wanted. Deirdre knew who had won that confrontation.

She let out a slow breath and faced the makeshift studio again. Was Stark smiling at the sight of his Beta breaking noses? No way.

If he had been, it was only for a moment. He was properly stony-faced again by the time the cameras rolled.

“Five, four, three, two…go,” Niamh said.

“For the last ten years, the Office of Preternatural Affairs has been aggressively expanding their illegal detention centers,” Stark said. “Our brethren are arrested and indefinitely detained without due process because of Rylie Gresham’s—”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Niamh stood, flapping her hands at Stark. “You’re not reading the teleprompter.”

“I’m paraphrasing,” Stark said.

“You’re using big words and weird concepts. Don’t say due process. People don’t know what that is. Read what we wrote for you.” She tapped the side of the machine. “Hey Colette! Can we get you over here with the makeup? Our hero’s features aren’t showing up with enough definition in this light, and we’ve got major forehead shine going down.”

Colette hurried over with a tray of makeup and a few brushes. Stark ignored her as she worked on him.

“I won’t talk down to people,” he said.

“That’s not what we’re doing here,” Niamh said. “You’re not condescending. You’re accessible.”

Deirdre had to muffle a laugh at that. Stark, accessible?

She could think of dozens of adjectives that would describe Stark. Cruel. Charismatic. Bloodthirsty.

Not “accessible.”

He could have passed out free cookies on a street corner and he wouldn’t have seemed accessible.

Stark’s jaw clenched. “You underestimate our audience, Niamh.”

She sighed. “Okay. Think of it this way: Shifters outside of the sanctuary haven’t had access to the Academy’s education. The boarding schools we put gaean kids in are staffed by undereducated and underpaid teachers held to standards so low there might as well be no standards at all. They’re not taught about due process and why indefinite detention without a trial is a problem. That’s what we’re trying to fix! Until you’re in charge, our audience doesn’t have the foundation to get what you’re talking about. Understand?”

Stark was getting annoyed now. Deirdre could see it in the way he held his back, the clench of his teeth.

She wanted to tell Niamh to stop pushing before he went over the edge.

Deirdre remained silent.

“I know what I’m doing,” he said.

Niamh sighed. “You’re the boss. Say whatever you want to say.”

Deirdre only looked away for a moment—keeping an eye out for Bowen and his grabby hands, in case he hadn’t really fled Niamh’s set.

The shriek of pain drew Deirdre’s attention back to Stark immediately.

Niamh was crouched in front of him, clutching her face. Blood dribbled from between her fingers.

Stark towered over her, fists still clenched. “I don’t need your permission for anything,” he said, as calm as ever. “And you won’t talk to me like that again.” He addressed the room at large. “Does anyone else want to question my methods?”

Deirdre didn’t stick around long enough to hear if anyone responded, but she was pretty sure that she knew that the answer would be a resounding no.

She brushed past Andrew and his camcorder. He wasn’t filming Stark’s reproach. He was tracking Deirdre as she walked from the green screen toward the hallway.

“Keep that off of me.” She planted a hand on the lens and shoved it away.

The last thing she needed was to be immortalized in pro-Stark propaganda.

It seemed like half of the asylum’s residents were clustered in the hallway behind the foyer, watching the filming from relative safety. Jacek was at the head of them.

He had his own little clique of followers. People who thought that Stark should have named Jacek his Beta rather than Deirdre. None of them had been her fans before she took position as Stark’s right hand, and she wasn’t more popular now.

The looks they gave her when she passed through the hallway could have curdled milk.

What would Stark have done? Probably pounded respect into all of them with his fists. If not respect, then fear.

She wouldn’t do it now, but she would surely have to do it soon.

This was her life now, after all.
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The courtyard was a large, open area at the center of the asylum, filled with flora that was surprisingly well maintained.

Life as a terrorist in hiding was boring so it was easy to find volunteer gardeners. Someone was even rebuilding the dried-out pond so that it could be refilled, though they weren’t working on it at the moment. It was too hot for physical labor now that the clouds had dispersed.

Deirdre sat on a rusted old park bench and tipped her head back to absorb the warmth in solitude. It felt sinfully good to soak up the sunshine, especially after all the rain as of late.

Maybe she was a lizard shifter. Cold blooded.

She certainly felt cold that afternoon.

With her eyes closed, she didn’t feel like she was in the courtyard anymore. She was standing in front of the incinerator in the basement of the asylum. She was watching Stark stoke the flames, growing a fire that was hot enough to melt metal in the coals.

The warmth on Deirdre’s face wasn’t midday sunlight; it was the heat from the oven scorching her skin, burning her eyebrows.

She was watching as the body of a bear shifter was pushed into the oven again, his fur consumed by flame.

And she watched as Stark closed the door on his ashen remains.

Deirdre opened her eyes with a jolt.

There was a bird in the tree nearby, singing a sweet song that was far too bright for her mood. Early morning rain still glistened on the trees. Freshly tilled soil near the far wall marked where Gage had died weeks earlier. He’d left his blood everywhere and Niamh had helped Deirdre churn the earth to bury the stain.

It had been a month.

Deirdre still saw Gage’s body in the oven every time she shut her eyes.

He never would have approved of Deirdre serving as Stark’s Beta. He would have been horrified to know that she’d released prisoners that had been incarcerated during Rylie’s “rule” as Alpha—people that Rylie wanted to be locked away from society.

But Gage was gone. He had thrown himself at her and given Deirdre no choice but to end his life.

He had done it for both of them. For his selfish desire to no longer be subject to the berserker inside of him, and for the selfless desire to make sure Deirdre could continue protecting Rylie from Stark. It had been his choice. She knew that.

Yet it had been her finger that pulled the trigger.

It shouldn’t have hurt to lose someone she’d only known for a week.

Deirdre opened her eyes and pulled a tooth out of her pocket. It was almost as long as her thumb, and the same width at its thickest point. The tip was sharp enough to cut through flesh. She knew that for a fact—she’d accidentally scraped herself with it multiple times.

The fang had belonged to Gage. Stark had ripped it out of his head during an unfair fight, then given it to Deirdre to teach her a lesson once he was done.

At the time, Deirdre hadn’t been certain what that lesson was supposed to be. Now she suspected that Stark had been telling her not to get attached to Gage. Even before Gage’s traitorousness had been revealed, Stark must have known that the berserker was too unstable to last long.

Gage wouldn’t have shot Reuben and the other guards at the detention center. He would have found a way around it.

“Necessary evils,” Deirdre muttered.

Now that she’d spent more than a month as Stark’s Beta, she wasn’t sure she could tell the difference between necessary and unnecessary evils anymore.

She had finally decided what she was going to do with the tooth, though.

Deirdre popped open her compact. It was a silly thing to carry around, but she did it for Niamh’s sake, since the swanmay might want to check her makeup at any moment. It distorted and magnified the side of Deirdre’s face.

She leaned in close to the mirror, tilting her head so that she could see her left earlobe in the reflection. She was wearing a slender black stud in the piercing at the moment. She’d started to gauge out her ears when she lived in Montreal, but the process had proven to be too itchy and uncomfortable with her shifter healing. The skin had kept trying to grow over whatever she put in them.

It wouldn’t be able to grow over a berserker fang.

Deirdre pushed the tip of the tooth into her earlobe. The fang widened quickly. She clenched her jaw as she kept pushing it through to the point where it hurt. Once the skin started tearing, she stopped.

The tooth had gotten a half-inch in. She shut her eyes, blew out a long breath. The healing fever tingled along the side of her face and made her ear burn.

After a minute, the throbbing abated, and Deirdre pushed the tooth through again. It slid in another half-inch. She stopped to let it heal. Then pushed a third time.

Finally, the tooth was deep enough in her earlobe that it wouldn’t fall out anytime soon. She tugged on it gently to make sure it was secure.

The earlobe would itch constantly with the fang in there.

A perpetual reminder of what had happened with Gage.

It had been Stark’s order that forced her to shoot him. Stark’s order, Gage’s attack, and Rylie’s machinations.

Three people Deirdre planned to never forgive.

Four if she counted herself.

A door opened behind her. Stark entered the courtyard, and Deirdre tucked the compact into her pocket.

The Alpha was no longer wearing the tactical vest, so she could see the flex and relax of muscle underneath the black shirt as he approached. Those were the liquid movements of a predator in his territory.

“Done already?” Deirdre asked, hugging her knees to her chest.

“I only needed one take,” he said.

“Where’s this video destined to be shown? Any news channels want to play ball with us, give us some air time?” It had taken practice to get into the habit of saying “us” and “we” rather than “you.” She was his Beta. Part of the team. She was supposed to be in favor of Stark’s message getting out.

“The news channels haven’t returned my calls,” he said. “I’ll release it on the internet once Niamh is done with editing.”

“The OPA can probably have it brought down from any viral video site where you post it,” Deirdre said.

“There are ways around that.” Stark surveyed the courtyard with obvious disapproval. “You’ve been out here a lot lately.”

“I like the sunshine.”

“You’re grieving.”

Deirdre shrugged. She wasn’t going to deny it. She could pretend that she was on Stark’s side, but she couldn’t pretend that she was happy about how things had fallen out with Gage.

Had Stark noticed the fang in her ear yet? Did he even remember pulling it out of Gage’s head?

It was a silent, dangerous rebellion, but one she couldn’t resist.

“You can’t display this kind of weakness in front of the pack,” Stark said. “I chose you to be my Beta. Your behavior reflects on me. You will act as strong as I know you can be, and you will do it all the time.”

A headache was growing between Deirdre’s temples. “Don’t you ever get tired of putting on a public face? Pretending you’re the tough guy?”

“I don’t pretend,” he said. “I’ve tolerated your insolence in these past weeks because of the price you’ve paid for loyalty, but shallow displays of submission don’t counteract your constant defiance. I didn’t correct your behavior today. I will the next time you cause a problem.”

She lifted her hands in a show of surrender. “Don’t hold back on my account. I know how much you love kicking my butt. I’m like your little Deirdre stress ball.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “Sorry. Your little Tombs stress ball. I almost forgot that we’re still not on a first-name basis.”

Stark’s shoulders were tense. “You will get over what happened to Gage at some point. It won’t take long. You’re strong.”

If this was supposed to be a touching moment, talking about the boyfriend that Stark had forced Deirdre to kill, it was a pretty screwed-up idea of a heart-to-heart.

“You can have the day off tomorrow,” he said. “Be back at the asylum by sundown.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard what I said. Niamh will be editing the video at her store. You can leave with her. I don’t think you’ve gotten to enjoy the tourist experience in New York City.” His upper lip curled. “Maybe you can see the Statue of Liberty. I don’t care. Take a day and come back ready to work.”

He walked away. Deirdre called after him. “Aren’t you worried I won’t come back after all this bullshit?”

“No,” Stark said.

And damn him if he wasn’t right.
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“What do you think about this color?” Niamh asked, holding out a tube of matte lipstick.

Deirdre’s eyebrows lifted. “Fire engine red? On who, you or me?”

“You, of course. You’ve got warm undertones that are perfect for this kind of lipstick. I’d look like a prostitute in the bad way.”

“I’m not going to have a chance to wear red lipstick,” Deirdre said. “I mean, look at us. It’s our first day out and we’re in a CVS. Clubbing isn’t in our future.”

After her weeks cooped up in the asylum, only going outside to risk her life with Stark, getting to walk through the streets of New York City without an agenda felt better than clubbing. It was more like going on vacation.

Niamh dropped the lipstick into her basket. “It’s on sale. We’ll get it. We can do makeovers and pretend we’re somewhere fun. Colette would enjoy that.”

Colette might, but Deirdre doubted that Stark would be amused if his Beta walked around the asylum with a full face. It wouldn’t be strong enough for him, that display of feminine luxury.

There would be no fun sleepovers in their future. No sleepovers, no clubbing, no vacations.

Nothing but propaganda videos and raids on government facilities.

Deirdre let Niamh lead the way through the drugstore, keeping an eye on the street outside the big windows. Morning traffic was jammed from stoplight to stoplight, crawling along mere inches at a time.

There was a black SUV in the far lane. It was halfway hidden behind a delivery truck, so Deirdre couldn’t tell if it had the OPA logo on the side. It looked like the same make and model that the agency used. But even if it was the OPA, there was no reason to fear. It wasn’t like they knew that Niamh and Deirdre were out shopping.

Niamh caught her stare. She grabbed another tube of lipstick. “Be cool, Dee. We’re just two girls having a day out.” But her mood was cooled by the sight of that unidentified black SUV. She hustled toward the cashier. “It’s probably about time for me to open No Capes, though. Have to catch up on some paperwork and dig into Adobe Premiere.”

The stoplight turned green. The cars moved on, and Deirdre never got to see if the SUV had government license plates or not.

Once Niamh bought everything, she headed for the door.

“I thought I’d pick up some standard ammunition for my Ruger while we’re out,” Deirdre said. “Coming?”

Niamh glanced at her watch. “The boss wants that video out today and I’ve got a few hours of editing ahead of me. But if you don’t want to be alone—”

“I’m fine,” Deirdre said. “Really.”

Her friend didn’t look convinced. She knew better than anyone else when Deirdre was brooding. Niamh hadn’t cared for Gage—not the way that Deirdre had—but she knew how much it hurt her to take him down.

The urge to obey Stark was stronger than her urge to baby Deirdre.

“Don’t take long,” Niamh said.

“I won’t.”

Niamh headed off to No Capes, leaving Deirdre alone on the sidewalk.

Deirdre didn’t head down to the gun store, though.

She turned around and went back into CVS.

Disposable cell phones were on sale behind the counter. She pointed at the cheapest of them. “I’ll take that and twenty minutes,” Deirdre said. Twenty minutes was nothing—only enough for a single phone call—but she didn’t think she could afford more.

“How are you paying? Cash? Credit?” asked the clerk, unlocking the case.

Deirdre wiggled her thumb. “Credit.”

The clerk pushed the fingerprint reader toward her. Deirdre glanced over her shoulder at the street before pressing her thumb to the pad.

She wasn’t sure she’d still have any money left on her benefits card, since she hadn’t checked in with the office since leaving Montreal. But it scanned, considered her thumbprint, and took the payment.

The clerk handed the phone to her. Deirdre headed across the street to the skate park before activating it.

She had taken care to memorize Rylie’s phone number instead of writing it down. Stark had found the page she’d stolen from him in her bedroom, so obviously he was doing searches whenever he felt like it. Deirdre couldn’t have anything physical that might betray her loyalties.

She chewed on the inside of her cheek as the phone rang.

Finally, it connected.

“Deirdre?” Rylie sounded weirdly hopeful, considering their last contact had been when Deirdre told her that Gage was dead.

“Yeah, it’s me. Just checking in.” Deirdre scanned the surrounding crowd. All unfamiliar faces, mostly teenagers, and few shifters.

“What happened last night?”

“Stark released someone from solitary confinement. A member of his pack.”

“So it wasn’t meant to make a statement this time?” Rylie asked.

Deirdre gave a dry laugh. “He’s always making a statement. But that wasn’t the sole reason, no. He was rescuing someone named Vidya. Do you know who she is?”

“I can look her up.”

It seemed unfair that Rylie didn’t recognize Vidya’s name. The woman was dangerous enough that she had been locked into a closet, dwelling in her own filth, yet not important enough to be a blip on the Alpha’s radar.

“What’s up with the news channels?” Deirdre asked.

“You mean the fact you’re not on them? That’s us,” Rylie said.

Hearing it confirmed didn’t make Deirdre feel any better. She shut her eyes, leaning back on the park bench. “You shouldn’t have that power.”

Rylie sounded distracted. “We can’t have Stark causing pandemonium by unleashing convicts and bragging about it on the news. We’ve got standing takedown notices with all the usual social media sites to keep his videos from getting out, and—”

“A lot of those convicts were non-violent drug offenders. Did you know that? People who were arrested for possession of lethe. Or people who stole from the gas station down the street three times and ended up getting put away for life.”

The silence from the other side of the line wasn’t exactly inspirational.

Deirdre pushed on.

“I don’t think it’s fair to destroy lives for petty crimes,” she said. She wished she could have seen Rylie’s expression. “Do you think that’s fair?”

“It’s not my law,” Rylie said softly.

“No, it’s the law of your best friends at the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

“Secretary Friederling has reasons for setting things up the way he did. The statistics surrounding violent offenses performed by preternatural drug users—”

“But that’s not what got them put away,” Deirdre said. “A lot of it’s possession, not assault or whatever.”

“I’m sorry. I know the glacial pace of legislation must be incredibly frustrating, but there’s nothing we can do at the moment that we aren’t already working on.” Rylie’s tone became gently cajoling. “That’s also not exactly an emergency.”

Deirdre shut her eyes, took deep breaths, counted to ten.

She was only supposed to call the werewolf Alpha when something urgent was happening, not because she was angry about the law. Deirdre was always angry about the law. Nothing urgent there.

“Brianna,” Deirdre said. “Did you get me a time?”

“Yes. You can meet her today, actually. She’s in town. Do you have a pen?”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Sure.” She didn’t actually plan on writing the address down. She’d have to memorize it.

Rylie read off an address, and then said, “I’ll tell her that you’re coming at twelve thirty. Should give you guys plenty of time to talk before Brianna heads out of town for the night.”

Deirdre almost thanked her, but she sealed her lips against it.

She had given up so much for Rylie. Deirdre was the one who should be on the receiving end of the gratitude.

“Do you know what Stark’s doing with the convicts?” Rylie asked. “He took a lot more people than this Vidya.”

“For now? Mostly he’s letting them stink up our hideout. I don’t know what happens next. I’d guess that they’re an army, but I’m just guessing. He’s not telling me anything.”

“If he does attempt to use them as an army, I have new enchantments and new guards,” Rylie said. “I’ll be prepared for him next time.”

“Safe in your ivory tower,” Deirdre said. “Unlike me. Unlike Gage.”

“God, Deirdre,” Rylie said. Her heartbreak poured out in those two words, and Deirdre immediately felt guilty for saying it.

“Sorry,” she muttered. The phone call needed to end. They weren’t going to be able to talk about anything constructive at that point, not once Gage’s name came up. “I’ll talk to you later.”

Deirdre hung up.

She pulled the SIM card out of the phone and broke it before tossing everything into the trash.
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When Deirdre returned to No Capes, it looked even more dismal than usual. Niamh had been spending more time at the asylum and less at her comic book store/apartment, and it showed. The front window was so dirty from passing cars spraying mud on it that no light could enter. The sign on the door was permanently turned to “closed.” The air smelled musty, like nothing lived there except a lot of old comic books.

Niamh was fixated on her video editing program when Deirdre entered, bell over the door jingling.

“Lock it behind you, Dee,” she said without looking up.

Deirdre did. The deadbolt settled into place with a heavy click. “Isn’t your basement supposed to be accessible to Stark’s people and the sidhe at all times?”

“Usually,” Niamh said, “but they can knock. Pull up a chair. I want you to watch what I’ve got so far.”

Deirdre couldn’t “pull up a chair.” There was no room between Niamh’s shelves for chairs. She settled onto one end of the busted green couch by the cash register.

Niamh turned her laptop around so Deirdre could see it and then hit play.

The green screen behind Stark had been replaced with an American flag. Not the new one with the crescent moon, but the old one with fifty stars and thirteen stripes.

Colette had done a good job on Stark’s makeup. She’d emphasized his features and gotten rid of the shine. She might have even managed to do it without getting her nose broken by Stark.

“Your Alpha continues to deceive you,” he said. “Rylie Gresham pretends that she cares about all shifters.”

The video cut to a scene from one of Rylie’s recent speeches. She was shown in harsh grayscale, and the effect made her look much more menacing than she usually would.

“But she doesn’t. For the last ten years, the Office of Preternatural Affairs has been expanding its illegal prisons and detaining gaeans for minor offenses without due process.”

“Due process,” Niamh mimicked in a deep voice.

Deirdre shot a sideways look at her. There was no sign of injury on her face now. “You okay?”

“Just keep watching.”

She watched.

The video kept going, flashing from Rylie one moment to footage of Vidya the next. They had taken pictures of the woman fresh out of the detention center. She looked just as skinny and filthy as she had when Deirdre removed her from solitary confinement.

Then Niamh cut to short clips of some of the prisoners.

“I stole money to feed my family,” said one man.

Another cut.

“I defended my home against an OPA search and was arrested,” said a woman.

Another cut.

“It wasn’t hurting anyone. I just wanted one more hit. That’s all.”

And then another, and another.

The anger that had been smoldering in Deirdre for weeks was starting to choke her. Her fists clenched in her lap.

“Rylie Gresham is responsible for all shifters, but she’s let the Office of Preternatural Affairs torture our kind,” Stark said. “She doesn’t deserve the honor of being Alpha. And there’s no telling what she’ll do next if we allow her dictatorship to continue.”

That was where the video ended.

Deirdre’s eyes were hot. She rubbed the back of her hand over them.

“I need some kind of transition out,” Niamh said, leaning in close to her computer and clicking through menus. “Some kind of music or something. But what do you think so far?”

She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “It’s good. Yeah, you’ve done a good job on it.”

Niamh beamed. “You think?” She looked so happy—and so unaffected by the material she was editing. “The interviews were my idea. Andrew helped me shoot them.”

“Nice touch. Humanizes the movement.” Maybe a little too well. Deirdre swallowed hard, fighting down her urge to laugh or cry—she wasn’t sure which. “Don’t you think the old American flag is a little heavy handed?”

“I’ll put something else back there,” Niamh said. “It’s a placeholder. What do you think? Forest or city or what?”

The front door shook as someone tried to open it. When that failed, a fist pounded against the frame.

Sudden adrenaline burned through Deirdre. She drew her gun.

But Niamh laughed. “Relax, Dee. People do come by the store sometimes.”

“Really?” Deirdre asked. “Like, customers? People buying stuff from you?”

Her cheeks turned pink. “Not exactly.”

Niamh unlocked the front door and opened it. Deirdre only had a moment to holster her Ruger again before a man entered.

He was skinny, redheaded, and heavily freckled. His stooped shoulders made it look like he’d spent the last ten years living in a computer chair, while the pasty skin suggested that computer chair was somewhere lightless. The side of his left hand was shiny and smooth where it had rubbed against too much paper.

Deirdre didn’t need an introduction to know that she was about to meet Niamh’s comic book artist boyfriend.

“Hey, there,” he said before kissing Niamh deeply, bending her backwards with the force of it. She giggled and melted against him, wrapping her leg around his.

He looked nothing like Gage, and yet a hint of bitter envy writhed within Deirdre’s heart at the sight of them together.

Niamh didn’t seem to be in a hurry to come up for air. Her arms twined around the artist’s neck. She was tall for a woman, but her boyfriend was even taller, and the two of them looked like a pair of wire hangers getting all tangled up together.

Deirdre cleared her throat. “Hi.”

The artist dropped Niamh quickly. “Oh, hi. Sorry. I’ve never seen anyone else in here before.” He hesitated, then held a hand out as if to shake, before pulling it back again just as quickly. “I’m Kristian.”

“Deirdre,” she said, giving him a little wave.

“This is my boyfriend, Dee.” Niamh was still coiled around him, like a vine trying to climb a tree. “He’s the penciler on all the Godslayer comics. Can you believe it?”

Oh yeah, Deirdre could believe it. “That’s really neat. I’m honored to meet you.”

“Deirdre, you said?” He chuckled nervously. “Niamh has told me about you. She didn’t say that you’re so…”

“Grungy?” Deirdre suggested. It had been so long since she’d felt safe showering at the asylum that she’d been forced to tie her hair back under a bandana, and she didn’t even want to guess what some of the stains on her jeans might have been.

“I was going to say pretty, but I’m afraid of Niamh’s reaction,” Kristian said.

It was probably supposed to be flattering that Kristian had called her pretty, but some disgruntled little troll inside of Deirdre recoiled. Between Gage, Stark, and Bowen’s wandering fingers, she would have been perfectly happy for no man to speak to her ever again, much less compliment her.

“It’s okay. My girl is very pretty. Just as long as you remember who the Godslayer fan is here.” Niamh stroked a fingernail along his neck.

“I’d never forget.” Kristian pulled his messenger bag around in front of him, extracting a large envelope. “In fact, I got back the colored pages today, and I thought you’d—”

“Yes!”

Niamh snatched it away from him with a squeal, leaping over the couch and darting to the cash register. She kept all her Godslayer comics in a lockbox back there. The area resembled a holy altar.

Deirdre couldn’t help but laugh. She sauntered over to Kristian’s side. “Sorry about Niamh. She’s always been like this.”

“No apologies necessary. I know what I’ve gotten into with her and she’s worth every ounce of it.” Kristian cocked his head. “You look familiar. Do I know you?”

“No,” Deirdre said curtly.

It must have come out sharper than she intended, because he actually took a step back. “Oh, huh. One of those faces, I guess.”

The problem was that he might have recognized her. Deirdre had been on the news alongside Everton Stark after they took hostages at a benefits office in Pennsylvania, and that video had been played on repeat for days after the incident. It had practically elevated them to celebrity status.

If Kristian didn’t recognize her yet, it was only because she wasn’t pointing a gun at him.

“This is amazing, boo,” Niamh said, carefully extracting the pages of the Godslayer comic. “You did an amazing job. Again. Of course, you always do an amazing job.”

“And you want me to go away so you can read it?” Kristian asked.

She grinned. “I love you.”

He leaned over the counter to kiss her, and Deirdre glared fixedly at the floor, trying not to hear all the lip-smacky noises. They slurped wetly. It was disgusting.

“See you this weekend?” he asked in a husky, we’re-totally-going-to-have-sex kind of voice.

Niamh only responded with a distracted grunt. The instant they stopped kissing, she had started reading, and comic books outranked men any day. Even the geekiest of men.

Kristian waved at Deirdre on his way out the door.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

She glared at him.

The door swung shut with another jingling of the bell. Deirdre got up to lock it behind Kristian, but she stopped when her eye caught the clock on the wall.

It was almost noon. Rylie had said that Brianna would be expecting her at twelve thirty.

“I’m hungry. I think I’m going to get lunch,” Deirdre said, grabbing her jacket off the hook by the front door.

“Want company?” Niamh asked without looking up from her comic book. Now that she had the next issue of Godslayer from her artist boyfriend, she wasn’t going anywhere until she’d pored over every single panel at least a dozen times.

“Nah, I know you’re busy. Don’t forget to upload Stark’s video while you’re enjoying your new comic.”

Niamh clicked a couple of buttons on her laptop and then went back to reading. “Get me a panini while you’re out?”

Deirdre doubted there were any paninis where she was going. “I’ll get one if I walk past a place selling them.”

“There’s money in the coffee can under the window,” Niamh said. “They sell awesome paninis at Brucey’s two blocks down.”

Grabbing a handful of cash, Deirdre headed outside.

Clouds were moving in again, cooling the hot summer air. Looked like it was probably going to rain soon. At the moment, though, the air was still and heavy, pressing down on the city like a warm fist.

The storm drains echoed with the roar of water as Deirdre hurried past them. It was already raining somewhere else.

She could deal with rain for the sake of meeting Brianna.

Her heart was pounding like she was under attack—a familiar sense of adrenaline at this point. The fear was almost choking. But her fear wasn’t for her life this time. It was for what she might learn with Brianna. The witch who could identify the species of any shapeshifter she met, as long as she had met one before.

Deirdre was going to find out who she was.

Finally.
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The asylum felt distant as Deirdre hurried toward the address that Rylie had given her. Everything she had done was about to pay off. Joining Stark, meeting Gage, losing Gage, losing herself—it was all going to be worth it, just as soon as she spoke to that witch.

Even with her dizzying fear and excitement, Deirdre watched the sidewalk behind her reflected in the storefronts she passed. Watching for tails had become habit.

Stark didn’t seem to trust his Beta. There was always someone following her these days. Even when she left on one of the errands he assigned her, like picking up a delivery of drugs from one of his various contacts, he made sure that she was followed.

He might have made Deirdre his right hand, but he still didn’t trust her.

It was easy to spot the guy Stark had sent after her this time. It was Andrew, the lion shifter who weighed about as much as the animal he could turn into, and with just as much body hair. He was a surprisingly nice guy, considering that he’d volunteered to join them mostly out of cowardice.

He was also no good at following Deirdre unseen. The big hat and sunglasses did nothing to conceal his clumsy gait.

She hoped that he didn’t have that stupid video camera on hand again.

He moved among a larger crowd, populated largely by mundane humans. Even in the faintest reflections, Deirdre could distinguish mundanes from shifters. It was advertised in the way they moved. People might as well have tattooed their gaean status on their foreheads because they were so obvious about it.

There was only one other shifter behind her, who wore a hooded jacket and big square sunglasses—some guy trying to make himself look like a badass. He probably would have strutted around the city in his animal form if it had been legal. He clearly liked flashing his power around to watch people cower in front of him.

There were tons of losers like that in New York. More and more every day, it seemed.

But Deirdre wasn’t interested in random shifters pretending to be badasses. She was only concerned with the guy who might report back to Stark.

Deirdre could lose Andrew. She could lose anyone Stark sent to follow her.

She jogged across the intersection while the light was green, weaving between the yellow cabs. Horns blared. She waved one finger at them and kept going.

Ducking around the CVS, she immediately doubled back, heading down another intersection a block away from the first.

Deirdre spotted Andrew down the street as he tried to cross where she had. He didn’t realize she was already gone.

Too easy.

She still didn’t let her guard down as she moved south, toward the river. She kept watching reflections and mirrors mounted on street corners and glancing over her shoulder when it wasn’t too obvious.

There was too much at risk for her to become complacent.

“I have no intent of allowing terrorists to harm anyone. We’ve worked hard over the years to support the growth of gaean businesses, gaean education, and gaean families.”

Rylie’s voice, small and distorted by the speaker of a tablet, murmured nearby. Deirdre paused by the homeless person who was streaming the news to watch.

The bum was sitting against the wall next to a shopping cart. Her tablet was scratched and smeared with stains. Still, it was functional enough to show Rylie’s face, cut into three different segments by the crack that split the screen.

The Alpha continued. “We’re partnering with the Office of Preternatural Affairs to provide round-the-clock defense to the most vulnerable members of our community. Beginning immediately, all state-run schools will be guarded by members of an OPA police force to ensure the safety of our precious children.”

“Innit crap?” asked the homeless woman. She had noticed Deirdre looking over her shoulder. She reeked of body odor, buried under a pile of dirty clothes. “Them kids isn’t in any danger.”

“I don’t know about that,” Deirdre said. “Nobody seems to be safe these days.”

“Waste of money,” she huffed, turning off her tablet. “I need that more than kids who already done got food and shelter.” When she moved her arm, her sleeve slipped down to her elbow.

Unpleasant surprise slithered through Deirdre. The homeless woman wore an intake bracelet. The skin around it was blue-tinted. Shriveled.

Lethe addict.

Deirdre had been about to give one of the dollar bills from Niamh’s lunch to the homeless woman, but now she clutched it in her fist and kept walking.

She followed her mental map of the city to Chelsea, leaving the indigent shifter behind her.

Chelsea was the neighborhood where most of Manhattan’s system-dependent gaeans had been shuttled to after Genesis, giving them decrepit brownstones, abandoned stores, and empty schools.

Nobody needed to use those schools anymore. Not when there were no children to attend.

Unlike Montreal, New York had been settled by far more vampires than shifters. Vampires couldn’t reproduce naturally. There was no such thing as a vampire pregnancy. They could only acquire new members of their species the way werewolves did: by biting them. There was also a fluid exchange involved with vampires, but Deirdre didn’t know the details. She’d made it a habit to avoid vampires aside from Jolene.

No vampire pregnancies meant no vampire children. It was a perpetually adult population.

The streets were eerily quiet without anyone to play in them.

Deirdre lifted her hood to cover her face and jammed her hands into her pockets. Nobody would bother her if they thought she was one of the vampire breeds, so she kept her golden eyes down and pretended that she didn’t like direct sunlight.

Because she was so busy watching the ground, she almost didn’t notice that someone else was tailing her.

This man was good—a lot better than Andrew. She wouldn’t have even noticed him if it hadn’t been for his shoes.

But she heard the faint creak of leather behind her. And when she glanced over her shoulder as she turned a corner, she saw the shifter wearing the square sunglasses and cloak-like jacket again. He had been behind her since leaving No Capes.

He’d pulled off his jacket to expose the hooded sweater underneath, which made him look different. She wouldn’t have recognized him if he hadn’t still been wearing sunglasses that covered half of his face.

When she spotted him, he was all the way on the far end of the block, pretending to be interested in a newspaper. Much too far back for her to recognize him, especially now that he wasn’t wearing that jacket.

There was no mistaking the sunglasses, though.

Deirdre was still being followed.

She was tempted to ditch the meeting. Better to disappoint Brianna by being a no-show than someone realizing that she was meeting with a friend of Rylie’s. Or worse—leading someone who wanted to kill her to the only witch who’d be able to tell Deirdre what she was.

But that was the thing. Brianna was the only person who could tell Deirdre what she was. And who knew when she would be flying back to her office in Las Vegas?

Nothing was going to make her miss that meeting.

She needed to lose him.

Deirdre hooked a hard right turn into the alleyway. She vaulted over a crate, leaped onto the top of a Dumpster, and scaled the brick wall behind it with all the speed she could muster. And it was a lot of speed these days. She was getting faster all the time.

She scrambled up the side of the building, finding footholds and handholds with practiced ease. Three stories, five stories. It was easy.

Deirdre hit the roof and didn’t stop to look for the man following her.

She immediately launched off of the edge of the wall, catching a fire escape on the next building.

After all the time she’d recently spent climbing things like cliffs and trees, scaling a ladder was ridiculously easy. It only took her a couple of short minutes to reach an open window on the nineteenth floor.

She leaped into the living room on the other side.

“Sorry, hi,” Deirdre said, hitting the floor on her knees.

The vampire occupant, who had been watching TV in a shady corner, leaped to his feet with a gasp. His eyes were nearly white, as though with cataracts. He must not have been getting enough blood lately.

He flashed elongated canines at her. “Get out!”

“Just passing through! Sorry again.”

He chased her through the kitchen to the hallway of the apartment building, but luckily, he didn’t follow her past his front door. He was sluggish with starvation. He couldn’t have caught her if he wanted to.

Deirdre pounded down the hallway, arms pumping, lungs heaving.

The walls were paper-thin. She could hear what the building’s other residents were up to through their doors—watching Rylie’s latest statement on the news, having arguments over who should pick up their food stamps that night, barking dogs. Everything smelled stale, like nobody in the building had cleaned for weeks.

There was a window at the end of the hallway, open a crack to let the summer breeze in. Deirdre shoved it open.

She could see the address that Rylie had given her by looking over the nearest rooftops. It was just a block away, underneath what used to be an office building.

Someone nearby screamed.

A door opened in the hallway behind Deirdre.

She glanced back long enough to see a skinny man with a hooded sweater and sunglasses emerging from an apartment. He was carrying a gun.

This wasn’t a tail. This was an assassination attempt.

“Better and better,” she muttered, swinging her legs out onto the ledge. Deirdre stepped to the left so that she wouldn’t be visible from the window.

A gunshot.

The windowsill beside her exploded into fragments of wood.

The next building was five stories shorter than where she stood. Maybe six stories. Too far away for her to reach. There were trash bags piled against the side of the building, so she aimed for those, hoping they would be enough to soften her landing.

Deirdre didn’t have room to get a running start.

She threw herself from the building with all the power coiled into her thighs, soaring across the street with her arms outspread. Her jacket flapped behind her. The scarf covering her hair unknotted and whipped away into the wind.

Her stomach rose into her throat as she fell, graceful and without gravity.

Deirdre struck the edge of the building and rolled.

Her heart was pounding so hard that it felt like it was going to explode.

She hadn’t expected to land safely. She definitely hadn’t expected to hit the roof. She had only trusted that her body would be able to heal whatever she broke when she landed wrong.

Yet there she was, on the roof of the building, alive and without any new broken bones.

She glanced at the window she’d jumped from. There was no sign of the man with the gun.

That didn’t mean she could stop.

Deirdre jogged across the building’s roof, slid down the awning on the other side, bounced off of a dormer, and finally swung from a windowsill to reach the street level.

Another gunshot. It sounded like it might have been on the roof she’d just left.

“Crap,” Deirdre said.

There was a basement window level with the sidewalk to her left. It proved to be unlocked when she shoved.

Deirdre squeezed through the windowsill, dropping into the relative shelter of the basement underneath.

“You’re late.”

She whirled, heart jackhammering.

Deirdre came face to face with a woman draped in a knitted shawl, bejeweled rings, and several necklaces with wooden charms that clacked together when she moved. She was heavyset—the kind of woman whose thirties hadn’t struck gently—and she limped as she approached a table against the wall. She lowered herself into the chair carefully.

There was nothing threatening about this woman. Even the wooden charms that marked her as a witch looked like they were only defensive.

“Brianna?” Deirdre asked. The name came out in five syllables, she was so winded.

“In the flesh,” Brianna said, arranging her shawls around her. “Want to take a seat?”

Deirdre glanced up at the narrow window. It was too small for anyone bigger than her to wiggle through, but she hadn’t gotten a good look at her attacker. He could have been her size, maybe even smaller. And his stature didn’t matter if he had a gun loaded with silver bullets.

He’d be able to shoot her at the table if she sat there. The angle was perfect.

“I’ll keep standing,” Deirdre said, edging toward the opposite wall.

Brianna didn’t look surprised by the paranoia. Of course, she wouldn’t be if she dealt with preternaturals a lot. Most of them were on edge from one thing or another. Running from enemies, insufficient food or money, too much pressure from local factions.

The witch leaned back in her chair to give Deirdre a long look.

“Huh,” Brianna said.

“That’s not a positive sound,” Deirdre said.

Brianna unpacked her bag on the table, which was covered in a frilly purple tablecloth. “It’s a curious sound. That’s all.” She set items in front of her one by one as she extracted them. A crystal, a bowl, a packet of something that looked like salt.

Deirdre itched with the urge to start running again. “You’re supposed to be able to tell me what I am. At a glance, they said.”

“More like at a sniff,” Brianna said. “It’s not like any sense you have, but if it was any of them, it’d be sense of smell. Everyone has this kind of aroma. Angels always smell like something hot, so the half-blooded children of angels will smell like something that’s burning, too. And werewolves have this funny wet-dog musk, while demons—”

“So what do I smell like?” Deirdre asked. She didn’t need a list of preternatural stinks.

Brianna tapped her chin with a forefinger, which was decorated by a ruby the size of a small car. “Like the desert sky,” she said.

Paranoia was turning rapidly to annoyance.

She’d risked her life for this?

“The sky doesn’t smell,” Deirdre said.

Brianna circled the crystal in salt. “I have some ritualistic ways to augment my senses. I don’t usually need it, because most people are one of a couple common things, but—”

“Then what am I?”

“I’ve been around the block a few times.” Brianna touched the premature crow’s feet at the corner of her eyes with a gentle fingertip. “More than a few times. Some days I think I’ve met everything under the sun. I’ve run into hybrids that were everything all wrapped up into one—an angel-demon-witch, for instance, and even a couple of gods.”

That pricked Deirdre’s interest. “Gods?”

“One or two,” Brianna said.

Deirdre’s legs suddenly felt weak. The gods had died during Genesis. The void that had killed her—and everyone else on the planet—had been the result of a war between gods. Which meant that Brianna must have met them before Genesis.

Rylie had described Brianna as an old associate, hadn’t she?

“You knew Rylie before Genesis,” Deirdre said.

“Barely,” Brianna said.

“But you were there. You were involved.”

The witch lit a candle and set it behind the crystal. “Again, barely. A bit player in a much bigger game.”

“You’re not trying to tell me that you’ve met the gods before, are you?”

“Are there any other kind?” Brianna asked.

“You could tell me what happened,” Deirdre said. “You could tell me what Rylie did during Genesis.” Stark had told Deirdre that Rylie was responsible for Genesis, and when confronted about it, Rylie hadn’t denied any involvement. But she hadn’t told Deirdre more than that, either.

The werewolf Alpha’s involvement was a big question mark that could have had a very ugly answer.

“Did you know that Rylie speaks very highly of you?” Brianna asked, tone light, fingers sifting through the bowl of salt.

Deirdre clenched her jaw. She imagined that Rylie probably spoke “very highly” of everyone. She was practically the werewolf Mister Rogers. The woman didn’t have a bitter bone in her body, even in the places she needed them most.

“What did she do in Genesis?” Deirdre pressed.

“She died,” Brianna said. “She fought in battles meant to prevent Genesis and she died for it.” The witch massaged her temple, sighing. “As I said, I’ve met everything under the sun. Dozens, maybe hundreds, of bitter gaeans who don’t know why they were changed, or why their family was changed, and wish everything could go back the way it was a decade ago. You’re angry, aren’t you? Get in line. Everyone’s angry.”

Deirdre’s hand twitched toward her gun.

She forced her arm to relax.

This wasn’t the asylum, she wasn’t Everton Stark, and she couldn’t hurt everyone who pissed her off.

Although she had to admit there was a charming simplicity to the concept.

“Lots of people died,” Deirdre said through gritted teeth. “It’s nothing special if Rylie did, too.”

Brianna clapped her hands, and magic whip-cracked through Deirdre’s chest. 

She gasped, jerking back—but there was nothing to escape. The magic had tapped her and vanished just as quickly.

“The fact of the matter is that whatever Rylie did—whatever we all did, because she wasn’t the only one there—we were trying to prevent something worse from happening.” Brianna began packing up her spell, just as quickly as she’d set it out. Apparently she was done.

Deirdre’s eyes burned hot. “You don’t know what I should be grateful for. You don’t know anything about me.”

“You’re right,” Brianna said. “I don’t. I know absolutely nothing about you.”

Disappointment crashed over Deirdre. “The spell didn’t help?”

Brianna swept the salt back into its packet, shouldered her bag, and stood.

“I’m sorry. I know you and Rylie were counting on this,” Brianna said. “But I have no idea what you are, Deirdre Tombs.”
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Deirdre left the basement to find that the promised storm had arrived with all the fury she’d been dreading, dumping sheets of water straight on her head. Her straightened hair, no longer protected by a scarf, was going to be ruined. Niamh would blow a gasket.

Not to mention that it was cold.

She tipped her head back to glare at the clouds high above.

“What did I do?” she asked. “Seriously, what the hell, karma?”

It was a rhetorical question. Deirdre knew exactly what she had done to deserve all this.

The smell of Gage’s burning fur still lingered in her nostrils.

A black shape wheeled above the buildings. It was so small that she could have blotted it from her vision with an upheld thumb, but she was certain that it was an eagle or hawk, something that shouldn’t have been able to survive in New York City. Of course, that bird probably didn’t spend most of its time with wings and feathers.

She had given up her life—a miserable life, to be fair, but the only life she’d ever known—for a shot at finding out what kind of animal she should have been able to shapeshift into. Rylie had offered money, but all Deirdre had wanted was a meeting with the witch who could identify every gaean at a glance. Or a smell. Whatever.

Brianna hadn’t known what she was.

Deirdre had stumped two werewolf Alphas, Everton Stark, and now a witch specialist.

Where did that leave her?

Movement in the alley caught her eye.

She turned in time to see something slither under a pile of trash. It was shiny and as thick as her arm—an oversized serpent, just as werewolves were bigger than the real thing.

Deirdre was pretty sure that flash of black and red she’d seen belonged to a viper.

She stepped into the alley before drawing her gun.

“Jacek?” she whispered.

He was the only snake shifter she knew, and the worst person possible to see her meeting with an ally of Rylie’s.

Her knuckles were white on the Ruger as she kicked the trash with the toe of her boot. Deirdre tossed a bag aside and aimed the gun at the moist asphalt underneath.

There was no sign of the snake.

“Where’d you go?” Deirdre muttered. “Come on out. I don’t want to shoot you, I swear.” That would be a waste of a perfectly good bullet. She was confident she could kill a snake shifter the way she’d killed the snakes back at the group home in Oklahoma—with good old-fashioned decapitation. Or shattering his skull under her boot heel. Deirdre wasn’t feeling picky.

A shadow crossed over her, momentarily blocking the cloud-dimmed sunlight. She glanced up to see that eagle thing was dropping lower now.

Something tugged on her ankle. Hard.

She looked down to see a viper with its teeth sunken into her jeans.

“Hey!” Deirdre kicked her foot so hard that the snake went flying.

It landed and coiled, hood flaring. Its mouth opened in a hiss that exposed vicious fangs. Each was as long as her finger. Surely big enough to pierce deep into her muscle and pump her full of venom.

She clearly hadn’t kicked hard enough.

The eagle swooped out of the sky, fast as a bullet. It was so much bigger than she’d thought when she looked up at it in the sky. Its body was almost as big as hers, and covered in glossy black feathers.

It extended its talons, screeched so loudly that it nearly shattered Deirdre’s eardrums, and gently picked up the viper in its claws.

The bird smacked into her with its wing. The force of it was almost as bad as one of Stark’s punches.

It hurled Deirdre across the alley, her head cracking into the brick wall.

She landed on all fours, gun skittering away from her hand. It didn’t matter. She was too dazed to be able to shoot straight anyway. But she scrambled for her gun, even as her vision blurred, doubled, and struggled to go right again.

It might have been the head trauma, but Deirdre thought that bird had a human’s head.

And then it was gone again, viper dangling from its talons.

Deirdre was left with nothing but a black feather the size of her hand and one nasty headache.

















—VI—




There was no sign of the hooded assassin on Deirdre’s way back to No Capes. She didn’t see Andrew, either. As far as she could tell, nobody was following her.

She almost wished for someone to attack. At least it would have been a distraction from what was waiting for her back at the asylum.

If that viper had been Jacek, she was as good as dead.

Deirdre felt even colder than usual, and it wasn’t just the rain. Her body felt like it was cooling at the core. She rubbed her upper arms to try to warm herself, but the friction did little for her temperature. She was getting hungry, too. Cold and hungry and afraid. A miserable combination.

What would happen if she ran away? She didn’t need to stay with Stark anymore. She had only joined him to help Rylie, but Rylie had failed on her part of the bargain. Brianna didn’t know what Deirdre was. The deal was over, and so was Deirdre’s obligation to return to the asylum.

But she knew with sickening certainty that it wouldn’t matter if she ran. Stark would surely hunt her down.

And she’d never get another hit of lethe from him again.

Every atom in her body wanted to keep walking past No Capes and never stop. She could hop in a cab, go to the airport, catch a flight to somewhere far away. It would take Stark time to track her down. He probably wouldn’t even come looking until Rylie was dead.

The chances of survival weren’t great. Didn’t matter how far or fast she ran.

She had to get to Stark before Jacek did.

Deirdre went inside No Capes, feeling like she might throw up.

Niamh was still reading the Godslayer comic, oblivious to how much time had elapsed. “You would not believe what the heroine’s love interest does to her in this issue,” she said when the door jingled shut.

“Gives her a piggyback ride?” Deirdre asked dully.

“That would be hilarious.” Niamh glanced up. “Hey, where’s my panini?”

Deirdre had forgotten completely. “Sorry,” she said, returning Niamh’s cash to the jar under the window.

Niamh set down the comic book, feathery curls forming a shimmering border along the side of her body. “Look at you, Dee. You’re a wreck. Come here.”

Deirdre obediently went to the counter and let Niamh hug her very gently. The smell of camphor and vanilla clung to the air.

The swanmay rubbed a hand along Deirdre’s back. “There will be other men.”

Niamh thought that Deirdre was upset that Gage was gone.

Well, she wasn’t entirely wrong. But it was a far less immediate concern than Stark learning what Deirdre had been doing.

“That’s a pretty screwed-up thing to say to comfort someone,” Deirdre said, peeling away from Niamh. “There won’t be another Gage.”

“And thank the gods for that. There will be better men. Guys who appreciate you, respect your values, and give you total honesty. I mean, look at Stark. He doesn’t even have a heart and I can tell you’re growing on him.”

Every word made Deirdre more annoyed.

Better to head back to the asylum and get killed than keep listening to such crap.

“I’m going downstairs,” Deirdre said. “I have to talk to Stark as soon as possible.”

“Let me take a quick look at you.” Niamh thumbed back Deirdre’s lips to check for lipstick on her teeth, then inspected her eyeliner. “Give me five seconds. Okay?”

She riffled through her CVS bag and came up with some of the makeup she’d bought at the drugstore. Niamh went over Deirdre with brisk gestures, cleaning off her runny eye makeup and redoing it, then applying the new lipstick.

Deirdre tolerated it as best she could, but she wanted to bite Niamh’s hands off by the time she was done.

Her friend capped the lipstick and nodded in satisfaction. “Well, you might look like someone took a dump on your emotions, and your hair’s a disaster, but at least your makeup is flawless.”

Sensitive as always.

Deirdre headed down to the basement, where multiple doors waited. One gave access to the sewer system. That door was always open when Deirdre went down there. Everyone used it so much that there was no point in closing it.

But for the first time, another one of Niamh’s doors was open.

She stopped to stare at the door. It was the one that usually had a horseshoe hanging over it, though the horseshoe was currently missing. Its usual position was marked by two empty screws and a faded patch of wall.

There was no hallway on the other side of the open door. Just a sheet of black. Deirdre couldn’t even see floor extending beyond the frame.

The cool breeze blowing out of the hallway smelled icy, fishy, and touched by a tang of copper pennies, as though there were an ocean of chilled blood hidden in a shadowless night.

That darkness made her skin crawl.

Deirdre hugged her jacket around herself and entered the sewers.
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Stark was waiting in the basement when Deirdre emerged.

Her heart sank at the sight of him, but her face remained slack, hiding her emotions. “What’s up, boss?” Deirdre asked. She didn’t sound terrified at all.

“What took you so long?” Stark asked.

“Day off, remember?” She glanced around the basement. “Supervising the prisoners?”

They had chained several misbehaving prisoners to the walls downstairs—convicts who weren’t adjusting well to life outside the detention center, getting into fights, and stealing things. There were five at the moment. There had been six when Deirdre left. Considering the smears of blood where the sixth prisoner had been chained earlier, she didn’t think he’d been released peacefully.

“I’ve been waiting for you. We have a meeting, Beta,” Stark said.

He wasn’t waiting to kill her.

Deirdre couldn’t show her relief. She couldn’t show any emotion at all lest she lose control of herself.

She only gave a sharp nod to acknowledge his words.

Stark turned on his heel and marched upstairs.

She had to pass the line of chained prisoners to follow him. They watched her with anger in their eyes, and not even a glimmer of gratitude. She’d risked her life getting them out of the detention center, but they still couldn’t manage to cooperate with Stark’s pack.

“What’s the meeting about?” Deirdre asked, lengthening her stride to match Stark’s pace. He moved as swiftly as an incoming storm.

“Rylie Gresham has new bodyguards. We’re meeting people who will help us form a strategy to defeat them.” Stark had already heard about Rylie’s reinforcements. Deirdre had only just gotten word about those that same day. Where had he gotten his information?

“You need a strategy for new bodyguards?” Deirdre asked. “What’s she got backing her now, tanks or something?”

“If only,” Stark said.

They arrived on the first floor of the asylum, and it seemed like half of Stark’s pack was gathered in the entryway, standing in an uneasy half-circle facing the meeting room.

Jacek was at the front of the crowd. Deirdre’s stomach flipped inside out at the sight of him. His hate was usually so transparent, but now his expression was oblique, as blank as Deirdre struggled to keep her own face. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking.

Shouldn’t he look gleeful if he planned to out Deirdre to Stark? He wasn’t that good an actor.

Yet he didn’t even look at her.

“They came in through the basement,” Jacek said, breaking away from the others to speak with Stark. “We couldn’t stop them.” Once he drew nearer, Deirdre realized that he was sweating. He thought that he was going to be killed for delivering this news.

“I know.” Stark moved to enter the meeting room and Jacek tried to follow. But Stark barred him with an arm. “Only my Beta and I will speak to these people.”

Jacek stood back with the others. The door shut in his face.

There was the flash of hatred that Deirdre had expected to see.

Stark held meetings in what used to be the office of the asylum’s administrator. It had a large window looking out into the courtyard, permitting warm light to flow into the room. The visitors stood by that window. In the first moment that Deirdre saw them, she thought that they were glowing—radiating with some kind of internal light.

When she blinked, the glow faded.

“You must be the liaisons,” Stark said.

The couple turned to face them. Both were bizarrely attractive, even though Deirdre couldn’t put her finger on why, exactly. They were fairly average white people. They could have been anyone she passed on the street.

“And you must be Everton Stark,” said the female. She didn’t look like she belonged in the asylum. She wore a pantsuit the color of butter with her hair swept into an elegant knot.

“My name is Pierce Hardwick,” said the man. He wore a tailored suit that matched the woman’s. “This is my mate, Jaycee Hardwick.” Her skin glistened when she dipped her head in greeting, like there were diamonds just under the surface.

Mate?

Some werewolves mated, but these people weren’t werewolves. They didn’t have the golden eyes. And their auras were unsettling, as though the room were warping around them, distorting the space in which they stood.

“Thank you for meeting me,” Stark said. He gave a small bow to them like they were in some kind of old court from the medieval era. It was a weird gesture coming from someone like Stark.

Court. Mate.

This couple were sidhe.

Faeries.

Of all the gaean species, they were the one that Deirdre was—thankfully—least familiar with. Sidhe hadn’t existed before Genesis. Many witches had been reborn as sidhe. No longer human, but something much more.

And something with much less of a soul.

Rumor had it that the sidhe were as relentlessly self-serving as the ethereal faction, even abducting werewolves to act as their servants, but Deirdre didn’t know simply because they kept to themselves. They lived in the Middle Worlds and seldom wandered out. The Summer and Winter Courts were very private.

Pierce Hardwick extended a hand, and Deirdre realized he was offering to shake her hand. Not Stark’s.

She rested a hand on her gun. “No thanks.”

Jaycee’s eyes sparked with insult. “Do you know who Pierce Hardwick is, shifter?”

“I’m guessing a member of the Winter Court,” Deirdre said. “Forgive me if I don’t want to get enchanted today.”

“He was the CEO of Hardwick Medical Research. He’s the reason your kind don’t die of silver poisoning anymore. Do you really think he’d waste his enchantments on you?”

Deirdre wasn’t impressed by Jaycee’s grandiose proclamation. She’d never heard of this Hardwick Medical Research, and she’d taken several doses of the cure for silver poisoning. She glanced at Stark. “Are these people for real?”

“Heel, Beta,” Stark said. “I invited them here.”

But he didn’t shake Pierce Hardwick’s hand either.

They stood on opposite ends of the meeting room, surveying each other with barely bridled hostility.

Deirdre understood now why Stark had only wanted her to attend the meeting. It wasn’t because he trusted her more than other members of his pack or because he wanted her unique perspective at the meeting. It was because they were visiting with enemies, and Stark had wanted a guard who wouldn’t be vulnerable to the sidhe.

She was, after all, the shifter who couldn’t shift. She wouldn’t make an appealing target for abduction.

“What have you got for me?” Stark finally asked, breaking the uneasy silence.

“As you’ve probably heard, Rylie Gresham’s being guarded by seelie sidhe now,” Pierce said. “We can confirm that she has members of the Summer Court at the werewolf sanctuary.”

“They’re our rivals. We of the Winter Court detest our seelie cousins. However, it can’t be denied how powerful they are. Sidhe are the most powerful of the gaean species. We’re invulnerable.” Jaycee announced this with no hint of humility.

“Like hell you are,” Deirdre said. She had the iron bullets to prove it.

“I’d like to see you trying to kill Rylie Gresham’s new guards,” Jaycee said. “I mean it. I would enjoy watching that.”

Pierce settled his hand on her shoulder, silently making the same command that Stark had issued to Deirdre. Heel.

“If this information is why you’ve come here, you’re wasting my time,” Stark said. “I hate having my time wasted.” There was a dangerous undertone to his voice that made Deirdre’s hand creep toward her Ruger. “The sidhe aren’t invulnerable. They’re just hard to kill with anything but iron.”

“Virtually impossible,” Pierce said. “You asked for a weapon that would kill the seelie sidhe easily. We know where such a weapon is hidden and we’re willing to broker a deal for the information.”

“I’m listening,” Stark said.

“We’ve been made aware of a weapon,” Jaycee said. “It will kill anything, including the seelie sidhe guarding Rylie Gresham, and even the Alpha herself. It’s called the Infernal Blade.”

A laugh escaped Deirdre. “Next you’re going to tell me that Rylie has Wonder Woman among her personal guard.”

Everyone turned to stare at her.

If there was anything more uncomfortable than being the focus of attention for Everton Stark and two liaisons from the Winter Court, Deirdre couldn’t imagine it.

“Okay, no comic book fans in here.” What she wouldn’t have given for Niamh to be part of the conversation. “The Infernal Blade is from the Godslayer comics. It’s twin to the Ethereal Blade. Get it? Ethereal, infernal, Heaven, Hell… Yeah, anyway, they’re the weapons that this character wields, and they’re not real.”

Stark rounded on Pierce and Jaycee. “Is this true?”

“There was once a woman known as the Godslayer, and she did have the Ethereal and Infernal Blades. They’re real,” Pierce said. “The comics are based on history.”

His mate gave him a funny look. “Have you read them?”

He coughed into his hand, cheeks turning very faintly pink. “Well, time is infinite in the Winter Court, and that means things can get kind of…boring.”

Deirdre warmed to him. Just a fraction.

If he liked comic books, he couldn’t be that bad.

“It’s all fiction,” Deirdre said firmly. “I can borrow the series from my friend if you’re curious.”

“It’s not fiction,” Pierce said. “Fictionalized for the purposes of entertainment, yes, but there’s reality behind the mythology. I know this for a fact because we’ve been tipped off to the location of the Infernal Blade, and we’ll let you know where to get it.”

“What do you think?” Stark asked Deirdre.

There was no such thing as an idle question where Stark was concerned. He was asking her to prove her worth as Beta by giving him worthwhile counsel. And if she gave him an answer that turned out bad, then she’d pay for that too.

Deirdre studied the pair of sidhe in front of her. Some werewolves could smell lies because their noses were so good. Deirdre would have loved it if she could have had that sense, because it was impossible to tell if these people were feeding her a line or not. They were beautiful, graceful, and frighteningly serious.

She shrugged. “Stranger things have happened.” Like Genesis. Genesis had been pretty strange. “If it’s true that we could get our hands on the Infernal Blade, it would be worth the risk.”

“Tell me about it,” Stark said.

“It’s about this long.” She spanned her hands two feet apart, indicating a short blade. “It’s curved, with a single cutting edge. The hilt and blade are made of the same material. It’s infernal obsidian, like the kind you find in the Nether Worlds, and it’s poisonous to the touch.”

“What kind of poison?”

She shut her eyes, thinking back on the comics she’d read. “It turns everything it cuts into obsidian. One small slice, and an entire person will turn to stone.” She looked to Pierce. “Right?”

“Correct,” he said.

“And that effect works regardless of breed?” Stark asked.

“It’s known to work against shifters, demons, and angels,” Pierce said.

“And the sidhe?”

Pierce and Jaycee were silent.

So there was the catch.

“It’s never been tested, has it?” Deirdre asked. “The Twin Blades haven’t been seen since Genesis, so they’ve never been used against sidhe.”

“I’m sure it will work,” Pierce said. “It works against angels, for gods’ sake. It must work against denizens of the Summer Court.”

Jaycee brandished her cell phone at Stark. “I have the coordinates stored on a remote server. If you agree, I’ll transmit the location to you so you can retrieve the sword.”

Smart move. It ensured that Stark would have to let them leave the asylum alive. But Deirdre couldn’t resist the urge to poke. “You have servers in the Middle Worlds?”

“Everyone’s servers are in the Middle Worlds,” Jaycee said with an ugly little sneer. “Earth is a Middle World as much as the Winter Court is.”

“And what’s the catch?” Deirdre asked. “I mean, why give us this sword?”

“For one, we’re not giving it to you. You must retrieve it yourselves,” Pierce said. “We won’t help with that.”

“For another, we have a long-standing rivalry with the Summer Court.” Jaycee’s cheeks flushed with excitement, and it sparkled in a dark halo around her hair. “Think of it as a lengthy game of chess. It would be incredibly satisfying to watch the king’s pawns get…taken.”

Stark bristled at the obvious implication that he was one of the Winter Court’s chess pieces.

But his eyes were focused on Jaycee’s phone.

“Transmit it now,” Stark said.

“Not until you give us what we want.”

Deirdre frowned. “You mean something other than the humiliation of your enemies? It sounds like we’d be doing you a favor by going after these guys. And, as you pointed out, you’re not giving us the sword. Just the location. I think it’s a pretty equitable deal without throwing anything else on the pile.”

“Equitability only matters when all factors are even,” Pierce said. “They’re not. Stark wants this weapon. We’re the only ones who know where it is. He can’t get this anywhere else, whereas we can always find someone else to kill members of the Summer Court, and that means there’s a high price.”

And it also meant that it was a price not worth paying.

“We’ll do it,” Stark said. “I agree to your terms.”

The satisfaction of the sidhe radiated. The room blurred around them, taking on a hazy glow. “Fantastic,” Pierce said. He grasped Jaycee’s hand. They glimmered with a diamond shine. The window distorted. The room darkened further.

It was some kind of sidhe magic.

“We’ll be in touch,” Jaycee said.

And then they were gone.

The room was suddenly empty and bright. The sun wasn’t being sponged up by the sidhe anymore.

No wonder Jacek hadn’t been able to stop them from getting into the asylum.

Deirdre felt heavy in their absence, as though it were suddenly impossible to walk. She sank into one of the chairs surrounding the table.

Everton Stark was already a man who could control other shifters with his words and was powerful enough to rip heads off with his bare hands. What would he do with a sword that could turn anything and anyone into stone with a scratch?

“I thought this was a war of media,” Deirdre said. “You told me that killing Rylie would only martyr her. So why are we looking for a sword that will let you assassinate her?”

“It begins as a war of media. But once I win that battle, there will be blood to spill.” Stark wrinkled his nose at Deirdre. He leaned in and inhaled the scent of her hair. “You smell terrible.”

She plucked at her shirt. It was pretty sweaty. It was hard to get clothing clean when their water was so limited, and Deirdre’s lack of showers weren’t helping. “My hygiene’s not a topic of conversation here. We’re strategizing, aren’t we?”

“Not until we get the coordinates. Planning will come after that.”

“What are we giving those people for the coordinates?” Deirdre asked. “It’s gotta be pretty bad.”

“Don’t concern yourself with that.”

“I’m your Beta,” she said. “Everything you do is my concern these days. And if you didn’t want it to be my problem, you wouldn’t have given me the job. Tell me how they’re going to get their pound of flesh, because I am pretty sure it’s not going to be worth it.”

Stark gripped the edge of the table so hard that the wood cracked. The sound was reminiscent of a bone snapping.

He wasn’t glaring at her, though. His eyes were distant. He was lost in memory, somewhere far beyond the asylum.

“Don’t argue with me on this.” His tone was strangely kind—not nearly as angry as she expected. “I’ve made my choice and it’s time for you to move on.” Stark released the table and turned to face the window. “Next time I see you, I don’t want to smell you. Get out of here, Tombs.”
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If a terrorist hiding in an abandoned insane asylum said Deirdre smelled bad, she figured she must have smelled pretty rank.

She grabbed a fresh outfit, towels, and a shower cap, then headed to the showers.

The asylum hadn’t been renovated since it had been occupied by the criminally insane, which meant that the bathroom had no stalls. It had shower heads on opposing walls with drains set into the floor. It was windowless and lightless, and the ever-creeping mold was kept at bay only because Stark assigned daily scrubbings to his least favorite pack members.

The room was also uninhabited at the moment.

“Damn.” Deirdre’s voice echoed off of the tile.

She’d been hoping that she could catch some of the other shifter women bathing. The felines tended to do it in a group. There were also enough of them to back Deirdre up if Jacek attacked while they were getting clean.

Deirdre was still trying to decide if it would be more humiliating to get killed in the shower or beaten by Stark for skipping a shower when she heard the noise. Motion echoed from the dark rear corner of the showers.

She reached into her towel to touch the Ruger. “Who’s there?”

Nobody responded.

Deirdre stepped inside. The shape of a woman resolved in the corner. She was naked, huddled against the tile, eyes wild.

Vidya.

She was as filthy as she had been the night that Deirdre had found her. The smell of human filth wafted on a draft.

Deirdre didn’t relax yet. “What are you doing in here?”

The shifter pressed herself tighter against the corner.

Something pitying unfolded within Deirdre’s heart. Vidya was dangerous enough that she’d volunteered with Stark, so there was no reason to feel bad for her. But Deirdre did. She’d seen that haunted look in the eyes of too many gaeans that she’d grown up with.

Deirdre approached slowly. It looked like the woman hadn’t scraped off any of the blood or effluence that caked her skin. It must have been building up for a long time if it managed to cling to her after a shapeshift into her animal form and then back again.

“Do you need help with the showers?” Deirdre asked.

Vidya shook her head. A small, fervent motion.

How could Stark have left her like that? It had been two nights since they liberated Vidya, but she was still wandering around alone and filthy. If he’d cared about her enough to save her from the OPA, he must have cared enough to take care of her in other, equally important ways.

But obviously not.

That thought was what made the decision for Deirdre.

“I’m going to shower. Stick around and I’ll help wash your hair. It’s pretty long. I’m sure you could use an extra pair of hands.” Deirdre casually flipped on half of the lights, keeping the room dim. She started to tuck her hair under a cap. “I can’t shower alone. I have too many enemies.”

Understanding flashed over Vidya’s features.

She stood back as Deirdre jammed a mop against the door handle. It wouldn’t be enough to defend against a shifter’s super strength, but it would give her a moment to grab her gun if they were attacked.

Deirdre turned on two of the showers as hot as possible, which wasn’t very hot with the old water heater. The pressure wasn’t good, either. The water dribbled more than streamed.

She stripped and set everything on a nearby shelf. Distant enough that it wouldn’t get wet, but not so far away that she couldn’t reach it in an emergency.

Deirdre washed Vidya first. The water that sluiced over her body came away a sickening brown color. It swirled into the drain followed by long strands of hair that came loose as Deirdre worked her fingers through the knots.

When she peeled the hair away from the back of Vidya’s neck, she found a tattoo—the seal of the United States Marines.

“Did you serve with Stark?” Deirdre asked, rubbing a smear of blood off of the tattoo.

At this point, she wasn’t surprised that Vidya didn’t respond.

The woman’s back was a mess of vertical scars that ran from her shoulder blades down to the small of her back. The lines were a few shades darker than the rest of her skin, but not bumpy.

“Where did you get these?” Deirdre asked, tracing a finger along the scar. When Vidya didn’t respond, she kept speaking. “They’re kind of cool. I have a birthmark that covers the same part of my back. It’s white, though. Almost as white as Niamh is underneath all the freckles.”

Still, Vidya was silent.

It took three bars of soap and all the hot water to get her clean. The woman didn’t move the whole time. She simply stood under the spray, immobile as a mannequin.

The skin underneath the filth was a pretty coppery color, unblemished despite all the neglect she’d sustained in the detention center. The amount of damage that shifters could absorb never stopped amazing Deirdre.

Once she was done, Deirdre scrubbed herself quickly. The water was much too cold for her to do a thorough job of it. She’d never bathed so quickly before.

She shut off the showers and shivered.

“There,” Deirdre said. “All better.”

She offered a spare towel to Vidya. To her surprise, the woman actually took it.

They dried off just as quickly. There were impatient voices in the hallway outside. Not hostile voices—which meant not Jacek—but people who would nonetheless make Deirdre miserable if she held up the showers for long.

“Thank you,” Vidya finally said. Her voice cracked. It was like she hadn’t spoken in years.

Deirdre was so surprised to hear her talk that her arms froze for a moment. But then she went back to toweling. “Thank you for the backup.”

Vidya glared down at her own body, arms limp at her sides. “I wasn’t always like this. I used to be…more.”

There was such pain in her voice. Such grief for all the things that she had lost.

Deirdre didn’t know her story, but she hated the sound of such despair.

“It’ll get better,” Deirdre said. “Eventually, it will.”

It didn’t look like Vidya agreed. But she managed a small, tentative smile.



[image: Image]




That night, Deirdre turned on the news to watch Rylie’s latest speech. More specifically, she turned it on to watch the background for seelie bodyguards.

They kept the camera so close to Rylie that it was impossible to see anyone else. If the werewolf Alpha was grieving Gage’s loss, then she didn’t show signs of that, either. Rylie was composed and smiling and calm, as always.

She looked so relaxed mere weeks after Deirdre had unloaded a magazine into Gage’s skull. Black hatred bloomed within Deirdre’s heart.

“I have no intent of allowing terrorists to harm anyone,” Rylie said. She looked at the camera as she spoke, as though addressing Deirdre directly. “We’ve worked hard to support the growth of gaean businesses, gaean education, and gaean families.” 

“Yeah, as long as we toe the line and stay under your heels,” Niamh said to the television. “Look at her. It’s disgusting that she’d wear designer clothes when most of us are living like this.” She gestured toward the kitchen at large with a wide-toothed comb.

Rylie went on, oblivious to the criticism. “Beginning immediately, all state-run schools will be guarded by members of an OPA police force to ensure the safety of our precious children.”

“And to brainwash them from an early age!” Niamh said.

“I don’t think Rylie has those particular powers.” Deirdre didn’t want Niamh getting too worked up while she messed with Deirdre’s hair. In the absence of the right supplies to perform a fresh perm, they were ironing her hair straight instead.

“Controlling early education is the same thing as brainwashing, isn’t it?” Colette asked. The feline shifter was working on combing the last of the knots out of Vidya’s hair while they sat at the kitchen table. “It’s indoctrination.”

Deirdre rolled her eyes. “All of us grew up in the shifter school system, and you see how well we’re indoctrinated. You know, seeing as how we’re hanging out with Everton Stark.”

The TV had cut from Rylie’s speech to a pair of anchors discussing it. They were throwing around phrases like “waste of tax dollars.”

The humans on screen didn’t say it outright, but what they really meant was that they didn’t want their money going toward protecting second-class citizens like shifters. Even if they were children.

Silver-suckers.

Reuben’s slur was still rattling around in Deirdre’s head. It was a painfully effective reminder of what the common person thought of people like them.

It wasn’t like anybody had asked to lose their humanity in Genesis. Nobody had chosen to live these lives.

And yet it still made them lesser beings.

“I’m sick of hearing people talk about us like we’re trash,” Deirdre said. “Turn off the TV. They don’t deserve our ratings.”

Colette didn’t turn it off, but she muted it.

Heat radiated beside Deirdre’s ear as Niamh moved the iron. The oils slicking her hair sizzled softly. “They won’t have jobs once Stark takes over,” Niamh said. “Once shifters are dominant, we’ll get rid of every last one of those mouth-breathing mundanes.”

“It’s not just the mundanes. Rylie Gresham is perpetuating these classist ideas. I don’t get why more gaeans aren’t rising up to stand with us,” Colette said. “There might not be more shifters than humans, but we’re stronger. If we all just stopped obeying their stupid laws, then who would stop us? Even the OPA doesn’t have that many bullets.”

“We’d lose a lot of people in a fight like that,” Deirdre said.

“It’d be worth it,” Niamh said. “It’d be worth every life.”

Deirdre turned to look at her friend. The shift in angle made hot hair fall against her cheek. “Even yours? Or mine?”

“Isn’t that why we’re here? To give up our lives?” Niamh asked. “Don’t move, honey. I’m not done with your hair yet.”

Deirdre relaxed and let Niamh work on her.

Of the four women, only Vidya was silent. She hadn’t spoken again since that one moment in the bathroom. She was now wearing a spare t-shirt and pair of pajama pants that belonged to Colette, and her hair was shiny. Externally, she looked so much better.

But there was still a shadow in her eyes. There were problems inside of her that a shower and makeover couldn’t fix.

It reminded Deirdre a lot of how haunted Gage used to look.

“This is such crap,” Niamh said, gesturing at the silent news channel with the iron. “I spent hours producing that video for Stark and nobody is covering it.”

“Maybe nobody’s seen it yet,” Deirdre said.

“That’s not what the website traffic reports say. Our views are in the mid-six figures. You’d think that a few of those viewers must have contacts at national news networks.” Niamh’s gestures grew bigger as she started getting impassioned again. “But even that number bothers me, too. Hundreds of thousands of views? His last videos have gotten millions!” She shook the iron in frustration. Deirdre leaned away to keep from getting burned.

“The last videos were also on YouTube,” Deirdre said. “You’re hosting this new video on a private server, and the domain name got seized, so people have to type in the IP address to find it. That’s inconvenient. And it means that it’s a whole different traffic game. You can’t expect millions of views.”

Colette tapped her chin thoughtfully. “We have to get the word out somehow. Go viral.”

“I’m open to ideas,” Niamh said.

Jacek sauntered into the kitchen. “Well, well, well. Isn’t this cute?” He was wearing two underarm holsters and swinging a pair of noise-canceling headphones in one hand. He must have been at the shooting range in the asylum’s basement. “Looks like you little girls are having a pajama party.”

“Jealous we didn’t invite you?” Niamh asked sweetly. “I could curl your pretty, pretty hair if you want.”

He sneered. “I’ve got better things to do.” He stopped in front of Deirdre’s barstool. He smiled at her from just inches away, hands on his narrow hips, the guns glinting in the dim light of the kitchen. “Hey there, Beta.”

She clenched her jaw and returned his glare silently.

Deirdre’s gun was at the small of her back. Her draw would be slower than his if it came down to that.

But Jacek was still looking at her, expectant, as though waiting for her to say something. Like she’d just barf up a confession if he stared hard enough.

She wasn’t going to talk first.

“Stop being so creepy,” Niamh said, elbowing Jacek aside. She set the iron on the counter beside Deirdre. “I think I’m done with your hair, Dee. If you want to go work on something else, I’ll wrap it up with Vidya and Colette.”

Niamh was being nice—giving Deirdre an out. A way to leave the kitchen without looking like she was retreating.

She didn’t take it.

Jacek’s eyes were shards of golden glass, and they threatened to cut Deirdre.

Slowly, she stood. She tried not to feel too smug when Jacek jerked back a step. She didn’t yield to him, didn’t give him any space, didn’t let him feel comfortable. She stood tall and looked him in the eye, arms loose at her sides. Ready to go for her gun if she needed it.

He broke first.

“I was just talking with Stark,” Jacek said. “He wants to see you.”

“What for?” Deirdre asked.

“What do you think?”

It obviously wasn’t meant to be a rhetorical question. His words hung in the air, waiting for her answer.

Jacek knew. He must have been the viper that had been spying on Deirdre and Brianna.

But he hadn’t told Stark. If he had, then the Alpha would have already killed Deirdre. He hadn’t wasted time killing Gage, and he would be even harsher with his Beta.

Which meant that Jacek was bluffing.

She took in a deep breath, let it out slowly.

And she smiled.

“Thanks for telling me,” Deirdre said. Her eyes flicked to the iron on the counter beside her. It was still so hot that the oils from her hair were steaming slightly on its surface.

She tried to edge around Jacek to leave the kitchen.

He stepped to the left to block her.

Deirdre’s hand was on the iron’s handle instantly. She whipped it across his face, cracking the business end against his cheekbone.

He leaped back with a cry of pain.

She didn’t give him room to escape. The heat of the iron clutched in her fist seemed to flood her bones with righteous fire. Deirdre swung again, connecting with his jaw hard enough that bone snapped, and he tumbled back against the range that Niamh had been using to heat the iron.

Jacek’s reflexes were good. He managed to keep from planting his hands on the heated burners.

Deirdre shoved the back of his head and smashed his cheek into the scalding metal.

He screamed, trying to push back against her. But her sudden fury had given her new strength. She pinned him down and leaned to his ear as he kept shouting. “If you talk,” she whispered, “I will brand your innards with silver. I will etch my initials onto your entrails. And then I’ll skin you for a souvenir.”

Finally, Deirdre released him.

He ripped away from the burners. Skin peeled off of his face, exposing blistered meat underneath. He rushed to the sink, turned on the water, and shoved his head underneath.

The women were staring at Deirdre. Vidya’s eyes were bright.

Deirdre ignored them.

“Remember who’s Beta, Jacek,” she said loudly enough for everyone to hear her. “And don’t ever forget that Stark picked me instead of you for a reason.”

He stood, water drizzling from his hair onto the floor. He’d already healed half of the burn. His shoulders heaved as he panted, face soaked, eyes wild. “What I’m going to do to you will so much worse than anything you can threaten,” Jacek said. “You won’t even see it coming.”

Deirdre tossed the iron onto the counter.

It wasn’t exactly a confession from Jacek that he’d been following her. But it was enough.

He probably didn’t understand what she had been doing when she was in that basement, or whom she was seeing, or why Deirdre would do it. That was the only thing saving her at the moment, surely.

She should run. She should run and never stop.

“See you around,” Deirdre said.

She was shaking as she walked out of the kitchen. She was halfway tempted to break the locks off the front doors and leave, just as she’d been tempted to walk past No Capes earlier that day. But Deirdre went upstairs to Stark’s bedroom.

Deirdre didn’t deserve to leave.

She was becoming as bad as Stark.
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Stark was sitting in the chair in the corner when Deirdre entered. He didn’t get up to greet her. He never did.

That damn wooden box was on the table beside him. Inside, there would be multiple cubes of lethe—a drug that delivered a high to shifters like no other drug could. He always had that box waiting for her. Ever since she joined his pack, he had supplied her with lethe every couple of days.

But there was a second box now, too. It was smaller than the first. It looked a lot like a jewelry box.

Deirdre hesitated in the doorway, watching Stark for signs of attack.

She believed that he would have already killed her if Jacek had told him she was a traitor. She really did. But there was still part of her waiting for him to approach her with evidence of her duality.

Stark was calm. He didn’t look like he was going to kill her.

At least, not that night.

She sat across from him without needing to be asked. It was strange how she could be comfortable sitting with a man who scared her so deeply. It was like choosing to sleep in a cave with a monstrous, starving tiger that might eat her at any moment.

Although Stark wasn’t a tiger. He was something far more frightening.

She sat on her hands to hide the tremor. “Did you get the coordinates from the sidhe?”

“Not yet,” Stark said. “They’re waiting.”

“For what? We agreed to give them whatever they want.”

“And we’ll have to get that to them first.” Stark tapped his thumb on the lid of the new box. “That’s why I brought you here. We’re leaving in an hour. You and I will be doing this mission alone.”

That sounded bad. Stark had already proven that he wasn’t attached to his Betas—he’d killed Sancho with a suicidal order only a month earlier, after all. If Deirdre was going somewhere alone with him, it didn’t bode well for her life expectancy.

“Should I visit a church beforehand?” Deirdre asked. “Get my last rites in?”

“That won’t be necessary. Open the box.” He pushed it toward her.

She didn’t take it. “Where are we going that we won’t need backup?”

“You’ll like it, Tombs. I promise.” He gestured. “Now open the damn box.”

Deirdre obeyed.

There was a metal bracelet on the inside that resembled a shackle more than a piece of jewelry. It was hinged on one side, with a small square of mesh intended to rest against the inside of her wrist.

An intake bracelet. One very much like the device the homeless shapeshifter had been wearing.

Once Deirdre put that on, she’d be able to take lethe the way Stark did—just by shoving the cubes through that fine mesh. There were metal teeth within the mesh, long enough that they would bite into her flesh once the intake bracelet was clamped into place, allowing the lethe to enter her system rapidly.

“Put it on,” Stark said.

“I’m not one for jewelry,” Deirdre said.

“I don’t know why you keep defying me. You know how this will unfold. You’ll resist, I’ll insist, and you’ll do what I want anyway.”

“I like to make you work for it.” And she wasn’t ready to admit that she used enough lethe to warrant an intake bracelet. It was rapidly approaching a daily habit.

Once she had an intake bracelet, who knew how often she’d be using?

He was right, though. Deirdre was always going to do exactly what Stark told her to do.

She took the intake bracelet out of the box. The warm, smooth metal was engraved with faint runes. The band was slender and more feminine than the one on Stark’s wrist.

It looked like it would fit her snugly. He must have had the bracelet made specifically for her.

Stark could have gotten her wrist measurement during any of a dozen times she’d passed out from taking too much lethe. The idea of him touching her body when she was unconscious, even if only to measure her limbs… It made her skin crawl.

Deirdre licked her lips to wet them. Her mouth was suddenly very dry.

“I don’t want it,” she said.

She could feel his stare from the shadows in the corner. The dim light reflected off of the intake bracelet on his own wrist. He’d taken off his wristwatch to don it, and the timepiece was coiled beside the lamp. Deirdre could almost make out the inscription on the inside of its face. For Ever.

Her fingers shook as she loosened the latch so that she could fit the new intake bracelet around her wrist. She clamped it shut.

The metal teeth pierced her flesh.

Deirdre sucked a hiss between her teeth. It burned more than she expected, throbbing and itching and making the healing fever flush over her arm. Those teeth must have had silver on them.

A trickle of blood, black in the darkness of the room, dripped down her wrist.

“Damn,” she whispered.

Why did anyone ever want to wear such a thing?

Stark offered a cube of lethe to her, cradled between his forefinger and thumb. It looked more attractive now that her wrist was throbbing dully from the intake bracelet. The lethe would numb that sensation.

When she reached out to take it, he pulled back.

“You can’t argue with me in front of members of the Winter Court. If you do, I will kill you,” Stark said.

“I wasn’t arguing with you today. I was trying to keep us from getting ripped off. I’m still not convinced this mythical sword exists.”

“I’m drawing lines for you, Tombs. Telling you where you can’t cross. Don’t argue with me in front of the sidhe. Don’t let them touch you. Don’t kiss or have sex with them. Don’t tell them anything about you, me, or what we do here.”

Deirdre was getting impatient. “I get it.” She reached for the lethe again.

Still, he held it out of reach.

“Just because we’re allying with them on this doesn’t mean they are friends,” Stark said.

Even if they had been, Deirdre wouldn’t have trusted them. Stark’s friends would have to be as evil as he was. “Is it true that they abduct werewolves and make them servants?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “The power of the sidhe is immense. If you make me look weak in front of them, whether by defying me or succumbing to them, you will die.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay.”

Finally, he let her take the lethe.

Deirdre bounced it lightly in her hand like dice. The oily fluid inside swirled, illuminating her cocoa skin in shades of neon blue.

She pushed it through the intake bracelet.

Her body absorbed it through the multiple points of entry, flooding her system with boiling heat. Her arm muscles spasmed.

It hurt worse than it had the first time she’d taken it—and it had hurt a lot the first time. The pain wasn’t immediately followed by the buzz of lethe’s alluring warmth.

Deirdre groaned. “That doesn’t feel good.”

Stark was holding a second cube.

“This one, too,” he said.

She didn’t hesitate this time. She slipped it into place.

The burn was numbed. Lethe overwhelmed her system, heating her blood and sending her head spinning.

There were two Everton Starks sitting in the corner, watching her with four golden eyes, his twin mouths curved into watchful frowns. Deirdre’s head fell back against her chair. Her breath sighed out of her chest, letting the tension in her muscles unravel.

All of her concerns about Jacek vanished along with the pain.

She was surprised when another glowing blue cube appeared in the corner of her vision.

“A third,” Stark said.

Deirdre reached for it, but missed. She was clumsy from the lethe.

A clumsy shifter. Beta or not, she would always be an Omega. A failure. Weak.

He held her hand against the table. Stark pushed the cube into her intake bracelet. His fingers remained steady on her forearm as her buzz grew.

And there it was—that high she’d experienced the first time that she’d taken lethe, all warm and pleasant and distant, taking her far away from the gloom of the asylum. The roughness of Stark’s skin against hers felt novel, interesting, not frightening at all.

“Nice,” she said. She wasn’t sure what she was talking about.

He let her stand up so that he could inject the remaining cubes into his arm. The wristwatch glimmered on the table, its soft ticking amplified a thousand times so that Deirdre could hear it echoing all through her skull.

She spun on the ball of one foot, watching the grains in the floor whirl underneath her.

“What do the sidhe want?” Deirdre asked. She giggled. “Sidhe. Sidhe, sidhe, sidhe. She, the sidhe, liked sheets on the…uh…the streets. She, sidhe, sheets, streets. It rhymes.”

“Don’t talk.” Stark didn’t sound angry. He melted into his chair, clutching his wrist. “Focus on your animal.”

He liked to try to talk to her like that, as though he were guiding her through some kind of therapy. It was ridiculous. At this point, Deirdre obviously didn’t even have an animal to call.

She wasn’t a shapeshifter. She was only an Omega, a Beta, always human.

She shut her eyes, wrapped her arms around herself, and swayed in time to the beat ticked out by Stark’s watch. “Where are we going tonight, Stark?” she asked. The hard consonants of his name cracked in her mouth.

“You told me about a doctor once before,” he said. “One of the last times you were in this room with me. You mentioned a doctor with a specialty in gaean pediatric medicine.”

“Yes, there was a doctor,” she said. “Landsmore. His name was Landsmore.” She always talked when she was high on lethe, like she couldn’t stop the flow of thoughts from her mind once the faucet had opened. “He used to give me drugs. He used to shoot me up, too.”

Stark didn’t react to that. He never did.

Talking to Stark was like doing therapy with a mannequin instead of a psychiatrist. An inanimate wooden object that neither responded nor judged. Well, he might have judged—but if he did, there was no outward show of it.

And who cared if he did judge? He was a terrorist. He killed people. He was a horrible human being, a horrible shifter. It would say better things about Deirdre’s character if he hated her.

She drifted through her past, warm with the buzz of lethe.

“The drugs were prescription. Experimental. He wanted to look inside of me and figure out what’s knocking around in my spirit, just like you do, and he thought he could get reactions by filling me with chemicals.”

With her eyes closed, she could still see the inside of Dr. Landsmore’s office, all sterile and white. He’d inhabited a nice hospital. His supplies had been state of the art.

Dr. Landsmore had always smelled like antiseptic and silver.

“At first, he wasn’t even convinced I was a shifter, so he tested that. He shot me up with silver nitrate and waited for a reaction before curing me.” Her hands slid up her throat. “I almost suffocated. I’m almost as sensitive to silver as any other shifter.”

Deirdre opened her eyes.

Stark was inches in front of her.

She stepped back, startled, and almost stumbled over her own feet. She hadn’t taken a dose of lethe high enough to quell the annoyance she felt at his encroachment on her personal space. “What are you looking at? You asked about the doctor. I was telling you about the doctor.”

Stark reached for her. She took another step back.

“Is that his fang?” Stark asked. The words sliced at her like knives.

She covered her ear with her fingers. Gage’s tooth jutted from her earlobe, sharp and curved. The touch made her stretched skin tug painfully. “What’s it matter to you?”

Stark ripped the tooth out of her ear. The earlobe tore. Warm blood splashed on her shoulder.

“Hey!” Deirdre protested, clapping a hand to her ear.

The pain ripped through her body. It was more than a physical hurt.

She felt like she was losing Gage again.

Stark’s upper lip curled as he turned the fang around in his fingers, glaring at it with so much disgust that she might as well have been decorating herself with excrement. He surely recognized the tooth he had given her. And he surely recognized what an act of mutiny it was meant to be.

“I told you that I didn’t want you showing weakness.” He shook his fist at her. “This, Tombs—this is weakness.”

Deirdre’s ribs felt like they were digging into her heart, slowing the beat, making her bleed internally. “Damn it, Stark, I shot the guy. Isn’t that good enough for you?”

“He’s dead,” Stark said. “Let him go.”

She grabbed his fist, trying to pry the fang out of his fingers. Her hand was slick with blood. “That’s not your call to make. Give it back.”

“Forget about him!”

The order just made her angrier. The furious spike within her gut was enough to override even the most pleasant lethe buzz.

Deirdre slapped Stark with all her strength.

He didn’t even flinch.

“What’s the problem, Stark?” Deirdre spat. “Jealous that you don’t have my full attention? Don’t want me to mourn friends?”

“You’re an idiot,” he said.

“Give me the fang, Stark!” She swung again, even though her palm was still stinging and she knew it would do nothing.

He didn’t let the second blow land.

His fist caught hers in a crushing grip. With a single squeeze, she felt the bones in her hand pulverize. It hurt. It hurt so much, and she didn’t care because he still had that fang, and her ear was healing, and she wanted that piece of Gage back.

Stark threw her to the floor. She tried to get up, but he pressed his foot on her chest, pinning her down.

“Love makes you weak,” he said, leaning forward until most of his weight was crushing her breastbone. She thought she could actually hear the bones creak. “I don’t want weakness in my Beta.”

“I didn’t love him,” Deirdre grunted. She pushed against his leg in vain, trying to force him off of her. She could barely breathe. “But that’s still funny coming from you. Love is weakness, huh? For Ever?”

It was the inscription on the inside of his watch. She expected that throwing the words at him would hurt—if not him, then her. Someone had given him that watch. And those weren’t the kinds of words that a professional contact or distant friend would have put on a watch.

She wanted a reaction out of him. She wanted to find his soft parts.

Deirdre didn’t expect him to step off of her.

She gasped for air, vision swimming. She rolled onto all fours and waited until she had enough oxygen to be steady.

“This isn’t about finding my animal,” Deirdre said to Stark’s booted feet, just inches from her face. “This isn’t about trying to keep me from being weak. You want to control me. That’s all.”

Stark crushed the fang in his fist, turning it to dust.

He let it fall from between his fingers. Bone meal snowed to the floorboards. The flakes glimmered and sparkled and swirled, going down, down, down, following Gage’s body to the incinerator, following his soul to the Nether Worlds.

Deirdre crawled to Stark’s feet. The tooth was dust on her fingertips. Already lost in the cracks of the floor.

He was lost to her forever.

“Gage,” she whispered.

“I don’t want to hear that name again, Beta,” Stark said. “Never again.”
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Jacek was staffing the armory that night. He outfitted Stark and Deirdre with guns, ammunition, and black tactical gear that would allow them to go unseen in the darkness.

Deirdre was still hazy from all of the lethe that Stark had given her. It was all she could do to stand still, arms extended, and allow Jacek to wrap a ballistic vest around her body. It was heavy with the extra cartridges and magazines that he’d put in each of the pockets.

Her fingers were white with the powder of Gage’s tooth. Dried blood caked the inside of her arm.

Men were talking.

“I’d be able to give you more useful equipment if you told me where you’re going,” Jacek said.

“I’ve told you exactly what I need. I don’t want recommendations,” Stark said.

“Let me help, boss. You don’t need some tweaked-out slut watching your back. She’ll get you killed.”

Deirdre registered that she was meant to be the tweaked-out slut. She let the words slide off of her. Not that she had any other choice. They barely registered through her hot-blooded haze.

“Stop talking and finish packing our bags,” Stark said. “What happened to your face?”

Jacek’s cheek was still faintly red from where it had been smashed against the heated range. That injury might have been easy to overlook if she hadn’t also burned away several locks of hair.

He glared at Deirdre. “Nothing happened.”

The fact that he didn’t tell Stark about Deirdre’s attack didn’t inspire confidence. Jacek was a whiner, a buzzing fly Deirdre couldn’t swat—with so much ammunition, he should have been shooting his mouth off about everything.

But he wasn’t. He was saving everything up for later. For a time when he knew he could defeat Deirdre.

She didn’t care.

Gage was gone.

Jacek handed Deirdre a backpack, and she took it from him slowly, watching his eyes for emotion.

All she saw in him was the alleyway where he’d found her as a viper. She relived the memory so vividly that it felt like it was raining inside the armory. Deirdre could smell traces of the trash in the Dumpsters lined up along the brick wall.

Who had been that bird shifter that had bailed him out before Deirdre could kill him? There weren’t any avians in the asylum other than Niamh, who couldn’t even become a swan anymore. Deirdre would have remembered seeing someone shift into a bird that size.

Jacek had to be working with someone who didn’t live in the asylum.

Maybe he wasn’t talking to Stark because he was a traitor as much as Deirdre was.

She couldn’t share her thoughts with Stark without explaining why she was so suspicious of Jacek, though. And Jacek knew it. There was a smirk lingering around the cruel shards of his eyes that knew Deirdre was backed into a corner.

“We’ll be back tomorrow,” Stark said. “You and Niamh are in charge while I’m gone.”

It was satisfying to watch the smirk drain out of Jacek’s eyes. “Niamh? She’s an idiot.”

A loud crack.

Jacek was on the floor. Stark was moving. Punching, stomping, beating him.

He’d pushed too many buttons. That was usually Deirdre’s job. She didn’t relish seeing someone else’s behavior corrected for once—she didn’t feel much of anything at all besides a warm, comfortable buzz.

The pounding of flesh on flesh sounded a lot like the faint ticking of Stark’s watch.

For Ever.

Gage.

Deirdre shut her eyes and drifted in time with the rhythm.

Gage’s body had burned to ash in the incinerator. His tooth had been crushed to dust by Stark’s fist.

Ashes, dust, and death.

“Let’s go,” Stark said, seizing her elbow. Her eyes jolted open. She wasn’t sure how long her eyes had been closed. Jacek was still on his knees and there was blood everywhere. Blood on the floor, blood on Stark’s knuckles, blood on Deirdre’s wrist.

A van was waiting for them outside the asylum.

They drove into the night.
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Rylie Gresham had assigned a small OPA police force to all state-run schools earlier that week, so they were obviously expecting to be attacked.

But they still weren’t ready for Stark.

The team of OPA agents guarding St. Griffith’s Boarding School weren’t watching the right places for attack. They were milling around the gates of the boarding school as technicians wired new security cameras aimed at the trees, rather than buildings in the nearby city. They didn’t see Stark and Deirdre climb into the clock tower. They didn’t see him unpack a sniper rifle. They didn’t see him take aim.

Three quick gunshots, and Stark handed his sniper rifle to Deirdre. Its barrel was hot.

“Let’s go,” he said.

It took two minutes of shifter-speed sprinting to exit the clock tower and reach the gates of St. Griffith’s Boarding School. Deirdre only paused long enough to shove the rifle into a duffel bag into the back of their van.

By the time they reached the school, the agents Stark had shot were dead. The technicians were trying to get through the security they’d freshly installed on the gates. They must have done good work. They were struggling to open their new locks, yanking wires out of the electrical box, yet unable to enter.

Stark popped off two more shots with a handgun. The technicians dropped where they stood.

All of the OPA staff members were dead.

Deirdre drifted behind Stark. The stars were bright in the sky, watching the deaths with cool disinterest. Blood weighed the grass down like dew. The trees framed the sky in a jagged-edged circle.

She didn’t look where she was walking. She almost tripped over the arm of a dead OPA agent.

What did it mean that his blank stare didn’t even bother her anymore? Had she become numbed to Stark’s murders, or was it the lethe? She couldn’t tell how much she felt was because of the drugs.

The sign beside her said “St. Griffith’s Boarding School” in plain metal letters pinned to a sturdy plaster obelisk. It was a functional device without any flourishes or even religious icons. It had clearly been designed to weather difficult winters, guide visitors to the gate, and little else.

“What are we doing here?” she asked.

Stark answered her question with another question. “Was this one of your schools?” He knew that Deirdre had been through more than a dozen different schools, group homes, and orphanages while she was still in the youth system. She was surprised that he didn’t have the list by that point. The man seemed to know everything.

“Yes,” Deirdre said. “It was.” Not one that she’d spent much time in, though. That was worse, in a way. The less time she spent in one facility, the more horrible it had been. St. Griffith’s had been among the most horrible.

“Then you’ll have no problems navigating it tonight,” Stark said.

Her stomach flipped.

“I’m not going in there,” Deirdre said.

“We are going in there, and you’re going to like it,” Stark said.

Denying him was about as useful as shouting into a hurricane, so she trudged behind him through the darkness to reach the gates that the technicians had been working on. The mud sucked at the soles of her boots.

The fence was bigger than Deirdre remembered, tall and electrified, topped by barbed wire that glinted silver in the dim starlight. The fortifications looked as new as the cameras that the OPA had been wiring.

There were similarly towering walls guarding the Academy at the werewolf sanctuary, but Deirdre had gotten the impression that those walls were intended to protect Rylie’s many foster children. Silver barbed wire could only mean that these defenses were meant to keep the children inside. Like prisoners.

It looked eerily like the defenses at the detention center.

A woman was waiting for them on the other side of the gate. She was short and yellow-haired, with olive flesh hardened by too much time in the sun.

She must have seen Stark sniping the OPA agents. She was pale with fear. But she didn’t run when they approached her.

“Quickly,” she whispered, cupping the keys to mute them as she quickly unlocked the gate. She wore a yellow rubber dishwashing glove on the hand that she used to touch the metal. It must have been electrified.

Stark slipped through first, then Deirdre.

She didn’t recognize the woman who had let them in. It was hard to tell if that was because she was a recent hire or because she’d slipped from Deirdre’s memory. Deirdre had been through so many houses that she only remembered the truly remarkable people—not the highlights so much as the lowlifes, the ones who had abused and denigrated her, spit the word “Omega” into her face.

“This is my Beta, Deirdre Tombs,” Stark said. “Tombs, this is Blythe Marsten. She’s the groundskeeper for St. Griffith’s Boarding School.”

Blythe looked much too nervous to care about the introductions. She gave Deirdre a hasty nod and then hurried across the grounds toward the back door.

Stark and Deirdre followed. The grass was wet on this side of the fence, too. Not with blood, but with dew.

Maybe it was all blood. The clouds could have bled onto the earth.

No, that was definitely the lethe talking.

Deirdre blinked hard, rubbed her eyes, shook her head to clear it. The whole world felt like it was a dream.

A school from her past, so many dead so quickly. It had to be a dream.

Yet there was St. Griffith’s looming from the darkness like a tombstone in a misty cemetery, more vivid than any dream she’d had before.

Unlike many other boarding schools, which inhabited repurposed hospitals, St. Griffith’s had also been a school before Genesis, and probably a nice one at that. The tall windows overlooked a well-kept garden. Ivy scaled the bricks and framed the shuttered windows. There were flowers, colorless in the darkness, and the faint smell of salt water on the wind.

Deirdre had only attended at St. Griffith’s for two weeks. A personal record.

If she remembered correctly, she’d been ejected for assaulting a teacher. Deirdre couldn’t recall why she’d attacked that particular teacher, but she was certain that he’d deserved it.

“All the girls are asleep,” Blythe said softly, unlocking the rear door, “and I’m responsible for patrolling the first floor. We won’t have any trouble getting to the office as long as we’re quiet.”

Stark nodded his assent.

Deirdre studied the building as Blythe wrested the door open. The nearby windows were shuttered and barred—another recent addition, like the security cameras. And it was another feature that gave the air of being more like a prison than a warm, nurturing school where children lived.

Blythe slipped through the hall, leading them through the foyer to an office. The floors were wood, the wallpaper blue. The air smelled of silver and mothballs.

Magic sparked around the office’s doorframe as they entered. Blythe turned on a single lamp with a green shade, casting the room in a faint glow that deepened the lines on her aged face.

“Do you have the files?” Stark asked.

Blythe hefted a box out of the closet and set it on a desk. “This is everything I have. Girls with at least one sister.”

Deirdre leaned forward to look into the box. Stark had broken into the benefits office to search for gaean families with one mother and two daughters. And now they were at a boarding school looking for girls who had sisters. It couldn’t be coincidental.

He yanked the box toward him, away from Deirdre. “There are dozens of files here.”

“We have a lot of girls,” Blythe said. “They send us the sibling groups deliberately because we have the room.”

He fanned through the pages. “I’ll stay here to look these over. Tombs, take Blythe to wake the kids.”

Deirdre blinked. “Which ones?”

“All of them,” Stark said.

Her jaw dropped.

There had to be at least five hundred students at the boarding school. What were they going to do to them?

Deirdre grabbed his arm, lowering her voice to a whisper. “If you tell me that we’re going to kill them, so help me gods—”

He shook her off. “What kind of man do you think I am?”

“I think I met you because you compelled me to murder random mundanes on the street,” Deirdre said. “What kind of man do you think I think you are?” She wasn’t certain if the words spilling from her made any sense, nor could she tell what Stark was thinking. His eyebrows creased. The corners of his mouth tugged down.

“We’re going to release these children,” Stark said.

That was only fractionally better than mass murder. “Who’s going to take care of them?”

“Anything is better than here,” Stark said. “Go. Now.”

Deirdre could hear the edge of compulsion in his voice. She couldn’t hesitate to obey him—not unless she wanted him to discover that she was immune to his powers.

She turned on her heel and followed Blythe out the door.

Despite her outward compliance, her mind was whirling.

Release the children into town? It wasn’t big enough to have many services for gaeans, who tended to cluster in major cities on either coast. There would be virtually no OPA presence at all.

Probably why Stark had chosen to release kids from that school in particular. They didn’t have as much government help to fall back on.

But there would be an eventual response. Someone would arrive to corral the children, returning them to St. Griffith’s or relocating them to other facilities. It would be a fleeting victory.

Releasing them couldn’t be his real goal.

This was about the files. Those sisters he was trying to find.

Deirdre pitied anyone that Stark might be trying to hunt down.

To reach the stairs leading to the bedrooms, Blythe and Deirdre had to go down a long hallway that passed a formal dining room. The door was cracked open. The shine of moonlight on metal caught Deirdre’s attention.

She stopped in the doorway to look inside. Her heart sank at the sight of the other recent additions to the house, which matched the bars over the windows in many ways.

There was a pair of shackles bolted to the wall.

“This way,” Blythe whispered.

Deirdre ignored her and stepped into the dining room.

The walls were decorated with heavy velvet drapes, giving the dining room the air of a place that fancy state dinners might be held. It was easy to imagine Rylie entertaining the OPA’s secretary over at the buffet table, laughing politely while twirling a pearl necklace around her forefinger.

But one of the curtains had been pulled aside to reveal the shackles, as though carelessly brushed aside. Those belonged at no state dinner.

Deirdre kneeled to run a finger along the edge of the shackle. It burned her skin.

Silver.

From her position nearer the floor, she could see underneath the bottom of the curtain. There was another pair of shackles underneath it.

Deirdre pulled aside the next curtain, and the next. They were concealing restraints all around the room. Dozens of shackles forged from an alloy that could easily restrain shifter children.

It looked much like Stark’s basement.

She turned on Blythe, who stood nervously in the doorway.

“What have you people been doing here?” Deirdre asked.

“They beat the girls,” Blythe whispered. “I’m not talking about a few switchings when they get into trouble. I mean that they are whipped with silver and chained to these walls. They’re given ‘time outs’ when they’re especially bad.”

The solitary confinement that Vidya had suffered in flashed through Deirdre’s mind. “Time outs?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“There are closets,” Blythe said. She left it at that. She didn’t need to say anything else. Deirdre knew exactly what she was talking about.

Corporal punishment hadn’t been unheard of when Deirdre was in the system. Many foster parents believed it to be the best way to handle unruly shifter children. After all, shifters were naturally violent with each other; kids established social hierarchy with near-constant scuffles.

But there was a difference between two nine-year-old shifters facing off to see who was at the top of the dog pile and an adult witch hexing children.

They hadn’t used silver-tipped whips on Deirdre, but she’d been struck with belts, crops—that kind of thing. The foster homes didn’t have quite as much government oversight as the boarding schools.

That wasn’t to say that life had been good outside the foster homes. It hadn’t been. But most of the abuse Deirdre had sustained came from other kids, not from the adults in the house.

Obviously, the “tough love” philosophies of the foster homes had been gaining popularity since Deirdre had become an adult.

Hot fury flooded her veins. “Are they here? The teachers who do this?”

“It’s mostly the dean conducting punishments,” Blythe said.

“Where does she sleep?”

The groundskeeper caught onto what Deirdre was saying. Her eyes widened. “But Stark told us to wake up the kids.”

“Where?” Deirdre asked, drawing her Sig Sauer.

Blythe handed her a key. “He sleeps on the third floor, down at the end. He likes the corner windows.”

Stark was right. The children needed to be released from St. Griffith’s.

Deirdre clutched the key in her fist. Its teeth dug into her palm. “Wake the kids up. I’ll see you in the foyer soon.”

She broke away from Blythe, jogging up the stairs, taking them two at a time. She didn’t try to be quiet. She hoped someone would find her so that she could deal with them. Liquid anger flowed through her body. She stung with the memory of corporal punishments she’d endured, and she wanted to share the pain.

But Deirdre didn’t run into any adults patrolling the second floor, nor the third.

The number on the room key was 315. Deirdre found it at the end of the hallway and around the corner, where the view of the gardens was surely the best. Just as Blythe had told her.

She unlocked the door and slipped quietly inside.

The dean slept with the curtains open, allowing the moonlight to spill into the room. The furnishings were nice. Mostly antiques. A four-poster bed, a big mahogany wardrobe, a lovely vanity. Filmy white gauze hung from the posts of the bed, fluttering in the cool wind that blew through the cracked window.

Deirdre stepped between the cloth. It swayed around her as she studied the man sleeping in bed.

He was slender, gray-haired, and wearing silk pajamas. His hearing aid rested in a shallow plastic tray on the side of the bed—a contraption of plastic and metal that would cover him from temple to jaw when he wore it, sparkling with magical enchantments.

She would have remembered that hearing aid anywhere.

The memory of the man who’d worn that hearing aid made Deirdre feel sick.

“Dr. Landsmore,” Deirdre whispered under her breath. “You changed careers.”

No wonder Stark had asked Deirdre about Dr. Landsmore earlier that night. And no wonder he had told Deirdre she would like going to the school. He had known Herb Landsmore was at St. Griffith’s, and he had brought Deirdre there like he was giving her a present.

Deirdre hadn’t known she had a revenge fantasy about Dr. Landsmore until she stood over his prone body.

The man stirred in bed, as though he could feel Deirdre’s hatred radiating from beyond the fluttering gauze. His eyes opened slowly. Once Dr. Landsmore saw Deirdre, his eyes shot open the rest of the way and he sat up with a gasp.

Deirdre pointed the Sig at his forehead. “Quiet.”

Dr. Landsmore was quiet.

He didn’t need to speak to fight back.

The witch flung his hand toward Deirdre, mouth opening silently in a word of power.

An invisible fist of magic punched her in the gut.

Deirdre’s feet left the floor. Her body rushed through the air. Her back smashed into the dresser, and she fell to the floor in a shower of books and writing implements.

Dr. Landsmore was out of bed in seconds, cramming the hearing aid into place and plunging a hand into the drawer on his bedside table. He yanked out a notebook and ripped a page free.

It was a spellpage—a piece of paper with a rune that had been infused with magic.

Reuben Wheatley had used a spellpage on Andrew at the detention center and nearly burned him to a crisp.

Deirdre wasn’t familiar with enough runes to have a clue what it’d do to her. But if Dr. Landsmore could throw Deirdre across the room with a word, then a whole page would surely do something deadly.

There wasn’t time to restrain him nicely. Deirdre lifted the gun in both hands and shot Dr. Landsmore in the wrist. Blood splattered onto the gauze dangling beside him.

The witch screamed as his fingers went limp. The spellpage fluttered to the floor without being activated.

Deirdre scrambled to her feet as Dr. Landsmore opened his mouth again, surely to unleash another word of power. But before the man could speak, Deirdre shoved the muzzle of the gun into his mouth, letting him taste gun oil.

“Shut up,” Deirdre said through gritted teeth.

Recognition flashed through Dr. Landsmore’s eyes. He tried to speak around the gun. It didn’t come out clearly, but she understood what he was saying. “Deirdre Tombs?”

“Good to know I’m memorable,” Deirdre said. “I know I’ll never forget you. What are you supposed to do against an adult who can fight back? Don’t try to answer that. I’ll make you swallow a bullet.”

Dr. Landsmore wasn’t the type to cry when his life was threatened. It only made him angrier, cheeks reddening and eyebrows lowering.

Deirdre slid the gun out of his mouth and grabbed a fistful of Dr. Landsmore’s thinning gray hair.

“We’re going for a walk.” Deirdre pushed the Sig into Dr. Landsmore’s temple and used it to propel him out of the room.

There was a woman in the hallway—a teacher patrolling the floor. She stopped dead at the sight of Dr. Landsmore coming out of his bedroom at gunpoint.

Deirdre moved the Sig and fired.

She was kind enough to go for the teacher’s thigh rather than somewhere more critical. Her aim seemed to have improved in her fury, too. She hit right in the meat of the teacher’s leg.

The teacher staggered, clutching her hands to the wound as blood flowed down her thigh to her calf.

Dr. Landsmore gave a little cry of shock, clapping a hand to his hearing aid. He twisted, as though trying to escape the loudness of the gun, but Deirdre tightened her grip on his hair. “You’ll pay for this!” Dr. Landsmore said. His tone was a little flat. He’d always spoken funny, since the hearing aid made it difficult to hear himself.

“I’m pretty sure I told you not to talk.” Deirdre marched her hostage past the woman that she’d shot.

But Dr. Landsmore didn’t shut up. “I still have friends among the OPA. Many friends, and many of them in very high places! They’ll see to it that you’re executed for this!”

Unfortunately, if the OPA caught Deirdre, the punishment would surely be much worse than a mere execution. They didn’t seem to kill their prisoners, after all. They locked them up in little boxes and experimented on them, just like Dr. Landsmore used to.

Vidya was proof of that. Poor, broken Vidya, covered in her own effluence. And all the children who had been chained in the dining room of St. Griffith’s, fragile little wrists burning, feet kicking helplessly against the antique hardwood floors.

No, death wasn’t the cruelest punishment that the OPA could exact on shifters.

“Don’t tell me you’re surprised that your behavior over the years has resulted in payback,” Deirdre hissed into his ear. “Did you think you’d get away with all the shitty things you’ve done?”

“Medicine isn’t advanced by people handling their patients with kid gloves,” Dr. Landsmore said. “It’s good for society to experiment. I helped people by what I did with you.”

Deirdre yanked hard on his hair. “Is that why you’re a dean now instead of a doctor?”

“Every genius makes enemies,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s how you know you’re doing something right.”

No regret. Not even an acknowledgment he might have done anything wrong.

When they got to the first floor, they came up behind Blythe’s herd of students, all dressed in their pajamas and looking very confused. Deirdre shifted the gun to the small of Dr. Landsmore’s back so that the kids wouldn’t see it. No need to scare them more than necessary.

Stark was waiting at the front of the foyer, arms folded, papers tucked under his arm. His usual neutral expression had been replaced with one of frustration as Blythe brought the children down.

Whatever he’d hoped to find in Blythe’s files, it hadn’t been there.

Deirdre shoved Dr. Landsmore to his knees in front of Stark’s feet. She planted the Sig against the back of his head. “You knew,” she said. “You knew that this man was here.”

“Yes, I knew,” Stark said. There was actual compassion in his voice. It made her waver on her feet as her heart gave a little hiccup in her chest. Her gun didn’t waver, though.

“You did this for me?” She couldn’t manage to speak above a whisper.

“You’ve given me everything you have, Tombs,” Stark said. “You’ve been loyal.” His fingers brushed against her arm, just above the intake bracelet on her wrist. Goosebumps shivered up her shoulder. “Are you happy?”

Deirdre shut her eyes, drawing in a long breath.

With Dr. Landsmore at the end of her gun, she felt something much more powerful than happiness.

Happiness was what the lethe gave her. It was uncomplicated and illusory.

Now she felt vindication.

Deirdre steadied herself before opening her eyes to meet Stark’s harsh yellow gaze. “This man beats the students here. He locks them in closets and whips them with silver. He’s probably been performing medical experiments on them, too.”

“I’m aware of that,” Stark said.

“So what are we going to do to him?” Deirdre asked.

The corner of Stark’s mouth twitched. “Anything you want. This is for you, Tombs.” Dr. Landsmore made a strangled sound, as though he was choking on a bite of food.

“All the students have come down,” Blythe said, standing on her toes to look over their heads. “Or most of them, anyway—there are always some stragglers.”

There weren’t nearly as many as Deirdre had expected. It looked to be more in the range of a hundred students rather than five hundred. Still, it was a lot of little bodies in the room, all of them wide eyed and baffled by the experience.

They were probably only used to waking up at night to get whipped, after all. This was something completely different.

Deirdre expected Stark to give some kind of speech to turn the children’s attitudes in his favor. There were a hundred malleable minds waiting to be told their anger was justified.

He wouldn’t even need to wait for the kids to grow up to recruit them into his army. Preteen gaeans could be just as deadly as their adult counterparts, if not even more so, with the wildness of hormones in their bodies.

But he only gave Blythe a sharp nod and opened the front doors.

The night outside was growing cooler. Beyond the gates, the town of Haversham glimmered.

“Follow me,” Stark called.

He marched down the long road through the gardens, Deirdre and Dr. Landsmore at his side with Blythe herding the many children from behind.

Some of them were crying now.

It felt satisfying, even triumphant, to walk those gaean students away from the shackles, the whips, and the dark little closets that had contained them. Their lives wouldn’t unfold behind barred windows anymore.

“We could do this at all the schools,” Deirdre said, speeding her pace to keep up with Stark. “I know all the bad ones. We can do it again.”

Stark didn’t share in her enthusiasm. A storm seemed to follow him as he walked to the end of the road.

There was a news truck waiting for them outside the gate.

A woman stood alone on the other side of the bars, camera mounted on her shoulder, hair pristine despite the hour. It was January Lazar, the reporter who had made her career interviewing Rylie Gresham.

And she was getting footage of Stark walking out of the boarding school with children behind him like he was Moses leading the flock.

Blythe hurried forward to unlock the gates.

“Help me!” Dr. Landsmore shouted. “I’ve been taken by—”

Deirdre jerked so hard on his hair that half of it tore free.

Dr. Landsmore’s pleas for help were useless anyway. There were no police or OPA waiting with January Lazar. She had come alone.

“Everton Stark, it’s a pleasure,” January greeted, thrusting her hand out to shake his. She was delicate and tiny in comparison to him. He could have broken her with a pinky finger if he wanted to. But she must have been stronger than she looked—her shoes were stained with blood from the dead OPA agents, and she didn’t look remotely fazed by it.

Stark acknowledged her with a nod, and then turned back to take care of business. “Take the children to the hospital,” Stark told Blythe. “I’m sure some of them will need treatment for silver poisoning.”

“Of course,” she said.

January filmed his instructions. She filmed all of it.

The camera turned on Deirdre and Dr. Landsmore, the light mounted on top blazing directly into her eyes.

“Herb Landsmore, right?” January asked.

Stark put his hand in front of the camera. “We’ll do the interview in private.”

The reporter wasn’t bothered by his admonition. She only smiled brighter. “Oh, of course. This way. I found an empty store we can use.”

She bustled down the street to a door that had already been broken open. January Lazar was prepared to talk with Stark in private. And apparently she wasn’t the type of woman to be worried about petty things like legalities or personal safety any more than she was worried about dead OPA agents.

The shop used to be a clothing store, although January had put in lights and a stool similar to those that Stark used back at the asylum. Her equipment was powered by an extension cord running back to the news van.

“Here we go,” she said, using a display case as a mirror while she fluffed her hair. “Are you ready?”

“Almost.” Stark gestured to Deirdre. “Bring him over here.”

Deirdre had been planning on waiting with Dr. Landsmore until Stark was done. She frowned at him. “Do you want me to…?”

“Yes,” he said.

Deirdre pushed Dr. Landsmore to the floor in front of the chair, allowing the camera to film his squirming and whimpering.

“Who do you have here?” January Lazar asked, extending the microphone to Stark.

“This is Herb Landsmore,” Stark said. “He’s the dean of St. Griffith’s Boarding School.”

“That’s a state-run school for orphaned gaean children, yes?” January asked. She had a cell phone balanced on one thigh, scrolling through information while holding the microphone steady by Stark’s mouth.

“Yes. And he used to be a pediatrician who was approved by the Office of Preternatural Affairs to perform medical experiments on gaean children,” Deirdre said.

January’s forehead wrinkled delicately. “May I ask who you are?”

Deirdre shut her mouth. She didn’t want an introduction. She didn’t want anybody to know who she was. But Stark replied. “This is my Beta.” He didn’t give her name. There was no way to tell if that was deliberate, a courtesy, or if he merely didn’t consider her identity to be relevant.

“What’s a Beta?” January asked.

“A Beta is the second-in-command for an Alpha shifter,” Stark said. “She’s also the second most powerful person in my pack, after me.”

Deirdre’s eyes widened. She couldn’t hide her surprise.

After spending her entire life branded as an Omega—the weakest shifter—Stark had just gone on camera for a national news network declaring her to be almost as strong as he was.

“You sound angry when you talk about Herb Landsmore,” January said, drawing Deirdre’s attention back to her. “Do you have a personal stake in this?”

Now the microphone was aimed at Deirdre. She had a platform. Rather, Stark had a platform, but it was her duty to contribute.

She was his Beta. The second strongest of the pack.

“I was one of Dr. Landsmore’s patients,” Deirdre said. “I was a victim.”

January’s eyes brightened. “When was that?”

“Seven or eight years ago. I don’t remember now. He injected me with silver nitrate repeatedly.”

The reporter looked like her birthday had come early. It would be quite an exposé: the state-sanctioned behaviors hidden behind closed doors of the schools, a motivation for the terrorist behind so many murders, and, most exciting of all, something that would take Rylie Gresham down.

How quickly January Lazar’s loyalties changed.

“Was that a common experience?” January asked. “The experimentation?”

Deirdre glared at the camera. The reporter probably wanted her to elaborate. She would have loved it if Deirdre went on about all the abuse she’d sustained over the years. “Yeah.”

She wasn’t going to get into it more than that.

“You can’t air any of this,” Dr. Landsmore said. Deirdre had almost forgotten the man—as much as she could forget anyone whose head was in front of her gun. “You have to call the police.”

“Is the camera still rolling?” Stark asked abruptly.

“Yes,” January said, “yes it is.”

“Keep it focused on Dr. Landsmore. You’ll want to have record of what we’re about to do to him.”

January stuttered when she tried to speak. “You mean you’re… Are you going to…?”

For once, she seemed to be at a loss for words.

Deirdre didn’t care what the reporter was thinking. Stark was touching her arm again, the lightest brush of callused fingers. The sensation was enhanced by the lethe. Her skin was blazing.

His hand traveled to her wrist, and he pushed the gun harder against Dr. Landsmore’s head.

“Do it,” Stark said, the broad warmth of his chest pressing against her back. His voice was in her skull, rattling around in the darkest corners, dredging up ancient demons that longed for vengeance.

Her finger tightened on the Sig Sauer’s trigger. His thumb stroked her knuckles.

“What will his death accomplish?” Deirdre asked. “Will it help any of his victims?”

Stark’s eyes were intense, as though there were nothing more interesting to him than Deirdre at that moment. He didn’t even seem to care about Dr. Landsmore at all. This wasn’t about the doctor—this was about his Beta, and what he thought she wanted most. “Does it matter? It’s justice. He did this to himself.”

Deirdre wavered. Her finger flexed slightly on the trigger, pulling it back almost to the point where it would go off.

January stood from her stool. She clutched the microphone in both hands. Her knuckles were white.

“But…” January began.

It seemed like the reporter felt she should say something to stave off what was happening, but didn’t know what. Now there was fear in her. It filled the room like the stink of rotten meat.

Stark didn’t acknowledge January Lazar. There was nothing in the abandoned shop except the Alpha and the Beta and the gun that both of their hands cupped. His fingers were warm, but her skin was hotter than the surface of the sun.

“Do it, Deirdre,” he said softly. His breath breezed over the fine hairs behind her ear.

Dr. Landsmore deserved to die.

Deirdre was better than that. She didn’t need to murder a man to bring him to justice. And she wasn’t his victim anymore—she was an adult, and she should have long since moved past the grudges of her youth. Besides, they’d removed Dr. Landsmore from the boarding school and released the children. He wasn’t going to hurt those kids anymore.

And yet the system had put him in that position in the first place, which meant that they would put him back, too.

There would be more children.

The OPA would approve of more caregivers like Dr. Landsmore.

Or Deirdre could set an example.

“Do it,” Stark whispered, and there was no compulsion in his voice. “You deserve this.”

She did deserve it. And so did Herb Landsmore.

Deirdre squeezed the trigger.
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Deirdre and Stark returned to the asylum later that night. He had given her more lethe on the way home, so she was riding high on the drugs, the exhilaration of saving those children, and the vindication of Herb Landsmore’s death.

It felt like she was flying.

“Thank you,” she told Stark in the empty asylum foyer, uncertain of what, exactly, she was thanking him for.

He had made her kill Gage. He had crushed the berserker’s tooth as she watched. And he had slaughtered so many innocents. But Deirdre looked at him and all she saw was Dr. Landsmore’s skull fragments splattering to the ground at January Lazar’s feet.

Stark was vindication in the form of a man.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

His fingers brushed against her elbow one last time.

Deirdre actually smiled at him, and she meant it.

She moved to go to her room, but Stark stopped her. “Put on something attractive.”

“Attractive?” Deirdre asked. She didn’t understand. Her fuzzy mind was stuck on Herb Landsmore’s inability to continue experimenting on shifter children.

“You heard me.” Stark gestured vaguely at her body. “Something revealing. Make it aggressively sexual. Visit Niamh at No Capes if you need help.”

She giggled, covering her mouth with her hand to muffle the sound. It felt wrong to laugh in the desolation of the asylum, with all its boarded windows and water-stained walls, but she couldn’t help herself. “Aggressively sexual, huh? Since when does being your Beta mean being a sex toy?”

A disapproving growl rumbled through Stark. “We’ve got to make a delivery to the Winter Court. They trade in sex. Your job is to look appealing and dangerous. Will that be a problem?”

It was kind of a problem. Deirdre hadn’t exactly packed to look sexy at the asylum.

She forced herself to stop smiling. Her hands tingled from when she had fired the gun at the doctor. “What are we delivering to the sidhe? Did you get something from St. Griffith’s?”

“I’ll meet you in Niamh’s basement in twenty,” Stark said.

He stalked away. She called after his back. “It takes women a lot longer than twenty minutes to get pretty!”

Deirdre could hear his grunt of annoyance from across the foyer. It made her giggle again. Only when she was high could she manage to laugh at Stark—and only when he was in a good mood did he allow her to do it.

He didn’t turn back to slap her, so he must have been in a very good mood.

She didn’t need to go back to her bedroom to get dressed. She already knew that she didn’t have anything that would suit Stark’s requirements of “aggressively sexual.”

The sewers underneath the asylum were busy, even though dawn was less than an hour away. Denizens of the night were rushing through the shadowy depths, hurrying to reach their destinations before the swift arrival of sunlight, too busy to bother Deirdre.

She would have been afraid of them at any other time. But she was still smiling as she wandered through the sewer toward No Capes.

They couldn’t touch her. Not Deirdre Tombs, Beta of Everton Stark’s rebellion, second most powerful shifter in the pack.

Demons and vampires weren’t the only ones in the sewers underneath New York City that morning. There were unseelie sidhe, too—roaming members of the Winter Court. They were easy to pick out now that she knew what to look for. Their crystalline skin was luminescent, even in the darkness of the sewers, and the walls seemed warped behind them.

They stared right on back at Deirdre. Jewel eyes cut right through her, as though they could see into her thoughts.

She didn’t care if they could. Let them see her memories of murdering Dr. Landsmore. Let them know she was happy to have spilled his blood.

Deirdre was still smiling when she climbed into Niamh’s basement and emerged in the store.

“Well, look at you,” the swanmay said by way of greeting. She was sitting at her counter and sorting through Magic: The Gathering cards. Crushed cans of Red Bull were piled underneath her chair. “You’re awfully perky for four o’clock in the morning. Did you get laid?”

“No, but I’m guessing you did,” Deirdre said. Niamh’s feathers were quite literally ruffled, and the lump hidden under a blanket on her sofa was Kristian-shaped.

Niamh grinned. “You’re darn right I did. Poor boy won’t be able to walk when he wakes up. Don’t worry about being quiet—I put him through his paces, so he’s going to be out for a while. What are you doing here at this hour? Are we on a mission?”

“Just got back from one and about to go on another. I need you to sex me up.” Deirdre struck a pose, arms over her head, hips cocked. It was a mockery of the cheesecake comic book posters on the walls of No Capes.

“Don’t swing that way, girlfriend,” Niamh said. “Sorry. Also, you’re being very silly for someone who just returned from an errand that I assume involved murder.”

Deirdre shucked her jacket and removed her underarm holster. “I’m just in a good mood. Can’t I be in a good mood?”

The look Niamh gave her was much too knowing. Her eyes fell on Deirdre’s wrist, as though looking for an intake bracelet. It wasn’t there. She’d taken it off in the van.

“I’m serious, though. I need to borrow something slutty to wear,” Deirdre said.

Niamh rested a hand on her heart. “And you think I would have something slutty? A good girl like me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you’re not wrong!” She hopped off her barstool and led Deirdre to the back room, where she kept her cosplay costumes on racks. None of them were even tagged. Niamh had no interest in selling her clothing. “What are you thinking? Lingerie? Fluffy lacy things?”

“Sexy and dangerous. Maybe leather? I’m going to the Winter Court,” Deirdre said.

Niamh’s smile slid off her face. “Oh.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Forget it.” She started tossing items at Deirdre, starting with underwear. “Am I going with you?”

“I think this is just Stark and me again.”

“Huh,” Niamh said. Deirdre stripped down and pulled on the more minimal underwear that the swanmay provided. Niamh ran her finger underneath the bra’s gusset. “You’re losing weight. I don’t think we’re the same size anymore.”

“What can I say? Murdering people takes it out of a gal,” Deirdre said.

“Protein shakes will help. Coconut oil, avocado, almond milk, a little chocolate-flavored whey protein…”

“Help with what?”

“When you’re doing so much lethe,” Niamh said, “you should eat at least twelve hundred calories a day or your body will shut down.” She plucked at Deirdre’s hair. “Your hair will fall out, your skin will get dull, and don’t even get me started on the muscle mass you’ll lose. It’s easier to drink a fatty shake than force down food when you’re not hungry.”

Deirdre rolled her eyes. “Shove off, Niamh. I’m not doing too much lethe.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re not. Why don’t you finish getting dressed while I make you something to eat?”

“I’m not hungry.” She wiggled her butt into one of Niamh’s skirts. It was short enough that it wouldn’t hinder movement if she needed to fight.

“Exactly,” Niamh called over her shoulder as she pushed through the curtain to the front room again. She made a blender and a box of almond milk materialize from behind her counter.

The so-called “shirt” that Niamh had selected was cropped to bare Deirdre’s stomach and cut low enough that the lacy edge of the bra showed around the neckline. Once she pulled on the thigh-high boots, she looked like a monochromatic hooker.

“Where am I going to hide the guns?” Deirdre asked.

“Honey, you’re not hiding anything in that.” Niamh punched a button on the blender. It screeched as the blade whirled. Kristian didn’t even twitch in his sleep.

Deirdre laced up the boots, and Niamh returned to shove a cup of smoothie into her hands.

“Drink up.” She pinched Deirdre’s butt. The bottom curve was exposed by the skirt. “I have to say, lethe looks good on you. You’re getting skinny. I used to be skinny.” Niamh sighed. “Anyway, you’ll want your guns to show, or else the unseelie will eat you alive.”

Deirdre forced herself to take a sip of the smoothie. At Niamh’s hard look, she swigged the whole thing as quickly as possible, grimacing at how heavy it felt in her stomach.

“Stark’s got a funny idea of how he wants to present his Beta.” Niamh plucked the empty glass out of Deirdre’s hand. “Far be it from me to question him, though.”

Deirdre pulled on her holster again, buckling it across her chest. Then Niamh tossed a long leather jacket over her.

“I got that for my Trinity cosplay,” she said. “You know, from The Matrix? It’ll keep you warm while you’re in the cold Middle World. Just leave it open and don’t be afraid to flash gun. And have fun. Maybe you should let the unseelie eat you alive, if you know what I mean. Get the Gage out of your brain.”

Even the lethe wasn’t enough to keep that from sparking anger in Deirdre. But it buffered the insult.

She shut her eyes, drifting on the memory of Gage’s fur curling in the oven.

They had only shared one moment of intimacy—of blinding orgasmic bliss that had momentarily carried Deirdre away from the misery of the asylum. Deirdre thought he would have liked how she looked in Niamh’s slutty clothes. She would never be able to find out, though.

“Sir,” Niamh said.

Her voice drew Deirdre’s attention back to earth. Stark had arrived. He stood in the doorway to Niamh’s room of costumes, surveying Deirdre’s outfit with his jaw tightened hard enough to make veins bulge in his neck. He didn’t look happy. But he must have been satisfied with it because he didn’t criticize.

“Come on, Beta,” he said.

Deirdre turned from Niamh without saying goodbye and followed the Alpha down to the basement.

Stark had dressed up, too, though his idea of dressing up wasn’t so much monochromatic hooker as “not wearing flannel.” He’d swapped out his usual denim for slacks. He wore a button-down shirt that looked too tight around the shoulders. They probably didn’t sell clothes off the rack big enough to fit Stark’s broad stature.

“You’re overdressed,” Deirdre said. “I want to see you fight in a miniskirt and heels.”

“If all goes well, we won’t be fighting,” Stark said.

She laughed. “How often does all go well with us?”

“We had luck at St. Griffith’s. Cross your fingers and hope it continues.”

Vidya was waiting for them in the basement. She wore jeans and a t-shirt with David Bowie’s face on it, which Deirdre recognized as belonging to Niamh.

“Oh, so Vidya’s coming too?” Deirdre asked. “Why isn’t she all whored up?”

“Tombs, do yourself a favor and shut up,” Stark said.

The door to the Winter Court was closed, but not locked. Vidya opened it to expose the dark hallway that Deirdre had glimpsed earlier. Cold breezed through the open passage.

“Don’t let anyone kiss you,” Stark warned. “Either of you.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Deirdre said. She saluted.

He growled his annoyance.

The three of them stepped through together.

As soon as Deirdre’s boots crossed the threshold, the basement vanished.
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Time and space distorted. Deirdre floated through nothingness, detached from her body.

Even though it was dark, she felt like she was burning up with heat, as though she’d stepped into the warm embrace of a wildfire. It engulfed her. Made her swell with it.

And then her boots connected with concrete and reality returned.

Music pulsed through her bones, pounding with a dirty industrial bass line. It came from beyond the hallway they’d appeared in, down at the end where strobing lights flashed the silhouettes of dancing bodies onto the floor.

Artificial fog spilled across the floor, stirring around Stark’s legs as he strode forward. Lasers tracked across his shirt.

“This is the Winter Court?” Deirdre asked skeptically, joining him in the doorway.

If it was, then the Winter Court looked surprisingly like a club that Deirdre had once visited with Jolene.

In fact, it looked exactly like the club they’d visited. It was in an old warehouse in Williamsburg. Black light and strobe lit the fog, permitting Deirdre to glimpse the club’s patrons. White teeth flashed. Bodies gyrated. Lethe was passed from person to person by hands or by lips, exchanging the glowing cubes as freely as they did alcohol.

“Hey, I know this place,” Deirdre said. The music was so loud that she could barely hear herself speaking. “This is Original Sin, isn’t it? I went to a Christmas party here. This isn’t in the Middle Worlds.”

Stark muttered something that sounded like “need to drop the dose” and then led Deirdre and Vidya onto the dance floor.

They cut through the press of bodies without being touched. The crowd effortlessly parted around them.

Deirdre didn’t think she was imagining the way that the club itself seemed to pulse in time with the music. The railings around the dance floor were distorted, warped, like the wrought iron had come to life. The squares of lights under her boots were twisting, too.

She smelled roses and the musk of deer as people stepped around her.

The dancers were sidhe.

Not just sidhe, with all their reality-distorting powers, but shifters as well, and even a few black-eyed demons that must have been incubi and succubi. Their infernal energies made the air a hot slurry of arousal and glitchy beats. Deirdre waded through liquid hormones exuded by all the preternaturals. It would have been overwhelming to a human.

Eyes like gemstones and shards of glass glittered as they watched her pass, inviting her to join them.

Deirdre let Niamh’s coat fall open to reveal her underarm holster. And she stuck close to Stark.

Vidya looked immune to the forces surrounding them. She reached the stairs on the opposite side of the dance floor with serene grace and inhuman calm.

“What are we doing here?” Deirdre shouted to Stark.

His eyes skimmed the crowd on the second floor, looking at each person at the bar in turn. “We’re looking for them.”

There were booths along the wall, formed by couches that looked comfortable yet fashionably sleek. Pierce and Jaycee Hardwick lounged at the booth in the corner. The female sidhe gleamed with internal light so bright that it tinted the couches surrounding her a pale shade of sapphire. Ice spread from her fingertips to consume her hurricane glass in crystalline fractals.

“You found us,” she said when Stark stopped by her side. She almost sounded disappointed.

“What have you got for me?” Pierce asked.

Stark folded his arms. The motion stretched his jacket over his back. “Nothing for you. I want to talk to the queen.”

“She’s not here,” he said.

Deirdre rolled her eyes. “Obviously, since this is Original Sin. How did you rig that door to dump us here instead of the Winter Court?”

“We’re sidhe,” Pierce said, as though that explained everything. His eyes skimmed over Deirdre’s outfit. “If you want to make an offering, then I’m sure someone will take what your Beta’s advertising.”

“The queen,” Stark repeated. “We agreed that we would meet in court. It looks like you’re backing out of our deal.”

Jaycee stood smoothly. The world was darker behind her, as though she absorbed the laser lights and strobes into her flesh and radiated it in a diamond shine. “Did you do it?”

“I held up our end of the bargain. Yes.”

“Then I’ll give you what we agreed upon.” She extended a hand to Stark. “Come with me.”

“Watch Pierce Hardwick,” Stark muttered to Deirdre. “Don’t let him leave. Vidya, come with me.”

He left with the women, and Deirdre was alone with Pierce—as alone as she could be in a club filled with beautiful, inhuman monsters.

A smile played around Pierce’s lips. He took his time looking over Deirdre’s body, though he looked more amused than appreciative. “Does Stark think you could kill me?” he asked.

“I probably could,” Deirdre said. She had iron bullets, after all.

“Then I’ll try not to give you motivation. Why don’t you take a seat?” He gestured to a passing waiter as Deirdre settled onto the couch. It was difficult to sit down in Niamh’s skirt without showing anything good girls didn’t show, but that was the point, after all.

“Why’d the meeting get moved here?” Deirdre took the drink from the waiter. It was some kind of cocktail that glowed violet in the light.

“The queen does what she wants, and we obey,” Pierce said. “If she’s out to hurt Stark, I want you to know it’s nothing personal. Jaycee and I are just following orders, the same way you are.”

“That’s nice of you,” Deirdre said. “And I’m sure you’ll keep being friendly up until the moment you try to slit my throat.”

“Slit your throat? That wouldn’t be my style,” he said.

No, he looked like the kind of guy who would pay someone else to shoot her in the face. Something that wouldn’t require standing quite so close to his victim.

She didn’t see any guns on him at the moment. There was no way he could have hidden them in such a slim suit, even if he’d been carrying something as small as her Ruger LCP .380.

Deirdre kept one eye on the faerie sharing her couch and the other eye on the dance floor. Even though sunrise would be approaching outside, the party wasn’t slowing down inside. There was no way to tell what time it was, though. There wasn’t a single window in the entire building.

“Who owns Original Sin anyway?” she asked. “Is it you guys? The unseelie?”

“Nobody knows,” Pierce said. “Nobody has ever seen the owners before.”

She was skeptical. “Nobody? Someone had to file the business license, the DBA, do the taxes…”

“This club services gaeans. It appeared during Genesis. It’s accessible through dimensional portals. Do you think it has business licenses?”

“You can’t tell me the state of New York lets anyone operate in its borders without wringing taxes out of them,” Deirdre said.

“It’s exactly what I’m telling you. It’s also part of the reason that we like to conduct business here. It’s neutral territory, more or less.”

“Why should we need neutral territory?” she asked. “Nobody here is at war.”

Pierce’s eyes glimmered. “We aren’t?”

Stark and Vidya returned. They’d only been gone for moments, but Stark was grimmer than when he’d left. “We need to leave, Beta. Fast.”

But she didn’t get a chance to stand.

A new man approached the circle of couches. Pierce stood at his approach, extending a hand to shake. The unseelie sidhe was suddenly much more respectful. Maybe even fearful.

“Melchior,” Pierce greeted.

“Hardwick,” the newcomer replied, shaking his hand.

Stark’s upper lip peeled back. “Melchior.”

“Rocky!” Deirdre added dramatically.

Everyone looked at her. Everyone except Stark, who rubbed his palm over his face as though he were suddenly very, very tired.

Let him be embarrassed. He was the one who’d thought it would be a good idea to dose Deirdre with lethe, dress her up like a doll, and throw her at the unseelie.

Melchior didn’t look to be one of the Winter Court, though. He didn’t have that glow.

Deirdre seriously doubted that he was even mortal.

Her gaze climbed from Melchior’s feet to his face. He wore boots buckled over leather pants and no shirt, exposing muscles that rivaled Stark’s. He looked like the kind of guy who might spend his weekend throwing cabers for fun.

Tattoos of scales glittered on his arms, rendered in such detail that they seemed to shimmer in the dim lights of Original Sin. Deirdre was tempted to touch them to make sure they weren’t really scales after all. They looked convincing.

“This is Melchior, the queen’s consort,” Pierce said. “I didn’t expect him to be here tonight.” He said that very pointedly, as though demanding that the consort tell him exactly what was going on.

Melchior ignored the unspoken question. “It’s been a long time, Stark. Not nearly long enough, but long nevertheless.”

Stark glowered, speaking through his clenched teeth. “This is starting to look like a trap.”

“I don’t intend any harm for you tonight. If I did, you’d have already come to it.”

Deirdre stood, putting herself between Stark and Melchior. “You better check yourself, Shirtless Guy. If there’s any pain going around in Stark’s vicinity, he’s the one delivering it.”

His eyes swept down Deirdre’s body and fixed on her cleavage. That told her everything she needed to know about Melchior.

Stark had wanted her dressed like this for people like him.

If her sexuality was meant to be a weapon, then she’d wield it. Deirdre planted her hands on her hips and thrust out her ribcage to display her body more clearly.

“What are you?” she asked.

He ignored her question. “And how surprising to find our old teammate with you as well. I thought you would have wised up and picked a winning team by now, Vidya.”

“I have,” Vidya said.

Melchior smiled thinly. “You’ve always got the most beautiful women at your side, Stark. And you’ve always liked to show off.”

He tugged Deirdre against his chest, and she had to catch his arms to keep herself from falling. When her fingers curled around his biceps, she was startled to feel that they were bumpy and hard—not tattooed at all.

The man really did have scales.

She pushed him away. “First of all: don’t touch me. Second of all: I asked you what you are.”

“I’m the serpent that tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden,” he said.

“And I’m Kali, the eight-armed goddess of death,” Deirdre said.

Mirth sparked in his eyes. “I believe you.”

“He’s a shifter,” Stark said. “Just like the rest of us.”

“Not just like the rest of you. I’m not a dog.” Melchior spit at Stark’s feet.

Deirdre sucked in a breath, braced for violence.

But Stark didn’t attack. He glared at the other man, letting the hatred fill his eyes, but he didn’t attack. “Melchior is a dragon,” Stark said. “One of the few.”

A dragon?

She looked over Melchior with fresh respect. He had scales on his arms because they were real scales. The heat of his skin was because fire burned in his soul. And he was a confident asshole because he had good reason to think a lot of himself.

“He thinks it makes him better than other shifters.” Pierce wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation. He was watching the seelie women dance downstairs. Jaycee had joined the revelry on the dance floor, and she shone among the others like a diamond. “To be fair, a dragon shifter’s closer to sidhe than human, so it probably does make him better.”

Stark bristled. His growl vibrated through Deirdre even more powerfully than the thrum of bass.

Vidya cleared her throat. “Stark?”

“Not yet,” he said.

“Don’t hold them back,” Melchior said, spreading his arms wide as an invitation. “Give me a fun report to take back to the queen. Please. I would enjoy every moment of what follows from that.” He grinned, baring teeth that looked far too sharp to belong in a human skull.

“How did you end up in bed with the unseelie queen?” Stark asked.

“If only I could tell you. I would love to see your expression. It would be so very sweet. But my queen has ordered me to keep my silence on the matter, for the time being.”

“She also ordered you to stay home,” Pierce said, hiding a yawn behind one hand.

“I couldn’t resist the urge to see what my old friend was doing.” Melchior turned when he spoke to Pierce, and Deirdre glimpsed a tattoo on his shoulder blade. It was the seal of the Marines. Stark had the same tattoo on his shoulder.

“And I’m glad I came,” the dragon continued. “Obviously Stark must have prepared this feast for me.” He curved his hands over Deirdre’s arms, sliding them down her waist, cupping her ass firmly. “You smell like fire. You call to my body.”

“I’m pretty sure I told you not to touch me,” Deirdre said.

His hands squeezed on her posterior. “I’ve heard of you, female. I know what you are. Omega. Unable to shapeshift.”

Deirdre wasn’t going to waste her time telling him not to touch her again.

She pushed forward on one foot, propelling herself hard enough to slam her forehead into his face.

Melchior wasn’t expecting it. He stumbled, back hitting the couch behind him.

Before he could recover, she jabbed her knee between his legs—into the parts that were doing the talking for him.

Even a dragon’s junk wasn’t armored.

Melchior’s breath rushed out of him in a groan as he doubled over. Deirdre fisted his hair, jerking his head down to her level. “I don’t like repeating myself,” she hissed into his ear.

A gun pressed into her belly, digging up into her ribs.

“You’ll regret this,” Melchior growled.

Her gaze dropped to his weapon. It was some kind of revolver, though it had three barrels. The metal was gold in color and looked heavy enough to kill someone by bludgeoning them with it.

Deirdre didn’t smell silver, but she had no doubt that it would kill her if he fired it directly into her gut.

“Step back,” Stark said. He had appeared at Melchior’s side, and he had a gun pressed into the dragon’s temple.

It was the worst kind of standoff for Deirdre to be caught in. The kind where everybody had a firearm aimed at someone else except her.

She didn’t show her fear. She’d gotten good at that.

“You keep dangling females in front of me and wondering why I take them, Everton Stark,” Melchior said without moving an inch. “What will you do when I’ve ripped this one from your life? Will you mourn another decade? Will you declare random wars on meaningless, fragile Alpha girls in her memory?” He drove the gun harder into Deirdre’s ribs. “Or is this one just meant to show me you don’t care about what I did to the last one?”

Deirdre’s eyes flicked to Stark without moving her head. She didn’t dare startle Melchior’s finger into twitching.

“What are you talking about?” Deirdre asked.

“Shut up, Tombs,” Stark said.

“Your Beta deserves to know, don’t you think?” Melchior leaned into her, digging the gun into her ribs so hard that she flushed with the healing fever. “I took Stark’s wife long before Genesis swept over the world. He flaunted Rhiannon Stark, just as he flaunted you, and I made her mine. And his daughters, too.” Wicked fire smoldered in Melchior’s eyes. “Guess whose name they screamed when Genesis killed us all.”

Stark’s whole body shivered. Claws thrust from the tips of his fingers, squealing against the metal of the pistol.

He was about to shapeshift inches from Deirdre.

She was either going to get shot, or she’d be caught in a battle between dragon and whatever the hell Stark was.

“You smell surprised,” Melchior whispered to Deirdre. He was so close that his breath heated her lips. “Didn’t Stark tell you his vendetta has always been for Rhiannon?”

Deirdre wasn’t surprised. The loving inscription on his watch had suggested that someone had once cared about Stark.

Her mind whirled with possibilities, none of which had anything to do with Stark’s romantic history.

“Step back,” Stark growled to Melchior. His hand was covered in shaggy fur now, too. He was shifting.

There were a hundred ways for her to try to get out of this, but at least ninety of them involved a high risk of getting killed. The possibilities were sickening. If she hadn’t still been a little bit high, it might have paralyzed her.

Thank the gods for lethe.

Deirdre still had a grip on Melchior’s hair. She turned his head an inch and kissed him.

His lips were hot and dry, but smooth. Deirdre imagined that it was rather like what it would have been like to brush her lips against a snake’s body.

Deirdre relaxed against him. It took conscious effort to unknot her muscles one by one—her corset muscles, her biceps, her thighs, even her tensed neck—when all she wanted to do was run away from Melchior’s triple-barreled revolver.

Pressing into Melchior meant pressing herself into the gun, too. It buried into her abs with bruising strength.

But he didn’t shoot.

His hand tangled in her hair, pinning her head in place as he deepened the kiss, doubling down on the challenge she’d offered. His teeth were sharp against her tongue. And his tongue—it felt too long, too slender, too agile to be human, and the way it invaded her mouth made her skin crawl.

He inhaled her breath and exhaled flames into her body.

The heat built between them, a blacksmith’s furnace stoked by the bellows. Melchior’s grip hurt. The tugging on the roots of her hair shot fire down her body.

Deirdre didn’t think she was imagining the burn on her skin anymore. It wasn’t a hormonal reaction, and it was the furthest thing from lust she could imagine.

Original Sin was actually getting hotter. She smelled smoke.

Someone shrieked.

Still, Melchior didn’t release her, kissing harder until he was biting at her lips, attacking her with his mouth.

She returned it as fiercely, refusing to yield. Deirdre sank her fingernails into the meat of his back. Her other hand slipped down his chest and stomach, feeling his abs clench. Her thumb traced the line of his belt.

His tongue flicked at her teeth—and she bit down. Hard.

Melchior reared back with a shout, and she grabbed his gun hand at the same time, twisting his arm so quickly that she heard something snap.

The golden revolver came free in her hand.

Deirdre laughed, Melchior’s blood staining her bottom lip.

Vidya wrenched Deirdre away from the dragon. Good thing that she did, too—Deirdre couldn’t stop laughing now that she’d started, and she was too giddy with the insanity of what she’d done to think about moving herself.

She’d deliberately pissed off a dragon shifter and stolen his gun.

Gage would have been proud.

“Fire!”

People were still screaming. And it was far from the only noise. The piercing shriek of a smoke alarm vibrated Deirdre’s skull.

The couch that Pierce Hardwick had been sitting on had caught fire.

It stood between Deirdre and Melchior now, the leaping flames forming a smoldering barrier that reeked of artificial polymers. It poured black smoke into the air.

“What happened?” Deirdre asked once she could breathe well enough to speak.

“You happened, Beta,” Stark said.

On the other side of the burning couch, Melchior’s scales glittered like rubies drenched in blood. And his hands—they were glowing with actual live flame that licked along his fingers, curved around his knuckles, and flickered from wrists to elbows.

So that’s what happens when you kiss a dragon. You burn everything down.

She hoped Original Sin had good insurance.

The people in the club hadn’t stopped partying, but they had gone to the far end of the dance floor, giving plenty of room to the angry dragon. One woman broke away from the others and sashayed across the club with an exaggerated eye roll.

“I can’t leave you people alone for five minutes to enjoy myself,” said Jaycee Hardwick.

She leaned over the railing and touched the couch.

Ice rushed across the cushion, extinguishing the fire instantly. It also left an inch-thick crust on the furniture. When Vidya took a quick step back from the sofas, her jeans were stiff with frost.

The smoke detectors stopped screeching immediately. The music resumed. Bodies moved back over the floor.

Fire lit by a dragon and quenched by an unseelie sidhe.

Just another night at Original Sin.

Deirdre licked Melchior’s blood off of her lip slowly, savoring the metallic tang. It was disgusting. She wanted to throw up. But she made it look like she enjoyed it, and she hoped that it would haunt the people in the club. “I think I’m going to keep this gun,” she said loudly.

Melchior took a step toward her. She lifted the revolver to her shoulder and arched an eyebrow, as if to say, Are you going to try to take it from me?

He rounded the couch and stopped inches away. She kept her spine straight, gazing at him levelly.

The dragon smiled suddenly, startling Deirdre. He was attractive when he smiled. Almost brutally handsome. He was the kind of man who was threatening in every sense of the word—threatening to her safety, her body, and with a smile like that, maybe even a woman’s heart.

It was easy to see how he’d ended up consort to a queen.

“Keep it,” Melchior said. “For now. I’ll be back for it later.”

Deirdre rubbed her thumb along the stock, challenging his smile with one of her own. “I look forward to it,” she lied.

She didn’t breathe until Melchior turned and stalked away, heading for the stairs that would take him to the third floor.

The abrupt release of tension was dizzying. Deirdre could have collapsed into a boneless heap on the floor. But she’d gotten that far putting on a show of looking unafraid, so she couldn’t lose what ground she’d gained.

She forced herself to look the gun over calmly, finding the safety and engaging it.

Stark gave her an unreadable look. It could have meant anything from I’m going to kill you when we get back to the asylum to you are a crazy person in the best way possible.

What he actually said was, “Wipe off your chin. You’re disgusting.” To Vidya, he added, “We’re leaving.”

Deirdre touched her fingers to her chin. She’d gotten Melchior better than she expected. He’d left a mess of blood on her face.

She started giggling again.

“I had no idea that would happen,” Deirdre whispered to Stark. She clutched the gun in both hands.

“Don’t count yourself lucky yet. Now you’ve got his attention, he’s likely to kill you slowly and painfully.” He said it like it had happened before. Maybe even to Rhiannon Stark.

“Why don’t you just kill Melchior?” Deirdre asked. “Better yet, if he’s a shifter, why don’t you compel him to kill himself? Just say the word and he’s gone.” She snapped her fingers.

Stark’s shoulders tightened. He strode down the stairs onto the dance floor.

He can’t compel Melchior, she realized.

Just like he couldn’t compel Deirdre.

Could that mean that they were the same breed?

She turned to look up at the stairs where Melchior was still standing, up by the third floor. There was no resemblance between them. She didn’t have any scales. But he’d said that he could smell fire in her blood.

And they’d set a fire just by kissing.
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It was easy to recognize the moment that the lethe left Deirdre’s system.

She used to come off her highs slowly, over the course of multiple days. Now it was like running face first into Everton Stark’s fist. One moment, her body was still burning with the heat from Melchior’s incendiary kiss. The next moment, she was cold, hungry, and regretful.

Deeply regretful.

Deirdre had acted like an idiot in front of the Winter Court.

Worse, she’d been an idiot in front of Stark.

Thankfully, he’d banished her to her bedroom—her cell, if she were being honest with herself—once they’d returned from Original Sin, so she hadn’t had an opportunity to look stupid in front of anyone else. She’d only been able to bounce off her walls, literally and metaphorically, waiting for the frenetic energy to fade so that she could sleep.

The withdrawal hit before she could pass out.

Its sudden blow was agonizing. Her marrow vibrated. Her heart pounded. Cold sweat washed over her again and again, as though a bitter ocean were lapping at her. “Oh my gods,” she groaned, flopping into bed, burrowing under her pillow.

It was probably a sign of how sick she felt that she thought her bed still smelled like Gage.

He hadn’t slept in that room in over a month. There was no way the paper-like sheets and lumpy mattress could have retained the musk of his sweat. Yet Deirdre felt engulfed in his odor.

It wasn’t comforting. It was a cruel reminder of what she had done.

She turned on the news in an attempt to distract herself, jacking it up to maximum volume. Deirdre hoped that the noise would drown out all the ugliness in her head.

It didn’t work.

Her thoughts swirled with dark images: her would-be assassin, Colin Burgh, ripping the head off of a woman in Montreal; Gage’s fur smoldering in the oven underneath the asylum; Dr. Landsmore’s skull fragments exploding all over January Lazar’s shoes.

So much violence. So much more pain than any one woman should have been expected to endure.

It had been easy to ignore it when she had still been high, easy to forget why she was there, easy to forget everything that Stark had done to her.

She couldn’t forget now.

Reality was harsh after being high on lethe for so long.

Deirdre’s door swung open. She knew without needing to see that Everton Stark had entered the room. His presence was as immense as the dragon’s, in a way, and even angrier than usual. He had seemed unusually furious when they left Original Sin. And that said a lot, considering he was usually smoldering with bitter emotion.

He turned muted the television and set the remote control down.

“What was that?” Stark asked, biting out the words.

Deirdre looked at him from under her arm. Her head was throbbing too much to want to lift it further. The sight of the barrel-chested man standing by her dresser made sick anger surge within her.

She was still wearing Niamh’s costume. It hadn’t occurred to her to change out of it when she’d been pacing her room like the caged animal that she wasn’t. She had brazenly entered a club with all that skin bared earlier, even pressed that skin against a dragon, and she hadn’t minded. Now she was nauseatingly self-conscious of her exposed legs and midriff.

Deirdre buried her head under the pillow again.

“You’re going to have to get more specific than that.” Her voice was muffled by the pillow. “Are you talking about the news? Or what happened in Original Sin? Give me a hint.”

“I gave you rules, Tombs. You don’t argue with me in front of the sidhe.”

“And I didn’t,” she said.

“You don’t make me look weak.”

“I set fire to a club,” Deirdre said. “Whatever statement that makes, it’s not ‘hey, look at me, my Alpha is so weak.’”

“You don’t touch or kiss the sidhe,” Stark said.

That was the real sticking point. That was why he was angry.

Because Deirdre had kissed Melchior.

“Dragons aren’t sidhe,” she said. It felt stupid to say it. Of course dragons weren’t sidhe; dragons shouldn’t have even existed. She had never even heard of a dragon shifter before.

The last word was barely out of her mouth when Deirdre found her back flat on the floor. The bed was on top of her.

Stark had flipped it in a rage, and sent her flying along with it.

She only had a disorienting moment to realize that she’d been thrown when Stark wrenched the bed off of her and hurled it into the wall. It crashed into concrete.

Stark’s hands clamped down on her shoulders, dragging Deirdre to her feet.

The sudden change in orientation made her feel sick. She couldn’t fight back against him. She couldn’t even make herself show signs of submission.

Her mouth opened, and vomit spilled out.

Stark jerked back. It was too late to escape, though—Deirdre had already gotten sick all over his flannel shirt. He held her at arm’s length, disgust twisting his mouth. “I knew that last dose was too high.”

“I hope you brought more.” Deirdre choked on bile and coughed wetly. There hadn’t been much in her system, but the taste of Niamh’s protein shake was worse coming back up than it had been going down. “It feels like I’m dying.”

“Why in every one of the Nether Worlds should I waste more lethe on the likes of you?”

Fear spiked through Deirdre’s empty stomach. He wouldn’t leave her like that, would he? “You’re the one who got me started on it in the first place.”

He propped her against the wall before pulling out another cube of lethe. “You’re lucky I’m merciful.”

She wrenched it out of his fingers.

Without thinking, she inserted the lethe through the intake bracelet.

A single dose wasn’t enough to make her high again. But as soon as it filled her veins, she felt better. The throb of her headache was less desperate. She didn’t feel nauseous anymore.

Stark ripped his soiled flannel shirt off and hurled it at Deirdre. It struck the floor beside her with a damp slap. She didn’t even flinch. “It’s your fault,” Deirdre rasped, wiping the back of her hand over her mouth. “I wouldn’t have barfed on you if you hadn’t grabbed me like that.”

“I wouldn’t have grabbed you like that if you had obeyed me!”

So they were back to that.

That was the same stupid crap he’d been pulling on her since the day she joined his pack. It was nothing new. It was almost pleasantly normal—the expected behavior after too much unexpected kindness from Stark, or at least, what he considered to be kindness. He’d practically wrapped Dr. Landsmore in a bow for her.

At least she knew where she stood when he treated her like dirt.

“Whatever, boss.” She was so tired. Everything hurt. Still, she winced at him, one eye shut against the sliver of daylight coming through her boarded window. “Melchior was going to kill me. I didn’t have a lot of options to distract him. I’d have screwed the guy on the dance floor if it meant preventing him from shooting me with that.”

She pointed at the triple-barreled revolver sitting on her dresser. It gleamed in the darkness of the room, threatening yet seductive.

“I wouldn’t have let Melchior kill you,” Stark said.

“Really?” It was hard not to feel skeptical when he’d just thrown her out of bed and sent the frame along with her.

“He took Rhiannon from me. He gets nothing else.”

Deirdre’s annoyance faded a fraction. She glared at his vomit-drenched shirt at her feet. “I didn’t know about her.”

“Nobody knows, and that’s the way it needs to stay,” Stark said. “If you tell anyone—”

“I wouldn’t.” Deirdre could tell when a secret would get her maimed. Just because shifters could heal most injuries didn’t mean Stark couldn’t get creative about permanently disfiguring Deirdre, and he surely would if she flapped her mouth about something so personal.

But even if he didn’t threaten her with death or worse, Deirdre wouldn’t have used Stark’s tragedy against him.

She had lost her father in Genesis. Stark knew about that, too.

It was a strangely intimate thing, knowing one another’s most painful secrets.

“Is this whole vendetta against Rylie Gresham really because of your wife?” Deirdre asked.

His hands balled into fists. “I almost found them. Ten years ago, before Genesis, I had tracked Melchior to Ukraine. He had abducted my wife and daughters, and attempted to hide them where he thought I wouldn’t be able to find them. He was wrong. I can find anyone anywhere.”

She completely believed that. “Why’d he want them?”

“Dragons want treasure. Not money. Treasure. Melchior was always a dragon at heart, even before Genesis gave him the ability to shapeshift. He didn’t want Rhiannon until I did. To take her from me once we had a family together—it was the greatest treasure a monster like him could steal, and the greatest revenge he could enact upon me.” His shoulders trembled with fury. “Melchior never forgave me for the operation we failed to complete in Bahrain.”

“When you were in the Marines together,” she prompted.

He didn’t give her more information than that. He only nodded.

“And then Genesis happened,” Deirdre said.

“Genesis happened. Yes.”

Most of the anger had faded from Stark now. She recognized the grief in his eyes.

She carried that same grief with her. Many people did.

Everyone had been hurt by Genesis.

Stark snapped out of his gloom. He seemed to see Deirdre’s room anew—the gun on the dresser, the bed he’d thrown, Deirdre leaning against the wall feeling too weak to move.

“I was reborn far from Ukraine, and far from Melchior. I found him again within weeks, but he said that Rhiannon and my daughters hadn’t come back with him.” Stark dragged Deirdre’s bed away from the wall. One of the metal legs had gotten bent when he’d thrown it.

“Do you believe him?” Deirdre asked.

“He wouldn’t have been able to resist rubbing Rhiannon in my face if he knew where she was,” Stark said.

He dropped Deirdre’s bed back into place where it was, popping the metal leg straight again. There was a permanent indentation where it had been bent. Then he dumped the mattress and sheets back onto the frame.

Deirdre took two wobbling steps toward the bed before tripping over Niamh’s boots. Her ankle twisted. She sat down hard on the edge of the mattress.

The small hit of lethe had been enough to stave off the worst of the pain, but she still felt like hell.

“You won’t kiss Melchior again,” Stark said. “I’d consider it an act of disloyalty greater than anything else you could do.”

She highly doubted that. He still didn’t know about Deirdre’s relationship with Rylie, after all.

Deirdre massaged her temples. “Come on, wasn’t the kissing thing a little funny? I tried to bite his tongue out.”

“Provoking Melchior when he could kill you so easily—and when he would relish the opportunity to kill my Beta—is as far from funny as I can imagine.”

He just didn’t have a sense of humor, obviously. “I’m not going to make out with any dragons in the future, especially Melchior.” At least, not without notifying the fire department first, Deirdre added silently. She lifted three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

He growled. “You were never a scout.”

“Was too. I became a junior and everything, with the little green vest. Sold a lot of cookies.”

“You’re a frustrating person, Deirdre Tombs,” Stark said.

“Why? Got a problem with the scouts?”

“I have a problem with you. I can’t stay angry at you.”

That sounded a lot like a compliment. In fact, it almost sounded like he actually liked her.

First he let her get vengeance against Dr. Landsmore. Then he shared his history with his wife and Melchior with her. Now he was showing signs of actual fondness toward Deirdre.

She didn’t know what to think about that. Any of it.

He was evil. She was a traitor. Her job was to stop him, not make friends with him.

It was easier to just change the subject.

“Did we get what we wanted last night, at least?” she asked, unzipping Niamh’s boots and peeling them off of her legs. She tossed them to the wall by Stark’s soiled shirt.

Stark took a cell phone out of his back pocket and pulled up a map. “Yes. The coordinates for the Infernal Blade are centered on an empty patch of forest near Northgate.”

She took the phone to look at it. He’d centered the map on the coordinates, but there was nothing for miles other than trees, rivers, and trails. “Our legendary sword is buried somewhere in the Appalachians? That’s…random.”

“Niamh is downloading more detailed GPS photos. We’ll have a better idea of what we’re facing soon.”

“Dragons,” Deirdre said. “We’re facing dragons.”

“Dragon, singular. He’s the only one we have to worry about. And obviously he won’t be wherever the Infernal Blade is, or else he surely would have already retrieved it on his own.” Stark gave a low growl. “Thank the gods that he hasn’t.”

“You can’t compel Melchior, can you?” Deirdre asked. She didn’t really expect him to concede that particular weakness, so she pushed on. “What else is different about a dragon shifter? Is he more like a werewolf or a swanmay?”

“Neither,” Stark said. “But he isn’t vulnerable to silver. There’s no known way to kill Melchior.” His mouth twisted with disgust. “I’ve tried.”

The beginnings of excitement drained from Deirdre. She was susceptible to silver. Even if she was immune to Stark’s compulsion, she couldn’t have been a dragon like Melchior. “Oh.”

Stark slammed a fist into the wall. The sudden noise made Deirdre jump.

“The Infernal Blade will fix everything,” Stark whispered, eyes bright with anger, fixed intently upon Deirdre. “I’ll be able to kill Melchior. I’ll get revenge against Rylie Gresham for bringing Genesis upon us all. And when I find my wife, I’ll be able to save her.”

Deirdre stared at him, unable to speak.

She felt strangely…pitying. Almost sympathetic.

Almost like she didn’t hate Stark at all anymore.

A change in the picture on the TV caught Deirdre’s eye over Stark’s shoulder. January Lazar’s report was now showing the inside of St. Griffith’s itself. Deirdre hadn’t expected them to get actual airtime on the news, considering Rylie’s tight hold on the networks.

Deirdre stood on unsteady legs to grab the remote control and unmute the TV.

“It’s obvious now that the state-run schools are a nightmare for the children imprisoned there,” January narrated as the camera swept over the shackles, the torture devices, the stained floors. “The only question that remains is what we can do about the abuses of power by the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

The video of St. Griffith’s cut back to January at the news desk.

“Since editing this report, almost thirty of the students from St. Griffith’s Boarding School have been reported missing,” January said. “The Office of Preternatural Affairs has released a statement claiming that they have nothing to do with the disappearances, but—”

Stark took the remote control from Deirdre and turned the TV off.

A slow sense of unease rolled through Deirdre. “What could the OPA have done to those kids? They would say something if they’d sent them to another school, right?”

“We’re leaving to retrieve the sword soon,” Stark said.

The fact that he didn’t answer her question told her enough.

He moved toward the door.

Deirdre darted into his path, planting her hands on either side of the doorway to bar his exit. He could have easily pushed her aside. He wasn’t much taller than her, but he was at least twice as broad, and far stronger. Yet he stopped an inch away.

Moving so quickly made her feel nauseous again. But that was probably because of the news report, not because of the withdrawal.

“Last night, we let a hundred kids loose from St. Griffith’s. After that, you got the coordinates for the Infernal Blade from Jaycee Hardwick. And now I hear that the kids are missing,” Deirdre said.

“And?” Stark prompted.

“And the unseelie sidhe are known for abducting werewolves,” Deirdre said. “How many of those gaean students would have been werewolves? It’s a pretty good portion of the population, right? Does about thirty out of a hundred sound right to you?”

Stark surveyed her with cool dispassion. “Why wouldn’t those thirty children have been at Rylie Gresham’s sanctuary if they were werewolves?”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“I’m not. The question isn’t rhetorical. Why wouldn’t Rylie Gresham have taken thirty werewolf children as her own?” He didn’t wait for her to come up with an answer. “Those children weren’t allowed to live at the sanctuary. I don’t know why, but they weren’t. The sidhe wanted me to release them.”

“So that they could be kidnapped by the Winter Court?” Anger and shame chilled her to the core.

She had thought that Stark was trying to free the children for their sake—because the school had been abusing them. Or maybe she’d thought that he’d freed them for her sake, since he knew it was something that she’d want to do.

Deirdre was an idiot. She was naïve and a fool.

She couldn’t believe she’d thought Stark might not be worthy of hatred, even for a millisecond.

“I wish you hadn’t made me Beta,” Deirdre said. “I never would have agreed to help you if I’d known that it meant throwing children to the Winter Court!”

He lifted a hand.

Deirdre flinched, prepared to be struck.

But Stark only pushed her aside so that he could step into the hallway. He wasn’t rough with her, but the brush of his hand made her shoulders explode in chills. “I expect to see you at the group training session this afternoon,” he said. “Do whatever you need to prepare. We leave for the Infernal Blade after that.”

He left without striking her.

Deirdre watched him leave from her doorway, sick and cold and trembling all over.

He hadn’t punished her for insolence this time.

Why did she feel so unsafe?
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The shooting range at the asylum was in the cellar. Someone had hauled tons of gravel downstairs and piled it against the wall to stop bullets—probably not Stark, but someone he disliked strongly enough to subject them to manual labor. Deirdre had an easy time imagining a hapless peon carrying that stuff through the sewers bucket by bucket.

Flimsy wires suspended sheets of paper at the far end of the range. They were the kind of targets that anyone could buy at a gun store, some with vague human figures, others with silly cartoon zombies, and still others in the shape of werewolves.

The werewolf targets were popular among gun enthusiasts. Many people believed that gaeans would turn on the mundanes eventually, attacking them in their homes and slaughtering them as they slept. Why not practice shooting at an image of the real thing?

The OPA didn’t promote anti-gaean laws as frequently as they used to, but prejudice festered in America’s heartland.

They should have been afraid. Mundanes outnumbered gaeans for the time being, but mundanes were also weak.

And Deirdre was feeling very unforgiving at the moment.

Gunfire chattered through the cellar as Deirdre shot, fully automatic rifle braced against her shoulder. She tried to spray a pattern within a narrow circle but her shots went wider than she intended.

She released the trigger, let out a breath, and reloaded.

Deirdre was testing some of Stark’s arsenal—an M2 Browning machine gun and an M16 at the moment. She was good with her tiny Ruger despite its big kick, but she’d never had a reason to use bigger guns before. She could kill with them, sure, but anyone could. Just aim and fire.

She wanted to be able to kill well.

If she’d been able to find ammunition that fit Melchior’s revolver, she would have brought that down, too. But it took bullets the size of her thumb that she didn’t recognize. They were some kind of weird metal, something that shimmered with magic. Probably something crafted by the sidhe.

Deirdre hoped she’d get an opportunity to test that gun on Melchior himself.

For now, she stuck to the M16.

She was so focused on shooting that she didn’t notice Niamh enter the range until her friend appeared at the edge of Deirdre’s vision.

“Hey, girl,” Deirdre said, pulling off her protective headgear. “What’s up? Want to shoot some hapless paper with me?”

“I was just coming to get you for the training session,” Niamh said.

“I’m not planning to train today,” Deirdre said. She removed the magazine on the M16, double-checked its chamber, and then set both down. “I didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

Niamh’s eyes were pinched at the edges. “This isn’t an invitation. It’s an order.”

Her hand froze on the scrub brush. “Stark?”

“Stark,” Niamh said.

A familiar chill settled over Deirdre. It was the feeling of dread that she always got right before Stark did something terrible to her.

She’d known that he would punish her for the argument they’d had in her bedroom, and for what she’d done with Melchior. But it had only been a few hours since he had left her. Deirdre had been hoping that he would wait a few days before punishing her. She still felt weak from the lethe leaving her system.

Deirdre put trigger guards on the guns and mounted them on the wall with some of the others. She was tempted to take the M16 with her, but she wasn’t confident that even an assault rifle would be enough to take down something like Everton Stark.

Worse, she wasn’t confident that she’d want to pull the trigger if she had the opportunity to use it on him.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Niamh escorted her to the training room. Deirdre could hear fighting from the hallway. The thumping of flesh against flesh echoed wetly, reverberating through the walls, punctuated by occasional cheers and cries of dismay.

She shouldered into the training room to find that it was packed. The asylum’s occupants sat and stood in a ring around the walls. Only two people were currently on the mats.

Both of them were drenched in blood.

Deirdre didn’t even recognize the fighters. They weren’t friends, or allies, or anyone else that Deirdre would care about. She suspected that at least one of them had come from the detention center.

Yet she felt a peculiar wrenching in her gut at the sight of them pounding on each other. The way they fought was graceless and brutal.

They weren’t training. They were out for blood.

The shorter of the men was obviously losing. He grew weaker with every punch that landed on his face or under his ribs. He swayed on his feet.

Deirdre noticed Stark among the crowd against the opposite wall. His golden eyes were focused on her from across the room, piercing and hateful.

What was the hate for this time? Because he’d dared to be vulnerable with her, sharing his history with Melchior and Rhiannon? Because she had been angry with him for sacrificing the shifter children to the Winter Court? Or because she’d kissed a dragon whom he loathed?

It was probably all of the above.

“This isn’t training. What is this?” Deirdre asked Niamh under her breath.

“Hierarchy establishment,” Niamh said. “I’ve only seen this once since I signed on with Stark. He does it to see who’s the strongest and figure out who he wants to take on missions. He must have something big coming up if he’s trying to pick out a team.” She sounded upbeat about it, but the haunted look in her eyes told another story.

She’d done a fight like that before. She must have won, since Stark regarded her highly enough to leave the asylum in her charge while he was on a mission. But her expression said that Niamh regretted whatever she had done to emerge victorious.

A cry from the ring.

The shorter man staggered. He hit his knees, planted a hand on the ground to balance himself.

That moment where he faltered was a massive show of vulnerability. The other shifter came upon him in a rush, slamming his fist into the side of his head and dropping him to the floor.

The victor stood, bloodied but strong, with his fists raised.

And everyone cheered.

Everyone but Stark.

“Take him to the healer,” he said.

Colette moved forward, grabbing the loser’s ankles. She was a slight woman, but she didn’t struggle in the slightest as she dragged him out the door to the hallway, leaving a trail of blood and sweat in his wake.

The victor stepped back into the crowd. People patted him on the shoulders in congratulations. Gave him water. Dried him with towels.

Stark raised his voice to call out the names of the next fighters.

“Tombs and Niamh,” he announced.

The cheers went silent quickly.

Niamh gave a nervous laugh. “Really, Stark?” She made it sound like they were sharing a joke, and others laughed along with her.

Deirdre swallowed hard. She knew that Stark wasn’t joking. He intended Deirdre and Niamh to fight with as much vigor as the last people had. And if they held back, the punishment would be surely worse than if they refused to fight at all.

This was the line Deirdre couldn’t cross. This was the one thing she couldn’t do for Stark.

She had already shot Gage in the head. She wasn’t going to kill another of her friends to prove her loyalty to him.

The swanmay’s eyes were wide. Her freckles stood out like spots of ink on her cheekbones. She licked her lips, glanced at Stark, back at Deirdre.

“No way,” Deirdre started to say.

Niamh interrupted her, speaking loudly enough to drown Deirdre out.

“Okay,” she said. “Who’s got a water bottle?”

She moved out onto the floor, received by cheers.

Deirdre wanted to tell her to stop. To not play Stark’s game. To let Deirdre take whatever punishment he’d mete out for her defiance.

But Niamh almost looked excited by the idea of the fight. Her cheeks were flushed, her smile broad, her arms open to the crowd. It was well known that Deirdre and Niamh were friends; after all, Niamh was one of the few people in the house who didn’t dislike Deirdre for being an Omega, and that friendship made her fractionally less popular by association. If Deirdre let Niamh beat her, surely it would do favors for her friend’s reputation.

What would Stark to do Deirdre if she didn’t prove herself to be the strongest person in the house?

“Don’t do this,” Deirdre whispered to Niamh, quietly enough that nobody else would be able to hear them. “I’ll take the fall for it.”

Niamh wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Let’s get ready to rumble!” she said, addressing the crowd.

They loved it.

What was she thinking? Was she insane?

Deirdre could still feel that small hit of lethe Stark had given her earlier in the day. It filled her with heat that brewed in the core of her belly, warm and liquid. It kept the fear from becoming overwhelming. And it made her mind clear. Deirdre knew exactly what she needed to do.

Whatever the cost, Deirdre needed to win against Niamh.

The swanmay had obviously decided she needed a victory, too.

She walked out into the middle of the floor, rolling out her shoulders, loosening her stiff muscles.

“Ready?” Deirdre asked, lifting her fists in front of her face.

Niamh nodded.

Deirdre visualized Stark’s face replacing her friend’s and unleashed her anger.

She expected to land the first hits, so she wasn’t prepared for the sheer force of Niamh’s blows. The swanmay’s elbow drove into her gut and emptied her lungs of oxygen. She slammed her forehead into Deirdre’s face hard enough to make her stumble, dazed.

The pain of it made Deirdre’s survival instincts roar to life.

The urge to let Niamh win vanished.

Anger followed quickly.

Deirdre trapped a fistful of Niamh’s ponytail and used the grip to throw her to the ground. She snapped her heel into Niamh’s face.

Niamh’s nose broke. Blood flowed.

The swanmay sank her teeth into Deirdre’s calf. Pain brought Deirdre down, and Niamh rolled both of them, trying to get on top. Trying to get the advantage. They were a tangle of limbs. A grunting, screaming mass of violence.

The swanmay used her fingernails with deadly abandon. She scratched, she kicked, she bit.

She was so much more vicious than Deirdre expected.

Niamh wanted the victory. Bad.

Deirdre should have let her have it. Losing to Niamh might mean that she would die—Stark would never accept a Beta who looked so weak—but at least she could stop punching her friend, stop making her bleed, stop eliciting those cries of pain from someone she cared about.

Truthfully, Deirdre would have been far stronger to choose death.

She couldn’t lose.

It was no surprise how loudly people cheered on the fight. Jacek’s quarter was loudest of all, stomping thunderously to egg them on. Niamh’s name was on their lips. Encouraging her to kill Deirdre. Take her down. Destroy the Beta.

Nobody cheered for Deirdre.

She was a mass of bruises, shaking from the healing fever, but somehow she got on top of Niamh. She pinned her down. And she punched her, again and again, beating until the other woman stopped fighting back.

Deirdre was beyond thought, beyond feeling.

All she knew was the crack of her fists against Niamh’s face.

Then Niamh went limp.

It took Deirdre a moment to stop punching. Her mind registered Niamh’s unconsciousness long before her reflexes caught up with her.

Deirdre had to force herself to stand and back away, sweat dripping down her neck, fists sore.

The swanmay didn’t get up. She was a crimson lump smeared across foam mats.

She had beaten Niamh. She had beaten her bloody, taking the victory that Niamh had so obviously thirsted for. And for what? To prove that she was stronger. To make all those cheering voices fall silent. To show Stark that Deirdre could leap any hurdle he put in front of her.

But at least it was over.

Deirdre turned to look for a towel, a bottle of water, a bullet to plant in her own brain.

Before she could leave, Stark said, “Tombs and Colette.”

Her head whipped around so she could stare at him.

Pitting her against Colette was just as bad as putting her up against Niamh in many ways. Colette was a sweet girl—as sweet as anyone in the asylum could be. She was also strong. Her upper body strength was far better than Deirdre’s, which said a lot, considering that Deirdre used her arms for parkour.

It would be a hard fight. And she was already tired.

A couple of the feline shifters grabbed Niamh by ankles and wrists, lifting her off of the floor, body sagging between them as they carried her to the healer.

Deirdre set her jaw and lifted her fists as Colette stepped out.

This was her punishment for everything. Embarrassing him in front of Melchior, defying him in private, daring to be kind to people rather than the cruel bastard he wanted her to be.

No wonder Stark hadn’t been beating her up as much. He’d gotten a lot cleverer about his sadism.

Deirdre shot him a look, and she didn’t hold back any of her emotions. She let every ounce of her hatred show in her face.

Stark turned and walked out of the room.
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Seven fights.

Deirdre had been forced to go up against seven other shifters before Stark returned to tell everyone that they were done.

And somehow, she’d survived. She wore so much blood that she didn’t know what belonged to which of her victims anymore. Her body was struggling to heal the various cuts and bruises that had been wreaked upon her. She was too weak for that much fighting, too slow to heal.

Yet she had survived.

“I’m not going to heal you,” the healer said when he came around to her bed. “Knowing you, you’ll just be back with your face busted up again in an hour.”

“Fine with me.” She hopped off the bed and winced at standing upright.

Deirdre hadn’t really wanted the old witch to work on her anyway. She’d only gone to his infirmary because Stark had told her to, and she didn’t want to deal with the outcome of refusal.

The healer moved on as Deirdre limped toward the doors.

Niamh caught up with her in the hallway. Through a combination of shifter healing and the witch’s efforts, she looked as good as new, aside from the dried blood flaking off of her face.

It seemed wrong that their fight shouldn’t have left an impression, even a temporary one. It had hurt to fight Niamh. Shouldn’t both of them have shown that pain on their bodies?

“Heading to the showers?” Niamh asked, jogging alongside Deirdre.

The idea of getting back into those showers, naked and vulnerable, pushed Deirdre in just the wrong way.

She stopped in front of Niamh. “What the hell was that? It seemed like you wanted to fight me.”

Niamh rolled her eyes. “Dee—”

“We used to watch each other’s backs. You and me against the world—or, at least, the other girls at the boarding school. But as soon as Stark gave you an excuse, you tried to kill me!”

“He would have killed both of us if I hadn’t,” Niamh said. “I was doing you a favor. I figured you’d understand.”

But Deirdre was on a roll. She couldn’t stop. “It’s not just that. It’s—it’s everything. You’re so bloodthirsty and hateful and when Stark got you involved in his plans for the town hall, you didn’t even tell me. You didn’t share anything with me. I have no idea what’s going on between us anymore, but it doesn’t look like friendship.”

Niamh was stiff-backed, taking the verbal assault with the look of someone who smelled something foul. “I don’t get what you’re complaining about, Deirdre. You beat me harder than I beat you today. By a lot. If anyone should be angry, it’s me.”

“You made me do that to you,” Deirdre said.

She lifted her hands. “Stop right there. You’ve got issues, Dee. I’ve been patient with you since I know you cared about Gage and all, but this is stupid. I’m not the problem. You’re taking it out on me.”

Deirdre opened her mouth to argue—but then Stark came up the hallway, and the sight of him killed her words instantly.

“We’re leaving in an hour, Beta,” he said. “Get ready.”

















—XII—




The team that Stark assembled to retrieve the Infernal Blade was unexpected. From what Niamh had told Deirdre, she’d thought the winners of the fights would accompany them on the mission, but his choices included many of the losers.

Niamh was there, despite her rapid loss against Deirdre. So was Colette. Bowen and his wandering hands had also been selected. He hadn’t lost any fights in the training room that day—but that was because he hadn’t fought, which meant he hadn’t won anything, either.

And no Jacek.

The team wasn’t composed of the strongest members of the pack. They were the ones who were small and light, the people who would be likeliest to enter a secure area without detection.

She was surprised when Vidya showed up at the last moment, arriving with a backpack slung over her shoulder. She wore black leather similar to Deirdre’s. In fact, completely identical to Deirdre’s—it looked like Vidya may have taken the clothing from her dresser while she was in the infirmary with the healer.

Deirdre didn’t mind. She would have given them to Vidya if she’d asked. But it was discomfiting to see a woman who had been nearly catatonic gearing up to join them on another mission.

“Why did you invite her?” Deirdre whispered when she climbed into the front seat with Stark. He had assigned her the first shift driving.

Stark acted like she hadn’t even spoken to him. He handed his tablet to Bowen in the back of the van as Deirdre pulled out onto the road. “There are the plans. Everything you need to know. Study it.”

Bowen tapped on the tablet’s screen. “Hey, I grew up in this area. This says we’re going somewhere called…’Holy Nights Cathedral’? There aren’t any cathedrals out that way.”

“The satellite photos disagree with you,” Niamh said, snagging the device out of his hands.

“Holy Nights Cathedral,” Deirdre echoed. “What kind of name is that?”

Niamh scanned through the information.

“It’s for a small sect of some obscure religion called triadism. They’re run by this guy named Brother Marshall.” Niamh lifted the tablet to show a picture to everyone in the van. Brother Marshall was an attractive man on the cusp of his forties, with blond hair and heavy lines on his face. He looked more like a football player gone to seed than a monk. “I bet they’re worshipping this Infernal Blade. Dummies.”

Colette nudged Niamh with an elbow. “Don’t lie. You know you’re excited to be going after the sword.”

“It’s the Infernal Blade!” Niamh stopped trying to hide her delight. She was practically squirming with glee. “It would be like—I don’t know, if we found the One Ring or something. Nerdtopia!”

Deirdre almost laughed by force of habit, but then she remembered their earlier fight, and the smile slipped right off her lips again.

“Where’s the Infernal Blade supposed to be from, anyway?” Bowen asked. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“Oh, this is a good story. You’ll love it. There used to be this demon named Lilith, right? She was a demon who created every living creature on the planet by sculpting them out of clay,” Niamh said.

“A demon made everyone in the world?” Colette asked, skeptical.

“I know, right? No big shock here, but Lilith was also a force of destruction. She had this poison touch that could turn anyone back into clay. One of her daughters, Yatai, got hold of that poison power, and she attacked a city with it.”

“And then Atlantis sank to the bottom of the ocean,” Bowen intoned.

Through the rearview mirror, Deirdre watched as Niamh slapped his arm. “Atlantis is fake, stupid.”

“Your story is fake too,” he said.

“If it is, then we’re wasting a lot of gas on this drive, aren’t we? This isn’t ancient mythology we’re talking about. It’s recent history. Ask anyone who works for the Office of Preternatural Affairs and they’ll verify it. Yatai attacked Las Vegas like five years before Genesis and turned half of it to stone.”

“Yeah, I’ll just ring up all my besties with the OPA,” Bowen said. “Oh wait, I forgot, we’re rebelling against those people.”

Niamh ignored him. “Anyway, when Yatai attacked the city, this badass bitch named the Godslayer killed her with a sword. A falchion. That falchion got infected with Lilith’s poison, and now that sword turns everything it touches to stone. Hence the Infernal Blade.”

“Isn’t that a comic book?” Bowen asked.

The swanmay grinned. “Soon to be a major motion picture directed by Christopher Nolan. But it’s true. It’s all true.”

“If there really was a woman named Godslayer, then I bet the nurses laughed putting that on a birth certificate,” Colette said.

Bowen barked a laugh and low-fived Colette.

“You people mock me now,” Niamh said with a melodramatic sigh, “but do you know what I’ll do once I have the Infernal Blade?”

Stark shot a look at her over his shoulder.

The meaning of his expression was clear: Nobody would have the Infernal Blade but Stark.

Niamh deflated. “I will do nothing,” she muttered. “I definitely won’t do the best cosplay ever.”

The reminder of Stark’s presence was a killjoy. His one glance was enough to entirely dampen the mood in the van, choking all conversation.

The drive south was excruciatingly boring after that—made only worse by the fact that Stark wouldn’t talk to Deirdre.

She never would have expected his disregard to be so galling. Ignoring her meant that he wasn’t directly inflicting pain. She should have been grateful. But the road noises made it hard to keep up a conversation with the people in the back, the radio in the van was broken, and she had no choice but to drive for hours in silence.

Stark worked on his tablet for the drive, typing rapidly on the screen. It was tilted away from her so that she couldn’t see what he was doing.

All she could do was cast sideways glances at him, discreetly studying the crags of his face while he was distracted.

She tried to imagine him as a younger man, without the faint scars, without the beard, without the constant cloak of hatred that hung over him. A man who had fallen in love with a woman named Rhiannon. A man who cared about another human being so much that he would go to war over her loss.

Deirdre couldn’t imagine him like that.

But maybe he hadn’t been all that different from her, once upon a time. She had suffered losses, too. She had lost her father, her home, and a hundred friends over the years. She had lost Gage.

Now she was shooting people like Dr. Landsmore and barely batting an eye when Stark murdered OPA agents in front of her.

He wasn’t the only one getting harder with time.
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Stark took the wheel in the middle of the night, allowing Deirdre to climb in back. By that point, almost everyone else had fallen asleep. Niamh had her head pillowed on Colette’s stomach. Bowen had passed out upright with his head against the door.

It must have been nice to slip into sleep without fearing someone would stab them while they were unconscious.

Vidya wasn’t sleeping. She sat opposite the others on the wheel well, staring fixedly out the rear window of the van. She didn’t react when Deirdre moved beside her.

Deirdre noticed the corner of a comic book poking out of Niamh’s backpack. She glanced at Vidya—who was still ignoring her—and extracted the comic carefully.

It was an issue of Godslayer. Not one of the ones drawn by Niamh’s boyfriend, but an issue prior to his run. It had been read so many times that the paper was soft and falling away from the staples.

The illustrated woman on the cover was holding two swords: one made of infernal obsidian, and one made of ethereal bone.

Deirdre flipped through the pages of the comic book. There was a full-page splash dedicated to the carnage inflicted by the cursed sword. The artist had painstakingly drawn the contorted positions and silent screams of victims who had been turned to glossy black stone.

Their deaths would have been painful. Deirdre could imagine their last breaths all too vividly, struggling to scream as their lungs turned to stone.

It would have been even more painful than being swallowed by the Genesis void.

Luckily, it was all fiction. Las Vegas hadn’t been wiped out by a demon apocalypse. The Infernal Blade didn’t exist. Nobody had died by having their bodies reverted to demon-clay. And Deirdre was chasing a rumor spread by the unseelie sidhe.

Right?

“You can sleep,” Vidya said softly.

Deirdre almost dropped the comic book. “Huh? What did you say?”

“If you want to sleep, I’ll keep watch.” She jerked her chin toward Stark.

Returning the Godslayer comic to Niamh’s backpack, Deirdre gave Vidya a small smile. “Are you sure? I can keep watch.” There was no point pretending that they didn’t need to stay awake. Vidya understood the danger they all lived with.

“I won’t be able to sleep,” Vidya said.

Deirdre stretched out beside her, pulling the hood of her jacket over her head. “Thank you.”

Vidya nodded.

The instant Deirdre closed her eyes, she was asleep.

For the first time in weeks, she didn’t dream of Gage’s burning fur or his pulverized fang.

She dreamed of screaming faces turned to stone and a sword blacker than night.
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They reached their destination mid-afternoon the next day. Deirdre drove the van as far into the forest as she could, wheels jittering over the uneven terrain and branches scraping the roof. Then they unloaded and hiked the rest of the way to the coordinates.

Holy Nights Cathedral was at the bottom of a canyon and surrounded by trees so dense that it really felt like it was an eternal night. It was a bigger building than Deirdre had imagined—easily as large as any of the cathedrals in New York, which weren’t intended to be clandestine.

And the building wasn’t merely big. It was truly an intimidating work of architecture.

Its roof was marked with jagged spikes at intervals, and gargoyles guarded each of the corners. The stained-glass windows along the sides must have been at least three times as tall as Deirdre.

Weirdly, the stained glass didn’t show saints or other Biblical scenes. They depicted leafy trees, flowers, apples, and other ordinary garden things.

Deirdre lowered her binoculars, frowning. She hadn’t really expected there to be a cathedral in that hidden corner of the mountains. But there it was, massive and looming, like a sacred fortress that had grown from the ground the same way as the trees.

If the cathedral was real, did that mean the Infernal Blade existed, too?

Stark took the binoculars from her, surveying the cathedral. The canyon was so deep that being at its top put them above the roof of the building. It was hard to see much of Holy Nights Cathedral from that perspective. “Bowen, head to the other side of the canyon. I want more angles on this.”

“Roger that, boss,” Bowen said. “What should I do when I get there?”

“Wait for orders,” Stark said.

Bowen vanished into the trees, hauling a sniper rifle and backpack along with him.

Deirdre squinted up at the sun. There were probably only a couple hours until dark, though it already felt like evening under the veil of the trees. “I’m going to scout out the cathedral,” she said. “Look for ways to get in.”

Stark ignored her, which Deirdre took as assent.

Deirdre approached the edge of the canyon, looking down at the rock face. It wasn’t a vertical drop, but it was pretty close; if she slipped, she would have a long way to fall.

Still, it was no more difficult to climb than anything else she’d scaled before. The cliff by the sanctuary waterfall was steeper and slipperier, with few good handholds. At least this canyon was properly craggy.

She sat on the edge of the cliff and flipped onto her belly to lower herself down.

When she turned around, Deirdre was surprised to see Stark’s feet at eye level.

“Let me know if you find anything,” he said, bending down to shove a Walkie Talkie into her pocket.

“Wow, I’m not invisible,” Deirdre said. “You can see me. It’s a miracle.”

“Don’t push it, Tombs.”

Stark walked away. She scowled at his retreating legs.

What had happened to “I can’t stay angry at you”?

And what had happened to Deirdre not caring if Stark hated her anyway?

That was an unsettling line of thought that she wasn’t willing to follow to any conclusion. Luckily, she was dangling over a precipice of several hundred feet. Actual physical peril was a welcome distraction.

She made sure that the Walkie Talkie was settled firmly in her pocket and began sliding down, primarily using upper body strength to control her descent.

The funny thing about cliffs was that they looked tall from the top, but not nearly as tall as they did once Deirdre was stuck to the side of it, dangling over the long drop down the rocks. She focused on climbing slowly, lowering herself inch by inch, sticking close to the shady side of the rock so that she’d be less likely to be spotted by anyone in the cathedral.

Not that there seemed to be many people to spot her. The canyon was dead silent.

Deirdre paused halfway down the cliff face, fingers jammed into a long crack, and listened.

The silence didn’t only extend to human noises. She could hear the wind through the trees, but no birds, no rustling, no sign that there was anything alive in the canyon.

There were always animals.

As a rule, mundane animals didn’t like shapeshifters. A forest heavily populated by werewolves might not have much by way of birdsong or bunnies. It was possible—not likely, but possible—that Stark’s mere presence had scared off the local fauna.

But the quietude was eerier than that. It didn’t feel like the animals had gone into hiding.

It felt like everything surrounding Holy Nights Cathedral was dead.

Deirdre dropped the rest of the way down and landed on grass, absorbing the impact with her knees. She slipped through the bushes to a hiding spot behind a tree and leaned around it to look at Holy Nights Cathedral.

She wasn’t a witch, so she couldn’t see magic, but she could identify the hallmarks of spellcasting. Runes were a surefire giveaway of warding spells defending a building. From a few feet away, Deirdre could see thousands of such runes carved into the foundations.

Holy Nights Cathedral was completely coated in spells.

Deirdre’s eyes skimmed over the roof of the cathedral. There was only one window on the bell tower that looked like it wasn’t surrounded by runes, facing away from Stark’s chosen encampment.

She pressed the button on the side of the Walkie Talkie. “I think I see how I can get in. I’ll hit up the roof, same way we did the benefits office. One of the windows isn’t warded.”

Bowen’s voice crackled over the speaker, small and tinny. “Why would they have the rest of the cathedral covered in magic but leave a huge gap like that?” He’d seen the same thing she had from his vantage point.

“Because they’re out in the middle of nowhere and they’re not worried about people climbing through their bell tower?” Deirdre suggested.

“Or they’ll shoot you dead the instant you step through,” Bowen said.

“We’ll shoot faster,” Stark said, joining the conversation. “Good eye, Beta.”

Deirdre tried not to feel pleasure at the brief praise. “I’m going to keep looking around.”

She stuffed the Walkie Talkie into her back pocket again and slipped around the cathedral.

Her feet crunched on gravel. Deirdre lifted her feet to look at the ground underneath her. They’d spread small rocks throughout the grass, covering the soil in gritty substrate.

She picked up a piece of the gravel.

Tiny runes were stamped into the rock, just like the ones on the cathedral’s foundations.

Deirdre was walking on a carpet of enchantments.

She muttered a curse and jogged back to the trees just as the front doors of the cathedral opened and a man stepped out.

Brother Marshall was more handsome in reality than he’d been in his picture. Weirdly, he was wearing black robes, like the kind that a wizard from a fantasy novel might wear—but he’d topped those robes with a cowboy hat. It shouldn’t have matched, but he was working it.

He held a staff in one hand. At that distance, she couldn’t tell if it was just for keeping him steady while hiking, or if it was some kind of witch’s implement.

Black robes, wizard staff, cathedral hidden in the middle of nowhere.

If anyone had the Infernal Blade, it would be a weirdo like Brother Marshall.

He left the front doors of the cathedral open behind him as he stood on the stairs, so Deirdre got a pretty good glance inside.

There were rows of pews leading to a pulpit, just like in a Catholic church, but the mural was unfamiliar. It featured two figures—a man and a woman—both of whom were white-skinned and black-haired. They glared sternly at the church as though the painting knew that it was on the wall and hated every second of it. They looked that annoyed.

Brother Marshall’s eyes skimmed the canyon, fist wrapped tightly around the staff, as though prepared to swing.

Could he see her?

Deirdre slipped back an inch, cloaking herself in the darkness of the bushes. She tensed, hand on her gun, ready to draw.

But Brother Marshall looked right past her without pausing.

There was a slight bulge under the arms of his robes. Deirdre thought he was wearing an underarm holster like hers. Some monk.

His gaze lifted to the roof of the cathedral. He was looking at the gargoyles mounted on the tiles. The gray stone monsters were frozen with their claws uplifted, teeth bared, and fury etched into their ugly faces. Deirdre imagined they must have represented demons from his religion’s mythos. They probably did a good job as scarecrows. They were uglier than sin.

People walked past the doorway behind Brother Marshall—other monks in robes. Deirdre counted them.

Four.

If those were mundane humans, then Deirdre would have a laughably easy fight against the monks of Holy Nights Cathedral. If they were witches… Well, Deirdre and Stark would have an interesting night.

After a long moment, Brother Marshall went back inside. The doors swung shut behind him.

Each of the doors had half of a massive, elaborate pentagram etched into it. With the doors closed, the pentagram was complete. It shimmered in the gloom of the canyon.

More magic.

“Five people,” Deirdre whispered into the Walkie Talkie. “There are five monks in the cathedral. That Brother Marshall guy and four others wearing the robes. I don’t think there’s any more than that. There aren’t any cars. No easy way to get in and get out of the canyon. I’m going to say five.”

“Come back before they see you,” Stark said.

Deirdre’s eyes tracked up the wall to the gargoyles, the steep roof, the bell tower and its open window.

It felt like an invitation.

She was fast and agile. She was willing to bet that it wouldn’t take longer than two minutes to reach the roof, tops.

Deirdre could get inside to search for the Infernal Blade immediately.

If she got her hands on it first, then it didn’t matter what kind of scary, prehistoric animal that Everton Stark could shapeshift into. He wouldn’t be a match for her. All it would take was a single scratch.

She imagined Stark frozen into stone, crumbling like Gage’s tooth.

“Now, Tombs,” he said.

She returned to the cliff and began to climb.
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After Deirdre returned to Stark’s camp, they formulated a simple plan: At nightfall, Deirdre would climb into the cathedral’s bell tower, open the doors from the inside, and let everyone else in. Then they would neutralize the monks and steal the sword.

It wasn’t much of a plan at all. But they wouldn’t know what the inside of the building looked like until they got there, so they couldn’t do better. The opaque stained glass made further intel impossible.

They were going to have to trust that a handful of shifters armed to the teeth would be able to stop anything a handful of human monks could throw at them.

“This is a terrible idea,” Bowen said, lounging against the roots of a tree. Vidya sat stiffly a few feet away. She didn’t look at him when he spoke. “We might as well plan to just walk in and ask them to give us the sword nicely.”

“I’m game to hear better ideas,” Deirdre said. “Gimme whatever you got. Please.”

“How’s this? We blow the place up.” Bowen made an explosion noise, wiggling his fingers in what Deirdre assumed was meant to be a bomb gesture. “I’ve got some charges back at the van. I’ll grab them, stick them around the walls, and flatten the place.”

“Did you look at the cathedral? It’s made of stones bigger than your head.”

“Just means we need more bombs,” he said.

Colette returned to the camp. “Someone else can take a turn patrolling,” she said, flopping beside Vidya. “I’m bored.”

“Where’s Niamh?” Bowen asked. “Isn’t she taking a turn on guard?”

Colette shrugged. “Haven’t seen her. I think she said that she was going to go down to the lagoon, though. So she’s probably not guarding anything.”

Deirdre glanced at Stark. He was lying on his belly at the edge of the ridge, watching the cathedral through the binoculars. He hadn’t moved for well over an hour.

Bowen and Vidya didn’t look like they were moving, either.

Deirdre heaved a sigh. “I’ll keep watch for a shift.” She stuffed her Ruger into her underarm holster and got up. Walking circles through the forest would be fractionally less boring than sitting in the forest.

She headed out into the trees.

They were far from the popular trails and any hint of civilization, so Deirdre was alone in the forest. It might have been relaxing if she hadn’t been waiting to go looking for the Infernal Blade. A legend. A myth.

What if it was real?

And what if Deirdre managed to grab it before Stark?

The rustling of leaves under her feet almost concealed the sound of slopping water. Deirdre thought it was just waves in the lagoon at first.

But when she stopped walking, she realized that the water was moving too arrhythmically to be natural.

Someone was splashing in the water.

Deirdre drew her Ruger, keeping it aimed at the ground and her finger off the trigger as she slipped through the underbrush.

She was almost as good at moving quietly through the forest as she was at navigating urban environments. She walked along fallen logs like balance beams, easily stepping over twigs that might break under her weight. She was hyper-aware of her body, the way she moved through the forest, the places that her body touched the surrounding foliage. Deirdre didn’t make a sound.

The trail sloped down to the water’s edge. Deirdre hooked her arm around the trunk of a tree, half-hiding in its shadow, and leaned over to look at the tepid lagoon.

Niamh sat at the water’s edge. She was naked, bare back gleaming sinuous lines, legs curled underneath her. All of those red curls tumbled over one shoulder.

She twirled a white feather between her forefinger and thumb. Niamh had plucked it out of her own scalp.

There was motion on the opposite side of the lagoon, where tree branches tickled the surface and created ripples that spread all the way toward Niamh.

Two large white birds drifted together, floating on the waves, riding the water up and down as the wind stirred their feathers. The graceful arcs of their necks reminded Deirdre of Niamh’s back.

Swans.

Her friend’s shoulders were shaking in the slightest tremor. Crystalline tears flowed down her cheeks.

But it wasn’t sadness in Niamh’s eyes. It was hate. Hate for the swans, hate for what she would never become again, hate for whoever had broken her.

She had never told Deirdre what happened to her swan skin. She’d made jokes about it, sure. She’d talked about how she’d been dying to join the Island of Misfit Toys and burned her skin on purpose. She also once said that she’d accidentally thrown it away.

Now Deirdre saw the raw, painful truth of what Niamh had lost.

Deirdre had never been able to shapeshift. It made her an outsider, someone who never quite fit in anywhere. But it was hard to mourn something she’d never had. Being an Omega was simply her identity.

In contrast, Niamh knew what it was to have wings. She had once floated on lakes in a silent, graceful ballet wearing nothing but feathers and moonlight.

She had lost that.

Each swanmay was born with a single skin. Once it was gone, it was gone. It wouldn’t regenerate. Niamh would never be able to become her animal again, whole and complete, both human and swan.

With anger that profound, was it any surprise that she’d joined Stark?

And could Deirdre blame her for wanting to obey Stark’s every command, even if it meant a brutal fistfight with her best friend?

Deirdre had been cruel to her friend, and now she felt shame so powerful that it weakened her knees. She owed Niamh an apology.

There would be time for that later—Deirdre couldn’t intrude on Niamh’s time beside the lagoon. Her pain was too intense. If she’d wanted Deirdre’s company, she would have asked for it.

Deirdre slid away through the night, holstering her gun.

Colette and Bowen were asleep on each other again, catching some rest before the cathedral attack. Vidya had repositioned herself to the far side of the tree, awake and staring into the darkness. She couldn’t have slept in the last twenty-four hours at all.

As far as Deirdre could tell, Stark hadn’t moved since she’d left the camp. He was still positioned at the edge of the cliff, watching the cathedral through his binoculars.

Deirdre hunkered down next to his bulk.

“Niamh’s not coming with us to Holy Nights Cathedral, is she?” Deirdre asked in a whisper.

Stark’s finger rolled along the top of the binoculars, adjusting the focus. “That’s not why I brought her, no.”

“You’re sick,” she said. He lifted his gaze to look at her, expression flat, waiting for Deirdre to elaborate. “You brought her so that she’d go to that lagoon. You knew how she’d react, didn’t you? You’re trying to remind her why she works for you. That’s beyond sick.”

“She asked to come,” Stark said.

“What?”

He returned his attention to the binoculars. “She asked to come with us so she could go to the lagoon. I hadn’t planned on letting her come. She asked and I relented.”

Deirdre’s jaw dropped. It almost sounded like Stark was doing a kindness for Niamh when he put it that way.

She glanced back at the others to see if they’d heard. They were still asleep, or not paying attention.

“I haven’t seen any sign of the monks for an hour. I think they’re asleep now.” Stark set the binoculars down and delivered a swift kick to Bowen’s side. The shifter’s jerk of surprise woke up Colette, too. “On your feet. It’s time to move.”

















—XIII—




As Deirdre had suspected, the cathedral presented far from a difficult climb. The gray bricks gave her a lot to grab on to. The wind was slow that night, making her ponytail sway behind her as she made her way to the roof.

Touching so many runes on her way up the wall made her nervous. There was no way to avoid them.

Deirdre had seen witches throw fire, melt furniture, turn shifters to dust. And that was spontaneous magic. Whatever they could do with runes built into the foundations of a cathedral would surely be a thousand times wickeder.

But she reached the shingled roof without being incinerated.

She swayed on the edge for a moment, hands outstretched, looking at her fingers. She expected magic to melt her flesh away.

Nothing happened.

“Easy,” Deirdre whispered into the wind.

She wasn’t alone on the roof of the cathedral. The gargoyles were hulking silhouettes in the night, poised as though about to reach out to snatch birds from the sky and stuff them in their mouths. The craftsmanship on them was impressive up close. They were so detailed they could have been alive.

Deirdre peered over the shoulder of one gargoyle, looking past his clawed fingers to the lawn far below.

It was a long way down to the ground. Stark and his team were down there somewhere, waiting for her to open the doors.

She had the strange urge to spread her arms and jump off the cathedral.

Instead, Deirdre clambered up the roof to reach the bell tower. It was only another twenty feet up. Deirdre climbed up onto the edge of the windowsill and swung her legs inside.

There was nobody in the bell tower to try to shoot her, like Bowen had said. It was just an empty room without so much as a single bell.

Iron bars ringed the room, sort of like in a ballet studio. Deirdre ran her fingers along the nearest of them. The bars had been deeply scored with parallel scratches that reminded her of werewolf claw marks.

“Huh,” Deirdre said.

What had Brother Marshall been keeping in his bell tower?

Whatever had happened at Holy Nights Cathedral in the past, it was currently empty and silent.

She pressed the button on her Walkie Talkie. “I’m in,” Deirdre said.

“Is it safe to follow?” Stark asked.

She stuck the Walkie Talkie back into her pocket without replying, hoping to delay him. She didn’t want anyone following her yet. She needed as much of a head start as possible.

After all, she was going to get the Infernal Blade first.

No pressure.

The stairs leading down into the choir loft creaked under her feet as she descended. Deirdre shifted her weight to the edges, trying to reduce the amount of noise she made as she spiraled down the staircase.

“Tombs, is it safe to follow?” Stark repeated, voice muffled by the cloth of her pocket.

“Shove it up your nose,” Deirdre muttered.

The choir loft was empty. She passed the stands and looked over the side at the cathedral below.

The moonlight seemed amplified by the stained-glass windows, splashing the images of the trees and apples across the floor, making the whole room glow. The altar at the front of the room was covered in half-melted candles, which dripped in waxen stalactites toward the floor.

And the mural—that mural.

It filled the entire rear wall of the cathedral, painted with the same degree of loving detail as the gargoyles. Its textures were so meticulous that it could have been a window into another world.

Deirdre’s skin crawled as she studied the man and woman in the mural.

They were looking at her.

The Walkie Talkie in her pocket exploded with noise.

“They’re moving!”

“It was a trap, get out, get out—”

“—the hells are those?”

Deirdre twisted the volume knob to quiet it. “What are you guys talking about? What’s moving?” She waited for a response, but everyone had gone silent. She pressed the button again. “What’s going on out there?”

Quiet.

Something heavy thudded into the roof above her.

She wasn’t alone anymore.

Deirdre froze, ears perked as she listened to the movement. The thudding continued rhythmically. It sounded like a heartbeat.

Or footsteps.

The Walkie Talkie shook as she lifted it to her mouth again. “Is that you, Stark? Vidya? Bowen?”

No response.

Something else slammed into the roof, just as resonant as the first. A third thump followed.

Three bodies clunked toward the bell tower.

Now the stairs were creaking. The first of the newcomers was inside the cathedral.

Deirdre hurried into the hallway behind the choir loft and took the narrow steps down to the first floor. She didn’t bother trying to be quiet. The thumping and scraping of large bodies moving above her were more than loud enough to mask the sounds of her movements.

She hit the first floor and searched for somewhere to hide. The doors behind the pews probably led to the monks’ apartments—not somewhere she wanted to go. There was also a confessional against the wall. It was the only secluded area she could see, which made it the first place they’d look for her. But it wasn’t like she had a lot of options.

And judging by the sounds of movement, she was out of time.

Deirdre climbed into the confessional. She left the door open a crack and pressed her eye to it, watching the cathedral on the other side.

Something was moving in the choir loft. The light from the stained-glass windows didn’t reach all the way up there, so she couldn’t see who or what they were, but Deirdre could see that they were big.

They weren’t the human monks who lived at Holy Nights Cathedral.

Shapeshifters?

One of them climbed onto the railing and jumped off.

It landed in the middle of the pews with a crash of stone meeting stone.

Deirdre jerked the door shut, adrenaline flooding her system. She’d only glimpsed the creature, but a glimpse was all she needed. It was as big as a werewolf and made of the same gray stone material as the walls of the church. Its flesh—if it could be called flesh—was covered in magical runes.

One of the gargoyles from the roof had come to life.

And it was looking for her.

That window in the bell tower must have been left open to give the gargoyles passage in and out of the cathedral. Deirdre had tripped some kind of alarm by getting in.

Damn Bowen for being right.

Footsteps rang out through the cathedral. Each one sounded like a mallet striking an anvil—or giant stone feet slamming into the ground.

Heavy breathing whuffed not far away.

The gargoyle was searching for her.

Deirdre cracked open the door and peered through again. Two of the gargoyles were prowling through the pews. They may have been stone, but they looked convincingly alive. Their muscles rippled as they walked.

Their backs were to the confessional.

Now or never.

Deirdre drew her Ruger, pushed the door open silently, and jogged for the door leading to the monks’ apartments.

Her feet didn’t make a sound against the floor. Her clothes barely even rustled with her movements.

But she heard a growl behind her.

The gargoyles had seen her.

Deirdre gave up all attempts at being quiet and bolted.

She reached the door to the apartments. It was locked. As she struggled to twist the knob, she threw a look over her shoulder and saw both gargoyles unfurling massive gray wings tipped with metal hooks.

“Screw it,” Deirdre said.

She fired her Ruger at the lock.

The metal broke. Deirdre pushed the door open and leaped inside, shutting it behind her.

Statues flanked either side of the doors. They were faceless human figures, tall and heavy, made of the same thing as the gargoyles. Hopefully they wouldn’t also come alive to fight her.

She shoved one over. It crashed to the ground and blocked the door.

“What are you doing here?”

Deirdre whirled, aiming her gun at the source of the voice.

It was Brother Marshall.

He stood a hundred feet down the candlelit hallway, draped in those voluminous black robes that could have hidden anything. There was no sign of the staff. But there was no sign of his hands, either, so Deirdre suspected that he was armed.

“Get on the ground and put your hands behind your head,” she said.

He didn’t move.

“What do you want?” Brother Marshall asked.

Deirdre licked her lips. Her gun wavered. “I need the—uh, I need you to give me the Infernal Blade.”

Surprise flitted over his face.

“The what?”

Something slammed into the door behind Deirdre. She drew the Sig in her other hand, aiming it behind her, and keeping the Ruger on Brother Marshall.

“The Infernal Blade,” Deirdre snapped. “The cursed sword. I know it’s here.”

He surveyed her with narrowed eyes. “You didn’t come here to rob us.”

“Actually, that’s exactly why I came here.”

“There’s something else that’s drawn you to our hallowed halls tonight. The gods have a plan for all of us,” Marshall said. “I know this for a fact.”

“Do you, now?” Deirdre asked.

He shrugged, unworried to be at the point of her gun. “You wouldn’t have been able to find us if you weren’t meant to be here.”

The guy was crazy at worst and mildly delusional at best. Of course, if Deirdre had committed her life to being a monk at some remote cathedral, then she would probably want to convince herself that the sacrifice was worthwhile, too.

A gargoyle slammed into the other side of the door again.

Deirdre took a step toward him, holding the gun straight at his head. “The sword. Where?”

Marshall walked forward until the gun butted up against his head.

“You won’t shoot me, Deirdre Tombs,” he said.

The sound of her name coming from his lips made her skin erupt in chills. She took a quick step back. Deirdre looked Brother Marshall over again, staring hard at his unfamiliar features. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?”

“I watched you kill that doctor on the news. You hated him. You kill because you feel like you have to. Not because you’re evil. You’re not going to shoot me tonight.”

Crazy and delusional.

But damn if he wasn’t right. Deirdre wasn’t going to shoot some harmless nutball.

“Screw it,” she said, dropping the gun. “You’re either brainless or have balls of steel. I’ll just have to find your stupid sword on my own.”

“You’ll have to search quickly,” Brother Marshall said. “The Office of Preternatural Affairs is already on its way.”

A chill washed over Deirdre. “What?”

“The gargoyles are usually enough of a security system, but just in case they’re not, the OPA is automatically notified to come clean things up.” He flicked the robe of his sleeve back, baring one wrist. He was wearing a watch. It looked so weird along with the robes. “I’d give them five minutes.”

No wonder he wasn’t worried.

Deirdre had to get out of there, and fast.

She only made it two steps past Brother Marshall when his other hand emerged from his robes.

He had a gun.

Deirdre didn’t move fast enough. He shot, and an instant later, pain smashed through her shoulder. Her whole arm erupted with fire.

She threw herself behind the other statue for cover. Bullets pinged into the legs of the statue, mere centimeters from her head.

Brother Marshall was a good shot.

The doors exploded open an instant later.

One of the gargoyles loped into the hallway, pounding along on its knuckles like a giant stone gorilla. Brother Marshall shouted at it. “She’s behind the statue! Get her!”

Deirdre threw herself across the hall. The gargoyle swung its fists into the statue, and stone exploded behind her.

She bolted down the hallway, rushing past Brother Marshall at full speed. He tracked her with practiced ease, swiveling to train his gun a few inches ahead of her.

Another gunshot. It hit her in the thigh.

With a cry, Deirdre fell. She bowed her head and let the pain rock through her for a moment—only a moment.

Brother Marshall was reloading.

The healing fever swept through her, immediate and strong. He must have been using standard bullets. It didn’t hurt anywhere near badly enough to be silver. But who knew what kind of bullets he’d have in the next magazine?

She got back to her feet and limped toward the door at the end of the hall.

Deirdre threw herself down the stairs to the basement.

She didn’t take the time to close the door behind her. It probably wouldn’t have slowed down the gargoyle anyway. She could hear it thudding on the floor above her, rushing to catch up. It sounded like being chased by a herd of buffalo. Giant, angry buffalo with razor-tipped wings.

Her eyes adjusted to the darkness under the cathedral. She seemed to be in some kind of catacombs. Candles smoldered in recessions on the walls, allowing her to make out the dusty tunnels, the cobwebs dangling from the ceiling, the dirty floor. And coffins lined the walls. Actual coffins, most likely filled with actual dead bodies.

Deirdre would be grossed out later.

She leaped around a corner, pressing her back to the wall beside a coffin. Deirdre held her breath and listened. There was scuffling, crashing, shouting.

The gargoyle didn’t follow her downstairs.

A familiar roar shook the catacombs.

Stark had followed her inside the cathedral, and he was obviously in his shapeshifted form.

Damn it, but Deirdre was actually excited to hear him.

If anything could take down one of those gargoyles, it would be Stark’s monstrous beast.

His presence also meant that her time to find the Infernal Blade first was running out.

She shoved her shirt aside to inspect the bullet wound in her shoulder. She had already healed most of the damage there. Her thigh was rapidly knitting together, too. When she rested her weight on the foot, it didn’t throb too much.

“If I were a legendary cursed blade, where would I be hiding?” Deirdre breathed, stepping back out into the broader tunnel of the catacombs.

She eyed the coffins, stomach churning.

If the sword was hidden within one of those, it was going to have to stay hidden.

Deirdre jogged down the central aisle of the catacombs, swatting aside cobwebs. The catacombs felt much longer than the cathedral upstairs, as though that hallway extended into infinity. The sound of her footsteps fell flat against the stone walls without echoing.

Within a few hundred feet, the floor changed from dirt to a mosaic. As soon as the tunnel widened into a larger chamber, Deirdre stopped.

The room she had discovered couldn’t have been under the cathedral—it must have been deeper within the canyon. A long, thin window let in the moonlight from the surface, dappled by the grass and bushes above.

A moonbeam spilled directly onto another altar.

The stone pedestal was large and elevated above the rest of the room. It looked like just the kind of place to hide a cursed sword.

Deirdre’s gaze skimmed the floor. The tiled mosaic was elaborate enough that it could have masked magical runes and she never would be able to tell. Without any visual sign of spellwork, she didn’t have any way to detect traps.

There might have been no magical traps at all. Why craft extra spells to protect the cathedral’s bounty when they had animated statues ready to smash intruders into bloody smears?

Just in case…

She set her Walkie Talkie on the floor and kicked it gently, sending it skittering across the mosaic.

For an instant, nothing happened.

She blinked. “Okay then,” Deirdre said, lifting a foot to step forward.

Then the Walkie Talkie exploded in blue flame.

She shouted and leaped back against the wall, clutching a sconce for balance. The battery in the Walkie Talkie popped, jetting acid across the tile. Plastic warped and bubbled. Wires turned white with heat.

Some trap.

Yeah, I’m not walking out there.

The catacombs shook again, showering dirt from the roof. Deirdre’s eyes flicked to the top of the tunnel, half-expecting to see Stark throwing one of the statues through a wall.

They were so far away that she could barely hear the fight now. It was impossible to tell who was winning.

Stark might be only seconds behind her.

If Deirdre wanted to get the sword, she needed to do it now.

She studied the room with new eyes, searching for a way to reach the central altar without touching the floor.

Deirdre could jump pretty good distances without a head start—as she’d proven to herself in New York while escaping the killer—but she’d had more space on the rooftops. Here, she would only be able to jump ten feet at most.

The entire room was a large dome, with inlets in the walls that curved toward the apex. If she could get atop one of the tall statues set back among the pillars, those would give her some altitude. She might be able to jump from there onto the altar.

Deirdre rolled out her shoulder, flicking Brother Marshall’s flattened bullet to the floor. It had been pushed out when she healed. Now she was aching, but limber.

She reached around the corner to grab the wall, pulling herself up using one of the decorative inlets. It was edged with old stone that crumbled under her fingers. It didn’t want to hold her weight.

Deirdre dug her fingers into the cracks anyway, swinging a leg around to step onto the base of the statue.

Her foot slipped. It dangled an inch from the floor before she jerked it back up.

The Walkie Talkie was still smoldering with blue fire.

She swallowed hard and climbed up the statue, getting her feet onto its shoulders, bracing her arms on the top of the inlet. She climbed higher and higher, using the cracked stone as footholds. It got her a good ten feet off the floor. Twelve feet.

The walls trembled against her hands. The fight between Stark and the gargoyles sounded like it was bringing the whole cathedral down.

Or maybe the OPA had arrived.

Deirdre pushed those distractions out of her mind, checking over her shoulder to gauge the distance to the altar.

She could do it. She needed to do it.

Bending her knees, Deirdre took a deep breath…and then pushed off.

She flipped over backwards, gracefully tumbling through the air.

Deirdre landed on the edge of the altar.

She froze, knees still bent, toes dangling over the edge of the raised dais, arms uplifted for balance.

Did I do it?

She looked down, looked behind her, looked around for blue flame.

Nothing.

Deirdre was safe.

“Ha!” she laughed, swiping the back of her hand over her forehead. “Easy.” She rubbed her palms dry on her shirt—terror had a way of making her very sweaty—and then pulled the lid off of the pedestal.

There was no sword inside the box. Instead, it cradled a long golden chain covered in charms: crosses and pentacles and ankhs and things Deirdre didn’t even recognize.

Magic erupted.

Blue flame formed a wall around the entire dais, roaring with power. The immense heat bore down on her, scorching her eyebrows, making her arm hair curl. The lid of the stone box was instantly about a million degrees, so hot that it turned white. Deirdre dropped it with a shout.

“Tombs!”

She whirled to see Stark on the other side of the flames, standing in the hallway to the catacombs. They were separated by magical fire. He couldn’t reach her.

“What do I do?” she shouted back.

The chamber shuddered. The window level with the surface shattered, showering glass across the floor in sparkling shards.

Bodies clad in black leaped through the hole.

Agents from the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

They landed on the mosaic without catching fire. The witches glimmered with golden wards, probably meant to dispel the enchantments that had melted Deirdre’s Walkie Talkie.

Voices barked orders. Gunfire rang out.

Deirdre flung herself flat to the dais.

Stark. Where’s Stark?

She couldn’t see him anymore, and she didn’t know if it was because he’d abandoned her or because the fire blocked her view.

OPA agents stepped through the wall of flames surrounding the dais, aiming their guns at Deirdre. She had her Ruger out, but there were so many more of them than there were of her. She could only shoot one at a time.

Deirdre was surrounded. They shouted at her all at once in an overwhelming cacophony of voices.

“Drop your weapons!”

“Hands on your head!”

Deirdre hesitated to put the Ruger down. “Stark?” she yelled. “Stark!”

But he didn’t respond. He wasn’t there.

A booted foot sank into her midsection, forcing the breath from her lungs. Another foot pinned her to the dais.

“Stark!” Deirdre wheezed.

The agents restrained her. Cloth was shoved into her open mouth, muffling her cries. They plastered tape across her mouth.

“You’re under arrest,” someone said.

And Stark didn’t save her.

All she could do was watch as they brought a black sack toward her, its open end aimed toward her face. She thrashed and kicked.

The hood dropped over her head, cinched around her neck, and everything was darkness.
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Hours passed.

The hood whipped away from Deirdre’s head and she winced into the sudden light that blazed directly into her watering eyes. It was too bright for her to see anything.

A hand appeared. It seized the tape by the corner of her mouth and yanked. Pain flared along her cheeks where the tape had been removed. She spit the cloth out of her mouth, working her tongue around. The roof of her mouth was so dry. Deirdre coughed.

“What’s going on?” The light felt like it was punching straight through her eyes. Her whole head throbbed. “Where am I?”

A cool male voice spoke. “You’re in the custody of the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

Deirdre tried to stand up and couldn’t. Her arms were bound behind her back, tethered to the chair she sat in.

Her wrists sizzled faintly. The handcuffs were made of silver, and the contact stung the way that frozen toes stung when stepping into a hot shower.

“You’re under arrest for aiding the terrorist known as Everton Stark,” her captor continued. “You will be transferred to a detention center shortly.”

Cold panic swept over her. “What about a trial?”

“You don’t get a trial.” The man finally stepped in front of the light, casting shadow over Deirdre. He was a portly man wearing a well-fitted black suit and sunglasses. His skin was a few shades darker than hers, bushy eyebrows hanging low over his eyes.

“A phone call,” Deirdre said. “One phone call.”

“Tell me where Everton Stark is.”

“What? You think I should give you information just to make a damn phone call? Give me a phone!”

“If you ever want to see the light of day again, you’re going to be cooperative. Where is Everton Stark?”

Deirdre’s mouth opened and then closed again.

It wasn’t that she wanted to protect Stark. He had abandoned Deirdre when surely he could have prevented the OPA from arresting her. But she didn’t know this agent or his allegiance. She wasn’t going to talk to anyone she didn’t know for a fact to be an ally.

But if she didn’t talk, then they were going to put her in a detention center just like the one that Vidya had been kept in.

Vidya had been in that closet for so long that she couldn’t walk. Deirdre could already envision the weakness in her legs, the constant fatigue, the hunger and thirst.

She could be left like that for months. Years.

The rest of her life.

“Get me a damn phone,” Deirdre said.

The OPA agent backhanded her.

Her head snapped to the left. The taste of blood filled her mouth. Her aching skull throbbed harder.

Stark hit much harder than this guy.

Deirdre’s tongue darted out to lick salty blood off of her lower lip. “This is bullshit. You know this is the reason there are rebellions against the government in the first place?”

He slapped her again. It was no harder than the first time. Not enough to knock her silly, and not even enough to damage anything. He obviously wasn’t a shapeshifter.

The insult of it was far worse than the pain.

“God bless America,” she muttered.

He lifted his hand.

And then he stopped.

The agent put two fingers to his ear, eyes unfocusing as he listened to a distant voice. He said, “Yes, sir.” And then again, “Yes, sir.”

He turned off the light. No longer a silhouette, Deirdre could see that he’d split the skin of his knuckle while striking her. He plucked a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed the blood off as he walked across the cell.

Weak little human.

Deirdre was in an empty concrete box. Its only fixtures were the chair she sat in and the spotlight that had been shining directly in her eyes.

Plain as the cell was, she was certain the walls would be reinforced with silver. There were probably curses embedded into the floor, too. Even if she got out of the chair, she wouldn’t be able to break out of the room.

The agent opened the door and stepped outside.

Deirdre was alone.

She twisted her wrists behind the chair, testing the strength of the handcuffs. Silver burned her flesh.

Deirdre gritted her teeth and yanked her arms in opposite directions. She let emotions fuel her—righteous anger at what a government agent had done to her, the fact that Stark had abandoned her, the weeks of constant fear and pain.

A roar ripped out of her chest as she pulled.

And the chain snapped.

Deirdre stood quickly, patting herself down. She wore a tank top and her underwear. Everything else had been stripped away—including her weapons.

Damn.

She checked the door and was unsurprised to find it locked. The handle stung her palm, too. It was silver.

Deirdre couldn’t break out that way.

She’d have to wait for someone to come back in.

“I’ll borrow this, thanks,” she muttered, breaking the screw that held the spotlight on top of its stand. She tossed the light aside. Glass shattered on the concrete. She didn’t want that—she just wanted the pole.

She got into the corner behind the door, clutching the stand in both hands.

It wasn’t much of a weapon, but she felt a lot more confident with its weight in her hands. The only problem was that the agent would have a gun when he came back. That was a far more effective weapon than a flimsy steel pole.

Deirdre would have to attack before she could get shot. She would have to be swift and brutal and make sure he couldn’t get up again.

She swallowed hard.

I need to be like Stark.

Shutting her eyes, she recalled the way that he had attacked the OPA agents outside of St. Griffith’s. He hadn’t given them an opportunity to fight back. He’d popped off a few fatal shots with a sniper rifle and hadn’t worried about who they were, how many people might be waiting for them at home, whether or not it was fair for them to die.

If she wanted to survive, she’d have to be more like that.

She heard motion in the hallway outside. It had only been a few minutes since the agent left.

Her fists tightened on the pole.

Voices murmured on the other side as the door’s handle turned. Deirdre tensed, lifting the stand above her head.

The person who stepped inside wasn’t the OPA agent who had slapped her. It was a woman a few inches shorter than Deirdre with long blond hair and a cream-colored pantsuit.

Deirdre dropped the pole. It clattered to the floor.

“Rylie?”

The Alpha turned to look at her. “Oh, Deirdre.”

Any thoughts of being furious at Rylie vanished instantly.

Deirdre’s eyes flooded with tears, and all she could do was wrap her arms around Rylie in a tight embrace.

And after all of the mean things Deirdre had said after Gage died, after everything horrible Deirdre had done on Stark’s videos, Rylie still hugged her back.
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The werewolf sanctuary was just as beautiful, warm, and serene as it had been last time Deirdre visited. It looked like its sky had never been blemished by a single cloud. The air smelled of pine and decaying leaves. The waterfall roared, a brook trickled through town, and the laughter and yips of shifter children echoed.

Deirdre had been envious the first time she set foot in the sanctuary, cursing the stroke of fate that had left her at boarding schools like St. Griffith’s while men like Gage grew up in paradise.

The sight of it didn’t make Deirdre envious anymore.

It made her angry.

Rylie couldn’t seem to take her eyes off of Deirdre as they walked together down the main street. Deirdre pretended not to notice. She had spent the entire flight from the detention center doing her best to compose her emotions, and she knew she’d start crying again if she glanced in Rylie’s direction.

But Deirdre was also avoiding the Alpha’s gaze because of the people who flanked her.

She was being shadowed by a tall man and a short, curvaceous woman. Neither bore any physical resemblance to the other. They didn’t look remotely related. And yet the two of them resonated in Deirdre’s senses in an identically uncomfortable fashion, warping the world around their shimmering diamond flesh.

They were Rylie’s sidhe bodyguards, and sharing a private jet with them had given Deirdre a headache.

Rylie’s cottage was indistinguishable from the others surrounding it. The Alpha werewolf didn’t live anywhere fancier than her underlings. It was the exact same quaint, tiny cottage that everybody else lived in, much the same way that Stark lived in the same tiny, dark rooms that everyone else at the asylum did.

Deirdre doubted that Rylie would appreciate having comparisons drawn between her and Everton Stark, but it was true.

There were no children around the house that day. Deirdre was surprised by how quiet it was considering the multitude of puppies Rylie had whelped.

“I sent the youngest of my kids to live with my aunt for a little while,” Rylie said, as though she’d read Deirdre’s mind. She climbed the front steps of her cottage and unlocked the door. “Aunt Gwyneth lives in a Haven with much better security than I could ever manage here—I know they’ll be safer.” She smiled weakly. “It’s nice. My house stays clean longer than thirty seconds.” Longing tinged her words.

All of the cottage windows were open to let warm summer air circulate. There were no toys cluttering the floor anymore, no crayon marks on the walls. The pictures hung straight on the walls.

Rylie fluffed the couch pillows, then gestured for Deirdre to sit. “Can I get you anything? Are you hungry?”

“I’ll take a drink,” Deirdre said.

Rylie stepped into the kitchen, which was only separated from the living room by a half-wall. “As I’m sure you’ve already realized, these are my new bodyguards,” Rylie said. “This is Saoirse, and this is Trevin.” She gestured to the woman first and then the man. Both gave shallow bows to Deirdre, the same way that Stark had bowed to the sidhe in his office.

“What’s got you allied with the Summer Court?” Deirdre asked, sinking into one of the couches. “I thought they mostly stuck to the Middle Worlds.”

“We have family in common,” Rylie said.

“What, is another one of your daughters married to a faerie?” The eldest of the Gresham girls, Summer, was well-known for her marriage to an angel. Unions between angels and gaeans were otherwise unheard of.

“No, it’s not like that at all,” Rylie said. “What do you know about the sidhe?”

Deirdre eyed Saoirse and Trevin dubiously. “Not much. None of it good.”

“Most of what you’ve heard probably applies to the unseelie, but we’re nothing like them.” Trevin had kind eyes. It looked like he was smiling even when he wasn’t. “You don’t need to be afraid of us.”

“We’ll see about that,” Deirdre said.

Rylie put a teakettle on the stove. “You know how the sidhe were extinct before Genesis? Afterward, a lot of witches were reborn as sidhe, and that’s where most of the Winter Court came from.”

“Yeah, because sidhe are the magical class of gaeans,” Deirdre said. “Like super-witches.”

“Some of them are.” Rylie grabbed teacups out of the cabinet. “Trevin, tell Deirdre where you were when Genesis hit.”

“Here,” he said. “I was in the sanctuary. We were trying to organize an evacuation.”

Deirdre blinked. “Do you mean…?”

“I was a werewolf,” Trevin said.

That little piece of information felt like a spark igniting in Deirdre’s brain, illuminating dark corners that she hadn’t even known existed. “You mean some gaeans were changed during Genesis, too,” Deirdre said. “Some werewolves came back as sidhe.”

“Yep,” Rylie said. “Trevin was one of the oldest members of my pack.” She beamed at him. “Family.”

Much the same way that Gage had been Rylie’s family.

Deirdre stared at her hands, trying to absorb this new fact. She had only heard about humans turning into other gaean creatures. She’d never heard of people who were already preternaturals changing breeds.

It felt incredibly important that some of the sidhe used to be werewolves, but she couldn’t quite figure out why.

“The Winter Court thinks that your alliance with the Summer Court is part of a conspiracy,” Deirdre said. “They see this as a declaration of war against them, and now they want you dead, too. That’s why they’re buddies with Stark. ‘The enemy of my enemy…’”

Rylie heaved a sigh. “Yeah.”

It didn’t take long for the water to boil. She brought a couple of cups into the living room along with a box of tea bags. Deirdre picked one flavored like apple cider.

“That’s also why we were at the church,” Deirdre said. She swirled her tea bag, watching the clouds of amber spread through her cup. “The unseelie sidhe sent us looking for the Infernal Blade there.”

Rylie’s eyes went round. “You were looking for…what?”

“The Infernal Blade. It’s this mythological weapon that—”

“I know what it is.” Rylie had only just sat down, but she stood up again, smoothing her dress over her hips. “Why did you think it was there? I mean, who—who told you about that?” She was suddenly so nervous that she looked like she might explode into a million pieces.

Deirdre frowned. “We found out about it from two members of the Winter Court. Pierce and Jaycee—”

“Hardwick,” Saoirse interrupted. “Goddammit! I told you that they were going to do something like this, Trevin!”

He didn’t look nearly as upset about it. He pushed the curtain aside with a finger, glancing out at the street. “Yup. You were right.”

“Someone fill me in,” Deirdre said.

“There’s not much to fill in. You already know about the rivalry between the courts, and that’s really the whole story. But Brother Marshall doesn’t have the Infernal Blade,” Rylie said.

Deirdre’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know where it is?”

“No. I just know that it’s not with him.”

“Don’t tell me—you have family in common with Brother Marshall and his gargoyles, too.”

“We’re old friends,” Rylie said.

At this point, it wouldn’t have surprised Deirdre if Rylie claimed that she was old friends with everybody on the face of the Earth.

Rylie perched on the edge of the sofa, fingers fluttering over the hem of her skirt. “I assume that Stark wanted to assassinate me with the Infernal Blade. But I don’t know why the unseelie would have told him that it was with Brother Marshall. They must have known that it wasn’t there. That thing…radiates.”

“It doesn’t add up,” Deirdre agreed. “But just because Stark didn’t find the Infernal Blade doesn’t mean he’ll drop it.”

“I’m starting to think nothing will make him leave me alone,” Rylie said.

“He thinks he can turn public opinion against you. Make all your followers defect.”

“Some of them already have. He’s a convincing man.” Rylie’s voice was soft, her eyes so gentle. “Has he convinced you? I saw the last videos that Stark posted.”

Deirdre set her teacup down hard.

What was she supposed to say to that? Should she apologize? Should she pretend to be sorry for shooting Dr. Landsmore?

As a werewolf Alpha, Rylie would be able to smell lies. She would know that Deirdre wasn’t sorry at all.

Deirdre clenched her fists. “He made me kill Gage, and then he destroyed the only memento of Gage’s life that I possessed. Stark is a bitter, horrible human being.”

And I think he might actually kind of care about me.

Some truths were better left unspoken.

“I won’t send you back to him,” Rylie said. “You can’t stay here, though. Your face has become too recognizable. He’d eventually hear rumors that you’re living among us, and that would put your life at risk. I can send you somewhere else that would be safe.”

The offer should have been a relief to Deirdre. She should have been happy to hide from Stark.

She felt numb all over.

“Where would I go? The Haven where you’ve stuck your kids?” Deirdre asked.

“I don’t think you’d like it there. We have other places,” Rylie said. “For instance, I relocated your former roommate, Jolene. She’s living with friends of the pack in Jamaica. You’d like Jamaica better than the Haven, I think.”

Jolene was probably having a blast in Jamaica.

But something about Rylie’s tone bugged Deirdre.

“Why wouldn’t I like the Haven?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She wasn’t looking at Deirdre. “Just the impression I get.”

That wasn’t why Rylie didn’t want to send Deirdre to the Haven. Deirdre had shot Dr. Landsmore and Gage, and Rylie didn’t trust her anymore. She wasn’t just an Omega now. She was also Stark’s Beta. Too dangerous to be kept around Rylie’s family.

“Are you kidding?” Deirdre asked. “You don’t trust me after everything I’ve done for you?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Rylie said.

Deirdre couldn’t hold still anymore. She pushed off the couch, and the seelie tensed, watching her every motion. “See, this here? This is your problem,” she said, thrusting a finger at Rylie. “You act like you’re Mary Sunshine, all love and hugs, but you push people away. You lock us into little boxes and throw away the damn key.”

“A lot of lives depend on me. I have to be practical,” Rylie said softly.

“You’re exclusionary.”

“And Stark’s better?”

“Maybe,” Deirdre said. “He takes everyone. He takes the broken people and the outcasts and he gives us something to do with our lives.”

“Like the dangerous convicts he released? Many of which are now dead because local law enforcement was forced to kill them to protect innocents?”

“At least he gave them a chance! Yeah, some of them are dead now. Yeah, some of them are roaming the streets. But he took them out of the detention center where they’d been forgotten for years, and he gave them a chance to prove themselves.” Deirdre’s hands balled into fists. She was shaking, unable to control herself. “It’s the law of the land with him. Nature is a bastard, and so is Stark.”

“Society can’t function like that.” Rylie didn’t look afraid, even with Deirdre looming over her. “Beasts or not, we aren’t wild animals. We’re humans and we need laws. Otherwise, people end up like Gage.”

It was meant to sting. It worked.

“Let’s get one thing straight right now,” Deirdre said. “It’s not your fault that Gage died, but it’s your fault for letting him leave when you knew he wasn’t in any condition for it. You didn’t stop him, and you didn’t warn me. So you could have done something to save him. Don’t act like this can all be blamed on Stark.”

Rylie’s eyebrows knitted. “How many times do I have to apologize?”

“A thousand times wouldn’t be enough,” Deirdre said.

“Stark’s a killer, and he would unleash killers on the streets if he had his way,” Rylie said. “You know that. You’ve seen it yourself. You’ve participated in it.”

“And so have you,” Deirdre snapped. “You want to act like your hands are clean of blood? They’re not. You might not do the killing directly anymore, but people kill under your watch, waving your banner, and you sit here like you’re a fucking saint!”

Rylie looked like she wanted to speak again, but Deirdre cut her off.

“You know what? Maybe we do need laws, but maybe we don’t need your laws. Maybe it’s time for a new Alpha. Not Stark, but not you, either. Think about that.”

“Rylie?” Saoirse asked, stepping forward. Magic shimmered at her fingertips.

She was asking permission to silence Deirdre.

But Rylie didn’t give that permission. She gazed into her teacup, biting her bottom lip. “I have thought about it,” she murmured. “I’ve thought about it a lot.” When she looked up again, her eyes glistened with tears. “Where am I sending you? Do you want to join Jolene in Jamaica?”

The question seemed to hold new weight.

It wasn’t just a way to get Deirdre away from Stark. It would get her away from the OPA and all their laws, too.

Away from Rylie.

But Deirdre wasn’t certain she was ready to give up on the fight yet. Even if she got away, there were thousands of shifters who couldn’t.

Her anger defused slowly, draining out of her inch by inch.

“I need to think about it,” Deirdre said through gritted teeth.

Rylie nodded. “Of course. You can stay the night, at least. I’ll have the cottage made up for you. Trevin, could you…?”

“Yeah,” the seelie said. “Come with me, Deirdre.”
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Trevin took Deirdre to a guest cottage a block away from Rylie’s. “Rylie will want to talk with you about Stark more,” Trevin explained as they walked. “Get information about his location in New York, his movements over the last few weeks, his plans…”

They had already gone over much of that while flying to the sanctuary. Rylie had grilled Deirdre about every detail of the asylum, including the material used for the building’s foundation. She’d exhausted herself coming up with information about Stark, and she would have been surprised if she had anything else to add.

At least, anything else that she was willing to add.

Deirdre almost regretted telling Rylie anything in the first place. Anger smoldered in her belly, and it only grew fiercer when she imagined the Alpha’s tearful, innocent eyes gazing up at her.

Innocent. Yeah, right.

“When and where?” Deirdre asked dully.

“Probably after dinner. Rylie doesn’t like doing anything until her guests have a full stomach.”

He spoke casually, like he was an ordinary man dropping Deirdre off at her doorstep. His personality seemed so normal. But Trevin wasn’t normal. He distorted reality, reflecting and amplifying daylight, making the ground seem to bow underneath his feet. Deirdre had a hard time looking at Trevin directly.

In the corner of her vision, he almost didn’t even look human. His skin seemed kind of…green.

Her skin crawled. “Okay. If Her Highness doesn’t need me right now, I’m going to shower.”

“I’ll be waiting out here for you,” Trevin said.

She shut the door and counted to ten before peeking past the front curtains. Trevin had taken up position on the steps in front of her door, facing out, hands hooked in his pockets.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

Rylie had assigned one of her powerful seelie guards to stick with Deirdre. She wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or offended.

Either way, Deirdre wouldn’t be able to go through her front door without attracting her escort’s attention.

She slipped into the bathroom, locked the door, and turned on the shower. She was pleased to find that the narrow bathroom window opened easily. It was also just big enough for her to squirm through and drop to the ground silently on the other side.

Deirdre jogged across the cottage’s back yard, careful to remain in the shadows so that Trevin wouldn’t see her.

Her shoulders were tense. She expected the faerie to spot her and start hurling magic through the air at any moment.

But he didn’t notice her escape.

As soon as she was out of sight of her guest cottage, she slowed her pace to walk normally, like she belonged at the sanctuary.

Deirdre had no idea where she was going. All she’d known was that she didn’t want to be trapped in a cottage, guarded by one of the Summer Court, and treated like a prisoner. She’d endured enough of that during her hour in OPA custody to last her a lifetime.

She wandered through the sunshine, trying to look like she wasn’t an escapee. She stuck out among all the happy families playing around the cottages, though. She was the only person walking alone. The only person who couldn’t shift. Deirdre felt like she had a scarlet letter branded on her, a flashing sign that said “Omega.”

But nobody really looked at her. The residents of the sanctuary were so trusting that they hadn’t noticed Stark’s highly televised Beta walking through their midst.

She’d gotten away from Trevin scot-free.

Deirdre passed one of the open fields to find a group of shifters playing volleyball in their human forms. She lingered at the side of the road, watching their bodies leaping around in play.

Shifters were truly perfect human beings, strong and agile. Even the gangly, long-limbed teenagers looked graceful as they moved, bouncing the ball back and forth between them.

There was only one adult in sight. He rested in a nearby hammock, leg dangling off the side, holding a beer by the neck. Deirdre leaned against the tree beside him. “Looks like they’re having fun,” she said.

He grunted. “I’m tired just looking at them.” He shifted in the hammock to glance up at her. He stiffened. “Who the hell are you?”

She looked at him in surprise—really looked at him. His skin was dark brown, with his facial hair trimmed into a neat goatee. His golden eyes glowed with accusation.

Scars marred one half of his face, all the way down his neck and disappearing into the collar of his shirt.

It was Abel—the male Alpha of the werewolf pack, and Rylie’s mate.

He was no longer unconscious in bed and hooked up to an IV drip to keep him hydrated.

She’d managed to accidentally strike up a conversation with the worst person possible in the entire sanctuary.

Deirdre wished that her guns hadn’t been confiscated by the OPA.

“Are you deaf?” Abel asked. “I said, who are you?”

The wild urge to run struck Deirdre, but she resisted. It was too late for that. She’d seen how fast Rylie could move. Abel could knock her down and rip her throat out before she took three steps.

“Tombs.” The name came out hoarse. She cleared her throat. “I’m Deirdre Tombs.”

His suspicious glare eased a fraction. “I’ve heard about you. Haven’t I?”

“We’ve met before.” Deirdre was twitchy, scratching her fingernails along the inside of her left arm, and she made herself stop. “You identified me after Genesis. I was in one of the hospitals.”

He chewed on the end of a long piece of grass, nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air. “What’d I identify you as?”

“Gaean,” she said.

“And?”

“And nothing. Nobody knows what else I am.”

Recognition sparked in his eyes. “You’re the Omega.” He said the word like the insult that it was meant to be. After all the weeks that Deirdre had spent trying to inure herself to it, she still twitched. This was the man who had first declared her to be too dangerous to live at the sanctuary, after all. It didn’t look like he regretted the decision.

Abel swung his legs over the side of the hammock and stood. He was a beast of a man, easily as broad as Stark and far taller, probably at least six and a half feet.

Where Rylie always looked too sweet to be the head of a werewolf pack, this guy looked too mean. More like he belonged with Stark than the idealist shifters at the sanctuary.

Deirdre couldn’t see them as a couple, much less one that would have produced seven kids together.

He was also much more intimidating now that he was awake.

As Abel loomed over Deirdre, she had to force herself not to back away from him. She’d stood her ground against Stark. She could stand up against anyone.

He pulled the grass out of his mouth and flicked it to the ground. “Nice to meet you, Deirdre Tombs.” He shook her hand. His callused palms were rough and his fingers were damp with condensation from the beer bottle.

Deirdre blinked. “Uh, yeah. Same.”

“Rylie told me about what all you’ve been doing,” Abel said. “It’s good. You didn’t have to do any of that. We appreciate it.” The kind words didn’t sound natural coming from him, but they did sound genuine. Maybe he was Rylie’s mate after all. “What are you doing here now, wandering around? I thought you were still tailing Everton Stark.” It didn’t seem like he knew that she was supposed to have an escort.

“To be honest, I don’t know what I’m doing yet,” Deirdre said. “Rylie told me that she’ll send me to a safe place in Jamaica. Or I can go back to Stark.”

He took a long swig of beer. “What do you think you’ll do? Go back to a murderous terrorist, or go somewhere you can smoke weed and have drinks with umbrellas?”

“Seems like only one of those is a sane choice, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“None of us are sane.” Abel strolled along the edge of the clearing, and Deirdre followed him instinctively. He was that kind of guy. She felt like she would follow him anywhere without needing to think twice about it. “You must have gotten to know Gage pretty well before he died.”

Deirdre swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

She expected for him to have more to say about that, but he didn’t. Abel just grunted in quiet acknowledgment of the man they’d all lost.

“What do you think I should do?” Deirdre asked.

“I want you to go back to Stark and give us everything we need to kill him before he kills us,” Abel said without hesitation.

“Easy for you to say.”

“We’ve got witches. We can hook you up with a remote communication spell. Make it easy for you to let us know if you need a fast extraction. What do you think of that?”

Deirdre stopped walking. “Why didn’t I get that before?” But before he could answer, she said, “No, wait. Stark has at least one witch on staff too. They’d know I’d been enchanted.”

“Tell them it’s something else. Like a glamour. We could give you one of them, too.”

“I dunno,” Deirdre said.

She didn’t really want Rylie and Abel to be able to find her.

A boy broke away from the volleyball game, jogging over to join them. “Hey! I don’t know you. I’m Benjamin.” He thrust his hand toward her.

Deirdre didn’t shake it. “Careful there. I’m an Omega. Could be contagious.”

“It’s okay. I’m totally human. I can’t catch anything that you’ve got.”

“You’re Rylie and Abel’s son, aren’t you?” Deirdre asked. Gage had told her that one of their children was mundane.

“Yeah, he’s stuck with us,” Abel said, ruffling his son’s hair. The boy ducked out of his reach.

Benjamin didn’t go far, though. He looked much too interested in Deirdre to leave. “I’ve never seen you around here before, and I’ve got a really good memory for faces.”

“I’m just visiting,” Deirdre said.

“We don’t let anyone ‘just visit.’”

“We do when they’re keeping tabs on our enemy for us,” Abel said.

Deirdre was surprised that he’d let his son know about any of that. Benjamin couldn’t have been older than nine or ten years old.

“Wow,” Benjamin said. He looked at her with a new light in his eyes, like he was meeting a superhero. “You know, Marion talks about Stark all the time. She’s kind of a news junkie. I bet she’d love to meet you.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Deirdre said.

But Benjamin had already run off, waving his arms over his head. “Hey! Marion! Guess who’s here?”

Deirdre groaned, smothering her face with a hand.

“Not too late to run off to Jamaica,” Abel said.

She gave it a moment’s serious consideration. But before Deirdre could decide where she would try to escape to, Benjamin returned. An older girl wandered behind him, eyes on her cell phone and thumbs rapidly typing out a text message.

“See, Marion?” He tugged on her arm. “She’s the person we have spying on Stark. A spy!”

“Stark?” Marion lifted her gaze to focus on Deirdre. A smile spread over her lips. She obviously recognized her from the news reports. “You’re Deirdre Tombs! Wicked!”

Deirdre didn’t want to enjoy the admiration, but it was a far cry from the chilly reception she’d gotten at the asylum. Impressing someone for once was kind of nice. “It’s not as cool as you’d think it is. It’s dangerous. I’ve almost died…a lot.” She added the last part with a slightly dramatic tone, unable to resist.

“That is amazing,” Marion declared. Her attention had already returned to her phone, though.

Benjamin rolled his eyes. “Marion.”

“What?” she asked without looking up. “This is cool. I said it’s cool.”

Gage had described Marion as a mage: a child of mixed angel and witch parentage, half-ethereal, half-mortal, and entirely too powerful for Deirdre to feel comfortable in her presence. The teenager addicted to texting didn’t look all that threatening, though.

The kids playing volleyball shouted to Benjamin.

“Your team’s losing,” Abel remarked.

“Oh, nuts,” Benjamin said. “Gotta go. Cool meeting you, Deirdre!” He ran off with a wave.

Marion didn’t go anywhere, so Deirdre peered over her shoulder. She wasn’t texting. It looked like she was on some kind of social media app, writing out a lengthy post. When Marion noticed Deirdre looking, she turned her phone off and pocketed it. “Sorry,” she said, cheeks pink. “I’m such a teenage stereotype.” Her accent wasn’t American. Her R’s sounded funny.

“Not all that stereotypical. You’re at a shapeshifter sanctuary,” Deirdre asked. “Where’s home when you’re not hanging out with the furry and four-legged?”

“Here and there.” She shrugged. “Las Vegas. Montego Bay. Valenciennes. My mother, sister, and I get around a lot.”

Sadness crept over Deirdre as she watched the girl speak. Gage had talked about Marion like she was his sister. It felt like Deirdre should have had something to say to her about him. But he hadn’t had a chance for last words, nor had he given her a final message to share with his friends.

His life had ended too abruptly, with the roar of a berserker and the bang of Deirdre’s gun.

“You were friends with Gage, weren’t you?” Marion asked, surprising her.

“Kinda,” Deirdre said. Given time, they could have been a lot more than friends, but they’d only known each other for a week.

Marion smiled sadly. Her pale blue eyes were shockingly pale against the darkness of her curly hair. “Nobody dies, you know.”

Deirdre gave a mirthless laugh. Gage had died, all right. She’d exposed his brains herself.

She could still smell his burning fur.

“Don’t believe me? But it’s true,” Marion said.

The girl swirled her hands through the air, one over the other, like the pedals of a bicycle.

Sparks flared from her fingertips, the same color as her eyes.

“Life is a cycle, Deirdre,” she went on, spinning the light into spirals. The rhythmic pattern of it was hypnotizing. “We’re born, we live, we die. But all energy is conserved. Nothing is ever lost. After we pass on, we dwell in a quiet place that is no more tragic than the place we dwell before we’re born.”

Marion opened her hands. The magic kept swirling between her palms.

Deirdre glimpsed a familiar face in the midst of the haze—a man with friendly eyes, an easy smile, and hint of sadness lingering around his lips.

“We haven’t lost Gage forever,” Marion said. “He’s become everything. He’s in everyone.”

She snapped her fingers.

The magical light vanished. In its place, a rose with dusky sapphire petals appeared. It dropped into Marion’s outstretched palm.

The girl offered it to Deirdre.

“Everything is remade,” Marion said with a big smile.

Deirdre didn’t reach out to take the flower. The rose looked so real, as though Marion had just plucked it off the strangest rosebush in the world.

That was magecraft. The magic of an angelborn.

But Marion was still smiling, and there was something so reassuring about her presence that Deirdre couldn’t resist. She took the rose.

“Watch out for the thorns,” Marion said.

Deirdre smelled the petals. Its perfume was strong. “How old did you say you are, Marion? Seventy-something?”

Her laugh was pleasant. “I’m almost fifteen.”

“Fifteen million,” Deirdre muttered.

“My mother says I’m an old soul,” Marion said. “But isn’t that true of everyone? We’re all old souls.” She peered deeply into Deirdre’s eyes, as though she could see something in them that nobody else could. “Especially you, Deirdre.”

With that, Marion turned and walked away, leaving Deirdre with a weird blue rose.

She set the flower down on a nearby rock. Her fingers were tingling where she’d touched it.

Only then did Deirdre remember that Abel was still there, standing back among the trees as though he hadn’t wanted to get too close to Marion. It was strange to see such a huge man acting like he was wary of a little girl.

“And she called herself a teenage stereotype,” Deirdre said.

Abel’s frown carved severe lines into his face. “That kid’s anything but.”

“Got a problem with angels?”

He just grunted. “I’m supposed to be all grateful because of the weapon they gave us and all the enchanted fortifications, but…” He shrugged. “You see what I’ve seen, you learn to be wary.”

Weapon? Fortifications?

Deirdre glanced up at the waterfall. She couldn’t see the memorial from where she stood, but she knew it was up there.

It was fortified with incredibly powerful magic. Deirdre wasn’t surprised to hear that it was ethereal.

But she hadn’t realized there was a weapon there, too.

“What have you seen the angels do?” Deirdre asked.

Abel gave her a long look, as though trying to decide if he wanted to say anything. “I’ve gotta go. Stuff to do. Alpha stuff.” He drained his beer and set the empty bottle on a rock beside the rose.

He walked away, leaving Deirdre alone.

He didn’t know that she was supposed to have an escort.

She turned to the waterfall again.

“What weapon did the angels give you?” she whispered.

There was one way to find out.



[image: Image]




Nobody passed Deirdre on the trail leading up to the top of the waterfall. On such a beautiful day, everybody was in the lake, relaxing on the beach, or playing around in one of the fields.

She was alone atop the ridge with the wind and the hot sun. Deirdre was sweating inside her leather jacket, but she didn’t take it off. It felt good to be warm for once. For as long as she’d lived in Montreal, and now at Stark’s asylum, she felt like she was never warm. Deirdre was always so damn cold.

It wasn’t cold that made her shiver as she tested the door to the memorial. She half-expected magical flames to blast her.

The door opened easily.

Apparently the enchantments didn’t recognize her as an enemy. And why should they? Deirdre had first crossed paths with those spells when she’d been trying to save Rylie’s life. They still recognized her as an ally—even if Deirdre wasn’t certain if that was true anymore.

The memorial was cool inside, sheltered from the sun by its thick dome of mud and sticks. Deirdre paced around the table, which was a solid slab of stone with a thin line ringing the top.

At first glance, she’d assumed that line was merely a decorative indentation.

Now she thought it looked like a lid.

The resemblance between the table and the altar at Holy Nights Cathedral was strong. And Abel had said that the angels had given them a weapon. There would be no better place to hide it than the magical fortress where Rylie had hidden from Stark.

“Here goes nothing,” Deirdre muttered.

She leaned her weight against the top of the table and shoved.

Stone ground against stone, scraping so loudly that people would have been able to hear it from outside the memorial. Deirdre kept pushing. It made the muscles in her back cry out to try to shift something so heavy, but she pushed and pushed until it exposed a gap.

The table was hollow on the inside. After pushing a few more inches, she could reach into it.

Deirdre traced her hands around the table’s cavity. Her fingers contacted with something long, hard, and smooth. It was cool to the touch. Some kind of stone.

A sword.

She extracted it from its sheath and lifted it so that she could see it in the light from the doorway.

It wasn’t the Infernal Blade, but it looked almost identical to it. The blade was the length of Deirdre’s arm from elbow to fingertip. It was curved gently with a single cutting edge. There were runes imprinted on both sides, similar to those that she’d seen on the golden chain of charms at Brother Marshall’s cathedral.

The only difference was that this sword was white, not black.

Deirdre hefted its weight. It was pleasantly heavy, though not heavy enough to make her slow. It was solid. Fast.

Magical.

“The Ethereal Blade?” she whispered, turning the sword slowly to watch the way the light slithered over the white stone.

Why would Rylie Gresham have one of the Godslayer’s swords?

Unless…

Stark had said that Rylie was responsible for Genesis. He blamed her for all the ills of the world, even if he wouldn’t tell Deirdre more specifics than that.

What if Rylie was the Godslayer? The woman who had killed the gods to end the world. The person responsible for the death of Deirdre’s father.

Rylie didn’t look anything like the character from the comic book, but what did that mean? It was a comic. Mismatched hair color would probably be one of a thousand liberties taken by artists like Niamh’s boyfriend.

It was the only reason Deirdre could think that she would have the Ethereal Blade.

She couldn’t leave it behind.

Deirdre wore a black tank top under her leather jacket and t-shirt. She stripped down and shredded the tank with her fingernails, making one long strip like an orange peel. It took some dexterity to strap the Ethereal Blade to her spine, but once she knotted the remnants of her shirt under her ribcage, the sword felt secure in its positioning.

Then she pulled her shirt and jacket back over it.

Nobody was outside the memorial when Deirdre stepped outside. When she turned to inspect her shadowy silhouette, she was surprised to see that there was no bump to indicate the presence of a sword. Almost like the blade wanted to be hidden and helped conceal itself.

She stepped up to the edge of the cliff. When she moved, the hard edge of the sword scraped lightly against her back.

Deirdre gazed at the werewolf sanctuary far below. Somewhere down there, Rylie Gresham was living her life, making decisions that influenced all gaeans, letting other people die while she relaxed with her family in paradise.

“Your ride’s ready.”

Deirdre turned to see Trevin, the sidhe guard, waiting for her near the trail. 

Her heart leaped. She swallowed hard. “Where am I going?”

“Up to you,” Trevin said. “But Rylie’s said that it’s time for you to leave now, with her apologies.”

“Because I left my cottage without permission?”

He shrugged. “You get it, don’t you?”

“I get it,” Deirdre said. “It’s crap, but I get it.”

“Rylie did say that she’s sorry.”

Even when Rylie was “punishing” Deirdre, she was kind about it.

“I want to go back to Montreal,” Deirdre said. “Collect some of my stuff. And then I’ll go into hiding on my own.” She felt her lips moving, heard the words coming out of her, but she was too numb to register any of them.

“You’re the boss.” Trevin gestured to the trail, stepping back so that she could walk ahead of him. She knew where the airstrip was. He didn’t need to lead the way.

The air vibrated when Deirdre walked too close to Trevin. He exuded the smell of wildflowers. Even when he wasn’t casting a spell, he was drenched with seelie magic.

Deirdre was fairly certain that even one of the sidhe wouldn’t stand a chance against the Ethereal Blade. If she wanted to, and if she was fast enough, she could kill Trevin. She could return to the sanctuary and force Rylie to give her answers.

It would be a bloodbath.

That thought kept Deirdre’s arms relaxed at her sides. She didn’t reach for the sword.

She didn’t want to start a fight that could only have a very ugly finish.

Trevin followed her up the trail. His feet didn’t make a sound on the dirt, but she could hear the faintest hum from where he stood behind her, as though quiet music were constantly playing around him. The hum made Deirdre think of people dancing around a maypole, the laughter of children, smiles and celebration—the warm, joyous opposite to the much colder unseelie of the Winter Court.

He was standing at her back, so he must have been able to see the sword. At the very least, he had to realize Deirdre was walking stiffly.

But Trevin didn’t say anything.

The private jet was waiting at the airstrip, and he walked Deirdre up to the stairs.

“Montreal,” he called up to the pilot standing in the doorway. Then he turned to Deirdre. “Here are the rest of the possessions the OPA confiscated when arresting you. Rylie wanted to make sure you noticed that your silver ammunition is still in the Ruger, so be careful.”

Deirdre took the bundle from him gingerly. She would be very cautious with her guns until she could inspect them herself.

“Thanks,” she said.

“There are a couple of werewolves on the plane who will make sure you get home safely. I’m staying with Rylie, so this is goodbye.”

Deirdre wasn’t at all sad. “Goodbye.”

“Safe flight, Deirdre.”

“Thanks, Trevin,” she said.

The fact that she managed to smile made her feel sick.

She got on the airplane. The tan leather seats were familiar now, as were the tinted windows, the bar, the short carpet. The werewolves seated near the front smiled in greeting at the sight of Deirdre, then resumed their conversation in low voices.

She sat stiffly in one of the chairs closest to the door. The sword pressed into her spine.

The flight attendant approached. Deirdre tensed, hands clenching into fists on her lap.

“Can I get you something to eat or drink?” the flight attendant asked.

Hunger gnawed at Deirdre’s stomach. Had she eaten anything since leaving the asylum? She couldn’t even remember. Food had seemed so unimportant at the time. But now the idea of eating made her nauseous. “Just water. Thanks.”

“I’ll fetch that for you. In the meantime, get buckled, please. We’ll be in the air very soon.”

Deirdre buckled.

The sunlight and fresh air cut off as the door closed.

She was tense as the airplane taxied. Deirdre expected the werewolves to rip her apart for stealing the sword at any moment.

The engines roared, the wheels lifted off the tarmac, and they were soon in the air.

















—XVI—




For a half an hour, it seemed like the flight was going to be uneventful.

Deirdre sipped from a water bottle and watched the clouds drift past. Turbulence made the small plane jitter, and glass clinked within the flight attendant’s station. But it was all normal. Quiet. The werewolf guards didn’t even try to talk to her.

Then the airplane began to descend.

The werewolves exchanged looks. “Alicia?” asked the male.

He must have been speaking to the flight attendant because she emerged from her station and glanced out the window. “We’re nowhere near Quebec. I’ll see what’s going on.”

She rapped her knuckles on the door to the cockpit, then tried to open the handle. It was locked.

Alicia knocked louder. “Captain?”

Prickles spread over Deirdre’s flesh.

They must have realized she’d taken the Ethereal Blade. Now the OPA would be en route to arrest her, and this time, Rylie surely wouldn’t have Deirdre released from custody. She would really be taken away forever.

Except that Deirdre still had a weapon that could kill anything.

She rolled her shoulders and shifted her hips, contracting her belly so that the makeshift strap holding the sword against her back loosened. It shifted against her spine. The hilt tipped an inch to the right, where it would be easier for her to grab.

There was no way Deirdre would let the OPA take her this time.

Now the two werewolf guards had gotten up to try to open the cockpit door. They shook it and pounded their fists against it and tried to force the handle open.

The lever broke off in Alicia’s hand.

“Oh no,” she said, showing it to the guards.

They were descending faster now. They’d dropped below the clouds, and Deirdre’s head felt thick at the sudden change in altitude. She swallowed. Her ears wouldn’t pop. They were moving too quickly.

Fields swelled underneath them—vast farmland with no city in sight.

They weren’t heading for an airport.

Deirdre got out of her seat.

“We’d better buckle up in our seats,” Alicia said, glancing nervously at the seatbelt sign. It hadn’t illuminated. That switch was in the cockpit with the captain.

Deirdre forced a laugh. “What’s the point? We can heal anything.”

“It’s policy,” Alicia said.

But Deirdre didn’t move. If the werewolf guards attacked her, the seatbelt would slow her reaction time by a second or two—enough time to make the difference between life and death.

“I’ll stay right here. Thanks.” Deirdre kept a hand braced on the bulkhead just above the window, watching as the plane banked, tipping toward an empty highway.

They were going to land on the road.

The whole plane shuddered with turbulence. It was hard enough to make her reconsider the seatbelt. The werewolves both sat down.

The floor bucked under Deirdre. Her stomach rose into her throat, acid bile stinging the back of her tongue.

She clapped a hand over her mouth.

The road was so close. It was getting bigger—and fast.

Alicia clicked her seatbelt just in time for the wheels to connect with the pavement.

It wasn’t an easy landing. They bounced twice, and the jerk threw Deirdre to her knees on the carpet. Her palms planted on the outer ring of Rylie’s political seal.

The brakes roared. The fist of the G-forces pressed against Deirdre.

For a panicked instant, she was convinced the plane would flip. Even shifters probably wouldn’t survive that—and it would hurt if they did.

But then everything stopped.

The engines went silent. There was no noise in the cabin except for the hiss of the air blowing through the vents.

“There better be a damn good reason for this,” the male guard said. He unbuckled and shoved out of his seat, striding toward the cockpit door.

As Deirdre got to her knees, he raised his fist to knock again.

The door swung open before he could.

The jet’s captain stepped out, lifted a small sidearm, and shot the werewolf in the heart.

Alicia screamed. The captain aimed at her and fired again. Then he shot the second werewolf guard, too. The foul tang of silver filled the air as both bodies dropped to the floor.

He was armed with a small-caliber gun no bigger than Deirdre’s Ruger, but he didn’t need much stopping power when he had silver and good aim.

The pilot’s aim was very good.

Deirdre hid behind one of the seats, jerking the Ethereal Blade out of her makeshift scabbard. The sheath caught on her shirt, so the naked blade came free in her hand. She felt the faintest brush of its cutting edge on her scapula.

“Drop the gun!” she shouted to the captain, clutching the Ethereal Blade’s hilt in both hands.

Another gunshot.

She cried out, expecting to feel the bullet punching through the seat to kill her.

But the pilot hadn’t shot her.

A fourth body thudded to the floor of the airplane.

Deirdre peered around the edge of the seat to see the captain sprawled on the floor in a growing puddle of his own blood, the gun inches from his hand. His eyes were blank, pupils dilated, chest sinking as one final breath left his body.

He’d shot the other three shifters and then committed suicide.

Something heavy banged into the other side of the airplane’s exterior door—a door where nobody had any right to be.

The door wrenched away from the bulkhead, exposing cornfields and blue sky beyond.

And Everton Stark swung into the airplane.

“Tombs,” he said. His eyes focused on the sword. “Tombs.”

Deirdre was furious to see him. She was furious, and frustrated, and miserable, and yet somehow…relieved.

The grateful warmth that unfolded inside of her was sickly and foreign. She was actually happy to see him—this man who had allowed her to avenge all of her youthful grudges upon Dr. Landsmore and liberate the students at St. Griffith’s.

“Stark,” she said faintly.

He crossed the airplane in two steps, seized her by the shirt, and kissed her hard.

Deirdre’s eyes went wide. She stared at Stark from half an inch away, too stunned to know how to react.

His lips were dry. His beard itched against her chin. He tasted of blood and wilderness and the monsters that haunted the darkest nights of the new moon. It was fierce and angry and desperate, as though he hadn’t been certain he would see her again, and Stark blamed her for every moment of fear.

What the hell?

She tried to pull back, but Stark’s hands seized her wrists. His fingers dug into the tender skin on her inner arm, squeezing so tightly that her muscles spasmed and she almost had to release the sword. The blade shivered beside them, severing the tension with its razor-sharp blade.

He was distracted. Really distracted. Deirdre could have plunged the sword into his heart and he never would have been able to react in time.

But she didn’t.

If she was going to be honest with herself, she didn’t even want to.

He had given her so much. She owed him everything.

Maybe she even owed him this.

Deirdre let the Ethereal Blade fall to her side. His hands slid up her shoulders, nearly crushing her bones with the force of it.

And then Stark shoved her away and delivered a swift right hook to her jaw.

Deirdre slammed into the bulkhead. She almost dropped the Ethereal Blade—almost. But instinct kept her hanging onto it.

She gaped at him.

Hatred filled Stark’s eyes. Hatred and disgust.

“Let’s get out of here,” he repeated. “And never touch me again.”
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The first night that Deirdre spent with Gage, he had wrapped his arms around her as she cried in her sleep. It hadn’t been a conscious choice. He hadn’t even been awake. That was just the kind of person Gage had been.

Even trapped in the darkest pits of depression, he had reached out to her to offer comfort.

Deirdre would have loved a chance to know Gage better. She wished that they had gotten more than one lousy night of passion together. She wanted to know more about the boy who had come from a family of berserkers, yet had grown to become a man with such empathy. He had been a beautiful, aching soul.

But that wasn’t ever going to happen.

He was gone.

And now Deirdre was being dragged through cornfields by the wrist by a very different man who showed no sign of similar empathy. It felt like Stark’s hand was going to rip her arm right out of the socket. After the way that he’d looked at her, he was probably considering it.

“Faster, Tombs!” Stark shouted.

Black helicopters buzzed overhead, so low that the wind from their rotors shook the crops like a hurricane. They were OPA vehicles coming to find out why Rylie Gresham’s private jet had made an unscheduled landing.

What was Rylie going to think when they found those bodies in the airplane?

The sword was heavy in Deirdre’s free hand. So much heavier than when she’d pulled it from the table in the memorial.

Rylie would be able to come to no conclusion other than the truth: Deirdre had truly defected.

What was I thinking?

“Faster!”

Stark urged Deirdre on, and she ran as fast as she could, struggling to keep up with his preternatural speed. They blazed a path through the cornfields as searchlights began sweeping over the farm behind them.

Deirdre darted across a dirt road. Engines roared somewhere in the distance as SUVs approached.

She plunged into the next field with Stark.

It was impossible to tell how long they were running. The world didn’t extend beyond Deirdre’s pounding heart, her heaving lungs, the beat of her feet against dirt, the slap of jagged leaves against her face. She glimpsed Stark in flashes through the stalks.

He ran faster than Deirdre had ever thought possible, and she ran with him.

At some point, the sound of helicopters faded. But they kept running long after the last of the engine growls faded. They ran and ran until they suddenly weren’t running anymore, and Stark was throwing open the storm cellar on a farmhouse, shoving her inside, and leaping in after her.

He slammed the doors shut and shoved a broom through the handles.

Deirdre stumbled down the stairs, staring around at the storm cellar. It was dusty and empty aside from a single table and the shelves of dusty canned goods along the walls.

“What are we—?” she began.

He cut her off with a gesture.

Stark remained on the stairs, eyes turned to the ceiling, as though listening.

Deirdre didn’t hear anything.

That must have been the goal, because he finally came down the stairs to join her, extending a hand. “Give that sword to me,” Stark said.

Deirdre lifted the Ethereal Blade between them, bicep trembling at the weight. She was hot all over. Hot and tired and filled with fear.

This was it. This was her chance to kill Stark.

Her lips still hurt from how hard he had kissed her.

“Give it to me,” he said again. There was still no hint of compulsion in his voice.

Deirdre turned the sword around and offered it to Stark hilt-first.

He took it from her, and as soon as the white stone left her fingers, all her strength vanished. She was trembling. It felt like Deirdre was telling Rylie that she was going to leave their cause and join Stark’s for real—because she kind of had.

Double agent. Liar. Betrayer.

Omega.

“The Ethereal Blade,” Stark said. “It’s real.”

Deirdre sank into the chair beside the table, resting her forehead on her hands. “I’m as shocked as you are.”

He didn’t look shocked, though. He looked fiercely triumphant. It was a look that should have scared Deirdre, but she couldn’t find the strength for it now that they had finally stopped running. “Where did you get this?” Stark asked. “How did you go from arrested by the OPA to possessing the Ethereal Blade?”

Deirdre hadn’t made up a story to tell Stark about her time at the sanctuary. She hadn’t expected to see him so soon.

She didn’t dare hesitate to answer his question, though.

Kiss or not, he would surely kill her if she confessed to her alliance with Rylie Gresham. In fact, the kiss might mean he would kill her even faster.

“They detained me at the sanctuary for questioning,” Deirdre said. “I escaped from the room where they were keeping me, and I found that sword while I was trying to get out of the sanctuary.”

His eyes narrowed. “And they didn’t take it from you when you were arrested again?”

“They didn’t even search me.” She swallowed hard. “They must have decided I was too risky to keep at the sanctuary, so as soon as they found me, they shoved me into that plane. They probably haven’t realized the sword is gone yet.”

“That sounds ridiculous,” Stark said.

He was right. It was ridiculous. But Deirdre gave him a level look, trying not to betray the lie with her expression. “I’ve got the sword and all of them are dead, so I don’t know what other proof you want. How did you know where to find me? And how’d you get to the pilot?”

Stark set the Ethereal Blade on the table. It glimmered in the sunlight that radiated through the cracks in the storm cellar door. “There’s a radio in the farmhouse here that communicates with planes. It helps them coordinate with crop dusters. I used it to compel the pilot that was flying you.”

She hadn’t realized he could compel people remotely. That was a terrifying talent he’d kept close to the chest.

“But you already knew I was on that plane,” Deirdre said. “You had to know I was up there in order to attempt to make contact in the first place.”

He gave her a steady look, offering no explanation.

Stark knew that she was lying about the sword somehow, and he wasn’t going to be forthcoming with his information when she was being oblique with hers.

He didn’t need to explain how he’d found her, though. Stark must have had a contact at the sanctuary. It was the only way he could have known. And he wasn’t going to tell Deirdre who it was.

Deirdre met his eyes and nodded slowly, silently acknowledging their detente. “When I was in custody, the agent struck me. He wouldn’t let me make a phone call, told me I had no right to a trial, said I couldn’t even have a lawyer.”

Stark’s brow lowered over his eyes. “Are you surprised?”

Surprised wasn’t the word she’d use for it. More like she was disappointed. She’d wanted Rylie and the OPA to prove that they were better than she suspected, but they’d sunk to meet her expectations.

“You saved me,” Deirdre said.

He folded his arms. “And?”

“I didn’t expect you to.” She felt stupid for saying it. She felt stupid for a lot of things.

“I’ve invested this much in you now,” Stark said, startling her. “It’d be a waste of my time to let them detain you indefinitely. It’s not every day you meet someone willing to bite a dragon’s tongue off.”

She caught herself starting to smile and forced herself to stop. “I guess I’m lucky you and I didn’t set the airplane on fire,” she muttered.

Stark almost looked amused. Almost, but not quite. “I knew you’d be dangerous when we met. I couldn’t have imagined exactly how dangerous at the time.”

“Why’d you kiss me?” Deirdre asked. And then she lifted her hands to keep him from answering that question. “No. Wait. Why did you kiss me and then punch me in the mouth? What is your malfunction?”

“I have a wife,” Stark said.

Of course he did. And Rhiannon Stark was the whole reason that he’d gone to war against Rylie in the first place.

“That’s not my fault,” Deirdre said. “I’m not the one mashing my lips on your face. You did that to me.”

“You think that you had nothing to do with that?” Stark asked.

“Don’t try to turn that around on me, Stark. You don’t do the kissing-and-hitting thing and try to convince me that it’s my fault. I put up with all that crap when it comes to how you represent yourself in front of the pack, and I’ll keep putting up with it because I’m your Beta, but this? This is something else.”

“What is it?”

“Don’t play stupid,” Deirdre said. “It’s not flattering to either of us.”

“Careful what you say. Don’t forget who I am.”

That wasn’t going to happen any time soon.

“You’re a madman. That’s what you are. And in the future, you’re going to keep your lips to yourself, or I will steal that sword right on back and cut you with it. Hear me?”

Stark surveyed her coolly, fingers resting on the hilt of the sword. “My wife might still be alive. Until I find her…” He trailed off, and his jaw clenched. “What might be able to happen after that doesn’t matter. I have a wife.”

“Yeah, right,” Deirdre said. “Got it. No problem.” She gave him an ironic thumbs-up.

He didn’t look amused anymore. Not even a little bit.

Deirdre wasn’t amused, either. But if there was any time to confess what had happened at the sanctuary, it was probably now, when he was still all confused with the lusty man-hormones that had gotten him all up in her business. “You should know that they questioned me while I was in custody. They handcuffed me to a chair and asked me questions about you. A lot of questions.”

“What did you tell them?”

There was no point trying to lie about it. “I told them everything they wanted to know. Where we’ve been based. How many people are at the asylum. The sewer entrance to the basement.”

He unleashed a string of curses—the kind of colorful obscenities that only a military man could master.

“We need to get everyone out of the asylum if it isn’t already too late,” Deirdre said, interrupting him.

“I have a hundred safe houses. We can move to any of them.” Stark glared at her. “I just thought you would have been too strong to succumb to their questioning.” He grabbed a set of car keys out of a can on the shelf. “Wrap the Ethereal Blade securely. Guard the cutting edge.”

She reached under her shirt and wiggled the sheath out of its makeshift scabbard. “Got it covered.” Deirdre slid the sword into place. She wasn’t sure if she was imagining the way the bone-white blade sighed once it was concealed.

Deirdre rewrapped her shredded tank top around the hilt of the sword, binding it tightly to the sheath.

“Has it occurred to you that the sidhe must have known that the Infernal Blade wasn’t at Holy Nights Cathedral?” she asked, tucking the sword under her arm and following Stark to the stairs.

He pushed the door open enough to peer through the crack. “Of course it has.”

“They must have known about the security at the church,” Deirdre said. “They wanted us to go there so that we would get arrested or killed. Melchior and the queen were screwing with us.”

“You’re only making me angrier, Tombs.”

He moved to climb out of the storm cellar, but she caught his sleeve. His eyes dropped to the place where she touched his arm.

Ignoring his look of annoyance, Deirdre said, “Let’s kill them. Now. Before we do anything else. We’ve got the sword and there’s a door to the Winter Court in Niamh’s basement, so let’s wipe those jackholes out.”

“Don’t touch me,” he said.

She released his arm and followed him onto the surface.

Stark led Deirdre to a pickup truck parked by the farmhouse’s front stoop. “We have to go back to the asylum one last time before we can confront Melchior.”

“Good idea. We’ll have to be fast if we want to evacuate everyone before the OPA shows up.” And that was assuming they hadn’t already shown up to take away Niamh and Colette and everyone else that Deirdre had grown to care about.

“I don’t care about everyone,” Stark said. “Just Vidya.”

Was he telling Deirdre something else about those elusive feelings of his? Did he actually care about that shifter? Deirdre blinked, trying to conceal her surprise. “Oh. Yeah.”

He shot a sideways look at her. He knew what she was thinking.

“She can safely wield the Ethereal Blade,” Stark said. “And we’ll need her in order to kill all those unseelie bastards who betrayed us.”
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Vidya met them outside No Capes. She was wearing the leather outfit she’d stolen from Deirdre again, looking entirely out of place on the street, like she was lost.

Her eyes brightened with recognition when Deirdre and Stark approached.

“Status report,” he said.

“The evacuation is underway,” Vidya said, falling into step with them as they entered No Capes. She checked the clock on the wall. The minute and hour hands were lightsabers. “Niamh said it will only take twenty more minutes to get everyone out.”

Twenty minutes wasn’t much time, but it felt like an eternity to Deirdre.

The OPA must have gotten to Holy Nights Cathedral less than twenty minutes after Deirdre had tripped the alarm, and that had been out in the middle of the mountains. There were OPA offices in New York. They didn’t have to travel far to assault the asylum.

If the OPA hadn’t already raided them, then it was only because they were being cautious. They would be gathering their forces for a stronger assault against Stark and making sure that nobody on their team had even a drop of shifter blood in them.

“What were you doing out on the street like that, Vidya?” Deirdre asked. “You should have already been long gone.”

Vidya gave her a blank look, like her brain couldn’t quite process the question. The woman was physically healed, but her mental faculties were lacking. “Stark told me to meet him for the assault on the Winter Court. So I’ve been waiting.”

He must have called Vidya while they were on the road, heading back from the farmhouse. “Please don’t tell me that you’ve been standing outside all day,” Deirdre said.

Vidya didn’t respond. She marched into Niamh’s back room, where the stairs to the basement waited.

Protectiveness surged through Deirdre. She grabbed Stark’s arm, stopping him before he could follow her back. “Why Vidya?” Deirdre asked. “Can’t it just be you and me? Or Colette! Any other shifter.”

“Vidya’s not a shifter,” Stark said. “She needs to wield the sword.”

“But she’s already done so much,” Deirdre said desperately, digging her fingernails into his bicep. “She already sacrificed everything for you. She shouldn’t have to do anything else.”

She didn’t realize how closely she was standing to Stark until she felt his breath on her face. She was pressed against his side, forced to make contact by the narrow confines of No Capes. Stark’s expression said that he had noticed and he wasn’t happy about it.

Deirdre hadn’t meant it as a come-on, but her cheeks still burned with embarrassment.

“Vidya isn’t the wilting flower you think she is,” Stark said. He shook her off and stepped behind the curtain.

Vidya had dropped her shirt to the floor. Now she was naked above the waist as she tied her hair back from her face.

“Give her the sword, Tombs,” Stark said.

Deirdre hugged it to her chest. She had bundled the Ethereal Blade in her jacket to hide it while they walked through the city, and the idea of giving it to this obviously damaged woman was frightening.

But Vidya’s hand was extended, waiting for the sword, and the look Stark gave her brooked no room for argument.

Swallowing hard, Deirdre stripped the jacket off of the sword and offered it to Vidya.

The woman’s fingers closed around the hilt. The wrappings that bound blade to sheath melted way, vaporized at a touch.

Vidya drew the sword and lifted it to look at the blade.

The sight of it made her smile. For the first time, there was real awareness in her eyes, actual joy in her expression, as though touching such a deadly blessed weapon had filled her with new life.

Wings unfurled from Vidya’s back, emerging from the scar tissue that Deirdre had noticed when they showered together.

Deirdre stepped back with a gasp. “What…?” She couldn’t seem to finish the question. Words left her at the sight of the shimmering steel that emerged from Vidya’s flesh.

The woman wasn’t shifting. The wings simply blossomed and unfolded while the rest of her body remained human. Her feathers were jagged and metallic, entirely unlike those of a bird. They looked more like a scrap metal sculpture. The ribs were hollow bars of steel, a tangled lacework of metal too elaborate to be inorganic, yet nothing like any wings Deirdre had seen before.

They were much too large to fit in Niamh’s back room. Vidya kept them curled around her body.

One of the feathers drifted to the ground. Deirdre picked it up.

“Don’t,” Stark said.

His warning was too late. She’d already sliced her finger open on the cutting edge of the feather. Just a brush cut her clean open, and hot blood dripped down her finger.

Vidya was a winged creature with tiny knives instead of feathers.

With the Ethereal Blade in hand, the woman looked beautiful and vicious and strong. She wasn’t going to accidentally cut herself on something as dangerous as the blessed blade. Her entire body was a weapon.

Stark was right. She was exactly the person they wanted to wield that weapon.

“Valkyrie,” Stark said. He knew what Deirdre was wondering and had supplied the word without waiting for her to ask. She was glad for that. The sight of Vidya’s deadly beauty had robbed Deirdre of words. “She came from the same unit as Melchior and me.”

Deirdre would have hated to be anyone that the Marines had sent those three to kill.

“What’s my target?” Vidya asked. Her voice had changed with the emergence of the wings. It echoed faintly, as though she spoke from the deepest recesses of a cave.

“The queen of the Winter Court,” Stark said. “I want her head.”

Vidya turned to descend the stairs, neatly tucking her wings behind her. Metal whispered against metal as she retracted them. Despite being long enough to support her weight in flight, they could still compress small enough to allow Deirdre to walk behind her.

The feathers glittered with even the slightest movement, entrancing Deirdre with their faint swaying.

Something hard dug into her ribs. She looked down to see that Stark had jabbed her with his gun.

“Don’t look if you can avoid it,” he said. “They have thrall. Like nightmares.”

Deirdre blinked to clear her head. She hadn’t even realized that she was zoning out. “Right. Thanks for the warning. What else do valkyries do?”

“Hunt and kill,” Stark said. “That’s all they do.”

No wonder Vidya had been kept in solitary confinement.

Deirdre felt a little bit more optimistic about their odds against Melchior and the unseelie queen.

But her optimism only lasted until they got to Niamh’s basement.

“It’s gone,” Deirdre said.

The door to the Winter Court had vanished completely. The wall was bare and smooth, as though nothing had ever been there.

Stark’s jaw tightened. “Cowards.”

The door to the sewers was still open, though. Deirdre could hear a faint, distant dripping.

And then she heard a scream echo from the sewers. It was quickly followed by the rhythmic popping of gunfire.

Stark and Vidya were only two steps behind Deirdre as she rushed into the sewers.
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The sewers were filled with death.

Many dozens of bodies were sprawled in puddles of blood and sewage. They were all wearing black uniforms. At least half of them had helmets and riot shields, too.

OPA agents.

Rylie had tipped off the Office of Preternatural Affairs and arranged to raid the asylum after all.

It didn’t look like any of them had survived.

Deirdre rolled the nearest body over. “My gods,” she said. His chest was a gaping wound.

What could have killed everyone so quickly?

Stark sprinted down the sewer toward the asylum. He took the stairs three at a time, smashing through the door to his basement with his gun drawn.

Deirdre was slow to follow him. Everyone she passed was dead, their empty eyes staring. All of them were armed and armored.

Nothing should have been able to cut through them like that.

She leaped into the asylum’s basement behind Stark and slipped on something wet.

Her hands landed in warm blood.

Bowen’s blood.

“No,” she whispered, pressing her fingers to the inside of his wrist, searching for a pulse. There was none. His skin was already growing cold. His eyes stared blankly at the ceiling of the basement.

Deirdre had no reason to mourn a person as horrible as Bowen, but she felt sick. Even he didn’t deserve to die so messily.

His flesh looked like it had been melted with magic. It had burned him so deep in places—including his face—that bone glistened underneath. It must have taken powerful offensive magic to mangle a shifter’s body so badly that he couldn’t heal it.

It must have taken someone like a dragon.

Melchior had promised that he would come back for his revolver. Deirdre still had it in her room.

Stark’s whole body vibrated with fury. “Find them, Vidya.”

“As you command,” the valkyrie said.

Her wings snapped wide, whipping just an inch away from Deirdre’s head. She flapped once. The force of it was enough to carry Vidya over the shelves, across the basement, and halfway up the stairs.

She reached the ground floor of the asylum before Deirdre could even get to her feet.

Stark and Deirdre mounted the basement stairs and emerged in the foyer behind Vidya.

The boarded windows had shattered, allowing gloomy daylight and sprinkling rain to penetrate the foyer. More carcasses barely identifiable as OPA agents sprawled in puddles of water fogged with blood. Dozens of them.

The agents weren’t the only dead in the foyer, though. There were more faces that Deirdre recognized here. A battle had been waged long before she and Stark arrived, and it was impossible to tell now which members of the pack had been killed by OPA gunfire and which had been killed by the unseelie attack.

Several surviving pack members had taken cover behind set pieces that Niamh had left sitting out after filming Stark’s last video. The half-walls hid their bodies, but provided little protection.

There was no way to guard against the unseelie sidhe who had invaded.

The three faeries seemed immune to sustained gunfire, tearing through the set pieces without even flinching at the hail of bullets. Magic blazed in their clenched fists. They hurled liquid energy at the shifters and filled the air with the discordant hum of vicious power.

Deirdre could barely take her eyes off the trio of statuesque unseelie blazing through the room in a violent dance. They were hazy, as though viewed through the fog of fond memory, smiling and peaceful even as they slaughtered shifters.

Deirdre didn’t recognize the sidhe. Pierce and Jaycee weren’t among them. She was grateful for that.

It would be easier to kill people she didn’t know.

Vidya shouted to draw their attention to her. “I’m here!” she crowed, lifting the Ethereal Blade.

Only one of the unseelie turned to face her. He was a beautiful man, with long hair the color of sunbaked grass, and he didn’t seem to realize who or what he was facing.

She whipped the sword in a wide, graceful arc, drawing a line of sapphire blood from the sidhe’s pelvis to his collarbone.

It was a shallow cut—not nearly enough to kill. But the sidhe screamed as though he’d been gutted.

Thick green vines exploded from the injury. His spine arched, snapping from the force of the extrusion, and the vines tangled around his corpse before he could collapse. Flowers grew from his wound, turning from buds to full blossoms within instants.

A single flower thrust from his open mouth.

Vidya didn’t stop to watch him die. She flapped again, propelling herself to the next room, meeting the sidhe head-on.

Stark looked shocked. “That shouldn’t happen when you kill a sidhe.”

“That’s what happens when you cut someone with the Ethereal Blade,” Deirdre said. “The Infernal Blade turns its victims to stone. Its twin…does that.”

Movement caught her eye. Andrew, the lion shifter, was trying to run past Vidya as she engaged with another unseelie sidhe. He held Stark’s video camera on his shoulder, filming the battle. The moron.

The sidhe hurled magic at Vidya. She dodged it easily.

Andrew didn’t.

Fluid magic gushed over his body, clinging to the wisps of his beard and the fibers of his shirt.

“Andrew!” Deirdre grabbed the lion shifter, yanking him around the corner for protection.

He slammed into the wall with a groan. The video camera slipped from his hands.

The magic melted through his clothes before Deirdre could strip them away. It chewed away his skin, exposing a layer of fat, and then devoured the muscle underneath.

“No, no, no—”

Deirdre dropped to her knees with Andrew, propping him against the wall.

His face paled as he struggled to inhale.

“Gods,” she whispered, cupping his face in her hands. “Heal, Andrew, heal.”

He coughed wetly, face screwed up with pain. “It burns.”

“The healing fever is supposed to burn,” Deirdre said. “Let it burn.”

“Not the wound. Your hands.” He pushed her off weakly. His strength seemed more kittenish than like that of a lion.

Deirdre pressed her fingers to her cheeks and chest. Andrew was right. She was hot. Her anger was manifesting in a low, rolling burn, and the adrenaline only seemed to fuel the fire deep within her heart.

Andrew shredded at his chest with his nails, trying to peel the magic off of him. His skin sloughed away under his fingertips.

He needed to shapeshift. It was his only chance to survive.

Deirdre whirled to search for Stark. The whole room was warped by seelie magic. Frost crawled across the floor from the shattered windows, consuming the video production equipment, making icicles sprout from the rafters.

Vidya crashed through the growing ice, unbothered by the cold. She slammed her foot into her opponent’s chest and sent him flying.

She leaped across the room, wings flared, to pounce on him.

He flung a lance of magical light through the air, blocking her blow with the Ethereal Blade. Where sword met magic, lightning sparked. The smell of ozone filled the air. Flowers bloomed between them, beautiful, surreal, and deadly.

Vidya swept a wing across the sidhe guard’s face. Feathery blades sliced his skin. Glittering blood gushed from the cuts, splattering on her forearm.

Deirdre didn’t see Stark anywhere.

Andrew drew in a labored breath. His eyes were losing focus.

“Heal,” Deirdre whispered, cupping his cheeks in her palms. She didn’t dare try to wipe the magical fluids off of him. She didn’t want to lose the skin on her hands.

“Shouldn’t have volunteered,” Andrew said. His eyes were fixed on her chin.

He exhaled one last time and didn’t inhale again.

Someone screamed elsewhere in the foyer.

Deirdre ripped the hard drive off the video camera and pocketed it. “Sorry, Andrew.”

Another scream.

She stepped around the corner to see Stark battling the third sidhe. He dodged magic that sizzled through the air and lunged toward the faerie, jabbing his elbows and fists at the gaps that the sidhe left in his defense.

He landed a few good hits. The sidhe looked dazed.

It wasn’t enough, though.

Hand-to-hand combat wouldn’t be able to take down a soldier from the Winter Court.

The sidhe slammed into him, pinning Stark to the floor. He shoved hands that blazed with faerie magic at Stark’s face. The Alpha caught his wrists, grunting as he struggled to push the attack away. Liquid fire dripped to the floor beside his head and chewed through the wood.

He was seconds from the same gruesome death that Andrew had suffered.

Deirdre didn’t need to do anything. She could stand back and watch as Everton Stark was melted off the face of the Earth. He would never bother her—or anyone else—ever again.

Fear gripped Deirdre.

“Stark!” she shouted over the hum of magic. “Some of the sidhe used to be werewolves!”

The spark in Stark’s eyes told her that he understood.

He fixed a hard gaze on the sidhe above him. “Kill yourself,” Stark said. He put every ounce of his willpower into those two words, fueling the compulsion with his rage.

The sidhe jerked off of him as suddenly as though a puppeteer had yanked on his strings. His pupils were dilated.

Kill yourself.

The command was so strong that it seemed to rattle inside of Deirdre’s skull.

She was immune, but the sidhe wasn’t. He sat back on his knees and stared wonderingly at his hands. The compulsion didn’t work as immediately as it did on other shifters, but it had obviously had an impact. He was battling the order internally, as though uncertain if he really wanted to kill himself or not.

That hesitation gave Stark time to get to his feet. Bones popped as his shoulder bones rearranged, muscles bulged, and fur swept down his biceps.

Silver claws erupted from the tips of Stark’s fingers.

It was a controlled partial shapeshift—something that no shifter could do. Another talent that Stark had obviously been keeping secret for a special occasion.

While the sidhe continued to stare at his own hands, Stark attacked.

His claws sank into the sidhe’s gut. He twisted, pushed, and lifted until his arm disappeared to the elbow.

And then Stark wrenched free, clutching a spasming heart in one fist. Sapphire blood coated his forearm. “Thanks,” he told Deirdre, lifting the sidhe’s heart like it was a goblet and he was giving a toast.

For someone like Stark, that was almost a romantic gesture.

Her stomach flipped with nausea. “You’re welcome.”

Vidya finished off the sidhe that she’d been fighting. At least, Deirdre thought that she must have killed the sidhe, because its body was no longer visible. There was nothing at Vidya’s feet but a pile of blossoms and grass that grew from the cracks in the floor.

Unseelie blood faded from the Ethereal Blade’s cutting edge, as though absorbed into the white bone.

She rejoined Stark and Deirdre, radiating with the satisfaction of the kill.

Stark tossed the heart aside. “Get Melchior’s gun, Tombs. Vidya and I will look for survivors and meet you in the courtyard.” But before Deirdre could take more than two steps, he stopped her. “Don’t fight the sidhe. Evade them. I want you to leave this asylum alive.”
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Deirdre raced up the stairs to her bedroom and flung the door open.

She’d left the TV turned on when she last left her room, and it provided the only light in the darkness, flashing patterns of blue and orange over her sparse walls. A car commercial played too quietly to drown out the thumping of gunfire elsewhere in the asylum.

Melchior’s gun gleamed on her dresser. Deirdre grabbed it and checked the chamber. It was still loaded with six of those weird oversized bullets.

“What kind of dragon carries a gun anyway?” Deirdre muttered.

She quickly loaded her few remaining iron bullets in her ordinary handguns. Deirdre hadn’t anticipated having to fight the sidhe, so she’d only ever gotten a few rounds, mostly out of paranoia. Not even enough to fill a magazine.

Deirdre shoved her Sig Sauer into her belt.

She was halfway back to the door when the commercials ended and the news came back on.

“Alpha werewolf Rylie Gresham has released a second statement in the same week, which is a first for the normally reclusive gaean politician,” January Lazar said. “Her shocking news has rocked the preternatural world…”

Deirdre stopped, turned around, grabbed the remote. She jacked the volume up in time for Rylie’s face to appear on the screen.

She didn’t look as composed as she had in her earlier statements. The color seemed to have gone out of Rylie’s cheeks.

“Ever since Genesis transpired a decade ago, our world has continued to evolve,” Rylie said. “I’ve helped the Office of Preternatural Affairs draft laws that I believe benefit Americans of all breeds, whether they be fellow shifters or something else entirely. However, it’s recently come to my attention that I may not be as in tune with the needs of the people as I believed myself to be.”

A moment of hesitation flashed over Rylie’s features—only a moment.

“Some believe that shapeshifters are animals, and we should live in anarchy as animals do. They would have me removed as Alpha through acts of violence. No matter what these reactionaries think, we are human beings, with human souls, and we can do better than that. The American people deserve better than a bloody battle among gaeans that could cause the loss of countless innocent lives.”

“What are you saying?” Deirdre muttered at the TV.

“It may be time for new leadership,” Rylie went on. “To allow all gaeans to have a voice in how future laws are shaped, we will be holding a nationwide election. This election will determine who serves shapeshifters as Alpha and represents gaeans in conjunction with the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

Deirdre’s jaw dropped.

Rylie was offering to surrender her position as Alpha.

Knees weak, Deirdre sank to the edge of her bed. She almost missed.

“I hope you will reelect me as your Alpha,” Rylie said. “I have served our people for years and hope you agree that my vision for the future is best for all of us. However, if—”

The TV shut off.

“If what?” Deirdre asked the blank screen.

She grabbed the remote and tried to turn it back on, but the TV wasn’t responding.

The power had gone out.

Worry eased through her. She pushed the bedroom door open and peered outside.

Footsteps pattered down the hall. A flash of blond hair vanished around the corner.

Jacek.

Familiar fear settled into Deirdre’s stomach. With everything else that had been happening, she had forgotten about that snake. He was the most unimportant of all of Deirdre’s concerns, between the unseelie attack, the recovery of the Ethereal Blade, and now elections to determine a new Alpha.

Elections. Holy crap.

What was Rylie thinking?

Deirdre broke into a jog, heading down the hall with Melchior’s revolver aimed at the floor.

When she rounded the corner, there was no sign of Jacek.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Deirdre whispered.

She took the stairs down to the first floor, ears perked for the sounds of fighting. She didn’t hear anything. The battles had moved elsewhere in the asylum.

The foyer was empty of life. She had no company except for the numerous bodies scattered across the floor.

It was so quiet that she heard something swinging through the air behind her.

Deirdre flung herself to the ground.

Jacek slammed a broken stair railing into the wall. It cracked the drywall. The blow was hard enough that it would have knocked her out if it had connected.

She flipped onto her back, watching as Jacek wrenched the railing free. “You opportunistic prick,” Deirdre said. “Now? You want to do this now?”

“No better time,” he said, heaving the railing over his head like a bat.

He swung again. Deirdre rolled, and the bludgeon smashed into the floor beside her.

“Fine with me,” she said. “If I kill you now, everyone’s going to assume a member of the Winter Court got to you.”

Jacek smirked. “My thoughts exactly.”

She didn’t see the next swing coming.

He hit her in the back of the head. The room erupted around her, doubling and blurring.

Deirdre stumbled into the wall.

Jacek darted forward, gripping her face in his hands, sinking his teeth into the bridge of her nose. He bit down. And then he ripped.

The skin tore off of Deirdre’s nose. Hot blood gushed down her face.

“What the hell, Jacek?” she cried.

Her eyes blurred with reflexive tears. It obscured her vision, made it hard to tell how he was moving. When she tried to inhale, she sucked blood in through her nostrils.

He spit her skin onto the floor.

“For the stove,” he said.

She breathed shallowly through her mouth. Tried not to panic. “Gods, I hate you.”

“Feeling’s mutual,” Jacek said. “I can’t stand a woman who screws her way to the top. You don’t deserve to be Beta.”

She would have laughed at him if there had been anything funny about that. Deirdre hadn’t planned on seducing her way to Stark’s side. The fact that he seemed to have interpreted their relationship like that wasn’t her fault.

“You should have told Stark what you know and let him do the killing for you,” Deirdre said, leaping away from Jacek when he lunged again.

“Told him what?” Jacek asked.

He slammed into her. His momentum sent both of them to the floor.

Jacek fumbled to take the gun from her.

“You know what I’m talking about,” she ground out, holding the gun just out of his reach, fingers tight on the handle.

“Are you confessing something, Omega? Trying to tell me you’re a traitor?” He laughed uproariously. “And you think I’d waste my time telling Stark if I knew about it? We both know which one of us he would believe, bitch.”

If Jacek wasn’t the serpent, then who had been stalking her when she met with Brianna?

Deirdre lifted her knees between them, kicking him off.

The struggle made Melchior’s gun fly out of her hand. It clattered to the floor across the room.

She lunged for it. Jacek tackled her. For such a slender man, his weight was immense on her back, flattening her to the floorboards.

“I have a knife for you,” he hissed into her ear, breath hot and foul. He fumbled to draw the blade from his boot. “I wanted to make your death slow, but I need to get out of here before the sidhe find me. I’ll settle for making sure you know I’m the one who killed you.”

Deirdre’s fingers brushed Melchior’s gun.

She seized it and twisted underneath Jacek to fire directly into his gut.

All three barrels discharged simultaneously. The gun rocked in her hands, kicking back with more force than she’d been braced for. The smell of sulfur filled the air.

A fireball the size of Deirdre’s fist punched into Jacek. It sent him flying. He was flung into the air and hit the ceiling above her.

He broke through two rafters before bouncing down again, landing a few inches away with a wet splat.

She stared between Jacek and the gun in her hands.

Melchior’s gun had ripped the viper shifter open below the breastbone. The hole between ribs and pelvis was a scorched, bleeding cavern. She could see his spine at the back.

Jacek tried to get on all fours and collapsed with a whine of pain.

The roof groaned. It cracked.

“Oh, hell,” Deirdre said.

She hurled herself away from Jacek, leaping out of the room an instant before everything came crashing down.

The bedrooms upstairs collapsed into the foyer, covering Niamh’s makeshift studio, the bodies of the OPA agents, and Jacek in rubble. The walls sagged inward. Pipes snapped and sprayed water over the shattered drywall and brick.

She froze on the opposite side of the doorway, wondering if she should keep running before more of the asylum collapsed.

But nothing else fell. Within moments, the building was still.

Jacek didn’t emerge from the debris.

Melchior’s gun was blazing hot, even hotter than Deirdre’s skin had become as her body struggled to heal her nose. “Whoa,” she said, easing her finger off of the trigger. She was afraid it might discharge again on its own.

She tried to suck a breath in through her nose. Blood caked her nostrils shut.

Deirdre wiped some of the blood away as her shoulders began to shake. She wasn’t sure if she was giggling or crying. Her face hurt. She was drenched in blood. But Jacek was dead. He hadn’t known she was a traitor, he couldn’t have betrayed her to Stark, and now he was dead in the most satisfying way possible.

She didn’t care if Melchior ripped the rest of the asylum down around them. Deirdre was never going to let him have his revolver back.
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Stark and Vidya weren’t waiting for Deirdre in the courtyard.

But several of the unseelie sidhe were.

“Crap,” Deirdre whispered, hiding behind the park bench.

The sidhe were arguing in low voices on the far end of the courtyard, where they stood in the shadow of the building. They were debating who was going to investigate all the noise that had come from the foyer.

“He almost compelled Jonah,” one of them hissed. “If he catches our eyes and says so much as a single word, we’re boned. We’ll all be dead.”

“And he has a valkyrie,” said another.

“You people are useless! Did you leave your testicles back in Ofelia’s bedroom? One of us might be vulnerable against Stark, but two of us? Three of us? He won’t stand a chance. Now come on.”

“No! I’m going back to the Middle Worlds!”

“I think he’s got a point, Donovan. If Stark pins one of us with his Jedi mind powers and the valkyrie takes the other with that freaky-ass sword of hers—”

“Jean Claude, so help me God, I will end you.”

Deirdre tried not to laugh. In truth, the unseelie were right to be afraid of Stark and Vidya. The pair was practically an army unto themselves. Heck, Deirdre was afraid of them, and they were supposedly allies.

But where had they gone?

She weighed Melchior’s gun in her hand. The chamber had originally held six rounds; she was pretty sure that firing on Jacek had eliminated three of them. That meant she had one more shot.

The fireball it created was impressive, sure—but was it impressive enough to take down three sidhe?

Probably not.

The unseelie named Jean Claude gave a shout of surprise.

Deirdre looked up to see an angel of death descending on the courtyard. Her wings were spread wide to catch the air, Ethereal Blade lifted above her head.

Vidya swept the sword in an arc.

The first sidhe didn’t stand a chance at escaping. She cleaved him neatly in two. There was no blood this time—only the spraying of tree sap and the eruption of ivy from his severed veins. His hemispheres fell to the earth and were absorbed by it.

One of the sidhe flung his hand toward Vidya. He shouted a magical word that made Deirdre’s ears pop, and the valkyrie was flung backwards, smashing into the wall.

Deirdre leaped to her feet, raising Melchior’s gun.

But then Stark was there. Not in his human form, but as a beast that was too big to fit through a normal doorway.

He made his own doorway.

His massive furred body crashed through the windows, slamming into the nearest of the sidhe.

The sight of Stark in his animal form was no less shocking or awe-inspiring than the first time Deirdre had seen him. He so seldom shifted that it was frightening to see how much deadlier an already deadly man could become once he had fangs and claws.

He ripped through his sidhe victim effortlessly, ripping her head from her shoulders.

The severed head rolled across the ground and came to a stop at Deirdre’s feet, mouth gaping.

Stark shifted back as he approached Deirdre, shedding his animal skin easily. He was almost as hairy as a human as when he was shapeshifted. Curly reddish hair matted his chest and thighs.

Shapeshifters were casual about nudity. It was impossible to transition between their bodies and remain clothed, after all. Deirdre had grown up around naked men and women of all ages, so the bare human form didn’t bother her one bit.

At least, not usually.

But Stark had kissed her earlier, and now she was fighting hard to keep her eyes somewhere respectful. Somewhere that wouldn’t inspire him to pluck her eyeballs out when he was in the midst of his “do I have lust or loathing for Deirdre Tombs?” confusion.

“What the hell are you?” she asked, staring hard at his eyes, his chin, his shoulders. Everything above the waist.

“Amphicyonidae,” Stark said as soon as he had human lips again. “I’m a bear wolf.”

“A what now?”

“Bear wolf,” he repeated. “Prehistoric animal. It’s been extinct for millennia. You’ll only find others like me in museums.”

“Is that even possible?” Deirdre asked.

“Obviously,” Stark said dryly. “What happened inside?”

Deirdre hefted Melchior’s gun. “Jacek thought he’d use all the commotion to try to kill me. I brought the asylum down on his head.”

Stark’s eyes crinkled at the corners. It was a smile, no doubt about that.

“Took you long enough,” he said.

Deirdre shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a patient soul.” Stark turned to walk away, but she sidestepped to remain in his vision. “I saw the news while I was in my room. Rylie Gresham’s announced that she’s going to hold an election to replace her as Alpha.”

Stark stopped. His eyes widened. “What?”

With a grunt, Vidya cut the head from the final sidhe’s shoulders. The body fell with a wet splat and was consumed by fresh grass and white blossoms within seconds. Her fingers remained tangled in her victim’s hair, letting it dangle from her hand. Blood so thick that it was nearly black dribbled from the severed neck.

There was so much blood on her wings, but the Ethereal Blade still shone bright and pure.

Stark stared at Deirdre, oblivious to the death behind him.

“It’s a trick,” he said. “Nobody with power yields it willingly.”

“That’s exactly what she’s doing,” Deirdre said.

He shook his head. “No. This is some kind of trap. This isn’t even how shapeshifters work. You can’t elect an Alpha!”

Vidya sauntered over to their side. “I talked with one of the other sidhe in the asylum before killing him. He told me that the queen of the unseelie is in the medical bay.”

“We’ll have to talk about Rylie Gresham later. Let’s take the queen of the Winter Court down while we have the chance,” Deirdre said.

Grim resignation crossed Stark’s features. “This, Tombs. This is why I picked you to be my Beta.”

Because she could be just as horrible as he was.

They really were a matched set.

“Let’s do it, Vidya,” Stark said.

The valkyrie smiled warmly again at Deirdre, as though they were about to do something wild and silly. Maybe something like vandalizing a building. Breaking into a grocery store overnight. Going skateboarding around city hall. The kind of irresponsible shenanigans that Deirdre had done with her friends as teenagers.

Vidya’s metal wings sang out as she led them to the medical bay. It wasn’t far. They didn’t run into any opposition on the way.

The door was barricaded by dressers and shelves and broken cabinets piled in front of it. It looked like members of the pack had been trying to lock someone into the room. But they were all dead now, bodies scattered across the hall, blood seeping from their pores, flesh mangled and melted.

“Open the door,” Stark said.

Deirdre and Vidya set to work, hauling the furniture off the floor and tossing it aside. There were more bodies underneath the barricade.

It was hard for her to see people she knew thrown about like pieces of driftwood. They weren’t friends. Deirdre’s friends at the asylum were few and far between. But they were faces she recognized, shifters she had talked to at breakfast. She had trained for combat with them, used the shooting range shoulder-to-shoulder with them, and now threw them aside as garbage.

The door was freed with a few minutes’ work.

“You know, our comrades probably barricaded this door for a reason,” Deirdre said.

“Probably,” Stark said.

He kicked the door open and rushed inside.

The stainless steel tables had been tipped onto their sides. Glass jars had been shattered, leaving nothing but a fine dust behind. The fluorescent lights swung as though there had just been an earthquake.

A massive portal swirled on the far wall of the lab, opening into a dark, wintery world that smelled faintly of fish and seaweed and frozen places. The wind gusting from it was frosty. The floor in front of the portal was slicked with thick ice.

A woman stood on that ice in spiked heels, as steady as though she always walked through winter weather on five-inch stilettos. Red hair so dark that it was nearly black whipped around her pale shoulders. The layers of her dress were made of powdery cobwebs and harsh lace that looked like it should have scratched her fragile skin. Its back was open all the way down to the swell of her shapely rump, exposing the dimples at the small of her back.

She held Colette’s throat in one hand. The feline shifter kicked as the life went out of her.

“Freeze!” Deirdre shouted, leveling Melchior’s gun at her.

The woman let Colette’s body fall to the floor and turned to face Deirdre.

Stark went pale at the sight of the unseelie queen. Deirdre had never seen him shocked before—not like this. Not like his world was falling apart around him.

He recognized the queen of the Winter Court, and apparently he didn’t expect to see her here.

“Stark?” Deirdre hissed. “Should I shoot?”

He wasn’t responding.

Screw it. She was going to fire. She wouldn’t give up her life because he had chosen the worst possible moment to go stupid.

She lifted her gun.

“No,” Stark said, shoving her arms back down again. “Don’t.”

“But why?”

The woman stepped down from the ice, sadness lingering around her eyes as she looked Stark over. “Hello, Ever,” she replied softly.

Deirdre had only seen that name in one other place before.

For Ever. That was what his watch said. And as soon as she heard the name come from this woman’s lips, Deirdre knew who she was.

The unseelie queen was Rhiannon Stark.
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Rhiannon Stark wasn’t a beautiful woman. In another age, she might have been described as handsome. Her face was square, her lips eternally frowning. The adornments on her hair and dress looked like ceremonial additions meant to meet the requirements of her station rather than signs of vanity.

She wasn’t beautiful, but she was frightening. The sight of her gave Deirdre the same nauseated feeling that she experienced whenever she saw Stark, even to this day.

He took two steps toward her and stopped.

Deirdre wanted to shout at him, Draw your gun! Shoot her! This is a trap! But she couldn’t manage to speak. The wind from the portal was so cold. It sank into her bones and dimmed the heat that had been following her as soon as she entered the battle at the asylum.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Stark said. “I’ve been searching for years.”

“I know,” Rhiannon said.

It was a blow so powerful that it looked like it caused physical pain for Stark.

“The girls?” Stark asked.

“In good company. You sent them so many friends. I made sure they know that you’re the one who did that, and they’re grateful.”

She meant the students of St. Griffith’s.

Deirdre had been assuming that the unseelie sidhe had done something awful to the kids, like making them into slaves or eating them or gods only knew what else, but they had only been taken to be playmates for Everton Stark’s children.

“But I found signs of the girls in the system,” Stark said. “I tracked their birth dates, their medical records… I kept finding them, but they vanished any time I got close.”

Surprise flitted through Rhiannon’s eyes. “You were always a good tracker.”

“What have you done with them?” he asked.

“I’ve sent them to a few schools over the years. I wanted them to have a sense of normalcy while everything came together.”

Stark shook his head slowly. “But why?”

The rest of the question didn’t need to be spoken.

Why hide from me?

“You don’t fit my needs, Everton Stark,” Rhiannon said. “I need to lead the Winter Court. That means I need a powerful mate to act as my consort. And you…” Her eyes flitted down his body. “You’re too weak.”

A shape moved on the other side of the portal. Even without being able to distinguish details in the darkness, Deirdre could tell that it was Melchior from his immense build and swagger.

He was coming back for his gun.

Stark’s skin rippled. Claws slid from his fingernails. “I can compel shifters, and my Beta tells me that members of your court used to be werewolves. I could rule with you.”

For the first time, Rhiannon looked at Deirdre.

The unseelie queen didn’t look impressed.

“Yes, what your Beta said is true,” Rhiannon said. “Many of the unseelie used to be werewolves. And that means—”

“You can have an Alpha,” Deirdre said. “This is all about controlling the gaeans. Isn’t it? But Rylie Gresham just announced that she’s going to hold an election to peacefully concede her status as Alpha. You don’t have to kill for it.”

“If you truly think that the gaeans will take a new leader without loss of life, you’re naïve,” Rhiannon said. Her nostrils flared as she scented the air. “You don’t smell like pack. There’s too much magic in you. What are you, fire-blood?”

“Pissed off,” she said. “That’s what I am.”

Deirdre shot.

Rhiannon stepped to the left, twisting her shoulders so that her body wasn’t in the path of Deirdre’s bullet. It vanished through the portal.

Vidya took the gunshot as a cue to attack. She swept forward, wings flaring, sword raised.

“Stop!” Stark roared.

He backhanded Deirdre. She felt it before she even saw the movement. The eruption of pain in her cheekbone and jaw radiated down her spine.

And then she was on the floor, watching Vidya’s attack from upside down as the room spun.

The unseelie queen lifted her hand lazily.

Vidya froze in midair, moments before she could deliver a deathblow with the Ethereal Blade.

It was as though she were instantly encased in steel shackles that gripped her midsection and arms, holding her steady. Her feathers rubbed against each other in a chorus of nauseating screeches.

“Nice company you keep, Ever. Some strange thing with fire-blood and a valkyrie,” Rhiannon said. “Even you know that shifters are useless. And your vaunted ability to control them is equally useless.”

Another wave of her hand.

Vidya smashed to the floor and didn’t get up again.

“You are useless,” Rhiannon said. She bit out every word, flinging them at Stark in blows far crueler than gunshots.

Melchior emerged from the portal. Snow clung to his ankles. The tips of his hair were frosted with ice. Still, he wore no shirt, and the scales on his biceps steamed with heat.

“Queen,” he said, bowing to her. She smiled and stroked his melting hair.

Deirdre scrambled to her feet, keeping out of Stark’s reach.

“But I’m Alpha,” Stark said. “I’m among the most powerful of shifters.”

Rhiannon laughed dryly. “It’s not possible for shifters to be able to control other shifters. Did you think it’s because you’re an unusual animal? No. You’re not the strongest of shifters. You’re the weakest of the sidhe.” She continued to stroke Melchior as he sank to his knees by her side, resting his cheek against her belly. “All of the sidhe have special talents, and your talent is…not that special.”

Even as he kneeled beside his queen, Melchior was watching Deirdre.

More specifically, he was watching the gun in her hand.

“You’re lying,” Stark said.

“You know me,” Rhiannon said. “You know I wouldn’t lie to hurt you. If you were useful, you’d be with me.” She shrugged. “But you’re not.”

“Then what do you want?” he asked, voice hoarse.

“To be honest, I’d been hoping you would remove Rylie Gresham for me. Since that hasn’t happened, I’ll have to kill you. You’re disruptive, Ever. You split the sentiments of gaeans. But once I’ve killed you, Rylie Gresham, and everyone in the Summer Court, all shifters will fall at Melchior’s feet and acknowledge him as Alpha—and they will recognize me as queen. I don’t want you there for that.”

Stark glared at Melchior and Rhiannon. Energy shivered around him, as though he were waiting to shapeshift.

Why was he waiting? They were face to face with the woman responsible for the deaths of so many in their pack. It was time to do what Stark did best and commit a couple of murders. Deirdre wouldn’t even hesitate this time. She’d shoot Melchior and Rhiannon where they stood.

But Stark didn’t look confident that he’d be able to win against them.

He didn’t even look like he wanted to.

Deirdre couldn’t trust Stark to make any kind of decision. Not where things were this fraught.

If she wanted to survive, she was going to have to fix this herself.

She slipped her Sig Sauer out of her belt, still loaded with iron bullets, and kept it behind her back. She kept her motions slow in an attempt to avoid attracting attention. It didn’t seem to matter—Rhiannon and Stark only had eyes for each other.

The queen stepped closer to Stark. “Shapeshift,” she said softly. “Change your form, Ever. Try to kill me. Try to kill Melchior. You know you want to.”

“Rhiannon,” Stark said, as though her name was the only cogent thought remaining.

“I’ll make this easy on you.” She gripped his chin, forcing his head down so that he had to focus on her. Rhiannon’s eyes suddenly seemed enlarged to fill her skull. They were endless glittering pits of sapphire. “Shapeshift. Now.”

Her voice was resonant, just like Stark’s when he compelled another shifter.

He groaned and doubled over. His skin rippled.

Oh hell. Mrs. Stark shared a power with her husband.

Stark was transforming.

Melchior bared his sharp teeth in an expression that might have been a smile, and then he began to shift, too.

Deirdre didn’t need to see Melchior’s dragon form to know that it was going to be terrifying. Once he was covered with those scales on his arms, they would probably form an impenetrable armor. And how huge would a dragon shapeshifter become?

She didn’t want to find out.

Whipping the Sig high, Deirdre fired directly at Rhiannon Stark again, aiming for her temple.

The queen shifted her weight so that the bullet would pass by her. Magic blurred the space around her body.

An instant later, Deirdre fired Melchior’s revolver.

A fireball erupted from the muzzle of his gun, all three barrels instantly heating until it burned in Deirdre’s hand. The kickback knocked her on her butt.

Melchior was still shifting when she fired. The scales were spreading over his entire body, and his eyes were squeezed shut as he rode out the immense discomfort of his bones rearranging.

He didn’t see her shoot. And Rhiannon was too busy saving herself to be able to stop the fireball.

Fire smashed into Melchior’s chest. It engulfed him.

He shot backward with a roar, blowing through the icy portal. The force of his momentum made the whole room shake.

The fireball melted the ice around the portal. Water sloshed across the floor to drench Rhiannon’s feet. “Melchior!” she cried, throwing a hand toward the portal as though to draw him back.

Deirdre fired her Sig again.

The iron bullet punched through Rhiannon’s shoulder, just a little bit too far to the left to strike her in the heart. The blood that flowed from the wound was red. A human color, without the tint of sidhe magic.

Rhiannon covered the wound with her hand. She uttered a word of power and the wound vanished instantly, taking the blood with it.

But not before Deirdre saw.

The queen’s blood was red. She was human—not unseelie sidhe.

“Wow,” Deirdre said.

Stark didn’t notice. He thrashed as his muscles swelled and rearranged. His roar of pain reverberated through the entire medical bay and made icicles fall from the top of the portal. Gage had once told Deirdre that it hurt when someone forced him to transform, and Stark was definitely in the same kind of pain. That was fine with Deirdre. He deserved it. He deserved everything that was coming to him.

Rhiannon advanced on Deirdre, and she scrambled backwards like a crab, pausing only long enough to pop off a couple more shots. The queen dodged them as easily as she had the first one.

The queen flung her hand toward Deirdre.

Invisible magic yanked Deirdre off the ground. The grip was so tight that her ribs didn’t want to expand when she inhaled. She beat against it with her hands, but it did no good. There was no way to push the magic off.

Rhiannon’s eyes focused over Deirdre’s shoulder.

“We have company,” Rhiannon said, releasing the grip of magic with a flick of her fingers.

Deirdre landed on unsteady feet. She turned to see Niamh sneaking through the doorway that had been barricaded.

The sight of the swanmay’s downy white feathers filled Deirdre with a strange mixture of relief and fear. She had worried that Niamh was somewhere among the numerous bodies that Deirdre hadn’t had time to search.

Yet she was alive. She was alive, and as far as Deirdre could tell, uninjured. She wore a vintage Reading Rainbow t-shirt with a plaid skirt that barely covered her hips.

And she wasn’t armed.

“Niamh, run!” Deirdre shouted.

But her friend came into the room anyway, ignoring Deirdre’s plea.

Rhiannon’s hand lifted again—ready to cast more magic.

Deirdre leaped to shield Niamh, flinging her arms wide to block her as much as possible. She was wider than Niamh, but shorter. She could only defend her so much.

“Run, stupid!” Deirdre said.

“I’m so sorry, Dee,” Niamh whispered.

Pain punched through Deirdre’s back. She looked down to see a blade jutting from her breastbone.

A silver blade.

She touched it with her fingers. It must have burned, but she didn’t feel it. She didn’t feel much of anything beyond the wall of pain that pressed upon her.

“Tombs!” Stark shouted. His voice was distorted by the change.

His voice was distant, echoing.

She dropped to her knees. The blade remained inside of Deirdre’s body as she fell.

Her heart wouldn’t beat around it. Blood dribbled down her chest.

Deirdre landed on her side. She stared up at Niamh—her friend, the swanmay, the woman who had recruited her to work for Stark in the first place, whose hand was now coated with Deirdre’s blood.

Her other hand clutched something feathery and black. Deirdre couldn’t identify it. But it seemed important, somehow, that Niamh would be holding a bundle of black feathers.

Kristian stood beside Niamh. It didn’t seem right, Kristian visiting—he was an artist, not a shapeshifter. He wasn’t part of the rebellion and shouldn’t have known where to find them.

It might have been the blood loss, but Deirdre thought that Kristian’s skin sparkled with a diamond shine.

He was wearing a long black jacket and square sunglasses.

Deirdre had seen those sunglasses before. They had been worn by the would-be assassin who had chased her to the meeting with Brianna.

Kristian was far away now, taking Niamh with him.

The room was receding.

“Tombs!”

Deirdre felt hot all over. The healing fever was racing to repair the damage, even as oblivion sucked her under.

No amount of healing fever would be able to fix a silver knife to the heart.

I’m dead, she realized.

She would have said it aloud, but when she opened her mouth, nothing came out.

Niamh killed me. She’s with the unseelie sidhe. She betrayed Stark and she betrayed me.

The words swirled through her head. Her vision filled with blazing white light, like she was being consumed by flame. It was nice to be warm again, considering how cold the wind from the Middle Worlds was becoming. Deirdre embraced the fire.

Gage was in the flames with her, his fur curling from the heat. The smell of scorched bear fat stung her nostrils.

Her eyes shut.

She was dead.
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Death wasn’t that bad, actually.

Deirdre had done it once before, so dying a second time wasn’t a big deal, all things considered.

When her eyes opened, she found herself standing among blackberry bushes. The brambles came all the way up to her waist. The thorns pressed against her skin without leaving a scratch.

“Deirdre,” said a man.

She turned to see a familiar face waiting for her. He stood beyond the bushes in an endless, grassy field, where the beginnings of dawn tinted the night sky a paler shade of sapphire touched with fiery orange.

“Daddy?” she asked.

Alasdair Tombs was so much shorter than she remembered, only an inch taller than Deirdre was now. He had always seemed impossibly huge to her—so big that nothing could have ever hurt him, or gotten between them. But he was small now. Just a man.

He looked a lot like Deirdre in many ways. They had the same little gap between their front teeth. His hair was curlier, a little lighter, almost more brown than black. But that wide smile was all his.

“I hoped I wouldn’t see you so soon, Deirdre,” he said. “It’s too early.”

She laughed and tried to step out of the blackberry bushes. They were too dense for her to push through. “What are you talking about? It’s been years. I’d say it’s about damn time I got here.”

“No, baby girl.” He wasn’t trying to reach out for her. He looked so sad. “This isn’t the way it was supposed to be. You’ve got business to take care of. A whole life.”

The blackberry bushes tugged more sharply as Deirdre tried to break free. She was starting to get annoyed. She wanted to join her father in the grassy fields, not remain all tangled up in thorns. “I didn’t ever want to take care of business on my own in the first place. Help me get out of these bushes. They pinch.”

Alasdair Tombs remained impassive.

Anger and grief twisted within Deirdre’s chest.

“Come on, Daddy!”

“I can’t,” he said. “You know I can’t. That’s not how it works.”

“Why not? Don’t you want me to come back?” She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I want to be with you.”

His eyebrows creased. “I know, baby girl.”

It had been so long since anyone called her that. The sound of it hurt all over.

But most of the pain was in her chest.

Deirdre touched her fingers to her breast. She couldn’t seem to look down to see herself, but she felt warm blood slicking her hand. It pulsed from between her fingers. She was bleeding.

Tombs.

Her heart leaped.

Somehow Alasdair Tombs was further away than he’d been moments earlier. He wasn’t just beyond arm’s reach now. He was on the next hill, a distant point so small that she could no longer make out the gap in his teeth that she’d inherited from him.

“Daddy!” Deirdre cried, holding her arms out.

She couldn’t hear his response. The wind was picking up now.

Dawn erupted, engulfing her in sudden heat so intense that it felt as though the sun had fallen onto the fields. Its fiery blaze made the grass catch. Flames swept in rippling orange waves to encircle Deirdre’s feet.

The blackberry bushes ignited.

She sucked in a breath to shout to her father, but there was no oxygen left. She was hot—so hot. Deirdre was consumed.

But she wasn’t afraid.

The fire felt right. It was a piece of her, as natural as the breath from her lungs.

Her father was beyond it all. It formed a wall that couldn’t be breached between them.

“Daddy!”

If he was yelling back at her, she couldn’t hear it. The roar of the fire filled her ears. It buoyed her up, lifting her into a vast, sunny sky, where it never rained and it was always warm.

Her arms spread. Her chest bled.

And Deirdre finally flew.
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When Everton Stark had woken up that morning, he had planned on doing two things. First, he’d planned to save Deirdre Tombs from the Office of Preternatural Affairs, killing anyone who got in his way. And second, he’d planned that he and Tombs would get revenge upon the sidhe.

He was a man who liked having a plan.

Too bad everything was rapidly going to hell.

His wife’s compulsion rattled through him. It suffused every atom of his bones and muscles. It filled his every thought until there was nothing but those words: Shapeshift. Now.

It hurt. It hurt more than anything he’d experienced before.

Stark pushed against Rhiannon’s compulsion, railing against it. But it was like a vortex sucking him into the depths of a bottomless ocean. It dragged him down, ever lower, into a chasm where there was nothing but her command.

Shapeshift.

You’re too weak.

Stark had last seen Rhiannon shortly before Genesis. He had been searching through a hospital’s security footage for signs of his family, and he had discovered that Rhiannon had been there just one week earlier.

In the footage, Stark had seen that her hair had been pulled back into a practical knot. She had been wearing a men’s leather jacket that had dwarfed her body, making her shapeless and masculine. But Stark had recognized her hands.

He’d never forgotten her hands. The shape of her knuckles, the angle of her wrists.

For Ever, she had whispered when she handed him that watch so many years earlier. The links of the wristband had been draped over her fingers, jingling softly as they swayed. He would never forget what her hands looked like.

Her voice filled him.

For Ever.

Shapeshift. Now.

Stark was paralyzed by the change, locked in a battle against himself, trapped halfway between human and animal.

His hands dug into the floor. He wanted to stand up and use those claws against someone who deserved them—someone like Niamh—but if he moved an inch, he would move in many other ways. He would lose control. He was already on the brink, and it would take so little to push him over the edge.

Good gods, did he want to kill Niamh. The swanmay’s knife was still drenched in Tombs’s blood.

And Tombs was dead.

She wasn’t paralyzed by magic, like Vidya was. A valkyrie was far more difficult to kill than that. Even before Vidya had been reborn as a gaean, she had been the strongest of their unit in the Marines. She would survive.

But a shifter? A fragile Omega like Tombs, with a blade buried in her back?

She was surely dead.

“Hurry, Niamh,” Rhiannon said. “I can’t hold the portal much longer. Melchior must be unconscious.” She beckoned to Niamh and her boyfriend.

“No,” Stark growled. “Traitor.” He wasn’t certain that anyone could understand him anymore.

“I’m sorry, Stark,” Niamh said, eyes shimmering with tears. They spilled down her cheeks. “I had to.”

Vertebrae twisted inside Stark’s body, grinding against the muscle. He felt them pop. They were trying to extend into a tail. Stark pushed against it, drawing his energy within himself, trying not to hear his wife’s lingering command.

Shapeshift.

There was a sense of permanence in that word. If he changed by her command, he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to change back.

“Tombs,” Stark said from between his gritted teeth.

“Aw, come on. You sound so pathetic. But don’t waste time mourning your Beta,” Kristian said. He stepped up to the portal, agile on the ice. Of course he was comfortable walking on ice. He was from the damn Winter Court. “She betrayed you first. She’s been lying to you this entire time.”

“No,” Stark said.

It was impossible. She’d shot Gage without needing to be compelled. She had helped rescue Vidya from the detention center. He had seen the joy in her eyes when she put a bullet in Dr. Landsmore’s head.

“It’s true,” Niamh said. “When you gave her a day off in the city, we followed her to see what she was doing. We saw her coming out of a basement where she’d been talking to a witch—someone named Brianna Dimaria, who we tracked back to an office in Las Vegas. Do you know who Brianna Dimaria is? She’s an ally of Rylie Gresham’s.”

It didn’t mean anything. Tombs could have been merely seeking information.

There was no way to ask her now.

Tombs was crumpled only a few feet away, beyond his reach, where he couldn’t have acted in time to save her. He’d watched Niamh lifting the knife and known what she was going to do and he’d had no choice but to remain frozen in Rhiannon’s compulsion.

Stupid woman. She might not have been dead if she hadn’t been trying to protect Niamh.

Fur swept down Stark’s shoulders, carpeting his arms.

He wouldn’t succumb.

Stark stared at his arms until the hair fell out again, puddling on the floor surrounding his hands and knees.

He was regaining ground. He was going to win.

Kristian slipped through the portal to the Middle Worlds.

Niamh threw the mass of black feathers around her shoulders. It was as long as a cloak, and when it closed around her body, she changed.

Her body grew, her feet changed, the world shimmered with unseelie magic.

Within seconds, she was no longer a woman, but a bird. Niamh hadn’t become the elegant white swan she was meant to be, but a hulking black thing, more like a vulture or the ugliest eagle he’d ever seen.

Niamh didn’t change above the shoulders. Her head remained.

She wasn’t a swanmay anymore. Niamh had become something else entirely.

A harpy.

She extended her wings to display the charcoal plumage that covered her body. There was pain and pride in her expression as she stretched out to her full wingspan. Stark knew what pain Niamh had endured when she lost her skin, but that pain was assuaged by her new form.

Stark had tried to give her revenge for what had happened to her. But the unseelie court had given her wings, and that was something that Niamh would have given anything to possess.

In this case, she had given Tombs’s life.

Rhiannon stroked her fingers through Niamh’s feathers. “I’ll be right behind you,” she said.

Niamh threw one last look at Tombs and then followed Kristian through the portal, flapping her wings hard against the blasting winter wind.

The entrance to the Middle Worlds was contracting to expose more of the wall behind it. Rhiannon would have to move quickly if she wanted to get through before it closed. But she was sauntering toward Tombs’s body.

“Don’t touch her,” Stark growled.

Rhiannon scooped Melchior’s gun up with one finger. It was still steaming from when Deirdre had shot him.

“My mate will want this,” she said.

The word punched through him.

Mate.

Stark should have been her mate. They were married, for gods’ sake. They had both come back from Genesis as sidhe, so they could have been mated through magic and biology as strongly as they had been mated through law before the world ended.

But she didn’t want him.

“When I step through that portal, my magic will lift,” Rhiannon said, lashing Melchior’s revolver to her hips using cobwebs. “Your valkyrie will be fine. I won’t kill a rare gem such as her. You, however…”

She plucked the Ethereal Blade from Vidya’s immobile hands.

“I’m impressed by how well you’re resisting my command,” Rhiannon said. “Impressed, but not surprised. You were always very stubborn.”

The bone-white blade glimmered as she approached him. She made the sword look weightless, even though it must have been heavy for a woman with wrists as delicate as Rhiannon’s. She had always been stronger than she looked.

Her strength and ferocity were the things he loved about her most.

“Do you know what’s a shame?” Rhiannon asked, bending in front of him to look into Stark’s eyes. “I like you so much more than Melchior. I wish he wasn’t better than you.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” Stark growled.

She drew back the sword to swing at him.

Stark finally let go.

His hands wrenched from the floor, swinging his hand at Rhiannon. His wife. The woman who had birthed his children and motivated his rebellion against Rylie Gresham.

He had changed enough that his claws remained sharp and long.

They sank easily into Rhiannon’s belly, as though she were no more solid than the cobwebs fluttering from her dress.

Stark had planned to shove his hand elbow-deep and find her heart, just as he had done with a sidhe earlier. But none of his plans were working very well that day. He saw Rhiannon’s eyes widen with shock, and he withdrew. It wasn’t even deliberate. It was instinctive.

He jerked his hand out of her body.

The blood on his claws was red.

Rhiannon stumbled away from him, panic painting her features. She stared at him, mouth open, as though words were caught just behind her teeth.

“Human blood?” Stark asked. The words didn’t come out remotely coherent this time. He was shapeshifting faster and had lost the ability to speak clearly. Even Rhiannon wouldn’t have understood what he was saying.

The portal irised behind her. Rhiannon’s dress whipped around her as she darted toward it. She stumbled over her skirt.

Groaning, she clutched at her wounded belly as human blood gushed over her hands, slicking the ice at her feet.

Stark lunged after her. “Rhiannon!” he roared, snapping at her dress with silver fangs, snagging the material in his canines. The cobwebs ripped off of her dress and stuck to his lips. They stung his face.

The Ethereal Blade almost slipped from Rhiannon’s fingers, but she caught it as she stumbled through the portal.

She was beyond his reach.

Her image rippled as though on the other side of an ocean. She glared at him from the Middle Worlds, skin frosted by winter and blood loss, fist tight on the Ethereal Blade.

Stark couldn’t hear her through the division between worlds, but he saw her lips move silently.

Soon. Ever.

The portal slammed shut.
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Deirdre Tombs was dead.

Stark stood over her while his body finished rearranging into its human form. The asylum was quiet now that the unseelie assault had ended. All he could hear was the dripping of melting ice and the muffled snapping of bone.

Metal sighed against metal as Vidya stood. She glared at the wall where the portal had been, empty hands hanging at her sides. There was nothing more pathetic than a valkyrie who had failed.

Vidya wasn’t strong enough to take the unseelie queen. Neither was Stark.

He needed to retreat, seek shelter with allies, and make a new plan.

But Tombs was staring blankly at the ceiling as her body cooled, blood caked to her destroyed nose, and he didn’t want to leave the asylum. Not yet.

Stark scooped Tombs off of the floor. Her chest, stomach, and legs were drenched in her own blood. The smell of copper filled the air, sickeningly strong.

Just in case, he wrenched the silver dagger out of her body and let it clatter to the floor.

Stark held her, waiting to see if she would respond.

No healing fever came.

“Damn,” he said.

He still didn’t know why he had kissed her on the airplane that day. Rescuing her had been part of the plan. Kissing her hadn’t. He’d thought about it a dozen times before that—every time she fell asleep in his room, and many of the times she defied him—but he’d never planned to act on those fleeting temptations. Tombs was beautiful, irritatingly so, but he had never been stupid enough to succumb to the temptations of a woman. None but Rhiannon.

It was her beauty that made her dangerous. It was her strength. He’d admired Tombs’s defiance, recognizing in her many of the qualities that had made him fall in love with Rhiannon.

In a way, Stark supposed that he’d kissed Tombs because he missed his wife.

He didn’t love Rhiannon anymore.

And Tombs would never be defiant again.

Vidya was watching Stark. Her usual calm had frayed and tears glimmered in her eyes. “Deirdre,” she said softly.

The pain in his compatriot’s voice made his fists clench on Tombs’s body, clutching her hard to his chest. “Niamh did this to her,” Stark said, trying to control his voice, trying not to lose his temper until there was someone nearby worthy of the pain he wanted to inflict. “Niamh and Kristian. A harpy and her unseelie boyfriend. Niamh and Kristian. Remember them.”

Vidya ingested this information as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Niamh and Kristian,” she echoed. “A harpy and her unseelie boyfriend.”

Valkyries weren’t good at many things, but they were excellent at vengeance. Stark wanted to be sure those names had imprinted themselves on Vidya’s memory. It would make tracking them easier. And once she tracked them down, she would kill them.

Stark planned to be with her when that happened.

But first things first.

He caught himself stroking the hair out of Tombs’s wrecked face and forced himself to stop. If he had been alone, he would have grieved. He would have let himself feel whatever he needed to feel.

Stark wasn’t alone.

Even now, he couldn’t allow himself to be weak where others would see him.

He carried Tombs’s body through the asylum. The floor was slick with blood, both shifter and sidhe. His footsteps echoed in the absolute silence. Tombs’s hair and legs swayed as he moved.

He took the stairs to the mortuary. It wasn’t far from the medical bay. Two halls and one short stairwell.

Stark waited as Vidya lit the oven. It was an old thing, and slow to reach a full burn. The smell of gas filled the air. Minutes passed until it was hot enough to radiate through the room, leaving Stark with nothing to do but glare at Tombs, angry at his dead Beta, angry at Niamh, angry at Rhiannon and Melchior and the entire damn world.

He couldn’t wait any longer. Stark pulled the door open, set Tombs on the conveyor belt, and pushed her into the oven.

The flames engulfed her in white-hot arms.

“Should we hunt?” Vidya asked.

“Not yet,” Stark said.

He watched as Tombs’s clothes and flesh melted away, charring her muscles to black flakes, exposing bone.

His Beta.

Stark was unfamiliar with the feeling growing in his gut—this sense of anger and regret and hatred. He had sent his last Beta, Sancho, to his death with no such pain. He had only thought of Sancho in passing when considering whom he would enlist as his new Beta. He certainly hadn’t mourned.

But Sancho hadn’t been Tombs.

He’d had plans for her. More than just plans, he might have had something resembling hopes.

Now her ashes would mingle with those of the berserker. Tombs would be satisfied with that, he suspected. She had never really stopped pining for Gage. Her feelings for him had been her greatest weakness, but one that would have soon been forgotten. If she’d survived.

The intake bracelet on her wrist turned white from the heat. Her bone crumbled long before the metal could melt, allowing the intake bracelet to fall to the bottom of the oven.

There was so very little of Stark’s Beta left.

As much as he wanted to blame Niamh for it, the truth was that it was all his wife’s work. Rhiannon had done this. And she had done it to punish him for being too weak.

Everton Stark. Weak.

Choking anger seized him. He slammed his fist into the end of the conveyor belt with a roar. And then he punched it again and again until the metal crumpled.

Vidya only watched. Silent, without judging.

Stark wrenched his hand free of the wreckage. “Shut the door,” he said, turning from the oven. “We need to relocate and make a new plan.”

She did as he ordered. Then she joined him on the stairs, and it took great strength for Stark not to look back at the oven where he had left Deirdre Tombs behind.

He was almost to the top of the stairs when flames flared behind them.

Stark turned. “What…?”

The oven exploded.

Vidya’s wings snapped out to their full length, sheltering both of them from the worst of the blast.

Blazing heat punched him in the back, and the shockwave forced him to the stairs belly-down with the valkyrie on top of him. Shards of metal and smoldering coals sprayed over the mortuary. Each strike of the debris stung his flesh, burning a blister onto his skin and healing within instants.

The vibrancy of the light subsided within seconds, though the heat didn’t fade. Flames leaped where the oven had stood. They crawled up the walls, licked the ceiling, and spread across the floor in a river.

It was oppressively hot. The smoke cloyed.

Vidya lowered her wings slowly. She sat up, eyes widening as she stared into the flames.

“Gods above,” she said.

“What?” Stark asked.

The valkyrie pointed.

There was a human figure in the flame, a shadow in the brilliance. The fire didn’t hurt her. Most of it was coming out of her body, pouring from her flesh like a cloak, spreading from her back in arms that reached for the ceiling. Sheets of black hair were kept aloft by the radiating heat.

Her chest was unmarked. There was no sign of injury on her entire body.

Deirdre Tombs stepped over the remnants of the oven and glanced around at the destruction with her eyebrows furrowed. “What’s going on? How did I get down here?” She looked down at her naked body, eyes widening. “And where the hell are my clothes?”
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