
        
            
                
            
        

    

      
        
          Lucky 13

          Book Thirteen

		      
          

        

    




Alex Fox

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          
        

      

    
Copyright © 2023 by Alex Fox, Vivrant Press LLC            
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact alex@foxyauthor.com.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.






"Every woman is a mystery, not to be understood, but enjoyed." —Lisa Kleypas









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 2 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 3 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 5
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 6
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 7
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 8
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 9
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 10
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 11
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 13
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 14 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 16
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 17
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 18
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    By Alex Fox
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    About the Author
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    
  

Chapter 1
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In the humid, velvet darkness of a warm New Orleans midnight, a line of viciously savage werewolves stepped forward in a long, imposing row of growling, snarling fur-covered animosity. The wolves stood tall in half-form, their bodies a fearsome combination of were and human—faces elongated to snouts, their open maws revealing rows of gleaming teeth that resembled scythe-like blades, able to tear through flesh and bone with ease. They stood upright on powerful hind legs bursting from cut-off jeans, their torsos humanoid but their faces full wolf, eyes flashing as they released low, hair-raising growls. 
Across from them, an opposing line of sinister, coldly attractive vampires stood in all black, their faces pale as moonlight, eyes dark and menacing. Their very presence predatory and watchful, silently assessing as they managed to stare down their noses at the Cajun wolves. Despite the vampires’ nearly prodigal beauty, they each had a certain gauntness to their demeanors—an unexpressed bloodthirst radiating from their unwavering gazes. They had the kind of bone-chilling, unblinking predation that emanated from a restless school of Great White Sharks. 
Overhead, witches flew around on broomsticks, cackling and whooping. They wore black cloaks, tall pointy hats and black-and-white striped knee socks as they swooshed and swerved through the air, fast and nimble as hawks. Siobhan O’Sullivan, head of the Gentilly Coven and one of the heavy hitters on the Witches Convocation, whizzed past, her cape billowing, deep purple magic flaring behind her in plumed contrails. 
“Are you ready to battle?!” Siobhan shouted, zipping through the center as both sides let out savage howls and powerful war cries under the bright white lights of the New Orleans Saints Superdome.  
Hensley turned to his sister, his brow furrowing. “We sure about this?”
The corner of Rebel’s mouth tilted up. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
“I could spend the next twenty-four hours attempting to heal everybody?” he replied. 
Rebel shrugged. “Vamps and wolves all have super-healing abilities. They can literally walk anything off. Besides, Max told me they’ve been talking about throwing down for a while,” she said, referring to her attorney and business partner, Maxine Lennox, standing in her red wolf glory in the middle of the field, claws out and ready to play. “Everyone’s gotta let off a little steam, right?” 
“It has been an insane couple of months,” Hens admitted, tugging his long hair back into a quic” ponytail. 
"Couple of months?” Rebel shot him a disbelieving look. “Where the hell have you been the past year? If someone’s not trying to raise hell, it ain’t a Tuesday. Besides, as long as Gael and Bello are away in Japan, the Nocturne is democratic, and the vote was a resounding ‘yes’ to a game of touch football."     
Hens shot a doubtful glance toward the down-home-and-country wolves as they growled at the vampires openly hissing back at them like ultra-fashionable vipers. “Uh... I think we have different definitions of what ‘touch’ means, Reb. They’re fixin’ to rip each other’s heads off and punt kick them through the field goal.”
“I know, right? Looks fun!” Rebel replied with a laugh as she dug into her jean pocket. She tugged out a shiny, new quarter. “Let’s do this shit!”
Hens jogged across the field to take his position. Rebel followed, strolling to the center of the field. She’d been lucky enough to go to a few NFL games in her life as a spectator, but this was the first time she was actually on a field of play, and oh baby, was it thrilling! There were already a couple hundred supernaturals in the massive stadium, the atmosphere felt electric under the bright lights in this cathedral to America’s most popular and violent sport.
She had no idea how Max had pulled off getting a night of play at the Caesars Superdome, but when she’d texted Rebel with the time and place asking her and Hens to help the witches referee, she could hardly believe her luck. What do you say to the would-be Alpha of the New Orleans Pack when she asks you to referee an impromptu football game between werewolves and vampires? You say, Hell yeah! Sign me up! 
Max turned her auburn wolf’s head, tracking Rebel with flashing eyes. Rebel had rarely seen her friend in her wolf form and frankly, it was sort of terrifying. Max was a taller-than-average woman, but her wolf’s impressive height had her towering over the captain of the Nocturne’s team, a lean, sharply handsome platinum blonde vampire by the name of Astor. For a woman who spent the majority of her time in designer power suits, Max sure was rocking her impressive wolf half-form in jean shorts and a tank top like a video vixen in a country music video. 
“Are you certain you’re ready for this, my beauteous lady?” Astor asked Max in his British accent as Rebel approached. 
“No one’s ever mistaken her for a lady before,” Rebel smirked as Max flipped her the bird with an eviscerating claw. 
“Saucy, minxy, sexy wolfy, then?” he replied, undeterred by the scalding glare Max bestowed on him from her great height. “I dare say, your wolves won’t make it past the twenty-five-yard line. I’d hate to embarrass the would-be Alpha.” 
“You talk a big game for a guy who’s going to have to drag himself legless off the field,” Max replied, a considerable feat of control, considering she was using her wolf’s growling vocal cords.   
“Oh, this is gonna be good,” Rebel said with a wide smile, lifting up the quarter. “Who wants to call it?” 
Astor bowed extravagantly. “Ladies first.” 
Max crossed her furry arms. “Heads.” 
Rebel tossed the coin and caught it, smacking her hand over the back of her hand before revealing the result. “Tails have it. Vamps take the kickoff!” 
The teams wasted no time, taking up their positions with speed and aggression.  
From high above the field, a booming voice came over the speakers. “Welcome, supernatural football fans, to tonight’s game between the New Orleans Pack and the New Orleans Nocturne! It’s the opening kickoff, and the excitement is palpable here at the Superdome!”  Femi Obi announced from where she sat in the press box. “Y’all ready to have some fun? Laissez les bons temps rouler!”
The crowd’s response was uproarious. Beers were raised and handmade signs popped up cheering players and teams on as the witches streaked past, whooping. 
“This match has been the talk of the week, hasn’t it?” André Blacksmith chimed in with his Aussie accent. “Right, then. Let’s get to the question of the night! Who do you reckon will win, Femi?”  
“Well, the wolves clearly have the aggression, but the vampires won’t be easy to beat on account of the fact that they’re sneaky as all get out!” she replied. “My money’s on the vamps, but it’ll be close!”
“I gotta go with the wolves, mate. Battled them a time or two, and they just don’t go down. Stamina for days!” André said with a laugh. “Should be an excellent game now that we have and kickoff and here we go! The vampires kicked the ball, and it’s a high! Whoa!”
“Mezanmi o!” Femi rejoined in Creole. “It’s sailing all the way to the back of the end zone!” 
The vampire kicker had launched the ball so far downfield, it would have soared past the goal post if Aric Exline hadn’t taken a running leap to catch it, his massive golden wolf spectacular as he stretched lengthwise to snatch the football from the air with his claws. 
Rebel hadn’t seen much of Aric this spring, and she was taken aback to realize how much she’d missed having him around. Seeing him again, his grace and athleticism on full display… It was nothing short of breathtaking. Not that she was gonna admit that. Not with Rowan Carter, one of her investigators and Aric’s new girlfriend, right by his side. 
“Oi!!—Will you look at that!” André’s excited shout over the speakers knocked her out of her reverie to the action on the field in front of her. “—Exline’s caught the ball, and he’s off like a kangaroo in the bush! He’s got some fancy footwork, alright. Look how he’s dodging the vamp defenders left and right!” 
“He’s at the 10-yard line, the 20-yard line, and he just bulldozed two vampires!” Femi shouted. “Adye o!—look at him go!”
The vamps were faster, but Aric was pushing through them like a furry asteroid. One even jumped on his back, holding on for dear life until Rowan chomped onto his arm and yanked him off.   
“But wait—” André paused. “Rowan bit the vampire! Bloody hell, the vamp just bit her back. Femi, is that even legal?!”
“No, it ain’t!” she declared. 
“Penalty!” Siobhan buzzed by on her broomstick, zapping both Rowan and the vampire with a freezing spell before Rebel could even get the whistle up to her mouth. “No biting!” she chided in her booming don’t-fuck-with-mom voice. “First offense, five minutes frozen both sides!” 
Rebel jogged down the field, blowing a sharp whistle. “Second offense, someone gets kicked out, and you’re down a player! No substitutions!” 
“She started it!” Astor argued, pointing at the now-frozen Rowan. 
Rebel raised a brow. “Does this look like a court of law? Rule one: don’t piss me off! Rule two: don’t piss her off!” she said, pointing at Siobhan. “Resume play!” 
The vampire rolled his eyes, getting into position. 
“Thanks for the assist, ref!” Max called out. 
Rebel rolled her eyes. “Stop kissing my ass and get into position, quarterback!” 
Max saluted her with a wolfy grin as her team got into formation, working around the frozen players stuck on the field. 
“Now the wolves and their high-powered offense are in position to strike first blood against the vamps!” André continued announcing. “My money’s still on the wolves because Max is laser-focused now. She lines up in the shotgun… takes the snap, scans the field and… Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, she’s fired a rocket of a pass!” 
“Ooh-wee, she got some of that spicy gumbo in that throw! Now Exline’s breaking free down the sideline and ki bagay sa! He’s going for it! He’s going for it!” Femi shouted excitedly. 
“Wait! Astor just caught his leg and swung him around like a shotput! Holy hell, what a shit-hot move! Exline’s flying! Twenty yards, thirty—!” 
“Ooh-la-la! Astor’s got the ball!” Femi hollered. “That vamp’s got nothin’ but daylight in front of him!” 
“What? I can’t even see him!” André protested. 
“That’s ’cause he’s running it in for a touchdown at warp speed! He’s going all the way!” The vampire was already a blur of motion so far down the field, there was no way in hell anybody was catching him. In less than a second, he spiked the ball into the ground and was being high-fived by his teammates as Max turned around and flipped him off. 
“First touchdown goes to the Nocturne—bien fait!” Femi called out. “Six points!” 
“I don’t understand why it’s not just one goal like real football?” André protested. 
“Because it’s not soccer!” she replied in mock outrage.
“Any why is it called ‘football’ if they’re literally carrying the bloody ball down the field with their hands?” he pressed. 
“Oh, Bondye mwen! I am fixin’ to throw you out of this box for given me aggravation!” she declared, her islands accent coming out.  
“Well, I’ll grant you this—American football has got some wild rules, mate,” he marveled. “The vamps managed to score without even having the ball on offense!”
The Nocturne scoring on their opening drive with an unexpected interception sure lit a fire under the wolves’ asses. Max responded with a touchdown of her own, running a trick play that ultimately led to her dragging three vampires down the field while Exline picked off opposing team players like ticks. 
Rebel struggled not to jump up and down in glee as she tried to remain impartial with her reffing. It was just so incredible to see everyone not only getting so competitive but having a helluva good time doing it. After a near-constant barrage of hell and hassle, it felt incredible to unwind and have a bit of rough and tumble while friends and family cheered in the stands dancing whip nae-naes and drunken macarenas to the music Femi and André were playing. 
The vampires extended their lead later just before half-time with an impressive forty-yard field goal by a super-smug Astor. The supercilious jerk had the nerve to wink at Rebel as he jogged by at halftime. 
“Keep that shit up, and I’m giving you a penalty,” Rebel threatened jokingly. 
“For what? Admiring a beautiful woman?” Astor replied with a jaunty little salute. 
“For encroachment, delay of the game, and most importantly, for being annoying,” she replied. 
He threw his head back and laughed. “I can see why the Vampire Master is so enamored of you.” 
Rebel watched as he joined his teammates where they were chugging blood bags like vampire Gatorade. “That cocky bastard should come with a warning sign.” 
“Oh, he does,” Nanette Olin surprised her from behind as she handed Rebel a water bottle. “It’s in the razor-sharp fangs. It’s important to stay hydrated while you dole out your sufferin’, cher.” 
Her answering smile was wide. “You made it! Thanks, lady! You know a dominatrix’s work is never done.” Rebel side-hugged her before taking a quick sip of water.
Nanette laughed, her light hazel eyes twinkling. “I thought you were a referee tonight!” 
“Same difference.” Rebel shrugged. “Hens said you had the night shift at the hospital.”
“Got off early,” the witch replied with a bright smile. “Figured this was too good to miss.” Siobhan shot past them on her broom, cackling. “Looks like Mama-bear is having fun.”  
“Yeah, she is. Siobhan told me she got the kids all sugared up and left them with her husband, so he’d know how it feels after he brings them back from a Saints’ game,” Rebel confided with a conspiratorial grin.  
“Guess she showed him, huh?” Nanette let out a startled gasp as Hens snuck up on her, sweeping her up into a tight hug. 
“Hey, baby,” he murmured, kissing her cheek. 
“Hey, back, amou,” she responded, caressing Hensley’s bristle-roughened cheek. “You keeping these supes in line?” 
“More like just trying to keep up,” he admitted with a rueful chuckle. “I was offering to patch ’em up but they’re wearing their temporary wounds like badges of honor. Rowan just popped her own shoulder back into place and that vampire over there reset his own compound fracture like his bone wasn’t sticking out of his forearm,” Hens told her, pointing the guy out as he laughed with some friends on the sidelines, nursing his arm in a homemade sling.   
Rebel shuddered at the grisly image, turning away to give them a moment of privacy. She rubbed the ache in her chest absent-mindedly. All told, she’d felt hollow inside since the last time she’d seen Gael. She hadn’t liked the way they’d left things, but that sonofabitch was shoved between a rock and a hard place with the discovery that the Morrigan was his maker. Between the battle goddess’s desire to subsume her ward, Moni, and Gael’s own yearning to break away from the goddess and do the right thing, hers and Gael’s already complicated relationship was beginning to resemble a quantum mechanics problem even the smartest computer couldn’t answer. Probably because she and Gael weren’t logical. Mortal, immortal. Raven Mocker, vampire. Thirty-ish woman, two-centuries-old man… any way you sliced it, they didn’t make any sense on paper. 
And yet… 
She missed him. 
Intrinsically, unavoidably, deeply… She missed him. 
That void had been only temporarily obscured by the unique white heat of her fury at discovering his secret and subsequent tragedy. Gael was a walking embodiment of a villain of Shakespearean proportions. There was no denying he was both bad for her health, her happiness, her heart… and her growing family. He was enslaved… quite literally, to goddess who was the definition of mercurial with an endgame playing out in terms of millennia.   
But despite all the glaring red flags, Rebel couldn’t put her fascination with Gael to rest. Or was it that she just didn’t want to? He’d been her not-so-secret crush for so long, it had become somewhat of a foregone conclusion. She might not have been able to control much in her life, but she sure as hell had the ability to make decisions… right? Rebel couldn’t wait for life not to be hard anymore before she could decide to be happy.  
It’s enough, she decided, shrugging off her lingering melancholia. Tonight was about having fun, and tomorrow was another new day. Moni was finishing up her end of semester exams and Rebel had promised to take her up to the rez in Oklahoma for the summer. They’d finish decorating the new cabin Hens built, swim in the lake, plant flowers in the garden. Rebel hadn’t looked forward to going home in so long… and now she could take Moni back with her. 
Rebel smiled to herself, her mood lightening. She raised her hands, waving up at Femi in the announcer box. Her friend leaned toward the glass, giving her a quick thumbs up before blaring a horn to announce the break was over and everybody oughtta get their asses back on the field pronto.
Rebel blew her whistle, “Alright, party people! Gird your loins! It’s time to resume play!”
And that’s when all the lights in the stadium went out. 




Chapter 2 
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“What the—” 
Someone caught Rebel by the waist just as something flew past her head hard and fast, like a javelin that was hurled just close enough to lift her hair. She heard a grunt and a groan, followed by a rasping British accent in her ear. “Portal!” 
She didn’t need to be told twice. 
Rebel immediately slid into her not-quite-here-not-quite-there pocket dimension. Inside the bubble space, she could see herself and the vampire holding onto her just as he let go of her. 
“Astor! Why did you—” She saw the blood gushing from a gaping baseball-sized wound in his left shoulder. “Holy shit!” she exclaimed. “What did you get hit with?!”
“Bloody hell, I just bought this shirt!” he griped, holding his hand over the wound as blood ran in crimson rivulets through his fingers. “Bold move, that. I’ll have to take someone’s bollocks for that blunder.”    
“I can literally see through your shoulder! Who gives a flying fuck about your shirt?” Rebel retorted, staring outward to see if she could clock what was happening in the pandemonium outside. Then it hit her—she was standing in her pocket dimension surrounded by darkness with a wounded vampire she didn’t really know. Bad news bears. Rebel immediately called her short wakizashi sword to her right hand, turning back to him.  
Astor’s bright eyes narrowed as he glanced down at the sword. “Are you really going to hack at me with that after I just saved your life, my darling?”  
“Sorry to be an asshole,” Rebel began, backing up with the glinting blade in front of her. “But I’m no one’s darling, and if you try to bite me, I’m gonna have to cut your head off and worry about the ramifications later.”
“Let’s not mess about, luv. That strike was aimed at you—not me,” he pointed out calmly, gesturing toward his shoulder. “It would have taken your head clean off. We’d have had to use your clothes to identify you. A real pity that would have been, too. Such a pretty head it is.”    
For all his shit talking, Rebel realized Astor was right. His shoulder was about her head height and granite hard underneath that smooth pale skin. He’d shoved her out of the way of certain death. “Sonovabitch!” she groused. “Can’t a girl just enjoy a night of drama-free football in the Superdome? Just one night without someone trying to maim, kidnap, or kill me dead?” Rebel heaved a deep sigh, though she didn’t lower her sword. “I’m going to have to get one of those deli counter ticket machines so all the fuckers who want to murder me can just take a number and get in line.”
“Having guarded you the past few weeks, I can attest to the fact that there are an inordinate number of supernaturals who have developed a terrible antipathy toward you with an impressive intensity,” Astor agreed calmly as he peeked under his hand. The blood flow was already slowing, testament to his vampiric healing abilities.  
“You’re guarding me?” she asked, startled. 
He lifted a thick blonde brow. “I might be a glutton for punishment, Rebel, but I certainly didn’t need my blood and feathers everywhere for a good time.”
Outside, the stadium lights turned back on, illuminating the cavernous space. The scene was chaos. Witches were whipping around them like a swarm of angry wasps as the wolves howled and snarled, scenting blood. Vampires were darting around at super-speed, presumably looking for her and Astor. 
Rowan had her nose to the ground as she worked her way closer to where Rebel had disappeared. “I only smell vamp blood,” she growled through her muzzle.  
“Whose blood?” Aric snarled. 
“It’s mine, ya black-hearted wolfy bastard!” Astor called out. “Rebel’s fine. The bird’s with me.” 
“They can’t hear you inside here,” Rebel shook her head.  “Who told you to protect me? Bello or Gael?”
The side of his mouth hitched upward as his glittering cerulean blue eyes caught hers. “Both, luv. Both.” 
Rebel barely suppressed an eye roll as she lowered the wakizashi. She should be used to their heavy-handed protectiveness by now. Gael had been giving her the space she’d asked for, but of course it came with strings he could pull all the way from Japan or wherever he was at the moment. Funny how she was wondering if he thought about her when he was having her tracked and followed like an oblivious bear in Yellowstone Park. She couldn’t even be mad about it though. Hell, if Gael and Bello hadn’t had a security detail on her, Rebel would have thought she was in the doghouse or something. 
“Well, I hope Gael’s giving you hazard pay because I’m a handful.” 
He scoffed. “That’s putting it lightly. He advised me when I accepted the job that if there was fuckery afoot, you’d be the one knee-deep in it. How right he was.”
She wanted to say something sassy, but there was too much truth in the statement to deny it. Rebel glanced outside at the ensuing mayhem that only further proved his point. “Thanks for the assist, Spike. Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out.” She unceremoniously ejected Astor from her pocket dimension. One second, he was in front of her, the next he stumbled backward, catching everyone’s attention as he glanced around the stadium in open astonishment. 
Aric whirled. “What the hell—?” 
“Where is she?” Hens shouted, running across the field toward them, panic in his stormy gray eyes. 
“She’s quite well, I’ll have you know,” Astor told him, straightening. “She portaled us into some kind of bubble.” 
“Her pocket dimension—thank God,” Hens muttered, visibility relieved. “Reb, if you can hear me, stay in there while we figure this out!” 
She didn’t need to be told that twice.  
“You were attacked?” Siobhan asked the vampire as she landed beside Hensley, smoothly sliding from her broom. 
“Rebel was attacked if you want to get more specific about it,” he replied. “I was just close enough to take the brunt of it.” Astor sucked in a tight breath. “Fuck me, it smarts.” Siobhan examined the wound closely. Rebel could already see the hole was knitting itself back together from the back, but based on the porcelain pallor of his skin, it was costing him. 
“Is she hurt?” Aric asked sharply. 
“I reckon she’s more pissed off than anything,” Astor responded, calmly answering the barrage of questions coming at him from all sides while Hens laid his healing hands on the vampire’s injury. Rebel saw him flinch slightly at Hensley’s touch, but in no time, a euphoric relaxation came across his face once her brother started working his gift. 
“It’s not a witch’s casting,” Siobhan declared after a moment of examining the wound from the opposite side. 
“It looks like a projectile—” Hens replied. 
“Bloody well felt like it, too,” Astor added. “If it had hit Rebel, she’d have been fully decapitated.” 
Everyone winced at the visual.  
“We didn’t find any weapons,” Rowan informed them as she strode toward the group. “We should lock the place down.” 
“Agreed,” Max nodded, looking at Aric. “Tell the pack—no one in or out.” 
Astor shook his head. “We need some vamps to see if we can get a trace from outside. If they already got out, my lads can track them faster.” 
“I’ll put a wolf’s nose over a vampire’s any day of the week,” Aric challenged, golden eyes flashing. 
“Perhaps, but we can’t have wolves running around the city without wreaking havoc, can we?  Whoever did this is low-key—able to surf the echelons of our complicated sub-culture and remain unnoticed. Subtlety is what’s required here, don’t you agree?” Astor replied calmly. “If the wolves control the inside, the Nocturne can search outside until sunrise. You have my word we’ll share anything we find.”   
“The pompous prick’s got a point,” Max agreed. “We’ll investigate the arena, and they’ll cover the outside. Astor, pick the vampires from your team to go,” she suggested. “No one on the field did this. We can safely assume anyone you choose from the starting line-up wasn’t directly involved.” 
“Certainly.” Astor quickly called out orders to the vampires, and they disappeared off the field through the player’s tunnel as stealthily and silently as if they’d never been there.    
“Follow them out and lock the building down,” Aric directed the wolves. 
“Is everything alright down there?” Femi called out over the PA system, her voice booming through the stadium. “’Cause André’s comin’ in hot, y’all!” 
Two heavy steel doors burst open at the far end of the stadium. A giant, gray-skinned orc wearing a half-shredded Meatloaf t-shirt and stretched-to-obscene Adidas track pants skidded out onto the field, heaving. “Ruuuu-bbbbb-uuuul!” he shouted through a mouth full of frightening teeth. 
“Oh, shit!” Rowan hustled over to fend André off as he galloped toward them with an enraged roar. “Slow your roll, Dré! Rebel’s fine!”
But he wasn’t having it. Granted, in orc form, André was a little slower on the mental uptake, particularly if he was in protective overdrive. “Ruuuu-bbbb-uuuul!!”
Rowan took a running leap, one furry foot landing on his thigh so she could vault herself over his shoulder and wrap his noggin in a headlock. “Dammit, listen to me! Rebel’s in her pocket space. Calm down, you stinky shit!” 
André swung around, attempting to jerk Rowan off his back with his massive, claw-tipped hands. 
“A little—help—here—” she panted, dodging the worst of his wild gestures.  
Siobhan pointed a finger at him and uttered a casting. Despite all the inherent rage that bubbled up while he was in his orc-form, the Australian tracker dropped like a rock. Rowan landed on his back, her wolf’s tail swinging. 
“Hey! What’d you do to him?” she protested through her furry muzzle. 
“It’s just a sleep spell.” Siobhan waved her off. “He’ll be back to normal in a few minutes. I do that to my kids when they’re throwing hissy fits or if they’ve eaten too much sugar.” 
Max nudged her. “You gotta teach me how to do that.” 
Siobhan winked at her. “Next margarita night with the girls. I got all kinds of tricks.” 
“I’ve got no doubt,” Max replied with a smirk.    
“I think we’re good here,” Hens said, examining his work on Astor’s shoulder. “You need to feed to get back to a hundred percent, but I super-charged your own healing. How does it feel?” 
Astor rotated his arm, an expression of impressed amazement crossing his patrician face as his fingers traced the healed, smooth flesh. “Bello said you were a proper healer, but this is bloody brilliant. Cheers.”  
“You’re welcome.” Hens clapped him on the back. “Thanks for protecting my sister.” 
“She called me ‘Spike’. What the devil does that mean?” 
Hens thought about it a moment before grinning. “You ever see Buffy the Vampire Slayer?” 
“I beg your pardon?” He appeared baffled. 
“Look it up.” He patted the vampire’s shoulder. “It’s probably ’cause of the hair. And the accent. And your outfit. Okay, you’re basically Spike.”
Astor made a huffing sound, and Rebel chuckled in spite of herself. Count on her brother to play the perfect secret decoder ring. As she gazed around the largely empty stadium, trying to track anyone or anything that looked more unusual than a bunch of werewolves, vampires, shifters and witches, her mind churned through who she’d pissed off lately. She started ticking off her fingers—the Morrigan, Lord Veles, Gael’s shitty ex-wife, the Chinese Phoenix, the Talmage, the list just went on and on until she was out of fingers and toes to count with. Okay, so she made a few enemies. 
Hmm, maybe a lot. 
Okay, a shitload. 
One thing was for certain—it took some serious brass balls to attack her in public with these many allies surrounding her. She paused, frowning. Unless it came from someone Rebel considered an ally. The thought chilled her to the bone. It was one thing to stack external enemies up like a brick wall, but being double-crossed by someone within the Southern Conclave? That kind of potential betrayal cut like a knife.  
Her eyes slid to Astor. He was the only guy she didn’t know. Could he be in on it? Sure, he shoved her out of the way, but the timing was either seriously lucky or ridiculously superb. Taking the hit meant for her could have been a smokescreen. He knew his chances of recovery were good. 
But Rebel discarded the thought almost as soon as she had it. Gael and Bello wouldn’t have chosen him to guard her if there was one iota of doubt in his ability to do his job. She and Gael might be on the outs at the moment, and she was still angry as hell that she’d had to discover his distressing connection to the Morrigan, but Rebel didn’t doubt for one moment that he’d do his utmost to keep her safe, come hell or high water. Maybe she was putting too much faith in Gael considering he was allied to her newest enemy…   
Rebel chewed her lip. The Morrigan had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. She wouldn’t hide behind subterfuge. Hell, it was her literal job to choose people to die, when and where. If the Chooser of the Slain wanted Rebel dead, she’d had more opportunities than she could shake a stick at in just the last week alone. A sneak attack in the dark was so far from her style it was laughable. 
The same was true of the Chinese Phoenix. Fenghuang hadn’t been heard or seen in New Orleans since the Krewe Ball where she’d been publicly reviled and humiliated, but that particular bird was far too cocky to hide her intentions. If she’d been the one to attack, she would have taken credit in a literal blaze of glory. Good grief, Fenghuang probably would have had a special outfit made for it while she was at it.  
Rebel’s thoughts shifted farther back. No one had heard hide nor hair of the Talmage since their leader, Aleksan Nikolaev, was taken out. Of course, there were mages in America, but their base of strength was in the United Kingdom, last she heard.  
So that left the breathtakingly beautiful and totally awful Comtesse de Gael for recent suspects on the ‘Kill Rebel’ list. And this kind of assassination attempt seemed like something that vicious bitch would totally try to pull off while the Vampire Master was away. Rebel’s eyes narrowed. Perhaps it was time to pay Gael’s asshole ex a visit. 





Chapter 3 
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“There you are!” Siobhan called out as Rebel appeared seemingly out of nowhere from her pocket dimension. The witch bustled over, doing a quick, efficient catalog of her physical state with eagle eyes honed from mothering multiple children and running one of the largest covens in the city.   
“Still intact, too,” Rebel assured the witch. 
“Rebel! You okay down there?” Femi called out over the speakers. 
She gave her friend a quick thumbs up before Hensley caught her in a tight hug. Rebel felt his energy flowing through her, seeking out any injuries. “I’m fine, bro. Really,” she assured him. “Astor took the worst of it. Thanks for helping him heal faster, by the way. Apparently, he’s my assigned babysitter while Gael and Bello are away.” 
“I’ll thank you not to call me your ‘babysitter’,” Astor told her, aggrieved. “I’ve guarded the likes of sultans and queens in my time.” 
“Yeah, well, good luck trying to handle the likes of this one,” Hens teased as he let go of her. “Keeping an eye on Rebel is about as easy as pissing up a rope. Ask Aric.” 
“Hey!” She smacked his arm. 
“What?” Her brother rubbed his arm jokingly. “You know it’s true.” 
Before she could reply there was a groan from the ground as André came to. Rebel walked over to him, lowering to her haunches. “Thanks for hulking out, new guy, but I’m fine. See?” He gazed up at her with his enormous orc eyes, blinking up at her in a combination of relief and confusion as he realized his body was still partially frozen thanks to Siobhan’s spell. “You’ll be fine in a moment,” Rebel assured him. “Just relax and change back, okay?”
André managed a grunt. 
As Rebel stood, Max strode toward her with the mess-with-me-at-your-peril energy she exuded at the office. She’d shrunk back down to human size, even though her human size was still pretty impressive at nearly six feet tall in flip flops. She’d pulled her strawberry blonde hair back into a top knot and was wearing a tank top over her jean shorts. Rebel didn’t think she’d ever seen the New Orleans Pack Beta so dressed down. It was as jarring as spotting your schoolteacher in the grocery store. Like really weird. 
“You alright?” Max called out as she approached. 
“Thanks to Astor, yeah,” Rebel responded, though she was discomfited to see him missing when he’d just been standing there. “Where’d he go? He was just here a second ago.” 
“Probably outside conferring with Aric and Rowan,” Max told her as she caught her up in a quick hug. “We still don’t know who the hell could have pulled that off,” the wolf muttered, her eyes flashing as she glanced around the massive stadium easily capable of holding seventy-six thousand people on a game day. “And there are too many damn scents to track in here. We’ve locked everyone in, but without a clear motive or a weapon? Forget about a haystack—it’s like finding a friggin’ needle in a colosseum.”
“Yeah, I was thinking through the ‘who-hates-me-most’ list and the only person I could think of who’s sneaky enough to attempt this is Gael’s wife. What’s that gorgeous, obnoxious she-devil up to these days?” 
“Angélique Hélène’s summering at the Beau-Rivage Palace in Lausanne, Switzerland.”    
Rebel shot Max an opaque look. “Uh, A) How do you know exactly where she is? And B) since when did ‘summer’ become a verb?” 
Max scoffed, hands on her hips. “Because A) Gael still funds her lifestyle, and I’m the one sending those transfers to her bank account in Switzerland and B) that’s what we call a rich- people verb.”
“Yeah, well, I’ll be ‘summering’ in a cabin and a sweat lodge on the rez if nobody manages to kill me between now and the weekend,” Rebel replied. 
“What makes you think it was her?” Max challenged. 
“Easy. She wants me dead, she’s simultaneously sneaky and ballsy enough to hire an assassin, and she’d wait for Gael to be out of town before making any moves so it couldn’t be traced back to her,” she answered, ticking off her fingers.  
Max nodded. “Sound logic. I’ll have one of my guys audit her accounts.” 
Rebel shot her an amused glance. “I doubt she used a credit card to hire someone to off me.” 
“Probably not, but hiring someone good enough to elude all of us? That’ll cost. That kind of cash withdrawal wouldn’t be insignificant. Even if she’s visited one of the many deposit boxes she doesn’t think we know about, that’s worth noting.” 
Rebel smiled up at her. “I love your attorney brain. Always building up cases. I’m sure you’d make sure she’d get the short end of the stick if Gael ever went for a divorce.” 
Max laughed outright. “They’ve both been technically dead for two centuries. I can’t think of any court that would recognize a marriage from when Napoleon was emperor.” 
“Fair point,” Rebel ceded. “So, why does Gael still pay for all her shit?” 
“Whoa.” His lawyer put her hands up. “You better ask him that. I’m not doing couples mediation. I just execute his wishes.”  
Rebel laughed. “Gurl, it’s too bad you’re a werewolf, because you’d make a damn fine politician.”
Aric and Astor returned to the field through the player’s tunnel. Her eyes caught and snagged on Aric’s bright gold eyes, and she saw the relief in them as they landed on her. She nodded her acknowledgement as the two men approached. 
“Find anything?” she asked. 
“Nothing inside,” Aric admitted grudgingly. 
She glanced at Astor. “My team is outside looking, but no news as yet,” the vampire told her. 
Rebel crossed her arms. “So, what’s the plan? Keep everyone locked in here until you find something suspicious?”
Before Aric or Astor could answer, Siobhan and Nanette waved them all over to the sidelines where they stood conferring with Hens. 
“If I help, do you think you can you bring all of us into your pocket dimension?” Hens asked her. 
She shot him a surprised look but nodded. Hens moved to stand behind her, his hands on her shoulders. Her brother naturally amplified her own power when he put some effort into it, supercharging her abilities. Rebel felt the rush of strength as she held out her hand. Siobhan, Nanette, Aric, Astor, and Max placed their hands over hers like a team huddle, and she took a deep breath, concentrating as she brought the most people she’d ever managed into her pocket dimension. 
“Whoa,” Max breathed, looking around. “It’s like being inside a snow globe!” 
“Wow! Sa a se fre!—We can see out, but no one can see in?” Nanette asked curiously. 
“Pretty much.” 
“I gotta get me one of these! I’d disappear for hours each day with a good book and a bottle of wine,” Siobhan joked. 
“Or you could stick the boys in here on time out,” Nanette teased. 
“Don’t tempt me,” Siobhan laughed. 
Aric stepped back from the group so he could transform back into his human form. It was a rapid transition, over in a matter of seconds. Rebel’s mouth went dry when he stood there half-naked, wearing nothing but his cut-offs. She forced herself to look away from the golden expanse of his chest, her memory taking her places that probably weren’t healthy to revisit. She was going to have to get laid soon. Preferably by a hot, uncomplicated non-supernatural who had no idea who she was but every desire to make her happy for a few hours. 
Hens snapped his fingers in front of her glazed eyes. “Earth to Rebel.” 
“Sorry,” she muttered, cheeks heating. “What did y’all need privacy to talk about?” 
“Have you ever heard of a space mage?” Siobhan asked her. 
Astor’s brows went up to his hairline while Max and Aric exchanged puzzled glances. 
“Let’s assume I haven’t,” Rebel answered. “Is it a mage who can travel to the moon or something?” 
“Not quite,” Nanette replied, shaking her head. 
“We did a casting to see if we could sense a magic foreign to ours. There was a shimmer of a portal that’s already disappearing up in the center rafters,” Siobhan explained. “It’s faint, but it’s definitely mage magic. That’s why the wolves can’t get a bead on them, and the vampires are probably wandering around the city right now.” 
“You make us sound like recalcitrant hounds,” Astor remarked drily. 
Siobhan winked at him, shrugging. “Hey, if the fangs fit.” 
“Space mages are able to create portals similar to your skill,” Nanette explained. “They can create mobile storage spaces, open portals—”
“Get entire armies on and off a battlefield if they’re strong enough,” Astor added. “I witnessed a Space Mage bring in an entire phalanx of soldiers during the Battle of Dunbar.”
Rebel’s eyes bulged. “What the fu—”
“We doubt this one is that powerful based on the residual magic,” Siobhan hurriedly explained. “But we do think whoever it was opened a portal long enough to make an attack and a hasty exit.” 
“Since you were in your pocket dimension, they might not even realize you aren’t dead,” Aric pointed out. 
She rubbed her neck. “But why would a mage want me dead in the first place? I haven’t had beef with anyone since the Talmage skipped town. You think they’re still holding onto that?” 
Max rubbed her thumb across her chin. “It’s worth looking into, but strategically, a hit on you would result in enormous blowback from the Conclave. Last I heard, the Talmage haven’t recouped enough of their forces since they were disintegrated under Nikolaev. It could be a rogue element, though.” 
“Or they could be assassins for hire from Gael’s old lady,” Rebel reminded her. 
Aric shot her a sharp look. “Gael’s married?” 
“Surprise!” Rebel did jazz hands. “Even though I told her repeatedly Gael and I aren’t a thing, she’s made it clear she’d like to draw and quarter me just for breathing the same air.” 
“I’ve had the pleasure of meeting that viper—horrid woman, if not terribly beautiful and completely mental. I wouldn’t put it past her,” Astor agreed. 
Rebel cocked her head. “You’ve been tailing me for a couple weeks, right? You see any mages trying to pick me off?” 
“The night is still young,” he replied with a smile that showed just a little too much fang. “We’ve intercepted a couple lower demons, a handful of remaining hybrids, and a drunk who said you got him hauled into lockup on a bounty a couple years ago.”
Rebel nodded. “That tracks.” 
“Rebel, if whoever took that hit thinks they got you, that gives us time to figure out who actually did it,” Aric pointed out. “Can you disappear for a while?” 
“You were already planning on leaving for the rez this weekend with Moni,” Hens pointed out. 
“I could put a temporary glamor on you tonight and Dottie can refresh it until you’re able to leave,” Siobhan offered. “That way, no one’s the wiser.” 
“And we could stage your death with a few well-placed calls, or at least get the word out that you were horribly injured to make it more believable,” Max added. 
“I could sell that,” Hens agreed, turning to Nanette. “Do you think we could get an ambulance from Tulane Hospital? Maybe set up a fake room for her to lay a trap?” 
“Bien sûr. It could be easily arranged,” Nanette assured them. “I can call in a favor tonight.” 
Max snapped. “Okay, so I’ll start spreading the word that you were grievously hurt. Astor, since you’re already running Rebel’s personal security, you can divide your detail between protecting Rebel and the decoy. Who should be the decoy?” 
“I’ll do it,” Nanette offered. 
“Perfect. Aric can coordinate on looking for any moles in the city that might pop up after the news spreads,” Max decided with a pointed look in his direction. Rebel held her breath. He was busy running Blackrock Casino’s security now. This wasn’t really his problem. 
“No problem,” he said easily, meeting her eyes. 
Astor raised his hand. “That leaves one big open question—who will you glamor Rebel into becoming so she’s under the radar? My team also needs to know who to protect in the meantime if they can’t tell the difference.” 
“Oh, that’s easy. Just turn her into me,” Nanette replied. “I’m in the neighborhood often enough between Hensley and Dottie’s places.” 
Rebel chewed her lip. “You’re taking an awfully big risk here. Are you sure?” 
“I can shield myself,” Nanette told her. “And I have divination skills that I can focus in on the short term once I’m settled in one location. It should work long enough to bait a trap.” 
“It’s a good plan,” Siobhan agreed. “Nanette’s one of the most liked witches in the city. You being her for a few days won’t hurt you none.” 
Rebel reached out and caught Nanette’s hand. “One of these days when my brother gets his shit together and asks you to marry him, I’ll be really lucky to call you my sister-in-law.”
“Me too.” Nanette squeezed her hand back, her light hazel eyes twinkling as her brother groaned, slapping a hand over his eyes. 
“Way to steal my thunder, Reb,” he groaned. 
“Hey, just sayin’,” she replied unrepentantly before rubbing her hands together. “Okay, so let’s get this show on the road!”




Chapter 4
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Glamours were interesting things. When Rebel looked at herself, she was the same ole’, same ole’. But when she looked into a mirror, Nanette stared back at her with her gorgeous hazel eyes, warm café au lait skin and short afro of tight, blonde-highlighted ringlets. In other words, she looked like a super-fox Creole stunner in a svelte, twenty-something-year-old body Rebel was just old enough to fully appreciate. The woman in front of her didn’t yet know about noticing your first gray hairs or the network of fine lines and wrinkles that sent you down the beauty aisle to navigate a bewildering array of anti-aging creams.  
“Now I could get used to this!” Rebel preened in her little bathroom. She considered herself a reasonably attractive woman when she put some effort into it, but Nanette was a whole different league of knockout. She wondered what it was like walking down the street looking this effortlessly beautiful. And Nanette was wicked smart and a powerful witch to boot? If Hens didn’t marry her, Rebel would. ’Cause dayum. 
“Chile’, whatchu doin’ up there? Breakfast is gettin’ cold!” Ms. Dottie called up from the kitchen. 
“Down in a minute!” Rebel called back. While the glamor sat on top of her like a perfect projection, it did nothing to change her voice. She’d have to be mindful to keep her mouth shut in public. Rebel snagged a pair of Ray-bans and hung them on the neck of her shirt. Wearing sunglasses and looking in a hurry would get her through the day for the last-minute errands she had to run. 
She took the stairs quickly, stopping to lean seductively against the doorjamb at the bottom. “How do I look?” she purred, patting Nanette’s hair. 
Ms. Dottie turned from the stove while Moni glanced up from her phone as she spooned some yogurt into her mouth. 
“What were doing up in Rebel’s place, Nanette?” the girl asked cautiously, eyeing Rebel.
Ms. Dottie laughed, “Siobhan’s glamours are good, but she can’t fool me!” The Creole witch snapped her fingers, and the image must have disappeared because Moni dropped the spoon like it had scalded her. 
“Holy sh—!” 
“Language!” The orange fly swatter appeared lightning fast in Ms. Dottie’s palm as Moni slapped a hand across her own mouth, eyes big as dinner plates. “What were you saying?” she asked, brows raised. 
“Um, I was saying please teach me that spell?” Moni squeaked. 
Ms. Dottie harrumped as she tucked the fly swatter under the arm of her polka dot house coat. “You bring me back a report card full of As, and I’ll think about it.” 
“Absolutely not. I’m puttin’ my foot down,” Rebel replied with the shake of her head. “I don’t need you glamouring yourself and confusing the hell out of me all the time. Keeping up with you as-is is difficult enough.” 
“What if I promise not to abuse it?” she asked hopefully.
Ms. Dottie patted her arm. “I’ll make it a graduation present.” 
“Yeah, from the PhD program of your choice,” Rebel added, turning to Ms. Dottie. “Now you know you’re gonna have to change me back when I go out,” she warned as she strolled to the kitchen counter to pour herself a cup of chicory coffee. “Don’t know how much you heard but I had someone try to take my head off at the Superdome last night.” 
Moni’s brows went up. “Your reffing was that bad?” 
“Hardy har har,” Rebel replied over her shoulder as she stirred her coffee. “Siobhan and Nanette think some mages are in town with an ax to grind.” 
“Oh Lord, what else is new?” Ms. Dottie replied, ladling a bowl of shrimp and grits for her. “You want some cornbread, bébé?”
“Yes, two please,” Rebel replied, her mouth watering at the scent as Ms. Dottie set her plate. 
“You sure worked up an appetite,” the older woman teased. 
Rebel winked at Moni. “Only cause I know the second I sit down, this one is gonna steal a piece.”
“Okay, that’s fair,” the teenage girl shrugged. “Why did Siobhan glamor you to look like Nanette anyhow?” 
“Because she’s in and out of here or Hens’s place often enough that no one will raise an eyebrow seeing her here until we split for Oklahoma this weekend.”
Ms. Dottie took a seat beside her, fanning herself. “I got the bare bones in a voice message this mornin’ but walk me through what happened.” 
By the time Rebel finished recounting what occurred, they’d finished breakfast and Moni was packing up her backpack for school. 
“Where’s Hens now?” Ms. Dottie asked. 
“Home. He was up all night at the hospital with Nanette glammed to look like me in a private room. Nothing came of it, so he’s getting some shut eye,” Rebel explained. “They’ve got a couple wolves guarding the door during the day until Astor’s vamps can take over, but Hens said Nanette cast a net spell in there. Any Space Mage who portals in won’t be able to portal out.” 
“Who’s paying for a private room in the hospital to lay the trap?” Ms. Dottie asked. 
“Daddy Vampbucks, probably. It’s his name on that wing of the hospital anyway.” 
“Speaking of mages—remember Zenon?” Moni piped up as she put her notebook inside her bookbag. 
Rebel squinted, spooning up the last of her grits. “Vaguely.” 
“She’s the one you dropped in the Mississippi after she challenged you to a fight, remember?” 
Rebel snapped her fingers. “That’s right! Come to think of it, André said something about her being a Force Mage—whatever that is.” 
“Way I understand it, Force Mages can make weapons out of air,” Ms. Dottie told them, sipping her coffee.   
“Could she have been the one who tried to drill in a hole through your head?” Moni asked. “You didn’t find a weapon, right?” 
Dammit, that made a lot of sense. Zenon could easily have been lying in wait, hoping for a chance at comeuppance. And if she were a mage, chances were she had mage friends too. It wasn’t a far leap to assume a Space Mage could be among them. 
“I gotta get to school,” Moni reminded them, finishing her juice. “Who’s giving me a lift?” 
“I am!” Rebel raised her hand before pressing a quick kiss to Ms. Dottie’s soft cheek. “Glamor me, boss witch!” 
She should have known the woman was up to no good when she saw that naughty twinkle in her eye, but it wasn’t until she heard Moni’s shocked gasp and stunned laughter that she’d known something was definitely, horribly wrong.
[image: image-placeholder]“I can’t believe I fuckin’ traded Nanette Olin’s gorgeous face for Keith Penny’s mean old mug!” Rebel smacked her palm into the Land Cruiser’s steering wheel as Moni took yet another picture of her with her phone while she snickered in the passenger seat. 
“Aww, come on. I think you look cute for a crotchety old Cherokee guy,” Moni teased her. 
Rebel rolled her eyes, though in the rearview, she saw the dark blackstrap molasses gaze of her guardian under busy brows and a face lined by age, hard life, and weather. She let out a grumpy huff, just like he would have. Crap, she was gonna catch all kinds of hell for this when she went back to her Spirit Place. 
“Hens is gonna lose his shit when I send him these!” Moni crowed, taking pictures of her from the passenger seat.
“Gimme that!” Rebel tried and failed to swipe her phone from her hot little hands, but like most teenagers, Moni’s phone was as permanently affixed to her hand as her own fingers. 
“Watch the road!” the girl protested, pointing out the windshield. “You’re gonna take out the PTA moms with your rhino guard.” 
“Like I care, those judge-y bitches. You know they looked down on my store-bought brownies for the Book Fair? What the fuck is gluten anyway?” Rebel groused. “When I was your age, if someone brought a plate of brownies, they’d get snatched up faster than a Prada bag on discount. We’d all be behind the gym getting stoned and stuffing our faces.” 
“Didn’t you end up doing that anyway?” Moni asked as Rebel parked the truck in front of her school. 
“Well, yeah, but only ’cause those moms were so mean to me, and you were busy with your friends, and Doc Bell brought the good stuff from his dispensary. The Chronic now is waaaay better than the brick weed from my day.” 
“Yeah, it was really fun catching my guardian getting stoned with the other parents,” Moni scoffed, undoing her seatbelt. “I gotta get to first period before Mr. Shin tries to give me detention again.” 
Rebel snagged her shoulder. “Hey, good luck with exams today. You’ve been studying for like crazy, and you’re gonna crush it.” 
Moni tapped her temple and grinned. “Got it all right here. You picking me up after school? I got jiu jitsu practice tonight with the wolves in Bywater.”
Rebel had made a deal with her—she got to bag out of mandatory PE in exchange for a martial art or self-defense class. The sassy brat had tried to horn in on Rebel’s sword-fighting lessons with Bello, but since the vampire soldier was out of town, she’d chosen to go to a dojo run by the New Orleans Pack instead rather than being stuck playing dodgeball in a smelly gym. She’d been doing really well, too, rocking her pink gi and pinning guys twice her size. 
“Me or Hens, for sure. And Hens said the wrestling coach at the high school will let you join summer practice if you want.” 
Moni smiled broadly. “Niiiice.” 
There wasn’t a dojo near their house on the rez, but wrestling was a really popular sport among the tribe, so Moni was planning on taking some lessons once they got to Oklahoma. Rebel liked the idea of her staying active and making some friends her age. Rebel liked seeing her putting on a little muscle and gaining some self-confidence. But most of all, she liked the grin on Moni’s face as she turned on the sidewalk and waved. 
“Bye, old man!” Moni hollered, jumping out of the truck.  
Rebel rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help the smile on her mouth. If they could just make it to Oklahoma in one piece, it was gonna be a helluva summer.  
Her first stop was to a garage in Storyville owned by a moody warlock with the goth good looks of an early-nineties Brandon Lee. He had longish dark hair, a whip-cord body, and a long scar that bisected his left brow down to his cheek and yet somehow, the disfigurement made him more attractive. Well, that and his general bad attitude. Rebel admittedly had a penchant for like-minded individuals who wasted no time, spoke the truth, and wouldn’t be winning any congeniality contests anytime soon. 
It also helped that Ben Crow’s auto shop was basically car porn heaven. He worked exclusively on custom jobs and usually had at least six or seven luxury cars in his pristine bays at all times. The Shapeshifter Coterie imported most of their vehicles through Port of New Orleans and had him do all the custom work before shipping their new whips to their territory up in New Mexico. Those were likely the electric blue Lamborghini Huracán and the bright yellow Toyota GR Supra. The Bentleys, Range Rover, and Mercedes probably belonged to the vampires and the classic Pontiac GTO and Chevy Chevelle SS practically screamed wolfpack cars.
Her old truck was probably the least cool vehicle he’d ever worked on, but Ben had been keeping her Land Cruiser in prime condition since Rebel had rolled into town, and she knew she could trust him to do more discreet work. His mechanics were dressed in black overalls, fellow supernaturals of various stripes working honest jobs and making a good living. Rebel had come to love that about New Orleans. In her time here, she’d learned diversity was so much more than the color of a person’s skin or the place they came from, and that humanity was so much more than human. This city, the Big Easy, for all its foibles and rotten bad luck, had attracted creatures and beings of all types woven into the warp and weft of its unique fabric. 
“What are you doin’ driving Rebel’s truck?” a gravelly voice called out from the back. “You her gramps or somethin’?”    
She caught sight of Ben Crow striding toward her wearing black jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt pushed up forearms tatted with symbols and spell work. Rebel waited calmly, knowing she couldn’t mimic Keith Penny’s gruff voice convincingly. Besides, Keith had never been a big talker. He had a way of looking at you that made you do all the work. Maybe that’s why he’d been such a good Medicine Man. He listened before he said anything. Always.
Ben stopped a few feet away, eyeing her jeans and simple plaid cowboy shirt. 
Rebel lifted her phone and typed in a quick message. She pointed a finger at his phone when it vibrated in his hand. He read the message as the engine pinged and popped on cool-down. 
The message was simple: I’m Rebel wearing a glamor. Think the truck is bugged. Office?
Ben lifted a dark brow at her consideringly before nodding and waving her into the garage. Rebel strode past the bays through to the back office—a ratcheted up loft in the far corner of a warehouse storage space. The place was surprisingly clean with a big battleship of a desk that had an old-school calendar blotter, invoices and receipts stacked in trays, and a couple comfortable old leather couches the color of good cognac. 
He closed the door behind her, crossing his arms. “Heard about the game last night.” 
“Just the game or also the bit about someone trying to take my head off?” 
Ben’s mouth pulled up. “You got a knack for attracting trouble.” 
She shrugged lightly. “It’s part of my charm.” 
“Damn, it’s weird talking to you while you’re glamoured to look like an old man,” he remarked. “So, you need me to check the truck for any trackers, bugs, and hexes?” 
“Yeah, and I was hoping you could do some of your hoodoo-voodoo magic to supe the ole’ gal up a bit while you’re at it. I’m planning on going out of town with my kid while the heat dies down and I don’t want anyone following us or tampering with her,” Rebel added, referring to her truck. 
He shook his head. “I can’t make a twenty-year-old Land Cruiser fly, if that’s what you’re asking for.” 
“Nah, but add anything you think I might need, including protections. I’m not clear who or what exactly is after me, so I wanted to cover all my bases.” 
Ben nodded. “And you need this fast, I take it?” 
“I’d like to pick her up tomorrow.” 
He made a soft scoffing sound. “It’ll cost you.” 
“I don’t mind paying a little extra for some peace of mind,” she answered honestly.
Ben crossed to his desk and jotted something on a piece of paper. “You should contact this man. His place is out of town in the swampland near Thibodaux.” 
“Sounds like a good place to bury a body,” she remarked, thinking about how the last time she’d been in the swamp, it was looking for the Skinwalker.  
“Probably right. But the charm you got won’t last longer than a day, and Roscoe is the guy you want if you’ve got to disappear.” 
Rebel accepted the paper, looking at the number and address. 
“You memorize it?” he asked. 
She nodded. 
Ben made a quick gesture with his fingers and the paper disintegrated in a burst of flame. Rebel barely managed to let it go before it burned her hand. 
She shot him a look. “You know him from personal experience?” 
The mysterious warlock-mechanic shrugged his shoulder. “Comes a time when everyone needs a fresh start.” 
As Rebel descended the stairs back into the garage, she wondered what had happened to Ben that had required him to find his. 




Chapter 5
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“G’day, boss. You on your way in? I brought you the beignets you like for brekkie,” André told her when he answered the phone.  
“Got to run a few errands first,” she told him, riding in an old pick-up truck Ben had let her borrow. “Better give those to Lori if you want her to process your expense reports faster.” 
“Beat ya to it,” he replied with a laugh. “Hey, listen—wanted to say soz for chucking a wobbly last night.” 
Rebel blinked. “Uh, I’d accept if I knew what the hell that meant.” 
“I let my orc get the better of me,” André explained. “He pushes his way out sometimes. Goes a bit troppo. Anyway, I didn’t mean to let him get out of hand.” 
“Ah, thanks for the translation, and don’t sweat it,” she told him. “It’s actually kind of sweet when you go all protective mode. I was actually hoping you’d be able to leverage that side of you today.” 
“You want me to orc-out on someone?” he asked curiously. 
“Not exactly. Remember that mage you called ‘Zenon’? I have a sneaking suspicion she was there last night, but I don’t have any proof. Have you seen her or any other mages on the fight circuit recently?” 
“Nah,” he replied. “Between handling the hybrids and our regular caseload, I haven’t been able to get to any fights since the night she challenged you. I can meet up with a few of the regular blokes, though—get my ear to the ground if it helps.”
“Perfect. I want to know about her and anyone she rolls with, mages and the like. Cool?” 
“Very cool. Femi’s beside me, you want to talk?” 
“Sure, pass me over.” 
There was a shuffling sound followed by Femi’s no-nonsense, rapid-fire questioning. “Where you at? What happened to you last night? Are you okay? You split so fast last night, I didn’t get a chance to see with my own eyes that you were okay.” 
“Sorry about that. In the hubbub, we decided it was best for me to just stay low. I’m on my way to see a man in Thibodaux about some charms.”
“Thibodaux? Ain’t nothing there but swamp, sugar fields, and bad juju,” Femi remarked. 
“Yeah, well, let’s hope it’s not worse than what I got a taste of last night. I asked new guy to run down some leads from his fight club contacts.” 
“Good call. Rowan’s on her way in. I’ll hold down the fort while you’re out,” Femi promised. 
“Thanks. I’ll keep you apprised.” 
Rebel hung up feeling a little lighter. Having a strong team behind her made their caseload manageable, but it was always good to know you had solid folks who had your back. She’d been going it alone for so long, calling in favors and twisting some arms for extra assistance when she needed it, that having so many people to rely on felt downright luxurious.    
Thibodaux was a sleepy little down sitting on the banks of Bayou Lafourche famous chiefly for the sweetness of their sugar cane crop and the ugliness of the Thibodaux Massacre race riot, where white landowners in the area sought to intimidate and suppress newly freed black slaves after the Civil War. Despite the bitter vitriol of the past, the sleepy little town had a pretty main street lined with colorful storefronts, cafés, and even a vintage-looking barber shop. She used Google Maps to find her way to the edge of the town where the gnarled oak trees grew tall and wide, a buttress against the encroaching swampland that felt lush and verdant in the humid summer heat, still bearable in the mid-morning sun.  
She turned off the main road, bumping along on a gravel track so overgrown with weeds it eventually disappeared altogether into a bank of Black Willow trees. Rebel stopped the truck and stepped out, her spidey senses telling her it was best to announce herself before going further. The cricket song surrounded her in a symphonic ambiance as she stood in the sun-dappled clearing. Although she had her trusty .22 revolver tucked into her boot and her hunting knife in a holster at her back, she held her hands out in a placating gesture, turning slowly. Despite the fact that she couldn’t see anyone, Rebel felt eyes on her as sure as if she were walking into a vault. 
“My name is Rebel Weston,” she said in a loud, clear voice. “I’m wearing a glamor of protection bestowed upon me by Ms. Dorothea Lafitte, daughter of the Voodoo Queen, Madame Felicite Angèlie Lafitte, and head of the Witches Convocation of New Orleans. I come in peace on the recommendation of warlock Ben Crow. I seek your assistance in a delicate matter he said you have expertise in, Mr. Roscoe.” 
She was met with a sudden, oppressive silence, the cricket song ending abruptly as a strong breeze lifted her hair. Rebel forced herself to remain still, arms up and out, her senses on full alert, ready to portal if need be. She took a deep breath, willing her heartbeat to remain calm and steady. 
A movement caught her periphery. Before Rebel could react, someone lunged at her from behind in a blur of motion, a long arm snaking around her throat like a python. Panicked adrenaline surged through Rebel’s veins in a hot, searing flash, but instinct took over.
She twisted her body, her right elbow nailing back into her assailant’s rib cage with precision. A sharp grunt escaped his lips, but she didn’t stop there. That was the secret to dirty street fighting. You didn’t let up. If someone was going to come at you, you had to return with overwhelming force, but you better make it fast, and you better mean it, so they can’t get back up quickly. Her hand came down and she grabbed his junk in a viselike grip, squeezing and wrenching it around like a stubborn doorknob. Her attacker froze immediately with a startled gasp, his hold loosening. Rebel let go, hammering her fist into his dick like a mallet. He bent over, dry heaving, his momentary vulnerability a chink in his malevolent armor. 
Rebel spun, her lithe form under Keith Penny’s glamor transformed from victim to weapon in a fraction of a second. Gripping his shoulders for leverage, she delivered a crushing knee strike to his face. The impact sent him reeling, gasping for air as he rolled onto his side. Rebel stepped on his neck, tugging her revolver from her boot. She pressed the barrel of the weapon against the man’s temple, her finger curling around the trigger. The metallic click of the hammer being pulled back seemed to echo in the thick tension between them, a harbinger of imminent danger.
“Howdy. That’s not a very nice welcome,” Rebel chided as he panted, his nose bloody, the sour scent of fear and impotent rage emanating from him. “I’m just tryin’ to make friends here and you go attacking me all by my lonesome? Where are your manners?”   
She scanned the clearing, her senses on full alert. When she saw no one else coming for her, Rebel refocused her attention on her attacker. He was a tall man, white, with a bald head and the kind of hatchet-face mug only a mother could love. But there was something about him that wasn’t quite right, like he’d been formed to resemble human, but the builder hadn’t gotten the mold quite right. His face was too smooth, no lines or pores, no facial hair. His eyes darted around, frantically searching for an escape even as he wheezed, still holding onto his privates, gasping like a man drowning. 
Up close he looked like a human size action figure of a GI Joe villain, broad shoulders, narrow waist, long legs under dirty jeans. Curious, she used her free hand to run a fingertip down his cheek as he flinched, watching her out of his side-eye, more fear than anger flashing. His face had the smooth suppleness and elasticity of silicone, pliable enough to look like skin from a distance but too even and neutral temperature to be misconstrued as real once it was touched. Was it a mask? 
Rebel reached down the back of his neck, under the collar of his shirt until she felt the edge and tugged, peeling off the sticky material like the rind of an orange. 
“Holy shit,” she muttered, blinking as she stepped back off his neck, tap dancing backward as she kept the gun trained on his scarred face, his mask in her other hand.   
She’d never seen an elf or a fae in real life, but there was no mistaking him for what he was if you factored in the huge, ethereal eyes and pointed ears. His face, once a handsome, luminous canvas, now bore the harsh weight of a cruel fate etched upon his scarred visage. Deep, jagged scars crisscrossed his pallid, sallow complexion, as if he’d been poisoned from within. Lying on the ground, he turned away from her, rolling to his knees as she gaped openly at the brutal scars of a terrible and haunting transformation, marring the beauty that had surely once defined him. She had no idea what he’d looked like before whatever ravaged him, but it was clear he was now a mere shadow of a once-glorious creature. 
“Are you Roscoe?” she blurted out, still in a state of shock.
With a gaze that flickered between fear and defiance, his eyes locked onto hers. His limbs twitched involuntarily, as if reaching out for the elusive power that had been severely weakened long before she’d ever arrived. He said something in a strange language and the dirty jeans and bedraggled clothes dissolved slowly, his disguise washed away like a receding tide. The elf climbed slowly to his feet, towering over her at easily seven feet, his body long and lean as a fantasy creature out of Avatar. He had deep, rust-stained scars grooved into his body like burns, following a veinlike network, disappearing under a simple tunic. His hair, once flaxen, lay matted and tangled over his shoulder, pieces of leaves and twigs caught in this messily braided mass.  
For the first time, she was glad she wore Keith Penny’s impassive expression. He had a poker face that could rival world champions, and she didn’t want the scarred elf standing embarrassed and ashamed before her to see the pity she felt for him in that moment.
“Just so we’re clear, I’m not gonna apologize for the dick hit. You had it coming running up on me like that, but I will say I didn’t come bearing any kind of ill will. Here—” She tossed him his mask, which he caught deftly, though he grimaced back as if she’d thrown him a hand grenade. Twin slashes of high color bloomed across the prominent ridges of his cheekbones under large, mossy green eyes. “I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot.” To show him she was serious, she uncocked the revolver before tucking it back into her boot. “Are you Roscoe?” she asked again.   
He shook his head once, then with a raspy voice that sounded like his vocal cords had been seriously damaged, he uttered. “Roscoe’s dead.” 
Rebel frowned. “You make him that way?” 
He shook his head again. “I found him.” The elf winced suddenly, gripping his own forearm as his hand spasmed. Gritting his teeth, he stared down at his fingers as they formed a kind of frozen claw shape like when your muscles cramp up. He said something harsh in the same language he’d used moments ago. She wasn’t sure what it meant but she could tell he was in pain. 
“Make a fist,” she advised him. 
He glanced up at her sharply. 
“It works. I used to get hand cramps after rock climbing. Make a fist,” she repeated. “It seems counterintuitive but it helps.” 
He made a frustrated sound. “I can’t.” 
“Hold on.” She guessed Ben, or whoever had used the truck last, had a dog, because there was a well-loved tennis ball that had been rolling around the floorboard before it got wedged between the seat and the door on a turn. “I’m gonna get you something that might help.” She returned to the truck, keeping an eye on him as she opened the passenger door and picked up the ball. “Here,” she called out, holding it up for him to see. “Squeeze this.” 
He caught the neon ball with his good hand, making a face at the chew marks, but he did as she recommended, wedding the ball into his cramped-up hand, slowly but surely compressing it until all his fingers were wrapped around it. The relief in his expression was palpable. He glanced up at her. “It worked.” 
Rebel nodded. “I’m glad. When did you find Roscoe dead?” 
He thought about it. “I’m not certain. I was in poorer condition when I arrived. I believe it’s been a few months in your time.” 
“So, you took over his place?” 
His full mouth twisted in a bitter approximation of a smile. “I wasn’t in any condition to leave.” 
Rebel debated his story. He was clearly seriously ill. She had never met one of his kind, but you only needed to lay eyes on him to see he was bad off. Whatever Roscoe had been capable of, this elf had come to him for help. She liked to think Ben Crow was good people. He wouldn’t have recommended Roscoe to her if he didn’t think he’d be helpful in some way. Only one way to find out. 
“You find him near here?” she asked. 
He held his breath a moment, assessing her as if he could take her measure. “I can see through your glamor. You’re a woman with gray eyes.” 
“Yeah, that’s kind of what I was here about. I was hoping Roscoe could help me with a better disguise,” she admitted. 
“Why?” he asked suddenly. 
Rebel let out a mirthless laugh. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here, would I? What’s wrong with you anyway? You look like you’ve been poisoned.” 
“I have been,” he admitted, finally releasing the ball. His fingers had more movement, though the rust red veins on the back of his hands were markedly more pronounced, as if throbbing with venom. His mossy green eyes were hazy with pain, though he fought hard not to show it. 
“My brother is a healer,” she told him. “A Medicine Man in my culture. He may not be able to help, but he could sure as hell try. Would you let me take you to him?” she offered spontaneously, surprising even herself. “We live in New Orleans. I could drive you—”
“No,” he snapped, stepping backward as he eyed the truck. “I cannot ride in your metal carriage.” 
Rebel’s brows went up. The guy had an odd accent, but she hadn’t expected him to break out into Olde English. “Humans call these ‘pick-up trucks’, ’cause you can throw your crap in the back.” 
“It’s full of excrement?” he asked, horrified. 
“No. I mean ‘stuff’. You can put your stuff in the back. See?” Rebel strode to the back of the Chevy and dropped the tailgate. Ben had an old cooler, a tackle box, and a camping chair in the back. “See? You can sit back here if you don’t want to sit inside the cab with me. That way, maybe we both feel safer.” Would she though? What the hell was she doing? She didn’t know this elf from Elvis. He could try to murder her the second she turned on the engine.  
“No, I mean, I cannot touch metal,” he explained like she was the slow one. “Fae are averse to this type of mineral.” 
“Oh.” Okay. So, she could leave him here. Roscoe was likely dead, or he would have helped the guy, right? Maybe the elf had even killed him. Who knew? None of this was her problem. 
And yet… 
She turned to look around the glade. “You’ve been living in a dead man’s place for months?” 
The elf swallowed hard and nodded once, his face averted in shame. Either he was playing her like the world’s best actor, or he didn’t have it in him to hide his emotions, but she could read him like a book. 
“Where have you been sleeping?” Rebel asked, her voice gentling. 
“Roscoe had a wooden house there—in the glade past the trees,” he told her, pointing at the copse of Black Willows. 
That’s when Rebel saw him, the spirit of the man they were discussing. She didn’t know how she knew it was Roscoe, but he stood there in a simple linen shirt and denim overalls with a shock of white hair and a grizzled beard. 
“Looks like I got to you too late,” Rebel told him. 
The elf spun, staring at the trees where Roscoe stood. “You can see him?” 
She nodded once, though her attention remained on the spirit. 
“I worried my death was in vain,” the ghost of Roscoe told her. “But now, I see this is how it was meant to be. You were sent to release me.”
Her brow knit. “Actually, I was recommended by Ben Crow just this morning. He thought you could help me.” 
Roscoe crossed his arms over a protrusive belly. He stroked his beard, considering her. “That warlock always did have a good eye for fixin’ things.” 
Okay, she was starting to feel as baffled as a goat on Astroturf. 
“What is he saying? Ask him how I can rid myself of this contagion!” the elf muttered harshly.
“He’s who you’re here about,” Roscoe told her, nodding toward the elf. “You help him, and you get what you came lookin’ for.” 
She glanced at him dubiously. Like, seriously? “Man, I’m already deep in the weeds or I wouldn’t have driven out here to the boondocks dressed like my old man. I’d take him to Hens, but he won’t even get in the truck.” 
“Please!” the elf shouted, startling her. “I’ve read all his journals, but I can’t touch his instruments without making this agony worse! Ask him what I must do!” The desperation in his voice was gut-wrenching. “I’m begging you—please!”
“He’s the one you want,” Roscoe told her. “Takes a lot for a fae to ask a favor. He knows his time’s up.” 
“Aww, hell,” she muttered, throwing her hands up. She wasn’t going to walk away from this elf guy anymore, even if it was probably for his own good.
“What did he say?” the elf asked anxiously, cautiously coming closer to her, his green eyes darting around the trees. “Can he help?” 
She turned to him, sighing. “First, you better tell me your name. If I’m gonna save your ass, I better know what to call you.” 




Chapter 6
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“Giladriel,” he answered hoarsely. But there was a catch in his voice, some tell she couldn’t quite put her finger on.  
Rebel crossed her arms. “If you can’t trust me with your real name, then you can’t trust me to help you.”
He didn’t answer, his body completely still. 
She glanced back at Roscoe, but the spirit had disappeared. Rebel released a frustrated sigh. She had shit to do, and she’d already wasted her morning on this bullshit. 
“Fuck it.” She turned back toward the truck, but the elf surged toward her. “Silvarin!” he blurted. 
Rebel paused. 
“My name is Silvarin,” he told her, dropping his hand. 
“Now, see? That wasn’t so hard.” Rebel faced him, arms akimbo. “Since you can’t get in the truck, I’ll bring my brother to you. He can use the instruments you’re talking about. Roscoe can tell me himself how to help you.” 
“Yes.” Silvarin sagged in relief. “Yes, that would be most appreciated.” 
[image: image-placeholder]“Wakey wakey,” Rebel whispered in Hensley’s ear. 
He blinked open blurry eyes, got a good look at Keith Penny’s face inches from his, and shot out of his bed like his ass was on fire. 
“Fuckin’ hell!” he shouted, pointing at her. “Keith?! Jesus Christ, is that really you?” 
“Yeah, asshole. I came back to life with your sister’s voice,” Rebel mocked him, throwing his jeans in his face. “Put your clothes on. I need you to heal an elf.” 
“What?” Hensley’s mouth dropped open. “Rebel?” 
“Ms. Dottie changed me from Nanette to Keith Penny because she thinks torturing me is hilarious.” Rebel shook her head. “It’s a damn shame I don’t have a good therapist on speed dial because looking like our guardian is raising all kinds of weird issues.” 
Hensley shuffled toward her, clutching his jeans as he looked at her closely, side to side, top to bottom. He reached out a tentative finger to poke her face. She snapped her teeth at him, and he fell backward on the rumpled bed. 
“Chop chop!” She tossed a shirt at him before strolling to his bedroom door. “I’ve got to portal us to a swamp outside of Thibodaux so you can heal him. And no, I don’t think it’s a good idea, but a spirit asked me to and says I’m supposed to, so the rest we’re just gonna have to figure out as we go along. Giddy-up!”  
“I feel like I’ve woken up in the middle of a really bad dream,” he muttered, yanking his jeans on over his boxer briefs. 
“You and me both, buddy. You and me both.” She shut the door behind her, giving him a second to pull himself together as she texted Ms. Dottie to pick up Moni, briefly explaining what she and Hens were about to do. She had a feeling she might get a lecture if she called, so she put her phone on silent and prayed whatever they were up to would cause more help than harm. 
Her once-focused get-er-done day was now seriously off the rails. She hadn’t even been entirely sure what she’d hoped to get from Roscoe but rescuing an elf who’d tried to choke her out hadn’t been on her list of to-dos. Out of guilt, she made herself and Hensley a couple sandwiches and some coffee as he got ready. Glancing outside, she saw Ben Crow’s truck cooling off by the curb. She’d hauled ass back to the city, making record time.   
Rebel looked around the renovated carriage house her brother had bought last year. She hadn’t been over as much now that Aric had moved out, but Hensley had added some of his own touch to the place, hanging a few photos, and colorful tribal art from the rez. He had a cashmere throw on the back of his sofa now and an antique console table in the corner for his keys and knick-knacks. Rebel realized then how much he’d settled down since they’d arrived to town a little over a year ago. When they’d lived in her townhouse in Texas, he’d kept all his shit in a duffle bag on the floor, like he was ready to jet at any moment. 
Rebel put a sandwich on the kitchen counter in front of the stool as he came out of the bathroom, eyeing her. 
“How do I know it’s really you?” he asked dubiously. 
Rebel poured him a cup of hot coffee in a stoneware mug. “You lost your virginity to Tina Chasing Horse junior year even though you let everybody think you did it with Kaya Adahy your freshman year.” 
Hensley grimaced in horror. “How did you know that?” 
“Kaya swore on her mother’s eyes in the girl’s locker room you two never hooked up. No one believed her until she came out as gold-star gay in college.” Rebel sent him a pointed look. “And you owe her an apology, you dumb prick.” 
Hens had the humility to look abashed. “I probably owe far more girls apologies for being a stupid dick when I was in high school,” he groaned, wiping a hand down his face. “You have no idea what it’s doing to my psyche to have your voice coming out of Keith Penny’s face.” 
“Okay, well, while I’m traumatizing you, I’d better fill you in on what you just slept through this morning.” Rebel told him what had happened in the glade, why she’d gone out there and what she was looking for. 
“So, what did Roscoe do, exactly?” Hens asked once they finished wolfing down their sandwiches.  
“That, I’m not sure. Could be a warlock or some kind of alchemist? Ben Crow says he helped people disappear. This elf was sure hoping he could heal him from whatever’s eating him up inside. He goes by Silvarin. He said he’s read all Roscoe’s notes, but he can’t touch his instruments. I guess maybe they’re metal? Elves have an aversion to iron, right?” 
“Fae in general, I think,” Hens told her. “I’ve never seen one, much less worked on them. I don’t know if I can help, but I can try. You sure he’s a good guy?” 
“I’m not sure of anything,” she admitted. “Silvarin’s got a little magic but he’s weak as hell. Whatever he’s got seems to be getting worse. Roscoe’s spirit seems to think I was meant to help him.” 
“You’ve been led wrong by spirits before,” Hens pointed out. 
Rebel pushed away from the counter, putting their plates in the dishwasher. “That’s why we’re going back with Anqā,” she told him archly. “If he messes with the bull after we help him, he gets the horns.” 
“Or in her case, the hellfire to end all hellfire.” He downed the rest of his coffee before standing. “At least being your brother is never boring. Where’s Ms. Dottie? I should ask her what she knows about the fae.”
Rebel glanced at her watch. “Hairdresser, then canasta with the Tremé Mafia before she picks up Moni for me.” 
Hens shot her a look as he typed out a quick text on his phone. “One of these days those old biddies are gonna hear your nickname for them and it’ll stick.” 
“Those grannies run these streets and you know I’m right,” Rebel replied before crossing to Hensley’s front door. She’d barely opened the screen door before Anqā jammed her long, serrated beak in, warbling. “Hey, baby,” Rebel cooed, leaning down to kiss the top of her beak. “Need your help scaring the shit out of an elf. You up for it?” 
Anqā warbled again, her reptilian eyes sparkling. Rebel smiled up at Hensley as he pulled his Medicine bag’s strap over his shoulder so he could carry it crossbody. “She thinks it sounds like fun.” 
Her brother eyed Keith Penny’s face over her visage. “It’s a good thing you’re cleverly disguised as an adult today.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Silvarin emerged from the Black Willow trees lining the glade cautiously as Anqā landed in the clearing. He kept a wide, cautious birth as Rebel and Hens slid off her back, eyes fastened on her Spirit Creature with a stunned expression.  
“You have a Vesperincinder,” he murmured in awe as Rebel approached. “I’d heard they’d all but disappeared from this world.” 
“Is that what she’s called?” Rebel turned to look at Anqā where she remained crouched low on the ground, considering him with an alert look. Her iridescent blue feathers seemed to shimmer in the hot midday sun. “Yeah, Anqā’s one of a kind. I met her in the Sumerian Underworld.” 
Silvarin turned his mossy gaze on her, seeming to see her in a new light. “It’s a great honor for her to have chosen you as a companion. My father told me they are solitary creatures.” 
“She’s blessed us with her love and protection,” her brother agreed, coming to stand beside her. “I’m Hensley Weston, Rebel’s brother. I’d offer to shake your hand, but I see you’re having some trouble,” he said, indicating how the elf cradled his wrist. Rebel noticed his long fingers were cramped awkwardly around the tennis ball, the veins distended with the rust red of the poison that ate at him. 
“You are the Medicine Man?” Silvarin asked, guarded. 
“I am,” Hens confirmed, observing the scarring that marred the elf’s hands and arms. “Rebel mentioned Roscoe had a cabin you’ve been staying in. I don’t know much about your kind’s physiology, but if he had any notes you think would be helpful, I’m open to learning.”  
“Why would you help me?” Silvarin asked cautiously. 
Hens cocked his head, curious. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
“Fae and humans have an…” Silvarin hesitated. “Acrimonious history.”
Her brother shrugged. “The way I see it, you’re in need of help that I could try to provide. You could be purple with spots bleeding green, and I’d still see what I could do.”  
There was a moment of tense, hushed silence as Silvarin considered them. It was clear he was fearful, but he was also in enough pain that he was seriously considering overcoming his own apprehension in the face of assistance. 
Rebel made a placating gesture. “We don’t have to be here, but Roscoe told me to help, and my brother is a healer. If you don’t trust words, that’s alright—words are imperfect anyway. Actions are better. Just let him try to help. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. But if it does, imagine how good it will feel not be helpless against your own body.” 
Silvarin nodded, relief slowly relaxing the tension in his haggard face. “The wooden house is near. I can show you—” His breath caught as he startled, eyes darting past their shoulders to Anqā. “Watch out!” he shouted.  
Rebel spun in time to see a huge black portal appear under her Spirit Creature, sucking Anqā into the ground as she released a startled screech, her wings snapping out. Rebel launched herself forward, just missing Hensley’s reach as he swiped out to catch her. 
“Anqā!” Rebel shouted, her heart pounding as the giant bird-lizard disappeared, dragged into the earth, her wings distended as she vainly attempted to fight the pull. 
“Stop!” Silvarin shouted. “It’s a trap—”
A sharp, excruciating pain sliced through Rebel’s side just under her rib cage at the same moment as an arm slid around her neck from behind. 
“I knew you didn’t die last night,” a man’s voice growled into her ear, the bloody knife he’d used to stab her now up by her neck. Three inches across and he’d slit her throat open like a calf to slaughter. 
“What the fuck do you want from my sister?!” Hens shouted.  
Rebel took advantage of her attacker’s momentary distraction, clutching the man’s wrist and the meaty part of his hand with both of hers. She jerked her shoulder up as she dropped backward, holding his weapon hand up and out. He gasped in surprise when she used her leverage on his wrist to drive his own knife down into his side like a shiv, giving him a vicious puncture wound to match her own. She stumbled away from him as he wrenched the knife from his side with a shout. 
Hens grabbed his shirtfront, slamming the sharp points of his knuckled fist into the man’s throat with exacting precision, crushing his windpipe instantly. The man choked, falling backward, eyes bulging while he attempted scramble away. Silvarin caught Rebel, dragging her a safe distance as she lifted her hand, seeing the blood coating her fingers. Hensley advanced on the Space Mage as the man clutched his throat, mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water, eyes wild. The lethal change came over her brother. Gone was the empathic healer, and in his place, a former soldier, a trained killer. 
“I crushed your larynx and trachea,” Hens informed him calmly. “Between that and the bleeding at your side, you’ll be dead in a couple minutes.” 
The man gasped, mouth working but nothing came out besides strangled attempts to breathe. 
“Tick tock. If you’re gonna portal to find help, you have seconds to do it,” Hens advised. 
Rebel’s eyes widened. “What the hell—you’re letting him go?!”
“Asshole like this comes with friends,” Hens responded, not taking his eyes off the mage. “Better we find them before they find us.” 
Suddenly, the ground opened up where Anqā had disappeared, and Rebel’s mammoth Spirit Creature burst up from the earth like the biggest, most pissed off bird-lizard you ever saw. It was as if a pterodactyl from Jurassic Park was coming back for her vengeance. Her polyphonic shriek rippled out like a sonic ear punch, causing everyone to flinch back. Anqā let loose a torrent of vivid blue hellfire that washed over the glade, lighting the Black Willow on fire in a bright circle of cobalt flames tall as houses. 
The Space Mage stumbled to standing, his face an ugly oxygen-deprived purple. He turned, slashing his hand down as a small portal formed like a tear in the time-space continuum.  
“Hens!” Rebel screamed, pointing.  
Her brother spun just as the mage dove through the portal, but Anqā was still incandescent with rage. She screeched, knocking Hens aside with her wing to clamp on the mage’s leg with a snap. The mage struggled mightily, kicking back furiously with his free leg as his torso disappeared into the portal. Undeterred, Anqā yanked him back, but the portal sealed closed, cutting him in half like some sort of gruesome, full-body guillotine. Anqā opened her beak with a furious screech, and the bottom half of the mage’s body fell like a stone, the grass covered in the detritus of entrails, blood and gore.
“HOLY FUCK!” Rebel shouted, as she gaped at the mess. 
Hens shook his head, standing with a groan several feet away where Anqā had knocked him aside. 
“Who was that?” Silvarin asked, staring dazedly at the dismembered body. 
“I don’t know, but there will be more,” Rebel replied, pressing her hand to her side, wincing at the pain. She was starting to feel lightheaded and sort of out of it, her body going into shock. “We gotta get out of here,” she slurred.  
“You led them here!” Silvarin accused, turning to her. “I must leave.”
Rebel blinked at him. “Where will you go? You’re sick as a dog.” 
“Away from here!” Silvarin shouted, frantically searching for a way out amidst the burning trees that surrounded them.
“Rebel, we have to get you to safety—” Hens urged, coming to stand beside her. 
She shook her head. “Silvarin, you’re a dead man walking, and you know it. Come with us. No one can follow to our Spirit Place.” 
The elf’s eyes narrowed. “I know not of this realm. If no one can follow, then surely, no one can leave unless you allow it.”
Rebel let go of her wound, sucking her breath in sharply as she extended her bloody hand to him. “You have my word on my life that you will be free to go as you wish. I promised you I would help. I meant it.” 
Silvarin’s gaze went over her shoulder to where Roscoe’s cabin was hidden behind the burning trees. “His papers—the instruments—”
“It’s too late for that,” Hens told him, pressing his hand to his sister’s side. Rebel felt the warmth of his healing spread into the wound like honey. “Come with us, and I’ll do what I can.”  
The elf stood facing the wall of hellfire, his back tense. He could try to make it through the intense flames, but the fire was swallowing up the surrounding forest like so much kindling. Anqā made a restless, angry sound, her eyes watchful as she turned slowly, surveying the glade. The hairs on the back of Rebel’s neck raised. More were coming. She could feel it. 
“Shit,” Rebel muttered, glancing around warily. “They’re tracking us. But how?” 
“He nicked your kidney—Reb, we have to go now!” Hens urged, straightening. “Anqā! A-na-gis-di o-wen-vsv!” he ordered in Tsalagi.  
Rebel’s Spirit Creature needed no cajoling. She snapped out her wings, sweeping them around in a huge arc that captured all three of them before Silvarin could jump out of the way. Then, in a half-second they were gone from the burning glade. 
They never saw the portal open behind Anqā as they disappeared into the ether. They didn’t see who came pouring out next to what was left of the Space Mage’s body.  




Chapter 7
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Rebel stumbled forward as they landed by the fire pit of her Spirit Place, woozy from blood loss.  
“What on earth—?” Keith Penny stood up from the log he’d been perched on. “Whatchu doin’ runnin’ around lookin’ like me for?” 
“It’s just a temporary glamor—oh fuck, this hurts…” she groaned, clutching her side while Anqā released a distressed warble, nudging her with her beak.  
“Reb got stabbed my a mage,” Hens explained hurriedly as he gently pushed her Spirit Creature out of the way so he could roll Rebel onto her back. “He hit her kidney.” 
“What is this place?” Silvarin asked, bewildered as he looked around, still clutching the tennis ball with his cramped-up hand. 
“—And who the heck is this guy?” Keith replied, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder at the elf. 
“Keith, this is Silvarin, an elf we’re helping who’s been poisoned. Silvarin, this is our Spirit Place and Keith Penny is our guardian. He was a Medicine Man, too,” Hens introduced distractedly as he examined Rebel’s injury. She moaned faintly, shivering all over. Her brother cursed. “I’ve got to heal the kidney first, Reb, and I’m not gonna lie—this’ll hurt.” He jabbed two fingers deep into the stab wound. A searing pain hit her, and Rebel stiffened, neck distended as she grit her teeth, trying desperately not to scream her fuckin’ head off. 
“SONOVABITCH!” she finally panted as Hens held her down with an arm across her chest. 
“Don’t talk about mom like that,” he teased. 
“Screw you!” Rebel shouted, trying to slap him and wriggle away simultaneously and managing neither. “I will cut your fingers off and feed ’em to you! Get ’em out of me!”   
“Quit squirmin’ and let me do my work!” her brother urged. He glanced over his shoulder. “Keith, I need my medicine bag!” 
Her guardian snapped his fingers and the old leather satchel Hensley used to hold his healing herbs and equipment appeared at his side. 
“Thank you. Now, help Silvarin please!” Hens urged as he opened the bag with his free hand to fish out what he needed. 
“Help him? I don’t even know what he is!” the old man replied gruffly, eyeing the elf like a two-dollar bill—with a touch of curiosity and a whole lot of suspicion.
Silvarin was so distracted by the commotion of Rebel’s struggle, Anqā’s distressed warbles, and the strangeness of their Spirit Place, he hadn’t even noticed Keith sidling up to him. Despite his weakened state, the elf straightened to his full height, indignant. “I am a fae.” 
“You’re a mess is what you are,” Keith replied, snatching the elf’s gnarled hand so fast, he gave Silvarin no time to protest. The old Medicine Man leaned forward, examining the rust-colored veins webbing his cramped fingers. “I don’t know you from Adam’s off ox, but I can see you’re all cattywampus inside. You eat somethin’ or get hexed?” 
“It was nothing I ingested.” Silvarin’s mouth twisted. “Metal is deadly to my kind. I don’t know how I’ve become so infected with it, but nothing I’ve tried has rid me of this scourge. It feels as if I’m the one being eaten alive… excruciatingly slowly.”
“Hens, you better hurry because I’m fixin’ to pass out or knock your lights out—” Rebel panted, writhing as Hens packed the wound with something. “This would be a really great time to install an on and off switch on my pain tolerance.”
“Maybe a lifestyle change would be easier,” her brother suggested. “If you weren’t pissing people off enough to try to kill you all the time, I wouldn’t have to patch you up every other week.” 
She muttered a choice expletive, but Rebel knew he wasn’t wrong. Being a bounty hunter had never endeared her to anyone, but she’d certainly been racking up the hate recently. It was ironic to her that she’d never had more friends and allies in her life, and yet she’d also never had more enemies either. And now, she couldn’t even identify who was trying to kill her. How could she fight against an invisible group of assassins? How could she protect herself, much less her family?
“What color is your aura usually?” Keith asked Silvarin gruffly. 
The fae considered the question. “Green—most fae have green auras.” 
“You try to lace it with anything?” 
Silvarin frowned. “I’m not certain what you mean.” 
“Can you see your own aura?” Keith pressed. 
The elf held up a hand, staring intently. Finally, he shook his head with a resigned expression. “It’s too faint. That or the poison is affecting my Sight.” 
The shaman stepped back, eyeing him. “You been playing around with iron?”  
“What? Of course not! It’s deadly to my kind,” Silvarin shook his head vehemently.
“Don’t know much about your kind, but from what I can see of your aura, you been hexed, boy. You got them teeny tiny iron filaments stuck to your Spirit like leeches bleedin’ your magic dry as a bone. I ain’t never seen nothin’ like it, but then, I ain’t ever met a fae either.” 
Silvarin hung his head, his dirty, matted hair covering his face. “This is impossible.” 
“Tell me about it,” Rebel muttered through gritted teeth. She was close to passing out, but she fought hard to maintain consciousness. She didn’t like the idea of giving up—couldn’t abide the thought of not waking even though she trusted her brother with her life, for all her snarling. 
“I need to draw your blood,” Keith Penny declared, pulling out an antler-horn handled hunting knife as he caught Silvarin’s arm.
The elf jerked back. “You may not!” 
“I ain’t cuttin’ it off, if that’s what you’re worried about,” the shaman groused. “But I got to know if the poison’s comin’ from your veins or your Spirit. Can’t tell what’s happenin’ if I can’t see it.”
Silvarin stepped back, shaking his head. Unfortunately for him, he backed right into Anqā’s flank. She turned her long neck and shrieked at him, snapping her beak. 
“It’s okay, baby,” Rebel uttered through gritted teeth. Hensley’s magic was finally wending its way through her injury. She could feel the warm honey feeling of his healing, making her lethargic with the sweet alleviation of the sharp agony of the knife wound. “Come by me,” she urged, and her Spirit Creature minced forward on clawed feet, settling behind her as she wrapped her body around Rebel protectively. 
Hensley finished packing the wound with herbs, uttering a Cherokee prayer in Tsalagi to speed her healing. 
“You better help Keith with Silvarin,” she urged her brother. “He’s got the bedside manner of a pissed off rhino.”  
Hens nodded, glancing back at the fae over his shoulder. “Keith is right. We gotta figure out if the hex is coming from the inside or the outside. If you don’t want him to cut you, then you should do it, Silvarin. That way, you can control the depth of the cut and how much blood you’re willing to show us. Any little bit will help.” 
The fae appeared briefly conflicted, working out the pros and cons in his own mind. “I cannot cut myself with your metal weapon.” 
Aah, right. She’d forgotten about that particular predicament of his. 
“Well use this then,” Keith responded, pulling an arrowhead from his jean pocket and tossing it to him. 
Silvarin caught the small, sharp stone tool. After a moment examining it, he finally relented, drawing it down his arm a couple inches. Human blood scents of a wet, metallic note, like copper pennies from a fountain. But when Silvarin began bloodletting, the undeniable bloom of raw iron and musty, damp earth permeated the air.         
“Ah, shit,” Keith muttered, leaning in. “You’re one sick puppy.” 
Silvarin drew back, horrified. “I am not a dog!” 
“It’s just an English saying,” Rebel mumbled. “That’s his way of saying you’re fuct—with a ‘t’, elf-man. You’re worse off than I am.” 
“Not helping, Reb,” Hens chided, standing up. 
“What can I say? I’m blunt,” she cough-laughed feebly. “God rolled me that way.” 
“I can see the healing is kicking in,” he replied wryly. Hens spoke a casting and the blood on his hands vanished. He reached into his bag and took out a small, empty vial before approaching Silvarin, who seemed to be barely tolerating Keith’s scrutiny. “What do you see?” 
“Two things—neither of them good,” their guardian admitted. He pointed at the aura surrounding the fae. Rebel had never been particularly adept at seeing auras on living beings, so she was going to take his word for it that whatever he and Hens were seeing wasn’t good news based on the broody expressions on their faces. “I can’t see the origin of the hex. Can you?” 
Hens squinted. “This is… detailed. Layers on layers of ultra-fine iron filaments applied over time.” He met Silvarin’s eyes. “You come into prolonged contact with anyone who hates you enough to curse you over years?” 
Silvarin’s mouth twisted. “Frequently. I’m a herald for… someone important in my world.” 
Keith Penny’s bushy brows furrowed. “What’s a herald?” 
“I guess here you’d call me an emissary. I deliver information, often unfortunate, for the party in question,” the elf admitted.
Hens nodded distractedly, transferring his attention to Silvarin’s blood. After a moment of examination, he handed him the vial. “My girlfriend is a witch and a biochemist. If it’s alright, I’d like her to analyze your blood sample. She’s extremely good at what she does, and I’d trust her with my life.” 
Silvarin gave him what could only be described as dubious side-eye. 
“You ain’t gettin’ any better,” Keith Penny told him blatantly. “What else you got to lose?” 
“I’ve seen the kinds of things a witch can do with blood,” Silvarin answered. 
“What about Kodi?” Rebel suggested, slurring slightly as she relaxed into the feel-good after-effects of the healing. “He’s not a witch, and he can analyze Silvarin’s blood, too.” 
Hens and Keith exchanged looks. “That’s a good point. He’s at the rez.” 
“Better take Rebel there to heal up,” Keith suggested. “Our land is protected. Even if anyone tracks y’all there, you’ll see them coming from miles away.” 
“Space mages…” she mumbled. 
“I’m fairly certain the one that chased you won’t be making a second attempt,” Silvarin remarked wryly. 
“Only we can portal there,” Hens explained. “Or someone we bring with us. Kodi Black is also a Healer in our tribe and a gifted surgeon, too. He can analyze your blood if you don’t want to give a sample to a witch.” 
“Bonus, you don’t have to stay if you decide to split,” Rebel added. “It’s a physical place, unlike here.”
The fae seemed to consider it, covering the cut with his good hand. “Where is it? Is it in your world?” 
“Yeah, it’s in an Earth dimension called ‘Oklahoma’—known for cowboys, American Indians, tornadoes, and Sooner football,” she answered, her eyelids drooping as she sank into Anqā’s oh-so-soft feathers.
Silvarin frowned. “I don’t know what any of those things are.” 
“You will.” Under the soft, downy feathers of her Spirit Creature’s body, Rebel could feel the purring vibration of Anqā’s quiet coo. With a gentle rustling, Anqā enveloped her inside the blanketing shelter of her wing. For the first time in a long while, Rebel felt weightless and at ease, like being wrapped in a warm, comforting cloud.
And with that, she was out like a light. 





Chapter 8
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Morning was typically Rebel’s arch nemesis. It was the time of day she battled more than any other. While she didn’t consider herself a morning person or a night owl, she rocked 11:30am like nobody’s business. It was no wonder when she came to in a room that only looked vaguely familiar that the sun was high enough to start baking the red earth outside her window. She sagged back against the pillows, fingers automatically searching for the wound on her side as she took in the wooden walls of the cabin Hens had only just finished constructing.  
When Keith Penny’s old place had burned down, her brother had taken the opportunity to build a bigger house with a separate clinic area next to the new sweat lodge. Her room held a comfortable new bed on an oak frame, a side table, a chest of drawers, a chair, and little else. She got out of bed slowly, pushing the colorful Pendleton blanket back. She was wearing Hensley’s old ARMY shirt and a pair of his gray sweatpants. 
She stood, exploring the space. There were three doors—the one out, a largely empty closet, and an en suite bathroom she would have killed for as a teenager when she was sharing a tiny linoleum bathroom with two guys. She took advantage of a long shower, admiring the Prairie Style-stained glass window Hens had installed to let the light in. Color danced over the pale tiles as the hot water sluiced down her back. Her fingers found the raised ridge of scar tissue covering her stab wound, and Rebel closed her eyes. She allowed her senses to open up, searching for echoes of the piercing pain she’d experienced after she’d been attacked by the Space Mage. To her relieved surprise, she felt well… whole and rested.  
After she’d changed into a fresh pair of sweats, a knock at the door startled her. “Come in!”
Kodiak Black, her childhood friend, first lover, and once-heartbreak, opened the door, his massive body filling the space. He leaned against the doorjamb in jeans, bare feet, and a denim shirt rolled up to his forearms, nursing a mug of coffee like some Native American warrior on the cover of a romance novel. She’d forgotten the handsome motherfucker had dimples. And here she was looking like she’d crawled out from under the house with astounding morning breath and hair like a rat’s nest. 
“Be still my heart,” she drawled, sardonic. “You gonna give a dying woman some coffee or what?” 
His warm eyes crinkled at the corners as he took a sip of coffee slowly. “You’re too mean to die, Rebel. Hell, you’ll outlive us all.”
Rebel smirked at him, towel drying her hair to distract herself. She still hadn’t quite gotten used to the fact that, in the intervening years between when he’d been hers to seeing him now, Kodi had matured from a good-looking boy of potential to a strong, confident man with a presence that both attracted her and made her feel adolescently skittish. Isn’t it an annoying wonder that even after all these years, your first love can still manage to take your breath away? A pang of tenderness bloomed inside her chest with a gentle ache, that old bereft longing for what might have been. Rebel hid her discomfiture by pulling her hair up in a top knot. 
“What are you doing here?” she asked as he watched her. “Where’s Hens?”
Kodi seemed to shake himself from his own reverie. “He went back to New Orleans to get your truck and bring Moni back up for summer.” 
Rebel frowned, taken aback. “How long was I out?” 
“Three days.” Kodi took another sip of coffee, observing her over the rim of the ceramic mug.  
Damn. That was way more than she’d usually been out after a takedown. That said, she did feel pretty terrific physically. Rebel couldn’t remember the last time in the past couple months she’d felt this rested, all told. She crossed the wood floors in her bare feet, stopping in front of him to pluck the mug of coffee out of his hand. Mmm. Hot, fragrant, and delicious with just a dollop of cream. Just the way she liked it. 
She felt irrationally pleased that he remembered something as trivial as her coffee preference, but she’d walk over hot coals before she ever admitted that. Rebel finished his coffee in deep gulps, luxuriating in the burn as it slid down her parched throat. Then, she lifted the sweatshirt she was wearing and considered her wound and the timing, slowly but eventually putting two and two together. 
“You two jerks kept me knocked out on purpose, didn’t you?” she asked, looking up at him for confirmation. 
“Maybe. A little bit.” Kodi’s mouth tugged up to one side. “You were near about past going, Reb. One wheel down and the axle dragging by the time I came around. When was the last time you slept, gv-ge-yu-hi?” he asked, gently pushing a damp tendril behind her ear. He’d used the old Tsalagi endearment from when they were together. It translated to something like, I’m selfish with you. Ironic considering he’d been the one to let her go all those years ago. She shook off the ungenerous thought. They’d been kids then. She couldn’t keep judging him by the one bad thing he ever did to her when he’d done so much more good.  
“You adopt a teenager and tell me how much sleep you get,” Rebel replied instead, downing the rest of the coffee. “Is Silvarin still here?” 
Kodi accepted the redirection with aplomb, transitioning seamlessly to the incisive, gifted doctor and surgeon he was. “He’s around, though he refuses to come inside the house. I can honestly say I have never imagined meeting a bonafide elf, much less worked on their physiology. He’ll allow me to treat him outside or in the sweat lodge, but the house and clinic are no-go zones.” 
“Makes sense. He’s allergic to metal and all the bougie stainless steel appliances Hens ordered probably resemble a death trap to him,” she remarked.  
“Well, he’s certainly got enough iron filaments in his blood to be damn near magnetic. It’s amazing he was able to survive this long, considering,” Kodi marveled, shaking his head. 
Rebel finished the coffee, pushing him back gently so she could slip around him to walk to the kitchen down the hall. She liked this room most of all in Hensley’s redesign. He’d put glass walls on both sides so you could see the fire pit out front and the lake in back from the attached deck. She recognized her brother’s woodwork on the large rustic farm table with the matching benches. She made a beeline for the fancy coffee maker, relieved to find it half full. 
She poured a fresh mug, opening the sub-zero to pull out the half n’ half. 
“You’re pretty dehydrated. You should drink water,” Kodi suggested, following her into the kitchen. 
Rebel took a deep inhale, sighing with pleasure as she stirred her drink. “Ahh, I love the smell of coffee in the morning—and I love the sound of no one bossing me around while I drink it,” she added pointedly.
Kodi raised his hands jokingly like a stick-up. “Hey, I’d be thrilled if someone looked at me the way you look at coffee. Don’t let me stop you with something as trivial as your healthy well-being and all.” 
Like this ruggedly attractive sonofabitch needed more admirers with his high, straight cheekbones and a jawline hard enough to chisel marble. Rebel could practically feel the familiar, irresistible voltage eating up the space between them as she fought not to stare at the curve of his mouth. Annoyed with the sliding direction of her thoughts, Rebel turned away, sipping her scalding hot coffee while her gaze perused over the sun sparkles dancing over the lake. The saggy old dock had been replaced with a larger platform with a couple Adirondack chairs resting side-by-side. 
“Tell me what you think happened to him,” she asked after a moment.  
“That’s not my area of expertise.” Kodi shrugged, moving to stand beside her. “I’m just working on pulling the filaments out through exchange transfusions. It’s taking a long time though, because we don’t have another fae donor, so I’m withdrawing about five to ten milliliters of his blood at a time, cleansing it and flowing it back in.” 
“How are you removing the iron?” she asked quizzically. 
His answering smile was wry. “Good old-fashioned magnetic centrifuge from the rez hospital,” he explained. “Hens and Keith have been examining him and they think Silvarin’s aura was hexed with iron first over a prolonged period of time and that it led to the filaments eventually entering his bloodstream. They created a ritual to remove the filaments, but like the transfusions, it takes time because the hex is layered and complex. It also hurts like a bitch, not that he’s complained about it. That elf looks waifish but he’s tough as hell.”   
Rebel ruminated over that bit of information. She still wasn’t a hundred percent sure why she was going out of her way to help Silvarin, but she was grateful for Hensley, Kodi, and Keith’s willingness to just go out of their way to trust her on this one. 
She touched her side absently, thinking about the Space Mage who’d attacked her. There were too many unanswered questions. The world outside the reservation seemed riddled with land mines. Rebel needed to call Moni and Ms. Dottie to check-in, but she was wary of reaching out without understanding how that mage had tracked her in the first place.    
“Can you see if you sense anything strange in me?” Rebel asked suddenly, turning to him.
His brows went up to his hairline. “I honestly can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic or serious. You know you are hands-down the strangest woman I know, right?” 
Rebel shot him an incinerating look. “I will freely admit that my level of strangeness is above average, but I’m cool with that. I meant do you think you’d be able to sense a tracker of some kind? Is it possible that I’ve been hexed too?” 
“Ah, I get it now.” Kodi nodded. “You want to know how the Space Mage found you.” 
“Exactly.” 
He shrugged broad shoulders. “Don’t see why not. I wasn’t looking for that before, but it’s worth a try.” Kodi turned and strode to the large farm table, removing the bowl of apples from the center. “Hop up here,” he said, patting the sturdy tabletop. 
Rebel finished her coffee, leaving it on the counter. She sat at the edge, looking up at him. “Nice office.” 
“We could do this in the clinic if you prefer,” he suggested, gesturing to the clinic they’d built outside next to the sweat lodge, visible to the front right side of the cabin. 
“Would that make you more comfortable?” she asked him honestly. 
Kodi smiled down at her, briefly caressing her cheek with his thumb. “I haven’t been comfortable around you since I realized you were pretty in high school, gv-ge-yu-hi. Why start now?” He pulled up a chair at her head after she laid down on her back, staring up at the rustic deer antler chandelier Hens installed, trying not to overthink what was circling between them. 
She felt Kodi’s long fingers settle lightly on her head, his thumbs lightly stroking the silky verge of her hairline. Her top knot loosened, the midnight skein of her hair falling off the edge. Rebel closed her eyes against the intimacy of his touch, the way her Spirit seemed to light up, the glow of an unspoken, finely spun connection that was both gossamer thin and undeniably persistent, even after all this time. Did some part of you always belong to your first love? Rebel didn’t know, but in the face of the treachery she’d experienced with Gael and the vitriolic attraction she shared with Kai, Kodi felt as warm and familiar to her as her favorite blanket. 
Don’t forget he walked away from you, her mind whispered. A man who can walk away once can walk away again. But that didn’t mean she didn’t trust him with her life when it came down to it. She just didn’t trust him with her heart, not that he’d asked her to. 
Mayday, mayday. Ground control to Major Tom. Pull your shit together, Rebel. 
She took a deep breath, focusing on her breathing as the hamster wheel of her mind and the flutter inside the bird cage of her chest calmed slowly as the soothing warmth of his magic slipped into her. Where Hensley’s healing reminded her of honey, Kodi’s felt like late afternoon sun glowing from the inside out. His Medicine was a soothing, comforting warmth that caressed and enveloped her in a soft, golden hue. The tranquility she felt for the first time in such a long, difficult few months brought the hot rush of tears to her closed eyes. Horrified, she stiffened, fighting the mortifying vulnerability. 
“You have the strength of your Raven’s wings,” Kodi murmured close to her ear. “You have the faith and courage to fly to new, unseen heights, and the wisdom of the Great Spirit to carry you there. But the journey is rarely easy. Suffering has become too familiar to you, war-woman. There’s no shame in laying your burden down in your own home. Let me help. Just relax and let me…”
She released a tightly held breath slowly, the moth of anxiety gradually flying in ever-smaller circles, glancing off the wavering heat of her shame. Rebel felt the muscles in her neck and shoulders loosen from the tension of bowstrings under his light touch and the warm luminescence of his seeking magic. 
“Good,” he murmured. “You’re doing well. Now I want you to push your Raven to the surface, just under your skin. Unfurl its wings. Let it expand with each breath…” 
It had been so long since she’d just connected with her Spirit like this… For the sake of feeling it, taking comfort in the bond she had with her Raven. It’s extraordinary to feel a soul ascending its mortal coil, untouched by the finality of death. There was a moment where the boundaries of the physical and spiritual blurred. It began with a gentle stirring, an ethereal tug as her Raven pushed up, wings expanding from her ribs out into her arms. 
She felt an exquisite sense of weightlessness, like smoke curling upward, as if the shackles of earthly constraints had been loosened. A serene detachment from the mundane worries and fraught concerns was replaced by a kind of centered calm. Rebel’s earlier pinball emotions seemed to meld into a delicate balance between elation and introspection. As she focused on her Spirit, there was a gradual dissolution of physical sensations as she absorbed the surrounding energy. Through her Raven, Rebel became attuned to what was happening beyond the trappings of her body and her physical environment. She hooked into an intricately woven tapestry of cosmic vibrations—like a dance of harmonies. 
She saw herself as the Raven Mocker under the blanket of a starlit sky, bathed in the shimmering glow of the celestial luminaries, the air thick with primal energy. The beat of drums resonated through the night air, its rhythm beckoning. Adorned in a vibrant feathered headdress, her deerskin leathers covered in intricate beadwork, and paint on her face, Rebel danced next to the sacred fire crackling in the firepit. The drumbeat intensified, her feet meeting the earth with purpose, harmonizing with the pulse of the earth itself. The flickering shadows resembled the spirits of her tribe, the echoes of her ancestors. Her body swayed and twisted, fluid and agile as the flowing rivers that once shaped her homeland. She felt the energy build, echoing the rhythm of battle—fierce, yet graceful with agility. Her dance told a story of resilience, honor, and the unyielding tenacity that coursed through her veins. 
A profound sense of clarity and understanding blossomed as if veils of illusion were being lifted, revealing deeper truths. Time itself seems to elongate, boundaries blurring, and her Spirit became intimately connected with the essence of creation, transcending the limitations of her singular physical form. In this state, performing her sacred dance, Rebel experienced an overwhelming surge of interconnectedness and unity. She sensed the vibrant pulse of the universe, resonating with the collective consciousness of all that ever was and would be. Her heart was working in strange new rhythms, as it if were adjusting to a brand-new metronome. She felt boundless, profoundly aware of her own minuteness in the face of a horizon far grander than any she could imagine. But instead of frightening, she dropped her head back in wonder, seeking that profound connection to the greater cosmos surrounding her. 
When she opened her eyes, Kodi was smiling down at her, the blunt tips of his fingers gentle on her temples. “You haven’t been hexed, Rebel. You just needed to remember who you are and where you came from. You’re back now, tsu-la-di-hi. It was always there. You just had to find it again.” 
Relief and gratefulness overwhelmed her. She turned her head and kissed the inside of his hand. “Wa-do, u-wa-gi,” she whispered in Tsalagi. Thank you, beloved friend.





Chapter 9
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Rebel found Silvarin sitting inside the sweat lodge. He’d stripped down in the heat, wearing only a fabric tunic around his waist. While he was definitely not back to what she imagined was his version of a hundred percent, she could see a marked improvement in his once-ravaged form. His porcelain skin, still ethereally pale, remained marked with the rust-red stains of his poisoning, but less so. His lustrous hair, now clean, was pulled back in an intricate braid. The fingers she’d seen so gnarled lay loose on his knees where he sat cross-legged, graceful and lithe. Up close and unmarred by the fear and hostility he’d directed at her when they first met, she realized the elf was quite beautiful in an ethereal way.   
“Damn, son. You’re actually really pretty when you’re not trying to attack me,” she remarked, coming to sit across from him. 
He opened one almond-shaped eye. The mossy green had become a more verdant, vibrant emerald. “You have awakened. Are you healed?” 
Rebel laughed softly. “You know what they say. What doesn’t kill you annoys the hell out of somebody, and in my book, that’s something worth living for.” She briefly admired his face for its unusual delicate, chiseled elegance. He had high, noble cheekbones and gently tapered ears that came to a subtle point. “You remind of Spock, but with way better hair.” 
The elf seemed briefly disconcerted. “I am unaware of this being.” 
“He’s a Vulcan.” 
“The Roman god of fire?” Silvarin gasped, affronted like some outraged Victorian aristocrat.   “I assure you, fae do not resemble that barbarous blacksmith!”
Rebel considered correcting him, but explaining a main character from Star Trek to someone who probably didn’t know what television was seemed like an inopportune use of time. “Kodi told you’ve been undergoing some different treatments. How are you feeling?” she asked.  
The tension left his face as he seemed to relax slightly. “Much improved. Despite the discomfort of the rituals, I feel that the methods they employ are working.” 
“Good,” she said with a nod, glancing around. “What have you been doing for food?” 
His slight smile played around his mouth. “Worry not. Your land has much to sustain me. Your brother lent me his bow for hunting, and his garden is already producing fruit. I have enjoyed my time here thus far. I visited this land once several hundred years ago. While it is changed, I am pleased that some parts of it remain pastoral.” 
“Yeah, we just call this place the ‘boondocks’,” Rebel said with a chuckle. “Despite getting off to a rocky start, I’m glad to see you’re doing better. I know you had little reason to trust us, but for what it’s worth—I’m glad you did.”
He nodded once, considering her. “Something concerns you,” he remarked after a long moment.
She nodded once. “You said something about your role as a herald that caught my attention.” 
“Yes,” he confirmed. “This was my duty before I became so gravely ill.” 
“For whom, exactly?” 
Silvarin quietened, his gaze gathering the distant look of someone remembering something that both hurt and pleased him. 
“You don’t have to tell me. It won’t affect our willingness to help you recover,” Rebel acknowledged after a loaded silence, “But I think your job had something to do with your aura being corrupted by the iron hexes, and I suspect I might be able to help you if Roscoe’s Spirit was telling the truth.” 
The elf’s eyes fastened on hers. “Why?” 
“Why would I help you?” she responded, disconcerted. 
“What do you want in return?” he clarified. “My kind only deal in threats, bargains, and favors.”  
Rebel released a chuckle. “Hate to break it to you, Silvarin, but so do humans, vampires, witches, shifters, dragons, and werewolves. That currency is fairly universal.”
His finely arched brows went up. “You know all of these kinds of beings?” 
“I count most of them as friends—except the dragons. They’re assholes,” she replied with a wink. It was hotter than hell inside the sweat lodge and she was wearing what felt like a hundred pounds of sweat-soaked cotton. She peeled off her soggy shirt as she waited for him to respond, leaving her in a sports bra and her sweatpants like some forgotten backup dancer for TLC. “The way I see it, the more I know, the better it is for the both of us if someone is still after you.” 
Silvarin cocked his head. “What about the assailants after you?” 
Rebel shrugged as she sat forward, pouring more water on the hot stones between them. The steam rose off the stones in a humid sizzle. “Someone’s always after me. That’s nothing new. But this is sacred land, and it’s as protected as it can get. I figure I can help you or go back inside and watch Netflix until my family arrives. Seems like one’s got more karmic value than the other.”
He appeared briefly disconcerted. “What is Netflix?”
“The ultimate time waster. Now, who were you the herald for?” 
The elf closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the green seemed to glow in the dark. “I was the Herald Extraordinary of the Nine Fae Planes. I served many, but my Queen was Brighid, ruler of Tír na nÓg and the First Among the Fae.” 
Oh, shit. “Brighid of the Celtic pantheon Tuatha Dé Danann—that Brighid?”  
“You know of her?” He seemed surprised. 
Rebel felt like a sharp pin was precariously close to popping the burgeoning balloon of goodwill and hope she’d felt toward him. “I know her homegirl, the Morrigan. Can’t say she’s one of my favorite goddesses right now.” 
Silvarin blinked in apoplectic shock. “You are acquainted with the Chooser of the Slain??” 
“Yeah,” Rebel nodded. “To my utter horror, she’s kind of obsessed with me. And my kid. And my vampire friends. Okay, so basically, she’s a stalker,” she admitted. “What did you do for Brighid?” 
“Heralds are the messengers of my kind,” he explained. “I was often sent on diplomatic missions.” 
Rebel’s shot him an impressed look. “Like an emissary? An elf-version of a diplomatic attaché?” 
He inclined his head regally. “If you like.” 
“So, anybody who didn’t like a message you were trying to deliver could have poisoned you,” she guessed. “That’s doesn’t really narrow down the pool, does it?” 
Silvarin shook his head. “The gift of my particular fae lineage is a natural immunity to most forms of negative magic. Over the years, that ability was strengthened through protective wards provided by various members of the Tuatha Dé Danann—including the Morrigan,” he answered. “I had only one real weakness that affects all my kind.” 
“Iron,” she realized. 
The elf nodded once. “I could not be harmed by fae magic, which enabled me to travel everywhere in the nine plains of my world as my Queen’s Herald.” 
“Who did you see the most besides Brighid?” she pressed.
“I served the high court of the fae in Tír na nÓg. There wasn’t anyone I really didn’t see regularly to some extent.” 
Rebel chewed on that a moment. She could barely follow the political intrigue of her own world, much less get involved in the convoluted shenanigans of a race that included nine different realms.  
“Sorry if this is an obvious question, but if you’re normally Teflon to magic, why didn’t Brighid just make you into some kind of super-assassin?” 
Silvarin’s smirked at her. “I’m not certain what Teflon is, but if you’ve ever met the First Among the Fae, you’d know she requires no assistance with killing anyone or anything she wishes. Diplomacy is more troublesome and irksome for her,” he answered tactfully.
How well Rebel understood that truth. Her idea of diplomacy was kicking doors in with tear gas and a pump-action shotgun. That was probably why supernaturals she didn’t even know were so actively trying to murder her. Well, that and her tendency to say whatever the fuck she wanted, whenever she wanted. 
“How many gods are in your pantheon anyway?” she asked curiously. 
“There are nine principal deities in my realm, but the court contains dozens of druids, bards, warriors, heroes, healers, and craftsmen who have all have supernatural powers of varying kinds. Not to mention the enemies of the Tuatha Dé Danann—chief among them the Fomorians and the Æsir.” He released a long sigh, head dropping back. “Try as I might, I cannot think who I’ve angered enough to assail me so. I act as an intermediary only. My charms of protection have never required me to fight. I have no enemies I am aware of, unless I was harmed to prove a point to my queen.” 
Rebel considered his predicament. There were too many potential adversaries to shake a stick at. “Does Brighid know what happened to you?” 
He nodded. “I sent her word that I was unwell and seeking assistance.” 
“Does he know where you are?” 
Silvarin’s mouth tightened. He shook his head once. 
“Well, it sounds like you’re about as welcome as a porcupine at a nudist colony in Tír na nÓg with all that palace intrigue, so let’s just focus on getting you better. But I gotta ask—why did you choose to come here when you knew you were already sick from all the metal? Navigating the modern world is like walking through a constant landmine for you.” 
“That’s why I chose it,” he admitted. “Most of my kind no longer traverse this place because it is so treacherous. When I realized I could no longer reasonably defend myself without my magic and charms of protection, I knew I had to hide where others would not dare to seek me out.” 
“No idea who had it out for you?” 
He shook his head. “The nine gods can each handle metal to some extent. So can the druids, the heroes, and the warriors to some extent, thus the nature of their positions on the court. It’s not desirable, but it isn’t fatal. That said, the fae generally avoid your world. Modernity flummoxes them, and there is simply too much that is strange and difficult for them to navigate in your cities.” 
The Morrigan had said as much when she described why she wanted to take over Moni’s body like a new car. 
“How did you find out about Roscoe? What did you hope he could do for you?” 
Silvarin sighed, leaning back. “I’d already been to many other healers and shamans, but he was a warlock who specialized in alchemy. He could create semi-permanent illusions and physical alterations. My hope was that he could help me disguise myself as human and provide counsel on how I could rid myself of this scourge. Sadly, he’d already met his demise by the time I found him.” 
Now that was interesting. “Do you know how?” 
“I believe he came to blows with a sorceress called Triska over some blasphemy. She wanted him to help her convert humans to some kind of magical hybrid,” he shrugged helplessly. “That was all I was able to discover in his journals.”
Well, hell. This was all fairly recent. The bitch-witch, Triska, had taken several months to create her monster-juice and in the end, it had proved too unstable to work, but the clean-up had taken weeks for the Southern Conclave to sort out. Between the wolves, vampires, and her team, they’d eradicated all the hybrids and tied up the remaining loose ends, but it made sense that Triska had sought ole’ Roscoe out if he was good enough to create immutable disguises.
Kodi stuck his head into the lodge, eyes catching hers wryly before he turned his attention to the elf. “Sorry to interrupt, but are you ready for your next transfusion?” 
Silvarin nodded mutely, pushing to standing. His body was tall and willowy, the musculature exquisitely defined despite being marred by the ugly, jagged scars of his poisoning. She realized then that she could see his aura more clearly, a soft, almost ethereal glow surrounding him as he moved with lithesome grace. She wondered what he looked like in his full glory, all tricked out as the Herald Extraordinary. He probably had some kind of fancy-pants outfit with ornamental epaulets or something. 
As he left through the deerskin flap, Rebel figured she’d had enough of the sweat lodge herself, so she followed him out. Hensley had set up a few simple wooden picnic tables outside the clinic as a sort of casual waiting area and the elf took a seat at one, laying his arm on the table while Kodi pulled equipment from his doctor’s bag and a bag of what she assumed was Silvarin’s blood.  
Anqā shuffled out from the tree line, a watermelon in her beak from the wild patch leftover from one of Keith Penny’s old plantings. When she saw Rebel, the giant bird-lizard warbled, dropping the melon as she hop-flew toward her. Rebel caught her by the neck in a tight hug as Anqā lifted her up off the ground. 
“You miss me?” she laughed. 
“She’s been sleeping outside your window ever since she portaled you back,” Kodi told her. 
Rebel cocked her head. “How do you know that?” 
His expression was amused. “Because I was sleeping in the room next to yours, and she snores like a jet engine testing its decibel limits.” 
“She is such an exquisite creature, though,” Silvarin admired with the first real smile she’d ever seen on him, even as Kodi prepped his arm before cutting a small incision into it with a stone arrowhead. “In all my life, I never anticipated I would meet a real Vesperincinder.”  
Anqā lowered her neck so Rebel could put her feet on the ground. She stroked the soft feathers of her neck. “You want me to call you that from now on?” Rebel asked her. “It’s a mouthful but it beats bird-lizard.” 
Anqā just nudged her with her beak, her coos soft and snuffling. 
“If you’re here, who’s watching Hens and Moni?” she teased. “I’m okay. You should go to them. They’ll be driving up the truck, and I want to make sure they make it here in one piece.”
“Hens told me he’s got a blonde vampire guard on him like white on rice,” Kodi remarked. He retrieved a flexible catheter, carefully inserting it into the incision and guiding it into Silvarin’s vein. The makeshift tubing served as a conduit, enabling the controlled flow of blood into an empty bag. It was a slow process considering how thick with iron filaments the elf’s blood was. 
“Sounds like Astor, my latest babysitter assigned by Gael.” 
Kodi gave her a pointed look. “That vampire realizes you’re a grown woman with more firearms than shoes, right?” 
“Well, considering his assigned bodyguard took a hit to his shoulder for me that would have taken my head clean off my shoulders, I’m not inclined to point that out,” Rebel responded honestly. “But Astor can’t come here. We don’t need anyone trying to snack on tribe members.” Rebel turned to her Spirit Creature as she nudged Rebel gently. “Can you go get them and bring the back, baby? It’s safer that way.” 
Anqā made a distressed sound. 
“Okay, I’ll call Hens and we’ll agree on a time, then you can pop there, pick ’em up, and portal right back. Deal?” She rubbed her hand down her long, serrated beak. 
The giant bird-lizard nipped her playfully. Rebel took it as a good sign. “Go finish your watermelon. We’ll have a barbecue tonight, and I’ll cook up some of the steaks Hens has in the freezer. I know you’ll like that, right?” 
Appeased, Anqā waddled back to her discarded fruit, resting on her haunches as Rebel took a seat at the picnic table beside Kodi. He didn’t look up from monitoring the sluggish flow of Silvarin’s blood carefully, ensuring a steady and regulated transfer. Silvarin gritted his teeth, though he made no sound, as he opened and closed his fist. 
“Just a little more. You’re doing great, Silvarin,” Kodi coached gently. “Then I’ll put the cleaned blood back into your system.” 
The elf nodded tightly, though Rebel could see it cost him. The blood was oozing out thick as molasses, that awful, wet metallic smell carried away by the afternoon breeze. Once he’d pulled enough contaminated fluid from Silvarin, Kodi removed the tubing, placed a fresh one in and held the bag of cleaned blood up as it flowed back into the elf’s system smoothly. The relief on his face was unmistakable. 
“Do I get a steak, too?” Kodi teased. 
Considering he’d probably dropped shifts at the hospital to be here to take care of her and some elf he didn’t know, she’d bake him an apple pie, too. “I’ll think about it,” she replied archly. 
His eyes sparkled. “Welcome home, Rebel.”  




Chapter 10
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Somewhere over the Pacific Ocean 
The phone inside the seat arm of Sébastien Gael’s Gulfstream G700 rang softly, distracting him from the conversation he was having with his soldier, Margaux Bello, about the next steps he was planning. Gael picked up the receiver, holding it to his ear. 
“We have a problem,” Astor Tallis told him.  
“I assume you’re calling about Rebekah?” Gael returned calmly, though his senses sharpened to full alert at the grave note in the mercenary’s voice. Bello’s pitch-dark gaze sharpened on his face as she listened to the conversation from the seat across from him. 
“You aware of the fact that you’ve got over a dozen Talmage brats in the city picking fights with supernaturals?” 
Gael’s brow furrowed. “We dispatched with their leader, Aleksan Nikolaev, last year. Most of their ilk were slaughtered. The few who were remaining scattered back to Europe.” 
“Right, well, did you take care of their kids while you were at it?” The English vampire pressed. “Because I just finished interrogating a barely legal Earth Mage who attempted to exhume me at rest, the filthy bastard. Before I drank him down like a good chianti, he admitted he was the son of one of the mages you killed. Apparently, the mage was in town with a licorice assortment of tasty mates. Good for me—but in this case, bad for you, mate.”
Gael met Bello’s eyes, and she nodded, swiftly picking up her own phone to do some reconnaissance. She’d reach out to their contacts in the UK and get some answers on what was going on with the defunct organization that had once set its sights on ruling the world, starting with taking over the Southern Conclave. They’d been monitoring the remaining Talmage loosely, but it hadn’t seemed their numbers had been able to re-coalesce since the butchering they’d received in New Orleans. Their offspring, on the other hand, had been a different matter. 
“I don’t typically make the habit of exterminating individuals for the crime of being related to my enemies. Créer des bijoux avec bienveillance. Live and let live—n’est-ce pas?” Gael responded. 
Astor made a soft scoffing sound. “That’s a terribly magnanimous position for a Vampire Master to take after wiping out the leaders of an entire generation of mages. Cheeky, even. You must be aware, then, that last year’s pretty little massacre has created a terrible antipathy toward you and yours. The descendants are out to destroy you and all those cozied up to you—Rebel was simply the easiest to target. Harming a hair on her delectable little head is a direct hit on you,” Astor took a brief inhale. Gael imagined he was taking a puff of one of his expensive Silk Cut cigarettes. 
His fingers tightened to the point of cracking the plastic shell of the phone’s receiver. Gael forced himself to calm down. He knew Rebekah was on the reservation in Oklahoma, but he’d assumed she’d merely left New Orleans early when Astor reported back the news that she’d departed the city after leaving her Land Cruiser with Ben Crow. “Are you telling me these enfants perdus were successful in their dark endeavors?” 
“Difficult to say. There seem to be constant threats to your bird’s life.” 
“Unfortunately, that condition is a constant,” Gael replied, well aware that he was largely the reason behind that painful, ironic reality. What he wouldn’t give to rid his love of the shade he’d cast upon her existence since the fateful night they’d met. But he was a selfish bastard. He couldn’t leave Rebekah anymore than he could have her all to himself. C’était impossible!  
“None of the culprits fell for the ruse at the hospital?” Gael queried, pinching the bridge of his nose.
“Sadly, no. Admittedly, it was rather ham-fisted and hastily slapdash, though. Anyone with two eyes and a semi-functioning brain cell knows if Rebel came to harm, you’d burn the city down to find them,” the mercenary answered. “I do have a spot of good news though. In my pleasant conversation with the Earth Mage, I did discover the Space Mage who’d gotten into the Superdome showed up at their dank little hovel a day later with the lower half of his body missing. Seems your lady has got one hell of a bite.” Astor actually sounded impressed, a rarity for a man so blasé to violence. 
Gael smiled in spite of himself. Rebekah was fond of making bold statements. When exacting revenge, she had a tendency to evoke shock and awe. Or as she liked to say, ‘Punch ’em in the face and ask questions later.’ Oftentimes, Gael had no idea how she accomplished half of the feats she did considering the frailty of her mortality, but she continued to amaze even him.
“What of the mages’ encampment?” Gael asked, irritated that such a meddlesome group of apprentice-level mages had wreaked such havoc right under his nose. 
“Cleared,” Astor confirmed. “Any evidence remaining in that squatter’s hole off Canal Street was reduced to cinder. I suspect they’ve got at least one Fire Mage. The burn was too contained for the heat level. They bloody well eviscerated the place—even the piping was melted.” 
“Oui, je comprends. Merci. Turn your attention to hunting these little fiends down,” Gael directed. 
“And what of Rebel?” Astor asked. “Do you want me and my men to stay on her?”  
“Her land is protected. As long as she remains there, she will be unharmed.” Gael had been quietly testing the boundaries of her family’s sacred dwelling since he became aware of the Morrigan’s designs upon her ward, Monique Vu. He’d been gratified to discover none of the attempted encroachments by various supernaturals had been successful thus far. The ancient magic of her people combined with her guardian’s Spirit’s protections kept her ensconced as if in a protective bubble. “Bello will resume her duties as Rebekah’s chaperon shortly, but do keep an eye on the young one, Monique Vu. If the upstarts cannot locate Rebekah, they may make an attempt to bring her to heel through her ward.” 
Astor took another inhale. Gael had known him for a hundred years and Astor had to be at least six centuries old. He would have died from lung cancer at least a dozen times had he still maintained some semblance of his humanity the way he smoked. Vampires didn’t maintain human addictions like alcoholism or nicotine. Gael suspected the man simply savored the act of smoking for the chance to think and add a touch of drama to his delivery. 
“That’ll change the heroes and zeroes, mate,” Astor said after a moment.  
Gael sat back in his plush leather seat. “Very well. Combien?”
“What would it worth to you to pull the plug on an operation like this?” Astor paused to smoke. “A greedy man would want double his original quote…”
“What would a smart man prefer, vieil ami?” Gael countered softly.  
“Says the man who drives a hard bargain each and every time,” the mercenary chuckled softly. “As luck would have it, a smart man would know that an additional two million quid for the lot of little troublemakers was just about uncomfortable enough to make everyone comfortable. Say the word and I’ll have the lads in my crew on the problem faster than two shakes of a lamb’s tail.” 
Astor was a cunning, creative viper. But he always delivered. That’s what made his excessive fees well worth the price. Gael would have paid quadruple that, but he preferred this particular task to be handled quietly, discreetly, and most importantly, apolitically. Astor and his crew of viciously gifted soldiers of fortune were not part of the New Orleans Nocturne. That said, for a nest of would-be mage conspirators to survive in New Orleans under the notice of Gael’s own private guard meant they had a songbird in their midst. Gael couldn’t trust anyone in the Conclave until he knew who was singing enough to help the mages remain off his radar until now. 
“I look forward to receiving heads,” Gael murmured. 
“And I look forward to filling my coiffures,” Astor replied. “Pleasure doing business with you, old friend. To wine, women and disco…” 
Gael chuckled in spite of himself. “Tu ferais mieux de travailler. Au revoir!”
When he hung up, Bello followed shortly, returning to sit across from him with the air of cool focus she always projected. Gael had discovered over the many years of their acquaintance that her level of calm stillness directly correlated to the firebrand intensity of her emotions. Bello was the only person he knew who had absolute control over herself at all times, regardless of the tumultuous feelings roiling within her. 
“We have a traitor in our midst,” she told him levelly. 
Gael inclined his head in agreement. “C’est exactement ce que je pensais.”
To his surprise, she sent him a sympathetic look. “Master, in this instance, it will hurt you to do what is required.” 
The old anguish lanced through Gael at the implications behind her assessment. Bello had warned him this day would come. He knew before she said the words aloud… 
“It was Angélique,” Bello continued, eyes alight with rare emotion. “Maxine Lennox looked into her in the past twenty-four hours. Shortly after our altercation with the Talmage, your wife withdrew a deposit box of uncut Antwerp diamonds from Banque Pictet.”
Gael closed his eyes. Banque Pictet & Cie SA was a two-centuries-old, little-known Swiss private institution that still hewed closely to the old era of bank secrecy. Most of its leaders were descendants of the bank’s founders, men whom Gael had known personally before they passed on. It was one of the first accounts he’d ever set up for his wife when she’d returned to Europe from the New World. And now it was the very account she was using to attempt to destroy him. 
“How was this missed?” he asked quietly after a long moment of pained silence.  
“It wasn’t, Master,” Bello shook her head. “Angélique had a necklace commissioned at Buccellati,” she told him, referring to the world-famous jeweler. “The diamonds’ authenticity was confirmed in all the paperwork.”   
Gael let go of his pent-up breath, opening his eyes. “She had an exceptional counterfeit made with lab-grown diamonds, didn’t she?”  
“It would be indiscernible to the naked eye, even those as powerful as our own,” Bello admitted with a slight shrug. “The real diamonds would have been easy to obfuscate and the payment impossible to track back to her if this was her approach. She has had relations with members of the Talmage before. It wouldn’t be extraordinary for her to have taken the extra step of secretly supporting them now against you.” 
So, the traitor in their midst was likely an ally of his wife. Gael rubbed a finger over his lips as he gazed out the jet’s window. 
The expanding silence between them prickled like the thorns of a dead bramble. All his life, Gael had wondered how he was the product of his father, the original Comte de Gael, a distant and unsentimental man. But now, centuries later, he was coming to understand how his father’s survival had depended on the detachment. If he never felt anything or trusted anyone—if he denied every need or moment of vulnerable intimacy—he could not be hurt. Gael’s own mother, conversely, had been as open as a peony blossom, her kind heart a vivid and gorgeous unfurling that made you happy to experience its mere presence. 
Gael’s failed marriage to Angélique had confirmed the very worst things he had ever suspected about himself. It had taught him that intimacy not only gave you the weapons, but the will to use them. Gael had known Angélique might betray him one day, no matter what he did to appease her. Knew it the way he knew the svelte lines of her glorious body and the iron-clad confidence she had in her own superiority. She’d resented him from the start, even before their union. How could she not? Angélique had everything she needed to succeed on her own, but she’d been born several eras too late, with the historic misfortune of being a woman in the Napoleonic era, prized only for her beauty and her dowry. That she hadn’t really loved him had never really matter mattered. She still saw Gael as hers, even if they’d never truly belonged to each other. Not really. 
And then he began his second, unholy marriage to the Morrigan, his maker, another woman who sought to own him, to use him as an instrument to shore up her own shortcomings. 
Was it any wonder that he’d fallen headlong for a woman who wanted nothing to do with him? Who laid her truths bare on the table without artifice. Who insisted—no, demanded—that he be his own person, free of the falsehoods and complicated machinations of the women who’d once ruled his life?    
“What have you learned of Rebel’s safety?” Gael asked Bello, seeking respite in a momentary distraction from the bitter task at hand. 
“She’s still on the reservation with the surgeon, Kodiak Black,” Bello confirmed. “Hensley is packing up for the summer, though it doesn’t appear he’ll be driving up with the girl tomorrow. Rebel just called Ben Crow to request he freight-haul her Land Cruiser to Oklahoma.” 
“He added the wards of protection she requested?” 
“And then some,” she nodded. “I insisted he upgrade and bulletproof the body and windows. The vehicle is about a thousand pounds heavier, so he put in a four-hundred horsepower Mustang V-8 engine in to compensate. The wheels have been upgraded to drive on flat tires, and he added a charm to protect the interior in case of chemical or gas attack.” 
Gael chuckled softly. “How much did that set me back?” 
Bello’s answering smile was mocking. “Crow said the invoice is in the mail.” 
“Je suis heureux de l’entendre,” he answered, feeling slightly relieved.  
“Elle vous ôte tout tracas,” she responded. “My guess is they will portal there. It’s safer.” 
Gael nodded, returning his attention outside the window of the jet. The glimmering lights of the west coast of California were just visible on the edge of the horizon. In a matter of hours, they’d be home. He’d opted not to use ley lines to travel in case it would alert the Morrigan to his whereabouts. Gael found air travel flummoxed the goddess given its lack of association to the earth as she knew it. That, added to the fact that they were essentially wrapped in a metal canister flying at well over a thousand kilometers an hour, it was the only surefire way he’d found to elude her spying. He and Bello had had a fruitful trip, dispatching with Lord Veles in the Japanese Underworld and putting into motion painstakingly laid plans. Little by little, piece by piece, his endeavors to disentangle himself from his maker were being executed stealthily. 
“Contact the leaders of the Conclave for a pressing meeting using the utmost discretion,” Gael ordered. “Request that the meeting take place at Dorothea’s house after Hensley and Monique leave. Her wards of protection are unmatched.” 
Bello inclined her head in acknowledgement. “And what of Angélique?” 
Gael closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the leather headrest. “I will handle her myself.” 




Chapter 11
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Moni Vu finished stuffing her summer clothes into the rolling duffle bag Rebel had bought her for the trip, humming the words to a Guns n’ Roses song. She dug that retro shit, and since she’d kicked ass in her finals, she was in an especially good mood. She kissed her fingertip and pressed it on the picture of her parents sitting on her dresser. Despite all the crap she’d gone through in foster care and juvie, Moni had always been a good student. Grades mattered to her parents, and that was one of the few things she felt she could do to make them proud, wherever they were.  
“I’m doing okay, guys,” she murmured. “For the first time in a long time, I’m doing okay.”    
Rebel told her she always had to take a moment to celebrate the wins, and Moni liked that philosophy. She’d gone up to the Cherokee Nation for brief weekend trips and a few days during Spring Break, and she freaking loved it up there. She couldn’t wait to help Hens at the clinic, go canoeing and fishing with Rebel, and hanging out with the friends she’d made at the tribal rec center. The wrestling coach even agreed to let her practice with the team during their off-season training so she could learn some moves that might help her use her jiu jitsu. Moni had never been to summer camp before, but she suspected this summer was going to be about a thousand times better. 
Her mobile pinged on her bed’s comforter, distracting her from her thoughts. Moni leaned over to pick it up, a buzz of excitement gathering in her lower belly when she saw Taylor’s name on the text. Like her, he’d entered school late and was also kind of an outsider to the well-established cliques at the Tremé high school. Tall, lanky, and good-looking with an emo-skater vibe, he had a mop of dirty blonde hair that fell over his brow and the clearest, palest blue eyes she’d ever seen. He was the quiet, stoner sort who showed up to class with such notable infrequency that half the time she wondered why he even bothered attending. When he didn’t show up to their AP History final, she assumed he’d already failed the class, so why even bother? Despite his basic bad boy apathy, she got the impression he was smart, and he had a slight accent that made her wonder where he’d come from, though he’d never volunteered much information. 
Maybe that’s why she was crushing on him a little. He was a black box she really wanted to unwrap.  
Taye’s Text: In the Quarter. Feel like Po’ Boys?
Moni chewed her lip, looking at the mess of her room. She really shouldn’t, but it was her last night in town before she left for the summer. Surely Ms. Dottie and Hens wouldn’t mind if she popped out for a snack. A reedy sliver of guilt lined her thought-process as she debated whether she should mention who she’d be meeting. Moni knew instinctively nobody in the family would go for Taylor. She’d thought about telling Rebel about him a couple times during the school year to get her opinion, but had discarded the idea just as quickly. Rebel would eat Taylor for breakfast, then turn around and tell Moni the hundred thousand reasons she could do better. Moni loved Rebel like crazy, but when she got wound up and delivered her lectures, it was like open mic night at the trap house. Well-intentioned, occasionally amusing, but ultimately headache-inducing. 
Moni texted back quickly before she could overthink it: Sure. Killer PoBoys on Dauphine @ 8? 
Taye: Cool
Okay, so he wouldn’t be winning any awards for prose anytime soon, but he was cute, so who cared, right? 
Moni chewed her lip. Was this like a friend hang or was he kind of asking her out? She never could tell where she stood with him. She’d hooked up with a couple guys before, but that had been more out of curiosity than anything else. Sometimes you took distractions and comfort where you could find it. 
But this weird possible thing she had with Taye? Moni wasn’t sure what was going on with them, but she wanted to find out. Sometimes she caught him staring at her with a disconcerting intensity that made her feel hot and itchy all at once, but in a kind of thrilling way. She tossed her phone back on the bed, trying hard not to second-guess herself as she thought about what she’d say to Ms. Dottie. Hens was across the street at his place packing. Surely, they wouldn’t miss her if she just popped out for a quick bite. 
She was saved from coming up with a lie when Ms. Dottie called out to her from the kitchen, “Bébé, I gotta go make some groceries for the church social tomorrow.” 
Moni popped her head out of her door. “I can go. What do you need?” 
“Oh no, honey-chile’—you do you. I got this,” Ms. Dottie declared, wagging a finger at her. “You go on and finish packing. Anqā will be here bright and early to scoop up you and Hens. You best be ready.”  She bustled past her wearing her favorite polka-dot house dress and carrying her purse. She was so grandma-cute, Moni could hardly stand it. 
“Hey—” Moni called out softly, leaning out her door. 
Ms. Dottie turned to look at her. “Yes, sugar?” 
Moni grinned at her. “You gonna miss me when I’m gone?” 
The older woman’s smile turned sweet and tender as a rosebud. “Like my garden misses the rain, bébé—you best believe.” And with that, she picked up the car keys to her vintage pink Cadillac from the dish on the hallway console table. “I’ll be faster than a duck hoppin’ on a june bug.”
“Okay. I might pop over to Hensley’s,” Moni called out, trying to look disappointed as Ms. Dottie waved and sailed out the front door. Her adopted grandmother was putting on a brave face, she knew, but Moni also suspected no grass would be growing under Ms. Dottie’s feet as the older woman liked to say. Between the coven, Conclave business and her neighborhood friends, Ms. Dottie would be busy all summer. Rebel and Hens insisted Ms. Dottie come out to the reservation whenever she liked, but Moni knew she’d likely wait until a little time had passed before she showed up. That was just her way. Old southern manners—straight class. 
Moni moved quickly to avoid the guilt of her discomfort. She jotted out a hasty note, leaving it on her packed duffle. She’d tidy up her room as soon as she got back. Besides, she wouldn’t be gone long enough for anyone to notice, she reasoned, waiting the requisite couple minutes after she heard the vintage pink Caddy fire up before Ms. Dottie backed out of the drive. Ms. Dottie’s house wards were a thing of beauty—a glowing rainbow of complex spells that reminded Moni of a fine crochet when it was strong as a titanium mesh, built slowly and carefully over half a century at least. But the Lafitte house wards had one crucial weakness. They kept folks out, not in. Ms. Dottie and Rebel operated on an honor system with her, counting on Moni to follow their rules. Moni wasn’t allowed to invite anyone over without their express approval, and she wasn’t to go out without letting them know where she was going and who she’d be with. 
But Moni knew they wouldn’t approve of a guy like Taye. One look at his oversized hoodie and faraway eyes and they’d be all, No no no. Well, maybe not Ms. Dottie. She was more patient and kind. But Rebel? She’d probably put the poor guy in a headlock and describe all the things she do to him if he harmed one hair on Moni’s head, mortifying her for life. She’d never be able to look Taye in the eye again. 
With Hens, it was difficult to say. He had a way of sizing people up with his clear gray gaze. Hensley had a quiet intimidation factor that made you start confessing things you hadn’t even done. Moni had jokingly asked him once if he’d been an interrogator in the Army, and he’d remained quiet long enough that she’d started to think she hit the nail on the head. 
Moni picked up her focus, an artifact that resembled a vivid lapis lazuli egg, using it to cast a protection around herself before slipping it into her front jean pocket. She was still familiarizing herself with her magic, and it helped her channel and direct her gift, distilling the power that still felt too wild and overwhelming at times. She’d gotten a lot better at managing it under Ms. Dottie and her coven’s tutelage, but the focus helped her so much that like her phone, Moni never left home without it.
“I’ll be gone an hour—no big deal,” Moni convinced herself as she slipped out the front door, locking it behind her. She’d been on her own for years in foster care. No one had ever given a shit whether she came or went. This was nothing. Just a quick trip out to see a friend before summer, she reasoned. 
As Moni stepped out onto the sidewalk, heading toward the French Quarter, twilight was just beginning to set over the city. The deep layer of indigo coming to rest over the darkening horizon reminded Moni of a stage curtain. She glanced across the street, noticing Nanette’s car parked in front of Hensley’s house. She saw them in his bay window, standing across from each other at his kitchen counter, drinking from mugs as they talked. Her heart warmed a little when Hens leaned forward to kiss her. 
In her secret heart, Moni longed for someone to look at her like that—to kiss her like that. She liked the way Hensley gave Nanette his undivided attention when she spoke to him. Moni wanted someone to reach across the kitchen counter just to hold her hand. Her parents had been like that. She remembered her dad dancing with her mother in the neon light of the dry-cleaning sign at their little shop, moving in a gentle shuffle while her mom rested her cheek against his chest. Moni wanted that, to feel those things—to hold and be held. Even if it was just for a little while. 
As she took off down the sidewalk, she was so focused on the churn of excitement in her stomach and ignoring the annoying press of guilt at her small act of rebellion, she didn’t notice the shadow of the person who stepped out onto the street behind her. And she definitely didn’t see the headlights of a passing car refract across his watchful eyes.
[image: image-placeholder]“Did anyone end up coming to the hospital to see you playing Rebel?” Hensley asked his girlfriend, Nanette Olin, as he poured her a cup of fresh coffee. She was working night shift again at the lab in Tulane Hospital, and she’d be mainlining caffeine until about four in the morning before her shift ended at six. He’d been glad to catch a moment with her before she went in, spending some time with the woman he’d come to recognize was the love of his life. Hens reached across the kitchen counter to hold her hand, then leaned in to kiss her on impulse before she could answer.  
“What was that for?” she laughed, her green-hazel eyes sparkling with humor. 
“Just because,” he replied lightly, though his heart squeezed a little. Hens thought, for the thousandth time, about the ring he’d been carrying around the past month. He’d had it commissioned at a jewelry shop on the rez, combining Cherokee design with Nanette’s birthstone, Alexandrite. The stone changed colors in the light, emerald by day, ruby by night, much like his love’s mercurial nature. She was a divination witch with a razor-sharp mind for science. Hard facts mixed with the mysteries of the universe. He loved that about her. Who the hell was he kidding, he loved everything about her. 
Hens was going to marry this girl. He’d known it the moment he’d laid eyes on her. Now, he just had to find the right time to ask her, and pray to God she said yes… 
Nanette caressed the back of his hand with her thumb as she smiled into her mug. “What was I saying?” she asked, blowing on the hot liquid. “I can’t recall when you distract me with sweet kisses, mon homme.” 
Fuck yeah, I’m you’re man, he thought with a self-satisfied smirk. “You were telling me if anyone came to see if it was really Rebel in the hospital room.”
“Ah, oui. No one showed up, but as I was waiting, I got a couple glimpses of people discussing it—making the decision either way,” she admitted. “I could tell they had a kind of shield around them, so I couldn’t see them clearly, but I could hear them arguing about it.” 
Nanette’s gift of divination remained a deep enigma to him. She described it as similar to seeing reflections on shards of glass coming toward her at different speeds. Each shard represented possibilities moving in time, some settling, others shattering, all shifting based on decisions made and actions taken. Hensley thought it sounded maddening, and he never knew how she walked around all day getting shit done with that second Sight going on in the background. 
“You know what was weird about it though?” she continued. “Their accents.” 
“What kind of accents?” 
She sipped her coffee, thinking about it. “Hard to say—I was only catching a few words. It was mainly the tone and tenor. I think one of them was British. Another sounded French, but she was speaking in English. Some Russian. I’m not sure, but it was clear to me they were European.” 
His brows drew together. Most of Gael’s Nocturne of vampires had French accents to varying degrees. Hell, half the city was Creole, like Nanette, or Cajun, like the wolves. They could turn their accents on and off like a spigot. That said, the only British accent he’d heard recently was Astor’s, and he hadn’t heard any Russian accents recently that he could recall. 
“Mmm, I can see your suspicions gathering like a storm cloud across your face. Anyen ditou! I could be wrong.” 
“What do you know about Astor?” he asked. 
“The vampire with the white-blonde hair?” Her brows went up. 
Hens nodded warily. “He shows up out of nowhere claiming Gael and Bello assigned him to protect Reb, but I’ve never seen him before. Have you?”
Nanette shook her head thoughtfully. “You think he might have it out for your sister when he saved her? Sa pa fè sans,” she said in Creole. 
“I know it doesn’t make sense, but something about him…” Hens leaned on his elbows, mulling it over. “Can you focus your divination gift onto him? See if there’s anything there?” 
“Nan kou,” she shrugged. “Why not?” Nanette turned and carried her coffee to his sofa, settling into the plush leather cushions. “Can you light a candle, chéri? It’ll help my Sight if I can focus my eyes on one thing.” 
“Of course.” Hens found a fancy scented candle someone had given him during his housewarming, lighting it and sliding it across his coffee table in front of her. 
Nanette smiled her appreciation as she situated herself, sitting cross-legged, her gaze serene as she watched the flame with half-closed eyes. She began to whisper an incantation in patois, soft and lilting, so quickly he couldn’t pick out the words. Hens had a decent ear for languages, improved with military training over time. He had learned enough Creole over the past year that he could usually follow the thread of the conversation, but his ability as a Sensate helped him feel what Nanette’s magic was doing even though he couldn’t see it. It was fascinating to experience her Diviner’s magic at work. As she gazed at the candle, Hens could sense her pulling futures toward herself, feel the varying possibilities vibrating like the plucked strings of a guitar. 
Nanette reached out, touching the invisible with her fingertip, examining it before she tossed it aside and went for another. Her incantation came faster, more urgent as she plucked one future from another. In a moment, both hands were working, picking and flinging outcomes this way and that so that it appeared almost as if she were playing an invisible harp. 
“Kisa sa ye?” she said suddenly, eyes widening as she straightened, holding a future in her fingers he couldn't see. “No, it can’t be. It shouldn’t be… She was right here!” Nanette continued urgently.  
Hensley stiffened when he felt the rising surge of panic filter through her emotions, Nanette’s movements more agitated as she picked through her visions. 
“Moni—I see you!” she cried. 
His heart went into his throat. Nanette kept going, heedless of him, fingers working in an intricate pattern now as she followed the futures to outcomes urgently. 
“What are you doing?” she muttered. “Show me where you are, Moni. Show me where you’re going!”
Real alarm spread through him. Hensley fought the urge to put hands on her, afraid he’d break her concentration. He was torn between wanting to help and forcing her to stop, anxiety ratcheting up in the room like an approaching tsunami. He glanced across the street, saw the porch light on Ms. Dottie’s house, the lights in the bay window. Moni was packing. She was there in her room packing. But Nanette was seeing something else in her futures… What the hell was she seeing?  
Hens moved behind the sofa, standing behind her as he spread his arms. He’d discovered over the past year he could invert his Sensate abilities, pushing them outward so that he acted as an Amplifier to someone else’s power. He’d discovered through trial and error that it really didn’t work unless he had a strong emotional connection to the person whose magic he was attempting to amplify—like Rebel’s. They were naturally on the same wavelength. When he magnified her gifts, it felt as natural to him as a magnet snapping into place.  
Breathe, he told himself, knowing he had to remain cool-headed if he was going to be any help to her. Focus on the breath. Then, Hensley pushed his gift up, turning it outward like a satellite dish so that it was magnifying Nanette’s magic. 
He heard her suck in a sharp gasp. “Oh, pavre, no!” She stood, reaching out at some outcome only she could see. Then, she passed out, falling backward so he caught her under the arms, lowering her carefully onto the sofa. Hens vaulted over the back, settling beside her, his fingers unerringly finding her fluttering pulse. Hensley swallowed down his alarm as he focused on making certain Nanette was physically alright. 
Nanette came to quickly, disoriented, eyes cloudy. When he pushed the corkscrew curls back from her face gently, her gaze fastened to his and she seemed to come back to herself. Her eyes widened as she clasped his face with both hands.  
“They took Moni—” she told him urgently. “She has Moni!” 
Hens blinked, disconcerted. “Who? Astor?” 
“Astor was following her, but I can’t see him now—I can’t see what happened!” She sat up, rubbing her temples. “I can’t see anymore. Mezanmi o! This is bad, Hensley. This is very, very bad!” 
He shook his head, real fear clawing its way up his heart as he stood up to cross to his front door. “No, that can’t be right. She’s at home—” 
That’s when Hensley saw the pink Cadillac wasn’t sitting in the driveway.
Fuck.  
He was across the street so fast, he didn’t even notice if Nanette had followed. The front door was locked. Not bothering to go back to pick up his keys, he pounded his fist against the heavy wood, shaking the frame as he tried to see movement beyond the stained glass at the top of the door. 
“Moni! Moni, open the door!” he shouted, knowing she’d hear him. Hell, half the neighborhood would probably hear him if it weren’t for Ms. Dottie’s wards. The house had a built-in projection, so it always appeared calm, an eye in the storm as safe as a fortress… But only if you stayed inside.   
Three seconds passed, then ten. Hens pounded on the door until his fist throbbed. 
He felt Nanette’s hand on his back as his voice became more desperate, unwilling to accept the truth. 
“We have to call Dot, Hens,” she told him urgently. “She can find her. No one is better at locator spells—”
Hens spun, gripping her shoulders as they stood under the halo of the porchlight. “Did Astor hurt her? Did he take Moni??”
“I can’t see—” Nanette shook her head. “I don’t know!” 
He let her go, gripping his hair, yanking the long strands back as he fought off the urge to hyperventilate on Ms. Dottie’s porch. This wasn’t happening. He had one job—get Moni and take her back to the rez. She’d been so excited when he picked her up from school today. She was certain she aced her last exam. He’d listened to her chattering on while he’d driven her home. He’d helped her pull the big duffle bag Rebel had gotten her from the top shelf of her closet. They’d talked about all the things they were going to do. He’d take her to the summer pow-wow and the fair where she’d get sick on cotton candy and popcorn. He was going to teach her how to use his recurve bow and how to ride a horse.    
This wasn’t happening. 
He couldn’t believe this was happening—
A honk tooted behind them. Hensley spun to see Ms. Dottie pulling up the drive. She waved cheerfully, oblivious to the disaster awaiting her in her own home. 
Hens was at her car door before she could even put the classic car into park. 
“You comin’ to help me with the groceries, bébé?” she asked, handing him the bag. 
He caught her little hand, pulling her out a little too fast so that she lost her balance, tipping against him. “Hensley! What on earth—? Why you actin’ so strange?”
“Something bad’s happened,” he told her urgently. 
“What?” she asked, bewildered. Then her eyes found Nanette as she came to stand behind Hens, her pained, anxious expression haloed in the orange phosphorescence of the streetlights. “It’s Moni, Ms. Dottie.”
The older woman blinked, shaking her head. “How can that be? She’s in her room!” 
“No, she isn’t. Not anymore,” Nanette shook her head. “She’s been taken.” 




Chapter 12
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A few minutes earlier… 
Killer PoBoys wasn’t the kind of place that advertised, remaining well-known among locals for years on a handful of insanely delicious sandwiches you wanted to stuff in your face whether you were drunk or not. Moni mused that the Louisiana version of a submarine sandwich was a lot like the city itself—a whole lot of exotic, wildly delicious things that shouldn’t taste so amazing together stuffed between two classic French loaves. The simple, small storefront eatery at the edge of the Quarter on Dauphine Street had a handful of gleaming, copper-topped standing tables so you could eat and sway to the music already rolling in from Bourbon Street like low tide. She could already hear the shouts and laughter drifting down the narrow lane with the summer breeze.  
Until she’d moved to New Orleans, Moni had never really had strong feelings about food as long as she got some and it wasn’t too awful. She’d been lucky to get a couple square meals a day in foster care and it was difficult to refine a palette against the grindstone of desperation. But between Ms. Dottie’s frankly insane skills in the kitchen, and Rebel or Hens always taking her to try different places out, Moni had developed a serious preference, and frankly snobbery, for damn good food. 
As she approached, Moni caught sight of Taylor standing at a side table, one foot on his skateboard as he wolfed down a seared Gulf shrimp po’boy, the N’awlins take on the traditional Vietnamese Bánh mì with pickled carrots, daikon radish, cucumbers, and Sriracha sauce. He was dressed in his customary jeans and a thin hoodie, blonde hair falling in an artless tangle across his brow. 
“Started without me, did you?” she teased, coming to stand in front of him. “Traitor.” 
“Sorry…” he mumbled around the sandwich sheepishly. “Haven’t been here before. This is sooo good!” Taylor wiped his mouth with the paper napkin, his faraway blue eyes sparkling. “Where I’m from, you gotta eat when you can, and food like this? Wow.” 
“Where are you from, anyway?” Moni asked, wondering, not for the first time, about his slight accent. He had a tendency to make the ‘th’ sound more like a ‘z’ and he often rolled his ‘r’s. She thought it might be Eastern European, but she was no expert. In New Orleans, pretty much everyone had their own unique twist on English since they came from all over the place looking for a good time.    
“Order some food and I’ll tell you,” he teased, pointing at the register. There was a small counter lined with retro blackboards covered in specials. 
Moni rolled her eyes at him before walking to the counter to choose her po’boy. She wasn’t actually hungry—Ms. Dottie made sure of that—but she wanted to have an excuse to hang out. Get to know him a little. See if he was as cool as she thought he might be or if he just seemed mysterious because nothing was really in there. 
As she stood at the counter, mulling the menu choices on the black chalkboard behind the cashier, the fine hairs at the back of her neck came up. She glanced back, hand automatically going to her front pocket where she kept her focus. A couple surly-looking guys a little older than them stood behind Taye, staring at her as he continued to chomp on his sandwich. He seemed unaffected, as if he knew them, but she didn’t like the vibe they were throwing off. 
Warily, she clocked her exits out of habit, noticing the cook had propped the backdoor to the cramped kitchen open with a brick. It led to an alley, but she couldn’t see much else. She could still slip out the front, but she’d have to pass one of the weird newcomers to do it. 
Calm down, she chided herself. Not everyone is out to get you. It was a mantra she’d been trying to learn, slowly shedding the hyper vigilance she’d developed being on near-constant red alert in foster care and juvie. 
Moni leaned back against the counter, keeping her position at the midway point between both exits as she tried to give Taylor the benefit of the doubt. First rule of surviving a set-up: never let them see you sweat. 
“Didn’t realize your friends would be joining us,” she remarked casually, though she didn’t feel it. She didn’t know what the hell Taylor was up to, but she hadn’t signed up for this. 
Taylor shrugged easily, pushing the paper plate away. “You wanted to know where I’m from. Well, these are just some of my friends.” 
Moni cocked her head. “Y’all got names?” 
“This is Viktor Volkov,” Taylor introduced, jamming his thumb over his shoulder at the dark-haired guy on his right. “And that’s his brother, Aslan,” he added, gesturing to the third man, a shorter, more muscley version of Viktor. They remained conspicuously silent, radiating the kind of barely suppressed menace of dual hand grenades as they leveled her with twin stares.  
“Do they speak?” she drawled, thinking through the spells she could use to get out of here as she aimed her mind at the problem like an arrow at the ready. Moni had a cloaking spell that would hide her in plain sight temporarily as long as they weren’t supernatural and gifted with the Sight. It didn’t work at home with Ms. Dottie or Rebel, but it could work here long enough for her to escape. This part of town was rife with ghosts, both good and bad. Hell, she could probably summon the Four Horsemen of Exchange Alley again if it came to it, but she hated the idea of owing a favor to those a-holes. Moni began summoning all the spirits in the nearby vicinity to herself. 
“These guys only look big and scary,” Taylor replied easily, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “But really, they’re just shy about their English. These two are my cousins.” 
Her brows raised. “No kidding? Where did you say you’re from again?” 
“Here, there, everywhere,” he shrugged.
“I’m Moni, though I guess y’all already know that,” she told them before glancing at the cashier. “There’s some special sauce in the back. You still got any of that? I forget the name. Something like the nine-eleven?” she asked, hoping he’d pick up this was his cue to leave and get help. 
The guy swallowed hard, eyes darting between her and the trifecta of trouble crowding the front of the small bistro. “I’ll go get it,” he replied quickly, licking his lips nervously as he slid away.
“So, how’d y’all end up here?” she asked conversationally as she felt the build-up of ghosts surging toward them, curious, drawn to her like moths to a flame. That was her gift as a Ngải witch—the power to summon and control the restless spirits of the dead who’d not yet passed on. She could hear the cashier making a panicked call to the police in the back. Moni wasn’t sure what he was going to report other than four people having a tense standoff, but she was certain whatever was coming wasn’t going to be good. 
Taylor leaned toward her, almost conspiratorially like he was sharing a secret. “You ever heard of the Talmage?” 
Her lip curled. “Can’t say I have. Sounds like a LARP thing. Are you into role-playing and dressing up like medieval characters or something?” She gestured toward Viktor and Aslan. “These two your acting as your wicked henchmen in a tournament tonight at the park?”
Taylor’s eyes narrowed. Gone was the laid-back skater she’d been kinda crushing on. In his place was a predator. She was starting to want to kick her own ass for every being interested in this guy—after she rained hell on his head. 
“I’m pretty sure you know exactly what the Talmage was before your foster mom and her vampire boyfriend butchered dozens of mages right here in the city,” he bit out. 
Moni shot him a disconcerted look. “Dude, are you off your meds or something? You sound, like, objectively insane right now. I’m going to go before you start eating the crayons.” She made to walk past them, like any sane person would do, but Victor blocked her with a quick sidestep.   
“You’re coming with us,” Viktor replied in heavily accented English. 
“I’m not going anywhere with you, fuckwad,” she spat out. 
Aslan produced a fireball in his palm the size of a grapefruit. She heard a gasp behind her, then a clatter as both the cashier and the cook ran out the back. He threw the fireball at her with the speed and accuracy of a major league pitcher. Moni only just managed to drop to the floor before she got yeeted in the head with that comet. She took the attack as a green light and Moni unleashed a powerful gust of pissed-off spirits.  
An army of specters materialized in a relentless surge toward the boys, their contorted faces releasing piercing screams of terror and despair in a ferocious onslaught that even scared the shit out of her. If she’d had any time to think, Moni probably would have pissed herself, but she was too busy clutching her focus and whispering a casting to cloak herself while bringing a whole city block’s worth of agitated spirits descended on them in a waterfall of malevolence.  
Aslan freaked, hands exploding into flames as he windmilled his arms around his head, fighting off what he couldn’t see while they attacked him—distorted forms writhing and contorting. Viktor stumbled back, producing a blade of fire that he swung around wildly. Taylor ducked under the table, using his hands to create a mini cyclone that he wrapped around himself like a funnel while Moni crabbed toward the exit, still cloaked. 
She nearly made it too when two long, jean-clad legs appeared in front of her wearing scuffed motorcycle boots she would have loved if she wasn’t freaking the fuck out inside. Pausing on her hands, Moni’s gaze shot up. A tall, thin girl who looked just a little older than her cast her eyes around the small eatery, ignoring the mayhem surrounding the guys. She seemed to be twirling something fast, like a baton, but Moni couldn’t see anything but a blur of air. But Moni did take in the fact that the newcomer had a striking resemblance to Taylor—the same hair color, eyes, slope of the nose. 
“Where is she?” she asked sharply. 
Moni directed the ghosts toward her, and they gathered, descending like Messerschmitt bombers against the propellors of her invisible weapon with harrowing screeches. The atmosphere grew suffocating as the ethereal phantoms closed in, but the girl calmly batted them back in a fast twirl of cyclonic air as Taylor remained crouched under the table, hidden in his whirlwind. 
“Fuckin’ cowards,” the girl sneered at the guys as Victor and Aslan stumbled out into the street, throwing flames like drunken sideshow fire eaters. “Taylor! Where the hell is she?!”
“I don’t know!” He stood up, still wrapped in a mini-wind funnel as the spirits flung themselves at him with reckless abandon. “She was right here!” he shouted, dodging. “I can’t fucking see what’s attacking us!” 
“Enough of this shit,” the girl muttered, gathering her hands together before flinging them out. Moni screamed as something sharp sliced across her back. She let go of her focus and her cloak dropped, as did her control over the spirits. Many dispersed, flung aside by the gusts coming from Taylor’s cyclonic funnel while others simply drifted off, the detonation of the worst of their malignant energy dissipating like a receding tide. 
“Fuuuck,” Moni gasped, desperately reaching behind her to feel the extent of the wound. Her fingers became slick with blood. Oh shit. Shit, this was bad.
The girl lowered to her haunches, grabbing Moni’s ponytail and jerking her head back so she could get a better look at her. Her smile was slow, pleasure lighting in her eyes. “Clever move, witch. But not clever enough.” 
Moni panted, her eyes tearing from the pain as she frantically felt around the ground for her focus. “Got those assholes, didn’t I?” she jeered, eyes sliding sideways to where Viktor and Aslan lay curled up and moaning on the ground in a semi-catatonic state.   
The girl scoffed. “Never send boys to do a woman’s job.” She stood up, yanking Moni up with her by the hair. “You’re coming with me, princess.” Moni felt her skin tear as a clump of hair ripped from her scalp. She caught the girl’s wrist, desperately attempting to pull away but her fingers were too slick with blood to break her hold. Where the hell was her focus? 
The girl holding onto her swung her around like a rag doll. The urgent wail of police sirens rapidly approaching Dauphine Street had her dragging Moni out. “Taylor, you idiot, where’s the car?”
His reply was cut off when another voice broke into the melee, “Oh, she’s not going anywhere with you, my darling.” 
A lean blonde man emerged onto the street, haloed under the corona of the streetlight. His face was too porcelain pale and sharply attractive to be anything but a vampire, but she was starting to get too lightheaded from the blood loss and shock to react to it. 
“My, you’re young. A proper battle mage apprentice, I see,” he remarked in a British accent. “Haven’t met one of you lot in a quarter century at least. Who was your master?”
“Who the fuck are you?” the girl snarled, hauling Moni in front of her. 
Taylor’s funnel dropped immediately, and he separated his arms, forming twin cyclones in each of his hands. The sirens were getting closer. Moni thought she heard the squeal of tires as they rounded the corner. 
The vampire, on the other hand, seemed not just perfectly calm, but genuinely amused by the tense scene in front of him. “Uh-oh. The coppers are comin’, luv.” He glanced at Taylor. “You reckon he can take me on so you can get the witch out before they arrive?”
“I’m gonna fuckin’ cut you, you bastard,” Taylor sneered, unwilling to back down.  
“Sure, you will,” the vampire agreed magnanimously. “One day, when you’re big and grown, you can come look me up for a proper beltin’. Now, be a good lad and do as your sister tells ya.” 
Furious, Taylor flung the cyclones out and they swirled fast at the vampire like torpedoes. But the vampire moved so fast, he was gone as they smashed into the brick wall of the opposite building, driving two massive holes into the structure. 
The police cars shrieked to a stop at the end of the block, held off by the narrowness of the lane. Moni wobbled blearily. The focus… Where was the focus? 
“Taylor, you useless shit, take care of it and get the car!” the girl gripping her hissed. 
This time, the asshole listened, vaulting over the restaurant counter and disappearing through the abandoned kitchen. The mage followed, dragging her backward. Moni slipped in her own blood, flowing freely down her back now, pushed by her own panic-accelerated heartbeat. The pain had moved from searing to throbbing. She couldn’t let them take her. Moni let go of the girl’s wrist long enough to drive an elbow into her ribcage. 
The girl grunted, but when Moni moved to step around her and try to regain the upper hand, something sharp cut into her neck enough to stiffen her into terrified stillness.
“Not so fast, witch,” the girl hissed into Moni’s ear, slowly pulling her back upright. “One inch the wrong way and your artery is severed. Back up slowly. That’s it…” The invisible blade she held up to the tender flesh of her throat burned with lethal magic.
The vampire materialized in front of them, holding Aslan and Viktor’s dismembered heads in each hand with a feral grin. “You’re a vicious little minx, aren’t ya? Thanks for these two sods—I could do with a snack,” he said, lifting Aslan’s dripping skull to his lips for a quick lick. “After all, a man’s got to eat.”
Moni got one look at the garish, clown-mask expressions of horror on their gory faces, and she vomited all over herself and the floor. 
The police sirens abruptly cut off down the street, followed by the harsh sound of twisting metal and frantic shouts. 
The vampire cocked his head. “Sounds like your little brother is overcompensating. Shouldn’t have made fun of him in front of the girl. Now you won’t be making any fast getaways, will ya? Too many eyes.” He dropped the heads unceremoniously with a sick thud, extending his bloody hand toward them. “Give me the witch to me and be off with you, darlin’. Live to fight another day.”  
“Don’t think so, you fangy piece of shit,” the girl muttered, dragging Moni closer, tearing her hair out as her wound screamed in agony. “She’s with me.” 
“Come now, luv. I’m extending you a one-time courtesy, soldier to soldier.” 
“When was the last time you fought in a war, old man?” the mage taunted. “The Invasion of Normandy?”
The vampire laughed outright, his bellow deep. “Aye, I was there. War brings out the best of us monsters, doesn’t it?” 
Moni’s knees were beginning to buckle. She swayed, her throat pressing into the invisible blade as the mage held her tighter. She felt the cutting edge slice the tender skin of her neck open, but the terror was beginning to numb, and she couldn’t do more than moan. Moni looked at the ground dazedly. There was blood on the floor, seeping around her Converse. Was that all hers?
There was a screech of tires, followed by the urgent bleat of a horn behind them. “Hurry! We’ve got to go!” Taylor shouted from a service van at the back door. Moni felt as if she were hearing things from underwater. Her vision was blurring the harder she tried to focus. 
The girl holding her had a moment of indecision. She loosened her hold on her weapon just fractionally, and Moni let herself fall back, dropping like dead weight, unbalancing her. The vampire took advantage of the distraction, diving toward them like a bullet train, fangs descending. 




Chapter 13
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“Nobody takes my baby and lives to tell about it,” Ms. Dottie muttered, crushing her herbs with her mortar and pestle at her work table. “Hand me that vial. I’ve got some of her hair in it—we’ll use that to locate her.” 
Hensley slammed the kitchen phone into his cradle. “Bello’s not picking up.” 
“I’ll try Gael,” Nanette offered. 
“Do you honestly believe he’d admit it if one of his people took our kid?? She’s the reason he and Rebel are on the outs right now!” Hens spat out angrily. “The Morrigan wants her! This whole thing was probably engineered by that motherfucker!”
“I didn’t see Gael in this,” Nanette replied carefully, her soothing tone driving him crazy. “He and Bello weren’t in any of the visions—”
“That doesn’t mean they’re not behind this! FUCK!” he shouted, wheeling back from her. Hensley didn’t want any appeasements. He didn’t need her rationality. He wanted, more than anything, to put his fist through the wall. He was going to strangle that goddamn vampire with his bare hands.  
“Hensley Weston, get your ass out of here if you ain’t gonna be helpful!” Ms. Dottie snapped. “I gotta concentrate on this casting if we’re gonna get our chile’ back! Be gone with you! Go on now—get!” 
Hens spun, stung by her reprimand. He slammed open the door to Moni’s bedroom so hard, the doorknob wedged into the plaster. His eyes dropped to the packed bag on the floor. The big duffle was bright yellow and stuffed to the gills. His sister had complained about how expensive it was when Moni picked it out at the store, but Rebel had been proud to get it for Moni. He saw it in her eyes, her happiness at being able to give Moni nice things none of them had ever enjoyed growing up. When you had a lifetime of second-hand crap you never got to choose for yourself, splashing out on even the smallest things felt like such a wonderful extravagance.    
Moni had a few books strewn on the floor from her upended backpack, her bed covered in discarded clothing she’d decided not to take with her. Her desk was covered with the detritus of pens, school supplies, and knick-knacks. He saw the snow globe he’d gotten her, a small stuffed bear with her school colors. His eyes fell to the purple post-it note hastily written in Sharpie marker—
Hens advanced, snatching up the paper. 
Went to say bye to a friend in the Quarter. BRB.  -M.
Dread rippled through him as he crushed the paper in his hand. Friday night in the French Quarter was pandemonium. Tourists, locals, musicians, performers, supernaturals of all kinds… drinking and partying? It was a recipe for disaster. What the hell had she been thinking? 
“Nanette, I’ve got something!” Hensley wheeled around. “She’s in the Quarter!” 
Nanette appeared at the door, her normally cafe au lait skin pale. “No, she’s not.”  
[image: image-placeholder]Moni was knocked aside so hard by the vampire that she landed several feet away, skidding across the cement floor with a grunt. She registered that her landing really friggin’ hurt with a distant sort of out-of-body awareness, but she was too dazed to do much more than try to push herself backward. The vampire spun and drop-kicked the mage, but the girl broke her fall with a massive blast of air, like a jet-propulsion. Moni couldn’t see the air, but now that she was largely working on instinct, she could visualize the magic the mage was using with her Sight. 
The mage vaulted back upright with an impressive mid-air spinning kick the vampire blocked almost casually, as if he were feeling her out. Moni propped her back against the base of the counter, lifting herself up enough to find the phone she had tucked in her back pocket. When she pulled it out, she realized she’d cracked the screen when she landed. Shit! 
In front of her, the vampire gestured the mage forward with a come-hither move. “Come on, luv! Just try and wet me—I bloody love a good challenge!” 
The girl wasted no time producing an air blade the size of a saber, coming at the vampire with short, cutting arcs. She managed to push him toward the front exit as he leapt and danced back with the agility of a dancer. She’d gotten him right to the edge of the door when a wind funnel blasted him backward, pinning him to a concrete column with an invisible force. Then she flung out what looked like a dozen daggers, slamming them into his body to pin him in place like a dagger throwing show in a violent circus act. 
The vampire snarled, fury and pain contorting his face at the indignity.  
Taylor appeared from behind, catching the girl around the waist as he tried to drag her out. “Fucking stop!” he shouted. “We have to go!”
“No!” she struggled, kicking out with the ferocity of a junkyard dog. “We need her! We have to take her!”  
Moni was woozy from blood loss, her magic tapped out, but she scrambled back, using the counter for support as she tried and failed to push to standing. She slid back down, her hand slipping in her blood, slick and red as hibiscus petals, smeared on the floor. 
Taylor swung toward Moni as he let his sister go. The vampire made a valiant attempt to disengage himself from where he was cleaved to the column as Moni frantically attempted to crab away, but everything seemed to be in slow motion. Taye shot a wind funnel toward her, and she felt herself being lifted up and sucked toward him like the canister inside a pneumatic tube. Moni struggled hard, grabbing anything she could hold onto—a chair leg, the table, the counter. To her shock, her fingers glided against the edge of the rounded egg of her focus, wedged under a narrow space under the counter. Relief flooded through her at the unexpected lifeline. 
She lunged toward it with the last bit of her energy, snatching it up. 
“No, you don’t, you little bitch,” Taylor panted, snagging her leg as he dragged her to him. 
With an audible pop, Moni snapped open the top of the stone egg, releasing the emergency spell she’d stored inside. She felt the voluptuous kick of a second wind flood through her. The hurt, the fear, the distress melted away from her as she turned and blasted him back with a force spell that smashed Taylor into cashier’s counter, toppling him over. 
His sister spun, hurling what resembled a semi-visible throwing star and expanded into a multi-bladed propeller of a weapon as it flew toward her face. Moni slapped her hands together and time slowed to a molasses crawl for a fraction of a second. She plucked the edge of the air blade from its trajectory and flung it back at her like a frisbee. The mage’s eyes widened but it was Taylor who saved her, shooting a wind funnel toward it from the ground to knock it off course.
The distraction enabled the vampire, injured as he was, to drop to the ground, hissing. “Well, now I’m vexed, aren’t I?” 
You and me both, Moni thought as she glared at Taylor. That she’d imagined she’d liked this guy seemed unfathomable. How long had he planned on kidnapping her? And why? What the hell had she ever done to him? 
“You’re outmanned and outfoxed, luv,” the vampire said as he straightened to his full height, ignoring the myriad of bleeding wounds all over his body. “Live to die another day, I say.”   
Taylor and his sister’s pale eyes widened as they realized they were in real trouble of getting their asses handed to them. He threw another miniature wind tunnel at Moni, trying to knock her back but she dodged, advancing on him as he scrambled to his feet as his sister turned and hauled ass for the back door. Taylor made to follow, but Moni wasn’t about to let that shithead off so easy. Vaguely aware her reserve spell wouldn’t last much longer, Moni relied on her most innate gift, summoning what was left of the wraiths to her, pulling them in with the whirlpool power of her outrage.
“Possess,” she commanded, pointing at Taye as he ran for the back door. The remaining spirits globbed together, firing toward him with the velocity of a cannon. They flew into him, and he stiffened, paralyzed by the strength of their invasion.  
His sister climbed into the van he’d parked so hastily in the alley, casting one last look at her captured brother before throwing the vehicle into gear and taking off. 
Moni felt a hand on her shoulder just then. “It’s over, dove. You can let him go now,” the vampire told her, his voice gentling. 
There had been times in her life when Moni had experienced the overwhelming blackout rage only profound injustice can inspire. She had it in her to be a killer—she was as certain of that as she was in her ability to control spirits. But was she ready to do that now? Was that a line she was really ready and willing to cross? 
She could feel her power flagging, the reality of her injury and blood loss catching up to her with alarming alacrity. She kept her hand up, willing the ghosts to stay inside Taylor as she turned to look up at the vampire. “Why did you let her go?” she asked, her voice sluggish as everything began to catch up to her all at once. 
His mouth tugged up to one side as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Because she’ll lead us to the rest, dove. You can let go now,” he told her, leveraging his vampiric compulsion as he stared her down. Moni could feel the manipulation of her will, but she was too far gone to resist it. “Rest now, little one,” he insisted, leaning closer. “Just close your eyes and rest.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Where the hell is she?” Hensley asked as he whirled on Nanette. Fear and guilt rattling him. Moni had disappeared on his watch. He was supposed to protect her. Just a handful of hours and they would have been gone. How on earth had this happened? 
“Ms. Dottie says she’s on the causeway bridge over Lake Pontchartrain,” she told him gravely. “She’s moving at the right speed to be in a car.”  
His eyes widened. The only person they knew who had property on the lake was Gael. “Did that shithead take her?” 
“We don’t know that, Hens.” She shook her head. “I’m telling you, Gael wasn’t in any of the futures I saw!”
“The Morrigan is his maker! Even if he didn’t want to take Moni, she could have made him do it!” Hens pushed past her with the post-it note in his crushed in his hand. 
Ms. Dottie was chanting a casting over a map of the city spread out on her worktable. The paste she’d made using herbs and Moni’s blood had gathered into a tiny disc that hovered over the causeway heading north over the water, right toward Gael’s impressive lakefront antebellum mansion. 
“I’m telling you all—it’s Gael!” Hens insisted. “I need to go get her!”  
“Not by yourself, you’re not!” Ms. Dottie stopped her casting long enough to point at him. “Get Anqā and Rebel! I don’t know what’s happening here, but somethin’ ain’t right. There’s something we ain’t seein’—a player at the table moving the odds. I can feel it in my bones!” She turned to the other witch. “Nanette, get ahold of Gael. We need to find out what the hell is going on here!” 
[image: image-placeholder]Moni came to slowly, like swimming up to the surface of the pool. She felt strangely euphoric, as if she was floating or flying, everything rising, languid and warm and wonderful. It was weird sort of awareness, almost as if she were having an out-of-body experience. She realized after a moment that she was sprawled on her stomach across someone’s lap. Muddled, she twisted her head around, eyes adjusting in the darkness. She was in car, two people in front, one of whom winked at her. 
“She’s coming to, boss!” he said. 
“Whaaa—” she slurred, her tongue thick in her mouth. She shifted again trying to sit up, but her limbs felt heavy, stonelike.  
The blonde vampire who’d saved her at Killer PoBoys pulled her off his lap, fangs distended, his mouth covered in blood. 
“Fuckin’ delicious, you are,” he told her, caressing the fine skin of her cheek with his knuckles.  
“What are you doing?” she slurred, head lolling. 
“Can’t have you dyin’ on me, dove,” he replied reasonably. “My employer would not like that. Not one bit.” 
Moni struggled to make sense of the words, but she felt boneless and resistless, uncaring of the answer. One repeating mantra scrolled through her mind like a ticker tape… “I have to go home,” she mumbled. 
“We’ll get you where you need to go soon enough, dove,” the vampire assured her, his British accent soothing. 
“What did you do to me…?” she asked, turning her head away. She pushed uselessly, her arms heavy as lead. 
“An old vampire trick,” he explained amiably. “There’s a natural healing and numbing agent in our saliva. Handy, that. That’s how we hide our bites from the world, dove. I’m just closing you up—the blood loss we’ll have to deal with later.” 
Made sense, not that she loved the idea of a vampire lapping at her back. But she registered it didn’t hurt anymore. 
But Taylor… Did that jerk get away? And the girl he was with…? Moni couldn’t concentrate. 
“I have to go home,” she insisted, eyes closing. 
“Soon, my darling. Soon,” a voice whispered in the dark, stroking the hair away from her face. 




Chapter 14 
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The moment the jet touched down in New Orleans, Gael’s mobile phone began ringing. He was surprised to see Nanette Olin’s name come up. She did divination work for him from time to time outside their working relationship within the Southern Conclave, but she rarely contacted him. Typically, it was the other way around.  
“Bonsoir, Nanette, ça va bien?” he asked as he descended from the Gulfstream’s steps. Bello preceded him to the waiting car. 
“L’heure n’est pas à ça, Gael, Monique Vu is missing,” Nanette responded urgently. “Bondye mwen! Tell me you had nothing to do with this!” 
“Bien sûr que non!” Gael stopped, his heart dropping to his stomach. “I only just returned to the city. When did it happen?” 
Bello paused, her hand on the rear passenger door as their eyes met across the tarmac.  
“Moni was taken within the last two hours,” Nanette told him. “I saw her at a sandwich shop in the Quarter with my Sight, but Astor was following her—” 
“I asked him to,” Gael clarified. “He’s been protecting Rebel in Bello’s absence.”
“Let me finish!” she insisted. “There was a Force Mage, too—a young woman, and a boy who looked like her brother—another air elemental,” Nanette continued. “Are they with you?” 
“Of course not!” 
“Then why is Moni on her way to your lake estate?” Nanette countered. “Cela n’a aucun sens! You better find out what’s going on, Gael. Dottie and Hens are going out of her mind with worry!”
“Tell Dorothea I’m looking into it. Immédiatement afin de gérer la situation—you have my word. I’m on my way now!” Gael promised, hanging up. “Bello, we need to helicopter!” 
He kept a hangar at the airport for his private jet and helicopter, a sleek, hyper-fast Hill HX50 that could have him at his estate in less than fifteen minutes. He filled Bello in on what Nanette told him as they donned their headphones and prepared for takeoff. Bello took the controls so he could focus on contacting Astor, but the mercenary’s phone rang ceaselessly with each effort. 
“Merde, ça fait mal!” he cursed, trying Astor’s second-in-command with similar luck. 
“I’ve known Astor for centuries. We fought together in Antibes,” Bello told him confidently after they’d cleared takeoff and were hovering high over the city. “He’s got a flair for the dramatic, but when it comes to work, you know he’s a soldier—jusqu’au bout des ongles,” Bello assured him, banking over the central business district. “He understands our objective.” 
But Gael was no fool. He’d been eluding the Morrigan for weeks now, and she could have easily tired of his elusiveness. Gael would do whatever it took to protect Monique or Rebel against his own fate, and the battle goddess would almost certainly use that knowledge against him. Had she used Astor and his men to take Monique when she knew he and Rebel were out of the picture? 
The answer was yes. Absolutely, she would. 
“Let me contact our people at the estate,” Bello told him, gesturing toward the instrument panels. “You have the controls.”
“Oui, I have the controls,” he replied, taking over the throttle and cyclic pitch stick used to control the direction of the helicopter. Beyond the latticework of lights over the Crescent City, the looming darkness of Lake Pontchartrain sat on the horizon. 
Bello made several fast calls before resuming control of the aircraft. “Astor brought Moni to the manse,” she confirmed. “The house manager said she was covered in her own blood, but she’s okay. The wound on her back was shallow enough to be sealed.”
Gael shot her an alarmed look. “Did she drink from Astor?” 
Bello shook her head. “He gave her the kiss,” she answered, referring to their vampiric ability to heal superficial wounds with their saliva. 
Gael exhaled in relief. Monique could not risk conversion to vampirism. If she did that, the Morrigan would certainly intervene, drawing her loose timetable up, leaving the young witch ripe for possession. 
“She’s been bathed and is resting in one of the guest suites, receiving a transfusion of O negative to compensate for her blood loss,” Bello continued as they sped across the dark water. The causeway appeared as a bright strip of ribbon spread across a black glass surface. Gael could clearly see the lights of his estate glowing a soft golden color along the embankment, the green light at the end of the dock. 
“I have to call Dorothea.” 
“Not yet,” Bello countered, meeting his eyes. 
“Why ever not?” 
“Because young Moni is not alone.” Her expression darkened. “Angélique is with her.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Rebel sipped on her tea as she sat by the crackling firepit, a shawl around her shoulders. She felt relaxed and pleasantly full from supper, enjoying the melodic symphony of crickets and Katydids chirping and creaking in the surrounding darkness. Silvarin had disappeared into the sweat lodge after his last session with Kodi, his glassy-eyed silence belying the extent of his discomfort, and they were left alone to enjoy a rare quiet evening. 
She and Kodi had made a simple dinner, grilling up the steaks Hens had stored in the freezer and some summer vegetables from the garden. She’d forgotten how easy it was to hang out with him, chatting about news from the reservation and catching up on the happenings and whereabouts of old friends. 
At one point, her side had twinged, a residual ache from the healing. Kodi had caught her faint wince, reaching out to cup the injury on her side as he passed her a blessing in Tsalagi. She felt his magic flow from his fingertips into her side, and Rebel closed her eyes, the intimacy of the quiet gesture making her feel some type of way. But she ignored it, unwilling to complicate their present with the attraction of their past. 
There’s a funny thing about first love, she realized… you forgot a lot of things in life—the addresses of previous homes, the names of coworkers, where the hell you put your keys, but she hadn’t forgotten the way Kodi smelled, the way his skin felt, or the tenor of his voice when he was deeply amused. She knew what he looked like when he woke up in the morning, what his favorite snacks were, and how he rubbed his brow with his thumb when he was stressed. But mostly, she remembered how she felt safest with him, protected somehow, even though he’d been one of deepest hurts her heart had ever survived.  
There are few more shameful confessions to make than feeling lonely when you’re constantly surrounded by people. A heavy, oceanic sadness filled her that she never wanted to admit to, but also could no longer deny. Rebel was lonesome. In her heart of hearts, she secretly longed for congruity in the constant dissonance of her life. And while she didn’t expect anything so outrageous as a perfect soulmate, she’d begun to doubt she’d ever be known completely, fully, by another being. She was coming to the dawning realization that maybe loneliness was inevitable. Too many aspects of her inner self were too odd, contrary, subtle or frankly, alarming to be easily revealed to anyone else. But if Rebel had to choose between honesty and acceptability, she would always choose to maintain her integrity, however weird and off-putting it was. She’d rather be lonely than suffer the compromises of a false community. 
But with Kodi, here on the land she’d grown up on, Rebel didn’t have that excuse. He knew her. Knew who she was and how she thought. That kind of knowledge was earned over years, growing up together, falling apart and coming back together again. Rebel told herself the sudden onslaught of sentimentality was just because she hadn’t been with anyone since Aric. Her strange intersections with Kai and the fraught altercations with Gael had just isolated her from camaraderie. Between work and raising Moni, Rebel hadn’t had much in the way of intimacy, and spending the day alongside Kodi felt as easy as slipping into a warm bath. He was familiar, she reasoned, that she felt like resting her head on his shoulder as they leaned their backs against the log.
“What’s makin’ you sad, Rebel?” he asked her after a moment, long legs stretched in front of him in the grass. He nudged her shoulder gently with his own. “You don’t have to tell me, but maybe talking about it will help.” 
“I’m not sad,” she denied quickly, shooting him a glance. 
Kodi watched her quietly, his eyes soft. 
“What? I’m not!” she insisted. 
“You’ve never been a very good liar,” he remarked, returning his gaze to the fire. “That’s always been one of the things I liked most about you.” Kodi flipped over his palm, something he used to do when they’d been together. It was such an intimate thing, handholding. Childish, even, but Rebel found herself slipping her hand into his. He had surgeon’s hands, strong and nimble, skin smooth, nails manicured. 
Rebel found herself staring into the fire as she started to talk. Slowly at first, in short sentences, edited for niceties. She told him about how she came to bringing Moni into her family, and how the girl had been doing, growing leaps and bounds in the months she’d been in New Orleans with her, Ms. Dottie, and Hensley. Then, bit by bit, she relinquished her guard, admitting how fearful she felt now that she knew the Morrigan wanted her ward, a new vessel for an ancient soul. 
“I never wanted to be a parent,” Rebel admitted to him quietly. “Even with you, I never imagined myself as a mother to any kind of children. And I’m not her mama, not really. But I love that girl with a ferocity that scares me.”
Kodi shifted, putting an arm around her. She curled into his warmth, accepting his comfort as kindness. 
“What you call yourself isn’t important, Reb. Mother, sister, guardian, protector—when you choose to love, you give a hundred and ten percent of your heart. It’s beautiful, fulfilling, exhausting and maddening,” Kodi acknowledged as she turned her face so her cheek rested against his shoulder. “But that ain’t why you’re sad,” he finished gently. 
“Do you think I seek out suffering because it feels familiar?” she whispered after a long, drawn-out moment, like she was confessing a secret.  
Kodi rested his cheek against her head. “I don’t know the answer to that, but I do know you’ve never backed down from anything, even though you were afraid. It’s one of the qualities I admire most about you, Rebel.”
“But I’m not fearless.” 
“Only the insane or someone with nothin’ to lose is ever fearless,” he pointed out. “I’ve worked enough psych rotations in med school to know that. What I mean is, you’re the bravest person I know—a true war woman.” She felt the shape of Kodi’s smile against her hair. “That doesn’t mean you don’t have moments when you feel sad or overwhelmed or even afraid. You just stand up to them better. So no, I don’t think you seek out suffering. I think you run headlong into helping out where you can, and in the eye of the storm, you see how many people need something you got in spades.” 
“What’s that?” 
Kodi pressed a soft kiss into her forehead. “Courage,” he whispered. 
A sharp, unholy shriek broke the peaceful vigil as Anqā shot out of the tree line like a velociraptor. She snapped out her wings and Rebel jumped up, throwing off the shawl as she ran to meet her Spirit Creature halfway. 
“What’s wrong?” she shouted over Anqā’s distressed warbles. Rebel put her hands on her neck and felt the urgency of her emotions. She lowered to her haunches, beckoning Rebel. 
“What’s going on?” Kodi asked as he approached. Even Silvarin stuck his head out of the lodge, his face ethereally pale in the moonlight.
“I don’t know yet, but I have to go,” Rebel called out, heart in her throat as she climbed onto Anqā’s back. She had no idea what was happening, but if it was this urgent to Anqā, it probably had something to do with Moni or Hensley. She struggled not to lose her shit until she found out what the hell she was actually dealing with. 
Kodi stepped back. “I’ll stay here with Silvarin. You know where to find me.” 
She nodded once, leaning close to Anqā’s ear. “Take me wherever you need me to go. I trust you, girl.” 
Anqā snapped out her impressive wings and took off, her talon slashing a portal through the night sky. They dove through the tear, disappearing among the stars. 




Chapter 15
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Moni came awake with the hazy awareness that she was  not in Kansas anymore. Her first hint was that she ensconced was in a luxurious canopy bed wearing silk pajamas when she normally liked to wear Rebel or Hensley’s old t-shirts at home. Her second clue was the fact that said bed was inside an opulent room that could have been mistaken for aristocratic quarters in the Palace of Versailles.  
“What the fuuuuck?” she whispered, pushing her clean, damp hair out of her eyes as she sat up in bed, attempting to get her bearings. French doors opened out onto a terrace overlooking an impressive rose garden. The heady, delicate scent of night flowers wafted in with the summer breeze. Beyond the softly lit garden, she could make out the twinkling lights of the city stretched farther out in the distance. 
Where the hell was she? The set of The Great Gatsby?
There was a slight shift in her periphery and Moni shot a hand out defensively, a spell on her lips. A stunning white woman stood up from a silk brocade armchair, the cascade of her honey-colored hair falling over one shoulder of her couture gown. Moni was suddenly speechless. The lady was impossibly glamorous, with bedroom eyes and lips the color of lush pomegranate. Moni had never seen anyone so beautiful in real life, even among the unfairly attractive vampires of the Nocturne. 
She glided past Moni to the French doors, her body language languid, bordering on sultry. The woman reminded Moni of the screen sirens of Old Hollywood her mother used to love to watch. She stopped to survey the rose garden, lit with traditional gas lamps, their flames flickering gently in the moonlight. A diamond as big as a pacifier graced her ring finger, light glancing off the rock as she crossed her pale arms. For long, drawn-out moment, she seemed lost in thought. 
“My daughter is buried in that garden,” she murmured in French-accented English. “Je n’oublierai jamais ma petite fille Geneviève, elle était si petite, si paisible, si mignonne, tellement merveilleuse.”
Moni blinked in confusion. What did that have to do with her? Uncertain of herself, but unwilling to offend the woman, Moni made a respectful sound of empathy. “I’m sorry for your loss.”  
Her eyes glimmered. “Merci pour votre gentillesse. Geneviève was the only person in this world who was truly mine. Of all my lost children, I was certain she would be the one to survive.” 
Okay, so this was getting intense. Moni slid off the bed, discreetly looking around for her clothes. She was having difficulty remembering how she got here, but she distinctly recalled a blonde vampire with a British accent saving her at the restaurant when she’d been attacked. Where the heck was that guy? She gauged the distance to the bedroom door. Even if she made it out, where the hell would she go? 
The dawning awareness that Ms. Dottie and Hensley would realize she was missing hit Moni like a sledgehammer. They would be fully freaking the hell out by now. Did they know where she was? Were they panicking searching for her all over the city? The next time she saw that vampire bastard who’d ‘saved’ her for this bitch… Moni was going to go HAM on his ass. 
Her frenetic thoughts were interrupted by the spotlight of the woman’s sudden attention. She turned to examine Moni with the kind of scrutiny cops used to interrogate would-be criminals. Moni resisted the urge to fidget, her chin coming up in unconscious defiance. She didn’t crash this woman’s house or take these pajamas or ask to sleep in the Goldilocks bed. Hell, she wanted to be anywhere but here right about now.  
“So, you’re the one,” the woman remarked thoughtfully. 
Moni’s brow knit. She couldn’t have been more confused if she’d woken up in a foreign country. “I’m sorry, do you know me?” Because I sure as hell don’t know you, was left hanging out in the air between them like a challenge.
“Oh, I most certainly know you, Monique Vu—the rare Ngải witch of some budding renown,” the woman responded, her smile fleeting. “I commissioned a very expensive bounty hunter to locate you,” she added confidingly. “Perhaps you can recall her? She was a voodoo witch called Caliste?”
She experienced total shock the way you might experience getting hit by a freight train. Sudden and hard, aware something bad was happening but unable to fully absorb the impact yet. Caliste—that evil, Voodoo-wielding bitch had kidnapped and tortured her and a bunch of other supernatural kids for weeks before Rebel found them on Drake Island, an old slaver hideout in the Caribbean where pirates, smugglers, and criminals auctioned their wares. Moni had been held in a cage for weeks like an animal, brought out to be tested, taunted, and abused. 
The very mention of that witch’s name ignited a bonfire of shame and residual anger inside Moni that had her seeing red. So much so that Moni began to summon all the spirits on the old plantation property to herself with the centrifugal strength of her unbridled fury. The air took on the breathless, kinetic quality just before a massive category-5 hurricane. 
“Have you guessed who I am, mon chou?” the woman taunted, her smile vicious. “I was the woman meant to buy you at auction, ma poupée—that is, until you were stolen from me by that wretched harlot, Rebel Weston—sous-merde!”
Moni’s fingertips began to tingle. She could feel the old, familiar rage building up inside her, just begging to be released. There was a noticeable pick-up in the breeze wafting through the room, bringing with it snapping tension and crackling ozone while Moni absorbed the collective power of the spirits flying into her sphere of influence. She felt their individual strife and struggles as they came under her control—victims of vampire bloodlust, families lost to the vagaries of slavery and bondage when this place was a functioning plantation, hapless souls captured by disease, madness, and a myriad of other injustices. They all answered her call, caught in gathering tempest of the unspoken, deep-seated anguish Moni still nursed, deep inside.  
That was the painful reality of trauma—like deep, profound scars, they eventually healed, but that bitter damage left its mark on you forever. Now, all those unresolved emotions mushroomed inside of her. They were going to tear her up more on the way out than if she’d left them bound within herself, so Moni decided she’d release it like landmine. She was going to rip this place apart—starting with this bitch. Moni saw her clearly now. Underneath the dazzling facade, the dirty rust of discontent stood out on this vampire woman like a beacon against the backdrop of greed. She was a siren alright—a siren of angst and a sense of entitlement denied, power tripping off her ability to put the screws to anyone younger or weaker or simply perceived of as less…
The woman laughed, relishing the snapping tension between them. “I paid handsomely to have you found, little witch. From diviners and sorcerers to locate you, to hunters to capture you. It’s been a remarkably challenging endeavor, but well worth the prize…” 
“Why are you doing this?” Moni asked, bewildered. “What the hell did I ever do to you?”
“Do to me?” the woman scoffed. “Non, non, tu es désorientée! It is what you will do for me, ma poupée.” Her eyes gleamed. “Imagine how pleased my queen will be when she sees I have delivered the very child of her prophesies.” 
Moni’s blood went cold. The Morrigan. This salty sicko planned on handing her over to the Morrigan.
“You may be pretty, lady, but you’re a twisted, salty sicko on the inside and you’re crashy as fuck,” Moni declared. “But what’s really funny here is that because of you, I met Rebel. And bad news for you… She’s my role model.” With that, Moni released a bolt of black lightning fueled by the yearning and vitriol of thousands of souls, slicing through the air at high velocity. The strike slashed toward the woman with a staccato crack, augmented with enough kinematic energy to burst out the glass surrounding her. 
It was death magic—forbidden—the kind of negative energy that drained its target of all animus, feeding it to the spirits. The ghosts were becoming brighter to her Sight, flaring into luminosity as they grew in power, manifesting themselves more fully. Moni knew she was opening a door she couldn’t close, but she’d had enough of being victim, and she was about to give herself over to the unbridled pleasure of losing her shit completely.       
The woman spun, her transition from languid seductress to bitch-betta-run instantaneous. The bolt slammed into the fancy wrought-iron trellis lining the terrace, the lightning grounding as the impact made the metal groan and shudder, but Moni was already moving, drawing the spirits around her like a shield. Which was a good thing, because the woman appeared in front of her, fangs bared with the savage smile on her face. 
“You missed,” she hissed, fingers curled like talons.  
“Did I, though?” Moni replied, dropping to the ground to sweep the vampire’s legs out from under her as her ghosts dive-bombed her with the zeal of death row convicts on the lam. If Rebel had taught her anything, it was that anything worth hitting was worth hitting twice. This bitch had a metric fuckton of bad karma due to her, and Moni was about to back up the truck and dump it on her ass. The woman writhed, screaming as the ghosts pinned her down, deep red cuts slicing all over her body and face as they latched onto her, sucking away her life force. Black lightning lanced down from the vortex of swirling spirits above her, charring the woman’s skin as it wreathed her in dark fire, burning away her gown. 
The bedroom door banged open and the blonde vampire guy along with half a dozen other soldiers burst into the room with heavy artillery. Moni blasted them back with another punishing black lightning bolt, the death magic overwhelming one of the soldiers instantly in a violent explosion of meat and bone. He atomized into a red mist that was subsumed so quickly and so thoroughly by the hungry ghosts so there was nothing left but ash and a rising trail of smoke. 
It was her first kill, and inside her somewhere, Moni was shook by that fact, but she wasn’t about to let any of these motherfuckers take her. Not now. Not ever.  
Moni shot bolt after bolt at the men, but there were too many, and they were not only vampiric-fast, they were also well-trained. Her shield deflected the bullets that volleyed toward her so that they pinged away, embedding into the furniture and walls, riddling them with pockmarks. Her attention split between keeping the woman pinned to the ground and attacking the soldiers, Moni could feel her power flagging. 
When a soldier launched himself toward her, she threw another death bolt that wrapped around his torso, crushing him like a boa constrictor, robbing him of his life force. He shouted desperately for a heartbeat before exploding into an impressive corona of blood and gore. In the tumult, the woman’s hand shot out, her fingers blackened claws that slipped under Moni’s shield. She caught Moni at her ankle and ripped through her Achilles tendon. The detonation of pain sent Moni reeling. She fell backward as the woman twisted and launched into a run outdoors into the safety of the garden. 
The blonde vampire appeared, kneeling down in front of Moni. “Can’t leave you alone for a minute, can I?” 
“I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you,” Moni seethed through clenched teeth. 
“There’s a bit of a waitlist for that particular honor, I’m afraid,” he replied with a wink. “You did well though, dove. I finally got to see the Comtesse de Gael starkers and getting her fine arse handed to her by a sixteen-year-old girl was just the icing on top of my cake.” 
Moni lashed out with a black lightning strike to his gut but there was more sizzle than fire to it at this point. It managed to distract him long enough for her to unleash the spirits in a cyclonic whirlwind that swept through the room, throwing everyone and everything back into the walls as the mansion shook and heaved. The crystal chandelier fell from the ceiling in a hail of plaster and Moni scrambled on her hands and knees toward the terrace. 
She wasn’t going anywhere fast with a torn Achilles, and the pain was making her eyes blur with tears. Moni didn’t have her focus or much gas in the tank left. Her shield was all but gone by this point, and the only options she had was to hide until daybreak or off herself before they got to her first—two incredibly shitty choices. 
Moni managed to crawl outdoors before scrambling behind one of the impressive limestone Grecian columns supporting the portico. She pulled herself up to standing, her breath coming out in harsh, uneven puffs as she glanced around wildly, looking for cover. A clawed hand shot out from behind, clutching her throat, the sharp talons piercing her skin. The vampire woman slid around to her front, pushing her up the column until her toes were dangling uselessly in the air. 
“You would have been worth every penny I was willing to pay at that auction,” she rasped. “But you’ll still make a fine, broken doll for my collection.” The vampiress opened her mouth, her fangs elongating with terrifying speed as she descended toward Moni’s neck while she struggled and keened in horror.   
Suddenly, out of nowhere, Anqā dove out of the sky like an awe-inspiring avatar of apeshit wrath at its most terrifying. The Spirit Creature let loose a bone-shaking screech that shook the earth and damn near burst Moni’s eardrums. Their heads snapped up in shock as Rebel stood up with an inchoate battle cry before leaping off Anqā’s back. Moni watched stunned as her guardian executed an insane midair flip and kicked the vampire woman in the jaw before landing in a roll. 
The vampiress recovered, spinning naked to confront her. Her wounds had healed but she looked batshit crazy, like a sexy pre-Raphaelite nymph on methamphetamine. 
Rebel pulled her wakizashi sword and god-killer dagger from her pocket dimension, twirling her wrist. “You get a perfect ten for that rack, you evil bitch. Too bad I’m gonna have to cut ’em off for hurting my kid.” 
Behind her, the vampire soldiers burst out, and Moni shouted, “Rebel! Watch out!”
But Anqā was already on it, blasting out a hot blue streak of hellfire that had them ducking for cover. One unfortunate soldier couldn’t avoid the blast, and his inhuman scream ran shivers down her spine as Moni lost sight of him in the wicked-hot conflagration.
Ahead of her, Rebel pivoted on her foot with liquid grace, spinning out some kind of Chun-Li kick that smashed into the woman’s jaw and was promptly followed by a slash from her sword aimed across the vampire’s face. Had it not been for the woman’s super-speed, she probably would have had the top of her head lopped off Tarantino-style, but she dodged back in a fast backflip to gain a bit of distance. 
Rebel caught Moni’s arm, hugging her fiercely for a second. “You okay?” 
Moni could do nothing but hold on, nodding tremulously as she choked back a relieved sob. 
Rebel pushed back and leveled her with a look that was equal parts loving, relieved and furious. “Good, ’cause you’re fuckin’ grounded for the rest of the summer. Love you, kiddo.” 
And with that, Rebel shoved Moni into her pocket space. 




Chapter 16
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Rebel had learned the hard way that the answer to enemies who healed annoyingly fast was always decapitation. She was convinced that’s why swords never really went out of style when it came to battling the supernatural. That said, Rebel was going to rage stab Angélique several dozen times with the god-killer just to be on the safe side.  
“That little witch was always meant to be mine,” Angélique seethed as she wiped the blood from her face with the back of her hand. 
“Slavery went out of style in 1865, or didn’t you hear?” Rebel mocked her. “I’m tired of having to repeat the obvious, but Monique Vu doesn’t belong to anybody but herself and our family if she chooses it.” 
“She’s mine!” Angélique screamed, charging toward her at vampiric speed. 
Rebel didn’t have time to swing, so she blocked with her sword arm and stabbed at Angélique’s belly with the dagger, but the woman bowed inward and managed to slither away. 
The rounded on each other, looking for openings.  
“J’arrive, pétasse!” Angélique spat out, crouching. 
Rebel gestured her forward with a come-hither move. “Well, come on then, you shit-talking bitch. Show me what you got!”
Angélique came in again, but this time when she attacked, Rebel landed a snap kick into her stomach, using the impact to push herself off and keep her range open. Angélique recovered quickly, eyes narrowed. From behind her, Rebel could hear Anqā snapping her beak at the hapless vampires trying to work their way around her and the blast furnace of her hellfire. The air was thick with the scent of ozone and brimstone. At this rate, her Spirit Creature was going to turn Gael’s mansion into a charcoal oven. 
This time, when Angélique came at her, she went all-out, moving at a blur of speed Rebel could barely clock. She came up from a low crouch, tackling Rebel around the middle and knocking the wind out of her. Holy fuck, it felt like getting kicked by a horse. She hit the ground with Angélique on top of her, driving the breath from her lungs as her god-killer flew from her hand. Rebel couldn’t get up or away fast enough, and for a fraction of a second, panic took over before she managed to slash Angélique in the ribcage with her sword. 
Angélique scrambled back, eyes wide as she brought one hand to touch the gaping wound in her side. “You cut me,” she stated, shocked. 
“There’s more where that came from,” Rebel replied, fighting to catch her breath as she got to her feet. 
In the distance, Rebel heard the whump whump whump of an incoming chopper, but the second she glanced up at it, Angélique flew toward her, knocking her sword arm back. They tussled briefly, each struggling for the sword until Angélique managed to drive a hard knee into Rebel’s stomach. Rebel doubled over, gasping as Angélique landed an elbow into the back of her head that nearly knocked her out. 
She fell to the ground but managed to hold onto her sword, swinging out and slicing the side of Angélique’s thigh. A red line of blood bloomed from her pale, porcelain skin, but Angélique didn’t seem to notice as she dove for Rebel’s god-killer. She caught the hilt, swinging it around in a wide arc, but the blade stopped half an inch from Rebel’s temple. Both their eyes widened in open shock. 
Gael had cut Rebel’s finger with it when he’d given it to her, releasing a spell so that the dagger would only ever work for her. Inside the hilt lay a single gemstone glinting red with her blood. It had been the coolest, most useful gift anyone had ever given her, and Rebel thanked her lucky stars Angélique had gone for that weapon instead of the sword.  
Angélique gazed at the knife, her mouth twisting with hatred. Then, she jerked back to swing again, but the second time the blade stopped right in front of Rebel’s face, she jabbed the business end of her katana under Angélique’s chin. One good push and the steel blade would run right through her tongue and into her head. 
“Your man gave me that knife,” Rebel told her with a burgeoning smirk, pushing the sword up just enough to keep Angélique still as she plucked the god-killer from her frozen hand. “Right after he got on one knee. How do you like them apples?” 
Angélique released an inhuman scream of bald fury, but before Rebel could finish the job, Astor appeared behind Angélique, jerking her back by the arms.
“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, luv,” he said amiably.  
“Astor, you sneaky sonovabitch—you better get the fuck outta my way because I’m about to finish this kidnapping twat off,” Rebel declared, twisting her wakizashi in a fast twirl. 
Angélique jerked and heaved, but she was no match for Astor, who calmly wrenched her wrists so far behind her back and up between her shoulder blades that she had to stand on her tiptoes. 
“Well, if you want to get specific about it, I suppose I’m the kidnapping twat,” he answered casually. 
Rebel’s eyes narrowed. “On whose orders?” 
“On mine, mon rêve,” Gael’s silky voice came from behind her. 
Rebel spun, her sword coming up, but Bello slipped in front of Gael so fast Rebel didn’t even see her do it. The vampire soldier blocked the blade with her forearm. “Rebel, it’s not what you think.” Her pitch-dark gaze gentling as she slowly pushing the razor-sharp edge to the side. “You have every right to be angry, but hear him out, please… Je demande ça en tant qu’amie.”
Rebel was amped up on adrenaline and anger, so that quiet request from Bello was just about the last thing she wanted to consider. She felt so pissed off and fucked around with, it was like being blindfolded while the piñata was still across the street. But if there was anything she’d learned from dealing with vampires in the past couple years, it was that nothing was ever as it seemed. Anqā squawked from the burning terrace where Gael’s vampire guard was racing around to put out the flames. Rebel lowered her sword, stepping back. 
“Astor, please find my wife some clothes and secure her in the library. I’ll be in shortly,” Gael directed softly as Angélique continued to struggle in his grip, spewing venom in French at anyone who would listen. 
“Sure thing, boss,” he nodded. “You know, for a countess, you swear like a one-eyed sailor,” Astor chided as he dragged Angélique off.
“I need to contact Dorothea and Hensley to tell them what is going on,” Bello stated, turning to Rebel. “Where is Moni now?” 
“Somewhere safe,” Rebel snapped, though it wasn’t Bello she was really pissed at. 
“Is she okay?” 
Rebel shook her head. She’d seen the fear in her kid’s eyes, the god-awful trauma she’d survived. It didn’t help that Moni was bloody and limping, but Rebel was unwilling to pull her out of her pocket dimension until she knew for sure she’d be safe. But what did that even mean anymore? It seemed like everything Rebel turned around, Moni was coning to harm. Guilt and shame blanketed her. She was a terrible guardian. She couldn’t keep her kid safe. 
Bello glanced at Anqā from where she squatted nearby, watching them warily with her unblinking reptilian stare. “Will you let Anqā take her home where Hensley can see to her?” 
Rebel opened her mouth to argue but finally relented. “Anqā, take Moni back to Ms. Dottie’s, please,” she requested. Her Spirit Creature released a protesting warble, but ultimately did as she was asked, disappearing into the ether with the snap of her enormous wings.
Bello inclined her head in thanks, walking into the house with her phone pressed against her ear. The vampires had managed by now to put out the fire in the guest wing, but Gael seemed oblivious to the fact that half his antebellum estate was a charred-out shell. He seemed to only have eyes for her, drinking Rebel in silently with his gorgeous lavender eyes. His dark hair had grown longer in his absence, curling at the nape over his dress shirt collar. Something restless lurked beneath his inhumanly beautiful face—a mysterious, unexpressed need that practically glowed through his skin. There were hints of dissolution—the subtle shadows beneath his eyes and the hollows of his cheeks. Somehow, that surprising little trace of humanity only made Gael’s dark-angel handsomeness more pronounced. 
Rebel hated that she noticed these small details about him. She hated he could stand there looking so calm and collected when his house was smoldering, giant plumes of smoke billowing toward the sky. Her hand tightened around the god-killer in her fist. “You better start talking, you vampy French fuck. You disappear for weeks and then you kidnap my kid? I don’t know how the hell you think you can justify that, but I’ll take you out or die trying.” She was through jousting. It was time to burn this goddamn bridge to the ground. 
“Of that, I have no doubt, mon rêve.” he murmured. “I’ve missed you more than you could know. On n’est heureux que par l’amour.” Gael reached out, but Rebel was too keyed up. When she jerked back, he let his fingers drop slowly. “These are not the circumstances in which I’d hoped to see you again, Rebekah, but for what it’s worth, a day has not passed since we met that I did not try my utmost to protect you.” 
“That’s pretty fucking rich coming from a guy whose made my life immeasurably worse since the day we met, and I’ve dated some doozies.” Her mouth curled cruelly.  
What the fuck was she doing? That wasn’t true.  
“Please, you have every right to be angry. But please, let me explain…” he began.
“Explain?” Rebel jerked back. “You want to explain how you’ve gotten me nearly killed by an Archdemon, barbecued by dragons, assassinated by mages on multiple occasions, and now stalked and harassed by a goddess who, just by the way, wants to body snatch my kid. Oh, and let’s not forget the goddamn mages! The very mages descended from the original Talmage members I help you murder in cold blood.” Rebel threw up her hands. “I honestly don’t know who to be angrier with, Gael! You for dragging me into your preternatural soap opera drama or me for falling for your shit! Why the fuck did you kidnap my kid, Gael?! Feed me another friggin’ line! I goddamn dare you!” 
Gael caught her shoulders before she saw him do it, his heart in his eyes. “Mon rêve—”
A movement to their left caught both of their attention. Rebel and Gael held their breaths, watching, waiting as tension crackled between them like a snapping live wire. 
“There,” he murmured, and she followed his sightline to the rose garden. In the ambient glow of the moonlight, the Morrigan emerged from the night blooms, carrying the carcass of a giant Ibex over her shoulders like it was nothing.
“Ah, Raven Mocker!” she called out. “And my favored progeny,” she waved. “Behold, I bring a prize from my hunt in the wilderness of Siberia!” 
She should have fuckin’ known this would happen. Hell, by now, Rebel’s superpower should have been the ability to foresee every conceivable downside to a situation. Of all the fucked-up timing… 
“Sorry, not today, you crazy lunatic!” Rebel caught Gael’s face in her hands. “You’re coming with me, bucko,” she declared, portaling them to her Spirit Place.   





Chapter 17
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Rebel released Gael the moment they landed by the firepit of her Spirit Place. Keith Penny must have heard them coming, because he’d made himself scarce, only the faint trace of his pipe tobacco in the air.  
“Start talking,” she demanded. 
Gael slid a hand around the back of her neck, drawing her to him. She fought, shoving him back, but it was like moving granite. 
“Don’t!” she shouted, pounding her fists against him, and he took it, drawing her inexorably closer, taking every blow until she was buttressed up against him in the circle of his arms. “Damn you, stop it!” 
Gael said nothing, holding her to his chest, absorbing all her heat and rancor. Rebel punched and hit and even bit him at one point, and Gael took it all without a sound until she ran out of steam, collapsing against him. 
“I fucking hate you!” she rasped against his chest, gasping.
“I know,” he whispered, laying his cheek on her head. “Et je suis désolée pour ça, mon rêve.”
“I could fucking kill you for your place in this!” Rebel raked her fingernails down his face, wishing she had wolves’ claws to eviscerate him with, but all the damage she doled out was only because he allowed it, accepting her wrath as his mantle. 
“Tu as le droit,” he murmured, his rich baritone disconsolate as the scratches on his face healed.
“Your wife kidnapped my child! You knew it and you let her, you piece of shit!” 
“There was a reason. Please, Rebekah—I need to tell you what I have discovered, even though it will be difficult to hear,” he said after long moments. “It hurts me to tell it—more than you know.” 
Rebel stilled, burned out and afraid of the next words, but cognizant of the fact that she needed to hear whatever he had to say. She remained obstinately silent as he reached out to stroke his fingertips along the high blade of her cheekbone.  
“You were right when you accused me of using you,” Gael began. “When I realized what you were—the gift you had for releasing souls—I sought to exploit that power by manipulating you. I thought if I made you care for me, you would do what I asked when the time was right and give me the freedom I so desperately wanted.” He made a hoarse sound. “Before your arrival to New Orleans, I had known of only one other Raven Mocker in my life, but he was killed in a tragic accident before we could meet.” 
Rebel stiffened, her head jerking up as she met his eyes. “Don’t say it.” 
“I have to say it,” Gael shook his head. “You need me to say it, mon rêve. It was your father, James Weston.” 
Rebel swallowed hard, unable to speak for the lump in her throat. She glanced away, shaking her head. She had so few memories of her parents, so little time with them before they were killed in that car accident. 
“I do not have proof, Rebekah,” he continued, his voice dropping to a whisper. “But I believe he was harmed because of my request to meet with him.”
Rebel pushed away from him, swiping at her eyes, and this time, Gael let her, his arms falling to his sides as she spun and heaved a sob. “The Morrigan,” she managed to choke out. 
“That is my suspicion, yes,” he confirmed sorrowfully. “She knew I was ceaselessly looking for ways to free myself from this immortal cage. Imagine my amazement when his daughter came to my city, years later, seeking my assistance. This stunning Cherokee woman, so full of fire and verve, found me against every odd. How could it be possible?” 
Rebel let loose a cry of pure pain. She’d been robbed of her family—deprived of a childhood with her parents—it was too much to metabolize. 
“You saved me when you released my daughter’s soul,” Gael continued, his confession coming faster. “I know that means nothing to you now, but you saved my life the moment you walked into it. How was this not fate? En sa beauté gît ma mort et ma vie. It was always meant to be like this.”
Rebel spun on him. “You want me to take your Spirit now, Gael? Because I’ll do it! You’ve taken so much from me whether you meant to or not! The least I can do is return the favor!”
His agonized expression spoke volumes. “If you must, I will accept it. We’re on your territory. I am at your mercy, and it would be within your rights. But I am asking you, as a man who loves you beyond all measure, let allow me to put things to right the best way I know how.”  
Rebel wasn’t having it. Not anymore. She was done with this man’s soliloquies. Rebel pushed her Raven out before she could even think about it. Her Spirit burst out of her like a shot, slamming into him. Gael seized immediately, his face a rictus of anguish as her Spirit tore into the very heart of him. Rebel could feel his soul clinging desperately to his body, but he was no match for her gift. 
She lifted her hand, pushing her Raven through his back, ripping his Spirit from his body. 
A hand fell on her shoulder, and Rebel’s head snapped up. Keith Penny stood beside her, his weathered face sympathetic. “This is not the way, u-we-tsi-a-ge-yv,” he told her, calling her ‘daughter’ in Tsalagi. 
“He took them from me!” she insisted. “He robbed me of my parents whether he meant to or not, and now he’s going to do the same thing with Moni!” 
Keith shook his head, “Your gift is not to take life, Kâ'lanû. Your gift is meant to end suffering. You are only hurting him.” He pressed down her hand, forcing her to release him. “And you’re hurting yourself.”
Rebel’s face crumpled. What the fuck was she doing? How had she let herself go this far? 
Her Raven shot out of Gael, and he heaved a relieved gasp as he held a hand to his heart. 
Rebel fell to her knees in the dirt, sobbing. She cried for the loss of her family. She wept for the man she’d been foolish enough to fall in love with, and she laid down all stress and fear she’d harbored since discovering the Morrigan wanted Moni. Keith knelt on the ground beside her, rubbing her back, murmuring in Tsalagi. In life, the taciturn old Medicine Man had never been the kind to show much affection. His Medicine was more the kick-in-the-ass kind, but in that awful, emotional moment, Keith gave Rebel exactly what she so badly needed… 
He gave her compassion. 
All her life she’d fought for everything she had. And she was still fighting, fighting desperately to keep it against what felt like every odd. Why was life so fucking hard? Why did every moment feel like such a desperate, awful struggle? 
Gael made to move toward her, but Keith gestured him back. “She doesn’t want comfort from you, vampire. Everything from here on out you will have to earn back.” 
Gael stood still as a statue, eyes shimmering. But he nodded once, expression grave, but determined.
A good cry, Rebel discovered, was both exhausting and a tremendous relief—like an orgasm for the soul. She didn’t allow herself the luxury of losing her shit often, but when she did, ooh-boy, Rebel went all out. When she finally pulled herself together, she stood, wiping her face with the back of her sleeve. 
“You’re a piece of shit, and I’m not ready to forgive you. I may never,” she told Gael, her voice clear and strong. 
He closed his eyes. “A consequence I am willing to accept.” When he opened them again, she saw the vivid anguish in them, refusing to allow his remorse to move her. “That doesn’t mean I will stop in my endeavor to make things right and prevent the Morrigan from harming Monique or you.” 
“I’ll believe it when I see it. Tell me how you’re going to head this off at the pass, then.” 
“À votre guise,” Gael responded softly. “I suspected Angélique had something to do with Moni’s kidnapping last year. She was already attending the slave auction on Drake Island when I asked for her help in securing you. Another unhappy coincidence cropped up this spring when the young descendants of the mages we killed began actively hunting you.”
“Angélique was behind them too?” Rebel frowned. “Why? She knows we’re not together.”
“For revenge, to sow chaos… qui sait?” Gael shrugged. “They were a helpful smokescreen to distract me and harm you. That they got to Monique was an unfortunate bit of bad luck.” 
“At this rate, thirteen might as well be my lucky number. I mean, seriously—what the hell else could go wrong?” Rebel wiped a hand down her face. “What I still don’t understand is why your wife wanted Moni in the first place.” 
Gael ran a hand through his dark hair. “It is a disguised attempt to curry the Morrigan’s favor. I suspect Angélique thought by finding Moni and delivering her sooner, she would be able to elevate her position in my maker’s eyes,” he explained. “She never anticipated you saving her and adopting her into your family, or that the battle goddess had already been favoring you.”        
Rebel took two steps and kicked the dirt high enough to fling a plume of it into the sky. Fucking vampires and their bullshit vampire politics. Always with the chess game maneuvers with these ice-cold motherfuckers. 
She rubbed her brow, irritated by the residual post-cry headache throbbing in her temple. “I feel like the fucking other axe is about to fall, and I’d rather you just lop my head off with it.” 
“I think this next part you will quite like.” 
“I think you’ve grossly overestimated your ability to please me,” she replied, droll. “Never thought I’d say this to you of all people, Gael, but you can get in line behind the body count of men who’ve disappointed me in life.”
“Hear me out, mon rêve,” 
Gael replied. “After her failure to purchase Moni at auction, Angélique hired Astor and his men to take her from you. Out of respect for me and a long-standing kinship with Bello, Astor came to me with the information.” 
“He’s been working both sides,” Rebel realized. “That evil, sexy snake.”  
”Gael nodded. “He is older than all of us, but he is a mercenary at heart. He was happy to play the part of Judas Iscariot for the right sum.” 
Rebel shot him a look of discontent. “That doesn’t make what he did right, and I don’t appreciate being manipulated.” 
“Rebekah, it had to be done. If my wife was going to be caught in flagrante delicto, he had to make it seem plausible.” 
She frowned. “I don’t even know what that means.”  
“‘While the crime’s blazing.’” Keith Penny interjected. He’d wandered back to his log during their conversation, puffing his pipe in silence. Rebel shot him a look and he smarted, “What? I read.”
“None of this changes the fact that Angélique hurt Moni,” Rebel pointed out, her chin coming up. “That crazy-ass bitch is going to pay for that.”
“Yes, she will,” Gael agreed. “By my hand,” he added significantly.  
“You’ve let her off the hook before,” Rebel pointed out. 
Gael crossed to her, picking up her hand before she could resist him. “Does it seem that I am willing to let her off the hook now, Rebekah?” 
They stared at each other for a long moment, silence stretching between them. Rebel found herself caught between a rock and a hard place. She had no reason to believe him, and yet every part of her wanted to. 
“Mon rêve, je t'adore. Please go home,” he told her. “Take care of Monique. Please trust me to handle this issue.” 
“Speaking of ‘issues’—” Rebel rounded on him. “My trust issues with you started because of your lying issues—remember that.” She jabbed her finger into his chest and he tugged her closer to him, bringing her finger to his lips. 
Rebel shoved him back with it instead. “Fine—she’s your crazy ex, but know that 
if you don’t handle it to my satisfaction, I’m going to hunt that low-vibin’, bitch-ass wife of yours down and make sure she doesn’t ever get a chance to hurt me or my family again.”
Gael’s answering smile was tiny—just enough to make her want to slap him, kiss him and then shake him back into this goddamn senses. Rebel was beginning to recognize she was going to need to restart therapy again soon. That or just let Jesus fix it. ‘Cause if she kept trying to fix it, she was gonna end up in jail for manslaughter. 
Okay, so therapy was probably the healthier alternative. 
With that, Rebel stepped back and front-kicked Gael back to his half-burnt down mansion to clean up his messes.   




Chapter 18
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The Morrigan had seated herself at Gael’s desk in the library. The Ibex lay half-desiccated and bleeding on the coffee table, staring sightlessly at a future it would never obtain. Gael noticed then that the battle goddess had placed its magnificent antlers on her shoulders, using it to secure her sweeping black cape. Her deep red mouth curled as Gael appeared at the French doors from the terrace. Across from her, his wife sat rigid on the settee, bound by two enormous, glowing serpents, her eyes wide with fear as one of the otherworldly creatures hissed near her face.  
When Angélique slid her panicked gaze to Gael, real fear in her eyes, he almost felt sorry for her. She had overplayed her hand in an effort to endear herself to a goddess with very little patience for sycophants. No, the Morrigan liked to earn her reign of terror in slow, insidious ways. Death, Gael discovered over the centuries, wasn’t nearly as satisfying to the Chooser of the Slain as a life of fear and trepidation prolonged.
“Sébastien, s'il vous plaît aidez-moi,” Angélique whispered desperately.
He ignored her plea as he faced the Morrigan. “My Queen—apologies for my delay.”
“I was curious as to whether you’d make an appearance or if the charming and willful Raven Mocker would keep you otherwise occupied all night,” the battle goddess drawled, leaning back in his leather seat. “Where have you been of late, my exquisite progeny? It seems you’ve managed to escape my attentions.” She dug her black-taloned finger into the antique desk, carving a long line across the cherrywood inlay, her smile widening as she held his eyes. 
Gael headed off any potential tantrum by striding directly to her, never breaking eye contact as he caught her pale hand and brought it to his lips. “If you wished to torment me, my Queen, you’ve held the wrong woman captive,” he confided honestly. 
“And where is the infamous Rebel Weston this evening?” The Morrigan watched him closely, looking for signs of betrayal or misgivings.  
“Tending to your vessel.” Gael glanced at his wife, practically vibrating with anxiety as the serpents coiled around her languidly, tightening occasionally to ensure she remained alert and terrified. “It would seem my wife brought the young witch to some harm in her zealousness to capture her. Rebekah’s utmost concern is for the well-being of her young ward.” 
Angélique’s eyes widened as the Morrigan’s narrowed. The goddess cocked her head, leaning back to consider Angélique as Gael stood beside her, his hand on the Morrigan’s shoulder in a sign of fealty.  
“Does your husband speak the truth, Comtesse de Gael?” the Morrigan asked her. 
“It was... self-defense, my Queen,” Angélique stammered out. “I procured the young witch as an offering to you after I discovered the prophesies of your return. I simply reacted when she attacked me, your grace—mille pardons, pour mon manque de maturité.” 
“She’s lovely, your wife,” the Morrigan complimented, caressing his hand idly with her razor-sharp talon nails. “Her lies are nearly as well-formed as her visage.” 
“My Queen—” Angélique began but a flick of the Morrigan’s wrist warded her off any further denials or explanations. 
“What did you fantasize, Comtesse?” the Morrigan continued. “That you could intervene on my behalf for a prophesy I have been aware of for millennia? That you could deliver unto me the very witch I have been waiting for so patiently all this time? That you could harm said witch and then seek my favor for your harshness of discipline?”  
The serpents tightened around Angélique, squeezing her hard enough to make her gasp in panic. Gael forced himself to remain still, his expression schooled into the perfect mask of cool indifference. 
“I—I only wanted to serve you—” 
The Morrigan snapped her fingers and Angélique was rendered silent, her eyes bulging in distress as she opened and closed her mouth like a bewildered fish trapped on the muddy shores of the Mississippi. 
“You were never meant for the Dark Gift, Comtesse,” the Morrigan chided. “It was bequeathed to you in a moment of abject sentimentality by a man grieving for a life lost. It was an error in judgement I allowed to go unrectified for too long out of care for my Chosen.” 
Gael felt the pressure building behind his eyes. He forced himself to cut off his emotions as he gazed dispassionately at his wife. Angélique had sealed her fate with him the moment he’d discovered her plots, but any punishments doled out from the Morrigan would be far more exacting than any he would deliver. 
“Do you know how the Tuatha Dé Danann became gods?” The Morrigan continued as she stood and circled around the desk. She stood beside the fireplace and the wood stack burst into an impressive flame under the heat of her glare. “We became gods once our people worshipped us as such. Before I became a vessel for Celtic faith, I was a mere warrior witch, not so different from the Valkyrie. It was only until I became the keeper of soldiers’ hopes and prayers that I was worshipped and revered as a deity. So, you see, we rise and die according to our faithful, Comtesse—but you were only ever a tuning fork for your own jealousies and yearning.” She crossed her arms, her black gaze assessing. “You have provided no real value to burgeoning empire since your conversion, and now you insinuate yourself into my intentions with the spuriousness of an ardent follower and the delusion that you could actually be useful to me.” 
Her serpents hissed and snapped, squeezing his wife so hard, he could hear them crushing her bones. 
“My Queen,” Gael interjected, stepping forward. “Angélique was my error in judgement. Let me rectify that transgression.”
The Morrigan transferred her attention to him with a cool look. “First, tell me where you have been of late?” 
“Hunting down Lord Veles for the injustices done to me, as is my right,” Gael answered readily. Deceiving the Morrigan was next to impossible, so he stuck to the truth as frequently as possible. 
Her brows rose. “And where is that sanctimonious gobshite now?” 
Gael’s ignored Angélique’s frantic eyes. “Deep in the bowels of hundreds of Yōkai demons, I imagine. Let’s just say, he won’t be reincarnating anytime soon.” 
“Well done.” The Morrigan nodded, impressed. “And how did it feel to finally exact the revenge you so earned?” she purred.
“More satisfying than anything I experienced to-date, ma reine,” Gael answered openly, imagining how he would feel when she finally met a similar fate by his hand.
By now, his wife was purpled and bloating from the vise grip of the Morrigan’s pet serpents. Gael gestured toward her, “My wife has been a thorn in my side for too long. Tonight, she harmed your vessel, and she has repeatedly attempted to attack her caretaker. Let me make amends.” 
The Morrigan considered him for a long moment before advancing toward where Angélique sat under the strangling paralysis of her otherworldly minions. “You are lucky that he loves you, Comtesse. I would not be so kind as to show you a quick death.” She released her from the serpents and Angélique collapsed back into the leather sofa, her body mottled and purpled from the bone-crushing bruising.  
“Why?” she rasped out, gasping. “Why would you forsake me? Why would you leave your vessel in the care of that pathetic human woman?!”
The Morrigan’s laugh seemed to reverberate throughout the room. “That pathetic human woman you so revile has managed to defeat every single enemy, deviant and rascal thrown her way, much to my delighted astonishment. The Raven Mocker is raising my vessel to be as brave and cunning as she is, and she has captured the heart of my progeny—a task you could never achieve.” She turned to level Gael with a look. “You know what must be done.” 
The last nail in his wife’s coffin. “I do,” he acknowledged. 
“Excellent. Do not disappoint me, my chosen one. If I find so much as her soul roaming the fields of Tír na nÓg, I will come calling…” And with that, she transformed instantly into an enormous battle crow with coal red eyes, her cloak falling to the floor as she flew out the French doors. 
[image: image-placeholder]“You don’t have to do this,” Angélique pleaded with Gael as he walked her to the end of the dock at the edge of the lake. The thin orange line of dawn spread across the horizon, highlighting the distant skyline of New Orleans. “I will return to Europe,” she bargained. “You have my word I won’t meddle in your affairs—” 
He caught her around her shoulders, his other arm slipping around her lower waist. He thought about all the nights they’d danced waltzes at parties in France and London. He thought about how he’d held her when she’d given birth to their daughter and later, when he was forced to tell her that she’d died in this very rose garden.
“Don’t do this,” she begged. “For everything wrong with us, you are still my husband—the man I married when I could have any other. I loved you—”
“Never in my life did I possess the power to make you love me. I hated and admired you for that,” Gael admitted, pressing his lips to her forehead, watching as the tender rays of dawn spread across the sky behind her back. “Your resentment was a fence I simply could not climb.”
“No! No—don’t do this!” She quaked, failing and attempting to push him away. “Je t'en supplie!”
As he gazed down at Angélique, Gael understood this would be the ultimate test. Since he awoke, filled with Lord Veles’s life force in his blood, he’d been experimenting with his limits. Gael had lived for centuries as a child of the night, forever relegated to be isolated in the darkness. But he’d consumed the last of Lord Veles’s blood and spent weeks in Nav, the sunny pastoral dimension once Veles’s domain, soaking up the vital element denied to him for so long. But today would either be his final demise or the beginning of the life he so desperately wanted. Gael was keenly aware that he was one step closer to being unencumbered by the curse of his past. 
Angélique squirmed in his arms, fearful. “Sébastien, please—please let me go,” she begged, feeling her skin heat in the early morning rays breaking across the sky.  
Gael cradled her shaking body in the circle of his arms, infinitely stronger, yet gentle as he stood with her against the inevitable. He could no longer separate whether he was doing this for her or to her, but the Morrigan had been right. The Dark Gift had only made Angélique crueler and more savage. She had done nothing but scheme, destroy and rankle, and if he didn’t do this, the Morrigan eventually would… and that fate would be worse than any death he delivered. 
“Sébastien—”
“Shhh,” he whispered, lowering his head to hers. “Tu ne seras pas oublié.” 
Gael kissed her tenderly, holding her close as the sun broke across the horizon, igniting her porcelain skin. Angélique released a startled, pained gasp before she was burnt to cinder. He mourned her, the taste of ash in his mouth as he opened his eyes and witnessed sunrise for the first time in two centuries, flashing across the water as if it were catching fire, too.
A profound sense of wonder mixed with his latent fear welled up within him, as if a fundamental part of his soul was being awakened after a long slumber. The warm light seemed to bathe Gael’s senses, shimmering and dancing before his eyes, a kaleidoscope of shockingly vivid colors—gold, amber, crimson, and indigo swirling together in a breathtaking panorama that easily eclipsed the nocturnal beauty he’d grown so accustomed to over time. 
“I am free,” he whispered to the heavens as the gentle warmth spread through his body, penetrating his very core. It was a sensation Gael had long forgotten—the soothing embrace of natural heat against his perpetually cool skin. It was as if he’d been ushered into a new world, one he’d been excluded from for almost as long as he could remember. 
“Not yet,” Bello said from behind him, coming to his side at the end of the dock. “But you will be. Soon.” 
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