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      The Potentate of Atlanta, Book 5

      

      Witchborn fae are invading Atlanta, and it’s up to Hadley to stop them. That means returning to the archive and plugging all the entrances and exits that allow the coven to move their army into the city. Including a gateway leading straight into the heart of Faerie.

      

      To seal the archive for good, Hadley must enter Faerie and slam a door shut from that side. Despite his dark past with the fae realm, Midas is determined to go with her, even if it means facing his personal demon. But more awaits them in the other realm than Midas’s stroll down memory lane.

      

      Natisha confronts them and declares their bargain is due, but they’re one heart short. As if it wasn’t hard enough to explain that math to a fae healer with a god complex, the other six turn up missing, leaving them empty-handed. Either Hadley and Midas settle the debt, or Natisha vows Atlanta and her citizens will pay the ultimate price.
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      Out of all the lies Liz told, it figured her seeing two blue lines after peeing on a stick would be the truth.

      >Pop the champagne corks! Light up the stogies! Liz is officially pregnant.

      Bishop’s texted response, when it came, prompted my stomach to growl.

      >>Liz is one olive short of a pizza.

      “Hadley,” Abbott chided, drawing my attention away from my phone. “You might as well stop glaring at the ultrasound photos.” He tugged them out of my hand. “You’re not going to bully the child into revealing its secrets.”

      The prints were still warm from the machine, and each was as blank as a photo taken with a finger covering the lens. The baby’s magical signature kept shorting out the imaging equipment.

      I didn’t like that.

      To be fair, I didn’t like much about this situation.

      Not Ares turning on her friends and pack to protect her whackadoodle mate and their unborn child from the consequences of Liz’s zealotry. Not the swath of innocents cut down in the coven’s path to owning Atlanta. And not Ares’s abduction of my family that almost culminated in a slower and worse death than the bomb she saved them from would have granted them.

      “How sure are you she’s pregnant?” I leaned down, one ear nearly touching her stomach, pretending to listen for a tick-tick-tick noise. “For all we know, she swallowed one of those bombs the coven loves so much, and it will explode nine months to the day of implantation.”

      “We’ve been over this.” Abbott eyed me over the rim of his glasses. “There’s a heartbeat.”

      “Or a timer counting down.”

      “The baby also kicks.”

      “Those could be levers moving into position under Liz’s skin.”

      “Midas?” Pinching the bridge of his nose, Abbott shot his gaze past my shoulder. “A little help?”

      Sliding my focus onto my mate, I couldn’t deny the kick in my pulse that came just from looking at him.

      His golden-blond hair was growing out, slowly but surely, but I wouldn’t care if he went bald. The bright spark in his aquamarine eyes was recent, a huge improvement over the shadows that once haunted him. Unable to stop myself from staring, I let my gaze trace the now-familiar arch of his cheekbones, the hard line of his jaw, and the soft curve of his kissable lips.

      He caught me at it, of course, and a smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.

      “She’s watched too many B movies.” The Spock to my Kirk straightened from his lean against the wall. “She’s got conspiracy theories for days. Weeks. Months. Years…”

      “How can I be expected to marry a man who makes fun of me?” As I pivoted to face him, I made certain to place my left hand just so, and my engagement ring caught the light. As it sparkled, with a little help from my wiggling finger, I waited for him to enlighten me. “What kind of life would that be?”

      Flashing my bling caused Midas to smile, which had been the point, and I struggled to stay grumpy in the face of his simple happiness.

      “I apologize.” He wiped a hand across his mouth, but his grin remained, and I was happy they stuck more often these days. “Will this earn me forgiveness?”

      Midas reached into his pocket and pulled out a golf ball-sized piece of chocolate wrapped in gold foil. He held it out to me, its packaging glittering under the fluorescent lights…

      A blur of shadow smudged the edge of my vision, and I yelled, “No.”

      Too late.

      Ambrose swiped it off Midas’s palm and gulped it down with glee.

      Truce or not, I thought at him, pull that stunt again, and I will end you.

      The shadow horked a thumbnail-sized glob onto the floor like a momma bird feeding its baby.

      Not gonna lie. I threw up in my mouth a little.

      Even if I was into regurgitation, and I wasn’t in any way, it was mostly crumpled foil.

      “What’s wrong?” Abbott ripped a blood pressure cuff off Liz. “Did you drop it?”

      “I dropped it, all right.”

      Down the gullet of an uppity shadow who believed we were BFFs now.

      Noticing my attention on the floor, Abbott craned his neck. “Did it roll under the equipment?”

      “No.” I kept my head down. “I’m offering a moment of silence for the fallen chocolate.”

      Midas snorted then coughed, but it was too late. I heard him, and I couldn’t stop a smile from blooming.

      Amusement crinkling his eyes, Abbott indicated a nearby basin. “Can you hand me that rag?”

      “Why is she sweaty?” I wrung out the icy water then handed it to him. “She’s all clammy and shaky.”

      In my line of work, I had run across addicts desperate for their next hit in better shape.

      Blotting her forehead, Abbott frowned. “It appears to be an allergic reaction to the anesthesia.”

      “You mean you don’t know?” I faked a gasp and clutched my chest. “And you call yourself a doctor.”

      “I’m not omniscient, Hadley.” He chuckled. “I’m doing the best I can, but pregnancy complicates things.”

      Witchborn fae complicated every single little thing. One more hurdle barely rated a sigh of annoyance.

      “You’re tired.” Midas rested his hands on my shoulders. “You’ve been going nonstop since we discovered the archive.” He began a massage that left me putty in his hands. “You need to rest.”

      The instinctive urge to shoot him down and keep on trucking got crushed beneath my exhaustion.

      “Okay.” I didn’t have enough fight in me to argue. “I’ll take a nap. A tiny one. Like thirty minutes.”

      Midas and Abbott exchanged a glance over my head that smacked of them handling me.

      Oh, sure. They would say it was for my own good, but I think they were scared of me when I got hangry.

      Though, to be fair, I had no clear memory of the last time I had eaten or slept. And that jerk shadow had stolen the mouthful of caffeine that might have made all the difference in my cognitive ability.

      Just for that, I was going to ask Remy to wrap gas station meatballs in truffle foils from Ambrose’s favorite chocolatier. And then…sweet revenge. Or not-so-sweet revenge. Which was the whole point.

      Let Ambrose get a taste of how it feels to think you’re getting a treat and then bam.

      Goddess, I really was tired if I was plotting revenge on, essentially, myself.

      “I’ll send the ultrasound photos and recordings to Bishop along with Liz’s file,” Abbot promised. “The information will be with your team when you wake.”

      “Thanks.”

      Out in the hall, Midas waited until the shadow made himself scarce before reaching into his pocket a second time. He pulled out a small brown tulle bag tied with a black ribbon that made dull clacking noises when its weight shifted on his palm. The smell hit me, and I moaned, perking instantly.

      “Gimme.” I lunged for them. “Gimme. Gimme. Gimme.”

      “Nap first.” He snatched them back. “Chocolate-covered espresso beans later.”

      “You’re so mean.” I buried my face in his side, trusting him to guide me to the elevators. “Why do you hate me?”

      “I also sourced you a copy of Moon Cats Colonize the Sun.”

      “I take it back.” I kissed his shoulder through his shirt. “You’re the absolute best mate ever, and I love you more than the single-origin Costa Rican chocolate bars I order from French Broad Chocolates in Asheville.”

      The ride was oddly peaceful, probably due to me shutting my eyes just for a second. Or three. Or maybe during the whole trip.

      The jolt as the elevator stopped jarred me awake, and I shuffled out before recalling I was supposed to be going up to our apartment and not making a pit stop in the lobby.

      As I pulled my vision into focus, I noticed Remy. She grinned at me, her needlelike teeth flashing, her skin so pale it was translucent. Her spiked pixie cut highlighted the roundness in her cheeks, and the green elastics on her braces matched her hair.

      Tonight, she wore a palm-sized white lily behind one ear, a tame accessory by her usual eighties punk rock standards. Her wide blue eyes, the color of her pronounced veins, sparkled with excitement as she futzed with it.

      “You look like crap.” Remy wrinkled her nose at me. “Oh, and the Faraday is surrounded by the coven.”

      Dunking my head in an ice bath wouldn’t have shocked me to alertness any faster.

      A cold sweat drenched me, my heart galloped a mile a minute, and the spit dried in my mouth.

      “The coven?” I reached for Ambrose on instinct. “They’re here?”

      She had to be wrong, right? Reece hadn’t noticed, and Bishop hadn’t warned me. The OPA didn’t make mistakes on this scale. We ran a tight ship, but if Remy was right, the Faraday was sinking.

      “The enforcers haven’t reported any unusual activity.” Midas frowned toward the break room where they hung out between shifts. “Are you sure?”

      “Two and Six have been people watching from the roof for hours.” She honed her glare. “They’re sure.”

      Remy was fae. A macalla, if you wanted to get technical. Or simply an echo in layman’s terms. She could split herself into eight sentient halves, or halves of halves, or halves of halves of halves, as the case may be. Make that seven, since Eight had been reabsorbed into the collective upon her death.

      When not expanding our Peachy Keen Sheets empire, or terrorizing commuters, Remy dispatched her other selves on intel-gathering missions across the city to get me the scoop on any fresh trouble brewing.

      Now that the Faraday was her home, a territorial side of her was emerging.

      One that appeared to include spying on her new neighbors.

      I would have to sit her down and explain how that was wrong, but I was grateful for it right now.

      Goddess knows, I needed all the help I could get. Honestly? I wasn’t sure which would kill us first.

      The coven.

      The archive.

      Or Natisha.

      The last one worried me most.

      Knowing the archive was anchored in Faerie, that it created a bridge between our worlds, I couldn’t fork over the promised hearts. Natisha was too powerful, and she had no love for mortals. She would parade across that bridge, terrorize the people I had sworn to protect, and then, when she got bored, she would raze Atlanta to the ground.

      But welshing on our agreement would cost Ford his life. I couldn’t let that happen either. He was a good man, and he deserved his second chance. And Lisbeth… She would be heartbroken to lose him now that she finally had him.

      “Why haven’t they moved on us yet?”

      Stealth mode was only slightly better than an all-out assault. It meant we were safe, for now. But it also meant the coven was watching us, cataloguing our weaknesses, and planning a strike guaranteed to cut us off at the knees.

      Personally, I preferred to give my enemies as little quiet time to think as possible. We had to distract them, scatter their focus, and see what insight we could divine from their responses.

      “I’ve been asking myself that.” Her hand strayed back to the flower, and she flicked one of its petals with a thoughtful expression twisting her face. “I don’t think they can.”

      Talk about too good to be true. “What do you mean?”

      “They must be familiar with the layout of the building, Liz would have fed them that, but they don’t know where we stashed her, right? In the infirmary or in a cell will be their top picks, sure, but they can’t tell for certain.”

      “The coven’s past actions tell us they view members as disposable,” I reminded her. “What makes you think this has anything to do with recovering Liz?”

      “Two overheard chatter about a baby, a boy, if you’re interested. They’re calling him the child price, whatever that means.” She bounced her shoulders. “Maybe he’s The Chosen One or something, and they can’t afford to hurt his vessel in a siege for fear of harming him. Why else pump the brakes?”

      We held knowledge of the existence and location of the archive, a catacomb of tombs brimming with the souls of all the creatures the coven had murdered for their skins, their thoughts, their powers. Their very souls.

      They should have been throwing everything they had at us. They should have been trying to wipe us off the map before we attacked the wellspring of their power. They should have been desperate to protect their repository of magic.

      And yet, despite getting the drop on us, they hadn’t lifted a finger against us.

      “Surprise, surprise.” I rubbed my face. “They know something we don’t.”

      “Fertility is crap among the fae, but most witches breed like rabbits to build their covens. The bloodline connection enhances their power when they cast spells. The more relatives, the more power, the more magic they can conjure when they work together.”

      “What do you mean by most?”

      “Black magic is a toxin the practitioner chooses to release into their system. Most of them find ways to insulate their brains and organs from its poisonous effects, but a fetus is another matter.”

      Spinning the charmed ring on my finger, I asked, “The mother can’t protect it?”

      “Most practitioners aren’t strong enough to shield an infant, a whole other person, from conception to birth, and their magic is too busy feeding on the child’s potential for it to grow strong enough to protect itself.” She hesitated. “There are actually covens who get pregnant for that exact reason. They use the kid as a power boost for particularly tricky spells.”

      The tips of my fingers went numb. “As in, they sacrifice their unborn children?”

      “Yeah.” She angled her face away from me. “Fae do it too. We’re just quieter about it.”

      As low as birth rates were for fae, I couldn’t imagine them killing their own offspring in the womb.

      Then again, as I could attest, a kid wasn’t any better off being born to someone with those proclivities.

      “The coven didn’t reveal themselves until after Liz got pregnant.” I indulged in a brief fantasy. “Just think, if she had gotten knocked up sooner, this could have all been Linus’s problem.”

      Midas kissed my forehead, right between my eyes, and he smiled while he did it.

      I chose to view it as his endorsement of me as the better candidate to handle this situation, and not that he was laughing at me.

      “Liz no longer practices.” Midas rubbed his jaw. “Yet it took her years to conceive.”

      The timing worried me too. Had it really taken that long? Or had they planned it that way?

      Why here? Why now? Why me?

      Okay, so the last one made me sound like a whiny brat, but I was genuinely curious if this was personal, or if the stars had finally aligned for them.

      “If she comes from an old bloodline, there’s a chance her infertility battles were genuine. The taint is passed down to children of dark practitioners. With her fae blood, it might have been enough to make conceiving more difficult than she or the coven predicted when they placed her.”

      “Liz hasn’t once wielded magic against us since she was captured,” I realized. “She can’t, can she?”

      No wonder she hadn’t worn a more powerful adversary’s skin when we cornered her at the clinic where Ares held my family after kidnapping them. She couldn’t tap into that magic without risking the baby. She was forced to resort to glamour, a cheap trick in comparison.

      The wonky bombs started making more sense too. Liz must have tried her hand at spell crafting without drawing on the dark powers she had been taught to wield.

      Thankfully, those results had also sucked, and we caught her before she got the hang of it.

      Mix in Ares actively working against her, and you got an operation that appeared to be amateur hour.

      “Not if she wants her baby to survive.” Remy squinted. “Are you sure you didn’t see her use magic?”

      Thinking back, I couldn’t say for certain. Things had moved so fast, and I admit I had tunnel vision then.

      All that mattered to me in those moments was recovering my family and getting them to safety.

      “Aside from the glamour…” I scrunched up my face, “…I don’t think so.”

      “Then she had help.” Midas thought along the same lines. “It’s not like she doesn’t have the resources.”

      “With the archive nearby, and the coven able to use it as their private transporter room,” I agreed, “Liz had access to any number of people who could have done the heavy lifting for her then gone back to wherever they came from without leaving a trace.”

      By using the coven for her dirty work, she kept her hands clean and her scent untainted by her magic.

      “Look on the bright side.” Remy winked. “This means she can’t hurt you without hurting the baby.”

      “Plenty of people murder the old-fashioned way,” I reminded her. “Stabbings, shootings, poisons. All those kill without the benefit of magic.”

      “Oh, to be mundane.” Remy’s expression twisted with pity. “Those poor suckers.”

      With a firmer grasp on the situation, I texted Bishop the details from Remy’s report.

      “The OPA is now aware of the situation.” I chewed my bottom lip, worried Bishop hadn’t mentioned this when we talked earlier. “We’ll send eyes in the field and give the Remys a break.”

      “What’s the point in having seven selves if you don’t put them to work?” She jutted her hip then planted a fist on it. “They get cranky otherwise.”

      Thumbs hovering over the screen, I pondered that. “Aren’t they just extensions of you?”

      Head tipped to one side, she eyeballed us. “Have you met me?”

      “You’re not cranky so much as homicidal,” Midas informed her. “Violence always improves your mood.”

      “Eh.” A shrug rolled through her shoulders. “We can’t all be chocoholics.”

      An incoming message vibrated the phone in my hand, and Bishop’s update left me cold.

      >>All the cameras are down. A citywide video blackout. We can’t see a damn thing.

      >How long ago?

      >>Five minutes. Maybe six. I would have called you at the ten-minute mark.

      Without knowing the Faraday had been targeted, the OPA had no reason to alert me unless the blackout spread or lasted longer than routine maintenance or a power surge could excuse.

      >>Milo is hitting the streets and heading your way. Reece is running a diagnostic.

      The OPA’s network of cameras, both our mounts and surveillance we mooched off the city, gave Reece a bird’s-eye view of Atlanta. Right now, he was flying blind. And that meant we would never see the coven coming.
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      Reece, the true brains of the OPA operation, got back with me in record time. With bad news.

      >>The cameras were hexed, that’s why the OPA’s private feed and the city feed are blown.

      Unclear on the difference between a hex and a curse, I chalked them both up to bad mojo.

      >Can you unhex them?

      >>I put in a call to a local coven who’s done some work for us. Cross your fingers it’s an easy fix.

      The slight evasion was a reminder I didn’t know who or what Reece was, and he wasn’t telling.

      Good for him. I wouldn’t tell either. Often, it didn’t end well for folks who got too close to me.

      >Thanks.

      >>No problem.

      I took out my frustration on a stale Tootsie Roll I found in my pocket. The way it stuck to the lining, and the blue fuzz on the edge, convinced me I had washed it with my jeans, but extra fiber never hurt anyone.

      “Sir, we need to make a decision about the residents.”

      Peeling myself away from my phone, I found three enforcers standing before Midas at parade rest.

      “We can’t evacuate them.” His attention landed on me, tangible as a caress. “Hadley?”

      “The coven would pick them off as they exited the building,” I agreed with him. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “We’ll have to relocate them,” he said. “Bring everyone down to the lower floors and interior rooms.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The trio of enforcers fanned out and began organizing the small-scale evacuation.

      “I have to call Linus.” I blew out a breath. “Can I schedule a last-minute root canal instead?”

      That would be less painful than admitting he had just left but I already needed all the help I could get.

      “He would come back if you asked him,” Midas reminded me. “He offered to stay until this is over.”

      Those had been his parting words before he climbed into his rental with Grier and set out for Savannah. A few days away from her city had taken its toll on her. She had no choice but to return and renew her bond to the land, and it would gut Linus to leave her while she was vulnerable.

      “It never ends.” I leaned into Midas’s warmth. “There’s always some new horror on the horizon.”

      “Way to get bleak.” A frown puckered Remy’s forehead. “You’re not wrong, but that’s still dark for you.”

      Dark like the chocolate covering the espresso beans in Midas’s pocket. Frak. I was hungry.

      “The city wouldn’t need me if it wasn’t forever on the edge of peril,” I joked. “Job security, right?”

      “The sleep deprivation is getting to her,” Remy told Midas from the side of her mouth. “She’s loopy.”

      Afraid she might be right, I ground the heels of my palms into my gritty eyes to keep them focused a few seconds longer. They were dry and sore and probably bloodshot. They were also the least of my problems.

      “All I’m saying is, I can’t depend on Linus forever. Otherwise, he’ll be chained to me, and this city, for the rest of his life. I don’t want that for him. I don’t want that for me either. I want to show him, and myself, that I’ve got what it takes to do this.”

      Between Linus and Grier, they had pitched in enough when they captured Liz and brought her in.

      The rest fell onto our shoulders, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “There’s nothing wrong with asking for help when you need it.” Midas pressed a lingering kiss to my temple, and warmth spread through my chest. “You’re not showing weakness when you admit you can’t accomplish the impossible alone.”

      “I know, I know.” I blasted out a long sigh. “I’ve got the OPA, and I’ve got you.”

      “And the pack.”

      With me mated and now engaged to their beta, I was as pack as it got without being born gwyllgi. I had no problem with joining a new family. It was dragging them into OPA business, where they might get hurt, that gave me heartburn.

      Further complicating matters, I also couldn’t afford to be seen as relying too heavily on any one faction if I wanted to maintain the neutrality required of my position.

      To cut ties with the pack and stand alone would be the easiest thing, careerwise, except for the part where that option sliced out my heart. Call me selfish, but I was done sacrificing every scrap of happiness in my life on an altar of guilt.

      I loved Midas. He was mine. I was keeping him—and his mom too.

      “Ahem?” Remy cleared her throat. “What about me?”

      Warmth kindled in my chest at the reminder of how blessed I was to have such good friends.

      “And an army of Remys,” I amended. “Who stands a chance against those?”

      Preening, she fluffed her hair then readjusted the flower behind her ear.

      “I’m going to run up to my apartment—” she grinned wide, “—to grab a measurement real quick.”

      Never let it be said she let a tiny thing like an impending attack cramp her decorating style.

      “Have fun.” I saluted her enthusiasm. “Let us know if you need help moving your things.”

      “What things?” She bounded into the elevator. “I brought my trash bags full of clothes over last night.”

      The doors closed between us before my brain and tongue settled on an appropriate response.

      As they did, Ambrose stepped free of my outline, his shadowy finger pointing toward the front entrance.

      The door to the lobby swung open on its own, as if wind had nudged it, and Hank blurred into motion.

      Dude was fast. Crazy fast. And boy howdy was he pissed.

      Shoving through the door, he launched into a flying tackle, smacked into an unseen threat, and took it down. He pinned it—whatever it was—with his hands around its throat. Or so I assumed, based on the choking noises.

      From where Midas and I stood, Hank appeared to hover a foot above the floor. It was downright odd to watch him do more than glare or stand silent sentinel…while glaring…usually at me. I knew he had the moves, or he couldn’t hold down the doorman job, but knowing and seeing are two different things.

      “Show yourself,” he snarled, his upper lip quivering, “or I rip out your throat.”

      Midas and I prowled closer, senses alert to any other threats who might have used this distraction to slip in after Hank abandoned his post.

      Ambrose slithered a circle around Hank, sniffing at whatever he wrestled with beneath him.

      “Don’t kill me,” a girlish voice squeaked. “Please, don’t kill me.”

      “Show yourself,” Hank repeated, “or I’ll kill you, and then I’ll see for myself once your magic fades.”

      “I’m too scared. I’m sorry.” A sob burst out of her. “I can’t think.”

      “Wrong answer.” Hank increased his pressure, and the struggle went out of her. “There we go.”

      Before our eyes, a lanky teenage girl with elfin features materialized in a limp sprawl of limbs.

      A sour taste coated my tongue. “Is she…alive?”

      “She might be coven—” Hank turned his growl on me, “—but she’s just a kid.”

      “She might be just a kid,” Midas warned, “but she’s still coven.”

      The barbed twist of his own words must have put the situation into perspective for Hank. He climbed off the girl and kept his head down and his eyes on the floor. He didn’t apologize to me, but he did grunt in my general direction as I knelt and used my modified pen to swipe restraining sigils on her wrists and ankles.

      “I didn’t mean to call your honor into question.” I tapped the cap of my pen against his boot. “I’m sorry if it came out that way.”

      Hank offered me a hand, I took it, and he helped me to my feet.

      It wasn’t an I’m sorry, but it was close enough to smooth Midas’s hackles.

      “Let’s get her to Abbott.” I pocketed my pen. “Then we’ll see what this is about.”

      Without prompting, Midas scooped her into his arms to free Hank up to return to his post.

      The girl didn’t stir during the ride down to the infirmary, but her breaths came easy through her parted lips. Her delicate throat would sport bruises in the shape of Hank’s fingers, but he had been careful after he realized the coven had sent a girl to do their dirty work.

      One of their lookouts must have spotted the Remys and nominated a novice, untainted by black magic, to sneak in, eavesdrop on us, and discover how much we knew about their position and their mission.

      Sadly, on both counts, the answer was not much.

      The cloying fragrance of cut grass and earthy florals built in the air, a perfume or detergent on the girl.

      Abbott was waiting for us in the hall when the doors slid open, which meant Hank had called ahead to let him know to expect us. The healer gave the girl a cursory examination while Midas held her then decided her wounds were minor enough that a regular exam room would do.

      He had a kit in hand, ready to go, when he shut us into one of the smaller rooms.

      The test would tell us if the girl was a host for a Martian Roach or a skin worn by the coven. As much as I wanted to cry overkill, it wasn’t. The coven would use the face of a child, let alone a teen, in a heartbeat. They would bank on reactions like Hank’s, which would allow their agent to gain the upper hand.

      That alone made it imperative we seal the archive and ferret out the remaining witchborn fae within the city wherever they might hide.

      “She hasn’t been infected.” Abbott put away the kit after he cleaned it for the next use. “I’m not entirely sure she’s witchborn either.”

      Studying the girl’s features, I tried to see what he did but failed. “How can you tell?”

      “She has punctures on her nape.” He lifted fingers smeared with a thick verdant liquid. “Hank must have partially shifted his hands when he took her down.”

      “Green?” I leaned in closer, and the smell of grass and flowers intensified. “What bleeds green?”

      Other than Vulcans.

      “Other than Vulcans?” Midas’s lips twitched in the promise of a smile. “You know you were thinking it.”

      That he was right proved both that he knew me better than anyone and that he was researching his upcoming role as Spock in our Star Trek-themed wedding. Both made me a happy girl.

      “She’s not Vulcan.” Abbott traced the curve of her rounded ear. “I would guess she’s fae.”

      There was no point in fretting over what the Society might or might not do to me for cavorting with fae. I was in fae up to my hairline. There was nothing to be done about it but hope the Society never ordered a census. Still, old habits die hard, and the instinctive chill that came from willfully defying Society law prickled down my arms.

      “Her blood smells clean.” Midas rubbed his nose as if it itched. “Earthy and floral, like her magic.”

      “Remy’s upstairs.” I brought out my phone. “She might have an educated guess as to her species.”

      Failing that, she might be able to find out for us. Few things piqued her insatiable curiosity like a juicy mystery. It was part of what made her an excellent spy.

      Normally, it was the height of rudeness to ask a person to identify themselves, but in a city brimming with practitioners able to change their faces and species to blend, we couldn’t give manners precedent.

      “I’ll ask Bishop to come too.” I shot them each a text. “A second opinion won’t hurt.”

      Old as he was, he had encountered most everything during his lifetime. How old, you ask? No idea. Whatsoever. He refused to tell me. Or even hint. Older fae tended to keep their ages to themselves.

      I wasn’t sure if the secrecy was meant to avoid breaking the brains of those around them with the sheer weight of life experience they carried, or if it was for their own sake. The longer a creature lived, the more horrors, grief, and sorrow they accumulated. I could understand willing the past into the background of their minds in favor of living in the present.

      Twelve minutes passed, during which I fell asleep on my feet, before the elevator’s bright ding woke me.

      Remy stepped through the exam room door as I picked grit from my eyes. She noticed the girl, shrieked like the first rube to die in a horror movie, the one who heard a noise and went to investigate it alone, and then launched herself across the room in a flying leap at the unconscious figure.
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      “Lillian.” Remy landed on top of the girl, clutched her shoulders, and shook. “What are you doing here?”

      The girl, Lillian, answered with a soft grunt as she began to rouse. “Huh?”

      “What happened to her?” Remy stroked the girl’s hair. “She’s bleeding. I can smell it.”

      “She tried to slip past Hank without announcing herself.”

      Eyes flashing murder, Remy touched the bruises darkening Lillian’s throat. “And he did this to her?”

      “Currently, only residents are allowed entrance to the Faraday.” I willed her to understand what I meant without spelling out our predicament in front of a stranger. “Who is she?”

      “My roommate.”

      “Your…roommate?”

      “What?” She glared up at me. “I read the lease. There’s no rule against it.”

      “Have you seen the size of the apartment? I’m just wondering where she’s going to sleep.” I rubbed my eyes, certain I must be bruising them by now, but it did the trick. “Unless…will you be sharing a bed?” That was how Midas and I made it work. “Oh.” Another thought sparked. “Is she your girlfriend?”

      That would explain the flower in her hair. Maybe it had been a gift from Lillian.

      Laughter spilled out of Remy as she stared down at the girl. “Did you hear that, Lil?”

      “Don’t laugh,” Lillian wheezed. “I would make an amazing girlfriend.”

      Another burst of amusement shook Remy as she tried, and apparently failed, to picture them as an item.

      The girl shoved Remy’s arm with a weak hand. “Uh, Rem?”

      Amusement bright in her eyes, she sat back. “Yeah?”

      “I can’t breathe.”

      “Oh.” She scurried off the end of the bed. “Better?”

      “Much.”

      Trouble she might be, but Remy was loyal and fiercely protective of her friends.

      I just hadn’t realized she had more than one.

      Me.

      “Remy found me on the street,” Lillian explained in a wavering voice. “She let me stay in her car with her sometimes, when it got too cold.” Her expression darkened. “Then she up and disappeared. I figured she moved on to bigger things. I thought I was alone again. Forgotten again. But Rem, she came back for me.”

      When I first met Remy, she was posing as a Swyft driver, and not a very good one. She had been living out of her car until I gave her access to one of HQ’s bunkhouses while she got her feet under her. I hadn’t once considered she might be leaving anyone behind. As far as I knew, she was new in town and only here to murder Midas for killing Eight.

      Not for the first time, I was wrong, and I was humbled by my assumptions.

      “Will there be enough room?” I hated to nag, but I didn’t let that stop me. “There are two-bedroom floorplans, you know.”

      “Show them.” Remy cackled with delight. “Show them what you can do.”

      Lillian sat upright, and the scent of what I realized was her magic blossomed to fill the room. Her outline shimmered, leaving a lily behind in her place. Flowers, leaves, stem, bulb, roots, and all.

      It matched the flower in Remy’s hair down to the bright red-orange pollen on its anthers.

      The new fashion staple must be the fae equivalent of a friendship bracelet.

      “Whoa.” I took an automatic step closer. “How cool is that?”

      “You have no idea.” Remy’s chuckles tapered into a proud sigh. “She would plant herself at Home Depot, right? Just steal a pot, dump in some dirt, then make with the transformation. She would wait for a sucker to buy her, go home with them, then rob them blind and sneak out while they were at work.” Remy wiped tears from her eyes. “The store never caught on. Her marks didn’t either. She’s too slick.”

      The hairlike roots, bare and stringy, rustled against the crisp sheet as if Lillian was enjoying a laugh too.

      An unexpected shiver twitched in my neck as I downgraded her trick from cool to ever-so-slightly creepy.

      “Remy.” I hated to be such a downer, but it was in my job description. “Can we trust her?”

      A sentient plant could gather all kinds of intel while safe in her pot that could prove invaluable to an operation like the OPA, or the coven.

      The stubborn set to Remy’s jaw warned me I was in for an ear-chewing of epic proportions. She wanted me to let it go, to laugh and accept her friend, but I couldn’t do it. As much as I would love to relax my vigilance, I couldn’t afford to with the witchborn fae circling us. Perched on the tops of buildings, I pictured them as vultures waiting their turn to pick our bones clean and wished them indigestion if they tried it.

      The delicate flower shivered, its leaves rustling, and the girl reappeared with a greenish tint to her skin that looked natural on her rather than unhealthy.

      “I did what it took to survive,” she said with a jut of her chin I had seen more than once in the mirror, “and I’m not sorry.”

      “Goddess.” I rubbed my forehead. “How do I get myself into these situations?”

      “I won’t be any trouble,” Lillian promised me with liquid eyes. “I don’t want to be a criminal. I never did. I want to help out, like Remy does. She says you gave her a shot. Why not me?”

      The urge to cross to the nearest wall and bang my head until my brain fell out left my feet twitchy.

      “Remy, can I speak to you?” I jerked my thumb toward the hall. “Alone?”

      “Rem?” Lillian twisted her fingers in the sheet. “I didn’t get you in trouble, did I?”

      “Nah.” Remy waved off her worry. “I told you…” her gaze landed on me, “…Hadley is one of the good ones.”

      With a setup like that, any punishment or reprimand I handed down would cast me in the role of villain.

      Frak, frak, frak.

      Guiding her a few doors down, I pulled on my potentate face. “She’s not going to be a problem, is she?”

      “No,” Remy rushed out too fast. “I promise. And she’s got talent. A really cool talent. You can use her.”

      “I have too much on my plate as it is.” I had no room for extra helpings. “Lillian is your responsibility.”

      “She’ll sit in her pot on the fire escape all day and won’t bother a soul.” She crossed her heart. “I swear.”

      “And at night?” I searched her face. “What will she do then?”

      Not break into home improvement stores and pass herself off as merchandise. Not if she wanted to live here. But I was beating a dead horse with Remy. She wasn’t listening anymore. She had her heart set on Lillian, and I couldn’t find it in myself to break it.

      I was going to cave.

      I could feel it.

      “She doesn’t have a head for numbers, but she loves to decorate. She can help with interior design for the new Peachy Keen stores. You should have seen the box she was living in. It was beautiful.” She squinted one eye. “Well, it was on the inside. The outside looked like trash.” She shrugged. “It discouraged folks from stealing from her.”

      “You’re playing the sympathy card hard right now.”

      “You’ve got a marshmallow heart. It’s all big and squishy, and it goes all ooey-gooey.” Remy grinned, scenting victory. “You won’t turn her out now that you’ve met her.”

      Ugh.

      I hated when she was right.

      “No one stays at the Faraday long term without approval from the board. She’s got twenty-four hours to fill out the proper paperwork. After that, if she doesn’t comply, or if they reject her application, she’s got to go.” I could put a rush on it, but that was as far as I was willing help. “You’ve got to teach her the proper way to enter and exit the building too. Like now. Tonight. She can’t sneak past Hank again. Or any other gwyllgi. Their noses are too keen.” Which brought up a good point. “How did she manage invisibility?”

      “Check out her hands when we go back in. She invests her money in protective charms.” A few ounces of her usual bravado leaked out of her. “She can turn into a plant. Plants can’t defend themselves real well. She can do a few more tricks, thanks to the charms, but none of them are offensive. Only defensive. She doesn’t want to hurt anyone. She just wants a safe place to crash while she decides what to do with her life.”

      Most lesser fae fresh from Faerie ended up on the streets until they learned how to conform. More ended up dead when they couldn’t learn fast enough. It was a brutal reminder the grass isn’t always greener.

      “You stamped sucker on my forehead while I wasn’t looking, didn’t you?”

      “Nah.” Her grin bared pointy teeth. “I waited until you were asleep. You can sleep through anything.”

      Sleep.

      Man, that sounded good right about now.

      “Just don’t let word get out I’m a soft touch,” I warned, “or I’ll never get my street cred back.”

      “You make a difference, you know.” She was oddly earnest for a change. “You helped me. Now I get to help Lily. I’m paying it forward. She will too.” She fell silent. “It’s not much, compared to what you do, but—”

      “No buts.” I gathered her into a hug that left her squawking and flailing like a parrot with its tail feathers stuck in its cage door. “I’m proud of you.”

      I wished she had waited to exhibit growth when I had more time and energy to babysit her metamorphosis, but at some point, you had to climb out of the driver’s seat and pass over the keys.

      Shoving me back, she curled her lip for show and grumbled, “That’s got to be a workplace violation.”

      “Probably,” I agreed, “but we’re not at one of our stores, or kiosks, or on company time.”

      After smoothing her clothes, as if my hug left a stain, she flounced off down the hall, back to her friend.

      I followed at a more sedate pace, and Ambrose cast himself as a cat-sized snail inching along the wall.

      “Jerk.” I swatted at him, not that it would do any good. “Go pick on someone your own size.”

      Ambrose twisted himself back into his Hadley shape, making us identical.

      I really should have seen that one coming.

      Midas exited the exam room as I arrived, and he brushed his fingertips under my eyes. “You’re tired.”

      A tingle spread from that touch, and I leaned in for more. “You’re sexy.”

      “Thank you, but flattery won’t get you out of taking a nap.” He tucked me against his side. “Remy can handle things from here. She just went through the application process, so she can guide her friend through it without us.”

      “I hope this doesn’t come back to bite me.” I sighed. “Remy is a good egg who was dealt a bad hand.”

      “Eggs have hands?”

      “Ha-ha.” I elbowed him. “Funny guy thinks he’s funny.”

      An audible vibration sent me on a wild-goose chase for my phone.

      “It’s in your left hand,” Midas informed me without so much as twitching his lips.

      Well, look at that. He was right. “How did it get there?”

      “You must have gotten it out while you were talking to Remy.” He cleared his throat, which did nothing to hide his laughter with me plastered against him. “You were probably considering beating her to death with it.”

      “Nah.” I was too tired for that, cathartic though it might be. “I did consider giving myself a concussion to mentally escape the situation.”

      Gesturing toward my hand, in case I forgot where my phone was again, he asked, “That an update from Bishop?”

      “Yup.” I scanned the message. “He says he’ll meet us in the lobby in an hour.”

      While I was at it, I requested Anca run a background check on Lily using her application from the Faraday as soon as it was filed. It skirted a line, yes, but Remy would do the same for me. These days we couldn’t take anyone at face value, not when so many of our enemies wore so many different faces.

      Midas shuffled me into the elevator. “That’s good news.”

      “We’re sitting ducks in a giant blind spot.” I tipped my head back to see him. “How is that good news?”

      “They cut the feeds. That means their magic can’t hide them from the cameras.”

      “That is a silver lining, I suppose, but it won’t help us in the interim.”

      “The pack has recently purchased two dozen drones.” He kept me from wobbling as the car shot up to the top of the building then nudged me onto our floor after the chime. “I might be persuaded to loan a dozen of those to the OPA.”

      “You understand once Bishop gets his hands on them, he will never return them?”

      “That’s why I doubled my original order.”

      “Smart.”

      “Well?” He let me into our apartment. “Do I have your permission to send them over?”

      “Have them brought here.” I yawned. “Bishop can pick them up when he arrives.”

      A frown bisected Midas’s forehead. “He doesn’t trust his drop boxes anymore?”

      “Not for big-ticket items like this. I doubt one location would hold them anyway.”

      And he would want his new toys in his hot little hands as soon as inhumanly possible.

      “All right.” He got out his phone. “I’ll have Ford load them in his truck.”

      The urge to peek out the window to do a bit of spying of my own tempted me to locate the remote that operated the blinds, but self-preservation overcame my brain fog.

      “New plan,” I announced, thumbs flying over my screen. “I’ll bait Bishop with the drones, then let him figure out the logistics to get them—and Ford—here safely.”

      “I like this plan even better.”

      “Hello,” a silky voice purred from the shadows. “I wondered when you would arrive.”

      Midas flipped on the lights then prowled to my side where he vibrated with predatory annoyance.

      “Um.” I rubbed my eyes, but Vasco remained standing in the middle of our living room. “What are you doing here?”

      I rested a hand on Midas’s arm, a plea to let Vasco talk before Midas murdered him for trespassing.

      Arms spread wide, he turned a slow circle, putting his flawless body on display. “I’m a gift from Bishop.”

      Too bad I didn’t see a return label stamped among the feathers of the winged tattoo on his back.

      The blackout, okay, I could see the delay in the OPA warning me there, but this?

      Bishop owed me a heads-up before inviting dangerous fae into our home without our permission.

      “I’m not unwrapping you, if that’s what you’re waiting on.”

      “And here I wore laces, just in case.” Twisting to the side, he showcased the leather ties crisscrossing his upper thighs in a design that boggled me as to how he kept his pants on. “What do you think?” He wet his lips at Midas. “I have another pair in red, if you’re interested.”

      Jaw tight, Midas managed a polite tone. “I’m mated.”

      “So?” He toyed with the loop in one bow near his hip. “Let her watch. Let her participate. Let her learn.”

      As the youngest person in the room, with inarguably the tamest sexual history, I was not amused.

      “I hate to rain on your parade,” I lied, wishing for an umbrella to beat him with, “but I don’t share.”

      Midas slid an arm around my waist. “Neither do I.”

      “Give it a few centuries,” Vasco demurred, “then we’ll revisit the topic.”

      “Bishop sent you?” I prodded him. “Why would he do that?”

      “I have information.”

      A sigh moved through Midas. “What do you want for it?”

      Glaring at Midas, I stomped his foot while giving Vasco a hard pass. “We’re not interested.”

      “The price has been paid.” He lifted a shoulder. “You will hear it, whether you want to or not.”

      “What is the deal with you and Bishop?” I bristled at his smug tone. “Why can’t you leave him alone?”

      The two kept getting closer, and I didn’t like it. Granted, I didn’t have to like it, but I worried for him.

      “I did not summon myself.” He smiled, all teeth. “Bishop called me, as he always does, and I gave him what he wants, as I always do. If you take offense to my presence, you should tell him so, not me. I am but a humble messenger.”

      Humble, my left toe. There wasn’t a meek bone in his flawless body.

      “Hadley.” Midas tightened his grip. “Let it go.”

      The relationship between Bishop and Vasco was none of my business, but the cost of Bishop doing business with him grated on me. Half our problems could be traced back to our bargain with Natisha. I didn’t want that for Bishop, regardless of his past with Vasco.

      “Vasco,” Midas exhaled his name. “We’re tired and have no time for games.”

      “Perhaps you would be less exhausted if you made time to play.” Vasco heaved a sigh when we refused to encourage his threesome sales pitch a second time. “Fine.” He raked a long-fingered hand through his curtain of black hair. “You’ve encountered a type of glamour that your gift of sight can’t penetrate, yes?”

      “Yes,” we agreed together.

      “Your sight can pierce witch and fae glamours. Necromancers too. Most illusions, in fact, or it would not be a gift worth giving.” He sniffed at that, as if the glamour’s resistance was an insult to him. “What you have encountered is not a form of glamour but a type of charm that requires the target’s blood to create.”

      “I don’t understand,” I confessed. “How is that not a glamour?”

      “Illusion is just that—a reflection of the caster’s vision of reality. It’s not an exact replica, and it can be modified on a whim.” He lifted a finger. “A charm of that nature creates a precise mirror image, untarnished by perspective.”

      Mulling that over, I got a handle on the basic premise. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder?”

      As in, if I could cast, say, a Midas glamour, I might recall him as more handsome than he was in reality. I might forget a mole or a laugh line. His entire appearance would be shaped by how I felt about him, making it an imperfect version.

      “Precisely.” He appeared to consider his words. “The blood link gives the charm more weight than a glamour. That’s why you can’t see through it. It’s not real, but it’s forged in blood, and that makes it real enough.”

      “Great.” I rubbed my forehead until I gave myself an even worse headache. “What is their obsession with identity theft?”

      “All covens specialize, and theirs is no different. They are masters of their chosen craft.” Vasco shrugged a negligent shoulder. “The charms are ideal for the rare targets who have the sight or are immune to glamour.”

      The throb between my eyes made focus difficult, but I promised myself ibuprofen if I got through this. “How can we tell the difference?”

      “You can’t,” he said simply. “Not without my help.”

      “Bishop paid you for information,” I guessed, “but not for your assistance.”

      Vasco said nothing to the charges I laid at his feet. He let me work it out for myself.

      “That means there’s no easy way to tell the difference,” I decided, “or the ability isn’t worth the cost.”

      “Abbott’s test can still identify coven black magic users,” Midas added. “Bishop must be trusting in that.”

      We tested everyone and their momma, some multiple times a day, so no charm would protect them.

      “Can we trust you?” I hadn’t meant to ask, but the words popped out of my mouth.

      “No.” He blinked at me. “I am what I am, and you are what you are, and we are not the same.”

      Fae made my head want to explode. “You could have stopped at no.”

      “Rest.” He kissed my forehead, and cold seeped from his lips into my skin. “You will need it.”

      The headache vanished by the time he reached the door, but I bit my cheek to keep from thanking him.

      Maybe it was a coincidence and the pain had stopped all on its own. It didn’t have to be a gift, right?

      Hoping against hope, I prayed there were no strings attached. I was too tired to untangle any knots of obligation at the moment without garroting myself in the process.

      The door shut behind him, though he didn’t touch it, and Midas and I breathed easier after I locked it.

      “I’m taking his advice.” I stared up at the loft and the bazillion steps to reach the top, then dropped my gaze to the bedroom we seldom used but was right in front of us. “Up or down?”

      “I can carry you up the stairs,” he offered. “Or we can sleep down here.”

      As much as I enjoyed cuddling against him while he made sweeping romantic gestures, I didn’t want it to become a habit. That would kill the sweetness of the moments when he acted on impulse rather than out of necessity.

      “Bed.” I zombie-shuffled in that direction. “Set a timer for thirty.”

      Half an hour wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. As tempted as I was to toss back a few energy drinks and keep chugging along, I knew better. Midas would pin me to the bed (no complaints here), then call Abbott (not happening), and get me sedated (which might end with me punching someone with my engagement bling).

      All in all, it was less traumatic for all of us for me to humor them.

      “Done.” He watched me belly flop onto the mattress. “Let me check in, then I’ll be right back.”

      “Mmggh.”

      The light switched off overhead, I think—it was hard to tell with my face mashed into the comforter—and Midas’s footsteps retreated to the living room where his soft but rough voice carried to me, too muffled for me to distinguish the words.

      I tried waiting for him, I did, but I slid into welcoming blackness with a sigh of sweet relief.
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      Midas stood watch over Hadley while she slept, a smile tickling his cheek at how she had sandwiched the hand wearing her engagement ring between her stomach and the mattress like she worried a jewel thief might strike if she took her eyes off it.

      Facedown on the duvet, feet hanging off the bed, she couldn’t have been comfortable. As much as he wanted to remove her shoes and cover her with a blanket, he didn’t dare. She hadn’t slept a wink since discovering the archive, and she was beyond what energy drinks, coffee, and chocolate could do for her.

      She pushed herself to her limits, over and over again, before smashing through them. He admired her vision for a better Atlanta, but he woke in cold sweats some days too, terrified of losing her to ambition.

      Perched on the edge of the mattress sat her shadow, a reminder of how driven Hadley could be, for better or worse. His focus on his host was absolute, and that worried Midas even more.

      He might smile and toss Ambrose treats, but Midas respected the threat Ambrose posed to Hadley.

      Returning to the living room, he finished his business via text so as not to disturb her.

      Ford topped his list.

      >Progress report.

      >>Don’t call it that. Gives me flashbacks to third grade and those envelopes my teachers sent home every quarter. Mrs. Vidalia drew these smiley faces in the zeros when someone scored a one hundred on a quiz.

      >>I never got one, by the way. She hoarded them like a miserly dragon. She probably bled red ink.

      >Okay, update? And I don’t mean on your life’s story.

      >>The drones are loaded. Bishop drew sigils on my truck that damn well better wash off. He says it’ll get me into the Faraday parking deck without the coven taking notice. It better. Or I’m going to charge him for a new paint job.

      >Text when you get here. I’ll help you unload them.

      >>Sure thing.

      Next, he moved on to Bishop.

      >I hear you owe Ford a paint job.

      >>He’s such a whiner.

      >On your way?

      Anyone else would have caught a lift with Ford, but Bishop had his own means of travel.

      >>Already downstairs.

      His method of transportation was an OPA secret, or maybe a Bishop secret, but it impressed the hell out of Midas every time he witnessed it, even without knowing how it worked.

      >Hadley is sleeping.

      >>Thank the gods. The kid’s been a zombie for days.

      >>When was the last time you slept?

      >Three days ago, maybe?

      Midas was afraid to close his eyes out of fear Hadley would slip off without him. To protect him.

      >>I can run the OPA from downstairs. We’ll handle things for a bit. You two rest. We need you fresh.

      >Okay.

      >Thanks.

      The urge to rip out Bishop’s throat still came and went with surprising regularity, but Midas did his best to ignore the impulse. For Hadley’s sake. Both halves of his nature had trouble forgiving her closest OPA ally for blowing her up, tranqing her, and otherwise abusing her person. That he acted on her command didn’t make it any better. Hadley gave too much, and Midas worried one day Bishop would help her give it all away.
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      “You’re too fae.”

      “Mmm?” Midas rolled toward the drowsy voice, his hands finding Hadley’s familiar curves in the dark. “Fae?”

      “I slept for thirty hours.” She kicked him in the shin. “Not thirty minutes.”

      A smile curved his lips as she kicked him again for good measure. “Oh?”

      “See?” She huffed. “Fae.” She snuggled in closer. “Always looking for a loophole.”

      “You were exhausted.”

      “I was exhausted.”

      “Did you just agree with me?” Surprise snapped his eyes open. “Who are you, and where is my mate?”

      “Drama king.” She chuckled, warm and soft in his arms. “I can admit when I’m wrong.”

      Sliding his palms over her hips, he encountered denim. “Why do you have on so many clothes?”

      His fault, he vaguely recalled, for leaving her dressed so as not to disturb her sleep.

      “You’re not going to like this part.”

      Stretching until his spine popped, he swallowed a yawn. “What part?”

      Rolling out of his arms, she scooted to the edge of the bed and reached for the lamp. “This one.”

      Bright light flooded the room, and his eyes burned as much from that as from waking. “Ungh.”

      “Okay, and you’re probably not going to love this either.”

      Narrowing his eyes to slits, he got a good look at her outfit. It wasn’t the one she had fallen asleep in.

      “You’re dressed.” He squinted to be certain. “In fresh clothes.”

      “You’re the one who let me sleep for thirty hours.” She clucked her tongue. “Had you woken me sooner, I might have had time for a quickie before work.”

      Growling deep in his throat, Midas tossed aside the covers and lunged toward her.

      “Ha.” She darted out the bedroom door. “Nice try, Mr. Naked Pants.”

      “I can’t both be naked and have pants.”

      Hadley paused to consider this, and he sprung again, closing the distance.

      “How dare you use logic against me.” She twirled out of his grasp, threw the front door open, then darted into the private hall that led to the elevator. “Um.”

      Midas caught up to her, naked and aroused, framed in the doorway while he took in the scene.

      Bishop stood on the threshold of the elevator, a paper cup in hand, his eyes on the ceiling.

      “This is not what it looks like,” she assured him. “We were just horsing around.”

      “I don’t care what your kink is as long as you keep your stud in his stable.”

      “Bishop.” Hadley gasp-laughed then snickered at Midas. “You’ve got to admit, that was funny.”

      “Yet I stand here.” Midas resisted the overwhelming urge to cover himself. “Not laughing.”

      Gwyllgi weren’t as comfortable with nudity as their warg ancestors, Midas less than most.

      “We have eight drones left.” Handing over what he guessed was a café mocha to Hadley, Bishop averted his gaze once again. “The coven is shooting them out of the air when they can catch them.” He backed into the elevator, which had yet to close with him blocking the doors. “You two find a saddle, and giddyap. We’re waiting on you.”

      To keep from laughing, Hadley rolled in her lips until they disappeared off her face, but her eyes danced.

      Lunging toward her, Midas snapped his teeth, and she yelped with surprise that almost made him laugh.

      As if he could hurt her. As if his inner beast would allow it. As if the man wouldn’t rather worship her.

      Bishop looped an arm around her waist and hauled her back into the car with him.

      Midas glared at them, careful to keep the amusement off his face, until the doors slid closed. Then he shook his head and padded into the apartment. He dressed, brushed his teeth, rubbed a palm over his bristly scalp, and called it done.

      He checked his phone on his way down to the lobby and noticed one of the enforcers who kept tabs on Ares for him mentioned she had filed a request for information on Liz’s condition. Midas authorized him to pass along that she was well and safe. That was all the update they could afford to give her.

      He also mentioned her being twitchier than usual, more agitated and aggressive toward the enforcers.

      That was unlike Ares, the one he had known, but maybe her true colors were starting to shine through.

      A text from his mother asked him to call after he woke, but first he wanted the full update from Bishop.

      Downstairs, Midas found Hadley with Bishop, who had commandeered the enforcer’s on-site HQ.

      Bishop sat at the keyboard, Hadley stood behind him, and Ford leaned against the wall to their right.

      Six enforcers, all captains, lined the walls, their expressions somber. They viewed the live footage Bishop had pulled in from the OPA camera feeds with dark gleams in their eyes. They nodded to Midas when he entered the room but then went back to watching the screens.

      “Sleeping Beauty,” Ford teased. “How will you ever land a proper princess without your golden locks?”

      All of a sudden, Midas didn’t feel bad he missed out on helping his friend unload his cargo.

      “The only way a proper princess is landing near him,” Hadley threatened, “is if I toss her out a window.”

      “Dang, girl.” Ford whistled. “That’s cold.”

      With a nod, she confirmed, “Ice water in my veins.”

      “Iced tea in your veins would be better.” He rubbed his jaw. “What kind of vampire would it make me if I wanted a drink? A vampea? A teapire? How could you tell who was sweet or unsweet? Would it come down to types? Like A, B, AB, or O?”

      “Stop looking at my mate like she’s a Capri Sun,” Midas warned, “and you’re searching for her straw.”

      Ford huffed a laugh as Bishop cleared his throat to bring the room to order.

      “What’ve you got?” Midas positioned himself behind Hadley so he could rest his hands on her shoulders and rub the knots tensing her posture. “That looks like the building next door.”

      The screen showed a single coven member flat on their belly on a roof. The man gripped either side of a rectangular wooden frame and panned it back and forth while peering through its empty center. There was no reflection, so no glass, but the carved edges glittered with a spark of magic.

      “There’s a man on each roof, forming a ring around the Faraday,” Bishop said absently. “Four in total.”

      “All armed with those frames?” He leaned over Hadley’s shoulder. “Any idea what they do?”

      There were only so many tactical uses for an enchanted looking glass, none of them good.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was an X-ray device,” Hadley quipped. “One that grants the ability to see through the building to who occupies each floor.”

      “Can they do that?” Midas studied the picture harder. “It’s possible?”

      “Science fiction says yes.” Her lips quirked to one side. “Science fact, I’m not sure.”

      Whatever was in their hands had nothing to do with science, but her jokes made him smile.

      On the inside.

      Where she couldn’t always see it.

      Otherwise, his life would become a one-woman standup routine.

      “There’s someone I can ask.” Bishop rolled his chair away from the desk. “I need to make a call.”

      “Vasco?” A hard line formed across Hadley’s brow. “Again? So soon?”

      “Who?” Bishop thought on it. “Oh. Yeah. Him.”

      Hadley once knew the fae’s true name, but she had given it back to him, traded it for the sight.

      All fae guarded their true names with their lives, but most held on to their chosen names for decades at a time. That Bishop had forgotten the most recent nom de plume told Midas that Vasco changed his identity with a frequency that left Bishop ignoring the whole production in favor of using his true name to summon him.

      “Let me try Linus first.” Hadley rested her hand on his arm. “He might know or have a best guess.”

      Tension spiked through Bishop’s shoulders. They both understood what it cost her to make the offer.

      “Are you sure you want that?” Bishop searched her face. “You hate leaning on the boss.”

      “Linus won’t charge me for answers.” She smiled for him. “He gives his knowledge freely, without cost.”

      Except for the ding to her pride.

      “Okay, kid.” Bishop pinched her cheek. “Go make your call.”

      The phone wilted in Bishop’s hand, and Midas got the distinct impression he was disappointed not to have a reason to call Vasco. Their interactions might cost him, but he seemed more than happy to pay.

      Over and over again, Bishop had turned to Vasco, and Vasco was always willing.

      Soon Bishop would have to admit he was a gambling addict, as all fae bargains carried a measure of danger, or that he was in love.

      Midas watched Hadley exit into the lobby, where there were fewer ears to overhear her conversation.

      “That’s a good one, right there.” Bishop’s voice softened. “She loves so hard one day it might break her.”

      A faint growl tickled the back of Midas’s throat. “Why does that sound like a threat?”

      “You’re paranoid?” Bishop shook his head. “Goldilocks, if I wanted you dead, I would have killed you before she got invested.” His tone rang with absolute truth. “She loves you. That means my hands are tied. I couldn’t strike at you without hitting her twice as hard, and that I would never do.”

      “Same,” Midas confessed. “She loves you. That means I can’t outright kill you.”

      A chuckle moved through him. “Maiming still on the table?”

      “I’m gwyllgi.” Midas smiled, showing teeth. “Always.”
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      I wasn’t thrilled to lean on Linus again so soon, but I couldn’t let Bishop make another devil’s bargain with Vasco on my behalf either. At some point, I had to extend some trust, and no one was more deserving than Linus.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I dialed him up, hating to do this over the phone when texts made begging for help so much easier.

      “Hadley,” he answered warmly, for Linus, anyway. “How can I help?”

      I flinched without meaning to, grateful he couldn’t see it. “Am I that obvious?”

      “Bishop emailed me links to various live feeds from around the city for my perusal.” A keyboard clacked in the background, probably Linus flipping between tabs. “I’m watching them now.”

      Crossing my fingers, I got down to it. “Any idea what those frame devices do?”

      “As it happens, yes. I examined one during my time teaching at Strophalos University. The school nurses’ office kept one on hand for medical emergencies. They worked better than an X-ray machine on some species whose magic interferes with technology.”

      “I joked that it was an X-ray machine.” I didn’t find it as funny in hindsight. “I was actually right?”

      Too bad Abbott didn’t have one of those to use on Liz. Maybe we could attempt to recover one for him.

      “As it happens, yes.”

      “The nurses scanned their patients, right? Can this one scan a building?”

      “I’ve been thinking on this.” He paused to gather his thoughts. “Either they tweaked the original spell, switching its focus from organic to inorganic, or they’re searching for a particular energy signature.”

      That all but confirmed Remy’s theory. “One of their own.”

      Liz.

      “That would be my guess.”

      “We need the holding cells and infirmary warded yesterday,” I realized. “We have to hide Liz better.”

      “That would draw a bull’s-eye on those areas,” he countered. “I recommend warding random rooms, suites, and perhaps entire floors to throw them off the scent.”

      With the top floors vacant, we could afford to sacrifice a few key areas if it kept the residents alive and Liz out of the coven’s grasp until we got a bead on why they had gone to such lengths to reacquire her.

      “You’re right.” I considered his angle. “We do that, and they might assume the infirmary and holding cells were always warded for the protection of the building’s occupants.” I squared my shoulders, though, again, he couldn’t see me. “Can you teach me to set wards that can block the coven from playing peeping Tom with the Faraday’s residents?”

      Guilt struck me hard and fast that I had wasted so much time on sleep.

      Not enough. Not enough. Not enough.

      But I had to be, for my mate, my friends, and my city.

      I didn’t blame Midas for taking care of me when I refused to take care of myself, but me? Yeah. It was easy for me to beat myself up for not doing better, not being better, not being enough.

      The bright spot lifting me out of my shame spiral was the certainty the coven hadn’t located Liz.

      Yet.

      Otherwise, they wouldn’t have so many watchers examining the building in methodical sweeps.

      “You’ll have to lean on Ambrose,” Linus warned, yanking my focus back to him. “Are you prepared to do that?”

      The shadow in question peeled away from the wall with sudden interest in our conversation.

      “You don’t mean trust him to instruct me?”

      “Ah, no.” Linus paused as if selecting the right words. “As earnest as I’m sure your new arrangements are, I would prefer to handle your instruction myself. However, your natural abilities aren’t enough to fuel a working of this magnitude.”

      Borrowing power from Ambrose was tricky, or I thought so in the past. He maintained, in his way, that we were on the same team now. His magic could flow into me whenever I required an extra boost.

      Easy-peasy, right?

      Wrong.

      Infusions from him had saved my bacon in times of crisis, yes, but I risked becoming more and more dependent upon his generosity.

      The training regimen Linus had prescribed at the start of my apprenticeship kept me in the best shape of my life. It also made me decent with two blades, though I still sucked with only the one. I couldn’t afford to get lazy on either of those fronts if I wanted to remain self-sufficient and strong enough to accept any help Ambrose chose to give me.

      And it was a matter of choice, not force, which terrified me on whole new levels.

      Before it was different, when I was taking the power from him. I was forcing him to remain in balance with me. I had control over him, and therefore over myself. This? Asking him to help? To give?

      Deep down, I worried this might be the first paver set on the good-intentioned path to self-destruction.

      Out of habit, I muted Linus before asking Ambrose, “Are you up to this?”

      The shadow drew himself taller, snapped out a crisp salute, and began high stepping down the hall.

      Returning my attention to Linus, I gave him the green light. “Ambrose says all systems go.”

      Altering his inflection to fit that of a teacher addressing his student, he changed his entire demeanor. “When would you like to begin?”

      “The sooner the better.” I had one throwback question for him first. “Do the frames hold actual glass?”

      One well-placed bullet could shatter them and buy us time while the coven made repairs.

      “Glass is used for spells where the caster wishes to see beyond what their eyes show them, but it can be symbolic. Picture frames, windows, mirrors. Any item whose purpose is to draw your eye would do.” The clack of keys filled a brief pause. “They appear to have removed the glass in these to make them more portable and less breakable.”

      Oh, well.

      No pew pew for us.

      Figures they would have to make this difficult. “Why do bad guys always have the best toys?”

      “The coven wields uncharted power due to their dual heritage and how they meld two opposing forms of magic into one power source. Only beings with strong ties to both realms could create such energy.”

      “Half-blooded fae and half-blooded witches are more common than full-bloods.” Most were half human, and all were born with one parent’s magic or with none, as far as I knew. “Why is this coven different?”

      “The generational practice of black magic is the root cause, but I suspect they breed their females with fae males exclusively, refining the powers their children inherit with each birth. Selective breeding would also maintain a direct tie to Faerie by continuing to anchor their offspring in both worlds through a parent native to each.”

      Fae surrogate mothers would be too risky, too inclined to keep what they grew, with birth rates so low. It made more sense that the burden would fall onto the coven to supply their own wombs if they expected a return on their nine-month investment.

      The wrinkle in my nose scrunched tighter. “What higher purpose does that leave for the guys?”

      “Cannon fodder. Ritual sacrifices. Political scapegoats.” He made a thoughtful noise. “They likely neuter male children to avoid producing inferior witches to tax the coven’s resources later on.”

      “Following that logic,” I reasoned, “Liz is pregnant by a fae of some type.”

      “There’s every reason to think so, yes.”

      “Even if Liz is as fertile as the average witch, her fae blood would half her chances of reproducing.” I let a sigh escape me. Biology, like foreign languages, just wasn’t my thing. But there was no Duolingo for this. “If she’s been waiting all this time for a male fae to get the job done, the odds get cut in half again, and that’s before you factor in damage from black magic that made her womb a hostile environment.”

      “The fertility treatments might have been real,” Linus agreed. “Liz may have required that much help.”

      As often as Linus was right, I didn’t discount him now. Neither did I doubt this news would destroy Ares.

      It was one thing to accept the need for a donor in order for her wife to conceive, but it was another to learn Liz might have had a lover—or lovers—who delivered the required genetic material in person.

      Before I forgot, I texted Abbott about which way we were leaning paternity-wise, in case it mattered.

      “Once we begin,” Linus cautioned, “there can be no interruptions without dangerous consequences.”

      “Okay.” Knuckles gone white where I gripped the phone, I held my voice steady. “Let’s do this.”

      All I could do was cross my fingers that the years I had spent bonded to Ambrose had forged magical conduit channels that would allow me to play High Society for a few hours without kissing the floor.
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      The OPA had decisions to make before I got down to the business of warding, or attempting to ward, the Faraday. We had to decide where, other than the holding cells and the infirmary, rated the protection. We also had strategic choices as to how we diverted the coven’s attention with dud rooms.

      Midas and my apartment topped the list, and not because it was the cherry atop the building.

      There was roof access in our hall, which we had to block, and those were our private quarters.

      An enemy who didn’t know us better might suspect we would hole up there. One who did might suspect we would squirrel away their prize behind the strongest wards in the building. Except Midas and I hadn’t lived there long enough to take precautions. The treatment it got tonight was long overdue.

      Remy volunteered her new apartment for the cause. Poor thing. It had already been through so much.

      We marked the apartment Ares had shared with Liz as well. Five enforcers loaned out theirs. Eleven residents away on vacation agreed to cooperate, and three-dozen evacuees offered up their homes too.

      Within an hour of placing the initial call to Linus, I had my plan, my equipment, and my spotter.

      One might argue having one’s gwyllgi mate act in that capacity ran counter to the no-distractions rule.

      One might also become lunch if they brought such concerns up to said mate’s face, so near his teeth.

      “We start at the top and work our way down.” I slung a bag over my shoulder. “Ready?”

      Midas ground his teeth. “Yep.”

      “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.” I elbowed him. “Come on, Stud. It won’t be that bad.”

      “That is not my new nickname.”

      “Admit it.” I grinned up at him. “It was funny.”

      “No.” He followed me into the elevator. “It was not.”

      Funny or not, needling him kept him distracted from what I was about to attempt, which was the point.

      As I stepped into our private hall, I redialed Linus and then mashed the button to enable video chat.

      For the sake of my concentration, Midas sat on the couch facing me rather than hovering at my elbow.

      “Excellent,” Linus said by way of greeting. “Midas is with you?”

      Sliding my gaze to my mate, I smiled at his grumpy expression. “Always.”

      The screen flickered to life, and Linus’s imposing features stared out at me. He had done prep work too, but on a smaller scale. He held a paintbrush in one hand, and an ornate inkpot sat on a stack of thick papers on his desk. A yellow parakeet with bright-red eyes had made a nest on top of his head, and it continued to arrange long strands of his dark-auburn hair, but I pretended not to notice his new hat.

      The bird was Grier’s childhood pet, and her familiar, but Keet was…well…an odd duck for a parakeet.

      I hear that happens to animals who get resuscitated one too many times.

      I had also heard him called a zombie parakeet more than once, but Grier was in denial over that one.

      “All right.” Linus kept his tone cool and professional, and times like these, I had no problem picturing him lecturing at Strophalos University. “You have the ink?”

      “I do.” I pulled out a glass bottle that sloshed with crimson liquid. “It was where you said it would be.”

      Abbott kept two small bottles of Linus’s personal mix in refrigerated storage for emergencies.

      Most practitioners brewed their own, their recipes closely guarded secrets, but I would forever be dependent upon premixed. I didn’t have the natural power in my blood to create my own.

      Honestly, it was probably for the best. I was nowhere near skilled enough to create heirloom-worthy ink.

      It’s not like I had taken Necromancy 101. There had been no reason to teach me magic theory when I had none. Now I had the power, but not the smarts to use it. The gaps in my education were Grand Canyon-esque these days.

      “You need to start on the right-hand side of the door,” Linus instructed. “Kneel on the floor and copy the sigils I draw as best you can.”

      I wasn’t going to win any art contests with my stumbling efforts, but I got the basic sequence down well enough to finish the design along the baseboards of our apartment without too many hiccups.

      When I was done, I walked the perimeter with the camera facing out, allowing him to inspect my work.

      Ambrose, who had been no help whatsoever up to this point, decided to show interest, probably to impress Linus. That, or to give the impression he was as good as his word, that he only meant to help.

      “Well done.” Linus beamed with approval. “Now for the hard part.”

      From his spot on the couch, Midas tensed and leaned forward, his muscles rippling with anticipation.

      “That wasn’t it?” I glanced down at my knees, the delicate skin smooshed flat and red. “Seriously?”

      “You’ve laid the foundation.” Linus leaned back in his chair. “It’s time to build on it.”

      Unable to sit still as we hashed out the details, Midas rose and prowled into the kitchen. He passed me a bottle of water when he came back, concern heavy in his features, and I drained it in three long pulls.

      “Midas,” Linus called to him. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” he rumbled, seconds from snarling at him. “Tell me what to do.”

      “Catch her if she falls.” Linus tapped a pen across his desk. “Be prepared to call Abbott if necessary.”

      Allowing his eyes to close, Midas absorbed his role with a terse nod, not trusting himself to speak.

      Once upon a time, it worried me how quiet he got when his temper flared. But Midas didn’t hurt people to make himself feel better. He didn’t harm anyone at all unless it was required of him. His was a thoughtful upset that he crushed with measured breaths rather than lashing out at those around him.

      “I love you.” I kissed his cheek, his bristles rough against my lips. “You got this.”

      “Hey.” A laugh huffed out of him. “That’s my line.”

      There was no time to reassure him, and I hated that, but the coven was right on our doorstep.

      “Call on Ambrose,” Linus instructed me. “He knows what to do.”

      Long before Ambrose became a ravening shade, he had been a powerful High Society necromancer.

      For months after we first bonded, I researched his name in the Lyceum’s records in the hopes of identifying him. Names had power, and I wanted his something fierce. But there were no Ambroses of notable talent from Savannah, which meant he had given me a name of his choosing, one that would slide right off him.

      If I’d had no other choice, I could have asked Ambrose to guide me through the process. I had before, for other small magics. The knowledge was there for the taking. That’s what made dybbuks so dangerous. When a necromancer struck a bargain with a shade, they received an infusion of power from the shade. As well as access to the entirety of the shade’s memories, talents, and skills.

      All it required was opening yourself wide enough for their influence to trickle in.

      Bonding with Ambrose had been a colossal mistake. I knew it the instant he sank his hooks in me. I just hadn’t cared then. I tasted the power he wielded, beheld the wonders of his talent, and became an accessory to the murders he committed, unable to act, to stop him, to do more than watch in horror.

      After Linus crammed that murderous genie back into his bottle, aka my body, I made sure the cork never popped again. Over time, Linus’s tweaks to the binding tattoos he designed for me melded Ambrose and me into a creature dybbuk no longer described as well as it had in the beginning.

      “Well?” I rolled my hand at the shadow. “What are you waiting for?”

      Quicker than a bullet to the brain, Ambrose shot himself into my temple. As usual, information poured out of him and into me. But unlike usual, he didn’t leave. He sat inside me, his energy throbbing in time with my heart.

      “Frak, frak, frak.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “That hurt.”

      A line formed between Linus’s brows, and he leaned forward, startling his hat. “Are you all right?”

      The parakeet farted out a noise, which Linus silenced with a slice of apple that Keet picked apart with glee, leaving bits of fruit scattered in his hairy nest.

      “Direct downloads from Ambrose are worse than brain freezes,” I grumbled. “They give me such a headache.”

      Confident I was steady, Linus resumed his instructions. “Do you understand what you have to do?”

      “Yeah.” I reviewed what Ambrose was broadcasting. “I’ve got the blueprints.”

      This would be the first time Ambrose had pumped this much power through me, and of his own free will too. This experiment was breaking new ground left and right. I just hoped it didn’t shatter me in the process.

      “Midas.” Linus steepled his fingers in front of his mouth. “Get ready.”

      Already, he stood behind me with his arms outstretched to catch me if I began to topple over. “Ready.”

      “Draw on your connection with Ambrose,” Linus coached. “Use his power to activate the ward.”

      The sensation of fullness was sickening. I wasn’t meant to contain so much energy. Usually, I channeled his power, tossing it away as fast as I got it, flushing it out of my system as soon as it hit. This required me to hold Ambrose’s essence in the forefront of my mind, along with containing his vast power, and then expending it into the sigil.

      Ally or not, that was yet to be determined, but Ambrose remained a dark stain that sizzled across my nerve endings. As I swirled the last sigil onto the baseboards, linking the design over and around the door and windows, I touched it with my finger.

      Power exploded out of me, ripping Ambrose from my body and flinging him into the chain of sigils. He zipped around the room, energizing them, then blasted through me, closing the loop, with the might of a freight train smashing a pumpkin.

      The burst must have knocked out the power, because the next thing I knew, the lights went out.
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      Abbott was leaning over me when I woke, his nose an inch from mine as he tugged on my eyelids. Midas stood beside him, gripping the bedrail, his knuckles gone white. Linus’s face glowed out from the phone they had set on the mattress beside me, and I noticed his hat had gone to sleep during the excitement.

      Though I shouldn’t have been surprised, I was oddly touched Linus decided to stick around until I woke.

      A cold glass pressed into my hand, and I sipped until I could unstick my tongue to ask the most important question. “Did it work?”

      Fingers curling into his palm, Midas stood over me, ready to refill my water. Or maybe dump it over my head for asking after the wards rather than my health.

      “Bishop is impressed with you,” Linus answered when Midas remained silent. “He’s less thrilled with the consequences.”

      “He’s not the only one.” I chomped on the crushed ice. “I can’t do this a dozen more times.”

      A hard breath punched out of Midas. “I can’t believe my ears.”

      “Hey.” I shook my cup at him. “I can be smart about things.”

      No one in the room spoke up on my behalf.

      No one.

      Not a single person.

      Grr.

      “You always push yourself to the limits,” Linus chided. “I wouldn’t have encouraged you to try if I had guessed the toll it would take on you.”

      That made two of us. Midas made three. Abbott made four. Bishop made five…

      Okay, I was going to stop myself right there before I teared up from counting the people who would care if I pulped my gray matter. Not so long ago, I would have stopped at one: Boaz.

      “Abbott.” Linus interrupted my thoughts. “Can we have a moment alone with Hadley?”

      “Of course.” Abbott sighed at me then shook his head. “Please, Hadley, for my sake, be more careful.”

      “How do we do this?” I used the rail to pull myself into a seated position. “We have to move fast.”

      Ambrose walked across the wall until he stood beside Midas, then he made a heart shape with his hands and beat it once against his chest.

      “No.” I jerked the link between us, ripping him across the room. “We’re not using Midas as a battery.”

      “That’s not possible in any case,” Linus assured me, then he read my wary expression. “Is it?”

      The plan had been to wait until the dust cleared and then break it to Midas that our bond wasn’t a divine blessing bestowed upon two fated souls but a parasitic thread choking our mating bond in its stranglehold.

      The plan had just backfired. In my face. As usual.

      “Ambrose fessed up about why our mate bond is wonky.” I couldn’t meet Midas’s gaze. It hurt enough having a witness present, but Linus required full disclosure in order to help me manage Ambrose, and I didn’t want to have this conversation twice. “When you and I got serious, he hitchhiked through our mate bond to forge a secondary link with you.”

      Midas took this news in stride. “Can it be severed?”

      A dull ache set up camp behind my breastbone. “Can a mate bond be broken?”

      We each stared at a different section of the floor, and neither of us spoke.

      “What does it do, exactly?” Linus cut the lingering silence. “Did he explain it to you?”

      “Yeah,” I croaked. “We can pull energy from Midas when we run low.” I wet my lips. “He says the reverse is true. That we can feed power into him too.” Might as well tell them the whole truth. “He told me the symbiosis of our bond will allow Midas to live for as long as we do.”

      Eyebrows arching, Linus asked, “How long will that be?”

      “Oh, you know.” I swallowed. “Forever.”

      “Interesting.” Linus tapped his steepled fingers against his lips. “Shades are already dead, so it stands to reason they could linger for an interminable amount of time, assuming they fed regularly, but an immortal necromancer is unprecedented.”

      “Yay me.”

      “So little is known about your condition, and less is understood about the modifications I’ve made to you. I’m sorry, but the best I can do for Midas, if Ambrose is right, is tattoo protective sigils on him as well.” His tone went soft. “We can’t afford Ambrose learning to use that link to take control of Midas.”

      “There’s no bargain between them,” I protested. “He can’t do that.”

      “Midas accepted you,” Linus said quietly. “Ambrose is a part of you. Ambrose might only need that bit of gray area to manipulate Midas the way he controlled you prior to your tattoos.”

      The shadow on the wall shook his head and mimed shoving his hands into his pockets.

      I wanted to believe him, so much, but I couldn’t gamble Midas’s life away on hope.

      “The power transfer could give you enough energy to finish the wards?”

      “Come again?” I whipped my head toward Midas. “Now who’s talking crazy?”

      “This bond doesn’t have to be a bad thing.” He lifted his head. “It gives me an opportunity to help you.”

      Expecting fear or revulsion from my big news, I received only absolute acceptance and staunch support.

      Goddess, what had I ever done to deserve him?

      “It might also get you killed.” I wanted to strangle him for thinking it. “We have no idea how it works.”

      A prickle slid down my arm, and I turned my head to find Ambrose’s hand on my shoulder.

      “There’s another way.” I withdrew. “Ambrose can feed, and it will give him energy to finish the job.”

      There was a veritable smorgasbord of coven members to choose from, a buffet of tantalizing powers.

      A wave of nausea crested within me, and I was certain as the moonrise Ambrose had given me the idea.

      “Never mind.” I clamped a hand over my mouth. “Forget I said that.”

      Sympathy softened the harsh lines of Linus’s face as he came to his own conclusion about my outburst.

      “The pack bond connects more than you and me,” Midas said slowly, as if thinking it through. “It also links you to Mom and the rest of the pack. I wonder if you could draw on them through me? I was born in, and my alpha is a blood relative. I’m the better conduit in that scenario.”

      Jaw smacking my chest, I croaked, “You expect me to endanger not only you but the entire pack?”

      “If you spread the draw across that many lives, the impact will be minimal.” Linus kept his expression as neutral as I had ever seen it. “That’s the safest option available to us, unless you consent to a contractor. I have a trusted coven on retainer. They can be there within two hours.”

      Within two hours, if I did as Midas suggested, I could be finished. The whole building, and all its occupants, were in the coven’s crosshairs. It was my fault for using the Faraday as an extension of the OPA’s HQ. I had fallen into the habit a little at a time, as I interacted more with enforcers, but I shouldn’t have let those lines blur.

      Waving away the offer, I made my choice. “I’ll try again.”

      “You’ll kill yourself,” Midas growled. “You’re not strong enough to handle this alone.”

      I palmed the phone’s screen, unable to look at Linus, and it was all the mistake I had to make for Midas to hit the ceiling.

      “Linus is your friend, Hadley. He’s not going to write you off because you asked for help one time. He’s not going to flunk you. This is not a test. This is your life. You have to take better care of it. If not for your sake, then for mine.” He gripped my upper arms. “What would I do without you?”

      “The bond Hadley described,” Linus interrupted, “leads me to believe her death would end your life.”

      Trembling, I ripped my hand away from the phone as if it had burned me. “But Ambrose said—”

      “In our final moments, we struggle to survive at any cost. Are you strong enough to die without a fight?” The words stung, but he only spoke the truth. “The instant you enter that battle, the moment you choose to live, you’ll consume whatever it takes to make that happen. From Midas.”

      “A life for a life,” I murmured through numb lips and shrugged off Ambrose’s touch.

      The shadow melted into my shape then slid onto the floor in a dejected puddle.

      That’s what Ambrose meant when he said Midas could live as long as we did, and I had misunderstood. I might have even chosen to misunderstand, the alternative too horrifying to contemplate.

      I wasn’t only risking Midas’s heart when I endangered myself, but his life too. I didn’t have a suicide wish. Far from it. But I also didn’t have a problem throwing myself at problems until I solved them or gave myself a concussion, or both.

      This changed…everything.

      Fear, doubt, and worry speared my chest, piercing me, paralyzing me on the spot.

      To hold that much power over another person was terrifying.

      “Make your calls,” I told Linus without hesitation. “We need people here as fast as possible.”

      Midas stepped back. “Hadley?”

      “I’m not going to risk your life.” I tossed the covers off me. “Not when there’s another way.”

      “We don’t know how much time we have—”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You can’t put my life above the lives of everyone in this building.”

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed then glanced back at him. “Watch me.”
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      Within the hour, Linus had called in his marker to a coven of tactical witches, Ford had been volunteered to pick them up in his warded truck, and I sidelined myself to watch onscreen with Bishop as Ford played cabbie right under the coven’s nose.

      It took him two trips, the witches packed in the bed like sardines, but he delivered thirteen imposing women to the underground parking garage. Safe from aerial magical assaults, dressed in black tactical gear that made identifying them as the good guys easy, they unloaded their warding supplies.

      The wards would cost us time to build, but the witchborn fae coven would waste more time unraveling them bit by bit.

      “There you are.” Midas nudged a drooping fern frond out of his way. “Are you hiding?”

      Leave it to Bishop to tattle on me for escaping the room for a breather.

      The traitor.

      “Why would you think that?” I straightened from my hunch. “Just because I’m standing in a dark corner behind a few tall plants?”

      He saw too much, as usual, and I loved him for it. I got skilled at conning Boaz over the years, as all little sisters do, but it was different with Midas. He might as well have one of the coven’s X-ray frames. He saw me, saw through me, that clearly.

      Softly, as if his concern might spook me, he murmured, “It’s okay to need a moment.”

      “I can need a moment later.”

      “There never seems to be a later with us.”

      All the good intentions in the world meant nothing if we didn’t make time for one another.

      The world could really do us a solid by not catching fire every time we tried for a date night.

      “You’re right.” I linked my fingers at my navel. “I’m sorry I sprung the Ambrose thing on you.”

      “You wanted to wait for the right moment to explain it to me.” He eased closer. “I get that.”

      “I could have handled it better.”

      Unraveling my tangled fingers, he took my hands. “Do you know why I proposed to you when I did?”

      “Your mom threatened to beat you up if you didn’t make an honest woman out of me?”

      “I wanted the timing to be perfect. I wanted everything just right. I wanted to sweep you off your feet.”

      “Well, mission accomplished.” I flashed my ring at him. “I’m a very happy girl, if you can’t tell.”

      “I can tell, and that helped me come to an important decision.”

      “You can’t have the ring back.” I tucked my hand against my chest. “It’s mine. No refunds or exchanges.”

      “The point I’m trying to make,” he soldiered on, “is we don’t have the luxury of perfection. We gave that up when we decided to be leaders. We sacrifice for our people, and that starts at home, with us. You and I will always pay the most for the choices we’ve made that brought us here.”

      “You’re making me nervous, Stud.”

      “We have to stop waiting,” he said patiently, one eye twitching at the nickname. “We have to be willing to live our lives, even if it’s in the eye of a hurricane.”

      Leaning into him, I wrapped my arms around his waist. “I like that.”

      Heavy bootsteps thumped in our direction, coming straight for us.

      “Oh, hey.” Ford skidded to a halt as he spotted me. “Everyone’s looking for you.”

      “Yeah.” I mashed my face into Midas’s shirt. “That’s why I’m here.”

      Noticing our embrace, Ford took a step back. “I’m not interrupting something, am I?”

      “No.” I forced myself to let go of Midas. “We’re done here.”

      As tempting as it was to plunge my head into potting soil, I couldn’t go ostrich in front of witnesses.

      “Oh, hey.” Lisbeth smacked into Ford’s back. “Everyone’s looking for you guys.”

      Craning my neck, I cupped my ear. “Is there an echo in here?”

      “You’re one to talk.” She poked me in the arm. “You and Midas finish each other’s sentences.”

      “I have thoughts, I start to voice them, and then she finishes for me with her opinion,” Midas clarified. “It’s not finishing my sentences so much as tweaking them until I’m saying what she wants to hear.”

      “Huh.” Lisbeth considered him. “You know what? You’re absolutely right.”

      Ignoring them both, I turned to Ford, who had yet to insult me. “Who, exactly, is looking for us?”

      “Bishop mostly,” he admitted, “but Linus is still on the phone with him.”

      “Two of the witches are done with their rooms,” Lisbeth informed us. “They don’t look so hot, but Abbott says it’s a consequence of them burning through so much magic so fast.”

      “They can crash at our place.” I checked with Midas, who was already nodding. “They’ll be safe there.”

      “I’ll let them know.” Ford rubbed his stomach. “I’ve got some volunteers cooking meals for them.”

      “Thanks.” I shut my eyes for a beat. “I should have thought of that.”

      Instead, I had been focused on next steps, and hospitality for the coven hadn’t crossed my mind.

      “You’re one woman.” Lisbeth bumped my hip with hers. “You can’t think of everything.”

      “That’s why you’ve got us.” Ford slung an arm around her shoulders. “It’s a team effort.”

      Given Linus’s endorsement, I’d pegged the witches for heavy hitters who would stroll in, set the wards, then bail. I hadn’t considered they might have earned his approval by scoring average in skill but above average in integrity. A rookie mistake, given how well I knew Linus and how he valued effort above talent.

      Lisbeth’s report highlighted the witches were relying on strength in numbers to get the job done, spreading the load across their members, but it was still draining practitioners lower on the spectrum if they were burning out in ones and twos instead of all together.

      A big heart did not a big gift make, and I should have remembered and respected the difference.

      They were the ones doing me a favor, after all. I should have taken better care of them without prompting. I was learning, slowly, to trust my friends and my team to pick up the slack for me.

      I wasn’t Superwoman, Wonder Woman, or any other superheroine.

      I was just me, and I was doing my best.

      It was all I requested from those around me, and it had to be enough for me too.

      “Thanks, guys.”

      Lisbeth guided me to Bishop, who had gone back to stalking the witchborn fae coven via drone. He could have delegated, but he didn’t share his toys well. As I entered the room, he piloted past a pinkish lightning bolt of power, his wild laughter enough to earn him wary stares from the enforcers positioned along the back wall.

      Thumping his ear, I got his attention. “Did you need something, or did you just want an audience?”

      “Kid, we got problems.”

      “That ought to be the OPA’s slogan.” I heaved a sigh. “What now?”

      “The witchborn fae are getting twitchy as the wards go up, which is a good thing. It means they’re scrambling to counter now that their magic spyglasses aren’t working. It gives us breathing room to figure a way out of this mess.”

      Experience told me there was more, and worse, news he was building up to sharing. “Okay?”

      “There are twice as many coven members on the rooftops as there were at dusk.”

      As much as I wanted to scream, throw a punch, or kick a hole in the wall, I held myself together.

      “Okay,” I repeated myself, taking control of the word. “We expected a negative response.”

      A politically neutral phrase for what meant lose their ever-loving minds.

      “The wards haven’t been up long enough for that.” He grimaced. “This was already in the works.”

      A shiver of unease left chill bumps dotting my arms as the bad news kept coming.

      “They’ve located Liz.” Midas set his jaw. “This is their strike force.”

      “I should have thrown up the wards myself,” I growled. “I shouldn’t have wasted so much time.”

      Fear for Midas had forced me to take a step back, and I couldn’t swallow past the hard lump clogging my throat. Guilt pricked my conscience for putting him first, but I would do it all over again to protect him.

      Goddess, what a mess I had made of things.

      “You blacked out after your first effort, when you were freshest,” Linus said, his voice tinny in my ears. “Your apartment is one quarter the size of the infirmary, and the holding cells are twice its size. Even if we kept Ambrose fed, we can safely assume your endurance would degrade more with each effort. I estimate you would require an hour—likely two or three—recovery time between each ward.”

      “Using the witches got the job done,” Bishop agreed. “It also saved your strength for what comes next.”

      “That sounds encouraging.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Hit me.”

      “I don’t hit girls,” he teased, but I wasn’t in the mood and didn’t rise to his bait. “Think, kid. We’ve turned this city upside down for weeks searching for the coven’s base of operations and come up empty. Where are the reinforcements coming from?”

      “The archive,” I realized. “They’re pulling the troops as needed through the portal and into Atlanta.”

      Midas’s lips flattened into a hard line. “That gives them an endless supply.”

      “We’ve got to take out the archive, or they’re going to keep coming until their numbers are too great for us to defend against, let alone defeat.” Bishop shifted in his chair to face us. “As much as I hate to say it, the archive must be our priority. Not the Faraday. The city must come first.”

      Already shaking my head, I took a step away from him. “The tenants—”

      “You’re not thinking big enough.” Bishop rocked back and forth. “Do you believe the coven would bring a whole army here for one retrieval? Even if Liz is a vital asset, ask yourself if this baby of hers is worth the trouble.”

      “You think they meant us to overhear the child price talk?” I leaned my hip against the wall. “To focus us on defending the right while they dart in on the unguarded left?”

      “We don’t know what they want.” Midas rubbed a hand over his scalp. “Their attacks are scattershot.”

      The coven was gunning for Tisdale and her pack, but their hatred for wargs was well-documented too. It made sense to target shifter groups. They represented the biggest predators in the city with the highest populations.

      Aside from the OPA, the packs were the strongest deterrent against any new faction moving in and deciding they wanted the whole pie instead of one slice.

      “You’re trying to fit a puzzle together without all the pieces.” Bishop nudged the toe of my shoe with his boot to get me to focus. “Start with the border first. It’s the easiest part.”

      “They want Liz. Unharmed.” I tried it his way, keeping it simple. “Otherwise, we’d be under attack.”

      “When the time comes,” Midas added, “they’ll count on brute magical force to take what they want.”

      “And…” I circled us back to Bishop’s advice, “…until we know otherwise, we’ll strategize like it’s Liz.”

      Despite their previous claims, the coven had bigger designs on Atlanta than me.

      But maybe they had been targeting me, drawing me in, distracting me, this whole time.

      Sure, the coven could do a lot of damage if they killed me and added me to their closet, but it got me thinking the only reason they would need me to facilitate a peaceful transition was if they planned on relocating to Atlanta en masse.

      The coven hadn’t been twiddling their thumbs since our last encounter. They had tried and failed to wrest control of the city from me, so they were taking it. And I had done what they wanted, focused on the right hand while the left slapped me into next week.

      “We need eyes on the warehouse in Buckhead.” I checked with Bishop. “Can the drones handle it?”

      “Not from this distance.” He kicked his legs out in front of him. “Their range isn’t that good.”

      “How do we get out?” I chewed on my bottom lip. “We can’t risk sending Ford on another errand.”

      With their spyglasses offline, they would be that much more cautious about monitoring the exits.

      “If his sigils fail,” Midas said, “they’ll assume we’re evacuating high-value targets and move to intercept.”

      “The sigils won’t fail,” Bishop grumbled, “but that doesn’t mean the coven can’t counter them.”

      The Faraday might be spyglass proof, but that protection didn’t extend to us.

      “Glamour is out.” I began to pace. “We can’t risk obfuscation sigils either.”

      “There’s a way,” Midas promised me, “and we’ll find it.”

      “We’re trapped.” I spoke the bitter truth. “Either we fight our way out, or we sit on our hands.”

      Reaching for me, Midas lowered his voice. “Hadley…”

      “Any show of hostilities from us will ignite the war brewing on the rooftops,” I countered, “as well as alert them we’re on the move.”

      I bet they could guess what would tempt us out of our hidey-hole too. As many practitioners as the coven had dispatched to the city, I didn’t want to think how much worse Buckhead must be.

      “I…” Bishop worked his jaw. “I can take you.”

      “You?” Gooseflesh pebbled down my arms at his grim expression. “How?”

      “It’s not safe,” he said, ignoring the question. “I’m not safe either. Not when I’m…there.”

      Left unsaid was I wouldn’t be either, but I heard it loud and clear. Pretty sure Midas did too.

      “What do you mean?” I slowed to a walk then to a full stop. “How are you not safe?”

      “I’m not this man.” Bishop stared at his hands. “I want to be, I try to be, but I’m not him.”

      A pang of understanding pierced my heart. “I know a little about that.”

      “You know too little about me.” He angled his head toward the wall. “I should have prepared you.”

      As much as his dire warnings worried me, I couldn’t work up any outright fear. Not of him.

      “You can get me out of the Faraday,” I clarified. “Without the coven knowing?”

      “Both of us,” Midas interjected. “She’ll need all the help she can get to tackle the archive.”

      I had always been curious how Bishop moved around the city, but he kept his secrets closer than I kept mine.

      “I can do two now, two in about an hour.” He glanced between us. “Choose your teammates wisely.”

      “Midas and I will go now.” That was a no-brainer. “Ford and—”

      That fast, I had forgotten. I almost named Ares. She would have been a natural pick for our team.

      But the days of relying on her were over, and I couldn’t afford to let myself forget it.

      “—Remy,” I finished lamely. “There are seven of her, so that’s our own mini army right there.”

      “Remy can find her own way,” Bishop reminded me. “Tell her where to meet you, and she’ll be there.”

      Sneaky was her middle name, and she had been the one to spot the coven stakeout in the first place, but I worried she was spreading herselves too thin. I didn’t want to risk losing another part of her.

      “All right.” I checked with Midas. “I don’t have another pick. What about you?”

      As a nurse, Lisbeth served us best inside the Faraday, and the rest of the OPA was clear of the building.

      “Hank.”

      “Hank? As in, Hank-Hank. Doorman Hank?”

      “He’s good in a fight, and he’s smart. You saw him take down Lillian. That was straight detainment. Operating on his lowest, least violent setting.”

      “Okay, you convinced me.” I trusted him to know his—our?—people’s strengths. “Doorman Hank it is.”

      “Good.” Bishop made it sound the opposite. “That’s settled.”

      An uncomfortable silence fell, a shroud that muffled the room, the quiet only broken when he rose.

      Cold spiked the air around him. “Do you have everything you need before we go?”

      “Let me grab a few things first.” I threw out my hands. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      Midas stared down Bishop as I scurried from the room, hit the elevators, and retrieved the cross-body bag of supplies from our apartment. Breaking personal records for speed, I zipped back downstairs then powerwalked, super casually, to where I’d left them.

      Neither had drawn blood, whatever else they might have done while unsupervised, so I called it a win.

      “You’re certain?” Bishop cupped my jaw in his palm. “You must be, if you accept my offer.”

      Offer had the ring of a fae bargain to it, but Bishop had never required trade for the help he gave freely.

      “I trust you.” I held his gaze. “You won’t hurt me.”

      Heaving a sigh, Bishop took my hand and intertwined our fingers until I started losing feeling in them.

      “Hold tight,” he ordered, serious as I had ever seen him. “Don’t look back. Don’t let go. Don’t panic.”

      “Um…”

      Bishop hauled me into the shadows gathered in the corners of the room and down into the dark.
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      Biting cold ripped the air from my lungs, and the glare of an unfamiliar sun stabbed me in the eyes as it reflected off the untouched snow carpeting the ground for miles in all directions. “W-w-where?”

      “I’m not telling,” he said, a faint lilt flavoring his voice, “so don’t waste your breath asking.”

      He yanked on my arm, and I was happy to fall in step with him, praying the activity would warm me. The thing I noticed about Bishop, as my teeth chattered and eyelashes sparkled with frost, was the tiny smile on his face as we trudged through the drifts.

      The flakes didn’t stick to him, so much as they kissed him then slid aside, as if welcoming him home. The touch didn’t melt them. I couldn’t tell if his skin was that cold, or if it was an odd trick of the light. But what I knew in my bones, what sent Ambrose bounding ahead of us like a hound on the hunt, was that Bishop had brought me into Faerie.

      I was in Faerie.

      The Faerie.

      And Bishop just…just…walked right in. He traveled this path on a regular basis. He…belonged here.

      I mean, duh, I knew he was fae. A fae fae. A Faerie fae. But this demonstration of power staggered me.

      What the frak was he? Who the frak was he? What was a power like him doing in Atlanta?

      “Almost there,” he called back to me without turning.

      Bishop angled us toward what appeared to be a teeny mountain. It must have been a million miles away. With flat white all around, I had no reference for scale or distance. I had no clue how long it would take us to get there, and I wasn’t sure, if I was being honest, that I would survive in this clime to reach it.

      Kicking up snow as he skidded to a halt beside me, Ambrose, still in his hound form, barked once.

      And I heard it.

      Wait a minute.

      The snow. He’d affected it. It dusted my pants. He had weight and heft in this realm. The bark had been real, audible, not another of his mimes. That meant he could change shape and speak to me here. He had a voice. Any question I thought to ask him, he could answer in this place.

      Assuming I could con Bishop into bringing me back again.

      Questions bubbled up in me for Ambrose, but I couldn’t get my lips to cooperate. They were too numb. I had no control over my facial expressions either. All exposed skin was sheeted with thin ice that crackled as I moved, forming and reforming, as if it wanted to frost me into an ice sculpture and keep me as a bright spot of decoration for the barren landscape.

      Gulp.

      With a whine in his throat, Ambrose leaned against my leg. A subtle warmth filtered through that side of my body until sensation returned to that hand. At his urging, I looped my fingers through his collar, which I shouldn’t have been able to feel, and let him feed magic into me until I almost felt normal.

      “Thanks,” I said when I was able, and it drew Bishop’s attention. “He’s real here.”

      “He’s always real,” Bishop countered, the color leaching from his skin and hair until he began to resemble the landscape. “The difference is, he’s soaked up enough ambient energy to manifest. He probably can’t do human. Yet. But that size or smaller, yeah. He can make himself tangible.”

      The glamour Bishop used wasn’t a charm, and he always wore it. Always. He was simply so powerful that if he decided to be perceived a certain way, then that was how he would be seen. And here, in his element, he didn’t waste effort on dulling the sharp edges of his appearance.

      “You didn’t think to mention that before you brought me here?”

      “He could kill you.” Cheer honed his voice into an arctic blade. “He could rip out your throat, lap up your blood, and chew on your bones. But it would kill him. He would die with a full stomach, but he would die all the same.”

      Anticipating my instinctive recoil from his graphic words, Bishop tightened his grip until the bones in my hand grated against each other.

      “None of that.” He smiled, his teeth sharp-edged and gleaming. “You’re my guest.”

      A rumbling threat from Ambrose earned an equally vicious snarl from Bishop, but he eased up on me.

      Maybe, assuming I survived this, I wouldn’t return to bump gums with Ambrose. Or ever again.

      Except in my nightmares. Yeah. I could see this place coming back to haunt me.

      This version of Bishop terrified me, and I got the sense he would revert deeper into his true self the longer we remained in this place. It called to him, I could almost hear it, a song of ice and endless hunger.

      The mountain turned out not to be a mountain but a cluster of figures, each one frozen solid and arranged equidistant in a circle. There was room for one more, and irrational fear coiled in my belly as we raced toward the gap.

      This was not my Bishop. I didn’t know if I could trust him not to slot me into that hole. But I didn’t have much choice. Ambrose herded me there as well. With him pressed against my thigh, I had to stay the course.

      Into the macabre ring Bishop sprinted, his light steps no longer disturbing the snow. I stumbled along in his wake, Ambrose urging me onward, and then I got a taste of how it felt to be a thread guided through the eye of a needle.

      The warm darkness of shadows welcomed us, and tears of relief froze on my cheeks before they melted. I hit concrete when my knees buckled, and bright fluorescent lights forced my eyes closed against them.

      A shiver of fear danced along my spine, an awareness of my vulnerability in the presence of a predator.

      Ambrose was a tingle beside me, still in contact with me but no longer real enough to protect me.

      “Well, that was an adventure.” I sank onto my butt to rest, putting my back against a wall. “How are you doing over there?”

      “Clever.” Bishop chuckled darkly. “Get me talking so you can pinpoint my location.”

      “Hey, you fell for it.” I wedged my eyes open. “That’s one ride I don’t want to go on again.”

      He tapped the delicate skin beneath my chin, forcing my head back, his fingertip a piercing cold so acute I felt certain he must have rammed a stiletto through the bottom of my jaw into my brain.

      “I could make you like it,” he purred. “I could make you want it.”

      Mildly shocked to find I wasn’t dead, just partially frozen, I met his snow-white eyes. “This isn’t you.”

      “You don’t know me.” He exhaled, and a cloud of his breath formed between us. “You can’t know me.”

      “You’re Bishop.” I reached up, so very slowly, and wrapped a hand around his wrist. “You’re my friend.”

      The touch or the words thawed the icy veneer that had encased him during our trek. “I’m sorry, kid.”

      Not sure it was the smartest thing to do, I drew him into my arms for a hug. “You’re fine.”

      Cold radiated through him, frosting his voice as he whispered, “I could have killed you.”

      “Nah.” I released him. “You like me too much.”

      A laugh that sounded torn from his chest melted him more.

      “Midas will be waiting.” He grunted and rose, pulling me up with him. “Still trust me?”

      Offering to take me was a show of trust on his part. He knew what would happen to him where we were going, what it would reveal to me of his nature, and he did it anyway. He believed I could handle it, and I wasn’t going to let him down. Not when I had been where he was, so many times, terrified of rejection.

      “Always.”

      An expression caught between a smile and a grimace twisted his lips. “Back in five.”

      “That took five minutes?”

      “Not for us, but for everyone else, yeah. One-way is more like two minutes and change.”

      Time was elastic in pocket realms, or so I always heard, but experiencing it firsthand was bizarre.

      Careful how I phrased it, I fumbled a vague question. “Is it always…like that?”

      I might have meant it any number of ways, and he could have answered it with just as many truths without homing in on the pertinent one, but he was in a giving mood today. Or an apologetic one.

      “It’s worse when I’ve been with…” He ruffled his hair, but there was no snow to shed. “Vasco brings my nature closer to the surface.”

      Yet another reason for me to keep them apart as much as possible, until or unless Bishop wanted to embrace that radical change in himself, which didn’t appear to be the case.

      “I don’t have trouble controlling my urges here, but there…” He trailed off again. “I want to be the guy you know, the guy you trust, but I’m not always. It’s good that you learned the difference.”

      Stepping into shadows, he vanished from my senses before I could thank him.

      Ambrose sat beside me on the floor, in his mostly Hadley shape, staring where Bishop had disappeared. I could tell he wished he could go back. The desire hummed like a live wire between us. Unlike the good old days, he didn’t nudge or cajole or act out. He let the moment pass, picked himself up, and extended his hand toward me.

      “Funny.” I laughed under my breath. “Where are we, anyway?”

      The room was small, maybe six feet squared, and empty.

      A weirdly familiar door stood before us, but it could have belonged in any business I had ever visited.

      “Guess there’s only one way to find out.” I opened it and stepped through. “Huh.”

      HQ awaited me on the other side. Bishop must have dumped me in one of his many, many, many supply closets that filled and emptied depending on the day of the week, his mood, and how much time he had spent online shopping the day before.

      The man was an Amazon addict. Seriously. His one-clicker was downright spastic.

      The command center stood to my left, Bishop’s workspace illuminated by Reece and Anca’s screens.

      No Milo, but he preferred legwork to deskwork, so his absence wasn’t unusual.

      Two rows of monitors were anchored on the wall, which was painted an unrelieved black. The upper row held four screens, each about thirty-four inches, and they were blank. The lower row mirrored the one above it, but those were always on and flashing surveillance mooched off city cameras as well as our own private mounts.

      Tonight, they streamed multiple drone feeds and a cartoon about kids with elemental powers on Netflix.

      “Hadley?” Anca’s warm voice echoed through the room. “Is that you?”

      “It’s me.” I walked over and commandeered Bishop’s seat in the command center. “How’s Milo?”

      “Safe,” she assured me. “He checks in every half hour.”

      That was protocol, and I was glad he stuck to it like glue when it hit the fan.

      Leaning forward, she rubbed the small of her back. “How did you sneak out of the Faraday?”

      “I caught a ride with a friend.” I left it at that and trusted her to let it go. “Any news?”

      “We estimate one hundred and sixty-eight coven members are scattered throughout the city at present, but we can’t be certain,” she reported. “Based on the frequency of new arrivals, our best guess is they bring groups of twelve through the archive every half hour.”

      About the time I digested that unhappy math, Midas exited through the same closet door I had left ajar.

      Ten years’ worth of frown lines creased his forehead, and his inner predator stared out through his eyes. Muscles flexed in his jaw as he clamped his teeth together, but I could hear his growl from here. Nostrils flared wide, he located me by scent, and the worst tension flowed out of his shoulders.

      Safe to say, based on his ominous expression, his journey hadn’t been a walk in the park either.

      Bishop entered HQ on Midas’s heels, tugged a toolbox off a shelf, then retreated to the closet.

      “I’m heading back to the Faraday,” he announced, not meeting our eyes. “See you in an hour.”

      “Bishop,” I shouted to be certain he heard me. “Make no apologies.”

      “Survive,” he rasped, and then he was gone, swallowed by shadows that seemed darker somehow.

      After Bishop left, Midas clenched and released his fists. He might have been working his joints to warm them, but I got the feeling he was fighting the urge to snatch me and run.

      “Welcome to HQ.” I pleaded with my gaze for him to put a pin in this, and he took the hint. “I’m Hadley, Assistant Potentate of Atlanta, and I’ll be your official guide to the Office of the Potentate.”

      Whoa.

      Flashbacks to leading ghost tours deep into the Savannah night lit up my memory.

      Ah, the good old days.

      Back when no one was trying to murder me.

      “These are the guys.” I led him into the control room then made a sweeping gesture. “Say hi, guys.”

      Reece ignored my shenanigans, as usual, but Anca dutifully chimed, “Hi, guys.”

      Too bad Milo was still in the field. He would have sold the joke. He and Anca played well off each other.

      “You two don’t seem surprised to see Midas.” I frowned. “I expected more get off my lawn threats.”

      “Bishop put it to a vote months ago,” Reece said, head bent over his keyboard. “The motion to grant Midas access in the event of an emergency passed unanimously.”

      “If this isn’t an emergency,” Anca agreed, “then I shudder to think what would qualify.”

      “Besides,” Reece added, “once he leaves, it’s not like he can find his way back.”

      The dry tone of his zinger left me wondering if Reece had just cracked a joke.

      I laughed to be on the safe side, which Midas neither understood nor appreciated, so I ducked my head.

      “This is Reece.” I pointed to his screen, and then I indicated hers. “This is Anca.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both.” Midas gave a subtle nod. “I appreciate the work you do protecting Hadley.”

      Elbowing him in the ribs, I corrected him. “He means the city.”

      “No,” Anca said, laughing. “He means exactly what he said.”

      “Statistically,” Reece confirmed, “he cares for his pack above everything else. You’re his mate, and therefore pack. Instances where he’s prioritized the city only happen in conjunction with cases you work together or when you ask him outright to render aid.”

      Huh.

      As much as Midas worried his cultural mores kept me off balance, always tilting toward his own beliefs, I had similar concerns. I assumed he was fighting for the same reasons as me, and he was, but on a smaller scale. I never once stopped to ask myself if he would have interceded on Atlanta’s behalf without me to haul him stumbling into danger for the greater good.

      Phrased like that, yeah. Probably not. Being the pack prince and all.

      “I wrapped the background check you requested,” Reece muttered, already distracted, “on Lily Valley.”

      About to ask who, or maybe what, I flashed to the only such request I had made in days.

      “That’s her name?” I pictured Remy’s friend and decided it fit. “As in Lily of the Valley?”

      “Fae often adopt names that reflect their powers or aspects of their appearance,” Anca said. “Though it is interesting that she chose that plant to represent her.”

      “She turns into a lily.” It seemed obvious, which meant it wasn’t. “What am I missing?”

      “Lily of the Valley isn’t a true lily.” She hummed. “Actually, I believe it’s part of the asparagus family.”

      Mmm.

      Asparagus.

      Cooked with bacon, it was delicious, and cooking Lily was the next best thing to cannibalism.

      Get with the program, stomach. I’ll feed you…eventually.

      Its pathetic rumble of doubt guilted me for having no immediate plans to hold up my end of the deal.

      “Maybe she doesn’t know?” Just like I hadn’t known. “Or maybe she’s punny?” I had to respect anyone able to laugh at themselves. “What’s the dirt on her?”

      I waited, and waited, and waited.

      Not a single huff, snicker, or chuckle.

      Sheesh.

      Tough crowd.

      “There is no dirt. There’s no soil in which to dig.” Reece flung a copy of her Faraday application on one of the lower screens. “Her previous addresses, the ones that are legit, belong to abandoned buildings. The rest are in vague proximity to fast food restaurants.”

      “Remy did say she met her on the streets,” I told him, but I heard the doubt in my voice.

      “That would explain her previous living situation, but she’s got no references. No family, friends, or jobs. Aside from Remy.”

      “Could she be here illegally?” I chewed on my bottom lip. “That would explain why she’s grifting.”

      “Two-thirds of the fae population of Atlanta are here illegally.”

      And that right there explained why the Society hadn’t had kittens over the number of fae in the city. The Society tended to ignore all factions outside of their own. When they did get curious, rather than looking around them, they relied on official reports. They believed all they did was right, good, and proper and that everyone respected paperwork as much as they did, but no. Most of us had better things to do, thanks.

      “They’re fleeing persecution,” Anca murmured. “But it’s not only the innocent who book passage between realms. There are predators as well, wolves in sheep’s clothing. They follow their food source.”

      Up to this point, I had tried to avoid fae entanglements whenever possible. Granted, it hadn’t been possible to avoid much given the witchborn fae coven’s determination to own this city or die trying to claim her. But I had to do better.

      I couldn’t say I did my job if I didn’t also protect the fae living here. Without the Earthen Conclave’s sanction, they had no one. They existed in a gray area that would get them killed without aid.

      I hadn’t been appointed only to police the earthborn species. The entire city, and all her citizens, fell within my purview. I had to banish the fear of having my knuckles rapped for interfering with fae business and develop a strategy, with or without help from the Earthen Conclave.

      Their job was to govern fae this side of Faerie, and they were falling down on the job. I wasn’t holding my breath for a miracle—I learned a long time ago you were more likely to suffocate—but my friends had taught me I could make my own luck.

      I had a plan, and it was a doozy.

      It ought to insulate me from the worst of any fallout that might come from asking for their assistance, but I wasn’t ready to pitch the idea yet. I had a few more pieces to fit into place locally before I presented my case to a foreign ruling body.

      Flashing crimson smudges on his palms, Midas asked, “Do you have somewhere I can wash my hands?”

      The stain was blood. I didn’t require a gwyllgi nose to figure out that much. It was just as apparent he had no intention of telling me who it belonged to or how it got there. But I could guess, and I tried to stay out of his dustups with Bishop.

      “Sure.” I took Midas’s hand, which was warm and strong, and guided him. “The kitchen is this way.”

      “The kitchen is a common area,” Reece reminded me. “There are antibacterial wipes under the sink. Use them.”

      “Midas didn’t pop in a for a quickie.” I wiggled my eyebrows at Midas. “Or did he?”

      Anca chortled, a merry sound, and covered her mouth with her hand as I led him away.

      The set of his lips informed me a handwashing wasn’t all he was after in requesting a semiprivate room out of view of the monitors.

      “We’re going to practice the whole carving out time to talk in the middle of a crisis, yes?”

      “Yes.” His gait remained stiff, his expression dark. “I think that’s wise.”

      “Give me a second.” I dipped a hand into the cross-body bag, retrieved the jar of ink and a brush, then painted a circle around the table. I shooed Midas onto a seat and then closed it around us. “They’ll be able to see us, but they can’t hear us.” I studied one of many cameras, this one nestled in the corner of the room. “Fair warning, I’m willing to bet Reece can lip-read or code a program to do it for him.”

      Elbows on the table, Midas beckoned me closer with a crooked finger.

      Mirroring his position, I sat and leaned in until his bristled cheek rubbed mine.

      “Bishop,” he whispered, his hands easing under my hair to cradle the back of my head.

      “Yeah.” I returned the gesture, scratching his scalp with my fingernails. “That was…intense.”

      “Does Linus know who he’s hiding?”

      “I don’t know.” I angled my mouth toward his ear. “I don’t know who he is either, do you?”

      “No,” he breathed, “and that worries me more than what he is, which we also don’t know.”

      “Bishop is my friend.”

      “Bishop is more than your friend.”

      “I’m more than Hadley,” I argued. “You’re more than Midas.”

      “Hadley.” He sighed my name, but there was so much love in the sound it was hard to take offense.

      “We both have predatory natures.” I kept hammering away at him. “Who are we to judge his dark side because it scared the bejeepers out of ours?”

      “You understand where he took us.”

      “Yes.”

      “You understand it’s no different than how the coven travels, only on a smaller scale?”

      “No?”

      Until he mentioned it, I hadn’t viewed it in that light. I had assumed we were in Faerie-Faerie, not an offshoot or pocket realm or whatever the kids were calling it these days. But Midas would know the difference. If he said Bishop’s wintry road was a construct of his making and not a naturally occurring path, I believed him.

      “You’re not worried there’s a connection there?”

      “Between Bishop and the coven?” I snorted. “Um, no.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Monsters don’t care that they’re monsters. Bishop was ashamed of who he became in that place. He left rather than face me.”

      “The coven loves theatrics,” he countered, but without heat. “It could have been for show.”

      One of us needed to remain objective, so I didn’t blame Midas for preventing me from compartmentalizing away what I didn’t want to see or hear. He forced me to look, to see, to think. And, as much as it hurt, I was grateful for it.

      “You saw him,” I said quietly. “Do you think it was for show?”

      Midas was silent for a few seconds before he shook his head. “No.”

      “I’ll have Reece test him.” I kissed Midas’s cheek to show there were no hard feelings. “Just to be on the safe side.”

      It was the smart thing to do, the necessary response, but it would wound Bishop. He had given me a glimpse of himself, his true self, and my response was to jab him with a needle the same as I would any potential enemy.

      But, I reminded myself, our friends and allies get tested daily too.

      I wasn’t singling him out.

      Sure, I wasn’t.

      Goddess, I hated the coven.

      Aside from my mother, I wasn’t sure I had hated anyone in my life, but these guys definitely ranked.

      “Moment over.” He breathed me in and then withdrew. “We need to start planning for the archive.”

      “Yeah.” I drummed my fingers on the tabletop. “We have to figure out how to sever it from Buckhead.”

      We rose in unison, and I smudged the line to lower the circle so the others could hear us again.

      “Oh good.” Remy strolled in wearing a lime-green tutu over a white jumpsuit sparkling with sequins and red-orange combat boots to complement the lily still in her hair. “I was starting to think you wanted privacy.”

      Frowning, I asked, “Why does everyone think Midas showed up at my job for a quickie?”

      For the first time ever, we had an outsider at HQ. Okay, fine. Not the first time, Remy was proof of that, but still. Did they not know me at all? Bad example. Did they not know Bishop at all? He would never allow a lapse in protocol for the sake of a make-out session.

      “You haven’t told her she stinks of eau de Midas, eh?” Remy pegged Midas with a knowing stare. “Everyone can tell exactly how mated you two are lately.”

      Embarrassment stung my cheeks, and I debated hiding in the empty storage closet, anything to avoid having this conversation. I settled for rushing to wipe up the ink with paper towels and spray cleaner.

      Eyes crinkling at the corners, Midas read my unease and attempted to rein in his amusement. I could tell he was quite proud of himself. It made me want to thump his ear. But, I suppose, knowing wouldn’t have saved me from alerting every gwyllgi in sniffing distance how we spent our alone time.

      The heads-up would have only mortified me that much sooner and resulted in a relapse of using the fire escape to get in and out of the building without being noticed—or smelled—by the pack.

      Deftly changing the topic, Midas asked, “Any clue how we implode the archive?”

      “You can’t without swaying a witchborn fae to your cause. Even then, you would need hundreds of them to overpower the spell keeping that place humming. It’s ancient, full of power, and used on the regular.” Remy moved around the small kitchen, helping herself to a bowl of cereal. “The best you can do is sever its connection here.”

      “The coven would just move it somewhere else.” I followed her example and poured Midas and myself sugary bowls of fruity loops with a splash of milk. “They could anchor it outside of town and do as much damage or more.” I took a bite, and before I knew it, the bowl was empty. Midas pressed his into my hands and went to make another for himself. “We can’t dump the archive in someone else’s lap anyway. It’s unneighborly.”

      “So cut its cords all around.” She slurped her pinkish milk. “Leave it adrift.”

      “Do pocket realms work that way?” I didn’t say no to a third bowl when Midas gave me his fresh one too. A glare from me as I handed him the other empty warned him he better eat the next one or I was spoon-feeding it to him. “Can you cut them loose?”

      “There are stories of entire worlds the fae created for their own amusement, grew bored with, then basically lost the keys to, only for someone else to rediscover the place centuries later by accident.” An amused expression crossed her face. “Of course, then bloody wars were fought between the person who discovered this new world full of treasures and the person who forgot it existed but wanted their toy back rather than let someone else play with it.”

      “You’re saying we can cut it loose, but that someone else might find it later?”

      “Assuming the archive works the way Vasco claims. I would have to enter it to tell for certain.”

      As a creature of deepest Faerie, and a rare one at that, a dunk in the archive ought to be along the same lines as Remy dipping her toe into familiar waters. It was also not Faerie, but an offshoot created and maintained by the coven. That dark origin might affect her more than me, who already had a blight on my soul. In addition to the fact I had two souls, essentially, sharing space in my body.

      Thanks to Ambrose, I was topped out spiritually. The souls harvested by the coven and stored in the archive couldn’t enter my body. I didn’t have enough room left. The same might not apply to Remy, and I didn’t want to find that out the hard way.

      Careful not to insult her delicate pride, I hedged, “Do you think that’s safe?”

      “I have a lot of soul.” She grinned, cereal in her teeth. “As long as I go in fully loaded and don’t split myself too far apart for too long, I should be fine.”

      “You should be fine?” I rubbed my arms, recalling the photos of that yawning void, the ravenous creatures who inhabited the place. “That’s living dangerously, don’t you think?”

      Stubborn glare on her face, she swept her gaze up and down me. “You’re going in, right?”

      “Yeah.” I carried my bowl to the sink while Midas finished his. “Vasco gave me the okay.”

      “Do you really think we’re going to let you go in alone?”

      “I hadn’t gotten that far,” I admitted, washing and drying it. “I was still working on that part.”

      “That’s because your plans suck.”

      “They do not.”

      “They always go something like this.” She pretended to shade her eyes against a nonexistent glare. “I’m going to locate the bomb,” she said in a syrupy drawl. “Oh! There it is.” She pointed a finger. “Let me throw myself on top of it.” She flung herself into a chair. “Now everyone will be safe.” She put a hand to her mouth. “Except me. Oops. Hope I don’t die!”

      “Work on your Southern accent,” I grumbled. “That doesn’t sound like me.”

      “She’s right.” Midas refused to quail under my glare. “You have done that, literally, several times.”

      “There was only the one time.” I heaved a sigh. “The others don’t count.”

      The bomb in my old apartment had taken me by surprise, so that one wasn’t my fault.

      The bomb at the restaurant after the wake was an OPA-approved trap, so not totally my fault.

      The bomb in the pit during the skirmish with the coven, okay, that was pretty much all my fault.

      By my math, I was a victim two out of three times. That practically made me innocent, in my opinion.

      “A dozen coven members are exiting vans on the corner of Peachtree Street Northeast and Spring Street Northwest,” Reece reported from the other room. “They’re receiving backpacks and their marching orders.” A tick, tick, tick filtered to me followed by a click. “Countdown to the next group begins…now.”

      “I recommend you be in position before the next batch exits the archive,” Anca added softly, aware how her voice carried in the small space. “The drive to Buckhead will take that long, but if you beat them, you can set your phone’s timer to make sure you don’t cross paths with anyone while you’re in the archive.”

      There was a quicker way to reach the warehouse, but Midas’s grim expression told me he wanted to risk traveling Bishop’s winter road again about as much as he wanted to get waxed in his other form. Our saving grace was, if we burned him out, he couldn’t bring our backup to us. That gave us a valid excuse for avoiding that trek twice in one night.

      “Good thing I drove,” Remy said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “We’ll plan the nitty-gritty on the way.”

      Leaving a clean kitchen behind us, we entered the control room to join the conversation in progress.

      “What should we bring with us?” I checked with Midas. “What do you suggest?”

      Time moved differently in Faerie, and then differently again from Faerie in its individual pocket realms, a phenomenon I experienced firsthand with Bishop earlier. What would it mean for hunger? Thirst? Other biological requirements? Would our bodies stay on track with this time zone? Quicken? Slow? Pause?

      “There are backpacks stocked with energy bars, water, power banks, and basic survival gear in the first closet on the right.” Anca pointed in the general direction. “Bring one for each of you.”

      “I’ll get them,” Remy volunteered. “Six, right?”

      “Six works.” A spare never hurt anyone. “Unless…do your other selves require their own?”

      “Nah.” She patted her stomach. “It all goes to the same place.”

      “Anything else?” I tugged my hair back into a loose tail. “Weapons? Clean undies? Prayers?”

      “We have no idea what’s down there,” Midas rumbled. “Less might be more in this case.”

      “Lighter packs make for faster sprinting.” Remy agreed. “We shouldn’t be gone longer than a day.”

      “A day?” I flung out an arm to steady myself against Midas. “A whole day?”

      “Chill,” Remy soothed. “That much time won’t pass out here.”

      For all our sakes, I hoped she was right. The odds were fifty/fifty, to my way of thinking, for or against us.

      “There are other exits,” Reece reminded us. “Worst-case scenario, get out wherever and however you can.”

      The other tethers. Right. We would have to snip those too. The last one could still be an emergency exit.

      “You can always resupply and reenter if you must,” Anca agreed. “Your safety is our priority.”

      As much as it warmed me to hear her say so, I had to disagree. I was the least important variable here.

      As we finalized our plans, I found my attention sliding to the closet. “Remy?”

      No answer.

      Surely Anca would have sent Remy off with a map or a compass if the room was a jungle.

      “Remy?” I crossed the room and reached for the knob. “Did you get lost in there?”

      The door swung open before I could do the honors, and she barreled past me. “Get moving, slowpoke.”

      Keys in her hand, Remy bounded out of HQ, and we followed her downstairs into a parking deck.

      “I’m one block over at Peachtree Parking Deck. Since I don’t rate access to the Faraday’s private lot, I figured I might as well invest in a monthly pass near home.” She jingled as she walked, the contents of the packs jostling against her back. “We just need to be careful…”

      The stink hit Midas first, and he coughed from the reek, but it caught up to me soon enough.

      “Phew.” I tugged the collar of my shirt up over my nose. “Did a sewer line break, or what?”

      “You can’t feel it?” Remy turned a slow circle. “I bet your shadow senses it.”

      True to her prediction, Ambrose had decided to make his presence known, and he was jittery from the ambient energy in the air. It trickled over into me like a hit of caffeine and strung me out right there with him.

      “Black magic.” I recognized the flavor, for lack of a better word. “Lots of it.”

      Guilt tightened my throat, and I felt like a coward even though I was running toward danger and not away from it. I hadn’t bonded to Atlanta in the magical sense, not as her potentate, but I had come to love her during my apprenticeship, and it tore me up to leave while she was in danger.

      Midas vibrated with tension by the time we reached the parking garage, his inner beast growling steadily.

      “Third level.” Remy pointed up the ramp. “First one there gets to ride shotgun.”

      Midas and I exchanged a look, but neither of us sprinted after her, and we both smiled at the same time.

      Remy scowled as if we had wounded her by not wanting the copilot’s seat, but come on. If you’ve ever watched a movie or TV show set in space where the ship engages its warp engines or hyperdrive or whatever, and the stars streak past the viewscreen in solid lines, you can imagine the view when Remy drives through downtown at night.

      The fleeting moment of levity passed, and we jogged to catch up to Remy at her lime-green car.

      Insulted, she shoved us both into the backseat and let the backpacks take shotgun.

      Neither of us complained.

      Even as she cranked her radio up through the roof to punish us.

      After touching base with Bishop, I yelled at Midas over the noise, “Have you updated your mom?”

      “Doing it now.” His thumbs flew over the screen. “Any news from Bishop?”

      His temporary relocation to the Faraday from HQ was messing with my head, and my heart.

      As much as the enforcers needed his help, I hoped he hadn’t decided to retreat there to avoid me.

      “He says the numbers on the roof have leveled off, but now there’s movement on the ground.”

      The news didn’t appear to surprise Midas, so I assumed his people were telling him the same.

      “The enforcers on patrol are reporting unusual crowds in downtown.”

      When a native Atlantan labels a crowd as unusual, it’s saying something. Crowds are commonplace, what with the tourist attractions. Folks who endure Dragon Con each year don’t bat an eye at gatherings numbering in the thousands when the con can bring in upwards of eighty-five thousand people in full costume who spend five days living their best geek lives within a few blocks of one another.

      “So far, the coven is showing no signs of aggression.” He lowered his phone. “Mom’s going to call you.”

      A breath hitched in my chest at his serious tone. “All right.”

      The background noise quieted, and I could hear myself think again.

      Midas stared at his hand, and I couldn’t guess at the thoughts moving behind his eyes.

      When my cell vibrated, I hesitated to answer it, but I had no real choice. “Hi.”

      “This is Alpha Tisdale Kinase,” she said formally. “I’m requesting a moment of your time.”

      Official OPA business then.

      Double gulp.

      “I can spare a minute.” I stared out the window until the motion flipped my gut. “What do you need?”

      “I would like to request your permission to deploy more enforcers throughout the city.”

      A heavy pack presence could do as much harm as good if the citizens got it in their heads the pack had the ability to enforce martial law in a city overseen by a potentate, even if I wasn’t it. Yet. This was a line I had been inching toward for a while now, and as much as I hated to turn down help, I couldn’t step over it.

      The ghost tour gig had taught me how to handle people. Time to put those years of soothing irate customers who got pissed when no ghosts showed up on their tours to work. Not that Tisdale was mad. But she did want what I couldn’t give her. Turning on my professional guide voice, I dusted off my rusty bargaining skills.

      “I regret to decline your generous offer, but I will grant you two dozen enforcers within the city limits.” If I didn’t specify those were in addition to the enforcers who lived downtown, or the ones already on duty, I could be forgiven the oversight. “However, you must inform your people that I will also allow representatives from the Clairmont pack, the Loup Garous, and the Kingsman lion pack to assist me.”

      There were several vampire clans in the area I could also petition, but they tended not to get involved in outside squabbles. The average vampire feared true death too much to risk so much as a hangnail in life.

      Undead life, but whatever.

      “I’ll let my people know.” I heard the smile in her voice. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Whitaker.”

      Within seconds of ending the call, she texted me a row of hearts and the simple words I’m proud of you.

      Warmth unspooled through my chest, and I cradled the emotion growing there gently, afraid I might crush it before it fully bloomed.

      So, this is how it feels to have a mom who loves you.

      It was weird. Nice. Really weird. But…yeah…nice.

      Remy met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Have you got any of that lined up, Miss Potentate, ma’am?”

      “Nope.” I almost dropped the phone my palms were so slick. “I’m about to start making calls.”

      “Woohoo.” She punched the gas. “Time to wheel and deal.”

      “Kill the radio.” I swallowed a few times to hold down those bowls of cereal I was starting to regret. “We don’t need these alphas to know we’re sending our distress signal on the run.”

      Midas rested his palm on my thigh, and tingles spread from that contact. “You got this.”

      With the Kinase family stamp of approval, how could I go wrong?
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      Midas was aware that, as the future Potentate of Atlanta, Hadley had signed on the dotted line to throw herself headlong into danger. But oh how he wished she didn’t have such excellent aim.

      Midas loved Atlanta. It was home. His family was here. His friends were here. His roots were here.

      But he would be lying if he claimed it hadn’t occurred to him that he could strike out like his sister, Lethe, and expand the Kinase pack network by establishing his own in a quiet city far from here.

      Maybe on an island. In the Pacific. Guarded by sharks. With laser beams attached to their heads.

      As far as dreams go, it had potential, but reality burst his bubble if he thought too hard about logistics.

      He could never rob his mother of her heir, not after she lost Lethe, and he would rip out his own heart before he made Hadley sacrifice hers by choosing between him and her duty.

      “Okay.” Hadley tossed her phone onto the seat between them, slumping as it left her hand. “We’ve got pack and pride backup en route.”

      No one else could have made those asks and had them answered with a yes. “Any other calls to make?”

      “The OPA is on standby, Linus is watching the show via his direct feeds, Tisdale is moving her people into position. The Clairmont, Loup Garou, and Kingsman alphas know to coordinate with Bishop.” She raked her fingers through her hair, and curls fell into her eyes. “What am I forgetting?”

      Midas tapped her cell with his fingertip. “Are you telling Addie and Boaz?”

      Their names shut down her expression, and her eyes darkened with determination. “No.”

      As much as he hated picking at old wounds, he had to keep this one from festering.

      “You don’t think,” he began, “they deserve to know what you’re risking by going into the archive?”

      “The less they know, the safer they are.” She flinched when he struck the nerve, but she set her jaw. “I’m not involving them again.”

      “You didn’t involve them last time.” He took her clammy hand in his. “The coven did.”

      “Let’s think of it as an exercise in confidence.” She scooched closer and rested her head against his shoulder, the scent of her engulfing him. “I’m so sure we’re going to win the day, I don’t need to inform my next of kin.” Her arm threaded through his, linking them, and his inner beast relished the contact. “Oh, that reminds me. I have a playdate with Macon next week.”

      The announcement sideswiped him, as she had known it would, and he began to understand why she had wrapped herself around him. She didn’t want to give him an avenue of escape, not that he had anywhere to go while they were in the back of Remy’s car.

      “This is not a trap.” She laughed at what she saw in his expression. “Boaz called me crowing like a rooster the second the guardianship paperwork for our little brother hit his palms.”

      Erring on the side of caution, Midas kept his mouth shut while he waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “He explained to me about Mother’s change of heart and her sudden desire to relocate. He was fuzzy on the details of how this transformation occurred, what sparked this burst of personal growth, and he thought I could enlighten him. Funny thing was, I had no idea what he was talking about, but I could guess where my mother got the idea our lives would all be improved without her in them.”

      Anyone who had ever met Matron Pritchard would agree her daughter’s life was better without her in it. The same could be said, to a lesser extent, of her sons. Midas only cared that Hadley was rid of her. For good.

      “Your mom.” A soft smile, bordering on hopeful, warmed her face. “She handled it, didn’t she?”

      Finally, a question he felt comfortable answering. “Yes.”

      “You’re not asking any questions,” she said, amusement in her tone, “so you knew.”

      There was nothing for it but to tell her the truth. He refused to lie to his mate, even to save his own hide. “I did.”

      “You didn’t tell me.” A line bisected her forehead. “Why not?”

      “I wasn’t involved in the arrangements. I found out after the fact. That’s no excuse, but it put me in a tight spot.” He should have told her the second he learned of it, the night she agreed to marry him, but he had wanted to keep her all to himself. “I didn’t want to give you hope if it fell through. I know how much you miss Macon, and I wasn’t sure the threats Mom made would stick after Matron Pritchard got clear of Atlanta.”

      The wrinkle smoothed itself out, and her hold on him relaxed by degrees. “I figured.”

      Daring to hope, Midas watched her face when he asked, “You’re not mad?”

      “Right now, I’m too happy at the prospect of seeing my little brother again to care how it happened or what the repercussions might be down the line.” She made a contented sound. “This falls under the umbrella of things we should always make time to discuss going forward, but I’m willing to give you a one-time pass.”

      “Next time,” he said, relief heavy in his voice, “I promise I’ll tell you.”

      “I know you will.” She grinned up at him. “Or you’ll spend the next month sleeping on the couch.”

      “It is a comfortable couch.”

      “Maybe,” she agreed, “but I won’t be on it.”

      The southernly drift of her hand down his stomach clued him in to what else he would be missing out on if he made the same mistake twice.

      “The warehouse.” He caught her wrist, unable to think with her touching him that way, and moved her hand to safer territory. “How are you getting in?”

      “Ambrose and I smashed the wards before.” Pouting, she let him set her palm on his chest. “We could again.”

      “It would cost you time and put you out in the open,” he countered. “It would make you an easy target.”

      “So, it’s not ideal.”

      “To put it mildly.”

      She leaned forward and snagged a backpack from the pile in the front seat.

      “Hey.” Remy popped her hand. “That one’s mine.”

      “They’re all identical.”

      “This one and I have bonded during our brief time together.”

      “Okay then.”

      Hadley chose another and transferred the necromantic supplies from her cross-body bag into its front pocket.

      Once she finished, Midas nudged her, determined to make her stop and think. “Any other ideas?”

      “Wards degrade as powerful magic users cross their threshold, and that’s been happening for several hours minimum at the warehouse. Even if the practitioners were mid-level, lump enough of them together, and the power signature is the same.” She turned thoughtful. “The coven could raise and lower the wards each time, they have the numbers, but it would be exhausting on their schedule.”

      The light in her eyes tempted him to hope. “What are you thinking?”

      “The coven dropped the wards to let their people move freely between the archive, the warehouse, and their transportation to downtown. I’m willing to bet they kept them down. It’s the smart thing to do. It’s not like they need them. They have the manpower to protect the archive.” A smile spread across her face. “Heavy-duty wards like those aren’t exactly welcome mats. They’re meant for security when no one is home.”

      “Okay.” He waited a beat, but she fell silent. “When do you get to the good news?”

      “Um.” She squinched her eyes. “That was the good news. No wards. One less thing, right?”

      “Optimism.” From the driver seat, Remy chortled with glee. “I love it.”

      Availing himself to the expert sneak in their midst, he posed Remy a question. “How would you do it?”

      “Very carefully.” Remy sobered. “No wards aren’t the same as a free pass.”

      The somber twist of her mood made him curious if she was worried too. “Can you get in?”

      “I can get in.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I don’t know if I can get Hadley in, if that’s what you mean.”

      There was room for interpretation there, and he was curious. “Your infiltration skills are magic-based?”

      “Experience-based.” She flashed her needle teeth at him in the rearview mirror. “I earned them.”

      As was the case with most fae or those with fae blood, himself included, he didn’t share his age often. Immortals and near immortals held different views on time, perspectives on life, on its immediacy.

      There was a weight to the air when Remy dropped her youthful guise and allowed her true self to surface that told him she far outstripped him. Humans could master a skill if they dedicated their lives to its pursuit, and fae were no different. Except the span of their existence encompassed infinite human lives’ spent perfecting what they did best.

      He heard no lies in her claim to have earned her skills, and he believed in her dedication to her craft.

      “I can be sneaky,” Hadley said, affronted. “I can be quiet.”

      Midas bit the side of his cheek and kept his mouth shut, amused when Remy did the same.

      “Okay, so I’m not fae-sneaky or fae-quiet.” She harrumphed. “I still got this.”

      “We don’t have much choice except for you to try,” Remy teased. “Guess we’ll see.”

      Guess we’ll see wasn’t exactly comforting to an alpha personality with a predator lurking under his skin, least of all where a covert mission and the safety of his mate was concerned.

      “Last chance to use the little girls’ or boys’ room.” Remy turned into a gas station. “We walk from here.”

      The OPA had briefed her on the warehouse’s location and given her a copy of its schematics to study. Based on her review, she had chosen a spot five miles away from the warehouse to park. The gas station didn’t offer much in the way of cover, but it ought to protect her ride until they were done.

      They climbed out, Remy and Hadley slid into their packs, and he carried the rest looped over a forearm.

      Ambrose kept a wary eye on the procession, more alert than Midas had ever seen him, and less interested in sniping easy meals too. The truce he had called with Hadley might be genuine, or it might be a long con, but either way, he appeared determined to play out the charade.

      He wasn’t too worried about Ambrose killing her, since the bindings would destroy him too, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t hurt her. Especially when access to large reservoirs of power, like the archive, gave him the ability to manifest independent of her.

      The shadow turned his head toward Midas, as if he could guess the direction of his thoughts.

      Midas inclined his head, not bothering to smooth away his glare, and Ambrose lost interest in him.

      The first mile passed in uneventful silence. The second was much the same, except for the worsening smell. The third made his skin prickle with the steady wash of dark magic across him. The fourth shoved him, as if he had braced his shoulder against a wall and was attempting to push a building out of his way.

      “Looks like this is as far as you go.” Hadley caught his arm and pulled him back from the barrier. “You don’t need to tire yourself out getting closer. Save your strength for when you need it. I doubt Ford or Hank could manage even this far. It’s better if you stay where they can easily reach you.”

      “I don’t like this.” He hadn’t meant to say it, but it was no less true. “I don’t want to let you go.”

      For myriad reasons, but the biggest one was how her entering Faerie while he stayed behind smacked of cowardice on his part. As if she was the one facing his past while he was too afraid to revisit it.

      “Me neither.” She flung herself at him, wrapping her arms around his waist and burying her face in his chest. “I don’t want to go in there, the building or the archive. I don’t want to worry about you alone out here. I don’t want innocent people to die because the coven views anyone non-coven as acceptable losses. What I want is to go home, kick back, watch a movie, and stuff myself with popcorn.”

      “I’m game.” Remy brightened on the spot. “I get to pick the movie, though.”

      Midas tightened his hold on Hadley, lowered his head, and breathed in her scent. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “That’s why I’m going to let you go,” he said, more to himself than her. “You need to do this.”

      “Yeah.” She exhaled, withdrawing. “I do.”

      “Ugh.” Remy walked off a few steps. “Here come the feels.” She gagged loudly. “Good thing I don’t have any popcorn. I’d hork it up listening to you two.”

      Ignoring Remy, Hadley rose on her tiptoes and brushed her soft lips across his. “Be safe.”

      “You be safe.” He made it an order. “Come back to me.”

      “Don’t worry.” She grinned impishly. “I’m not leaving this world until after I’ve seen you in Spock ears.”

      “Actually,” Remy interrupted her. “You kind of are. We’re going to Faerie, remember?”

      “You know what I mean.” She rolled her eyes at Remy then refocused on him. “I doubt it will do any good, but I’ll keep my phone on me.”

      “I’ll text you when Ford and Hank get here, but your phone won’t work in Faerie. I doubt it’ll work in the archive. You should power it off once you’re in. That ought to insulate it enough to function when you get back if you need to call for a pickup.”

      “No timer then either. Gotcha. That’s okay. We’ll wing it.” She took a step back. “Wish me luck?”

      The overpowering urge to grab her, tuck her under his arm, and run twitched in his fingers. He made a fist to crush the impulse then forced a smile. She would see through it, but she wouldn’t call him on it.

      “You don’t need it.” He locked his knees to keep from following her. “You’ll do fine.”

      Nodding, she turned her back on him and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing on Earth or in any other realm could have pried Midas from the spot where Hadley left him until she was out of sight. After her scent faded to memory, he retreated a safe distance to wait on Ford and Hank.

      The derelict warehouse was hemmed in by trees eager to reclaim the land and choked with overgrowth. He selected one of the taller oaks, climbed as high as his weight allowed, and didn’t fool himself when he stared across the expanse between him and the warehouse with his heart in his throat.

      His mate was out there. Rushing toward danger. Eager to do battle. Prepared to make sacrifices.

      God, he loved her spirit. She would make a fine alpha one day. Midas prayed he lived to see it.

      Nights like these, he was certain Hadley would give him a coronary long before then.

      Once he settled in at a cross section of limbs, he kept his ears perked and a wary eye on the forest.

      No birds sang, no insects chirped. No breeze stirred the leaves, and no moonlight pierced the dark clouds over his head. The sickly-sweet stench of black magic clogged his nose, and bristled fur brushed the underside of his skin in response.

      This deep into enemy territory, he couldn’t risk a text or call giving away his location. The screen was a danger too, but he trusted the leaves to hide its glare. He settled for checking his silent phone every so often, which, honestly, he would have done anyway.

      Fifteen minutes after Hadley and Remy left, Bishop texted him.

      >>The hearts are missing.

      Heart booming in his ears, he couldn’t stop his gaze from swinging toward where Hadley had gone.

      >What?

      >>The. Hearts. Are. Missing.

      >Hadley said you hid them. How were they discovered?

      >>I moved them to HQ.

      >Why would you do that?

      >> It’s our most secure location. Less than a dozen people can find it, let alone enter it.

      >You, Hadley, me, and Remy passed through tonight. No one else had access?

      >>Anca and Reece have been at their computers for the last twelve hours straight. No one could have gotten in or out without being seen. Besides, no one comes to HQ aside from Hadley and me.

      >You’re saying one of us is to blame.

      >>What the hell else could it mean?

      >>Hadley is going to Faerie.

      >>Maybe she hoped to handle negotiations with Natisha on your behalf while she was there.

      Spiderweb cracks spread across the surface of his phone’s screen, but his fist refused to unclench.

      Take the hearts, seal the deal, and keep Natisha on the right side of Faerie. Away from him. He could see her making that call. With the chaos in Atlanta, the last thing that powder keg needed was a match, and Natisha was a flamethrower.

      There was no shortage of coven members out tonight. A seventh heart was hers for the taking.

      But after their promise to make time for the hard talks, he believed she would have told him her plan.

      Though she might have waited until after she stood safe inside a ward ring he wasn’t strong enough to bull through first.

      One more obvious choice loomed, but Midas hated to point the finger, even with their fraught past.

      >Or Remy is a traitor.

      >>Or that.

      >We can’t send Hadley off alone with her.

      >>Who else do we have to send? Know anyone else with a handy dybbuk bond who’s available?

      The jab shook loose what should have been obvious, and Midas cursed himself for not seeing it sooner.

      >>Midas.

      >>Answer me, damn it.

      >Tell Ford supplies are waiting for him in an oak tree two miles southeast of Gas ’n Go. He can track my phone to get exact coordinates. I’ll leave it here. I have no use for it where I’m going.

      After he tucked the phone in a pocket as promised, he hung the packs on sturdy limbs.

      Crimson magic bathed his limbs as he leaped down. He landed on all fours, shaking out his coat. The black magic stench burned his nose and pinched his lungs, but he had made his choice.

      Hadley was in danger, and he wasn’t twiddling his thumbs while his mate risked her life a world away.

      There were no guarantees Remy wished her ill. There was every chance she had done the exact thing Bishop feared Hadley might have considered, taking the hearts—and their obligation to Natisha—in hand.

      But Bishop had reminded him he shared a connection with Hadley that just might save his soul, and he was willing to risk it. For her.
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      As Remy and I faded into the dark, I became aware of how little I knew about macalla in their feral state. Her spine lengthened as she abandoned her typical slouch for ruler-straight posture, and her usual clomping steps fell silent. Cunning gleamed in her eyes, and her upper teeth just overlapped her bottom lip. Her fingers extended, turned knotty with extra joints, and sprouted lime-green claws.

      I might have gulped. Hard. A few times. But I could still find my friend in her questionable fashion tastes.

      Apparently, Bishop wasn’t the only one sharing his deepest, darkest secrets tonight.

      Shadows cocooned the warehouse a dozen yards away, but its parking lot bustled with activity.

      “We need to get onto the roof.” Her voice whistled through her teeth. “Can you climb?”

      “I do okay.” I checked the bag for rope, but I came up empty. “Are you sure that’s the way to go?”

      “No one ever looks up. Trust me.” She flexed her odd fingers. “They won’t see us coming.”

      As confident as she sounded for a woman dressed in a white bodysuit with sequins, I had to believe her.

      She mimed zipping her lips, pointed toward the nearest tree, a pine with rust-colored needles and a split trunk that indicated a recent brush with lightning, and sank her nails into its flaking bark.

      I raised my eyebrows to convey my doubt at her choice.

      With inhuman quickness, she scurried to the charred treetop for the best view then flashed me a signal I took to mean it was my turn. How did she expect me to follow that act? I wasn’t Spider Girl. Squirrel Girl would be more accurate, given how nutty this whole operation was, but I would do my best.

      The pine groaned under my weight, and the limbs I’d watched her use creaked beneath my hands and feet. The third time I fully extended my body, I heard a vital, cracking noise.

      “Remy,” I whisper-screamed, but it was too late.

      The ground rushed up and smacked me in the face. The air exploded from my lungs, my palms screamed at the splinters embedded in them, and when I caught my breath again, I smelled Christmas and realized I had inhaled a handful of pine needles.

      “Oww.”

      The dark smudge of my shadow peeled away until Ambrose sat beside me. He ran his fingertips down my spine, and chills followed the prickling of his energy, but he appeared satisfied. I must not have broken anything in the fall.

      A slight rustle was all the warning I got before Remy landed beside my head.

      “You’re heavier than you look.” She flipped me over to confirm I was still alive. “This just got harder.”

      Voice high and airy, I wheezed, “You’re the one who chose a dead tree as a steppingstone.”

      “The north side is fine. It’s the south side that got struck. It’s still alive. Recovering even. Totally safe.”

      Trust a fae to intuit something like that but not grasp I weighed more than a leaf. She knew snacking was my favorite hobby. It was like her common sense had flown out the window when she…

      Oh.

      Huh.

      This might be a problem.

      There was freedom in giving one’s self over to one’s base nature. Midas and I had similar, predatory drives, but I never stopped to consider what Remy’s might be. Aside from her multiplying trick, I hadn’t witnessed her use her talents. She told us stealth was a skill she had honed, and that might be true, but for her to have lost herself so quickly, I had to wonder.

      Maybe one of her selves had more affinity with nature? Or maybe this was how she got in the zone? The truth was, I had no idea, and I had no time to ask. I trusted Remy, and I had to take her method on faith.

      “I’ll go high, you go low.” She returned to the burned tree. “I’ll get on the roof and create a distraction.”

      “We don’t want to put them on alert,” I cautioned her. “Make it subtle.”

      “Please.” She sunk in her nails, and charred bark peeled away. “Subtlety is my middle name.”

      Here I thought it was ohmygoddesswe’reallgoingtodie, which is what I screamed while riding with her.

      “Last one there is a rotten egg,” she called softly, and skittered up the trunk.

      Ambrose tilted his head back and watched until she disappeared from view.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me,” I told him. “I’m counting on you to watch my six.”

      The shadow stared after Remy, his posture tense, but he shook off his mood and waved me on.

      In following his lead, I placed more trust than ever in his dynamic duo vow. He got me within five yards of the open bay doors on the east side of the warehouse, and I paid him in caramel brownie brittle, the last of my Choco-Loco stash.

      Lowering into a crouch behind a bush, I observed the coven and reacquainted myself with the layout.

      Wooden crates dotted the loading dock. Those were new. A practitioner with a clipboard used a random single box as a stool, but most were stacked three and four high. As far as I could tell, the guy was in charge of checking off names before ushering newbies into the waiting vans.

      Done processing the last batch, he opened a bag of chips and settled in with his phone.

      Must be nice to sit on your butt, snacking and scrolling while everyone else got their hands bloody.

      About the time my thighs began quivering, a cold point jabbed the base of my skull.

      A shocked exhale burst out of me, and I froze as hot breath fanned my neck and shoulders.

      Fear pounded out a tempo in my chest, and I had a split second to curse Ambrose for not warning me.

      You jerk. You coward. You liar, I thought at him. You said we were in this together.

      A rough tongue swept up my nape, leaving a thick trail of drool behind to dry in the balmy night air.

      “Midas.” I whipped my head toward him. “What are you doing here?”

      With a doggy grin, he bounded off into the crowded parking lot like a puppy on a playdate.

      The guy on the dock spotted him and stared, confused by his appearance or stunned at his gall, I don’t know. Midas lowered his front end until his elbows hit the pavement then shook his tail at them.

      The message was clear: Catch me if you can.

      Or maybe it was Kiss my grits.

      Definitely one of the two.

      Only a previously unknown inner wellspring of strength prevented me from recording it with my phone.

      Oh, but I wanted to, so badly.

      Why he came, I didn’t know. There was no time to ask him. But he saved Remy from exposing herself. He must have figured out we needed more help to cross the finish line than we realized.

      Throwing back his head, Midas bayed at the moon, and the lazy practitioner scrambled for cover.

      A scream brought backup running, but they scattered and squeaked like mice before a hunting cat.

      Allowing Ambrose to guide me, I trailed him behind one of the waiting vans then snorted at the driver. He had locked himself in and sat with his nose mashed against the glass. The coven was scraping the bottom of the barrel for these guys.

      Thanks for the distraction, Stud.

      No one paid attention to me or my shadow as we crept up the cement stairs. As I got even with one of the crates, I noticed it held black backpacks, not unlike the ones we brought with us from HQ. Worry over what they contained tempted me to unzip one, but I had no time to be nosy.

      Still, I appreciated the coven leaving stacks scattered across the dock. They made for excellent cover.

      Slinking from shadow to shadow, I slipped unseen inside the warehouse then plastered my back against the wall until I got my bearings.

      The concrete floor in the main space contained a yawning maw that stretched from corner to corner, a good thirty feet across. With a gulp, I realized the portal had grown since the last time I was here.

      Sulfurous mist tickled my nose and threatened to make me sneeze as it oozed from the portal’s edges to lap at the ankles of the thirteen witchborn fae who stood watch over it with a chant on their lips.

      I couldn’t see from this angle, but the goal was a staircase made of oxidized metal spiraling down, down, down until it vanished from sight. That was my way in. The only way in. I just had to get there in one piece.

      Past thirteen witchborn fae.

      With instant access to a bottomless archive teeming with monsters eager to be worn, to feel alive again.

      Easy-peasy.

      The portal guardians didn’t bat an eye at the commotion. They were content to let the others handle the ruckus. They must be linked in an active casting they couldn’t stop without aborting the spell. That might work in my favor, depending on its purpose and if they could hurl it at me when I breached their line.

      A pointy finger jabbed me in the shoulder hard enough to bruise, and I jumped before I saw Remy, come down from her hiding place.

      Ambrose and I really needed to have a talk about him alerting me to oncoming danger and the approach of friendlies. How else could I act suave and debonair in the face of danger?

      “Your man sure knows how to make a distraction.” She settled in beside me. “Why’s he here?”

      “No clue.” I trusted him to act in our best interests. “Maybe he knows something we don’t.”

      Remy touched the strap of her backpack, and when she noticed me looking, she yanked it tighter.

      “It almost fell off on the way over,” she explained. “How do we get past the portal guards?”

      “Ambrose?” I jerked my chin toward them. “Take them down.”

      The shadow, given permission, raced toward them with the bounding strides of a dog on a scent.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Her fingers curled and released at her sides. “They’re casting.”

      “Ambrose can handle them.” I didn’t get into the particulars. “He’ll incapacitate two or three, and then we’ll make a run for it.”

      “Incapacitate?” She frowned. “You do know spells can go boom if you set them off ahead of schedule?”

      Cold sweat blossomed on my forehead as I tried not to think too hard about what I had almost done.

      “I do now.” I focused my attention inward to shoot him a message. “Dial it down a few notches, okay?”

      The shadow radiated displeasure, but he slowed his assault until his strikes gained surgical precision.

      Rather than take down a few guardians to make an opening, he skimmed from all of them.

      Soon, the lot of them hit their knees, their lips moving in silence. Their power fluctuated in wide bands that brushed against my face like a hot, foul wind, but their spell didn’t break.

      “That’s our cue.” I clasped hands with Remy, grateful when she reverted from her feral aspect. “Let’s go.”

      We leapt into their circle, over their joined hands, and raced for the inset stairs. I held my breath as I took the first step. A painful cold stabbed me, but I eased into the archive without difficulty, grateful I couldn’t look down and see the howling faces of the damned I recalled from the photos on my phone.

      Remy lagged behind me, and I loosened my grip to give her one final choice to stay or go.

      Her fingers tightened at the last second, as I sank in past my shoulders, and she hurried in after me.

      Ambrose slid into me, stuffing me with a sense of fullness that nauseated, but there was nothing for it.

      Why I thought it would help, I don’t know, but I gulped a lungful of air before ducking my head under the surface of the archive. I held my breath until my chest burned, until I had no choice but to gulp oxygen.

      Oxygen, if this denser matter qualified, sliced my nasal passages and froze the back of my throat until I tasted blood.

      I can breathe, I reminded myself. I can breathe. I can breathe.

      The archive just wasn’t making it easy.

      “Oh,” I whimpered as I surveyed our surroundings. “Oh, my goddess.”

      I had really, really, really hoped the vengeful souls only appeared on film.

      That was how it worked in the movies. Frak it all, couldn’t reality get it right just this once?

      Unsure what I expected to see when I glanced back, I goggled at the stone gateway that had spat us out onto the staircase. Runes were carved into its frame, and mist curled from its center to pool at our feet.

      The archive was far more gothic chic on this side.

      The scent of fresh meat must have called forth the curious, each the vestige of a strange and unfamiliar creature. They drifted beside us, not quite touching, as they glared with hate-filled eyes at the intruders.

      “They can’t hurt us.” Remy laughed with near-panicked gaiety. “They can’t touch us.”

      I was thinking the same thing, but I was afraid to say it out loud and jinx us both.

      Obviously, she didn’t share my superstitions.

      “Don’t be too sure,” I cautioned her. “It’s pointless to attack us when we don’t have room for them.”

      A shudder rippled the length of her arm and trembled in our joined hands as my words struck home.

      In perfect unison, the petulant souls swiveled their heads to stare behind us with renewed interest.

      I tensed, ready to sprint for it and drag Remy along with me, but it wasn’t the coven in hot pursuit.

      Fur stained with blood, a blond gwyllgi stepped into the archive with us.

      The spirits shrieked over him, whipping themselves into a frenzy, biting and clawing to get to him first.

      “Midas,” I breathed. “What have you done?”

      I lunged at him, but the spirits got there first.

      They swarmed before I could reach him.
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      Midas was lost within a howling whirl of spirits, devoured as they delighted in the feast given to them. I screamed for them to leave him alone, I punched through them, busting my knuckles on the stairs, but they clung like burrs in his fur.

      As rage-filled tears poured down my cheeks, the spirits exploded outward, flung in every direction.

      With a deep chuff, Midas shook out his fur to rid himself of any stragglers, then grinned at me, tongue lolling out one side of his mouth.

      I sank to my knees before him, threaded my fingers through his ruff, and sobbed against his throat.

      “You idiot. You big, hairy idiot.” I clung to him. “What are you doing here?”

      Crimson magic washed over him and left me with my arms circling Midas’s neck.

      “Idiot.” I pulled back and wiped my snotty face on my shirttail. “I just…” I balled my fists. “You idiot.”

      “You can kick my shins once we’re somewhere safe.” He lifted me and set me on my feet. “Promise.”

      During the free-for-all, I had let go of Remy, and she backed down the steps to give us space.

      Or to get out of the splatter zone in case I decided to murder him for letting me think he was dying.

      “We good?” She craned to see around me when she deemed it safe. “Midas okay?”

      “He appears to be.” A knot formed in my chest. “Help me keep an eye on him?”

      “Yeah.” A shrug rolled through her thin shoulders. “Sure thing.”

      Linking my fingers with Midas’s, I tethered him where I could feel him and let her guide us down the stairs. I threw glances over my shoulder, but I couldn’t decide if I was more terrified that whatever protection he was using to hold the spirits at bay might fail or that he wasn’t Midas at all, but a coven spy hidden by a charm.

      Seriously, Paranoia and I ought to invest in BFF jewelry at this point.

      “I’m me.” He read my concerns with ease. “I’ll prove it when we’re not fleeing for our lives.”

      “That’s exactly what a coven spy would say.”

      With their newfangled glamour charms, I couldn’t count on my sight to reveal his true face.

      A spasm twitched in my chest, and he grimaced at the same time, as if he felt it too.

      “Is this normal?” He rubbed the spot. “I feel like I’m about to burst.”

      The sensation was my exact experience, but I remained wary. I couldn’t afford for my heart to get in the way of common sense. Until he could prove he was or wasn’t Midas, I had to treat him like a threat. Even if I couldn’t bring myself to quite let go of him. Just in case.

      The unsettling presence of Ambrose, crammed into my sternum, made me wish for Tums. The energy he consumed from the guardians overflowed into me, leaving me with an acute case of magical heartburn. How an intangible presence gave me acid reflux boggled the mind, but there you go.

      As my mind wandered that ridiculous path to distract from my fears, I stumbled across another worry.

      On Bishop’s wintry road, Ambrose had been able to manifest into a physical creature. Did that mean he could do so here? Was it within his power to remain intangible? Or would he gain weight the longer he was exposed to this new gravity, for lack of a better descriptor?

      Basically, did I have to worry about an alien bursting out of my chest?

      As we made our way down, we passed level after level of stone tombs, each belonging to an individual, if the unique runes carved over the ornate doorways meant what I thought they meant. They struck me as labels, which made sense when you considered this place might as well be a closet or department store for witchborn fae.

      The spirits from earlier, sated on the blood and gore they’d hoovered from Midas’s fur, didn’t bother us again. However, word traveled fast among the creatures. Dozens more escorted us in our downward spiral, which sounded a bit too on the nose in retrospect. They didn’t bother Remy or me, but they buzzed around Midas like thirsty bees. Thirsty murder bees.

      “Does this staircase ever end?” I kept my voice whisper light. “Are we sure we ought to follow it down?”

      Leaning over the edge gave me heart palpitations. The stairs curved on forever, and the darkness writhed with spirits.

      “There’s nothing else worth stopping for,” Remy answered. “We have to find where it begins.”

      The beginning meant Faerie, the last place I wanted to drag Midas, but it would also be the end too.

      “Scents are muted in here,” Midas added, “but this stairway is pungent. We’re on the right track.”

      With all the foot traffic it had gotten in the last few days, I wasn’t surprised it was stained with foulness.

      “Good to know.” I rolled my shoulders to resettle my supply pack. “We should—”

      Voices carried up to us from below. Far below. Yet not far or below enough for my comfort.

      Melodious and soothing, they chanted an oddly peaceful rhyme that lulled the spirits around us into a stupor. They drifted off, in ones and twos, each to their own tomb, like fussy babies sung to sleep by their mothers.

      The steady march of feet told me this was the next batch of twelve, and that many coven members on a collision course with us meant we had to play chicken to survive.

      Motioning for everyone to pause, I consulted with Ambrose. “Can we muffle our steps?”

      The coven’s unguarded movements illustrated how well sound carried in this place. It also warned me if we could hear them, then they could hear us. We had to fix that, and quick, or we would announce ourselves to this batch and every other envoy we intercepted along the way.

      A thoughtful hum tickled the back of my mind, and I dismissed it before surprise registered on my face.

      No frakking way.

      Ambrose did not just speak to me.

      I wasn’t standing on the precipice of death. There was no leeway here, but there was magic. Maybe, for him, enough of one overrode the other.

      A tickle in the back of my mind, more Ambrose’s usual style of communication, prompted me to shut my eyes.

      A familiar sigil flashed in pure light against the darkness of my eyelids, searing my retinas as if I had been staring into the sun. The design was one we had used before, an obfuscation sigil, but as soon as he was certain I understood, he altered one bit with a splash of color.

      Confident I would recall the tweak, I palmed the modified pen in my pocket and opened my eyes. “This will keep our footsteps silent?”

      The bright design faded into a simple word.

      Yes.

      But there was more, teasing the edge of my understanding. “And…our voices?”

      Yes.

      Again, I experienced the sensation of more tickling my thoughts. “Until we’re seen?”

      Yes.

      A sigil designed to mute you would help if you could be seen, so that worked for me.

      With the design fresh in mind, I drew the sigil onto the backs of everyone’s hands, including mine. Before I gave the word to test it, Remy had already started hopping up and down the stairs, shaking her butt, and singing—badly—at the top of her lungs.

      “Thank the goddess that worked.” I wiped sweat from my brow. “Otherwise, we would be in—”

      Busy amusing herself, Remy ranged ahead of us for several flights before skittering back with a curse.

      “I see them.” She bumped into me. “Maybe five flights down.”

      That didn’t leave us much time to hide before they were on us, and they held the home-field advantage.

      “These tombs are all marked.” I scanned the level to either side. “We need to go lower.”

      “You aren’t serious.” She made a face. “You want us to hide in an unmarked tomb?”

      “I’m open to suggestions if you’ve got a better idea.”

      “Will that work?” Midas stared at his hand. “Will the sigils protect us from discovery?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” I tugged on his wrist to get him moving again. “Hurry, Goldie.”

      A jolt went through him, and his pace slowed. “You haven’t called me that in a long time.”

      “I don’t know why I did it.” I frowned back at him. “It just popped out of my mouth.”

      Insulting him had been my hobby when we first met, I admit, but I put that behind me as we grew closer. That I had reverted told me I was more freaked out by his sudden appearance than I wanted to admit.

      Argh.

      Forget BFF jewelry. I owed my paranoia an engagement ring.

      But it couldn’t have mine.

      The diversion at the warehouse might have been that—a diversion. But I could have been wrong about the target. The coven might have used Midas’s likeness to nudge me on, to guide me into danger, to get me out of their hair.

      But he knew about the Goldie thing. That was a Midas and me thing. An us thing. It was a point in his favor.

      Cradling his cheek in my hand, I searched his face, desperate to be convinced. “Why did you risk it?”

      A brittle smile tipped his lips. “I couldn’t let you go without me.”

      Tightness around his eyes hinted at a bigger reason, but a warning hung there too, one I couldn’t read.

      “Midas?”

      “Bishop texted me after you left.” He leaned in, and his breath warmed my cheeks. “I had to act based on his intel.”

      A cold lump formed in my gut. “What did he—?”

      “Not here,” he whispered. “Not now.”

      “Okay.” Thumb stroking his cheek, I couldn’t stop touching him. “How did you know you would survive?”

      “Ambrose is bonded to me through you.” He pressed a kiss into my palm. “There was no guarantee he could protect us both, but I had to try.”

      His quiet answer slammed on my mental breaks, and I skidded into a tailspin of indecision.

      There hadn’t been time between when we left Midas and when he located me outside the bay doors for the coven to perform a dark rite on him. He didn’t smell like black magic either.

      The mate bond would have told me if Midas had died. Failing that, Ambrose would have enlightened me. Therefore, Midas was not dead. He wasn’t a suit ready to hang in this grisly closet. That meant the coven had no access to his memories.

      Call it a charm, or call it a glamour. No matter how fancy the trick, it was just an illusion. No one on Team Evil knew about the bond. Without cracking his head open and sifting through our prior conversations, they had no means of divining the bizarre nature of our three-way entanglement.

      Dybbuks were too rare for people to know much about them. They were hunted and killed as soon as they were identified. As they tended to prioritize murder above romance, I had found no information on the mating habits of dybbuk in any book I had ever read on the topic. Neither had Linus. Therefore, the coven couldn’t know either.

      That meant…this really was Midas.

      “I was an idiot.” I cringed at how I had treated him. “I should have believed you.”

      “You were being smart.” He slid his fingers into my hair. “I’m glad you didn’t trust me on sight.”

      The mate bond wasn’t the same as a photo ID. I knew that. I just wished, in addition to a soul-deep connection to another person, it came with flashing lights or something.

      “There,” Remy butted in on my epiphany to point out a row of unfinished tombs. “Two are open.”

      She bolted for the first one, but she didn’t get far. It was more of an alcove. Unfinished. Or locked. Hard to tell from this angle.

      “I can make this work,” she promised when she read my worry. “You two take the bigger one.”

      Mashing her back against the wall, she did her best to let the shadows conceal her. That left one vacancy the next row up on the end. She was right. It did look bigger, but not by much.

      Whatever soul had lived there, it must have been taken out of commission. The rune above its doorway was scratched out with a rake of massive claws. I worried that meant it would be sealed, but slight pressure from my fingertips nudged open the stone door.

      The interior was three feet wide and three feet deep. I could stand without bumping my head, so I put the ceiling at a hair less than six feet. It would be cozy with a man Midas’s size, and I didn’t mind an excuse to plaster myself against him.

      Twisting to fit myself into the corner, I made as much room for him as possible, sucking in my breath when he pressed fully against me. He got the door shut behind him and scooted back to give me room.

      “The intel I mentioned?” He wasted no time updating me now that we were alone. “The hearts are missing.”

      The hearts?

      Missing?

      Frakking cheese on frakking crackers.

      This could not be happening.

      “How is that possible?” I rubbed the fabric of his shirt between my fingers, more proof this was him, that he was real, that he had survived his fraught entrance to the archive. “No one knows where Bishop hid them.”

      “He brought them to OPA HQ after the coven arrived in the city in numbers. He believed it was the most secure location.” He took care with his next words. “They were already there when Bishop left us in the closet.”

      “Only a handful of people can find HQ,” I countered, “let alone access it.”

      Midas said nothing, and I got the sense he was letting me work it out on my own.

      “Break in? Steal from it?” I saw the dots, all right, but they didn’t connect. “There’s no way.”

      “Unless someone with access was responsible.”

      “There’s only…” I hesitated. “No one would…”

      “What about Remy?”

      “Remy?” I jerked back and hit my skull on stone. “No.”

      A Clydesdale kicked me square in the chest. The potential betrayal made that kind of impact.

      Bruising.

      Painful.

      Shocking.

      Break the bargain, and we forfeited Ford’s life. She might not care about him one way or another, she was indifferent to most people, but it would gut me to lose him. She wouldn’t do that to me. I was her friend. That meant something to her. I could see the difference in her. It couldn’t have all been a lie.

      Like with Ares?

      Worse than that doubt was a second, fainter whisper that questioned why Bishop chose tonight to finally share his secret winter wonderland with us, why he introduced new people to HQ, why he brought the frakking hearts there in the first place.

      “I hate this.” I thumped my head, on purpose this time. “I hate it so hard.”

      Trust was hard enough to establish without the added pressures of the witchborn fae assuming the guise of friends and allies to work their evil through them. The coven had taken a wrecking ball to my life, and I owed them for that.

      Big time.

      “The hearts are in her backpack.” I traced that logic trail back to its start. “That’s what took her so long to gather supplies from the storage room. That’s why she called dibs on that particular pack.” I couldn’t stop myself from adding, “If she did it.”

      Without meaning to, I had given her the perfect opening to grab them, and the perfect excuse for walking out wearing a pack big enough to hide the box where the hearts were kept.

      How had she known where to find them? How had she taken them without alerting Bishop?

      Duh.

      The urge to smack myself in the forehead itched in my palm.

      Remy was an accomplished spy. I just hadn’t expected her to use her tricks on us.

      The chanting swelled as the coven marched closer, their voices echoing through the creepy chamber, and I took comfort from Midas’s steady presence.

      As the notes hit a crescendo, a spasm twitched and itched in my chest, and I grimaced at the sensation. I tilted my head back to convey the problem to Midas, only to find him wearing the same expression.

      Oh.

      So, that really had been his problem earlier.

      Whatever the chant’s purpose, Ambrose wasn’t a fan. He fought against it, and that hurt, a lot, but I had no choice but to endure. I wasn’t sure if my bond to Ambrose was enough to protect me in and of itself, or if he had to physically occupy the same space as me in order to keep out spirits.

      Midas was managing without Ambrose in residence, but he wasn’t directly bonded to him either. Given the circumstances, I wasn’t willing to take it on faith that I could kick Ambrose to the curb and not be swarmed by spirits in search of a vessel.

      Footsteps crunched on loose stone, and I jerked my head up as the sound translated to intent.

      The coven had left the staircase.

      They were coming our way.
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      Midas wedged his back against the door as best he could to prevent it from being opened through mundane means. Magical ones were out of his wheelhouse, but he trusted Hadley to handle those.

      A wringing sensation tightened his chest, giving him some idea of what Hadley must be experiencing.

      Ambrose was not happy to be confined, and whatever purpose the coven had for their chant left him thrashing to free himself. Hadley’s will alone contained him, but her grip was slipping. He could feel it. Midas wished he could help, but he was a third wheel in their partnership.

      The scrabble of feet across shale brought his inner beast to the forefront of his mind with a silent growl, and his fingertips burned where claws threatened to burst through his skin.

      Remy’s loyalties were about to be tested. Midas hoped for Hadley’s sake she passed with flying colors.

      A known associate of Hadley’s, Remy wouldn’t have to out Hadley. If the coven found Remy, they would pick these tombs apart until they located Hadley and anyone else she might have drafted for this mission.

      A thready exhale passed Hadley’s lips, and she mashed them into a white line to hold in her pain.

      Ambrose’s thrashing eased within Midas, as if sensing the hurt he inflicted, but he was unable to stop.

      Midas rested his forehead against hers, willing her his strength, and she relaxed into him the tiniest fraction, as though she had received a trickle of his intent. He doubted that was how their bond worked, but he hoped she took some relief from him, even if only through him holding her.

      “Sisters.” A warbling voice cut the chant short. “Do you smell that?”

      How they scented anything beyond their own potent stench amazed him when he was all but nose-blind thanks to their presence. Even knowing Remy must have the hearts, he couldn’t scent them, and he’d been trying.

      “Blood of our own,” the rest answered in unison. “Hearts’ blood.”

      Confirmation the hearts were in the archive crumpled Hadley’s expression, and he held her tighter.

      “The spell…” another dared. “It grows.”

      Midas drew in short breaths in an attempt to identify what she meant, but the overwhelming stink of so many practicing coven members together made his nostrils tingle.

      “Weakling,” the older woman spat. “Can you not ignore the summons for a moment longer?”

      “Summons?” Hadley mouthed to him. “Do you hear anything?”

      Straining his senses, he detected nothing beyond the nervous shifting of feet and rustle of murmurs from the gathering. He shook his head, and Hadley cradled his cheek in her palm to show him it was okay.

      “I cannot,” the girl confessed. “Nor can my sisters.”

      A soft murmur of agreement circulated through them. The others had been too afraid to admit their frailty, but the speaker had made herself the target of the elder’s wrath to spare them. It was more empathy than he expected the coven to show, even to its own, but she sounded young. Painfully young for that grim life. Perhaps not all the witchborn fae were beyond saving.

      “The pull toward the surface…” she whispered, “…it is too strong.”

      The summons must be a means of guiding their novices through an archive they couldn’t traverse alone.

      “I must guide the others to the surface,” she continued, “before they attempt the stairs alone.”

      A frown gathered across Hadley’s brow as she listened in, and he bet she was thinking along the same lines. They could spread the word once they returned to Atlanta that any coven member who wished to surrender could do so. That was the biggest concession they could afford to make. He doubted they would have any takers, the witchborn fae were too devout in their hatred, but they could try.

      “Go.” The elder hissed in a rattling snarl. “Flee.” She spat. “I shall remain here.”

      “Forgive us, sister.”

      “You were called too soon,” the elder grudgingly admitted. “Your training is not yet complete.”

      That perked his ears. The show of force in Atlanta might be just that. A show.

      If the coven was drafting novices to beef up their numbers, they were at a bigger disadvantage than he first assumed. They wielded great power, but untrained coven members wouldn’t have access to the archive. It would be too dangerous for the coven to allow in anyone unable to control the soul who inhabited them. Plus, it risked the destruction of the soul itself if it was mishandled or damaged.

      This news shifted the odds in their favor.

      But there was no way to send word to the others in time for it to matter.

      Softly, the chant began again, and the footsteps grew fainter until the ring of metal underfoot reached his ears.

      One adversary was no mercy. Armed with the archive, one practitioner could destroy them all.

      “I will give you a moment to reveal yourselves to me,” the elder said. “Then I will come and find you.”

      Midas pressed his lips to Hadley’s forehead then withdrew, but her fingers dug into his arms, holding him in with her. She refused to let him go, but she was the one who mattered, not him.

      “I do not know how you came to be here,” she continued, “but I smell the blood of my sisters on your hands. That, I cannot tolerate. This is a sacred place for my people, and you have defiled it with your presence.”

      A sharp exhale, dangerously close to a snort, blasted out of Hadley’s nose.

      “You prolong your death needlessly.” The elder clucked her tongue. “I did try to offer you succor.”

      Shuffling steps moved closer to them.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      And then she passed them.

      “How did you kill one of us?” the elder wondered. “How did you slay one of the many-faced?”

      Hadley’s lips moved over the word, filing it away, but no sound passed them.

      “It wasn’t all that hard,” Remy bragged from nearby. “Beat one witch, beat ’em all.”

      Several impacts struck the loose shale, and footsteps slipped and slid across the stone floor.

      Remy must have multiplied, and her selves jumped down to square off against the elder.

      With the elder in sight, Remy’s voice and actions were no longer muted but loud in the cavernous space.

      “You are not what I expected,” she mused. “Macalla are rare indeed. We do not have one. Yet.

      “I do not understand.” Confusion thickened the wizened voice. “What does that gesture mean?”

      Midas had known Remy long enough to guess at the gesture she, and her other selves, were making.

      “I might not know how to kick your ass, old bat. Two, Three, Five, Six, and Seven might not either. But Four? She’s taken a few centuries of hand-to-hand combat. She’s the muscle of this operation, and she’s willing to beat the curly black hairs off your chin if you don’t stand down.”

      “The Mother will be well pleased with you.”

      “I’m not the kind you take home to mommy.”

      The Mother?

      With their witch roots, he couldn’t be sure, but he was willing to bet the coven worshipped an aspect of Hecate. Hadley had been explaining the three-faced goddess to him, but what stuck with him was how she represented the stages of life. Maiden, Mother, and Crone.

      A screech from the crone snapped him out of his thoughts, and he grimaced as a Remy yelped.

      Unable to bear the sound of her friend’s pain, Hadley fought him to break free.

      “The hearts,” she breathed, knowing that would sway him the fastest. “We can’t lose them.”

      As much as he wanted to keep her locked in, he agreed with her. The hearts were too valuable.

      And Remy deserved a shot at clearing her name before they passed final judgment on her.

      He had developed a soft spot for her, and he hoped she had a good reason for what she had done.

      Pinning Hadley against the rear of the tomb with his hips, Midas wedged his shoulders into the opposite corner to make space to crack open the door.

      “Is that a roll of quarters in your pocket—” Hadley’s eyes twinkled, “—or are you just happy to see me?”

      “You’re still not funny.” He kissed her quick, hard. “Sorry in advance to your toes.”

      The angle cost him skin as the door scraped over his arm, but he got out without crushing Hadley’s feet and located Remy in seconds. One of them, anyway. Until her speech, he hadn’t realized each part of her had a specialization, but it made sense. He had been in battle with her more squeamish counterparts and been curious how that worked. Now he knew.

      “Lady, I’ve got places to go and a city to save.” Hadley stepped onto the ledge beside him. “Let her go.”

      “Ah.” The crone flung a spell at a Remy that staggered her. “You’re the little potentate.”

      “What’s with the height joke?” Hadley anchored her fists on her hips. “You’re like four feet tall.”

      That was, apparently, the wrong thing to say.

      The elder withdrew into herself, shrinking in, then exploded into a towering cyclops with a golden eye.

      “I never did like Cyclops much.” Hadley met its gilded stare. “The whole Jean Grey thing.”

      The creature was twice Midas’s height and four times his width. Its single eye, its most vulnerable spot, was the size of his hand. That should have made it easier to hit, but its lid was reinforced with chitinous plates that would protect it when closed. The coven truly had impeccable, if murderous, tastes.

      With the cyclops distracted, three of the Remys moved into position behind the towering figure.

      “You rooted for Wolverine,” Midas guessed, diverting its attention. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “I love a good underdog story.” Hadley winked at him. “Plus, Logan is so growly.”

      “I will wear your face while your city burns,” the cyclops promised in a thundering voice that boomed through the archive. “The screams of your people will be music to me as the fat renders from their marrow.”

      “You had to go and make this personal.” Hadley slanted her eyes toward him. “Help me hold on to him.”

      Him?

      Ambrose.

      “Hadley,” he breathed. “Are you sure?”

      “That we’ll die if I don’t have more than my witty geek banter to save us?” She shrugged. “Yes.”

      “Witty geek banter,” a Remy echoed from nearby. “That’s an oxymoron.”

      Unable to resist the opening, Hadley quoted back at her, “You’re an ox, and a moron.”

      The quote was from Oscar, one of Midas’s favorite movies. “How long have you been waiting to use that?”

      “Months.” Hadley huffed. “It’s harder to get people to use that word in a sentence than you might think, aside from Linus, and no way was I going to name-call him.”

      A shiver rippled through her at the thought of antagonizing him.

      Midas still hated that Linus’s grim reaper aspect would forever be her own personal boogeyman, but he had grown to respect the trust and sacrifice required on both their parts to make their friendship work.

      She was lucky to have him, and he couldn’t have picked a better heir to his title and his city.

      On some unseen cue, the Remys who had clustered behind the cyclops leapt onto its back. It thrashed, raking at them with its thick, twisted fingers. It fisted one’s hair and ripped her off like a Band-Aid then flung her aside where she skidded in the shale only to bounce right back onto her feet.

      Ambrose, in a rush of deepest shadow, seeped from Hadley’s pores until he stood beside her.

      “Take her down,” Hadley ordered. “We need to be gone when the reinforcements arrive.”

      A quiver ran through the dark outline as Ambrose adopted the form of a gwyllgi, his gwyllgi, and charged the elder. He bayed at the cyclops she had become, then tore into her, ripping flesh off her bones. Blood pooled beneath her, and magic glittered in the open wounds. Ambrose lapped at them both with relish.

      Midas cranked his head toward Hadley. “How…?”

      “I told you things got weird. This is what I meant.” She kept a close watch on Ambrose. “Bishop said that Ambrose couldn’t assume his human form, or speak, without spending a significant amount of time soaking up ambient energy.”

      “He’s still a shadow.”

      “But I think I’m starting to hear him, in my head, so…”

      “And he’s eating the cyclops.”

      “Yeah.” She rubbed her arms. “Either we’ve been down here longer than we realize, or the mojo running this place is more powerful than the ambient energies on Bishop’s winter road.” She looked at him. “Much longer, and Ambrose will be walking and talking with us.”

      “I would prefer that not to happen.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “Are you guys going to stand here jawing all night,” a Remy demanded, “or are you going to fight?”

      “Stop whining,” Hadley yelled. “You’re holding your own.”

      “Of course I am.” Remy dodged the swing of the cyclops’s meaty fist. “I’m amazing.”

      “Well?” Midas figured Hadley was testing Ambrose before joining in. “Do you think it’s safe?”

      “I don’t feel any different.” She looked down at herself. “Bonus, the spirits aren’t swarming me.”

      As much as it pained him to risk her, Midas accepted this was as close to certainty as they would get.

      “The chant,” she said thoughtfully. “I believe it’s a lullaby.”

      “Makes sense.” Midas rubbed his jaw. “The spirits want out, and there’s a lot of through traffic tonight.”

      He doubted they could escape without a host, but all that meant was they would try their luck hijacking novices or practitioners too weak to fend off their attack without the stronger ones keeping them docile.

      “We can’t take for granted that we’re safe.” She jabbed him in the arm to drive home her point. “Not with the coven exerting influence over the spirits. Our luck might run out when they finish up down here.”

      “Fair enough,” he agreed. “We shouldn’t bleed in here either.”

      “Hard to know if only the coven’s blood or any blood would whip them into another frenzy.”

      “Whatever,” the nearest Remy huffed and joined her sister selves in battle. “I’m going in.”

      The beast within Midas was eager for the fight as well, but he waited for Hadley to decide.

      “Ambrose.” She held out her hands. “Swords.”

      Without slowing his attack, he flung them at her with a shake of his head, almost projectile vomiting them.

      Midas wasn’t squeamish by any means, but that was a bit much even for him.

      By some magic, Hadley caught the hilts without slicing off her fingers, toes, or, as Midas stood next to her, his head.

      The grooves in the handles fit her fingers, and the blades became extensions of her. She leapt off the stone shelf and hit the ground running, weaving in and out of Remys and dodging Ambrose to get behind the cyclops.

      A split second was all the time he allowed himself to admire her, then the change took him.

      Crimson magic splashed up his legs and torso, welled over his head, and sucked him down into his other self. With a hunting cry, he flung himself into the fray, herding the cyclops with the shadowy gwyllgi the way he would a packmate.

      Hadley darted in behind the cyclops and slashed its left Achilles tendon. An agonized roar erupted from its gaping mouth, and it sank onto one knee. Torqueing its upper body, it set its meaty fist on a collision course with Hadley’s head.

      Ambrose knocked her aside, but the hit spun him across the hard ground with a pitiful whine.

      Midas waited for Hadley to rise, but she had curled on her side where she landed, clutching her ribs.

      Right where the cyclops had hammered Ambrose.

      The same cyclops dragging itself closer to the shadow gwyllgi, one fist lifted, ready to smash him flat.

      Throwing on a burst of speed, Midas raced for Ambrose, ignoring every instinct that warned he was heading the wrong way, that his mate was the one in danger. Except Ambrose was a part of her, and here, where he was a physical being, he required physical backup to protect her.

      Skidding around the back of the cyclops, Midas clamped his jaws around its fresh wound and thrashed his head until its flesh ripped and its muscle shredded in his teeth. It fell forward, forced to brace on its palms to keep from kissing the ground, and Ambrose used that opening to limp out of range.

      With Ambrose safe and Hadley out of immediate danger, he darted in, nipping its shoulders until it flung back its head and exposed a precious weakness. A column of pale, thin skin usually protected by its bony jaw.

      Racing in, his paws barely hitting the stone, he lunged and then bit down until his teeth clicked together.

      Foul blood gushed, filling his mouth with a rotten-meat tang, and he spat as he darted away.

      The cyclops thrashed and howled then fell on its side where it shrank into the elder’s form. She gurgled at him, pointing a damning finger, and Midas couldn’t risk any hex she might fling.

      As hard as it was for his inner beast to attack an elder, an elder female, he had no choice. He shifted beside her, took her head in his hands, and snapped her neck with a merciful quickness she didn’t deserve.

      No one that steeped in black magic was an innocent.

      Shoving to his feet, he strode to Hadley, who was sitting up with a grimace. “How bad is it?”

      “I’m not hurt,” she groaned, more winded than pained, “but I feel like I should be?”

      “Ambrose?” He searched for the shadow but found only the Remys. “How is he?”

      “Back in here.” Hadley beat a fist against her chest. “He’s licking his wounds.”

      Wishing now he had let Ambrose strike the final blow, he asked, “Does he need to feed?”

      “I don’t think so.” Cradling her ribs, she got to her feet. “The ambient energy will be enough, probably, if we give him time.”

      “Remy?” Midas turned. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m down Two and Six, but they’ll recover.” She rubbed the side of her head. “Aww, man. My flower.”

      The once-pristine bloom lay bruised on the stone, trampled flat beneath their feet during the fight.

      “A flower is the least of our problems.” Midas planted his feet wide. “Remy, we need to talk.”

      The two friends stared at one another, Hadley stoic and Remy tugging on the strap of her pack.

      “You, uh,” Remy started, “heard that, huh?”

      “I know you have the hearts, yes.”

      “Midas.” Remy kicked a rock that rolled off the edge and plinked down the stairs. “That’s why he came.”

      “Yes,” he answered for himself. “Bishop warned me the hearts were missing.”

      The edges of her mouth drooped in time with her shoulders. “And you immediately thought of me.”

      “We weren’t sure what to think,” Hadley cut in, “until the crone confirmed it.”

      “I’ve kept one of my selves at the archive since you discovered it. I worked out that we needed the hearts to enter.” Remy dipped her chin. “You need witchborn fae blood, but the protections on the archive aren’t picky what form it takes. Midas made it in with crust in his fur, but I wanted to be sure we didn’t get caught out in enemy territory.”

      The big question, the one that would make or break their friendship, bubbled up in a fury from Hadley. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was going to, but then I thought—I could finish it.” She toyed with a sequin on her hip. “We were going to Faerie anyway. We had to, in order to sever the coven’s connection to the archive. Why not kill two birds with one stone? I figured witchborn fae would be thick on the ground in the archive. I planned to drag one through to Faerie with me, summon Natisha, and present her with the hearts on your behalf after I completed the set.”

      Hadley jolted at Remy’s casual intent to commit murder, but he knew better than to expect an old fae to adhere to modern sensibilities, and Remy was an ancient compared to his softhearted mate.

      “Why take that onto yourself?” Hadley crossed her arms over her chest. “This is our bargain to close.”

      “It’s been eating you alive,” she snapped. “Do you think I can’t tell?”

      Fingers tapping her elbows, Hadley dipped her chin. “Remy…”

      “Remember what I said about you having a marshmallow heart? Well, this bargain has been charring it.” Remy puffed up her chest. “All I did was yank you out of the fire before you burned alive.”

      The softening in Hadley’s features told Midas the fight was over, and Remy had won.

      Remy might have gone about protecting Hadley the wrong way, but she was right about one thing.

      Hadley’s heart was as soft as a marshmallow fresh from the bag.

      “You still can’t go around killing people willy-nilly,” Hadley sighed in the cadence of a familiar lecture.

      “They do it,” Remy protested, “all the time. They’re probably doing it right now.”

      “We can’t judge ourselves by their standards, or else we become them.”

      “I’m not like you,” she yelled. “I’m not sunshine, rainbows, and unicorn farts.”

      “Neither am I.” Hadley’s voice grew rough, her eyes dark. “I’m not like you either. You were born who and what you are. I made myself into this. I can’t unmake me. I can only do my best to live with the consequences of my actions. That’s all I’m asking you to do.”

      Remy’s bottom lip trembled, and she scrubbed her palms under her cheeks. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “I’ll forgive you if you promise not to make me do business paperwork for a week after we get home.”

      “Deal.” Remy sniffled and removed her backpack. “Here.” She shoved it at Hadley. “These are yours.”

      The color leached from Hadley’s skin, the gruesome contents sickening, but she held out her hand for it.

      “I’ll hold on to them.” Midas switched packs with Remy to spare Hadley. “I don’t mind.”

      The smile she thanked him with twisted his stomach into knots just as it had the first time.

      “We should go.” Midas guided her toward the stairs, careful of her injuries. “After you, Remy.”

      “I see how it is.” She plucked at her dirty top. “I should have worn a red shirt.”

      The joke was one he wouldn’t have understood until Hadley, but it made him chuckle.

      “Hmm.” Hadley appeared to consider that. “I haven’t chosen bridesmaid dresses yet…”

      Midas knew a threat when he heard one, and part of him hoped Remy did draw the short straw.

      The rest of the bridal party couldn’t laugh as hard at him if they were also decked out in future wear.

      “I am never wearing a red shirt next to you.” Remy belted out a laugh. “That’s like holding a lightning rod while sitting on top of a pine tree during a severe thunderstorm warning.”

      “Don’t be silly. You wouldn’t be a red shirt.” Hadley smiled, but it showed teeth. “You’d be a red dress.”
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      The novices ought to have reached the warehouse, but I was losing track of time. Here it slipped through my fingers, twisting my perceptions, warping my senses. The environment grew more hostile as well. The air cut deeper into my lungs, my eyes played tricks on me, and I lagged a few steps farther behind Remy.

      “You smell that?”

      The sudden loudness of her voice after the quiet of the tombs startled me. “I don’t smell anything.”

      Within me, Ambrose stirred to sluggish wakefulness, meaning a magic source was nearby.

      I don’t think I imagined his stomach—or was it our stomach with him tucked inside me?—rumbling.

      “This place is anchored in four locations, right?” I gave up on catching a whiff. “Plus Faerie makes five?”

      That was how I remembered it, but I wanted confirmation I had heard Vasco right.

      “Yeah.” Remy rubbed alongside her nose. “That’s the working theory.”

      One of these days, we had to get a firmer grip on this advance-planning thing. The seat of my pants was tired from all the flying.

      “Go big or go home, right?” I nudged Remy into motion. “We need to hit the coven where it hurts. Wipe out their source of power. Otherwise, they’re going to keep coming. They’ve made it clear they won’t stop until we make them.”

      The coven had it in their heads Atlanta should be theirs, and they would sacrifice everything to seize control. How we got so lucky as to be their target, I couldn’t begin to guess, but they wanted my city.

      And they couldn’t have her.

      “Keep a nose out for other scents. I’m not sure where the other tethers are located, but we need to chop Buckhead off ASAP to give our allies a chance to defend the city. Then we need to cut the steady supply of reinforcements from other cities. After that, we can see about letting the archive do the void thing.”

      “That leaves us two choices,” Midas said, closer than before. “Either we consign ourselves to the void, or we risk surviving in Faerie until we can barter our way home.”

      The last thing Midas deserved was to face this decision. I didn’t want him trapped in Faerie. Again. Sure, I would be there to watch his back, but that placed us on Natisha’s doorstep. The longer we spent in Faerie, the more likely it was she would catch wind of us. Then there was the small matter of her pack.

      Midas was a direct descendent of Natisha’s. He had family in her pack. The same pack that sold him to a cruel goblin for use as a gladiator in the arena matches that earned Midas his scars, inside and out.

      “Your call.” I tossed a smile back at him. “I can go either way.”

      Truthfully? Faerie would be easier, if also trickier, to escape.

      Honestly? The void, for us, was unsurvivable. There was no food, no water. The spirits who called this place home needed none of those things. We could only live as long as the food in our packs allowed.

      Still, I let him decide, and it wasn’t an empty gesture. I was all about the follow through.

      “Faerie.” His warm hand landed on my shoulder. “There’s no other choice.”

      Turning my head, I kissed his knuckles. “We can find another way.”

      “There’s no time.” His comforting touch lifted. “We can’t know for certain how slow or fast time moves here. That will change again when we reach Faerie. We have to keep on schedule as best we can and hope we haven’t missed the battle when we come out the other side.”

      That particular outcome was one I had sunk a great deal of effort into ignoring.

      The three of us wouldn’t make or break a flat-out war. That wasn’t how battles worked. Often, it boiled down to numbers. Who had the most people? Who cared more if those same people died horribly?

      We didn’t have the numbers. Strategy was our best bet at winning. We had no time for second-guessing.

      Our absence would be felt on the battleground, if it came to that, but this mission was more important.

      When this nightmare closet went offline, it would cut direct routes to and from the coven’s strongholds. They would be forced to rely on mundane means of transportation, which would slow them down. They would also be dependent upon the practitioners already at their disposal. Buh-bye, reinforcements.

      Best of all? Those lethal outfits they so loved to wear? They would get put in deep storage. For good.

      “There.” Remy pointed out a row of tombs where one door stood taller than the rest. “It smells like…”

      The arch had been carved to fit the existing architecture, but rather than stone, its center reflected us.

      “…the sea.” I followed her, unable to resist the humid warmth swirling the air. “Weird.”

      We exited the stairs and went to investigate what might be our first tether. I don’t know why they were called that. I mean, okay, they tied one location to another. Big whoop. If this one was any indication, they struck me as more like the Einstein-Rosen bridge portal devices from Stargate. How much cooler was that? These could be faegates. Or witchgates. Both had merit.

      Tilting her head to one side, Remy pursed her lips. “Does the architecture remind you of anything?”

      “You mean like the gateway that spit us out onto the stairs?” I noticed the similarities too. “I’m guessing we blew our first mission objective. The tether to Buckhead was behind us, on the stairs.” I tipped my head back. “Now it’s way up there.”

      “You were distracted at the time.” Midas grimaced, no doubt recalling his grand entrance. “I surprised you, and then I rushed you. It’s not your fault.”

      “Live and learn, right?” Remy chucked me on the shoulder. “We’re probably the first non-sacrificial, non-coven lifeforms to enter the archive. Cut yourself some slack.”

      “Yeah.” I tried, I really tried, but it was hard. “Live and learn.”

      “Wonder where it goes?” She ran a hand along the designs carved into the doorframe. “I can’t read it.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I summoned Ambrose, who exited my body in a prickling rush of sensation. “It won’t go there for much longer.”

      The shadow studied the faegate while tapping a finger against his lips.

      “Well?” I watched him, my gut drawing tight as he considered it. “Will draining its power pull the plug?”

      He stuck out a hand and dipped it side to side in a maybe gesture.

      “We’re old pros at breaking wards. Do you think this will work the same way?”

      Hands tucked into my back pockets, I hid their trembling from the others, but not from Ambrose. The bottom line was, I was about to supercharge him. How he reacted would determine if we made it out of here alive.

      No pressure.

      “You hungry?”

      “Always.”

      The silken whisper might have been my imagination. I mean, another name for dybbuk is devourer.

      Therefore, it wasn’t rocket science to conclude Ambrose would always be game for a snack.

      “He…spoke.” Midas cocked an eyebrow at my shadow self. “That’s new.”

      Well frak.

      So much for that hope.

      “He sounds how a honey butter biscuit tastes.” Remy goggled at him. “Mmm.”

      “That’s how he hooks suckers.” I shoved her shoulder. “He has to be appealing for his schtick to work.”

      Rich laughter tickled the fringes of my hearing, and Ambrose wrapped an arm around my shoulders, as he had seen Midas do countless times.

      Leaning in, he almost brushed his lips against my ear when he said, “This will be fun.”

      A shiver rippled through me, and I palmed his face then shoved him back. “Get thee behind me, Satan.”

      Ambrose laughed again, clearly tickled by the reference, and strolled toward the witchgate.

      Hmm.

      Nah.

      I got it right the first time.

      Faegate definitely sounded cooler.

      “You know more about Christianity than I do about your religion,” Midas noted. “I should fix that.”

      That he cared enough to want to learn about Hecate, about how necromancers communed with their goddess, mattered more to me than when or if we ever got around to immersive lessons.

      “We’ve got time.” I rested against him. “I have my entire public-school career to thank for what I know.”

      In addition to the nuts-and-bolts education I received, I had been coached in the study of humans. How to blend with them. How to befriend them. How to integrate into their society, since my Society viewed Low Society necromancers as framework to hold the High Society aloft. Religion was a part of that, and it was fascinating to cobble together a belief system that integrated the world I was expected to belong to and the one I had been born into.

      “Are you ready?” Ambrose turned back toward us. “I have finished translating the sigils.”

      Shock that he could read them popped my eyebrows into my hairline. “They’re instructions?”

      “They explain how to power the tether, yes. They also describe how to return it to its restful state.”

      “Feed it magic to open it.” I could see I was right in his expression. “Drain the residual power to close it.”

      “Just so.”

      “All right.” I checked with Midas, who nodded, then turned back to Ambrose. “Let’s do this.”

      “This will hurt,” he warned, glancing back at me over his shoulder. “Brace yourself.”

      Midas threaded our fingers and wrapped an arm around my middle, ready to support me.

      The fingertips of Ambrose’s right hand touched the uppermost sigil, and light exploded around me.

      I fell, not into soothing darkness, but into the burning sun.
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      “Awaken.”

      A moan slipped past my lips.

      “Awaken.”

      “Bite me.”

      “Oh good.” Remy poked my cheek. “She’s okay.”

      “Sarcasm isn’t an indication of well-being,” Midas argued. “She could sarcasm in her sleep.”

      “The balance of power has shifted,” Ambrose said, his voice clear as a frakking bell. “She is fine.”

      That snapped my eyes open, and I focused on the blur in front of me. “Midas?”

      “I feel like I ate too much barbeque at a pack cookout.” He traced the curve of my cheek with his fingertip. “Except instead of stretching my stomach tight, I’m stuffed all over.”

      “Same.” I gripped his wrist. “But are you okay?”

      “The tether is severed.” He winced, as if even that light touch hurt. “For that, I can be okay.”

      “Faegate,” I corrected him for the joy of watching him fight off a smile. “Like Stargate but fae-er.”

      “A faegate?” A single huff escaped him, but he locked it down fast. “I see.”

      “You need to ground the energy.” Remy lifted my hand, and it vibrated in hers. “You’re all jittery.”

      Unlike Ambrose, I didn’t digest power. It wasn’t food to keep me going. It was fuel for performing magic. I had no immediate need for it, no particular use for it, and Midas was in worse shape. He had no outlet, no release valve to ease the pressure. His only magic expenditure was his natural talent of shapeshifting.

      “Any idea how to do that?” I sat upright and took Midas’s hand, which shook even harder. “Quickly?”

      Forehead pinched, she frowned at me. “How do you usually burn off the excess he pumps into you?”

      “I almost die,” I confessed, cheeks growing warm. “Then he heals me.”

      “Or she jumps on bombs,” Midas added dryly, “and he shields her from her poor life choices.”

      The urge to thump him on the end of his nose surfaced, but I exercised restraint as a mature adult and let the insult pass unchallenged. And if I was mentally plotting revenge later, then we all needed our hobbies, didn’t we?

      “You could fling yourself down the stairs.” Remy walked to the edge of this level. “That would do it.”

      “We can’t see the bottom.” A growl rose in Midas. “It might kill her.”

      “Hey,” she complained. “I didn’t say she ought to do it, I just said that would do it.”

      A light dawned in Midas’s eyes, and he smoldered at me. “Would any physical exertion work?”

      A smidge breathless, I leaned in. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Ugh.” Remy hid behind her hands. “Please don’t emotionally scar me.”

      “We turn the spiral into our very own Stairmaster.” He bounced on his toes, ready to run. “It might take a while to burn off the magic, but we have to empty our tanks for the next tether—I mean, faegate—right?”

      “That’s less fun than what I had in mind, but it might work.” I located my shadow. “Ambrose?”

      “I have not done cardio for cardio’s sake,” he mused. “This might prove entertaining.”

      Exercise was not my idea of entertainment, but plenty of folks thought otherwise. “Do you think it will work?”

      “Perhaps.” A dark curl in his featureless face indicated a smile. “I suppose we are about to find out.”

      “Next question.” I pursed my lips at Midas. “Do I want to save the city enough to work up a sweat?”

      “Just pretend there’s a bomb.” He grinned at me, already backing toward the stairs. “Then race toward it like you’re going to fling yourself on top of it.”

      “I’m going to fling you,” I mumbled, the tips of my ears burning, “right down the stairs.”

      “I’ll just count reps or whatever.” Remy inched away from us. “That’s a thing, right? Reps?”

      “Not in cardio, no.” I stepped onto the staircase and glared up the way we had come. “Just catch us if we fall.”

      “Sure thing.” She flickered into three Remys who linked arms and squished together onto the same step. “One net, coming up.”

      “Ugh.” I began to climb, Ambrose beside me, Midas behind me. “Here goes nothing.”

      Leading the pack, I jogged up two more flights then reversed to let Midas lead us down four more.

      Rinse and repeat for an eternity.

      “Popcorn.”

      Wiping the sweat out of my eyes with the hem of my shirt, I paused for a breather and braced my palms on my upper thighs. “Say what now?”

      Remy sniffed the air, and her eyelids fluttered with pleasure. “Don’t you smell it?”

      “All I smell is myself.” I tried not to breathe too deeply, but I was winded. “And black magic.” I was sucking in so much air, I couldn’t avoid gulping down the stench. “Not sure which is worse at this point.”

      “I smell it too.”

      “Rude.” I twisted to glare over my shoulder at Midas. “How are you not sweaty?”

      Laughing, he smiled at me. “When was the last time you went for a run?”

      Before this latest coven flare-up, I hit the Active Oval each night, as he well knew. But this was next level. Had I hit the track every night for the last month, I couldn’t have kept up with a frakking gwyllgi prince.

      “Don’t change the subject,” I huffed. “I get plenty of exercise.”

      “Yes.” His palm curved around my hip. “You do.”

      Gagging noises rose from below, Remy reminding us we weren’t alone. As if we were ever really alone with Ambrose around. And…yeah. I wasn’t going to think too hard about that one. Not when you considered Midas was right about the type of exercise I had been getting lately.

      “I feel mostly normal.” I checked with Ambrose. “How about you?”

      “I find that holding this form burns through my stores nicely, as does conversing aloud with you.”

      “Without the running?” I clarified. “Just standing there talking would have worked?”

      “Yes.”

      Straightening, I glared at him. “And you didn’t tell us this why?”

      “You were performing an experiment,” he reasoned, his wispy smile sharper. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      “Pro tip,” I offered. “The next time you see a way to get me out of cardio, take it.”

      Ambrose angled his head toward Midas, clearly more clued in than I wanted him to be.

      “Not that kind of cardio.” A fire engulfed my cheeks. “That kind is fine.”

      Midas’s lips twitched. “Just fine?”

      “Better than fine.” The burning spread down my neck. “Goddess.” I wiped my face with the hem of my shirt for the excuse to hide. “Ambrose, forget I said anything.” I glared at Midas. “You, I will deal with later.”

      “Even that sounds kinky,” Remy complained. “You two couldn’t have kept it in your pants like two more weeks? Life was so much easier when you two were all sexual tension but no action.”

      “No,” Midas and I said together and then laughed and then stopped when Ambrose joined us.

      Frak, that was creepy. I had to talk to Linus about how to put Ambrose in timeout when Midas and I exercised in the future. He was no Boy Scout, and taking his word he wasn’t watching or listening in was stretching my faith in him.

      Even a dead guy was still a guy.

      And I was the vehicle through which he navigated life. I was fine with that. I had made my choice. But I wanted our shared ride to have a steering wheel and brake pedal so I could park him when I wanted alone time with my mate.

      “Shall we?” Ambrose took the steps down to Remy with a bounce in his gait. “Popcorn, you said?”

      “Can you not smell it?” Another thought occurred to me. “Can you smell anything?”

      “Myriad flavors of magic.”

      “Flavor is taste, not scent.”

      “The two senses are intertwined for the living. What I lack in one area, the other provides.”

      “Hmm.” I followed him onto the level with the door. “So, why the chocolate?”

      It wasn’t magic, so it didn’t have a flavor. Or…crap. That wasn’t quite right, was it?

      “The spells used to keep the chocolate from melting.” I answered my own question. “You like those.”

      He was a snob, and his addiction to high-end magically crafted chocolates, like the ones Choco-Loco sold, cost me a fortune.

      “There are others, more subtle ones, not listed on the menu. All are benign, most enhance flavor.”

      That made sense, but it did make me wonder where they hid the fine print on how liberally magic was applied to their treats. Sure, most folks were buying for themselves, their sweethearts, or as gifts, but if I was buying treats for a magic-eating boogeyman, then surely someone else…

      Okay.

      That was unlikely.

      But they should still give me the option of skimming the fine print by posting it where I could easily ignore it.

      “You eat other food,” I pressed. “You beg for leftovers all the time.”

      Which made him sound like a dog.

      Oops.

      “There are limits on what I can give for free,” he said after a moment’s consideration. “I am not unlike the fae in that manner, in that a balance must be struck. That is part of our bargain. Any exchange between us must be equitable or mutually beneficial.”

      His murder spree hadn’t been mutually beneficial, not by a long shot, but the use of his power in exchange for the use of my body was equitable. Once behind the wheel, he had free will. And total control of me. I couldn’t stop him from doing whatever he chose while balancing the scales between us.

      The takeaway here, for me, was I needed to pay him in chocolate for absolutely everything to keep our slate clean.

      “And,” he confessed, “you tend to eat food that has passed through many hands.”

      Wrinkling my nose, I reconsidered my food truck addiction. “You make it sound so appetizing.”

      “Bits of the cooks’ and servers’ magic flavor the meals, a seasoning of sorts, and I can appreciate those subtle hints.”

      That made sense as to why he preferred certain leftovers to others. Plenty of humans worked in the food service industry, and he wouldn’t gain nourishment from them.

      We stopped before the second gateway, and Ambrose began to prowl around it, doing his thing.

      As he did, a blur of white streaked past, and its taloned fingers raked the length of his spine.

      Frak.

      That was not good.

      The spirits couldn’t hurt the living, but…Ambrose was dead. He had been a shade, albeit a powerful one, when I struck my bargain with him. It hadn’t occurred to me that he might be in danger from the souls. I had taken Vasco’s sweeping statement about my immunity as encompassing Ambrose too.

      A vicious growl poured out of him as he spun toward the spirit and took one step toward it. “No.”

      Feathers quivered in its hair, and a possumlike tail, thick and meaty, flexed and curled as it watched him.

      “I am a devourer,” he said when it continued defying him. “You are but a morsel for me to snap between my teeth, and when I swallow, you will be no more.”

      Hissing and spitting, it backed off a safe distance, but it didn’t leave.

      Ambrose inclined his head toward the spirit. “I will not harm you if you give me no cause.”

      One or two others joined it, but none of them ventured closer, and none of them dared strike again.

      We must be alone in the archive. Without the coven’s lullaby, souls were rousing from their slumber.

      “You could snack your way through this place,” I realized. “Talk about all-you-can-eat. This is a buffet.”

      “I could, yes, but I won’t.” Ambrose observed the gathering, unable to hide the predatory gleam in his eyes. “These beings have suffered enough without me inflicting myself upon them.”

      That tread dangerously close to him expressing remorse, and I wasn’t willing to touch it with a ten-foot pole. I couldn’t afford to be sucked in—or suckered in—if that was his game.

      This much exposure to an Ambrose capable of verbal and emotional manipulation couldn’t be good for me. I couldn’t walk through any of the doors he was leaving open. Not yet. Not when I couldn’t trust his word fully. Not when my friends, and my city, were on the line.

      Ignoring his hostile audience, Ambrose returned his attention to the gateway.

      A faint vibration in my pocket did not make me squeak or jump back.

      “What’s wrong?” Midas jerked toward me, hands lifting in a defensive pose. “Hadley?”

      “I got a text.” I laughed, surprised. “It must be the proximity to the gateway.”

      “You were supposed to turn off your phone,” Remy reminded me. “I’m amazed it’s not fried.”

      “I did turn it off.” I thumbed the screen. “Or maybe I put it on silent out of habit.”

      Phones these days never got shut down, unless they ran out of juice, but I ought to have checked mine.

      Rolling her eyes, Remy gave me a bland stare devoid of surprise. “Any news from topside?”

      Bishop had flooded my inbox while I was incommunicado, and I swallowed hard as I read them, wishing I could put his mind at ease.

      >>The hearts are gone.

      >>Remy took the hearts.

      >>Abort the mission.

      >>Abort.

      Then, as if he had given up hope of stopping me, he slid into update mode.

      >>I texted Midas to inform him of the situation.

      >>Damn fool won’t text me back.

      >>You’re probably together by now.

      The next to last one crocheted my gut into a matched set of potholders.

      >>A coven emissary demanded we hand over Liz. We refused. Now it’s their move.

      The final entry frogged the potholders then tried to go bigger, like maybe a blanket.

      >>The Faraday is under attack.

      >>I don’t know how long we can hold them off.

      >>If I don’t get another chance to say it…

      >>…you’re the best friend I’ve ever had, kid.

      I shook my phone, but no more texts fell out of it.

      >Hold on, Bish. We’re coming. Just hang in there a little longer, okay?

      Heart clogging my throat, I forced my thumbs to type out the rest before I lost my nerve.

      >You’re the best friend I’ve ever had too.

      The girl I had been thought she would remain best friends with Grier for life, but Grier hadn’t known Amelie half as well as she thought. That friendship shaped their formative years, but it had been superficial in so many ways.

      Bishop knew me. Good, bad, ugly. He had seen it all. Bit by bit, he was revealing his dark side too. That required an investment of trust that would bankrupt most friendships, but we had paid the dues. I wasn’t going to lose him. Not to the coven. Not to anything, if I could help it. And definitely not tonight.

      Powering down my phone, hoping the magic exposure hadn’t fried it, I put it away.

      “The coven has launched their assault on the Faraday.”

      Midas wrapped his palm around the back of my neck. “The enforcers will keep them safe.”

      “For how long?” I leaned into his hold but then withdrew. “That’s what worries me.”

      “The second I sign a lease, this happens,” Remy grumbled. “Moving near you was a mistake.”

      Another time, I would have laughed and meant it, but I was too heartsick.

      “Yeah, well,” I tried to joke back, “you did get a newly renovated apartment out of the deal.”

      “The fact it got a facelift due to a massive explosion should have tipped me off.”

      Midas gave her a flat look, but he didn’t burst into his favorite song, the one with a chorus about how many times I had been blown up, in great detail. For his silence, I was grateful.

      “I only have myself to blame,” she agreed. “Good thing I haven’t unpacked my trash bags yet.”

      The reminder of her move-in status made me think of Lillian. “Your roomie will be okay?”

      “I doubt they’ll care about a potted plant,” she said, touching the flower in her hair. “Lil will be fine.”

      Ambrose, who had finished his assessment, turned to us. “Are we ready to begin?”

      “Yes.” I took Midas by the hand. “Let’s do this.”

      With a nod, Ambrose began the process of breaking down the faegate and devouring its magic. He ought to have swelled like a tick ready to pop, that was how I felt, but thankfully none of us exploded from the magical overload as the second faegate’s mirror-center winked out for good.

      “You appear to be in pain.” Ambrose dusted his hands. “Perhaps I miscalculated.”

      “Perish the thought.” I rubbed my belly, though my whole body ached. “How fast can you digest this?”

      “Not fast enough unless I exert myself.” A twist of shadowy lips conveyed his annoyance at being wrong, a novel experience for him. “Our proximity to Faerie is accelerating my transformation from shadow to…let us call it a more substantial state of being. As I become more tangible, I can hold less magic.”

      “We can still Stairmaster it away, though, right?”

      “Yes.” He cast me a sideways glance. “I will cardio off the excess.”

      Skin tingling, I resisted the urge to scratch an invisible itch. “How long will that take?”

      “Ten flights ought to do it.” He dropped his gaze to his feet. “Will you join me?”

      As much as I hated to work up a sweat again, the vulnerable note in his voice suckered me in. “Sure.”

      Remy and Midas took their cues from us and began their descent while Ambrose and I began our ascent.

      Perhaps to balance the ledger between us, Ambrose taught me a new trick that left me grinning as we caught up to the others.

      “What do you have to smile about?” Remy wrinkled her nose at me. “You’re sweating buckets.”

      “For your information—” I wiped my face then flicked my fingers at her, “—I’m a naturally happy person.”

      “How are you feeling?” Midas steadied me. “You’re…glowing.” He frowned. “Are you okay?”

      The glow was news to me, but I couldn’t decide if it was happiness or a side effect, and I didn’t care.

      “First,” I panted, “tell me how you feel.”

      “Caffeinated.”

      A laugh burst out of me, and I patted his cheek. “Good.”

      Narrowing his eyes on my face, he asked, “What did you do?”

      “I syphoned off you.” I buffed my nails on my tee. “Ambrose taught me how.”

      A slight furrow dug in across his forehead, and I could sympathize.

      On the one hand, Ambrose was a fountain of necromantic knowledge, and he had the power to back up his lifetimes of study. He was an invaluable asset.

      On the other, Ambrose was never as powerful as when I leaned on his magic, his know-how, or his advice. Dependence on him was a deadly liability.

      As much as I wanted to believe Ambrose was Team Hadley all the way, he had access to unlimited power on this trip. He could eat, burn off the calories, then gorge again over and over. Until we let our guards down, until we let him feast to the point his will rivaled mine, until I went down hard the one time he didn’t catch me.

      “How weird is it to be one-third of a thrupple?” Remy glanced between us all. “I have trouble committing to rubber band colors for my braces, but you’re with two guys. One of them is in you twenty-four/seven.”

      “I’m not with two guys.” I jerked upright. “I’m just bonded…to two guys…at the same…” I waved my hand. “Those are technicalities. Stop being a perv.”

      “Hey,” she said, setting off again, “I had nothing else to do but watch and wonder.”

      “I don’t experience sexual gratification.”

      The three of us went stone-still as Ambrose chimed in, and I wished I had gone stone-deaf too.

      “I admit,” he enlightened us. “I was curious if I would develop an appetite to rival Hadley’s once she and her mate became sexually active, but no. The act itself generates a purely physical pleasure. As I am not a physical being, I don’t experience it in any meaningful way.” He turned toward me, and I swear I caught the arch of a brow. “However, there are certain rites that can be performed while—”

      “I’m willing to compromise,” I allowed, “but I’m not cooking up sex magic for your dinner.”

      Frowning hard at him, Remy asked, “Hunger is the only emotion you experience?”

      Hunger wasn’t an emotion. It was a drive, a primitive need that must be met. Not a feeling.

      “I am a devourer.” He rolled a shoulder. “Hunger is all I know, all I am.”

      A worrisome pinch in my chest threatened to make me sympathize with Ambrose.

      He was more than that. He was cunning, sly, and ruthless. Hunger was the least of him. But that wasn’t exactly a positive endorsement of his personality traits, so I didn’t volunteer them. I wasn’t sure he had feelings, but he was good at miming them, and I had to wonder if he wouldn’t develop them if he stuck with me a few decades.

      “That’s a good thing.” I patted him on the back, and a corresponding tingle hit my shoulder. “You’re the bottomless stomach the world needs right now.”

      Hard to tell, without distinct features, but I swear he smiled, and it defined his lips in an alarming way.

      “We have one more tether.” I shook off my unease. “Then we hit the big time.”

      “Faegate,” he corrected me, amusement thick in his voice.

      Oh, yes. He was definitely buttering me up for something. But what?

      The four of us climbed down in a single file with Remy at the head and Ambrose at the tail. He burned more energy by running backward three steps then jogging down to catch up with us. He did that the whole way down to the third faegate, and my muscles twanged with sympathetic aches.

      “Licorice,” Remy said after a while. “Black licorice.”

      “I don’t know why they make the stuff.” I made gagging noises. “It’s disgusting.”

      “It’s delicious,” she countered. “Your taste buds are just too snooty to appreciate non-chocolate treats.”

      Midas kept his mouth shut, which made me suspicious about which way he leaned on the topic. Not the snootiness, but the licorice. Gwyllgi stomachs were lined with lead, so he could eat pretty much anything he wanted and get away with it. He would probably even enjoy it.

      We trailed the scent to the corresponding level and exited the stairs, making room for Ambrose.

      “This faegate is weaker than the others.” He made a thoughtful noise. “I must have broken a circuit with the other two.” He smoothed a palm over the gateway, its mirror surface reflecting him back at us. “That is good news.”

      I would take all the good news I could get. “Will it make severing the archive from Faerie easier?”

      “Not really, no.” He didn’t sound worried, just frank. “It will still require a magnitude of effort.”

      “On the bright side,” Remy said, “the Buckhead portal ought to be primed to collapse by then.”

      “Yes.” He planted his feet and bowed his head, his palms flush with the stone. “Brace yourselves.”

      Midas and I held hands again. There was no magical element to it. Only comfort. Though, if you think about it, there was a magical element in that. If not a definable one.

      Power surged into me, stinging down to my fingertips, but the burn wasn’t half as bad as the last one.

      “There.” Ambrose straightened, smoothed a hand down the front of his chest, and faced us. “Done.”

      “Three down, two to go.” I clasped my hands together. “Let’s—”

      An earsplitting shriek from above raised the fine hairs down my nape and left us all craning our necks.

      The mob of spirits we had collected fled into their tombs without so much as a wave goodbye.

      Chickens.

      “You dare,” a high voice shrilled, magnified with power. “You dare defile our most sacred place.”

      “Your most sacred place is a super creepy murder closet,” I yelled back. “It needed airing out.”

      Another scream, this one laced with fury, rent the air.

      “Go.” Midas nudged me. “We must reach the final faegate before she catches up to us.”

      “That works too.” I ran after Remy, who had hightailed it down and away from the danger. “She’s fast when she wants to be.”

      A low chant rose to greet us, and the bottom fell out of my stomach.

      The spirits hadn’t vamoosed because they were afraid of what was heading straight for us. She wouldn’t hurt them, after all. They had heard the coven chanting below us and been unable to resist its siren call to rest.

      “The next batch.” Midas, of course, had already heard them. “We’re caught between them.”

      Hindsight smacked me between the eyes with a revelation that came too late to be of any use.

      We might have screwed ourselves over in forcing the coven to exclusively use the Faerie gateway.

      The novices hailed from various cities. That was a good thing. Newbies were easier to beat. Anyone stepping through from Faerie? I…had my doubts about how that would go. Those practitioners would be the heavyweights. As would the practitioner stalking us from above.

      And, thanks to the time it had taken to work our way down, we had sandwiched ourselves between a hammer and an anvil.

      Fun times.

      “How are we going to get past the coven recruits to the faegate?”

      No one answered my question for a beat. Several beats, if we were talking about my heart.

      “I will drain their power,” Ambrose decided, “and leave them unconscious.”

      As the old chestnut goes, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. That plan of attack had worked well for us so far.

      “Will it impact your ability to finish the job?” That was my primary concern. “Even your stomach isn’t bottomless.”

      Unless it came to expensive chocolates guaranteed to break the bank. Then it was a void.

      “Perhaps,” he allowed. “I don’t see another way to neutralize the threat.”

      Ducking into the tombs hadn’t worked. The witchborn fae had smelled coven blood on Midas and on Remy. Take that away, and we had nothing. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. We were stuck.

      As much as it pained me, I had to side with him. “I don’t either.”

      If Ambrose got us through the coven, the next stop was Faerie.

      Deep breath.

      Another deep breath.

      You got this.

      Faerie was a state of mind, or something.

      “Okay,” I decided. “Ambrose, take them down. Everyone else, get ready to run.”

      Remy snorted at my paper-thin plan. “Do you know how to use a faegate?”

      Flip on the power and take a leap of faith was my understanding. “You walk through it?”

      “I would pay good money to see you try.” She snorted. “You’d smack right into the stone.”

      “I didn’t mean…” I narrowed my eyes on her in time to watch her laugh at me. “Never mind.”

      All the energy Ambrose absorbed from the coven had to go somewhere. He might as well put it to good use. Powering the gateway sounded perfect to me. It wouldn’t burn off all he gained, but it was a start.

      As the chanting swelled, I noticed a single voice sweeter than all the rest, rising high above the others.

      Fear stabbed me in the heart, an ice pick that wouldn’t melt so long as I heard her song.

      Natisha was with the coven.

      Natisha was in the archive.

      With us.

      Oh frak.
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      “Midas,” Natisha called from the depths, her voice rich with mirth no doubt born from piercing the sigil I had been using as a mute button for us. “We have much to discuss, you and I. Bring the shadow child with you.”

      A chill rippled the length of my spine and left me shivering with cold certainty this was the end for us.

      Without hesitation, Midas stepped forward to meet the challenge head-on. “Let me go alone.”

      “Let me introduce my foot to your adorable butt,” I said, and flexed my toes in my shoes for him to see.

      “Hadley—”

      “Our fates and lives are intertwined,” I reminded him. “You can’t protect me by leaving me behind.”

      Lips stretched thin, he tilted his head in acknowledgment, but his eyes burned with the primal need to protect his mate.

      No other choices left, I turned to Ambrose. “Are you ready?”

      “I am hungry.”

      “Same difference.” I patted Ambrose’s shoulder. “You’re up first.”

      “Excellent.” The shadow descended, his shape growing more defined than ever. “I need a moment.”

      The quickness of his steps soon carried him from our sight, and I sent up a quick prayer for his success.

      “Midas, trade bags with Remy.” I turned on the stairs. “Remy, you’re hanging back. Understand?”

      Squaring her shoulders, Remy braced for an argument. “Are you out of your—?”

      “You will keep the hearts up here,” I ordered her, “out of Natisha’s grabby hands.”

      The gravity of the task, the trust it implied, snapped her mouth shut before more angry words escaped.

      Without further hesitation, Midas slid the straps down his shoulders. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “Look,” Remy began. “I screwed up, okay? I know it, you know it, she knows it. You don’t have to rub it in, pretty boy.”

      “I wasn’t questioning your loyalty.” He held the bag out to her. “I’m worried about your safety.”

      “Oh,” she grumbled, trading packs with him. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Watch your back.” I gestured to her sequined outfit. “And your front.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Leaving her behind, Midas and I began our final descent, our footsteps synced in an ominous march.

      I wish Linus was here.

      The thought was so random, I wanted to laugh. I did wish he was here. He would know what to do. He always knew what to do. He could fix this. He could save us. He could…

      Frak.

      When had I started idolizing Linus instead of fearing him?

      Don’t get me wrong. His magic chilled me. His control over that much power terrified me. I had been on the wrong end of his scythe too many times to be comfortable with him in that area. But he had become my friend, a person I turned to for advice, a guy who would always be there for me, one who was willing to accept a black mark on his soul if it meant saving mine.

      Obviously, I was never going to tell him or anyone else any of this. How awkward would that be? For both of us? Linus wasn’t a touchy-feely kind of guy. He would blush, stammer, then vanish into his shadowy cowl to escape the embarrassment of my praise.

      Humility was a great attribute in a guy who, along with his fiancée, wielded enough power to take over the world if they ever got bored enough.

      And I was compartmentalizing again.

      Gah.

      I hated when my brain took vacations without filling out the proper paperwork.

      The staircase began to widen about the time the chant slurred into a litany of groans and moans.

      Ambrose was feeding, and he was feeding well.

      The build of pressure within me fell somewhere on the scale between the first and second faegate takedowns. I could bear it, but it wasn’t comfortable. Midas must be crawling in his skin.

      We reached the bottom, and I couldn’t stop the grimace when I spotted the scattering of young women who had fallen at Natisha’s feet. They had fought Ambrose to protect her, but they were no match for him.

      Hair as red as wet blood spilled down Natisha’s back, and the farthest reaches of eternity filled her eyes with a darkness no emotion could permeate. Her smile, when it came, was a cold, reptilian thing.

      Midas and I stepped onto the uneven stone together and waited for her to acknowledge us.

      “You failed to fulfill your end of the bargain.” Natisha measured us. “Your hands are empty.”

      Done with his meal, Ambrose came to stand beside me, his essence throbbing with pent-up energy.

      “We have six hearts.” He fixated on the fallen woman nearest him. “We only need one more.”

      “That would make us square.” I played along with my darker half. “You’re here to bear witness, which means I can place the last heart in your hands before it stops beating. What do you think?”

      “You wouldn’t dare.” She sneered at me. “You are too soft.”

      “Try me.” I gestured to Ambrose, and he passed me my swords. “I’m in a rush, so decide quickly.”

      “Your city will fall.” A smile ripened her lips. “Your people will burn.”

      “Nah.” I shrugged off her prophesy of doom. “We’ll be fine.”

      I had to believe that was true in order to make it across the finish line.

      “There are twelve witchborn fae here.” I crossed to the nearest one. “That’s plenty. I’ll even let you pick which one dies.”

      “You have failed.” A flush of anger swept through her, scorching in its intensity. “Submit.”

      “I’m not much into submission.” I flexed my fingers on their hilts. “It’s not my thing.”

      “One heart is as good as the next.” Midas flicked his wrist. “Kill that one and be done with it.”

      “I like the way you think.” I positioned the tip of one sword over the heart of the nearest woman. “Sorry about this.” I ignored the lurch in my gut and pressed until blood stained her shirt. “Nothing personal.”

      “Stop.” Natisha stepped forward. “Leave these women unharmed.”

      “Why?” I applied more pressure. “What makes them so special?”

      Natisha wasn’t the kind to stir herself on someone else’s behalf.

      Unless there was something in it for her.

      Something big.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Midas flaring his nostrils, breathing in their scent. “They’re yours.”

      “As in her offspring?” I studied their faces. “They do look awful similar, don’t they?”

      With their faces slack and their uniform of dark pants, shirt, and cloak, I hadn’t noticed the resemblance.

      Keeping my blade right where it was, I wondered, “Doesn’t a fae mother and witch father make them faeborn witches?”

      “Does it matter?” Midas locked his gaze on her. “They’re all the same.”

      “Yeah.” I twisted my handle. “You’re probably right.”

      It wasn’t like they were first cousins or anything, but these women were related to Midas, and I wasn’t sure how he would feel about us doing what must be done to survive this confrontation. There was no love lost between him and Natisha, who had let him be sold to the goblin rather than claim kinship and spare him, but these women had no part in that. They were far too young, or so they appeared to me.

      Even that assumption was a deadly one. I couldn’t afford sentimentality. Not now. Not with them.

      The scream Natisha unleashed as I dug into her daughter’s flesh left my ears ringing.

      “Why did you want the hearts?” I gave her a moment to answer, and when she didn’t, I applied more pressure. “Why ask us for what you had on hand in endless supply?”

      “Cruelty?” Ambrose suggested. “Pettiness?” He chuckled. “No? What cause then, for your treachery?”

      “I swore an oath to the girls’ father,” Natisha growled, “who was a member of the witchborn fae coven, that in exchange for his seed, I would not harm him or his. I could not harvest them for myself without breaking my word.”

      “Why ask me to do it?” That worried me most. “Why not hire out the work? Or twist a bargain for it?”

      “Your participation anchored my curse in your city, in your world, by your own hand.”

      A bitter taste flooded my mouth, but I couldn’t reward her by showing how deep her words cut me.

      “I am a creature of Faerie. I carried these children in my womb. They are mine and belong to my world.”

      Before she reached the punchline, the remaining puzzle pieces snicked into place, and I experienced an epiphany.

      “You can enter the archive because you’re of Faerie.” I laughed softly. “You just can’t exit it.”

      With only witchborn fae entering and exiting the archive, I was willing to bet Remy had gotten it wrong. I figured anyone—or anything—could enter. Getting out again? That was the sticking point.

      This was it. This was finally it. The truth. The real reason why she needed the hearts.

      “They keyed the archive to witchborn fae, didn’t they?” I whistled through my teeth. “Makes you wonder if they didn’t lure you in here to add to their collection, doesn’t it? They had to know you couldn’t get out once you got in.”

      Though her expression remained the same, crimson filled Natisha’s eyes, and I could tell I had gotten her thinking.

      “This is all very Snow White.” Well, Evil Queen. “What are you going to do?” I laughed. “Eat the hearts?”

      “Yes.” She stared at me blankly. “What else would I do with them?”

      Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer, I guess.

      Why lug them around in a backpack when you can carry them in your stomach?

      “Why target my city?” I lost feeling where my fingers wrapped the swords’ hilts. “It’s a great city, don’t get me wrong, but is it worth all this?”

      “Atlanta is not yours,” Natisha snarled. “You are merely the latest in a long line of necromancers with the hubris to assume you can control the land and its people. You are not the law. I do not recognize your authority.”

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with your ex, would it?” I made a thoughtful sound. “He ditched you, and now you’re going to destroy his home and his family? The one he made without you?”

      “Those girls were mine.” Magic sparkled in her hair. “They were my life, my heart, and he stole them.”

      “Wait.” I held up a hand. “I was told you ditched your kids for Faerie.”

      Vicious laughter rose up the back of her throat, and yeah. That did not sound good for us.

      “I offered myself to Archimedes as his mate. I was willing to lessen myself for him, a mere warg, and he banished me.”

      “How did a simple warg banish a gwyllgi healer of immense power?”

      “He climbed in bed with the witchborn fae first.” Crimson magic shimmered across her skin. “He used their dual natures, their unnatural powers, to bind me to Faerie until my children had forgotten me.”

      A binding of that magnitude would have cost him, a lot. I couldn’t imagine the sticker price on it.

      “He used me as his broodmare, bridling me with sweet words of love.” A growl entered her voice. “What he wanted wasn’t my heart, but a powerful bloodline he could build by exploiting the girls’ natures.” Her upper lip quivered. “Now I will get what I want.”

      “You’re the reason the gwyllgi, and shifters in general, were targeted by the coven.”

      “The streets of Atlanta will run red with the blood of Archimedes’s offspring.” Her teeth shone in a brilliant smile. “Then, and only then, will I know peace.”

      “They’re your descendants too. You get that, right? What happens after you’ve murdered all your great-great-great-whatever-grandkids? You hand the city over to the coven? Was that the payment they required?”

      “Our bargain is none of your concern.” The gleeful malice in her eyes all but confirmed the charges. “The abominations I helped to create will get what they deserve.”

      “We aren’t so easy to kill,” Midas growled, his own teeth bright and sharp.

      Laughter cut its way free of her throat, jagged and bitter. “I will slay you all without lifting a hand.”

      “A bloodline curse.” Ambrose crackled with power. “The only survivor will be you, their matriarch.”

      Six witches, even six faeborn witches, were less than half the strength of a full coven of thirteen. Natisha was ancient, and she was pissed, and she had a direct route to all her targets through their lineage. She wouldn’t have to hunt them down. A curse on her own bloodline would identify and kill them for her.

      Six wasn’t a bad substitute, when you looked at it that way.

      “You’re all hot and bothered over how Archimedes used you and your daughters, but what are you doing? The same exact thing, that’s what. On a far more epic scale than he ever dreamed. What kind of mother does that make you?”

      “Better than the woman who bore you. I have not lied to my children, ever. I have made my stance plain, and my daughters understand their roles.”

      Raise kids to believe what their parents taught was normal, and of course they would be okay with it. They had no perspective to see their own mother had honed them into weapons she would wield and then discard when she was done.

      “You wouldn’t have to try very hard to outclass my mom, but good on you for attempting smack talk. It’s not a fae strong suit, so I applaud your efforts. Also?” I ground my molars together. “How does everyone and their momma know about my mother?”

      Family secrets were supposed to be, you know, secret.

      “Liz interrogated her,” Midas ventured. “She must have shared the intel with…”

      A growl rumbled through the air, deep and rich and vibrating the ground beneath our feet.

      One second, Midas stood beside me.

      The next, he was gone.

      And I was spitting dirt out of my mouth.

      “What the…?” I shoved upright in the next best thing to slow motion. “Midas?”

      “Come on.” Ambrose hauled me to my feet. “Move.”

      The rumble grew closer, and shale bounced in rhythmic bursts as if…

      “Oh frak.” I swung my head toward where Midas had been. “I was afraid of that.”

      The growl was not a growl, but the earth itself trembling and protesting the weight of the towering creature who held my mate in its fist as it strode toward me with booming footsteps. Not its, but hers. I was no expert on giants, or giantesses, but I couldn’t pin another name on her.

      Tipping my head back, I stared up and up and up at her. “How did that sneak up on us?”

      Huge but proportionate, she was a craggy-faced woman of middle age, riddled with battle scars. She wore thick leather armor and carried gargantuan weapons strapped to her massive back. The silver braids of coarse hair that hung over her shoulders were longer than I was tall.

      “That didn’t,” Ambrose answered. “The witchborn fae waited to change skins until she held the advantage.”

      Without a word, the giantess tossed the backpack of hearts onto the ground at Natisha’s feet.

      Remy.

      Goddess, I should have thought of her first. I prayed my friend had survived their encounter.

      Another time, I would have sent Ambrose to find Remy, but I couldn’t afford to be without him.

      “Choose your sacrifice from among the witchborn fae.” Natisha kept her jaw tight. “Give me the seventh heart, and I will consume it fresh. Touch not my daughters, and I will consider your bargain fulfilled. You will be free of your debt to me. Do as I bid you, or your mate will become the first to taste my curse.”

      Oh, sure.

      Now she was onboard with my murder plan.

      With one death, I could do as she asked, fulfill our bargain, and be done with her. But I would be the one doing her the favor. She was offering me nothing. Sparing him in this place didn’t mean a thing if she unleashed her curse upon his family as soon as she escaped. Midas would die either way.

      To give her the final heart was to condemn my city, my friends, and those I considered family.

      I was the future potentate. No matter the cost to me and mine, I had taken a vow, and I would honor it.

      “Canthrig will crush your mate if you disobey me.” Natisha smiled then, certain she had won. “You would not allow harm to come to him. You are soft, as I once was, but I will do you this favor and teach you how to survive.”

      “I’ve survived fine on my own, but I appreciate the offer.”

      “Canthrig?” Natisha snapped her fingers. “You have my permission.”

      The creature squeezed Midas in her fist, and small pops rang out as his bones were broken.

      “We…will…not…bend,” he wheezed. “Atlanta is…ours.”

      “How do we take her down?” I kept my voice low for Ambrose’s ears alone. “We’re both crackling with magic. You can’t have much room left.”

      “We must unleash what we have stored,” he agreed. “We must perform a rite of magnitude.”

      Magnitude.

      There was that word again.

      It must hold more meaning than my limited magic know-how could assign.

      “Such as?”

      “I consumed the latent magic of the other gates,” he reminded me, “which destroyed them.”

      “Yeah, I was there.” I resisted the urge to roll my hand to get him talking. “What about it?”

      Ignoring my impatience, he continued, “Had I channeled that same power back into the gate…”

      Finally, the light dawned. “You would have opened it.”

      “This gate was meant to be opened by a coven,” he warned, “not a single person.”

      “Good thing you’re not a person.” I slapped him on the back. “Get started.”

      “Have you considered…” he wet his lips, “…you might be as trapped here as Natisha without the hearts?”

      “Can you circumvent the spell on the portal and get us through?”

      “I will do my best.”

      “That’s all any of us can do.” I blew out a long breath. “I’ll distract Natisha and her goon.”

      The question was in his posture, but he didn’t ask how I planned to accomplish my half of the objective.

      Allowing his shadows to thin and swirl, Ambrose slinked toward the gateway, which was easily five times larger than the previous, and set about his task. That kind of magical output would draw notice. Fast.

      We had to be ready to run when the faegate activated. And by we, yeah, I meant Midas, Remy, and me.

      Somehow, someway, we were all blowing this toxic popsicle stand together.

      It was one thing to stand before Natisha and uphold my vows to the city with righteous fury.

      It was another to allow her and her minion to hurt my mate while I looked on, unbending.

      I wasn’t all that strong, not really. I didn’t want to find out how easily I would break. How easily Hadley would break. She was more resilient than Amelie. But at the end of the day, I was still me, whoever that was, and I loved Midas more than I had ever loved anyone.

      “Choose your dinner.” I gestured to the fallen women. “Who looks tastier?”

      “The women with the talon pendants on their lapels are mine. You may take any other you choose.”

      “Okay.” I had done this, and I could do it again, but goddess, I didn’t want more blood on my hands. “I’m partial to blondes, so I’ll hack up the brunette. It’s a mercy killing, really. Do you see how much eye shadow she’s wearing? Smoky eyes are one thing, but she looks like a raccoon who got dumped the night before prom.”

      “You waste my time.” Natisha glanced toward the creature, and it flexed its fingers. “Do you want him dead? You are mated. Your place as beta is secure. You will inherit the pack from his mother if you do nothing, as long as you can hold it. He has given you no heirs, but otherwise, his purpose is done.”

      “I’m not so hot on having kids,” I admitted. “This bonkers vendetta of yours is not making me regret that choice. Like at all. Not even a little bit.”

      Between the dangers of my position, both with the OPA and the pack, and my upbringing, I couldn’t picture me pushing a stroller. Pretty sure my mother wrecked the whole procreation thing for me when I was still a child myself.

      “Children are a blessing.” Her lips thinned. “They are also a curse.”

      A bloodline curse for a cursed bloodline.

      Fitting to use your own blood to wipe out a line you helped birth.

      You know, if you were a banana sundae with extra bananas.

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “I have never loved as I loved my first daughters, and you see what misery that bond has wrought.”

      Movement snared the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t afford to shift my focus off Natisha.

      “I see a woman who got dumped by her man, who has held a grudge for goddess only knows how many centuries, and who would rather burn a city and its people to the ground than move on with her life.” I shrugged. “You’re pathetic. You’re bitter. You’re miserable. Basically, you’re my mother made over. Except she was content to ruin my life. You’re not going to be happy until you wreck everyone else’s.”

      A flicker of light passed through the gate, and Natisha’s neck twitched as if she and it were connected.

      “What kind of person holds a grudge for this long?” I kept pushing her buttons. “Not a sane one.”

      “You dare?”

      “I do.”

      As I took a bold step forward, a white-sequined blur of motion punched her in the face, right in the nose.

      The element of surprise toppled Natisha, and the ancient fae cracked her skull on the unforgiving stone.

      Remy had thrown herself into the fight. Several of her. And all of them appeared to be in one piece.

      Thank the goddess.

      “You…” Natisha rasped, “…will…pay…for that…”

      Already, the healer was sitting upright, shaking off the headshot.

      “Hadley,” Ambrose yelled, the faegate core rippling as it came alive with power. “The time is now.”

      “I’m not leaving without Midas,” I shouted back. “Hold on.”

      The giant spun until she made me dizzy, trying and failing to keep her eyes on the Remys swarming her.

      Swords in hand, I blocked out her struggle and settled in to play distraction for Natisha.

      We had to get Midas, and to do that, we had to go through the giantess first.

      “Remy,” I called and tossed her one of my blades, earning a smirk from the ancient fae.

      The Remy who caught it treated it like a hot potato and passed it off to another who tossed it to a third I worried would drop it. That Remy handed it to one who settled into a fighting stance with a wicked grin.

      Must be Four, the fighty one, to look so pleased to be holding a weapon.

      Stealing a page out of my book, Four severed the giantess’s Achilles tendon. The giantess roared her pain, rattling the floor beneath us when she hit one knee. The other Remys piled on, unfastening the buckles on her breastplate to expose vulnerable flesh as the giantess shook them off like a wet dog flinging water.

      Using my distraction, Natisha rushed me in a flash of blinding speed. I dodged in time to keep her claws from slicing me in two, but she ripped open the forearm on my dominant side, making me glad I was ambidextrous with a sword. The pain was surreal, but I was so stuffed with magic, the wound healed before my eyes.

      Honestly, that part might have hurt worse.

      Meanwhile, Four thrust her borrowed sword to the hilt in the giantess’s chest. Heart’s blood poured down her front, and she clutched the wound with her free hand, but Four was on the move. Using her braids, Remy climbed up the giantess’s side. She swung back and forth until the angle allowed her to pierce the giantess’s eye with gruesome precision.

      Her bellow of agonized rage left my ears ringing until I wondered if I would ever hear again.

      Collapsing onto her back, the giantess twitched and writhed, her kicking feet plowing furrows.

      Wounds too grievous to survive, she was unable to revert, but death would reclaim her stolen form.

      Bringing up my sword, I hacked at the thick arm crushing Midas in its grip. She barely stirred to acknowledge the pain, even when Remy got the picture and started work sawing on the other side. With the giant’s muscles in a rictus clench, we had no hope of freeing Midas otherwise.

      “Hadley.” Locked into the gate, Ambrose strained against its pull in my direction. “We have to go now.”

      “Frak.” I cut faster, putting my weight behind each strike. “We have to hurry.”

      “Yeah.” Remy paled. “Natisha looks grumpy.”

      “Hurry.” Ambrose’s voice wavered. “I can’t hold it much longer.”

      Hecate, I beg of you. Let me get my friends out of here alive.

      The giant’s arm thudded onto the ground with an impact that rocked me, and Midas let out a grunt of pain as he hit. I rushed to him, pried him free of her spasming fingers, and hauled him clear.

      “Remy.” I tossed her my second sword. “Watch our backs.”

      Channeling the magic thrumming in the bond between Ambrose and me, I used that power to give myself the strength to lift Midas in a fireman’s carry. I staggered to the gateway, whose glow humbled the moon, repeating my prayer on a loop the whole time.

      Once, I would have claimed the goddess didn’t listen to me, that she didn’t care, but she had given me Midas, my new life, my friends, my second chance. For all that, I could only thank divine intervention. The odds of me surviving had been too slim on my own. Even with Linus acting as the necromantic equivalent of my guardian angel.

      “You will not…leave this place…alive.”

      A shriek filled with so much hate and rage that I recoiled spewed into the air, and I glanced back to watch Remy squaring off against Natisha, my blades in her hands, Natisha’s fingernails still wet with my blood.

      “Go,” Remy ordered me. “Get out of here.”

      “No man gets left behind,” I reminded her. “You know the drill.”

      “I can get out.” Remy yelped when Natisha swiped her hip. “Don’t worry about me.”

      There were two ways out left, but Ambrose would have to destroy the faegate to Faerie behind us within seconds. Remy could still exit into Buckhead, but all that meant was Natisha could too.

      Assuming, you know, he rewired the faegate and I wasn’t about to faceplant during my big exit scene.

      The backpack full of hearts slumped where the giantess had tossed them, right at Natisha’s feet.

      There was no time to retrieve them, not if I wanted to get Midas out alive, but at least she didn’t have enough hearts to pull off her big plan.

      The old fae could attempt to force Remy to harvest the last heart required to fulfil her bloodline curse, and I wished her luck with that. Remy was as stubborn as the day was long. She would rather die than give Natisha what she wanted just for the excuse to thumb her nose at her.

      Goddess, I hated leaving her behind, but we had no good options.

      “Hadley,” Ambrose groaned. “We have to go.”

      With Midas in my arms, I gave a firm nod to Ambrose, who blasted power into the gateway to fully activate it. Magic rippled in the air, which smelled sweet and green, and light spilled into the archive from the warm Faerie sun.

      Eyes burning from the brightness, or so I told myself, I stepped through, leaving the archive—and my friend—behind.
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      Glorious and eternal spring. That’s what Faerie reminded me of, this corner of it anyway. I could see why the coven had chosen this spot for their portal. Access would never be an issue here the way it might be, say, on the wintry road Bishop traveled. This lush greenery existed three-sixty-five, and I envied whoever lived here, able to soak up the ethereal blue of the sky and golden bliss of the sun on their skin each day.

      The crossing jolted Midas awake, and I hurried to set him down on a bed of soft grasses.

      “Hi.” I smiled down at him. “How’s it going, handsome?”

      “Good,” he rasped, his voice coarser than usual. “What happened?”

      “Remy bought us time.” I took his hand and kissed his knuckles. “Stay put and try not to move.”

      Withdrawing caused a physical ache, I hated to leave him, but Remy could only hold Natisha for so long.

      This side of the faegate resembled a natural arch made of bowed trees, the limbs crossed and tied with vines trained to form the design.

      Ambrose stood gripping the twin limbs forming each half of the arch, his feet braced wide. I moved into position behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. He turned back to look at me, smiled faintly, then shifted his attention to his task.

      Power coursed through us without warning, illuminating my shadow until he grew flesh and definition.

      Somehow, I always forgot he was beautiful. I ought to remember, but I suspected I made myself forget.

      There were a lot of things about Ambrose I made myself forget.

      Skin colorless, hair a violent flame around his head, he glowed with otherworldly light. His lips were blue as frostbite, and his intelligent eyes teemed with living shadows so deep no earthly light could penetrate them. Mists swirled around his ankles, black tendrils that resembled a wraith’s tattered cloak, reminding me where Ambrose had borrowed his source material.

      Chest stinging as he drew power from me, meshing it with his own, I gritted my teeth against the sizzling pressure along my nerve endings.

      Behind us, Midas gasped, his pain a knife in my heart. As much as I wanted to comfort him, Ambrose needed me more. Until the portal was closed, we were all still in danger of Natisha following us out.

      Bile soured my mouth as it hit me what that would mean, that Remy was…

      No, no, no.

      Not going there.

      Metallic ringing filled the air, and pressure built around us in a physical wall, but the faegate held strong.

      “We need more power,” Ambrose roared. “Natisha is feeding it from the archive—”

      A hand bedecked in golden rings thrust through the opening and wrapped around Ambrose’s throat.

      Oxygen whooshed from my lungs, and black spots began to dance in my vision, but I kept hold of him.

      He had devoured all the magic he could stomach, and it made him as real as the rest of us.

      The attack hurt him when he had forgotten the bite of physical pain. Worse, it shocked him into stillness as he grappled with reawakened sensations, like panic, that could get us both killed. As my shadow self, he was used to being invulnerable, but he was reacting with the same ruthless survival instincts that had kept him a shade until our paths crossed the night I doomed myself in Savannah.

      Ambrose threw back his head and roared, but there was more magic here than even he could consume.

      Crimson sparked on my periphery, Midas trading shapes to improve his mobility, and he loped to join us. He leaned his weight against my hip, and I sank the fingers of one hand into his coarse fur to anchor him.

      Scalding heat boiled through our connection, his hairs stood on end, and the world flashed white, bright, and blinding.

      The audible snap of bones realigning filled my ears, and I cringed as his muscles wrenched and torn flesh mended as the power Ambrose devoured spilled through me and into Midas’s battered form.

      An agonized howl ripped from his throat, his body awash in tremors as magic filled him to the brim.

      Baring his teeth in manic glee, Ambrose chewed on the gateway until the lights flickered and dulled.

      The damage to Midas had been extensive. Healing him had carved a hollow in Ambrose’s belly.

      “Almost there.” I dug my fingers into Ambrose’s shoulder. “You got this.”

      Galvanized by the encouragement, he snapped his teeth as if chomping magic by the mouthful. The click as his jaws met broke some integral mechanism in the weakened portal. It flickered once and then went dark, leaving behind only the bent trees.

      The hand around his throat hung there, the arm severed and bleeding, its owner left on the other side. He gripped it by the wrist and flung it away in distaste.

      Stomach dropping into my toes, I gestured toward the grisly souvenir. “Whose is that?”

      Please don’t say Natisha. Please don’t say Natisha. Please don’t say Natisha.

      Midas inhaled then shifted back onto two legs to confirm. “Natisha’s.”

      For Natisha to reach the portal, she had to go through Remy. That meant Remy was…

      Ambrose faced us, smiled, wobbled once, then hit his knees.

      A corresponding quake rippled through me, head to toe, and I lurched toward him.

      “Ambrose?” I dropped beside him and slung my arm around his shoulders. “How can I help?”

      “He’s ready to burst.” Midas stood watch over us. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Water balloons must feel like this, seconds before they exploded in your face.

      “I don’t…” Ambrose swallowed hard. “I’m not…”

      “Can you channel the excess?” Midas kept his eyes on the horizon. “Can you create another faegate?”

      “I have never had cause to try.” He fell forward onto his palms. “I must purge, or we will all perish.”

      “How about the same faegate?” I asked. “Can you redirect it, or will it always open back to the archive?”

      “The connection was too strong,” Ambrose groaned, shivering. “It will reconnect if given the chance.”

      The pack on my back shifted as I leaned forward, clinking, and an idea struck me. “How about a circle?”

      “Perhaps…” Ambrose wet his lips. “The gateway would last only as long as the circle held.”

      Ink wasn’t meant to withstand the elements. Wind, rain, and time would erase all trace of our passage.

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.” I sat back on my heels. “Will a standard circle do?”

      “No,” he gasped. “We must turn…their ward design…against them.”

      “A ward would establish it as a permanent fixture,” Midas asked, “wouldn’t it?”

      “It depends.” I chewed my bottom lip. “On the design, on the substance used to create it, and on the purpose it’s given.” I checked with Ambrose. “I can go old school, use a brush and ink.”

      Given the terrain, we didn’t have many options. The modified pen wouldn’t hack it on the dirt and grass.

      “I can draw the concentric ward, use maybe five or six rings.” I poked at my theory. “The layers of power will rebound off each other, building retaining walls to hold the magic and stabilize the portal. If we don’t anchor it to an object, the way you would with a standard ward, the ink alone will support the portal until it erodes.”

      “You were listening to Linus’s lectures after all,” Ambrose rasped with approval. “I’m impressed.”

      “Yes, well, I spent most lessons on magic daydreaming.” I flushed, embarrassed by his praise, which raised all kinds of uncomfortable questions about whether it was his pride that moved me or simply a Linus lookalike’s approval. “Be thankful osmosis kicked in.”

      “Can you do it safely?” Midas kicked a clod of dirt with his boot. “Can we use this field?”

      “Probably,” I allowed, giving it a second glance, “and sure.”

      “I’ll shift and check the perimeter.” Midas filled his lungs. “The Faerie pack has been here.”

      “Natisha.” I should have thought of it sooner. “They must have escorted her to the archive.”

      “It’s fresh.” A steady rumble moved through his chest. “They haven’t been gone long.”

      With Faerie’s time a winding river on uncertain currents, I hated to admit that didn’t mean much to us. We had no means of comparing their departure against Natisha’s arrival in the archive to estimate when they left the area. All we could do was hope they didn’t circle back.

      Midas lingered, his eyes darting from high grass to thick foliage. “Do you need anything before I go?”

      “Just this.” I stood, stepped around Ambrose, and pressed my lips to his. “Be safe.”

      “You too.” He kissed me with a distracted air I forgave on the spot. “I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

      “You better be.” I jerked on his shirt to make sure he was paying attention. “Don’t take chances.”

      “I won’t.” His lips curved, vision cleared, and he kissed me like he meant it. “Watch her back, Ambrose.”

      “I will guard her with my life,” he replied, amusement thick in his voice, a reminder of our lifelong bond.

      Embracing the change, Midas shifted, shook out his fur, then let off at a lope, taking my heart with him.
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      No sooner had Midas gotten out of sight of Hadley and Ambrose than a hard chuff raised his hackles.

      Crimson magic flashed in the grass, and a man formed a dozen yards away.

      The alpha who had sold him to the goblin hadn’t aged a day, proof of his pure fae blood.

      Blood Midas was all too eager to spill, if given half a chance.

      “I thought you were dead.” His tormentor chuckled. “Perhaps Natisha bred true after all.”

      Ferro strolled forward, his gold hair tangled around his shoulders, dressed in leather pants and a smile.

      “Well?” Humor sparkled in his eyes. “Are you that afraid to face me as a man, halfling?”

      Brimming with magic, Midas embraced the change and stood before Ferro in a wash of red power.

      “You have grown up well.” He inhaled in short pants, scenting him. “You’re stronger than you look.”

      Thanks to the power loaned to him from Ambrose, that was true.

      “What are you doing here?” Midas kept his tone neutral. “These aren’t your lands.”

      “All lands are my lands if I say so,” Ferro said merrily, “but I am here to await orders from Natisha.”

      “Here I thought you were the alpha.” Midas shook his head. “Yet it is you who obeys her commands.”

      “You should have stayed dead.” Ferro’s cheek twitched. “Though now I will have the pleasure of selling you to the goblin twice. His fights have been lackluster without you. He will pay handsomely for your return.” He glanced past Midas’s shoulder. “Where is your sister? She was a lovely thing when I saw her last. I imagine she has only ripened with age. Perhaps I will put a pup in her. You are all mutts. What is one more?”

      “She’s an alpha now,” Midas informed him, “and she would rip out your throat as soon as look at you.”

      “How you whet my appetite.” Ferro moistened his lips. “I have a mate, but I could always use another.” He gazed out over the field. “You smell of a woman, but she is not your kin. Have you brought your mate with you? Perhaps we could share her. If she can handle a real gwyllgi in her bed.”

      A veil of red filled Midas’s vision, but he reined in the urge to lunge for Ferro’s throat. “No.”

      “I don’t require your permission. You hold no power here.” He spread his hands. “I will see to you soon enough, but first I must fulfil my obligation to Natisha. She has promised me a city, and I must ready my pack for the hunt.” He grinned. “Mortal flesh is tender, sweet. It has been too long since we last tasted it.”

      The city was already promised, to the coven, but Midas kept that tidbit to himself.

      Natisha must plan on pitting them against each other and allowing the victor to claim what remained, if anything. He doubted she cared either way. She craved blood, not soil.

      “I can’t let you pass.” Midas planted his feet. “You’ll have to go through me.”

      “With pleasure.” Ferro called upon his magic. “Though you still won’t trick me into killing you.”

      Midas had learned the hard way that Ferro was as good as his word on that score. No matter how Midas had struggled, how he had taunted him, Ferro had remained jovial in his efforts to break him. Ferro had mastered the art of torture, and he was indifferent enough not to allow a whelp of a boy to cost him the pleasure of his fun. Any debt incurred to his pride was taken from Midas’s hide.

      Unsure how well it would work, Midas focused on his bond with Hadley and drew power into himself. He shifted in the blink of an eye, a fraction quicker than Ferro, which earned him a growl of approval from the alpha.

      A short yip preceded several more figures who formed a loose circle around them.

      The rest of the pack had come to watch their alpha dominate the boy he had already destroyed once.

      With the others in place, Ferro instigated the spectacle, darting toward Midas with speed only another fae could match. The past flashed before Midas’s eyes, and it was all he could do to get out of the way.

      Teeth ripped into his ruff, hauling him through the dirt. The alpha spat him at the feet of the goblin, who rubbed his hands together with glee. The goblin kicked him in the ribs, marking how he took the hit, then beamed with pleasure.

      “He’ll do.” The goblin tossed a bag of coins to Ferro. “He’ll do indeed.”

      Ferro barked laughter the others echoed in a cackle like a clan of hyenas.

      Their language wasn’t the same as the one spoken by gwyllgi in Atlanta. His pack used a mishmash of warg and gwyllgi words, postures, and behaviors to convey their intent. But he had spent centuries with the goblin, and he had learned the gwyllgi tongue from taunts and jeers screamed down into the arena. He comprehended the language of the goblins, the orcs, and the trolls too.

      So, when the pack yelped and barked at Midas, he heard the snipes for what they meant.

      And he didn’t care.

      Not this time.

      Not with his mate vulnerable while lost in concentration as she fought to get them home.

      The petty threats and insults that cowed him as a child no longer bothered him. He had outgrown them. They, truly immortal beings, had not changed since he saw them last. They were bullies, cowards who followed a cruel alpha with relish out of boredom.

      Any pack who would harm a child wasn’t worth a second thought to Midas, and the beast within him agreed with a flex of its claws.

      Tuning out the pack, Midas focused on Ferro, who wasted time playing to the crowd. The alpha was older, stronger, and faster, but he wasn’t used to fighting for his life. His pack was too content, had grown too used to his sloppy leadership that depended not on his teeth and claws but his cunning.

      Wheeling away from the cheering bays and stomped paws, Ferro charged Midas again. He must have expected Midas to flee, as he had when he was a boy. As he had moments ago when reminded of what he stood to lose if he failed this time. But Midas feinted left, allowing Ferro a growl of amusement, before he surged right, slamming his shoulder into the alpha’s hip and knocking him sideways.

      A stunned hush fell before the pack erupted into a chorus of howls calling for Midas’s death.

      Ferro required no encouragement to leap onto Midas’s back and dig in with his claws. His breath hit the back of Midas’s neck, but Midas rolled to dislodge Ferro before his teeth found purchase. They regained their feet in unison, both of them panting, each of them studying the other for weaknesses.

      As Ferro bunched his muscles for a leap, a reddish-white blur smacked him in the face, and he skidded to a stunned halt with a shocked cry.

      Adrenaline blurred Midas’s surroundings, drummed in his ears, and saliva dripped down his chin. The fight raged within him, but his opponent had frozen on the field with a crimson smear across his cheek.

      It cost him several precious seconds to understand what had hit Ferro.

      Natisha’s severed arm.

      Searching the field for the culprit, he already knew who was behind the act.

      “Fight somebody your own size,” Hadley called from far too close for Midas’s comfort. “Or do you only pick on little boys?” Her gaze touched Midas’s. “Not that I’m implying you’re little or a boy, but you were—” She exhaled. “You know what I mean.”

      Crimson magic churned, revealing Ferro’s two-legged form as he pointed a damning finger. “You.”

      “You’re looking a bit flush.” She leaned forward. “Do you feel okay?”

      “Where is Natisha?” Ferro’s snarl was echoed by his surrounding pack. “What have you done?”

      Ferro paced toward her, his fists tightening until his knuckles popped white against sun-kissed skin. Scars from the beatings he had delivered, to Midas and others too weak to defend against him, stood out in stark relief.

      “Stand down,” Midas ordered him. “I will not let you harm her.”

      A derisive snort escaped the alpha, who didn’t bother turning. “You cannot stop me.”

      Midas found he was eager to prove his old tormenter wrong.

      Leaping onto Ferro’s back, Midas latched his teeth into the base of his neck. Blood poured into his mouth, metallic and sweet, brimming with old power.

      With a curse, Ferro morphed his fingertips into razor-sharp claws he sank into Midas’s throat.

      “Midas,” Hadley screamed. “No.”

      “Your mate will be mine,” Ferro vowed to him. “She will pay for what you have done to my mother.”

      The wind left Midas’s lungs as Ferro’s words sank in. Natisha was his mother. That explained…a lot. Healthy packs deferred to their healers, in some instances, above their alphas. They were granted the next best thing to immunity from prosecution when their opinions ran counter to the alpha’s decisions.

      With her son a puppet alpha, his strings hers to pull, Natisha controlled the pack with full impunity.

      Jaw gone slack with surprise, Midas lost his grip, and Ferro flung him to the ground.

      The hypocrisy of Natisha holding a grudge against Archimedes for founding a pack using their daughters as breeding stock while she birthed a son to act as figurehead of a pack beneath her rule astounded him.

      And it confused him.

      Had Ferro been a steppingstone on her path to this moment? A loyal protector to watch her back in the present while she turned her eyes toward the future? Or was a son unable to activate her curse?

      How many children had she birthed over centuries to refine the stock she used for her vengeance? What had become of the ones who failed her? Had the goblin done more business with Ferro? Did Natisha care?

      “What about your sisters?” Hadley yelled, far too close. “Don’t you care about them?”

      “Sisters? They are dead and gone. The mutts Natisha escorted into the archive are but a means to an end. They are not the first, and they will not be the last, but they are not my kin.”

      “Oh snap.” Hadley’s eyes widened. “She was pregnant with you when her man ditched her?”

      “Yes,” he growled, advancing on Hadley. “I am all she has left in this world or any other.”

      Which explained why he was exempt from her wrath. She might even think, in some far corner of her mind, she was doing this for him too. For the son who never knew his father, only what his mother told him.

      No wonder she left him in Faerie rather than bring him along to witness her glory.

      The curse would kill him too.

      A few laughed at Hadley, the noise rough in their canine throats, as they watched the drama unfold with the relish of starving men sitting down to a banquet.

      Fools.

      All of them.

      She was the most dangerous thing on that field, and they had no clue. Part of him wished to shout it out, to rub it in their faces that his mate was as ferocious as any of them. But rational thought prevailed, and Midas let her tempt Ferro into another misstep.

      The alpha had beaten Midas once, and he saw no reason why he wouldn’t again. He was that confident.

      No, he had his sights set on a different torment. He planned to take Hadley from Midas. She was a prize worth more to Ferro than a descendant of the man who turned his mother feral and hateful. He would beat her, use her, destroy her bit by bit, and make Midas watch.

      Only then would he call the goblin to claim his reward. The goblin wouldn’t mind if he had to nurse his prizefighter back to health before unleashing him in the ring.

      A tremor of real fear zinged through him, that grim future easy to imagine, to remember. But he wasn’t alone this time. Hadley was with him. He hadn’t been left behind to fend for himself. His mate had come for him, without her swords, and without Ambrose. She had come with empty hands, and her bravery terrified him.

      A boom exploded through the air, and the ground shook beneath their feet.

      Hadley’s gaze met his in a frantic plea for understanding, then shot back to Ferro twice as quick.

      “I’m sorry your mom is a nutjob,” Hadley sympathized. “Mine is too. Maybe we could start a club?”

      Bellowing, Ferro let his magic splash out in a furious wave that propelled him toward her.

      Midas ran full out, his strides eating ground, the grass tickling his stomach, and he craned his neck to snap his jaws closed on Ferro’s left rear leg. Bone crunched in his mouth, and Ferro screamed, but he kept hobbling toward Hadley, quicker on three legs than he had any right to be.

      “Oh, please.” Hadley clucked her tongue. “You’re the slowest possible death I’ve yet to experience.” She met Midas’s eyes. “What? It’s true. I get almost killed all the time. I have standards. This guy’s not meeting them.”

      The insult fueled Ferro’s wrath, and he galloped toward her with renewed vigor.

      Muscles burning, Midas chased him until his nose bumped Ferro’s remaining hind leg. Lunging for the right rear leg, Midas bit down twice as hard and was rewarded with a decisive snap he felt on his tongue.

      Infuriated, Ferro dragged himself toward Hadley using his front paws, his useless hind legs limp behind him.

      He never once glanced back at Midas. He was too clever. He understood what Hadley represented and that to end her was to end Midas too. He was too keen on keeping Midas alive, especially now that the grudge was personal. For him. It always had been for Midas.

      All this time, Midas allowed what happened to him in Faerie to shape the man he had become while the man responsible hadn’t given him a second thought. Ferro sold him, collected his earnings, and moved on with his life.

      It was past time Midas did the same.

      As that understanding solidified in his head, Midas shifted back onto two legs. “You’re not worth it.”

      Ferro didn’t have the strength to shift again, yet, but it wouldn’t take long.

      “I can kill him for you, if you want.” Hadley’s offer rang with genuine truth. “I don’t mind.”

      “You’ve taken over enough packs.” He made his way to her. “I don’t want this one following us home too.”

      “The Knoxville thing was not my fault.” She linked her arm through his, her grip tighter than necessary, and she tugged on him. “I didn’t mean to become their alpha. It just happened.”

      Together, they walked away from the ghosts of Midas’s past.

      The warmth of her body beside him, the smell of her hair on the breeze, grounded him in the present.

      Leaning in, Hadley asked, “Are we out of sight?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t have to turn back to hear Ferro’s curses ringing behind them. “Why?”

      “I wanted to give you a moment to savor triumphing over your past, but that boom? It was the portal going live. We have to book it if we want to get back to Atlanta. There’s no guarantee how long it will hold since I designed it to collapse.”

      Her eyes said other things, conveyed her worry for him, for what he had done, what it had cost him.

      “All the moment lacked were explosives rigged to blow up a convenient car behind me as I walked away, but this is Faerie, and I will never in my life forget his expression when you threw Natisha’s arm in his face.” Midas bent and kissed her cheek, her nose, her forehead. “Thanks for the production assistance.”

      “As you’re so fond of reminding me, I watch a lot of movies. I wanted you to nail that mise-en-scène.”

      Each step carried him farther away from his past, broke shackles that had tied him there for centuries.

      Hadley had done this, given him this, the strength to silence his guilty conscience once and for all time.

      “Race you to the portal,” she yelled, noticing his mood. “Last one there is a melted chocolate bar.”

      Happy to let her win, he smiled at her exuberance. “I don’t mind losing.”

      The Faerie air was giving her a high, whether she realized it or not, the magic infectious.

      “That’s what all losers say.”

      “We both know if I were chocolate, and I melted, you would lick me up without batting an eye.”

      Pumping her legs harder, she yelled back, “I would lick you up even if you weren’t chocolate.”

      The beast under his skin relished in the play and picked up her challenge. Fur brushed the undersides of his skin, prickling with his need to change and be wild in this untamed land, but he wanted to catch her in his arms and steal a kiss—a real kiss—as his prize for winning.

      Throaty baying rose behind them, one voice louder than the others.

      From the tenor of the song, a challenge to all who heard it, a new alpha was rising, but Midas didn’t care.

      A glowing circle swayed in grass burnt low with magic, and he pushed them harder to reach it.

      “Wait,” a voice yelled from behind him. “Alpha.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Hadley shot him an incredulous look. “You didn’t even kill that Ferro jerk.”

      “He’s fae,” Midas reminded her. “Defeating him in front of witnesses might have been enough.”

      Death might not be a requirement for a formal challenge leveled in Faerie. Alphas bested in battle could, but rarely did, choose to concede and accept banishment from pack lands. Since Midas had never meant to come back here, it wasn’t a question he thought to ask. Or an answer he wanted, honestly.

      “We have got to stop accidentally collecting packs like those pennies you stamp on vacation.”

      “Alpha,” the man called again. “Wait.”

      “Ain’t happening,” Hadley yelled back at him then took Midas’s hand. “You ready for this?”

      “I was ready to leave Faerie before we got here.”

      “Good answer.” Hadley locked gazes with Ambrose. “Go, go, go.”

      Hesitating one heartbeat, he clenched his hands, watched his fingers flex, then heaved a great sigh. He leapt into the circle, his expression pained, then disappeared from sight. As he vanished, Hadley staggered and gasped, clutching her chest and losing her rhythm.

      “Why did you tell him to go without you?” Midas scooped her up without slowing. “That’s suicide.”

      “He’s corporeal,” she panted. “He had to go through alone.”

      The trip through the archive and into Faerie had made Ambrose realer than he had been since the early days of his bond with Hadley. He must have been too solid to fit back inside her. That, or he still held too much magic to rejoin her without short-circuiting them both. Either way, Midas experienced a corresponding pang in his chest that began radiating through his limbs.

      Locking his arms around Hadley’s middle, he lifted her and made the leap.
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      I could tell my portal was held together with bubble gum and bobby pins by the mother of all headaches that slammed into me seconds before I got vertigo and melted out of Midas’s arms. I hit the ground, which wasn’t more than a foot away, and groaned from the jostle.

      The bumpy ride sent him to his knees, and once I got out of his way, he lurched aside to empty his stomach on the grass. I would have joined him, a delightful couple’s activity, but I was a puddle of nausea and too queasy to roll over onto my side. Not choking to death on my own vomit proved to be a surprisingly powerful motivator to keep it all down.

      “I don’t have long.” Ambrose knelt beside my head. “I wanted to thank you, again, for your trust.”

      “We make a good team.” I swallowed convulsively. “I still have concerns, though.”

      “I will prove myself a true friend over time.” He bent and brushed his soft lips across my forehead. They were as cold as winter’s kiss. Or the grave. “We have endless amounts of it.”

      As he withdrew, I clasped his hand. “Maybe this won’t be the last time we talk.”

      I don’t know why I said it, except he had to miss the sensations that came from being his own person. It might have been a kindness, or an admission of fear. Forever was a long time. We could become friendly—if not friends—but he was still a threat to me and to Midas. If the occasional shore leave kept Ambrose satisfied until Linus and I determined what came next, I was willing to give him that much.

      “Maybe not,” he said, amused. “Eternity is a long time to live with someone and not speak to them.”

      With that, he began to fade, to thin and darken until he was nothing but a wisp of shadow. Melancholy clouded our bond until it too faded as his magic regained its balance.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I promised him. “Right after we mop the floor with the coven.”

      The safest place to drop us would have been HQ, but there was no cell reception in Faerie. That meant I had no way to initiate the call sequence to divine its location for the night. Usually, the Faraday was a solid second choice, but that was a no-go. The area was under siege, and we couldn’t help the residents if we got ourselves locked in with them. The next best thing, the area I had the strongest attachment to, was the Active Oval.

      Most nights I had company on runs, humans and paranormals alike, but we were alone.

      The peculiar glowing light might have driven away anyone set on getting in their laps before bed, but I doubted it. In the age of social media, it was more believable that we would have been swarmed, photographed, and videotaped. Likely, we would have been hailed as alien invaders in tomorrow’s headlines.

      Which, don’t get me wrong, would be so frakking cool.

      Me? An alien? With a newspaper-worthy agenda?

      It would be like Christmas came early.

      It would also be damning for my career and put my life in danger from Society retribution, so there was that. I doubted I would still get elected to potentate if I unveiled the existence of paranormals, even if it was in an attempt to save five hundred thousand lives.

      And there I went, compartmentalizing again to avoid thinking about Remy.

      “Let’s not mention this part to Linus.” I sat up then rocked forward onto all fours, which I regretted immediately. “It sounds less impressive that we created a portal from Faerie when the ride makes you barf up your toenails.”

      The other portals ran as smooth as an ice cube on a hot griddle. Ours was more like the little engine that could but really didn’t want to, but hey. It worked.

      “Rollercoaster fame is based on terror, exhilaration, and vomit.”

      “Let’s stop saying that word.” I got my legs under me. “Let’s stop saying all words pertaining to that.”

      “Here.” Midas rose in a fluid motion I couldn’t have mimicked even before the portal. “Let me help.”

      Wedging his shoulder beneath mine, he got me standing upright then traded his grip for my waist.

      “How are you over this so fast?” I wobbled. “How is that fair?”

      “I have fae blood,” he reminded me. “I also spent a great deal of time in Faerie. I acclimated.”

      “I’m calling Bishop.” I located my phone. “We need to get eyes on this portal until it goes bye-bye.”

      Despite switching my cell off under Remy’s glare after the first portal, it proved as dead as a frakking doornail.

      “I don’t suppose you have yours?” I put away my phone. “I seem to have lobotomized mine.”

      “No.” Midas touched his back pocket on reflex. “I left it with the supplies in Buckhead.”

      Tipping my head back, I glared at the overcast sky. “Where’s a payphone when you need one?”

      Genuine shock reverberated through him. “You remember payphones?”

      “No.” Slanting him a glance, I laughed at the look on his face. “I remember movies with payphones.”

      Shaking his head, a smile on his lips, he scanned the area. “We can’t leave the portal unguarded.”

      “The best I can do is set a circle around it.” I had that much juice left, but that was about it. “It will keep humans from wandering in, but it won’t stop anything that comes through the portal from getting out.”

      “That will have to do.”

      “It’s better than nothing,” I agreed. “Ambrose, can we rig an alarm to tell us if the circle is breached?”

      The shadow stroked his chin then stuck out one hand while pointing at his palm.

      “It’s not like the city is in peril.” I reached in my pocket, located the chocolates, and tossed him three. All the while I reminded myself maintaining balance with him was a good thing. “Let’s take a moment to indulge your sweet tooth.”

      After gulping them down, he motioned me to follow him with what remained of my supplies.

      “Wait here,” I told Midas, trusting him to alert us to any oncoming danger. “This won’t take us long.”

      With careful instruction from Ambrose, and a boost from his stored energy, we erected a circle that kept the most vulnerable from getting too close. We embedded triggers as well, to inform us the second a sentient being pinged against our protective measures.

      Natisha wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot. We couldn’t afford to think or to act otherwise.

      Anyone willing to sacrifice her children for vengeance wasn’t going to get squeamish on us now.

      The brutal reminder forced me to recall what else we had left behind us in the archive.

      Goddess, please let Remy find her way home.

      “You’re getting better at this.” Midas’s praise came tinged with concern. “That was fast.”

      “It’s small magic, and we’re still flush enough to make it work without drawing on ourselves for power.”

      The reassurance was meant to comfort him, but I got the impression it unsettled him.

      That made two of us.

      Dependence on Ambrose held the potential for addiction, and I wasn’t great at resisting temptation.

      Obviously.

      Midas swept his gaze around the empty park. “Where do we go?”

      “Do you know anyone who lives near here who can lend us their cell?” I got gooseflesh thinking about leaving the portal unsupervised, but we didn’t have all night to babysit it, and we had no means of contacting our allies. With no runners, walkers, or late-night strollers, we couldn’t borrow one either. “The Clairmonts are nearby, but I would rather not try my luck there.”

      Ayla was an ally, but she would have her hands full coordinating with her people in the field. She would do in a pinch, but I’d prefer a more private environment for the calls I had to make. Odds were good she recorded her calls, and I didn’t want to give anything about HQ away.

      In my heart, I believed the OPA would be on top of things, even without my hand to guide them.

      But my head reminded me to take nothing for granted until I touched base with my team.

      Please let them be okay. Please let them be okay. Please let them be okay.

      “There.” Midas pointed out a gas station. “Can you make it?”

      Brain still wobbling, a bit like Jell-O fresh from a mold, I squinted at it. “You know the cashier?”

      Patience almost, almost, masked his amusement. “They sell burner phones.”

      “Oh.” I forced my legs to get with the program. “I didn’t consider a prepaid cell.”

      “I’ll buy you a Coke and a chocolate bar too. Sugar will help.”

      In my experience, sugar always helped, or it at least made the problem taste better.

      “You’re the expert.” I rubbed my tender stomach. “I wonder how long we were gone?”

      I wasn’t hungry, exactly, but I was forever snackish. I couldn’t base the passage of time off that.

      “We’ll check our receipt.” He caught my look. “That way we don’t stumble in asking what day or time it is and draw unwanted attention.”

      “I saw that movie.” I leaned into him. “Lots of those movies, actually.”

      “How else do you think I learned how to avoid the classic blunders?”

      Heart doubling in size at The Princess Bride reference, I was about to kiss him senseless when a lone siren called out to the empty streets, its voice choked off in seconds, leaving my libido cold.

      Midas pressed a kiss to my temple then hurried inside while I stood vigil in the silence.

      The bench outside was dirty, but I didn’t care. I sat while Midas shopped for us. He returned minutes later, dropped a box in my lap, and twisted off the cap of a Coke bottle for me before passing it over. I took a long drink, handed it back, then tore open the package to find a phone encased in thick plastic.

      “I hate how they seal these things. It’s a ten-dollar cell, not the latest iPhone.” I twisted and picked at it. “You need a wrecking ball to open them.”

      “Or this.” Midas transformed one fingertip to a claw and sliced out a square. “Better?”

      “Much.” I yanked it out and waited for it to power on. “Well? What does the receipt say? How long were we gone?”

      “Four hours.” He flashed it at me. “We spent eight or ten in the archive, easy.”

      “At least the difference worked in our favor.” That was an unexpected blessing. “You mentioned chocolate?”

      “I have KitKats or Hershey bars.”

      “The Hersheys are plain? No almonds or crackle?”

      “Plain dark chocolate.”

      “The things I do for this city.” I took the hunk of chocolate, tore the wrapper, and bit down. “Mmm.”

      “Yes.” Midas had bought a jerky and a water for himself. “I can tell you’re suffering.”

      Noticing him pocket the rejected option, I asked, “You don’t want the KitKat?”

      “I’m saving it for you for later.”

      “You don’t trust me to hold my own spare candy bar?”

      “No.” He gave me a flat look. “I don’t.”

      “That’s fair.” The phone screen flashed and then held steady. “Here we go.”

      I dialed the number for HQ, prepared to begin the directional sequence, but the line click-clacked.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello?” I parroted, dumfounded. “Bish, is that you?”

      “Are you serious right now?” he demanded. “Who else would be answering this line?”

      “Good question.” I crushed the box in one hand. “You never do. How do I know this is really you?”

      As much as I wanted reassurances the OPA could monitor the Active Oval, I had to verify him first.

      “Where are you? I’ll come get you.” He swore under his breath. “I can’t be sure it’s really you either.”

      We had more room to maneuver in an outdoor location if an imposter showed up, which suited me fine.

      After giving him the address of the gas station, he ended the call, and we settled in to wait.

      “Borrow your phone?” Midas took a sip from his water bottle. “I need to update Mom.”

      “Technically, you bought it.” I handed it to him. “It’s your phone.”

      Midas snorted, as if to say what was his was mine, then settled in to let his mom know her only son had made it back in one piece.

      Normal parent/children relationships were so weird. All the caring and sharing, the worrying and waiting by the phone, the fear and pride mingling. It was nice, what little I had experienced, but strange. Like living one of those black-and-white movies. Except not a science fiction one where the parents are robots or Martians.

      Ping. Ping. Ping.

      The unfamiliar chime of the new phone startled me as it spewed replies as fast as he could text.

      “You can read over my shoulder,” he said without pausing. “I don’t mind.”

      Taking him up on the offer, mostly to be closer to him, I asked, “Any word on Ford and Hank?”

      “They tracked my phone to the supplies. Bishop told them what likely happened, that I had gone to join you, and they followed my trail to the wards. They couldn’t get past the second ring, so they fell back to the tree line. They’re on standby in Buckhead. With the archive unplugged from Faerie and the other faegates, they’re ready to return to the action. As soon as we have a rendezvous point, they’ll meet us there.”

      “Good.” I sent a prayer of thanks to Hecate for protecting them. “We can use all the help we can get.”

      “Mom wants to know if it’s okay to send reinforcements to the portal.” He let me think. “It’s your call.”

      “Natisha is a gwyllgi, therefore she’s a gwyllgi problem. That gives us an excuse, outside the agreed-upon forces allotted to each faction, to request a stronger gwyllgi presence in the city.”

      A teasing light entered his eyes that made my heart beat faster. “You’re getting better at politicking.”

      “Hazards of the job.”

      I was finishing my candy bar, which, okay, doesn’t take long, when Bishop walked into the parking lot.

      “Hey.” Jerking away from Midas, I shot to my feet. “You don’t know how good it is to see you.”

      “Test first.” He pulled out one of Abbott’s kits. “Update later.”

      Used to the procedure by now, I let him test me and then Midas. We were both negative. I then took the kit and tested Bishop. He was also negative, which meant positive news for us all.

      “Now that we’ve established we’re all who we say we are—” I flung my arms around him and squeezed hard, “—I’m glad you’re safe. How are the others? The pack? The city?”

      “Come with me.” He waved us into the dark. “We need to do this in private. The coven has ears everywhere out in the open.”

      I’m not proud of how my feet stuck to the asphalt a second too long, or how the hesitation made Bishop jerk as if I had stuck a knife in him.

      “I borrowed Ford’s truck.” He stepped back, giving me space, then pointed to it in an adjacent lot. “We’re going to HQ.”

      “I’m sorry.” I ducked my chin. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      “Weirdly enough,” he mused, “it’s comforting to discover you have a vague grasp on self-preservation.”

      Mature as always, I made a face at him then walked with him and Midas to Ford’s truck.

      The silence on the streets was eerie. Thick fog swirled and blinded us, making it worse. There were no people out and about, no lights on in any stores, no movement aside from the piercing beams of the headlights.

      “Who put the city to bed early?” I wondered, pressing my nose to the window. “How did they do this?”

      “The coven sheltering at the Faraday.” Bishop winked at me. “The humans won’t wake until dawn.”

      “I bet Linus paid through the nose for that.” I pictured endless zeroes. “I never want to see that bill.”

      “The cashier at the gas station must have been paranormal.” A line bisected Midas’s forehead. “He said I was his first customer all night. I took it to mean his shift just started, but maybe not.”

      “We’ve spread the word to batten down the hatches,” Bishop continued, “but we can’t reach everyone, and not everyone is willing to risk their jobs for their lives.”

      Humans had it worse on that front, but paras got fired just as easily if they dared put their health above their paycheck.

      Linking and unlinking my fingers, I worked up the courage to ask, “How is the Faraday?”

      Terrified he would say it was a smoking crater, a pockmark on the face of the city, I had let fear gut me.

      “We’re holding on by our fingertips,” he reported. “The battle isn’t lost yet.”

      Once Bishop cut the final turn into a familiar parking deck, I knew where HQ resided for the night.

      Buttoning his lips, Bishop exited the truck, and we trailed him up three flights of stairs into HQ.

      After the door shut behind him, his shoulders unkinked for the first time since coming to get us. His relief at returning operations to our mutual home away from home was evident as he dropped into his task chair, and it squeaked as its wonky caster spun him under his desk.

      Inside, Reece’s screen shone with occupation, but he was hunched over his desk, deep in concentration. He glanced up, noticed we had returned, then went back to his tap-tap-tapping on the keyboard.

      “There’s movement on the lowest level of the parking garage, coming in from the same direction as your entry,” he reported to Bishop. “I can’t tell who or what yet, but they’re closing in fast and sticking to the shadows.”

      “We were followed?” I wrapped my arms around myself. “That never happens.”

      “There are close to two hundred practitioners in the city, as far as we can tell. That’s a lot of people with a lot of magic to perform tracking spells.”

      Queasiness spread through my gut in cramping waves. “I led them to HQ.”

      “They followed you, or Midas, or me. They didn’t find the OPA.” He palmed his mouse. “Big difference.”

      As long as they were tracking me, not HQ, the other locations remained secure.

      “There are parking decks all over the city,” Midas added. “They won’t bat an eye at you entering one.”

      “They’ll blink when I don’t leave.” I let my smile tip toward him. “That gives us a little time, though.”

      “They’re going to have kittens when they realize their supply chain has been cut and their exit has been blocked. They’re stuck here, with no way out and no way to bring in more coven.” A smile, the first real one I had seen Bishop wear since the wintry road, twitched in his cheek. “You did sever the archive, right?”

      “Um.” I stuck out a hand and wavered it side to side. “Yes and no.”

      “Be more specific.”

      “We collapsed three out of the four earthbound faegates and the main one leading into Faerie, from the Faerie side. The final earthbound gate, in Buckhead, remains active.” Alpha and omega, how fitting. “The only way to pull its plug is to reenter the archive.”

      Mild amusement got the better of him when he asked, “And this portal you created?”

      Clearly, he was tickled I could cross realms. I just hoped he understood I never wanted to ever again.

      “The Active Oval portal will collapse on its own.” I waved off his concern. “We don’t have to sweat that one.”

      We only had to guard it until nature took its course and erased all signs of its ever being there.

      “Collapse?” Bishop huffed out a laugh. “Portals don’t just collapse.”

      “Trust me.” I jerked my chin toward Ambrose. “This one will.”

      Interest piqued, he settled in to hear our full accounting, pausing us here and there to ask questions.

      “How do we sever the tether from the archive to Buckhead?” Bishop frowned. “Any ideas?”

      Only the one, and it was a major time suck. “All I can figure is we go back to the warehouse and—”

      Nails scratched at the door leading into HQ from the parking deck, and we all froze like cornered mice in utter shock at hearing the next best thing to a knock on our frakking front door.

      Never, in the history of the OPA’s magically revolving HQ, had this happened before tonight.

      Following us into the parking deck was one thing, but this insult set my upper lip quivering gwyllgi-style.

      Cranking my head toward the screens, I demanded, “Who’s out there?”

      “Gwyllgi,” Reece answered. “I count eight, but there could be more hidden behind the cars.”

      “The Faerie pack?” A groan clawed up my throat. “We told them we didn’t want their dumb pack.”

      A low growl built in Midas’s chest, and he stepped forward, crimson magic dripping from his fingertips.

      “Ambrose?” I waited for my shadow to form. “Check it out for us?”

      With a neat bow, he walked through the door and disappeared from sight.

      “They must have followed us through the portal.” Midas flexed his jaw. “I didn’t expect them to be so bold.”

      That portal was bound to bite us on the butt. I shouldn’t have been surprised when its jaws snapped shut so fast. But…if they came through it…why hadn’t we been notified when they breached the circle?

      “You took over a gwyllgi pack in Faerie?” Bishop shot to his feet. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “It was an accident.” I got between them. “Midas didn’t kill the alpha, even though he deserved it. How were we supposed to know kicking his butt was enough to transfer the mantle of power?”

      “Fae aren’t used to fighting to the literal death for anything.” Bishop began to pace. “They can, and do, live forever, and they like it that way. Plus, it adds spice later when the usurper is usurped. Otherwise, most fae lives don’t change. Fae don’t do much, certainly nothing dangerous, on account of wanting to live an eternity.”

      “The stories are full of scheming, backstabbing, and murder,” I protested. “Are all fairy tales lies?”

      “You know how the Society puts the interest of the High Society above the Low Society? And the Low Society’s interests above anyone non-necromancer? That’s how Faerie works. Our high fae are set in their ways, and they like the status quo. Our lesser fae are more expendable. Our halflings and changelings are cannon fodder for wars, territorial disputes, and entertainment purposes. And it gets worse from there.”

      “No wonder the stories are so Grimm.”

      Midas chuckled softly before squeezing off the sound. “Still not funny.”

      “Still laughed.” I poked him in the ribs. “You really shouldn’t encourage me.”

      “The pack didn’t come through the portal,” Reece interrupted. “We’ve got eyes on it. There’s been no movement so far. You didn’t feel your circle break because it hasn’t broken. They took a different path.”

      With Natisha in the coven’s pocket, we couldn’t be sure she—and therefore the pack—didn’t have access to other portals they had created outside the archive. Otherwise, the pack had to barter with someone to get here. The Earthen Conclave certainly hadn’t stamped their passports at this hour.

      “Okay, kid.” Bishop hauled us back on track. “What do we do about our guests?”

      Without sharing a chunk of Midas’s history with Bishop, I couldn’t frame why these particular gwyllgi had earned my distrust. That hardly mattered with them a threat at the door.

      “Can you distract them?” I rubbed my forehead. “Draw them off so we can get out? We need to head to the Faraday anyway.”

      We could lead them onto a collision course with our people in the field and be rid of them that way.

      “It won’t fool them for long now that they’ve got your scent,” Midas warned. “They don’t forget.”

      “We need a way out that doesn’t expose this location.”

      “They found it.” Bishop shook his head. “We’ve got to burn it.”

      “Burn your HQ?” Midas jerked. “That’s the only way?”

      Aside from enlightening him as to how HQ migrated, when even I didn’t grasp the mechanics, I couldn’t explain why this wasn’t a world-ending consequence. It was the cost of doing business. HQ was fine. We wouldn’t lose anything here. Only the access point would change, and there were infinite parking garages for Bishop to choose from.

      Though, I had to admit, I was starting to wonder if HQ existed in its own pocket realm. How else did Bishop tether it to a new location every night? The amount of power required to do that staggered me. And he did it on the fly?

      Whoever he was, whatever he was, I was glad he was on our side.

      “It’s fine.” I flapped a hand at Midas. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “All right,” he said slowly. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Give me five minutes.” Bishop crossed the room. “And trade shirts with me.”

      Midas obliged without question, and I did not snicker at the swap. Even if it left Bishop wearing a tee that would fool the gwyllgi, for a bit, with Midas’s scent and Midas in one that read Mind Your Own Biscuits, and Life will be Gravy.

      Through the shadows, Bishop stepped, leaving us alone in HQ. Except for Reece, who resumed ignoring us.

      Midas and I never had time to do the little things, like go out to nice dinners or hold hands on long walks. Movies and other couples’ activities ended in flames or brawls. Quiet moments like this one were about as close to date nights as we got these days, and there wasn’t a whole lot you could do in five minutes at HQ.

      Unless you were willing to be recorded and then have that recording played for the whole team on a loop.

      Forever.

      Probably with popcorn, candy, and other refreshments made available.

      The clock ran out as I weighed the pros and cons of selling the rest of my soul for a box of Junior Mints. “Give me video of the stairwell, please.”

      “Clear,” Reece reported without glancing up, but he moved the live feed to a monitor for my benefit.

      “Thanks.” I grabbed the doorknob and twisted. “Here we go.”

      Midas let me go first, an impressive feat, one I rewarded with a saucy wink. Knowing my luck, I probably looked like I had something in my eye, but hey. I tried to keep the romance alive.

      Creeping down the stairs, I gave him room to shut the door behind him.

      With HQ secure once more, I trusted Bishop to rip the magic out of this location as soon as he returned to his command center.

      “We need to get clear of the stairwell.” Midas breathed in the lingering scents. “We don’t want to get pinned here if they don’t fall for Bishop’s ploy.”

      “Say no more.” I jogged down the stairs. “Race you to the bottom.”

      Surplus magic from Faerie was the only reason I had a bounce in my step. I was exhausted. I wanted to drop, curl up in a ball, and sleep forever. But I also vibrated with energy, with power, with purpose. It was like I wanted to go to sleep and dream I was a superheroine who saved the world or something, a dream to pull you under but keep your heart pumping.

      Midas won the race.

      He cheated.

      To be fair, he leapt over my head to plant himself in front of me, not from any desire to beat me, but to place himself squarely between me and the lean gwyllgi who emerged from behind the car where he had been hiding out of view.

      Magic washed away his furry form and left us facing a tall, slender man as beautiful as Ferro had been. Not that I would admit it aloud. Fae used beauty as a weapon. It was almost expected that the worst among them would also be the most jaw-dropping.

      “Midas Kinase,” he said, his voice sonorous. “It has been an age since we last met.”

      “Richter,” Midas growled the name. “What business do you have here?”

      “You are young, but not ignorant. You won us from Ferro.” He spread his hands, taking in the surroundings. “Now, what would you have us do?”

      “Hightail it back to Faerie before the Earthen Conclave notices you’re here?” I suggested. “I’m not real familiar with them or their rules, but I believe crossing realms is a big no-no.” I held up the burner phone and bluffed my butt off. “I’ve also recently added their tip line for reporting suspicious fae activities to my contacts.”

      “Ah.” Richter peered at me over Midas’s shoulder, from a safe distance. “Lady Alpha.”

      “I have enough titles.” I positioned myself beside Midas. “I don’t need another.”

      “Have you no opinion on the matter?” Richter studied Midas. “Or does she speak for you?”

      “Your alpha tortured me.”

      “Former alpha, but yes.”

      “You watched.”

      “I did.” He turned pensive. “It was a slow year, as I recall.”

      The casual disregard for another’s suffering set my teeth on edge, but I let Midas speak for himself.

      “You were a strange half-mortal pup who killed one of our own,” Richter continued. “You compounded that mistake when you made a fool’s bargain to spare your sister. Why would I have fought my alpha of millennia for you?”

      “You viewed a child’s suffering as entertainment,” Midas countered. “I have no use for men like you.”

      Richter laughed, actually laughed, at Midas’s ire. “I’m not a mortal to be held to your standards.”

      “All that means is you’ve had time to learn better,” I said, unable to keep out of it, “and you chose to ignore right for wrong.”

      “I’m not human either.” He exhaled. “I don’t hide what I am. I have no reason to ape being one.”

      “I believe,” a gentle voice threaded with iron rang out, “what my son means is you lack honor.”

      Midas and I whipped our heads toward the voice to find Tisdale strolling out of the elevator near the exit stairs, dressed in a mint-green suit. The polite expression smoothing her features contrasted with the murder promised in her eyes, and I was suddenly very glad she was on our side.
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      Never in his long life had Midas ever been afraid of his mother, but there was a first time for everything.

      “Tisdale,” Richter rumbled, sliding his gaze down her body like a caress. “You’re as lovely as ever.”

      The tone, and its implied familiarity, stood Midas’s hackles on end, but he kept a leash on his temper.

      “You two know each other?” Hadley glanced between them. “Small worlds.”

      Never taking her eyes off him, his mother enlightened Hadley. “Richter is Natisha’s consort.”

      “I was Natisha’s consort,” he corrected her, tapping into famed reservoirs of charm. “I am no longer.”

      “We met when I summoned her the first time.” The painful details of that bargain, she kept to herself. “I was younger then, and foolish, but not so ignorant of Faerie or scorned women to entertain his interest. It would have been an insult to my guest, whom I called to me across a great distance to ask for a favor.”

      A smile twitched in Midas’s cheek, but he managed to keep it off his face.

      As a mischievous and indulged child, he had received many tongue lashings from his mother. He hadn’t appreciated her talent for verbal evisceration then, but he had grown to appreciate her way with words.

      Especially when she aimed them at someone else.

      “I would have left her for you, stayed with you,” Richter countered. “You wouldn’t have me.”

      “You watched my son suffer.” A growl laced her words. “You let him be sold. How could I forgive that?”

      Leaning in, Hadley pitched her voice low. “I kind of wish I had popcorn.”

      “Me too,” Midas admitted just as softly. “Mom will disembowel him if he keeps it up much longer.”

      “Has Richter always been stupid? Or does he have a death wish?” She watched as his eyebrows climbed. “He tried to cheat on Natisha. She has a scorched-earth policy when it comes to men who do her wrong.”

      “I wasn’t…” Midas struggled with how to phrase it, “…myself then. I don’t remember much about him.”

      A brush of Hadley’s fingers across his lips told him he didn’t have to dig deeper for the answers.

      “Since he’s still alive,” she mused, leaning into him, “Natisha must have never learned of his crush.”

      “Oh, Natisha knew.” Richter proved his hearing was as excellent as any gwyllgi. “She beat me within an inch of my life. The only reason she didn’t kill me outright was Ferro offered a boon to appease her.”

      “The concept of loyalty isn’t totally foreign to you then,” Tisdale said, drawing his attention back to her.

      “Ferro and I are of an age. We grew up together. He is, and always will be, my friend.”

      “His mom was banging his best friend?” Hadley shuddered. “No wonder the guy has issues.”

      Age was elastic for fae in a way it wasn’t yet for her, but he could agree the relationship was in poor taste.

      “Why are you here?” Tisdale exhaled. “What do you want?”

      “As I told your son,” Richter said, pious, “he has defeated our alpha, and now we are his.”

      A barely imperceptible jerk was the only acknowledgment she allowed for his shocking revelation.

      “Midas?” Her clear voice rang. “Do you wish to take control of this pack?”

      “No.”

      “There you have it.” Tisdale spread her hands. “He releases you to settle the matter among yourselves.”

      “We didn’t come all this way to be turned on our heels.” He sounded apologetic about it, but not like he would change a thing. “Ferro promised us a hunt, that the streets would run red with human blood, that our bellies would grow tight with man-flesh.”

      As Midas recalled, Richter was Ferro’s beta, meaning he could quell a rebellion if he chose.

      Yet he chose to leave his “friend” behind, broken, and come to this world with the others for sport.

      “Ferro is no longer your alpha,” Midas reminded him. “You’re no longer bound by his whims.”

      “That is so,” Richter agreed, “but you can’t tempt a starving lion with a raw steak then jerk it back, or you might lose an arm.”

      The threat was clear, and Midas clenched his jaw to avoid going for Richter’s throat.

      “I have a task for you then.” Hadley engaged Richter. “As your lady alpha, I can command you, yes?”

      Amusement laced his features as he inclined his head in a mocking bow. “Of course, my lady.”

      “Help us bring down the coven.” Her voice grew icicles. “Take out as many as you can.”

      Crimson glittered in his eyes, and he wet his lips. “As you command—”

      “But touch one hair on the head of an innocent, and I will personally introduce you to mortality.”

      A feral pride swelled behind Midas’s breastbone at her ruthlessness, the predator in him reveling in the strength of his mate.

      “Your task will be done.” Richter smiled wide, teeth on display. “With relish.”

      “And then you go home.” She set her jaw. “Midas will kick your ass first, if that’s what you need in order for your ego to be assuaged, but we want you out of our city.”

      “Let’s not be too hasty.” He called on his magic, crimson and bright. “I will report to you shortly.”

      A wave of power splashed over him and drained away to reveal the lean hunter we first met. He walked a circle around Tisdale, his tail wagging, then trotted off with a booming howl guaranteed to bring the rest of the Faerie pack running.

      “What are you doing here?” Midas appraised his mother. “How did you find us?”

      “Bishop texted me.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Why didn’t you?”

      “The address wasn’t mine to give.” He firmed his stance. “The explanation isn’t either.”

      “This was one of the OPA’s HQ sites.” Hadley came to his defense. “We don’t give away that information to anyone. Bishop only contacted you after the Faerie pack located us. This location will be burned, and we’ll open a new one in a secure location. There was no harm in sharing details after the fact.”

      “Ah.” Tisdale nodded. “I understand.”

      Hunting songs pierced the night, warg and gwyllgi and lion, and their pack’s own unique voice.

      Midas noted the familiar scents of his mother’s guards, but they were good at their jobs, and he couldn’t spot them. “Do we still have control of the Faraday?”

      “Barely.” Her arms fell to her sides. “Do we know what the coven wants?”

      “Revenge.” Midas let his exhaustion show. “What else?”

      As quick as he could, Midas filled his mother in on what they had learned from Natisha.

      “I wish I could say I’m surprised, but I’m not.” His mother pressed a hand to her lower stomach. “She took from me the ability to have more children. She wants our bloodline ended. This would ensure it dies right in front of her instead of during her lifetime.”

      Midas had no interest in children, and neither did Hadley. That might change, if what Ambrose had told them about their life expectancies was accurate. But for now, they were content with one another. She deserved more time to smooth the scars from her childhood before she made up her mind for certain, for always. If they decided to become parents, they wanted to do it right. The way his mother had raised him.

      “Any idea how bloodline curses work?” Hadley exhaled hard. “It sounds pretty vague, as spells go.”

      “The power required to wipe out an entire bloodline on a whim is beyond even her. There is a cost.” The lines bracketing her mouth told him she wasn’t comforted by that fact. “It’s likely she chose one sacrifice to represent each person she wants dead. She’ll use the sacrifice’s relationship to her as a conduit to her descendants, and their life force will act as fuel to power the spell.”

      “A life for a life six times over.” Midas balled his fists. “You, Lethe, Eva, and me. Who else?”

      “Spares, maybe?” Hadley checked with Tisdale. “Or more powerful targets might require extra oomph?”

      “Makes sense,” Midas agreed. “They might even be insurance if our bloodline connection is too weak.”

      “They’d be hard-pressed to do it without a full coven of thirteen.” His mother noticed where her hand rested and lowered it. “Seven would have been risky.”

      “Natisha has access to six hearts,” Midas reminded her, “not seven.”

      The burner phone rang in his pocket, and Midas handed it to Hadley after recognizing the number.

      “Bish?” She scrunched up her face. “I can’t hear you.” She stuck a finger in her ear. “What?”

      Midas exchanged a glance with his mother, and her expression turned grim.

      “Natisha just exited the portal with half her coven,” Hadley reported. “The Faraday will have to wait.”

      “How do we get there?” Midas checked with Hadley. “Did Bishop leave the keys here?”

      Rapid-fire questions peppered the air, OPA business mixed in, and then she ended the call.

      “He lost the Faerie pack downtown and is circling back. They probably peeled off when Richter called them, but I’ll let Bishop keep thinking he was clever.” She pocketed the phone. “He’ll meet us at Ford’s truck.”

      The three of them went to wait while Tisdale’s bodyguards peeled off to scout the exits.

      When Bishop arrived, Midas and Hadley gave his mother the bench seat then piled into the bed.

      The oppressive silence and the moonless night left his feral half uneasy. Atlanta wasn’t meant to be so quiet, so vacant. She was loud and vibrant, bold and chaotic. And…it looked like Hadley’s viewpoint was rubbing off on him if he was starting to see the city as a person, or in possession of a personality.

      Slanting his gaze down at her, he noticed her distraction. “What are you thinking?”

      “How do we defeat Natisha?” Hadley rested her head on his shoulder. “Do you think Richter will help?”

      As long as Ferro lived, ensuring Richter his beta title, Midas doubted Richter would throw in with Hadley.

      Old fae grew ancient by keeping their heads down and their noses in their own business.

      “He’s loyal to Ferro, which means he’s loyal to Natisha.” He scoffed at the idea of her being worthy of it. “The whole pack will be useless against her.”

      “Even with the alpha lip service they’re paying us?”

      “Richter took your deal, so the objective is not in direct defiance of any order from Natisha. The coven must fall into a gray area for him. That, or he has no idea how deep Natisha is in with them. Given the personal nature of Natisha’s vendetta, there’s every reason to believe she would have kept her plans between her and Ferro.”

      “Plus, she was planning to pit the coven against the pack for control the city when she was done.”

      The two groups she intended to pit against one another couldn’t be in close contact, or they might talk.

      “Exactly.”

      “I was hoping our two problems would cancel each other out, but it figures we can’t get that lucky.”

      “The odds are better than they could have been.” He kissed the top of her head. “Thanks to you.”

      “Natisha is a nasty piece of work.” She cuddled against him. “I don’t want our people getting hurt to put her down.”

      “Neither do I.” Midas breathed in the scent of her shampoo. “But she’s coming for Mom and me, and Lethe and Eva. We have no choice but to fight. We can’t run. We won’t run. Atlanta is our home. We aren’t leaving it to face Natisha alone.”

      “Aww.” She beamed up at him. “You’re on Team Atlanta.”

      “I always have been.”

      “No, you were on Team Hadley. This is different. This is you caring about more than the pack.”

      “You’re a bad influence on me.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      “This is also our fault,” he admitted as Bishop parked the truck across from the Active Oval portal.

      “No.” She got to her feet, stretched. “It’s not.”

      “Not directly,” he agreed, “but we’re descended from the reason Natisha craves revenge. We kept the link to her past, and to the area, alive through calling on her in times of need.”

      Lips parted on her argument, Hadley leaned forward and squinted. “Is that…Ares?”

      Sure enough, among the enforcers positioned around the portal, stood Ares.

      She was leaner, paler, and her eyes were glassy, but she appeared determined to hold the line.

      Leaping over the side of the truck, Midas opened the door for his mother. “Why is Ares here?”

      “She had a seizure after you left.” She stepped onto the asphalt. “Thank God, Abbott was still in the infirmary when the building went on lockdown. He evaluated her, and when he couldn’t find the problem, he sedated her.”

      Midas pivoted to help Hadley down, who was listening in, and she came to stand beside him.

      “Abbott got another call, about thirty minutes later, saying Liz was experiencing the same symptoms.”

      Usually, his mother didn’t make him fight this hard for answers, but there were too many ears here.

      “She almost lost the baby,” she confided with a hand pressed over her heart. “She was terrified.” Pain in her eyes urged him to reach out, take her hand in his. “She had two choices. Come clean with Abbott, or risk her pregnancy terminating.” She squeezed his fingers then let him go, an alpha standing on her own. “That’s the only reason she confessed to lacing Ares’s food with burundanga.”

      “That sounds familiar.” Hadley rubbed the base of her skull. “I can’t remember why.”

      “Burundanga is the street name for the drug scopolamine,” his mother explained. “It’s called ‘Devil’s Breath’ or ‘the zombie drug.’ It’s odorless and tasteless and lethal in high doses. No surprise, as it’s made from plants in the nightshade family. It stupefies its victims, making them more open to suggestion, and they wake with no memory of what they did—or what was done to them. The drug vanishes from the bloodstream within four hours, so there was no way to test for it.”

      Midas heard his doubt, sharp and thick. “You’re saying Liz had Ares under her control the whole time?”

      “I’m saying we might never know how much influence Liz exerted over Ares,” Tisdale said carefully, “but Ares fought to undermine her every step of the way, and that makes me believe she was aware her control was slipping.” Her lips thinned. “She blamed her behavior on protecting her mate. That might be true, to an extent, but it could also be the answer her mind grasped when she was unable to comprehend the reasons behind her actions.”

      As much as he wanted his mother to be right, for Ares to be innocent, he recalled the heartbreak Hadley endured while she believed Boaz and Adelaide were dead too clearly to walk over and shake Ares’s hand or welcome her back.

      Right now, they needed every able fighter in the streets, he got that, but a thorough investigation waited for Ares when this was over if she wanted to resume her job with its present security clearance.

      Those results, he knew, would go a long way toward helping him and Hadley make their peace with her.

      A throbbing at the base of his skull made it hard to focus. “What does the drug have to do with Liz?”

      “The drug was laced with magic to make it more potent,” she explained. “Ares’s metabolism would have chewed it up and spat it out otherwise.” Drugs and alcohol had little effect on shifters. They had to work hard to get drunk or high, and neither lasted long enough to be worth the expense. “Liz was already in withdrawal from not using her magic. Either she wasn’t careful with the drug, or she was desperate for a hit. She became addicted in the process.” Her silver hair gleamed as she shook her head. “Abbott found Liz’s stash right where she said it would be. In their apartment, in a sugar tin. He’s analyzing the compound to create a better treatment, but until then, he’s using it to wean her and Ares off it.”

      Fingers laced at her navel, Hadley asked, “Will that affect the baby?”

      “The magical nature of Liz’s conception means we can’t be certain whether or not the baby will be born with the serious health issues associated with addicts’ pregnancies.”

      As much as he hated to ask, he had to know. “How sure are you that we can trust Ares?”

      “Liz was willing to tell us everything,” his mother said, “in order to make the pain stop.”

      Hope kindled within him for his friend, but he tempered it with caution. “How’s the baby?”

      “There’s still a heartbeat.” Lines gathered across her forehead. “Lisbeth is guarding her.”

      Abbott, he knew, would be caring for the wounded. Lisbeth was a solid second choice, given her nursing certification and position within the OPA, to monitor Liz.

      “We outfitted Ares with an ankle monitor,” his mother added. “If she turns on us, she won’t get far.”

      The thick bands contained GPS chips for tracking but could also deploy several needlelike spikes designed to pierce skin and pump the wearer full of bronze nitrate with a press of a button. Between the two, Ares wouldn’t evade recapture. It was as good as they could hope for, given the circumstances.

      “Hope for the best,” he said. “Plan for the worst.”

      “The coven has reminded us of that,” she said somberly. “We take nothing for granted.”

      Midas turned to Hadley, but her troubled expression hinted she was chewing over all they had learned.

      “I have to go.” His mother smiled as two enforcers, who had chased after them on four legs, caught up with them. The few blocks barely winded them. “I need to check in with the others.”

      Tongues lolling, her guards followed her out to organize their forces from the frontline.

      “I’m going to coordinate with Tisdale,” Bishop said. “We need to keep our people all on the same page.”

      The pair set a course for the enforcers, heads bowed in conversation, the guards trotting after them.

      The scent of witchborn fae blood tickled his nose, and Midas spun to find Remy, bathed in flaking crimson and reeking of copper and black magic, walking toward them.

      “You made it out.” Hadley tackled her with a hug. “Thank the goddess.”

      “Ow, ow, ow.” Remy shoved at her. “Even my bruises have bruises right now.”

      Midas examined her, but she appeared to be all in one piece. “How did you escape?”

      “Natisha thought she knocked me unconscious. I wasn’t out, I just had to catch my breath. I bolted up the stairs the second she turned her back.”

      Hadley beat him to it. “The hearts?”

      “She passed out the hearts from the backpack to five of her daughters and kept one for herself. They ate them, and then left with five more coven members.” Remy lifted her tee to reveal vicious gashes crisscrossing her side and back, made by gwyllgi claws. “The remaining daughter was supposed to force me to sacrifice the last practitioner in exchange for my life, but I wasn’t in the mood.”

      Natisha’s ruthless practicality didn’t surprise him, but her disregard for life still turned his stomach.

      “How much of that blood is yours?” Hadley’s hands shook. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay as I’m going to get.” She tugged her shirt down again. “I hamstrung the final daughter, and the practitioner stayed to watch over her. I couldn’t get through to Faerie. You guys smashed the portal too well. I had to return to Buckhead, pick up my car, and race back here.”

      The way she drove, race was the exact word he would use.

      “The circle is still holding then.” Hadley blew out a huff of breath. “No one’s broken it to trip the alarm.”

      For whatever reason, Natisha had decided to stay within the circle, close to the portal.

      “There are strange gwyllgi in the streets with the stink of Faerie on them.” Remy rubbed at a dry stain on her cheek. “How did they get here?”

      A deep frown gathered in the corners of Hadley’s mouth. “Good question.”

      As they watched, Natisha linked hands with her daughters and their sacrifices around the portal.

      Both hands, as in, she had two arms. He looked again, counted again, and was stunned all over again.

      Hours passed at half-speed in the archive, but he had never witnessed such a feat in so short a time.

      There were definite perks to being a fae healer as old as stardust.

      “We need to get in there,” Hadley murmured. “Break up their party before it gets started.”

      “I know what Liz is carrying.” Remy grabbed her arm. “You can use her, and the baby, as leverage.”

      The idea of bartering a child left a bad taste in his mouth, but the coven had brought them here. He despised the idea of Hadley lowering herself to the coven’s level, but she had to speak a language they understood.

      Torn between hanging back to listen and rushing forward to confront Natisha, Hadley rocked on her heels. “This is about to get worse, isn’t it?”

      “Archie—whatever his name was—struck a bargain with the coven, okay? He wanted to breed more fae blood into his pack to strengthen their magic. The deal was, the coven kept the girls and the pack kept the boys. It worked until a girl was born with immense power, and Archie decided to keep her. He lied to the coven, told them she was stillborn, but they could sense her. They found the baby, called Archie on his lie, then slapped him in the face with the fine print on their contract. Near as I can tell, he literally sold his soul in the bargain.”

      “You’re not serious.” Hadley gawped at her. “His soul?”

      “The patriarch of our pack was an idiot,” Midas realized. “I’m shocked Natisha let us live this long.”

      “You’ve still got your looks.” Remy smirked. “That’s what really matters.” She snickered. “To Hadley.”

      “Hello?” Hadley snapped her fingers at the end of Remy’s nose. “Get to the point.”

      “Natisha jumped in bed with the coven after they added her wolf man to their closet.” She slapped away Hadley’s hand. “She wanted him back. Not because she loved him or whatever. She wanted to punish him. They refused. Told her they couldn’t hand him over even if they wanted to, which they didn’t, but anyway. He was spirit, not flesh.”

      The origin story for his pack had always been told the same way, handed down from parent to child, as a way to honor those long-distant relatives who founded their pack with an act of love. He figured it had been embellished, the edges smoothed, but he never considered it might be entirely false.

      Archimedes had spun a story to earn him condolences and his children acceptance. He spread it as his pack grew, passing it down through the generations until it was known, until it was fact, until it was truth.

      But it was a lie.

      Maybe not every single detail, but enough to change the narrative in his favor.

      To rub salt in the wound, Archimedes had given his daughters their mother’s true name so they could call on her in times of great need. They had passed it down through their line, forcing Natisha to watch as her children’s children were born, lived, and died. From the outside. Without ever knowing them.

      The cycle was never ending.

      Neither was the servitude.

      No wonder she fisted her grudge with both hands. No wonder she wanted to wipe out his family line.

      “She did all this to get his soul back?” Midas pursed his lips. “What good would that do her?”

      “Plenty.” Reaching out, Remy booped him on the nose. “If she could reincarnate him.”

      “Oh frak.” Hadley got there before he did. “That’s the child price?”

      “Liz is pregnant with the spirit of Archimedes?” Midas stared, dumbfounded. “That’s…”

      “Creepy.” Hadley shivered. “It’s morbid to impregnate someone with your ex-lover’s spirit.”

      Not to mention it cost the baby Liz conceived its soul to make room for Archimedes to claim its body.

      “Will he be himself when he’s born?” Midas’s protective instincts roared to life within him. “Or will he truly be a child?”

      “He will be himself,” Remy confirmed, “fully awake and aware. That’s the point. She wants to make his life a living hell, and she plans on starting from day one.”

      Using shorthand, he texted his mother a condensed version of what they had learned to prepare her.

      “Goddess,” Hadley breathed. “Natisha has truly gone around the bend.”

      Done with his update, he pocketed his phone. “And Archimedes is the one who drove her there.”

      “We still have to stop her.” Hadley rested a hand on his arm. “She’s taken her revenge too far.”

      “I know.” He covered her hand with his. “I wish things could have been different.”

      Old fae were too set in their ways to bend. It never would have occurred to Natisha to ask his mother to simply let her true name die with her generation. She wouldn’t have considered asking for help, or a favor. It wasn’t how things were done in Faerie. It was more natural for her to use threats, cunning, and hatred to fix a problem.

      “We can’t let her leave.” Hadley turned back to Natisha and her motley coven with a scowl. “She’ll head straight for the Faraday and kill anyone who gets in her way.”

      To have come this far, Natisha wouldn’t leave Atlanta without her prize.

      “There must be a way,” he murmured, his gaze locked onto Natisha. “Maybe if we…”

      “No more deals.” Hadley cupped his face, forcing him to meet her gaze. “We can’t bargain this away.”

      “You’re right.” He rested his hands over hers. “No good would come of that.”

      Power blasted out from Natisha’s circle, striking them with a burst of foul black magic.

      An almost tangible layer of negative energy encased Midas, leaving a residue on his skin that stung.

      He stared at his hands, his arms, then rubbed them, but the sensation persisted, the burn constant.

      “It’s begun.” A chill swept through Hadley, raising gooseflesh on her arms. “We have to end this.”

      “I need to grab something I stashed.” Remy took a step back. “Don’t start the party without me.”

      “Too late for that.” Hadley pulled him after her. “I hope you wore your dancing shoes.”

      They broke apart, Remy sprinting away from danger, and Hadley, as usual, rushing straight for it.
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      I had trouble digesting all the twists and turns unfolding around us as Natisha’s scheme came to fruition. I had never loved a man before Midas, but I could imagine the world of hurt I would be in if he pretended to love me, knocked me up—twice—and then kidnapped our children to build his own empire without me.

      I’d had a small taste once, of living without him, and it almost broke me. How much worse had it been for Natisha? She lost so much more than me. For good. There had been no reconciliation for them.

      History didn’t always get it right, everyone knew that, but Archimedes’s slander campaign against Natisha was impressive in how widely accepted his narrative was among their descendants.

      Natisha’s was the only firsthand account remaining, but it belonged to the injured party. There was no way to tell how accurate her perception was of those events. After centuries of replaying them, picking them apart, she wasn’t a trustworthy witness.

      A victim she might be, but she had crafted herself into a villainess too.

      Ultimately, I couldn’t let myself care about the reasons behind her actions. I couldn’t let myself side with her. I was in no position to judge her or Archimedes, or to assign guilt to one party over the other. If even a fraction of what she said was the truth, then she had a right to her anger. But she had taken it too far.

      Now my hands were tied. I couldn’t help her. I had no choice but to do my duty, and that meant protecting innocents from a fae gone mad with grief and heartache. I might sympathize with her, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t do everything in my power to stop her.

      As we reached the knot of enforcers ringing the portal, Ford and Hank jogged out to meet us.

      “Thanks for ditching us.” Ford scowled at Midas. “We got all dolled up with no place to go.”

      “Bishop gave me time-sensitive information I had to act on.” Midas clasped hands with him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Ford yanked me into a hug. “Neither of you have a lick of sense.”

      “Don’t hate.” I squeezed him back. “Someone’s got to save the world.”

      “Doesn’t always have to be you,” he grumbled. “I’m glad you fell in love with Midas instead of me.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite.” Pulling away, I frowned up at him. “Why?”

      “I don’t have the heart or the nerves for it.” His expression softened. “Lisbeth is a much better fit for me. She’s kind, beautiful, intelligent, funny, and she hardly ever almost dies.”

      “Gee,” I said flatly. “Thaaanks.”

      Midas, I noticed, didn’t rush in to fish my reputation out of the frying pan.

      “You might want this back.” Hank passed Midas his phone. “The screen was cracked when we found it.”

      Out of time to play catch up, I gathered them around me. “I’m going to bring down the circle.”

      As it stood, it wasn’t much of a deterrent for paranormals, but we needed any advantage we could get.

      “What’s the objective here?” Ford watched them a minute. “Why set up camp around the portal?”

      “Long story short,” I began, “Natisha is targeting Tisdale and her family with a bloodline curse.”

      An immediate growl bubbled up the back of Ford’s throat, and Hank was right there with him.

      Their agitation brought Ambrose creeping out of my shadow to study the field and the players.

      A stabbing pain pierced my skull, making me wince, but it dispersed into less agonizing waves.

      “Oww. Oww. Oww.” I massaged my temples. “Anyone else feel that?”

      “No.” Midas pivoted toward me. “What’s wrong?”

      “The circle is broken.” I checked with Ambrose, who confirmed. “The feedback hit me, that’s all.”

      “If your circle is down,” Ford said, stepping forward, “what’s that?”

      Lightning crackled, illuminating a transparent dome that shielded the portal, and I had to shut my eyes.

      The information flowed through me, as if Ambrose stood beside me and whispered it in my ear.

      “I was wrong.” I studied the area again. “She didn’t break my circle. She built her own on top of it.”

      “Why…?” Midas angled his head. “She’s using it to power her own.”

      The feedback hit me harder for it too. Instead of a warning tingle, it had zapped me between the eyes.

      “The coven loves its concentric wards,” I reminded them. “That circle is now a double layer of bad news we can’t cross.”

      But all Natisha had to do was smudge the circles from the inside to drop them and unleash their foul curse.

      “How do we get in?” Hank anchored his fists on his hips. “There must be a way.”

      There was, goddess help me, and I ran to find Bishop before it was too late.

      Tisdale spotted me and tapped Bishop on the shoulder. He turned, saw me, and met me halfway.

      Swallowing my fear, I asked, “Can you do what you do and get me in their circle?”

      “Are you sure?” He found places other than me to look. “You want to risk it again?”

      “Yes.” I glanced back, unsurprised to find Midas had followed me. “I’ll do anything to save him.”

      “Hadley,” Midas said softly, so much love packed into two syllables it made my heart squeeze to hear it.

      He extended his arm, his fingers within reach of my cheek, then his eyes rolled back in his head.

      A cry of fear and outrage rose from a dozen yards away, and I knew Tisdale had fallen too.

      The curse…

      …it was striking at them through the circle, its focus was so powerful.

      “Midas.” I fisted his shirt, but there was no time to pull on Ambrose for strength, and Midas’s weight fell on me. “Wake up.” We hit the dirt together. “Do you hear me?” I dragged him into my arms. “Wake up.”

      A slight angling of his head toward me confirmed he could still hear me.

      “You can’t die on me now. I haven’t seen you in Spock ears. You owe me that much.”

      The heavy rise and fall of his chest was his only response.

      “Hadley.” Bishop rested a hand on my shoulder. “We have to go.”

      “I can’t leave him.” Tears stung my eyes. “He’s… He’s…”

      The word hung in my throat, kept me from swallowing, and it cut me each time I tried.

      “You can save them.” Bishop dug in his fingers. “But you can’t do it from here.”

      I wasted precious seconds indulging the war between my head and my heart.

      “Okay,” I exhaled, knowing he was right, but I didn’t budge from the spot.

      “Go.” Remy reappeared after fetching my swords from her car and stood over him. “I’ll protect him.”

      Heart thundering in my ears, I shook my head, unable to feel my legs. “I can’t do it.”

      “He’ll die if you don’t.” Bishop hauled me upright. “You can do this, kid, but you have to do it now.”

      “I won’t let anyone touch him,” Remy promised. “I’ll slice off their fingers if they point in his direction.”

      “Thank you.” I wiped my cheeks dry then turned to Bishop. “Let’s do this.”

      Linking our fingers, he dragged me into the deepest shadows, through a thin membrane of resistance, and into the icy heart of Faerie in winter.

      The path might have been the same, or it may have been different. With no landmarks to dot the way, I couldn’t tell. That disconcerted me, but I took comfort in Ambrose’s companionship. He had shifted into a dog again and frolicked around us like he was exploring snow for the first time.

      Amusing as it might be, I couldn’t focus on him when my heart kept pounding out a single word.

      Midas. Midas. Midas.

      “Just there,” Bishop said, his voice arctic. “Brace yourself.”

      Expecting the sculptures again, I goggled up at an enormous manor built from bricks of ice using snow as mortar. The shadows it cast were deep, alive, hungry. Bishop jogged toward them, hauling me after him, and leapt, feeding us to their waiting maw.

      We burst through to the other side before I could do more than wonder at the enormous house or who lived there and hit the ground on my side hard enough to jar my teeth.

      Impact knocked the wind out of me, and I nearly got my head stomped in for emerging from a shadow cast by one of the witchborn fae. Her sister kicked me in the ribs, but I rolled out of range before she did any real damage. They had to keep their hands linked and their voices raised to fuel the curse, which limited their range of motion.

      Spry as a cat, Bishop had landed on his feet. He offered me a hand up then placed himself at my back.

      The angle gave me a clear view of Midas, crumpled in the grass, with Remy standing over him.

      A few pack members kept an eye on her as she watched over him, but they didn’t risk getting any closer.

      “Natisha.” I forced myself to block out the sight of him. “I’m giving you one last chance to stop this.”

      Eyes holding mine before they closed, she lifted her chant higher in response.

      She had come too far to back down now.

      Pride wouldn’t allow her to stop before she got what she wanted, the rest of us be damned.

      “Ambrose.” I waited for him to appear. “Drain off as much of their magic as you can.”

      He couldn’t break the spell that way, not a casting on this scale, but he could slow it down and give Midas and Tisdale a fighting chance.

      Zipping around and around the circle through their joined hands, Natisha included, Ambrose noshed on their magic, but they had gathered too much.

      “Break their concentration,” Bishop barked at me, “but not their grips.”

      The order brought to mind Remy’s earlier warning, and a cold sweat settled over me.

      “You do know spells can go boom if you set them off ahead of schedule?”

      Darting in, I waited for the same woman to kick at me then caught her ankle. It forced her to hop on one foot, which couldn’t be good for her focus. Her lips kept moving, but her attention wavered along with her balance. Only her sisters’ ironclad grips kept her from being torn free.

      “Hadley,” Bishop cautioned as he positioned himself across the circle from me. “Have a care.”

      “I’m caring,” I assured him, dragging my prize. “I’m caring.”

      With a snort, Bishop grabbed a different woman’s ankles and yanked her legs clear out from under her.

      Now two women hung suspended from their sisters’ clasped hands, and the others began to strain.

      “Bish,” I tsked him right back. “Have a care.”

      “Oh, my bad.” He faked contrition. “I thought you said carry, not care.”

      The power inside the circle grew in intensity until it blistered my skin. The air steamed, and my vision wavered in the heat, making it impossible to see beyond the perimeter. The circle was about to be dropped, the curse was about to be flung, and I only had one plan left.

      Goddess, I hoped it worked better than plans A through D. Or were we all the way on F now?

      Adjusting my grip on the woman’s leg, I dragged her bouncing toward the portal.

      Bishop took his cues from me and started hauling his that way too.

      The circle bent into a U shape, but it didn’t break.

      Judging from the wide eyes of several practitioners, they were all in a panic over what might happen if it did.

      Ambrose appeared beside me and mimed helping me haul the woman into the portal he’d created to get us home. Sadly, the only way to ensure she didn’t pop right back out again was to go in with her. I stepped in, and the sense of vertigo swamped me. The nausea returned, and I would have collapsed if Ambrose hadn’t caught me.

      Between the meal he had just eaten and the power of Faerie, he was growing substantial again.

      Grateful we had set our circle in a wide-open field and not in the tangle of woods where the original faegate leading into the archive from Faerie stood, I dug in my heels and heaved until my arms twanged with the strain.

      The coven had a choice to make. Either they quit the curse, damned the consequences, and remained in Atlanta, or they got ripped through the portal and unleashed their hard work on thin air.

      They didn’t keep me waiting long for their decision.

      After I hauled my faeborn witch into the Faerie field, another arrived, and then Bishop stepped through.

      Ambrose placed himself between Bishop and me and captured a third woman’s legs, turning our U into more of an M.

      Between the three of us, we got a fifth and sixth witch through. Then the seventh and eighth. Then the ninth and tenth. Natisha was eleventh, and she fought tooth and nail to hold her ground until we won by virtue of them refusing to stop casting.

      Once we had the ten women, plus Natisha, in the field, I shouted to Ambrose. “Close the portal.”

      Releasing his witch, Ambrose planted himself in front of the circle and set about devouring it with gusto.

      As it collapsed, my ears popped and began ringing. Nausea overwhelmed me, and I hit my knees. A headache made holding my eyes open difficult, but I kept my attention on the enemy as they fell silent.

      And then dropped dead.
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      “I don’t understand.” I crawled to the nearest body and checked for a pulse. “She’s dead.”

      They were all dead. Every single one of them. Except Natisha. And she didn’t look so hot.

      “The curse backfired.” Bishop squatted next to me. “They couldn’t stop it once they started, and they couldn’t hold it back after they finished it. They unleashed it, but without the intended targets present, five practitioners died to kill five daughters.”

      Ambrose came to stand beside me, and he rested his hand on my shoulder. “Surrender or die.”

      The authority in his voice, paired with his touch, shocked me into staring up at him.

      For a heartbeat, I thought he was talking to me, and I wasn’t sure I had the juice to do anything about it. But he kept his sightless gaze on Natisha, and she wobbled as his ultimatum rang across the field.

      “I offer you a new bargain.” I shuddered to speak those damning words to her. “Will you hear it?”

      “Speak, shadow child.” Natisha melted onto her knees. “I will listen.”

      “Call our old bargain done,” I pleaded, “and I swear your true name will die with this generation.”

      The promise was a huge one for me to make, but it was one I felt certain Tisdale would back.

      A soft breeze tickled my cheek, and it was enough to collapse the ancient fae onto her side.

      “Natisha?” I propped my legs under me. “Are you…?”

      “It is done.” Cheek pillowed on the lush grass, Natisha closed her eyes. “Now leave me be.”

      Bishop and I watched her a few minutes, longer than any air-breather could hold their breath.

      “Stay put.” He tapped my shoulder with the force of a hammer striking a stubborn nail. “I mean it.”

      Wariness in every step, he made his way over to her and checked her pulse. “She’s sleeping.”

      “As in sleeping the sleep of the dead?”

      “As in the thing old fae do when they’ve grown bored or tired of living and want to forget for a while.”

      As dedicated as she had been to her vengeance, I couldn’t see her just letting it go and deciding to nap.

      “The curse rebounded.” I checked with Ambrose, who nodded. “She didn’t get a full dose, there wasn’t a sacrifice for her, but she designed the curse to kill those of her bloodline, and it struck her too.”

      “That’s my guess.” Bishop huffed out a laugh. “How embarrassing is that?”

      “The spares were never extras,” Ambrose murmured. “They were meant to take the hit for her.”

      Two women would have laid down their lives to protect Natisha from her own curse.

      “She’s going to be furious when she wakes up again,” I stated the obvious. “Like rawr.”

      “She won’t stop until she gets revenge.” Bishop stared down at her. “It’s all she has left.”

      “What do we do with her then?” I shoved a tangle of curls out of my eyes. “How long will she sleep?”

      “The answer to both is—I don’t know.”

      “I have an idea.” Ambrose offered me a hand and pulled me to my feet. “Not a solution for forever, but one that will work for today.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Can you carry her? I don’t have the strength.” He waited for Bishop to lift her. “Come this way.”

      Ambrose led us to the copse of trees where the faegate connecting the archive to Faerie once loomed. He touched the arch of trees we had left unharmed and imbued it with the power he had siphoned when closing the portal in the grass. The center swirled once, and then it stabilized and hummed as it settled.

      Though impressed, I was still wary. “How sure are you this leads back to the archive?”

      “I am eighty-five percent certain.”

      “I’ll go first.” Bishop gathered Natisha close. “I have a better chance of getting out again than you two.”

      Unhappy to agree with him, I eased back to give him room. “Okay.”

      “Chin up.” He winked. “Either way, this solves your Natisha problem.”

      He left before I could yell that he was more important to me than postponing the inevitable.

      Less than a minute later, as best I could tell, he stuck his head through. “Come on in, the water’s fine.”

      Rolling my eyes, I gestured Ambrose to go ahead. “See you on the other side.”

      “Don’t dawdle,” he warned and then entered the rippling magic.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I muttered, already feeling the pinch in my chest from his absence.

      As I lifted a foot to step in, a force smacked into my lower back and sent me tumbling into the void.

      Thanks to the age of the tether, I kept my wits about me as I skittered across the shale at the base of the archive. Digging in my nails to halt my slide, I glared at the faegate and cursed. “Ferro.”

      Ambrose rose behind him, substantial and terrifying, but I waved him off to handle this gwyllgi-style.

      Unhappy with me, Ambrose nonetheless settled for leaning against the wall to watch the fight unfold.

      “You shamed me,” he bellowed, barely a limp in his stride as he stalked me. “Your mate took my pack.”

      “You can have them back.” I leapt to my feet, wishing for my swords. “We don’t want them.”

      “I must win their loyalty back by killing you,” he snarled, “and your mate.”

      “Look, buddy, Midas let you off with a warning. Why can’t you be happy with that? Seriously?”

      Ferro’s enraged snarl as he leapt at me raised the hairs on the back of my neck as I dove out of his way.

      “Hadley.”

      Chancing a quick glance at Bishop, I watched him draw a slender dagger the length of my forearm from a sheath I hadn’t been able to see at his hip until he touched it. He threw it to me, and I spun on Ferro.

      The former alpha charged me, rage blinding him, but he wasn’t back at one hundred percent yet.

      “Fine.” I danced aside, slashing his calf, and he howled with rage. “Have it your way.”

      Spinning on his heel, he wobbled on his injured leg, and stumbled. “Your blood will—”

      I twisted back, put my weight behind the movement, and pierced his heart with the blade.

      “I’m not sorry you’re dead,” I told him, his eyes clouding. “You helped mold Midas into the man he is today, but I would give him up in a blink to spare him all the misery you inflicted on him as a child.”

      Blood frothed between Ferro’s lips. “I would…do…it…all over…again.”

      “Yeah.” I released the hilt, the blade stuck in bone, and kept my distance. “I know.” I watched him hit his knees. “Yet another reason why I’m not sorry about the whole killing-you thing.”

      Clutching the hilt, Ferro ripped the dagger from his chest and lifted his arm in a throwing arc.

      “Hadley.”

      Ambrose materialized behind Ferro, ripping the dagger from his failing grip, but Ambrose had burned through his magic, and the blade slid through his fingers.

      Bishop caught it midair then descended on Ferro, turning him into a gwyllgi pincushion.

      All in all, it was a valiant group effort, even if I do say so myself.

      And it guaranteed when Natisha woke, she would shriek for our heads on individual silver platters.

      “Well, that was…violent.” I wiped my hands on my pants. “You okay over there?”

      The wintry road must have gotten Bishop’s blood up, and if that was the case, I wanted it out of his system.

      “Moron,” Bishop panted. “Midas let him go. He should have stayed gone.”

      Guys like Ferro—spoiled, coddled, and plain mean—never did the smart thing. They didn’t know how.

      “Ferro has been the monster under Midas’s bed since he was a kid. I feel no remorse in slaying him.”

      I said it out loud, not only to test how I felt about what I had done, but to let Bishop know I was okay.

      “You might want to disavow knowledge of this part.” Bishop crouched beside Ferro. “You don’t need to see it.”

      Already certain where this was heading, I braced myself to bear witness. “I’m good.”

      Ambrose came to stand beside me, an oddly comforting presence under the circumstances.

      Huffing a strained laugh, Bishop couldn’t quite meet my gaze. “Liar.”

      Using a burst of terrifying speed and strength, he lopped off Ferro’s head neat and clean.

      Fisting the hair, Bishop collected his trophy and returned the dagger to its scabbard. “Ready to go?”

      Unsure how to broach the topic of his new accessory, I bobbed my head and chirped, “Yup.”

      That squeak might not win me confidence as the future potentate, but I was under a lot of stress, okay?

      “There,” Bishop announced. “We’re done here.”

      “Not quite.” I pointed out the portal to Ambrose. “Bring it down?”

      “Of course.” Ambrose pivoted on his heel and began to drain it. “I’m happy to help.”

      With his tank on empty, Ambrose made quick work of devouring its power source.

      The portal winked out, for good this time, and he hit the stairs at a dead run before the bloat struck me.

      The long and winding staircase spiraled straight up, seemingly forever.

      Did I mention it was both long and winding?

      Magic hummed under my skin, the overflow from Ambrose, but even it was having trouble regulating me. I had done too much, been awake too long, and eaten too little. I wasn’t built to hold so much power, and my body required more than energy if I wanted to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

      Bishop tilted his head back to watch Ambrose’s mad dash. “Where’s he going in such a hurry?”

      “To burn some calories.” I fluttered my lashes at Bishop. “Carry me to the top?”

      “Nice try.” He raised Ferro’s head. “I’m already carrying one extra.”

      Wrinkling my nose, I decided I would rather walk than carry that the whole way.

      “I’ll walk behind to catch you if you fall.”

      “Thaaanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Where was Midas and his carrying-damsels fetish when I needed him?

      Sigh.

      I began the climb, but I would like to go on record as not being happy about it.

      Ambrose came and went, sprinting past us while humming one of Ford’s favorite country songs, draining as much excess as possible to make room for the final tether he had to chow down on.

      Bishop kept his own council, which got dull after a while, but the head in his hand kept me in my lane.

      Whatever his purpose in bringing it with us, I had to admit it proved an effective Hadley deterrent.

      “You’re almost there,” Ambrose announced, his passage stirring a breeze. “Two more flights.”

      “Thank the goddess.” I put some pep in my step. “If I never see another archive, it will be too soon.”

      “I’m right there with you,” Bishop panted. “This staircase is the true horror of this place.”

      Ambrose whooshed by me again, aiming for the exit. He disappeared behind a twist in the stairs then grunted and came stumbling down them. Baring his teeth, he growled at whatever had shoved him.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” a young woman’s voice drifted down to us. “Not without my mother.”

      Ah, yes.

      I knew I had forgotten something.

      Well, this answered the question of where the daughter and spare sacrifice got off to after Remy left.

      “You’re certifiable if you think I’m going to climb back down, throw your mom across my shoulder, then climb up again.” I snorted. “I can barely stand here without my legs buckling. Why don’t you go get your mom? I’ll wait here.”

      “You’ll leave, and you’ll close the portal behind you.”

      “It sounds like you’ve got a choice to make. Your freedom or your mommy. I know which I’d choose.”

      “We can’t waste our efforts here,” Ambrose murmured. “Time moves differently in this place.”

      Nodding at the reminder, I had a decision to make. It was an easy one. “Take them down.”

      “With pleasure,” Ambrose purred as he swept up the staircase. “Hello again…”

      A scream filled the archive, and then a second voice joined it, as he tossed them off the staircase.

      They fell.

      And fell.

      And fell.

      I heard when they hit bottom.

      I will never, no matter how long I live, forget the sound.

      Ambrose shoved his hands into his pockets, another Linus affectation, then he smiled over his shoulder.

      “I took them down, as you requested.” His teeth flashed. “They made a satisfying crunch, did they not?”

      “Yeah.” I rubbed my prickling nape. “They crunched all right.”

      A Doritos Locos Taco had nothing on them.

      Note to self: Get Ambrose to Taco Bell stat.

      As much as I wanted to yell at him that wasn’t what I meant, it was my own fault for giving him so much slack in his leash. Ambrose had no filters, and he had been corporeal enough during the last twenty-four hours to think he could start being sly in interpreting my orders again.

      “Let’s go.” It wasn’t what I wanted to say, but it was the best I had. “The others are waiting.”

      Ambrose gripped my arm at the threshold to the exit. “I will miss our conversations.”

      The bite of his nails in my skin caused sweat to sheen my palms. “Me too.”

      A slow breath parted his lips, and he squared his shoulders. I got it then, that he wasn’t preventing me from leaving. He was preparing himself to go back to a shadowed half life. I could sympathize, but I had a lot to learn before I cracked open Pandora’s box on his behalf again. He might want to be my friend, or ally, or whatever, but he had given me a firm reminder of his nature I couldn’t afford to forget.

      Eyes closed, he stepped through, one last solo act before he succumbed to the shadows.

      Eager to be done with this place, I barely gave him a full thirty seconds before jumping in behind him.

      Bishop must have felt the same. He hit me in the back and staggered me forward a few steps.

      “Oh frak,” I breathed. “This is…not good.”

      The portal spat us out where we began, back at the warehouse in Buckhead. Rather than it being empty, as we had hoped, it was filled to the rafters with witchborn fae not yet deployed.

      As our heads breached the watery surface, the gathering turned in unison to scowl at our sudden arrival.

      With the faegate into Faerie down, the ring of guardians had disbanded and stood among their coven.

      Once Bishop and I were clear, I turned to Ambrose. “Take the portal down.”

      We might not make it out of the warehouse alive, but we could do this much for the others still fighting.

      Behind us, Ambrose gulped the magic fueling the portal. That left Bishop and me to face the pissed-off leftovers of a coup gone horribly wrong. From their perspective. I mean, I was pretty proud of us.

      Go, Team Atlanta.

      “Leave now,” Bishop offered to anyone willing to listen, “and we will let you live.”

      The coven, women and men, laughed softly among themselves. Until they spotted the head in his hand.

      A hysterical giggle threatened to escape me over their shocked faces.

      Intimidating as Bishop might be, holding his bloody souvenir, we had no way to fight this many practitioners. They had to know that. Still, I kept my expression blank, hoping to bluff them, but I felt cracks forming as they made ready their spells.

      “Close your eyes,” Bishop told me, a lilt in his voice. “I don’t want you to see.”

      “We can fight our way out.” I gripped his arm. “You don’t have to do this.”

      The glamour he wore like a second skin, the one that muted his sharp edges until he almost passed for normal, unraveled to show him as he truly was in all his wintery glory.

      Skin the color of freshly fallen snow, hair the shade of newborn flakes twirling on a chilly breeze, eyes a bottomless silver that dropped my stomach into my toes.

      “I’ve done too much,” he rasped, musical and lush. “I’ve pushed too far.” The temperature around him dipped enough to chill me. “I must feed if I’m to continue on.”

      The portal collapsed behind us with a pulse of foul magic that rustled my hair into my eyes.

      Ambrose, done with his duty, swirled around my legs like a cat stropping its owner’s ankles.

      “All right.” I closed my eyes, more terrified than I wanted to admit. “I won’t look.”

      Icy lips brushed my cheek, their imprint frostbitten into my skin. “Good girl.”

      Screams pierced my ears, and I clamped my hands on either side of my head to muffle them. I kept my lids screwed shut tight, and I didn’t peek once. Not because I wasn’t curious—I was—but because I wouldn’t have wanted anyone to see me feed when Ambrose had claimed my body to hunt in.

      What felt like hours later, I started as a chill hand touched my arm. “Is it safe to look?”

      “Yeah,” Bishop said, sounding more like himself. “You can open your eyes.”

      The first thing I saw was him, and I couldn’t help noticing how the platinum hair he kept trimmed short was as black as pitch. His eyes glowed a brilliant emerald green. A flush rode his cheekbones, and his skin tone matched mine. If I had passed him on the street, I wouldn’t have recognized him.

      The version of Bishop who was my friend starved himself to maintain control over his hungers.

      This Bishop was brimming with health, with vitality, with…death. So much death.

      I held his gaze, both to show him I wasn’t afraid of him and to prevent myself from looking past him to the slumped figures. I didn’t want to know how they had died. I didn’t want that mental picture popping in my head every time I looked at Bishop. I had been gifted acceptance from him, and I intended to return the favor.

      “Ready to go?” The words rushed out, too bright and too loud. “The others will be waiting.”

      He stepped closer to me, and I almost held my breath, but I forced myself to calm.

      This is Bishop, my friend, and he won’t hurt me.

      Ignore the head swinging from his hand, and his makeover, and it was like any other night at the office.

      “The portal is closed.” He stared past my shoulder. “The archive is sealed.”

      Natisha was locked in a box where she could do no harm.

      For the time being.

      “We’ve hit the coven where it hurts.” I smiled at him, lips wobbling. “They’ll be limited to whatever form they brought with them, and once it’s gone, it’s gone forever.” Eyes on the exit, I started walking. “Any idea how we get back to Atlanta?”

      Ambrose pointed to the nearest corpse, but I really, really didn’t want to look too hard at them.

      “Keys.” Bishop took the cue when I was slow to act. “I’ll get them.”

      When he turned his back, I collected myself and readjusted my expression, going for calm and collected.

      “We can take one of the vans.” He jiggled the key ring at me. “They might provide cover too.”

      Probably not for long, since there were no more practitioners coming, but we only needed time to reach the others at the Active Oval. Assuming they had waited for us there. They might have gone on to the Faraday to get between the coven and their final target: Liz.

      A teeny shred of pity for Archimedes wormed its way through me. He was being born into a new life and a new world, and, if Remy was right, he would recall his life before and how he got there. He would no longer be alpha. He would have no power he didn’t earn. He would have to start over from scratch.

      He had been given the second chance any one of his neighbors in the archive would have given their immortal souls for. He would get to live again, to laugh again. Maybe, if he was lucky, to love again too.

      I hoped he did more with this life. I hoped he learned kindness. I hoped Tisdale didn’t hit the roof when she found out one of her founding fathers was about to become her newest pack member…

      Ambrose led us to the vans, and Bishop located the correct one. We encountered no one along the way.

      The warehouse had gone as silent as a tomb.

      Bishop drove us back to Atlanta, and I must have fallen asleep at some point. I jerked awake when he jabbed me in the shoulder with a fingertip, confused about where I was, who I was, and why I was in a stinky van. A trail of drool smudged the window where my lip had peeled back as my face slid down the glass, which was super sexy, and I had to wipe it clean to see anything.

      A familiar outline sat on a bench in the park ahead, waiting for us, and we climbed out to greet her.

      “You’re alive.” Remy leapt to her feet. “Congrats!” She brought the phone up to her ear. “Later, Barnes.”

      “Barnes?” I eyed her with suspicion. “As in my lawyer, Joseph Barnes?”

      “I was totally not just reaching out to him for a sneak peek at your will.” She pocketed her cell. “In unrelated news, it turns out there’s this whole attorney/client privilege thing that prevents a lawyer from answering questions about a client without the client’s express permission or some nonsense.”

      That, more than any test Abbott might administer, told me she was the real Remy and not a coven spy.

      And that I should be explicit in my last wishes if I wanted Midas or anyone else to see a penny of their potential inheritance.

      “Imagine that.” I rolled my eyes. “Where are the others?”

      “As soon as the portal closed behind you, they returned to the Faraday.” She limped over, swords in hand, and held them out to me. “Well, the area around the Faraday anyhow.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll head too.” I accepted them, their weight a comfort, and sheathed them within Ambrose. “Are you coming with us?”

      “Meet you there.” She pointed across the way. “Tonight is not the night to leave my wheels on the street.” She reached in her pocket and tossed me a KitKat bar. “Midas said to give you that.”

      Heart melting at his thoughtfulness, I scanned behind her, already knowing he wasn’t here. “How is he?”

      “He’s fine.” She rolled her eyes like it ought to have been obvious. “So’s his mom.”

      “He’s really okay?” I clutched the treat to my heart. “No lasting damage?”

      “A medic examined them both, a witch. She’s not as familiar with gwyllgi physiology, but she gave them a clean bill of health. She cautioned them to follow up with Abbott, but we could tell when you beat the curse.” She chuckled. “They jerked upright like twin vampires rising from their coffins.”

      Most vampires didn’t sleep in coffins, only the ones with a flair for the dramatic, but it painted a picture.

      “Thank the goddess.” I tore into the candy wrapper. “We’ll follow you.”

      To this day, I’m convinced the KitKat teleported directly into my stomach. It was in my hand one second and in my belly the next. I didn’t savor the chocolate on my tongue. There was no flavor. I was too tired, and my taste buds had given up too.

      This might be an all-new low for me. As a chocoholic with a refined palate, I was ashamed of myself.

      To say we followed Remy is to imply that we could catch her, or even see her taillights.

      Mostly, we used common sense and got within three blocks of the Faraday before we hit a barrier.

      Men and women in uniform held the line, but their Atlanta Police Department uniforms and snazzy patrol cars didn’t prevent me from identifying them as sentinels here to defend the Society’s interests.

      After exiting the van, I waited on Bishop (and Ferro’s head) to join me. “To glamour or not to glamour?”

      I was proud of how smooth the question came out, without a hint of underlying stress.

      “I’m going to hang back.” He ruffled his dark hair. “Glamour doesn’t stick well when I’m full.”

      “I’ll check in then.” I left him to cross to a woman I recognized from a previous case. “Hey, Landers.”

      “Whitaker.” She nodded. “I wondered when you were going to show.”

      Sentinels were Low Society necromancers, and if they didn’t know Atlanta was a secret fae mecca, I wasn’t about to inform them. No good little necromancer got friendly with fae. They sure as heck didn’t create portals for romps around Faerie.

      “My team hit their HQ.” I shook her hand. “The coven is out of reinforcements.”

      “Nice.” She grinned at me, flashing a dimple in one cheek. “I figured you were off cowboying.”

      “Yeehaw,” I said dryly. “Got an update for me?”

      “There are seventy-five active practitioners left by our count.” She gestured to the fog. “Hard to tell in all this, but the shifters are leveling the playing field.”

      “You guys have been busy.” I shoved the warehouse body count out of mind. “Have you seen Tisdale?”

      “Let me check.” Landers referenced the time on her phone. “Not for about thirty minutes.”

      A throaty baying reached my ears, and my heart lurched as a familiar voice answered the song.

      Midas.

      Sure enough, a blond gwyllgi sped around the corner and ran full out until he reached the barricade. He shifted without slowing, plowing into me hard enough to send us both tumbling to the pavement. Midas tucked me against him, twisting me beneath him, and took the hit for us.

      “You’re alive,” he breathed. “Thank God.”

      “How did you find me so fast?” I touched his chest, right over his heart. “The bond?”

      “Uh, no.” Remy stood over us. “I called him.” She snorted. “We needed a guide to the action.”

      Midas’s laughter might have stung me, if he wasn’t so very pretty up close. “Where is the action?”

      “All over.” He kissed me so fast I didn’t even taste him, then stood. “Let’s go.”

      Hauling me to my feet, I went along as he led Remy and me into the gloom. “You’re mighty chipper.”

      “Tonight I’m the envy of every male in the pack,” he bragged. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      The hungry smile he turned on me ignited heat in my belly that sparked crimson in his eyes.

      “The hero returns,” Ford crowed. “All hail the conquering Hadley.”

      Hank, bloodied and filthy, laughed—actually laughed—like a normal person.

      “Hush.” I ignored the heat in my cheeks. “This was a team effort.”

      Aware he owed thanks to more than me, Midas craned his neck. “Where is Bishop?”

      “He’s here.” I flicked a hand in a vague direction. “And there.”

      Midas cocked an eyebrow, but he didn’t press the issue, and for that I was grateful.

      Back to important matters, I focused on the biggie. “How’s the Faraday?”

      “No one told you?” Ford did a little dance. “The coven has abandoned the Faraday as a target.”

      “Without Natisha,” Hank explained, “the coven has no interest in Liz, or her child.”

      “Then you guys don’t even need me,” I joked, relief sharp and giddy. “I’ll just go home and veg out.”

      “There’s a pocket of resistance near Ben’s Fried Chicken.”

      The voice jerked my spine straight, and I whirled to find Ares standing there, dirty and grim.

      An uncomfortable silence swept through our small gathering. Her timing couldn’t have been worse.

      “Hey,” I said lamely, wishing she hadn’t overheard us discussing her mate. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes held deep shadows, and her voice came out rough. “Good to see you.”

      Lips dry, I ran out of things to say. She had already told us her reason for arriving and was done talking.

      “Not Ben’s.” Ford clutched his chest. “It’s a culinary icon. We can’t let that insult stand.”

      The act earned him a forced chuckle or two before Hank took control of the scene.

      Command ought to have fallen to Midas, as beta, but he had been missing for one half of the battle and injured the other. I was relieved when Hank stepped in to coordinate.

      “Move out.” He whistled once to snag everyone’s attention. “Mouths shut, eyes open.”

      “Hmm.” Remy sidled up to me. “He’s got that sexy-grumpy thing going on.”

      Wrinkling my nose, I tried to be supportive. “He’s definitely grumpy.”

      “No taste.”

      “As you wanted to smooth Ambrose honey butter on your biscuit earlier, I don’t see the insult here.”

      “Hunt coven now.” Midas shooed them along. “Discuss questionable taste in men later.”

      “You represent my questionable taste in men.” I fell in line. “You get that, right?”

      “Hush,” Bishop counselled from the shadows. “They’ll hear you coming a mile away.”

      Making a face at where the voice originated, I zipped my lips, drew my swords, and made ready.

      Along the way, we met up with wargs from the Clairmont and Loup Garou packs, as well as lions from the Kingsman pride. They spotted me and fell in with our group, which grew until we filled the streets.

      With so many fighters, I didn’t have to lift a finger, and I eventually returned my swords to Ambrose.

      Bored with our promenade, Remy had multiplied and ranged ahead, giving Reece eyes on the ground.

      With seven selves to do the grunt work, I had no doubt one of them would find its way to Lillian. It would put Remy’s mind at ease, knowing her friend was okay, and give us an update on the Faraday.

      “What can I do?” I turned to Midas when my patrol became more of a stroll. “How can I help?”

      “You help by showing your face.” He slung his arm around my shoulders. “Everyone is worried about you. They’re asking for you. It’ll do a lot of good for your army to see their general on the battlefield.”

      “My…army?” I craned my neck to see him better. “They’re not my army. They’re concerned citizens.”

      “Do you think they would have come for anyone else? Do you think they would have fought for anyone else?” He shook his head. “I was born here, lived most of my life here, and I can tell you they would have left the city to its fate. The Clairmonts would have holed up until the dust cleared and then cut a deal with the victor. The Loups would have been looting by now and setting fires to churn the chaos. The Kingsman lions would have taken Aubrey and run.”

      “You’ve done what no one else has managed,” Ford agreed. “You united this city under one banner—yours. Others tried it with violence, but you managed it with kindness.”

      Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, and I wiped my cheeks dry. “Must be my allergies.”

      We continued on, gathering more fighters as we went. We began working the familiar grids of my patrol routes, clearing one street at a time. I met with each group we came across, and I felt like a politician running for office.

      Which, I suppose, in a way, I was. But not tonight. This was bigger than any promotion.

      Still, I shook hands.

      I offered encouragements.

      I let them see me bloody, exhausted, and bruised.

      I showed them I was willing to fight with them and for them.

      Bit by bit, we rid the city of its black magic cloud and the insidious rot that permeated its streets.

      And we did it together.
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      Without any organized efforts on our parts, the various factions involved in defending the city had come together, and a meeting convened outside of Ben’s Fried Chicken. The temptation to go inside and stand in line for the free biscuits and chicken the warg owner promised the city’s protectors almost convinced me to ditch the figurehead gig in favor of filling my belly with deliciously warm and greasy food.

      “Can we talk?”

      The dream of sneaking in and claiming a biscuit before I got recognized died a quick and butterless death.

      Pivoting on my heel, I found myself face-to-face with Ares. “Hey. Yeah. Sure.”

      Midas touched my forearm. “Are you okay with this?”

      “I’m good.” I patted his hand. “Just give us a minute.”

      “I won’t hurt her,” Ares told him, her gaze on his feet. “I swear it.”

      With a polite nod, Midas retreated a short distance to give us privacy.

      “So…” I began when she didn’t speak. “How can I help you?”

      And, yeah. That was my customer service voice, not a friendly voice. Ugh. This was hard.

      “I wanted to apologize.”

      For kidnapping Boaz? Addie? My mother?

      Okay, so I didn’t mind the last one. Except for the part where I got her back.

      “Tisdale explained some of it to us,” I said haltingly. “She told us you weren’t in control of yourself.”

      “That’s what she told me too.” Ares shifted her weight. “The thing is, I don’t know if it’s true.”

      Doubt, fear, and misery twisted her expression, filled her voice, and made my heart hurt.

      Having hit rock bottom, I was familiar with the view from where she stood, and I couldn’t turn away.

      Even if her presence brought with it the remembered tidal wave of anxiety and fear for Boaz and Addie I couldn’t quite shake whenever I thought of Liz, or her.

      “I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.” I touched her arm. “You were a good friend to me.”

      “Until I wasn’t.” She retreated a step, shucking my hand. “I can’t apologize enough for what I’ve done.”

      “I’ve been there.” I rubbed a chill from my arms. “I climbed out of the hole I dug for myself. So can you.” I reached deep for the words Linus had given me at my lowest. “I’ll help you.”

      “I’m leaving,” she blurted. “I can’t stay here.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I’ve lost everything,” she whispered. “I want to make amends, and I started tonight, but I can’t stay.”

      “I’m sorry too.” I tried to hug her, but she couldn’t bear it. “You didn’t deserve this.”

      “Or maybe I deserved worse.” She wiped a hand across her cheek. “Tell Midas I said bye, okay?”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to talk to him?” I glanced his way. “He’s right over…”

      When I looked back, Ares was gone, the click-clack of her claws as she ran the only sound left.

      I understood better than most that a fresh city, a fresh name, a fresh life was sometimes the only cure for what ailed you. I hoped she would come back one day, but I would rather she put herself first until she made peace with her actions.

      Midas crossed the street, his nostrils flaring in the direction Ares had gone, but he said nothing.

      “I forgave her.” I searched his face. “I want you to know that.”

      “I’m struggling,” he admitted. “What she did cut you deep, whether she meant it to or not.”

      “She regrets her part in it.” I recognized genuine remorse when I saw it. “That’s why I’m letting it go.”

      There wasn’t a tangible switch from not friend back to friend, but I would work on flipping it in my head.

      “Then I’ll follow your example.” He laughed at my doubtful squint. “I’ll try to let it go.”

      “Lady Alpha,” a rumbling voice called. “I have done your bidding and returned to you triumphant.”

      “We appreciate your help.” I stuck out my hand. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      After a brief hesitation, Richter shook with me. “We enjoyed ourselves.”

      Murder and mayhem, blood and betrayal, I bet he had the time of his life. Or century. Whatever.

      “Can you get home?” I performed my duty as unwitting hostess. “Or do you need assistance crossing over?”

      “I have a friend who can help.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “The cost is high, but the price is worth it. It was good to hunt mortals again. It has been too long.”

      “Yeaaah.” I rubbed the base of my neck. “I know what you mean.”

      The worst part was, I did vibe with what he was saying. Ambrose and I hadn’t hunted mortals, but we had made immortals our prey. At the end of the day, they weren’t so different.

      Silken laughter poured onto the street as Vasco strolled out of the shadows. “You little liar.”

      “I’m not little.” I drew myself up to my full height. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m his ride home.” Vasco smiled, his eyes twinkling. “I owe you a debt for the boon he will grant me.”

      Ride home? More like a round trip. I bet he was responsible for the pack’s miraculous appearance too.

      “I don’t want it,” I rushed out, having learned my lesson too late about bargaining with fae.

      “I could remove the sight.” He swaggered forward. “From you and your mate.”

      “You heard her.” Midas linked our fingers. “We don’t want it.”

      “Are you sure?” Vasco smoothed his hand down Midas’s chest. “I might not feel so generous next time.”

      “I’m not afraid.” Midas tightened his grip on me. “I would always rather see ugly truths than pretty lies.”

      “Hmm.” Vasco retreated a step. “There we must disagree.”

      “Back off.” Bishop came up on my other side. “Go peddle your wares elsewhere.”

      “You smell of winter,” Vasco purred. “Of blood and death and ice and sorrow.”

      “You smell like you took a bath in body spray.”

      “You are so beautiful like this,” Vasco said, and I could tell he meant it. “I miss this light in your eyes.”

      Red swept across Bishop’s cheekbones, which made Vasco chuckle with husky delight.

      “Oh.” Vasco lowered his gaze. “Did you bring me a present?”

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach as Bishop lifted his arm.

      Oh lord.

      Here we go.

      “I have a confession to make.” I spun toward Midas. “I might have, um, slightly killed Ferro.”

      The truth was, he might not have died from the injury I dealt him, but Bishop could give me the credit. It had nothing to do with shifting the blame. It was to make the line of succession in the Faerie pack direct.

      “Here.” Bishop chucked the head to Midas. “Don’t say I never got you anything.”

      On reflex, Midas caught the grisly trophy, and his eyes shot to mine. “You did this?”

      Doing my best to appear innocent and adorable, I stared up at him. “Well…”

      “Proof,” Bishop said, loud enough for Richter and the others to hear. “Ferro attacked Hadley in the archive. She was forced to defend herself. I took his head so there would be no question of his having survived the challenge.”

      The Faerie pack gaped at Ferro’s head, and even Richter appeared too stunned for words.

      “I don’t want your pack,” I told them flat out, no sugarcoating. “I don’t want your pack here either.”

      Richter blinked away his surprise and focused on me. “Suppose I want to challenge you.”

      “Then hurry up with it.” Summoning Ambrose, I withdrew my swords. “I want to shower, eat, and nap.”

      “Natisha sleeps.” Midas found his voice. “Ferro is dead.” He lifted his arm. “Haven’t you lost enough?”

      Without waiting for an answer, Midas tossed the head to Richter, who caught it without flinching.

      “Go home.” I threw my weight behind the order. “Host your challenges there. Atlanta has bled enough.”

      “All right,” Richter said slowly. “We will go, but if you ever enter Faerie again, I will avenge my friend.”

      “I have no plans on ever visiting Faerie again, so deal.” I saluted him. “Safe travels.”

      Richter turned to go, and the rest of the pack followed him, leaving us alone with Vasco.

      “Come with me.” Vasco trailed his fingers across Bishop’s jaw. “Choose to be mine, and I will be yours.”

      “No still means no.” Bishop angled his face away from him. “I don’t want this.”

      “One day, my darling.” Vasco cupped his cheek, forcing his gaze back to him. “You will succumb.”

      “Maybe.” A smile twitched the corner of his lips. “Maybe not.”

      Withdrawing, Vasco joined Richter, who lagged behind, and trailed his fingers down Richter’s arm.

      “Let us go,” Vasco murmured, “before the city wakes.”

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed how Bishop’s hands turned to fists at his sides at Vasco’s flirting.

      Richter noticed too, and his fae sense of mischief got the better of him. He fisted the silky hair at Vasco’s nape and hauled him in for a scorching kiss that left me flushed and in need of a glass of ice water.

      Bishop blurred into motion, Richter yelped, and Vasco chuckled knowingly, his fingers pressed to his lips.

      “Um.” I wasn’t running on all cylinders, and fae move fast when they want. “What did I miss?”

      “Bishop broke the hand Richter used to touch Vasco,” Midas explained, “then he shattered his jaw.”

      “All that for a kiss?”

      “For your kiss?” Midas’s eyes sparked crimson. “I would do worse.”

      “You’re so cute when you’re murder-y.” I leaned against him. “Clearly, Vasco thinks Bishop is too.”

      It was also clear as day Bishop was conflicted about how Vasco made him feel, but he felt something.

      Something was a whole lot better than the nothing his other dates and one-night stands inspired in him.

      The transactional nature of his relationship with Vasco concerned me, for Bishop’s sake, but I had been blind. There was genuine emotion beneath their taunts, bargains, and insults.

      “Next time,” Bishop warned Richter, “ask permission.”

      “His?” Richter smirked, undaunted. “Or yours?”

      Arms folded across his chest, Vasco waited, his eyes fever bright. “That is a very good question.”

      “Don’t you have a bargain to fulfill?” Bishop snapped at him. “Ricky here is ready to go home.”

      Vasco angled his chin toward Richter. “He adores me.”

      A laugh threatened to wedge itself in my craw, but I swallowed it down before Bishop caught me.

      “Oh…” the gwyllgi chuckled, still amused despite his injury, “…I can tell.”

      Rooted to the spot where Vasco last stood, Bishop watched until the gloom concealed him.

      “Safe travels,” I called to their retreating backs. “Forget to write.”

      Expression tight, Bishop caught my eye then retreated to watch from the shadows.

      “Hey,” I called to him. “Any word on Milo?”

      Reece and Anca never ventured into the field. Only Milo, Lisbeth, and I patrolled the streets.

      As of my last check-in with HQ, Milo was the only OPA member unaccounted for after the battle.

      “You just missed him.”

      “What?” I spun around, but there was no one near us. “Are you serious?”

      “He was close, so he came to update me in person.”

      The anonymous nature of the OPA meant I wouldn’t have recognized him, which sucked, but it was safer for him that way.

      That didn’t mean my brain wasn’t flipping through every person I had spotted in our vicinity, attempting to match them to his personality. I couldn’t help myself. It was like being told don’t think about pink elephants. Once it was out there, all you could do was think about frakking pink elephants.

      “Get your game face on.” Midas escorted me back to the others. “You have more hands to shake and babies to kiss before this is over.”

      As much as I wanted to groan and moan about it, I owed these people a debt of gratitude. This city was, in some ways, more theirs than mine. They all had deeper roots here than I did, but I was doing my best to grow my own. Tonight marked a turning point where the factions paused in their petty rivalries and put their neighbors before old grudges or perceived slights.

      I had no magical bond with Atlanta, yet, but I sensed pride, happiness, and contentment in the air.

      An idea had been niggling at the back of my mind for some time, but I hadn’t been able to frame it. There on the street, with dawn on the horizon, the idea crystalized into a pitch I decided to make on the spot so all this goodwill and adrenaline wouldn’t go to waste.

      “Speech,” Remy shouted. “Speech.”

      The others picked up the chant, all smiles, everyone high on our success.

      “In six months, goddess willing, I will become the Potentate of Atlanta.”

      Cheers and whistles pierced the air.

      “All political offices are flawed, but I like to think the Office of the Potentate has done all it can to protect every citizen of Atlanta, regardless of species.”

      Feet stomped the pavement in agreement.

      “But it’s not enough.”

      The gathering traded glances with one another.

      “We lose too many people in the cracks.” I thought of the Mendelsohn pack, how the coven had infected Deric, their alpha. He slaughtered his pack at their command with the exception of a few children saved by their parents’ forethought, not by any mercy he was capable of showing while under their control. “We can do better.”

      An uncertain silence fell.

      “I propose an alliance. The Atlanta Alliance. Each faction can elect a representative to give them a voice. All voices will be equal. All issues brought before them will be resolved to the best of their collective abilities. All members will be required to pay dues that they will put toward their unified efforts.”

      Thoughtful murmurs began to circulate.

      “And, to keep egos out of it, I believe we should elect representatives who are not potentates or alphas. We should give this power to our people. We need ambassadors who will champion their fellows and not abuse the power we entrust to them.”

      Eyebrows winged up at that, but a few nods peppered the crowd too.

      “What we accomplished today was unprecedented. How much more can we do if we continue working together for the betterment of this city? Of our peoples?”

      From the crush, Tisdale strode forward with her guards at her flank. “I agree.”

      “As do I.” Ayla Clairmont joined her. “We stand with you.”

      “We would be at cross-purposes,” Garou said, his Loups jittery around him. “I must decline your offer.”

      Running a criminal enterprise, I could see why he wouldn’t want to pick up arms in a justice crusade.

      “We’re with you.” Gray ruffled Aubrey’s hair. “I have just the ambassador in mind too.”

      The teen flushed with pleasure and ducked his head as the pride seconded Gray’s appointment.

      “Garou,” I called. “We’ll keep a spot at the table open for you if you ever change your mind.”

      “Of course.” He bestowed an indulgent smile on me. “I never doubted it.”

      A portion of the crowd split off as Garou led his people away from my do-gooder brigade.

      “I’m not volunteering for ambassador duty,” Bishop grumbled beside me. “I already have my hands full.”

      I jerked at his unexpected closeness, but he had reapplied his usual glamour and drew no attention.

      “I was thinking of Lisbeth, actually.” I mulled it over. “She’s the only other member of the OPA who has come out to the public. She’s smart, thinks fast on her feet, and has the city’s best interests at heart.”

      To put a cherry on top, she was human.

      Lisbeth could be their voice. I saw no other way to appoint one to the board, and they deserved representation. Atlanta was their home too. The population at large might not be ready for paranormals to step out of the shadows, but I didn’t want to rob them of their seat at the table.

      “I was thinking of putting Ford’s name forward.” Midas grinned at his mother. “What do you think?”

      “As Ford has personally benefited most from Hadley’s efforts,” she said, “I take no issue with that choice.”

      Plus, it gave Lisbeth a protector. Her charms might fool people into believing she was a witch, but she didn’t have the power to back up her ruse. She would be much safer with her gwyllgi boyfriend around to knock heads together if anyone tried to take advantage.

      “I’ll handle this.”

      Heart leaping into my throat, I pivoted to find Remy at my elbow with a note app on her cell. “You will?”

      “I’m basically the Assistant to the Apprentice Potentate already, so yeah. I would rather pitch in and establish a system that works now than spend the next six months unraveling the knots in your plan.” She snorted. “If you even have one.”

      “You could have just said yes.”

      Remy claimed my spot and began organizing the group. She took over, just as she had my business, and got the ball rolling. Pretty sure if she wanted to take over the world, we couldn’t stop her. Good thing she was content with running my life.

      “Ready to go home?” Midas rested his warm palm between my shoulders. “Remy can take it from here.”

      “Home,” I whimpered. “Yes, please.”

      With her ambassador already chosen, Tisdale joined us. “Would you mind if I walk back with you?”

      “Not at all,” I answered, when it became clear Midas was leaving the call up to me.

      The three of us, plus her guards, began the short walk to the Faraday.

      “I’m proud of you.” She slid her arm through mine, and her scent enveloped me in the next best thing to a hug. Growing things and sprinkle cookies. I would always associate those smells with her. “You’ve accomplished so much.”

      “I can’t take the credit,” I said for the fifty billionth time. “I had help.”

      “You did indeed,” she mused. “So, the Atlanta Alliance.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s a good idea.”

      “Thanks.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “Ares left town.”

      “I regret her choice, but I understand it.”

      “Me too.” I exhaled. “What about the ankle monitor?”

      “I removed it.” Her smile was soft, regretful. “Hard to start a new life chained to the past.”

      “Yeah.” I had to agree with her there. “What does that mean for Liz?”

      “Liz will be kept under guard at the infirmary until after she delivers, and then she will be tried for her crimes.”

      “Assuming Liz delivers a healthy baby boy, what will happen to her son?”

      “The pack will raise him.” She admired the pink-and-purple sunrise. “We’ll have to keep him close.”

      A child born with an adult mind could get himself—and the pack—into all kinds of trouble.

      Especially Archimedes, with his knowledge, and doubly so if he didn’t learn from his past mistakes.

      “How weird will that be?” I couldn’t picture it. “Raising your own ancestor?”

      “We will give him the love and care shown to our all our pups, and we will keep him safe.”

      One day Natisha would wake, and she would begin to hammer at the walls of her prison. I doubted she would emerge as a butterfly from a chrysalis. More likely, she would remain a pissed-off caterpillar ready to devour the world. Starting with Archimedes and working her way through the Atlanta pack.

      But Tisdale had wanted more children, and it was easy to see her growing excitement over the idea of raising another son. Even if he was her great-great-great-great-grandfather.

      And here I thought my family tree was twisted.

      Somehow Hank had beat us home, and it made me smile to see his dirty, grumpy self at his post.

      The building had sustained damage. Its front entrance was no more, the glass shattered and trampled. A few floors lacked windows. Burn marks scarred all flammable surfaces, and deep gouges from lethal claws marred the stone walls.

      Acrid smoke tinged the air from an earlier fire, but it was faint. Puddles on the ground told me Station Thirteen had come and gone, and I was thankful to them for saving the first real home I had ever known.

      “Morning,” he said to our group, as if nothing had happened, then singled out Midas. “The enforcers are waiting on their post assignments.”

      “And the world keeps on spinning.” I pushed into the lobby. “Life goes right back to normal.”

      “I won’t be long,” Midas promised me. “You can go on up, if you want.”

      “I’ll wait.” I smothered a yawn. “Those couches look mighty comfy.”

      They were mostly untouched, aside from a few char marks that didn’t offend me in the least.

      After kissing Tisdale and me on our cheeks, Midas strode down the hall to give his people their marching orders.

      “Hadley,” a girlish voice called. “Hey, Hadley. Ms. Potentate, ma’am.”

      “Lillian?” I glanced around the otherwise empty lobby and spotted her running this way. “What’s up?”

      “I helped.” She skidded to a stop inches from me. “While you were away, I helped.”

      The bright hope in her eyes was too easy to recognize. As tired as I was, as much as I wanted to sit, I couldn’t turn my back on someone so desperate to make a difference. The fact she looked up to me was, well, ill-advised, but she thrummed with an eagerness to report to me I couldn’t ignore.

      “That’s great.” I stifled a yawn. “I appreciate—”

      “I babysat,” she burst out, unable to hold it in any longer. “I took care of the little ones to free up their parents to join the enforcers. I turned into a plant and danced, and they laughed and laughed. It was great.” She reached in her pocket, producing scraps of paper she fanned in front of my face. “Four parents gave me their numbers and asked if I would sit with their children while they’re at work.” She yanked them back, clutching them to her chest. “Four.”

      A tiny balloon of dread rose from the region of my stomach and threatened to float off with my head.

      “Remy told the parents you would vouch for me.”

      Yup.

      Buh-bye, head.

      Enjoy your balloon ride.

      “Thank you so much.” Lillian threw herself against me in a hug. “I really appreciate it.”

      Grinding my palms into my eyes, I worried I might pop them like grapes before I found relief. “I didn’t—”

      “I love kids. All kids. I used to be a kid. It was a long time ago, but I sort of remember? I can teach the pups how to garden and grow stuff. Just because they live in the city doesn’t mean they can’t—”

      “How about this?” Tisdale intervened, earning my eternal love. “We’ll let Hadley rest, and when she feels better, the three of us can discuss implementing a childcare system for enforcers who live and work at the Faraday.”

      “That would be great,” Lillian gushed. “I have so many ideas.”

      “Write them all down in a notebook,” Tisdale advised. “We’ll discuss them later.”

      Footsteps pattered away, a decided skip to them, and only then did I peek through my fingers.

      “It’s clear.” A laugh hid within the words. “You can stop hiding now.”

      “I wasn’t hiding.” I lowered my hands. “I was giving myself an extensive palm reading.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “If you’re serious about hiring Lillian, I’ll have Reece forward his background report on her.”

      “Oh good. I was hoping you’d say that.” She smoothed my hair before I could get offended. “You love so deeply, I knew you would look out for your friend. Remy wants to be a force for good in the world, but fae aren’t always the best arbitrators of what is right and wrong.”

      With Tisdale in charge, if Lillian proved unreliable or unfit, she would step in, and I would be off the hook for firing Remy’s new friend.

      Hmm.

      Convenient.

      I suspected I had become the victim of Tisdale’s mothering yet again, but I was too grateful to care.

      “At this rate,” I realized, staring after Lillian, “we’ll have to free up a spot at the table for the fae.”

      The Society would love that. But the fae were here, and the Earthen Conclave had gaps in coverage too.

      “From what I can tell, Remy has already pulled up a chair.” Tisdale chuckled. “At the head of the table.”

      A low groan vibrated my chest, and I wanted to hide behind Tisdale’s legs, let her be the shield that protected me from the outside world. Not forever. Just for a little while. The childish impulse rose from out of nowhere, and it felt…nice…to trust a parent figure to do all the good things that old movies promised.

      “Hadley,” she began in a maternal tone. “We need to discuss your current living situation.”

      Expecting her to pitch life at the den, I demurred to avoid conflict. “Can it wait until tomorrow?”

      As much as I loved visiting the den, and as fond as I was of a particular cabin there, I worked best here in the heart of the city. I hoped she would understand and accept that without any hurt feelings. I didn’t dare risk engaging her with my head so mushy. I was too afraid I might say the wrong thing and ruin our relationship.

      I wasn’t sure I would ever call her Mom, as she had offered, but she was the closest thing I ever had to a real maternal figure. I didn’t want to lose her. Certainly not over a triviality like where I lived. I was sure we could find some middle ground, as soon as my eyes quit sticking closed between blinks.

      “Of course.” She smoothed a stubborn curl off my forehead. “How about you sit right here?”

      The couch appeared like magic in front of me. Or, no, had I walked over to it? It was all a blur.

      “There you go.” She guided me down onto an undamaged cushion. “I’ll order in breakfast.”

      “Mmmkay.” I tipped my head back against the pillows. “I’ll wait here.”

      Bending down, she kissed my forehead. “You do that, sweetheart.”
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      The rich scent of café mocha tempted my eyes open, and I flung out my arm. I made a grabby motion with my fingers, hoping whoever had brought me the drink would be kind enough to press it into my hand.

      No such luck.

      They were going to make me work for it.

      Forcing my eyes open to thin slits, I took in my surroundings with confusion. “Where…?”

      “The infirmary.” Midas sat next to me. “After my meeting, I found you passed out on the couch with your head in Mom’s lap.” He flashed me his phone screen, but I was too blurry eyed to focus on the shot. “It was adorable. I took a picture for my wallpaper.”

      Grunting at him, I flexed my hand until he put the warm cup within reach. “Need coffee.”

      “You need to sit up first, or you’re going to pour it all over yourself.”

      Grunting at him again, I wiggled my fingers more, hoping he would show mercy.

      “Let me help you.” He took my hand, slid an arm behind my back, and finally handed me the cup. “There we go.”

      With him keeping me from slumping back, I drained the whole thing in one long gulp.

      Casual as you please, Midas leaned down to whisper in my ear. “How do you feel about a jailbreak?”

      “Abbott—”

      “Abbott is asleep in an exam room down the hall. He’s been staying here so he can keep an eye on you.”

      “I must be dreaming.” I gazed into my empty cup. “Dream coffee ought to refill itself.”

      “You’re wide awake,” he promised. “We can always wait on Abbott to clear you, if you prefer.”

      “Why are you willing to help me this time?” I narrowed my eyes. “This is all very suspicious.”

      Usually, he was the first in line to drag me to Abbott for treatment, whether I wanted to go or not.

      And believe me, I never wanted to go.

      “Hadley.” He took my cup and set it aside. “You’ve been asleep for eight days.”

      Laughter burst out of me. “Good one.”

      Midas sat, his expression set, and waited for it to sink in.

      “W-w-what happened?” Panic spiked, and I clutched his forearms in a death grip. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” He removed my claws from his skin. “You’re fine too.”

      Across the room, Ambrose materialized in his mostly Hadley shape and nodded once to me.

      I nodded back.

      He vanished, taking my shadow with him, which wasn’t weird. At all.

      “You wore yourself out,” Midas explained, “absorbing so much power then flushing out your system.”

      Compared to the severity of my usual injuries, I was almost embarrassed to have been laid up for so long with a case of the overdone-its. “That’s it?”

      “You were exhausted,” he confirmed. “That’s all.”

      For once, Abbott must have been thrilled with my diagnosis. “What about you?”

      “I brought you here and passed out in a chair.” He chuckled. “I woke up two days later.”

      Midas had been given the least of the magic. I was used to the cycle, and I had built up a high tolerance. I had held and expended most of the run-off energy from Ambrose without Midas’s help. Only the overflow from severing the tethers had washed into Midas, and we had figured out how to expend that quickly.

      But now that those channels had been cauterized by the magic exchanges, I doubted we could stop a trickle from pouring into Midas every now and then. I regretted it, but it might be for the best. For him to fall into sync with Ambrose and me a bit at a time would be safer for him long-term than the trial by fire he had endured in the archive.

      “I have more café mochas and a bag of chocolate croissants.” He scooped me up in his arms. “Make it to the shower, and they’re all yours.”

      The lack of tubes and wires tethering me to the bed made me question the spontaneity of this escape plot.

      Ambrose had been mighty accommodating too, popping in then poofing just as fast.

      “Are you, by any chance, implying I stink?” I jabbed him in the abs. “That I need to take a shower?”

      Expression serene as he carried me into the elevator, he told me, “I love you no matter how you smell.”

      A sponge bath could only do so much, but I had been cleaned. “But you are saying I smell?”

      No one else called the elevator, and we shot to the top of the building in a blink.

      “I do have a hypersensitive nose.”

      He let us into our apartment and set me down in front of the bathroom door.

      Hint. Hint.

      “Mmm-hmm.” I toyed with the ties on my hospital gown. “I was going to invite you to join me but—”

      Midas had his shirt yanked over his head before I finished the taunt. “I accept.”

      “I don’t know.” I lifted my arm and sniffed my pit. “I should probably wash alone so as not to offend your delicate sensibilities.”

      “If you never bathed again, I would still love you.”

      “But would you still sleep with me?”

      “Define sleep.”

      “You planned this,” I realized. “You orchestrated my prisonbreak with Abbott, didn’t you?”

      “Define orchestrate.”

      “Does he think I stink too? Was I smelling up the infirmary? Were other patients complaining?”

      “I bribed him with a new MRI machine, the item topping his wish list, for his cooperation.”

      “You conned him into unhooking me and then stood over me until I woke?”

      “It sounds creepy when you phrase it like that.” A frown creased his brow. “I was going for romantic.”

      Pursing my lips, I gave him some credit. “You did help me enact one of my wildest fantasies.”

      There were a million times I’d daydreamed about him sweeping me off those beds and carrying me away.

      Granted, he hadn’t implied I smelled in any of those half-formed wishes.

      “The first thing you say after spending more than five minutes in the infirmary is you want a shower.” He smoothed a hand across his scalp. “I had this planned out in my head. I brought your favorite breakfast, I granted your biggest sickbed wish, I carried you upstairs for a shower in your own apartment, where you could change into your own clothes. The details kept me sane while you were just…lying there.” His arm fell to his side, and he huffed out a soft laugh. “And I got it wrong.”

      Until this exact moment, I would have sworn that each corner of my heart already belonged to Midas. Yet I couldn’t deny the warm glow as every square inch lit with a bright and blinding love for him.

      “You didn’t get it wrong,” I rasped, throat tight. “You got it just right.”

      He cast me a doubtful glance that roved across my face to decide if I was humoring him.

      “You are the single best thing to ever happen to me.” I crossed to him and rested my cheek on his chest, right above his heart, and tilted my head back to see him. “I love you more than chocolate, more than tacos, more than food trucks.”

      The aquamarine of his eyes, bright and shining, shaded to a darker hue as he stared at me from under his thick lashes. “Really?”

      “I would give up coffee,” I said solemnly, “pizza, and fried chicken for you.”

      “I would go vegan for you,” he countered, unable to stop the twitch in his left eye as he made his vow.

      “Big talk.” I leaned back, a smile tickling my cheek. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I said I would do it.” His lips tightened on the verge of a curl. “I didn’t say I would enjoy it.”

      “Hmm.” I traced our initials over his left pectoral. “I bet I know something you would enjoy.”

      As my hand drifted over his stomach, the hard ridges of muscles clenched beneath my fingers.

      “Are you sure you feel up to this?” He searched my face. “I could run you a bath instead, let you soak.”

      “Let me guess.” I let him see how much I wanted this, wanted him. “You’ll volunteer to scrub my back.”

      “It’s a hard job, but someone’s got to do it.”

      “I showed extreme maturity in ignoring the opening about how up to this we both obviously are, though some of us are more up than others.” I cast a lingering glance down at where his hard length pressed against the front of his jeans, and a swarm of naughty butterflies launched an assault on my stomach. Which, when I thought about it, had the makings of a great B-movie title. “But a hard job? Come on. You’re giving me way too much material here.”

      “You’re a pervert, but you’re a cute pervert.” His lips twitched. “Even if you’re not a funny pervert.”

      The growl that rose in my throat caught his attention, and he wet his lips, his eyes sparking crimson.

      Then his hands got to work unbuttoning his jeans and sliding them—and the galaxy underwear I bought him as a joke—down to his ankles. He stepped out of his clothes and kicked them aside before cocking his eyebrow in a dare that I join him.

      “I’m shy,” I lied through my teeth. “You’ll have to turn around while I strip.”

      “Not a chance.” His interest stirred. “You’ll run the second I give you my back.”

      “Why must you insist on insulting my honor?”

      “Hadley.”

      I kept my arms where they were. “What?”

      “Keep it up, and I’m going to take you to our cabin and clear the woods.” He stepped closer. “I’m going to steal all your clothes, and then I’m going to chase you through the forest until I catch you.”

      Heat flushed my chest and worked up into my neck. “What happens then?”

      “Use your imagination.” He raked his teeth across his bottom lip. “And maybe pack some bug spray.”

      “Attack of the Gwyllgi Prince Part Three, huh?” I frowned at his discarded pants. “That’s weird.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I didn’t hear a thunk when your roll of quarters hit the floor.”

      A growl revved up his throat, and I couldn’t stop from pivoting on my heel and bolting across the living room. It was too much fun teasing Midas. And maybe I did enjoy a good chase to get the blood pumping.

      The new furniture gave me a slight advantage. It cost him precious seconds to maneuver as I zigzagged around the couch, the coffee table, and the bar in the kitchen. I was about to finish a lap when he spun on his heel, reversed direction, and anticipated my next move. He leapt at me, grabbed me around the middle, and flung me onto the couch. I didn’t get a chance to bounce before he jumped onto the cushions and settled his weight over me.

      “I let you catch me,” I said primly. “You were so worried about me, I tossed you a pity win.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” He ducked his head like he meant to nuzzle me then scooped me up and over his shoulder. “I could tell.”

      “Hey.” I popped him on the butt. “What are you doing?”

      “To the victor go the spoils.” He carried me into the bathroom, started the shower, and waited until the water got warm to set my feet on the tiles. “You can undress in there.”

      The glass booth made escape difficult. Not impossible. But I would have to Hulk-smash my way out, and I didn’t want to break anything I would have to pay to get fixed later.

      “Hmph.” I yanked the ties on my hospital gown, slid it off, and rolled it into a ball. I let it get nice and soggy, then I hurled it at his face. It made a satisfying smack on impact, and I grinned. “There you go.”

      His growl shouldn’t have made chills dance over my skin, not with the water so hot, but he was very naked, and he wore it well.

      A steady rumble poured out of him. “Can I still join you?”

      “You’ll just stand out there and watch me bathe like a creeper if I say no, so why not?”

      “How can I resist an invitation like that?” He followed me in and wrapped his strong arms around me. “How did I get so lucky?” He kissed my cheek. “How is it you’re mine?”

      “You set your bar low, I tripped over it, and when it hit the ground, I started to look good by comparison.”

      Laughter vibrated through his chest into my back, and he nipped my shoulder. “That implies I settled for you.”

      “The sucker prize had to go to someone.”

      The next bite was harder, and it made me shiver.

      “Now you’ve done it,” he whispered in my ear as he slid a hand down my stomach. “Say it.”

      Oh, I knew what he wanted, but only Addie could guilt me into voicing my mantra.

      “Is that a roll of quarters in your…?” I frowned. “Dang it. You don’t have any pockets.”

      The tips of his fingers continued their lazy downward path until he reached his destination, and I whimpered a sound that might have been his name.

      “I love you.” He got creative with his thumb. “Even if you refuse to let a good joke die.”

      “No man gets left behind. I’ve already priced custom quarter rolls as groomsman gifts.”

      The pressure of his hand between my legs had me pushing my hips back, begging for more.

      Delicious pleasure sparked through my lower stomach, and I clenched around his fingers.

      His thigh parted mine as I sank boneless against him, and he thrust into me.

      I tipped my head back onto his shoulder and let him take what he needed from me, because I needed it too. We had survived. We had squared our debt with Natisha and severed our ties to her. Ferro had been punished for his crimes. And the city was safe.

      Reaching back to cup Midas’s nape, I turned my face into the damp skin of his neck and murmured, “I love you.”

      The words pushed him over, and he groaned in that foreign tongue as he shuddered within me.

      We sank to the bottom of the shower and let the hot water drench us while we caught our breaths.

      All of it had been worth it to get here, to exist in this moment, with him. All of the pain, the sorrow, the grief. All the lies, blood, and tears.

      I had a mate, my brothers and sister, and my friends. I had a life I loved and a job worth doing. I had purpose, a calling, a future.

      “I am enough,” I whispered, a prayer that I would never let down those who loved me again.

      Unsurprisingly, Midas had heard me over the pounding water. “You always have been.”

      Tears sprung to my eyes, blending with the downpour, and a tangible weight lifted off my shoulders.

      “We need to talk about the apartment.” He buried his nose in my neck. “Sooner rather than later.”

      A vague memory of his mother saying the same thing surfaced, and I groaned. “I don’t want to move.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your mom mentioned our living arrangements too. I figured she was asking us to move to the den.”

      “No.” His soft laugh brushed my cheek. “She gave us our wedding present early.”

      “I’m so confused,” I admitted. “I can’t brain yet.”

      “The pack put an offer in on the Faraday. The previous owners were more than happy to be rid of it, after the attack on the city. I believe the board described it as a money pit, and one man called Atlanta a hellmouth.”

      “Now that’s just plain rude. I love our home.” I burrowed closer. “So, what’s the gift? Free rent for a year?”

      “Mom gave us the penthouse free and clear to do with as we please.”

      “I’m sorry.” I cranked my head toward him. “What?”

      For her to make that offer, she would have first had to buy out Linus, and that would have cost a small fortune on top of the price of the building. I tended to think of the Faraday as a regular apartment building, full of renters, but that wasn’t the case. A good third of the apartments were owned by the individuals who lived there. I wasn’t sure how a buyout worked, or if the deeds transferred or what.

      “Linus sold it to her for a dollar, with the provision it was gifted to us.”

      “A dollar,” I squeaked. “What was he thinking?”

      “That you deserved a home no one could ever take away from you.”

      Vision wobbly, I let my tears fall. “He really is the best boss.”

      And, it blew my mind to admit, he was one of the people I was closest to these days.

      Amelie might have been Grier’s bestie, but Hadley? Linus had been her very first and truest friend.

      “He’s a good friend,” Midas corrected me, his thoughts in line with mine. “We’re lucky to have him.”

      “I’m lucky period.” I relaxed against him. “How else did I end up here?”

      After everything I had done in my past life, I was beginning to see light at the end of the tunnel of this one.

      One day, I would forgive myself. One day, I would fully accept myself. One day, I would shuck my guilt.

      Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but one day I would be square with the universe in my eyes.

      That belief was enough to content me, and I hadn’t been that in a long time, if ever.

      “I ask myself the same thing.” Midas kissed the side of my throat. “Call it luck or fate or serendipity. We’re here now, together, and that’s all that matters.” Noticing my shiver, Midas drew me tighter against him. “You’re pruning.” He reached over our heads and turned off the spray. “Are you ready?”

      We clasped hands, his rough but gentle, and I let him pull me to my feet beside him.

      “For chocolate croissants?” I teased, stealing another kiss. “Always.”

      With Midas by my side, I was ready for anything.
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