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CHAPTER ONE










“THERE you go! A double scotch on the rocks.”


Alexis Harper set the half-filled glass on the counter and pushed it over to the man on the other side of the bar.


He caught it with his free hand but didn’t drink. Instead, he took a long drag from his cigarette and slowly blew out the fumes, watching her through the billows of smoke curling in the dim yellow glow of the drop lights above the bar.


Suppressing a cough, Alex resisted the urge to raise a hand and fan at the smoke. It wouldn’t do much good anyway. The air in the dive bar was so thick with the stale odors of tobacco smoke and ash mixed with sweat, alcohol, and old wood, there was no way to get rid of it other than to burn the whole thing down. It was one of the rare moments when she cursed her overly sensitive senses.


The guy tipped his cigarette on one of the metal ashtrays and took a small sip of scotch, all the while watching her over the rim of the glass. Sizing her up. Interested. A little too interested for her taste.


She knew that look. It meant nothing but trouble—for him.


Pretending not to notice his blatant staring, she grabbed a rag and busied herself wiping down the counter. Hoping he’d get the message and leave.


Of course, he didn’t. They never did. It seemed men were immune to messages they just didn’t want to get.


When she turned around to rinse out the rag in the basin she sensed his eyes lingering on her back, wandering down to her butt, like invisible fingernails running along very sensitive skin. A warning tingle prickled between her shoulder blades. An all too known itch just below her skin. 


Oh no! No chance!


Her hands involuntarily clenched into fists at her sides, as the darkness inside her clawed, ready to spring free. 


Alex took a breath and straightened. Time to put a stop to it before things got nasty. She was tired and really not in the mood for playing games. Especially not this kind of game.


“Can I get you anything else?” she asked with all the politeness she could muster, which wasn’t easy when you were practically being undressed against your will by your counterparts’ eyes.


The sleazeball grinned in a smug way—probably thought he’d finally won her attention—and leaned forward until she could smell the acrid stench of alcohol on his breath and the rancid old sweat from his shirt. It made her flesh crawl, but not in the way he clearly intended.


“That’s all up to you, babe. I’m free all night.”


Oh, one of that kind. Alex could barely refrain from rolling her eyes. She’d seen his type before. A macho man straight from the book. The kind who thought they only had to snap their fingers to charm the pants off their prey. Well, she wasn’t prey. Quite the opposite. Which he would discover if he strained her nerves just a little longer …


He mistook the moment she struggled for control as common female hesitation, an invitation to go on.


“I could show you my etchings,” he suggested with a lecherous grin. “I have very … impressive … tools.”


Bet you do, Alex thought.


Picking up his cigarette, he tilted his head at little. “Well? When does your shift end?”


In your dreams! With a sweet smile Alex propped her forearms on the counter and bent toward him, ignoring his unpleasant smell.


“Sugar, if I wanted to spread my legs for every man with a cheap chat-up line, I’d work on the side of a street and not behind a bar.”


That message finally got through to him. The grin fell from his face and his fingers tightened around the whiskey glass. 


She moved closer and whispered, “And darling, this is exactly where you leave with what little dignity you have left.” 


The whiskey glass splintered as he smashed it down on the counter and stood up abruptly, almost knocking the chair over with his force.


“Your choice, bitch,” he spat at her before stalking off like a rejected prima donna.


Ugh, males! What had happened to “take it like a man?”


Leaning her hip against the side of the bar, Alex tilted her head back and sighed.


“Seriously, Alex. You don’t always need to be so hard on them.”


Lowering her gaze, she found her coworker Mitja coming around the bar with a tray of empty glasses, chin-pointing past the customer she had just rebuffed. His washed-out jeans and rumpled hair always gave him a boyish air, but the lines on his lean face made him look older than his thirty years. The Bin did that to people. Scratch that. Life did!


Alex shrugged unapologetically.


“That’s the only way they understand,” she said lightly and tucked a blond strand of hair that had fallen out of her ponytail behind her ear.


Mitja shook his shabby brown head at her. “Instead of giving the whole lot a knock-back, you should consider giving it a go once in a while. You know, just for the fun of it. See how it turns out. Maybe you’d be surprised.” 


“What are you? The local bartender-slash-matchmaker?”


Her colleague grinned, not having the decency to be the least bit offended. “You could have your fair pick, you know. Considering the amount of willing aspirants you attract …” He wiggled his brows at her.


Alex rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure. Have a pick between the drunkards, molesters, and weirdos. That’s what I call a choice. Thanks but no thanks!”


She tore the plastic wrapping off a sealed can pack with a short knife, while Mitja started to fill new glasses beside her.


“Maybe you are just a bit too picky,” he said after a while, not looking up from the drink he was pouring.


Alex shot him a dirty look.


“What?” he asked, just a bit too innocently. Saying too plainly what he was thinking. What all her colleagues were thinking about her.


“If you think of them so highly, why don’t you go out with them?” she suggested venomously. She grabbed the sides of the plastic and ripped at it forcefully, while she added, more to herself, “Besides, I’m done with guys.”


A hard learned lesson, but one to be remembered. She yanked a can free of the wrapping and thumped it down on the counter with more force than necessary. 


Mitja’s soft chuckle made her stiffen.


“Alex, you’re what? Twenty-five or something? And already done with guys? Honestly!”


“Mind your own business.”


He didn’t stop grinning. “Just sayin’. Quite a waste of fuck material.”


She yanked the knife free and turned toward him. “Careful there, sugar!”


Mitja raised his hands in mock surrender and backed away from her, still smirking.


“Alright, alright. Not my business.”


He took the filled tray and started around the bar. At the edge, he stopped and leaned over in her direction, almost shouting to be heard over the buzz of music and conversation.


“Oh, and before I forget it, somebody needs to go to the storeroom. We’re out of pale ale.”


Alex nodded, capitulating. “Alright. I’m on it.”


He winked, mouthing “thanks” at her and went back to serving. She sighed and sheathed the knife in the inner pocket of her black apron. At least that way she’d escape the stench in here for a little while. Too bad it wasn’t as easy to escape your own mind.


Throwing the rag on the worktop, she headed for the back exit.
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ALEX slipped out the back door and was greeted by the chilly night air. She shivered and rubbed her bare arms. Summer seemed to be in no rush to make its appearance this year. The dark clouds looming above were heavy with the promise of rain and reminded more of deepest autumn than a night at the end of spring.


Alex glowered at the sky. Knowing her luck, she’d probably have to walk home in a downpour. Again! How about a tender night for a change? A clear sky, a couple of winking stars, the sweet smell of flowers …


Yeah, not very likely to happen. Not here in the Bin, anyway.


As one of the seediest quarters Bhellidor County had to show for, the low-class neighborhood at the docks that was officially going by the most unfitting name of Lillyfields, wasn’t called the “Trash Bin” by the locals without reason: it was where the human scum landed after having been crunched by the mills of life and spat out onto the dirty road leading to the bottom of society. People here rated flowerbeds somewhere between bottle openers and soap—nice to have, but nothing sorely missed when it wasn’t there. Little wonder the place didn’t smell like the Royal Rose Gardens of Corona Palace.


Still better than the stifling air in the bar, Alex thought as she stepped away from the back door and carefully arched her back, allowing her tense muscles to stretch. Her true skin still itched to emerge, but she restrained herself. 


Sure, the back alley was almost completely dark. A few rearward windows were facing the street, but most of them were either pitch black or so blurred that they only emanated a sorry excuse of light. Didn’t mean she was safe from obtrusive eyes. You never knew who was watching concealed in the shadows.


It might only be a tiny risk for getting a bit of release from the pressure that had been building inside her flesh during the last few hours, but it was a risk she wasn’t about to take. Not with the possible consequences being so dire. She had taken such tiny risks before—and she had regretted it. Dearly.


Ignoring the protesting prickle under her skin, she walked over to the storage room and unlocked the padlocked door. Reaching into the darkness to her left, she fumbled for the switch. The light sprung to life with a buzz and hum, successively illuminating rows and rows of dusty shelves that lined up the walls and stretched into the depths of the store.


Alex scowled at the mountains of plastic wrapped crates, packages, and card boxes. A few boxes were still scattered in the aisle, waiting to be cleared away. Well, somebody had been lazy. 


Not in the mood for searching high and low, Alex headed straight for the tally board. Not that it was updated on a regular basis—why, that might actually save people some time and trouble—but sometimes it gave a vague clue as to where to look for certain things in this heap of rubbish.


When she squeezed herself past the yellow pallet jack, her eyes got caught on the small mirror that clung to the brick wall beside the door. Piercing blue eyes stared back at her from under long, dark lashes. Ice-blue eyes. Startling. Intense. Like sunlight filtering through a snowflake. The eyes of a huntress. Revealing little, while concealing so much.


The cold electric overhead light cast harsh shadows upon the ivory skin of her face, accentuating her features with even sharper, fiercer edges. A strong jawline under high, exquisite cheekbones. Slim eyebrows that easily arched in criticism. And a sharp mouth that tended to be too tart once in a while.


Alex pursed her lips. She could see why men thought her attractive. She wasn’t pretty. At least, not in that sweet, innocent kind of way that swept so many guys off their feet.


She was the lure of the forbidden fruit. A game with fire.


It was the dark, tempting kind of beauty of a sword’s blade, beckoning to be touched, despite—or perhaps because of—the risk of cutting oneself in the process. A sweet promise of danger like a whisper on her skin. It drew men like moths to the light, when, really, it was the darkness in her that called to their hidden desires. 


Alex bared her teeth at her own reflection. Mitja was right. She could have her fair pick. There were always enough men interested in a walk on the wild side—yet so tremendously oblivious to the wild inside her.


She knew what they saw when they looked at her: an adventure. A challenge. A riddle they wanted to solve. Until they found the solution. But, oh, if she ever revealed what lay beneath that delicate human skin they found so attractive …


Her colleague's incredulous voice resounded in her head. Twenty-five and already done with guys? Honestly!


Alex closed her eyes. Once bitten, twice shy. The pain of a broken heart is a vicious beast; a beast she didn’t intend to provoke again.


Averting her gaze, Alex locked the memory away and started scanning the stock. This wasn’t the time to get all sentimental about the past. She’d been through that. Now she really had other things to worry about. Like finding some pale ale in this fucking chaos!


Kicking a shredded box out of her way, she marched down the aisle. A thick layer of dirt covered the shelves and she had to rub at some of the number plates to read the cipher. 


Somebody really ought to clean this mess, she thought disgusted as she wiped her hand on her apron, leaving a big smear of … something.


Just where was—Ah, gotcha!


Quickly counting off in her head, Alex stepped over to the right shelf and heaved three crates out of the stacks, each of them holding several small packages of ale bottles and weighing a good sixty pounds. She stacked them on top of each other and pulled. The muscles in her arms and back strained.


With a small grunt, she managed to lift the pile off the ground and carried her shaky tower over to the door, where she caught her breath and squinted into the alley. Empty. Nothing but the night, beckoning her with innocent silence. She hesitated. It wasn’t far to the back door. Just a few steps. Just—


Ah shit! Grudgingly, she set down the crates and took a step back. “Just” was a fickle bitch that was overly fond of tricking you when you expected it the least.


Alex picked up only the topmost crate and made her way over to the bar. Not because she couldn’t have handled the weight for another short distance. Jester forbid! She could carry heavier loads even farther. But that was the point, wasn't it? What good was being squeamish about her true skin, when she started chucking around weights none of her male colleagues could ever dream of lifting? Those were exactly the things that attracted the kind of attention she was trying to avoid at all cost.


Alex put the crate down in front of the Jester’s back door and spun on her heel. She seriously doubted that the average male would be able to lift two of these crates at once, let alone three—not to mention the average female. 


But the thing was, she wasn’t average. Oh no. Not your average twenty-five-year-old, whose biggest problem was fending off the awful lot of male advances coming her way.


Yeah, you wish, sugar. Alex grimaced as she snatched the second crate. You wish.


She set the crate down beside the first and studied her hands in the half-dark of the back alley. Delicate, slender hands that gave nothing away of the strength that slumbered beneath that human skin. She flexed her fingers slowly, feeling the strength gently unfurl like a flower bud opening to the sun. It was there at her disposal. Reliable. Hidden. Waiting. A silent reservoir of power she could tap into in a heartbeat.


And yet nothing to use lightly, she thought bitterly. At least not if I want to keep my skin a little while longer. 


Well-known bitterness welled up and filled her mouth with a vile taste. She swallowed, hard. It felt like swallowing the whole world.


With her strength, she could easily do one of those well-paid jobs in the hard labor sector, where they were always looking for additional muscle. And yet here she was, playing the bartender, juggling crates and wiping tables while fighting off drunken customers who tried to goose her. Pretending to be the normal girl next door. Working her ass off for little praise and even less coin. Because … yes because …


Her hand curled into a tight fist until the bones ground against each other.


Because it didn’t matter what you did or said. It didn’t matter if you were willing to do double the amount of work for equal pay. The only thing that mattered was the pattern on your skin, carved into the flesh with a genetic knife.


Who she was.


What she was.


A shaper.


A spider, to be exact.


One of the half-breeds born with the double soul, the skin beneath skin.


They were a trick of nature. An atrocity. Unwanted and unaccepted. It was virtually impossible for one of her kind to make a decent living in human society. Any kind of living, period!


And wasn’t that one of the biggest reasons why she stayed in the shadiest halfborn communities, where nobody looked twice at you and people didn’t care for papers and id-numbers as long as you shut your mouth and did your work? If she kept the spider in check, she could easily enough walk among the people as if she was one of them. But it was a sham and every day was a brittle dance on the edge of a knife. A constant inner battle to control that raging, clawing part of her soul that simply refused to be tamed. 


One slip in control, that was all that was needed—a flash of the wrong skin, a carelessly carried weight—and the life she’d started to build would collapse like a house of cards. She didn't intend to let it come to that point. Not again. Oh no. She’d had her fill of that, thank you very much.


Suppressing a sigh, Alex locked the storage room, snatched the last crate, and pushed the back door open with one foot, squeezing through with her back first.


The tiny closet that led to the taproom was dim and felt stuffy after the chilly air outside. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness in a matter of seconds, pupils dilating as her true skin rose toward the surface, overlaying her dim human senses with pin-sharp shaper-awareness. The shadows around her melted like hoarfrost in the morning sun.


Cradling the crate to her chest, Alex maneuvered through the confined space, careful not to hit all the clutter and cleaning supplies that littered floor and shelves.


Her skin crawled all of a sudden. Alex tensed, and her upper lip curled back, revealing human teeth, while her shaper fangs scraped at her gums, pressing to be released. The spider let out a low, warning growl. 


Her sensory threads unfurled from her in a wide, invisible net, tasting, probing.


Threat! The notion whipped through her mind like a lightning bolt, electrifying every fiber in her body. Tension pulsed through her, making her wide awake. Her true skin itched underneath her human husk, stretching and pushing upward.


Slowly, soundlessly, Alex let her weight slide to the floor and sank into a graceful crouch. She slipped around the crate and moved toward the threadbare curtain that separated the closet from the taproom. The itching under her skin increased with every inch until it felt like the pricking of a thousand tiny needles.


With one hand braced against the door frame, she gently pushed at the curtain, peeked into the taproom—and froze.
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HE was walking through the taproom.


Tall. Dark. Handsome.


Trouble. With a big T.


His entrance was accompanied by a cold gust of wind that caused the candles to flicker in their stands on the tables, almost as if they were shying away from him.


His perfectly tailored black coat seemed to absorb the light around him, cloaking him in a veil of vibrant darkness—a dark, floating shadow, foreboding a storm that had nothing to do with the clouds gathering outside.


The spider snarled at the sight of the man, balking inside her like a threatened cat.


Trueborn!


Everything about him screamed it: from the disdainful curve of his mouth to the silky tips of his raven hair. Magic shrouded him like a transparent, iridescent cloak, charging the air around him. In the visual spectrum of her shaper senses, it shimmered like hot air above pavement in the sun, blurring his outline ever so slightly. In this magic devoid area, it called to her senses like a siren’s song.


Yet even without her magical sensitivity, there would have been no mistaking about what she was looking at. Even among a less down-at-heel clientele than the Jester’s exemplary lot, he would have stuck out like a thoroughbred stallion tossed into a stable full of plow horses. The way he held himself, self-assured with an almost overbearing sense of entitlement left no doubt about his privileged birth. Arrogance in every inch! It was so thick in the air, Alex could practically taste it.


He moved with the effortless grace of a practiced fighter, slick and efficient, steps so light even her delicate senses had trouble picking up their vibrational pattern. The image of a feline snapped up in her mind: a sleek, black panther, all rippling muscles under satiny skin, silently stalking up on his unassuming prey.


People hastened to shuffle out of his way, automatically opening a human alleyway for him as he approached, the scraping sound of chairs being moved loud in the sudden tense silence that had followed his entry.


The trueborn didn’t spare them so much as a glance as he passed by, gliding through their midst with an air of self-importance that had no equal. Ah, the arrogance! As if he expected the world itself to split at his command.


Behind his back, people exchanged fearful glances, eyes darting nervously around the room, but nobody moved; the entire jungle held its breath, petrified in the face of the roaming predator.


Alex’s thoughts tumbled over each other. A trueborn? In the Jester’s Inn? Why?


What in the merciful Mother’s name was one of his kind doing in a place like the Trash Bin? Especially one who radiated “noble elite” like a solar flare. There were only a few reasons why a member of the trueborn upper class would condescend to betake his elevated behind into deepest halfborn territory, but she couldn’t see this man fitting any of those bills, unless—


No! Fear gripped at her, wrapping itself around her spine and coating her limbs with dread.


She’d gone through great lengths to make sure nobody would be able to track her down here. She’d played by the rules, all civil and law-abiding, a decent spider, cautiously hiding in the shadows. There was just no way she could have been busted, was there? 


No, she reassured herself, it can’t. It simply can’t.


Yet at least six formidable feet of pure swirling magic coming her way indicated otherwise. Her insides cramped, curling into a painful knot in her stomach.


Why? The question ripped through her mind like shrapnel, echoing back and forth until she couldn’t think of anything else. Why? Why? Why?


Why here? Why now? Now that she was finally on the verge of building something that actually deserved the term “life:” a real job. An apartment. In a moment of ridiculous giddiness, she had even bought a little potted plant. The first wobbly baby steps on the bumpy road to finally growing some roots after being a stray for most of her life.


It wasn’t fair! She’d been so careful, so restraint. Hadn’t she denied herself even the slightest kind of relief? All the struggle—and for what?


Alex furiously raked her head, trying to recall when she’d acted sloppy. Couldn’t remember. Not that it mattered. Not really.


No use crying over spilled milk. It was what Rachel would tell her if she was present right now. What she’d always tell her, when she’d screwed up and was once again indulging herself in a good round of “why-oh-why” instead of focusing on the problem at hand.


Well, easier said than done!


Bitterness clogged Alex’s throat until she thought she couldn’t breathe. Stupid to think that the past could be shed as easily as some threadbare cloak one grew weary of. It still clung to her and wove its poisonous threads into the pattern of her life.


Stupid, Alex. So stupid.


The trueborn strode through the taproom without noticeable haste, as if he was taking an afternoon stroll through a park instead of walking through a sticky dive bar in the halfborn nether, surrounded by thieves, swindlers, and cutthroats, half of which would slit their own grandmother’s throat for the right amount of money and wouldn’t lose a night’s sleep about it. If he was the least bit concerned about his wellbeing he damn well knew how to hide it.


The wild in Alex responded to the approaching danger with ferocious intensity and all her instincts screamed for her to run.


Run, yes, the rational part of her mind retorted bluntly. And then what?


If he’d really been sent for her, he would have backup waiting outside in case she attempted to bolt. At least, it was what she would do, and the trueborn didn’t strike her as the kind of man who underestimated his opponents. Those who did, usually died early to regret that failure. No, this man wasn’t a fool and she knew with natural shaper intuition that if he’d focused himself on a prey, he’d hunt it down no matter the cost.


A chill went over her as she considered the implications of this fact. If he really was here for her, she was seriously screwed. Even if she ran now, chances were she’d not get far.


Which didn’t mean that she simply intended to be a sitting duck. Hell, no! There was just no way she would go down without a fight. If anything, she was too stubborn.


The wild tore at the mental leash she held on her untamed soul, and her true skin shot up until it brushed the inside of her human shell, the spider gaping at the world from the darkness inside her, a mouth full of needle-pointed fangs. Ready. Eager.


If they wanted her, she’d make them pay for it with dear coin!


Her eyes flickered down the trueborn’s black-clad frame. No visible weapons. Didn’t mean he didn’t have any. Much less he needed one to finish off his chosen prey. Excellent balance—she’d bet her ass that he’d received some kind of martial education along the road—and the way his coat molded to his body promised hidden muscle underneath. Not to mention that he was probably full of magical surprises. If it came down to it, he’d be one tough nut to crack. In a one-on-one fight she might be able to take him on—she’d danced that kind of dance with trueborn before and her shaper speed and strength usually equaled out what advantage they had through their magic—yet it wouldn’t be easy sledding. And if there was backup …


Anxiety blossomed in her chest, squeezing tight. A yielding feeling under her fingertips brought her back to the here and now. Alex blinked down and realized that the wood of the doorframe was denting below the pressure of her hand. She quickly loosened her grip before it could splinter and make her presence known to anyone who was and wasn’t looking for her.


When she glanced up again, her heart skipped a beat. The trueborn had almost crossed the taproom. He was close enough now that she could make out the outlines of his face in the smoky gloom of the bar. It was a handsome face, too, that was hardly deniable. Strong and masculine. Straight nose. Square jaw. Slightly dimpled chin. His chiseled features bore an obvious aristocratic heritage that gave the clear-cut lines of his face a refined, sophisticated edge.


He couldn’t be much older than she was, somewhere in his late twenties, thirty at the most. His dark brown, almost black hair was just long enough to be slightly tousled by the wind, giving him the air of a guy who’d just slipped out from a romp between the sheets, satiated and smug. The three days’ worth of stubble only added to that roguish tint.


Oh yes, trouble no doubt. It was the kind of face that would guarantee him a second glance from many women, inspiring certain fantasies—fantasies that ended with skin rubbing against sweaty skin and heat blossoming between wide open legs—yet only until you got a good look at his eyes.


Those eyes … Alex sucked in a breath. There was something deeply troubling about his eyes.


It was said that the eyes were the mirror of the soul. Which was why most magic was foremost expressed over the eyes, why it was usually her true eyes that were the first to shine through her human skin when the spider rose from her core. A mirror. A window. A glimpse at the soul that lay beneath the flesh.


Yet when she looked into the eyes of the trueborn, she saw nothing but darkness. A raging, swirling, infinite darkness, like a churning black ocean stretching under a starless sky. Cold and indifferent to the world and its whims. And absolutely merciless.


The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Oh yes, this man was trouble, and she wasn’t talking the waking-up-without-your-bra-and-panties-and-a-broken-heart kind of trouble, but rather the look-at-me-the-wrong-way-and-you-might-not-wake-at-all kind.


She didn't need anybody to tell her that if she had any sense, she’d get her ass away from him as soon and as far as possible. Right now, seemed like a very good idea. She’d rather deal with any kind of backup than with him.


Silently, Alex started to recede. In that moment, the trueborn stepped out of the cluster of tables and chairs into the small open space in front of the bar. His magic washed over her in a hot raging wave. There was no way to prepare for its violent intensity. It crashed against her, engulfed her, scalding her skin with liquid fire and grinding against her bones. The sheer physical force almost drove Alex to her knees. The spider in her howled, half terrified, half battle cry, braced against attack.


But the trueborn wasn’t attacking her. In fact, he wasn’t even looking in her direction. Alex gasped, as she struggled to stay on her feet. That power! So much power and he wasn’t even consciously wielding it! It just poured out of him like a natural force, unbridled and terrifying.


And suddenly she wasn’t so sure anymore that she would stand even the slightest chance against him. Fear sent a shiver down her spine. Time to go!


She tried to move and couldn’t.


Come on, Alex, move!


Nothing. Not an inch.


Move, stupid you!


He was almost at the bar, the distance shrinking like a too hot burning candle. Panic zinged through her. 


Run! Run, run, run!


But the air had turned viscous around her, like hot boiling glue. It wound around her, rooting her in place. She was numb. Paralyzed. A helpless fly in the spider’s sticky web. Unable to run. Unable to do anything but watch her perdition approach on silent wings like a glorious angel of doom.










CHAPTER TWO










THE trueborn reached the bar, where an uncomfortable Mitja clearly wished he could be anywhere but. Alex’s heart clogged in her throat, pounding so loud it seemed a miracle that not everyone inside the bar turned into her direction in search of the source of the noise.


Slowly, hesitantly, conversations were resumed throughout the room. But hushed, muted, compared to before. As if any loud sound would draw unwanted attention.


Well, perhaps it would, Alex thought as she anxiously watched the trueborn come to a halt between two chairs and lean against the bar. Below the presumed easiness of the motion, she felt an underlying tension. It reminded her of a cat perching in a tree, watching the birds through half-closed eyelids, its lazy, sleepy mask hiding the fact that it was wide awake and ready to pounce at any moment. Oh yes, the trueborn was more than ready to strike—if anyone was stupid enough to provoke him. Well, good luck with that! 


With excruciating slowness, he slipped off his black gloves, one at a time, and deliberately put them down on the counter, resting his forearms beside them. The light of the bar lamps idly played on the tattoos that wound around his arms up to where they vanished inside his sleeves. An intricate pattern of interwoven golden and black lines that stood out against the warm tint of his skin. In the play of light and shade, they seemed to move. Floating, twisting. Like beautiful golden snakes—


Alex was hit by a flash of memory. Her seven-year-old self, perched on a hand-wide windowsill, peeking into the parlor of her sire’s mansion.


Because of her “special” abilities, the two boys, her half-brothers, had decided that it was up to her to spy on the secret meeting that was taking place up here. No surprise there. After all, their sire did have a soft spot for his chit of a halfbreed daughter and if push came to shove the scolding might be less severe if she was the main center of his wrath. It usually was a safe bet. In this case, however …


The little spider shifted a little and watched her sire run up and down the formal reception room like a headless chicken, just stopping here and there to straighten a vase or rearrange a plant while wringing his hands and muttering under his breath.


Like most of the formal rooms in the aging two-story mansion, the reception room wasn’t used on a regular basis and the musty smell of abandonment had irrevocably seeped into the wooden paneling and furniture, despite it having been dusted and cleaned especially for the occasion.


She furrowed her brow and pondered that for a while. Quite a hassle for a single guest.


But, of course, this wasn’t just some ordinary guest. Couldn’t be. Not with the fuss everybody was making. Especially their sire.


He was acting odd. Had, in fact, been acting odd ever since that blood-sealed letter had arrived the day before. But sure enough, he wouldn’t tell his children what was going on, and no amount of puppy-eyed begging had been able to change his mind. Instead, he’d sealed himself into his study for hours and hours, soundproof sigil and all, making calls and setting up documents. And when he left his rooms he’d acted all weird and jumpy, constantly looking over his shoulder as if he expected the Jester himself to materialize behind him with a grin on his face and his scythe-shaped fool’s scepter in hand.


But nothing compared to his outburst after today’s lunch: one moment she and her brothers had been dawdling in the yard, all nice and quiet, playing whatever game had come to their minds, the next he’d burst out puffing like a raging bull and told them to go to their rooms until further notice. They’d protested, of course—it was a nice warm day and Ms. Myra had filled the little pond with glittering fishies and the rooms were sticky and soooo boring. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been favorably impressed by his kids’ complaints. To the contrary. His face had turned so red she’d feared it would pop like an overinflated balloon, the kind halfborn kids liked to toy around with. And then he’d thrown a major fit, ranting on and on about orders and disobedience and a lot of other flashy words that would result in severe seating problems. She hadn’t gotten all of it, but the gist had been clear enough: Go to your rooms. Stay there. Or else there would be hell to pay. And hell came with a long, wooden stick.


She sucked on her lower lip. That was odd, too. He usually wasn’t a man of threats or punishment, their sire, so anything that was able to turn him into a boiling teakettle was in itself enough to spark the children’s curiosity. And if one of those children could climb a wall like the spider she was … well. 


Her sire stopped pacing a few feet from her hideout and she quickly slipped off the sill and ducked deeper into the curtain of ivy that covered most of this side of the mansion’s facade. She breathed in the moist, moldy scent of plants mixed with rotting wood. The shingles groaned under her weight. The whole mansion was only held together by sheer will rather than anything else. At least that was what she had heard the groundskeeper tell her sire just a couple of days ago. Her sire hadn’t said anything for a while after that and then, during dinner, he’d retrieved one of the bottles of the “forbidden liquid” and guzzled down glass after glass until Ms. Myra had taken the flask from him and locked it in the med cupboard.


The ivy rustled to her left. She turned. Tensed. Ugly yellow eyes stared her from the greens, full of unconcealed loathing. Oh, not now! She glared back at the scrawny cat, who’d hated her since the day she’d arrived at the Manor, pissed off by the presence of a superior predator in his house.


He raised his shaggy head and meowed.


“Roucus!” she hissed and made a shooing motion at him. “Buzz off!” 


If he gave her away … Her sire was serious about this, she was sure of it.


He growled and swatted at her hand with bare claws, missing her skin by an inch.


Oh, just you wait! The little spider bared her true teeth and snarled. He jerked back, frozen for a second, fur puffed out at his sides, looking like a complete idiot, and then vanished in the ivy as if his tail was on fire.


Pussy!


She made a move to follow him but caught herself in mid-movement.


Wait! Mission! She had a mission. The stranger. Had to see the stranger.


If she screwed this up, her brothers wouldn’t want to play with her anymore. They’d say she was just a boring little girl and even her being a beasty wouldn’t make up for it. And then there was the stranger. Creepy, sneaky, ominous stranger. She had to see him. Had to.


She risked a peek over the sill. Her sire was still standing close by, with his back turned toward her and raked a shaking hand through his thick blond hair.


Something nipped at her senses. Her threads uncurled from her, gently probing the energetic currents in the room. Her lips curled back, revealing small white teeth. Fear. Its sharp, pungent scent emanated from her sire, wrapping him like a foul cloud. It was visible in the beads of cold sweat that built on his brow and trickled down his temples, in the throbbing vein in his neck, the hot blood pumping under his clammy skin … 


If she kept still, she could feel the rapid vibration of his heartbeat, racing in his chest like a frightened rabbit. Rabbits could run very fast. She knew. She’d chased them. And received a good scolding for it. 


Her eyes narrowed into slits. This wasn’t right. Not right at all. Her sire wasn’t a coward. He might not be what people considered a pack leader, but he wasn’t prey either. So why in the name of the merciful Mother was he acting like it?


The firm vibrations of approaching steps rippled through the floor. The little spider perked up. A second later, a sharp knock echoed through the room. Her sire nearly tripped over himself as he rushed over to the door.


Anticipation zinged through her and she bent over the sill, her whole body taut like a coiled spring. When her sire reached for the handle, a hot-and-cold feeling spread over her. Her hackles rose to the ceiling. If she’d been a dog, her ears would have been flat on her head, tail tucked in between her legs. Something dangerous was waiting behind that door. Her fingers dug into the sill. 


The door opened and despite her instincts, she leaned forward another inch, until her nose was almost touching the glass.


And there he was, the ominous stranger, quickly crossing the room and taking a seat at the high end of the massive oak table that dominated the room, like the king of the castle, while her sire fawned over him like a dog eager to please his master. A low, angry growl built in the back of her throat.


In his late forties, she assumed, with iron-gray hair cropped close to his scalp. Despite his age, she could spot no sign of weakness on him. To the contrary, the body in that expensive black tunic suit reminded her of tanned leather: hard, lean and wiry. Not a single gram fat. 


Square face. Cold eyes. They were the eyes of a hawk fixing on a mouse, she decided, sharp and merciless. And just imagining being at the receiving end of that stare made her feel like being caught red handed in the pantry, both arms full of feast day bacon.


A jagged scar ran from the corner of his left eye all the way down to his chin, making him look even more menacing.


A golden glint caught her eyes. She froze like a kitten spotting a light spot on the floor.


There, again! 


Flash, flash.


Her eyes darted around, searching for the source of the golden spark.


There! Tattoos! Oooohh, yes, tattoos. Shiny tattoos, gold and black, circling from the back of the strangers’ hands around his sinewy arms. Tattoos that flashed rhythmically in the light of the slanting sun rays of the afternoon sun, as he stirred his coffee with slow, precise movements. Making them move. Making them twist. Like snakes, she thought, mesmerized by the golden glow reflecting from her irises. Beautiful golden snakes …


Forfeit.


The word came from a dark, dusty corner of Alex’s mind, as she snapped out of her memory, glowing like a beacon in the night.


Forfeit.


The word her brothers had used, all hushed giggles and excitement behind risen hands, when she’d reported back to them what she’d witnessed. She’d heard the word before and thereafter, but it wasn’t much most people knew about Death’s Servants and even less they were inclined to share—to name the devil was to summon him.


Her brothers, however, had only been all too eager to pass on what little knowledge they’d gathered by eavesdropping on grown-up conversations that hadn’t been meant for their ears.


Forfeit. Doomed. Deathbringer. The most mystery-shrouded caste of trueborn magically talented breeds.


Highly respected. Equally feared. Trained in special institutions where they were forged into deadly weapons. Ruthless killers, who took lives with the same naturalness as breathing. They were the state’s sharpest sword. The last resort, only called upon when every other measure had failed—and even then, only with great reluctance. Because where they walked, death was never far behind. 


And, right now, one of them was standing less than fifteen feet away from her.


Fuck!


Alex stared at the trueborn at the bar and despite the sticky warmth in the closet, she felt a cold shudder running down her spine.


He was one of the Bloodravens of Yst. A Soulhunter. Death breathed into human form.


Of course, those were the bloated words of two adolescent boys who also thought that pissing while standing was the latest word in masculinity. Still, there was also her sire. Maybe she could discount her half-brothers’ babble as mere big talk, but it would take a bullet to her brains for her to ever forget the sheer terror she’d felt in her sire that day.


Not to mention what the spider in her had known the moment the stranger had crossed the Jester’s threshold. There was nothing subtle about the lethality that shrouded him. He wore it like she wore her human skin: displayed for everyone to see. Kin recognized kin. And a predator always recognized her kind.


As if hearing her thoughts, the trueborn suddenly stiffened. His head snapped up and whipped around in her direction. Instinctively, Alex dashed back into the darkness of the closet, breaking through her paralysis and being halfway up the back wall, true teeth bared in a snarl before she realized the spider had slipped the leash. The threads of darkness spun around her like a coil of vicious tendrils, obscuring, concealing, fusing her with the shadows around her.


Her heart pounded in her throat. Had he seen her?


The curtain had not completely fallen shut and through the narrow slit, she could still see him: his body half turned toward her corner, his gaze slowly traveling over the curtain. Scouring, searching.


Alex held absolutely still, knowing that any kind of movement might give her away.


His gaze fastened on the slit. He cocked his head to the side and a sheen of red rolled over his irises, blood-red flames illuminating the vast darkness of his eyes.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Alex’s claws dug into the cracks of the wall, every muscle of her body taut with strain. The Jester’s eyes! The world shrunk around her, reduced to those glowing eyes. They bore into her, burning through her skin, right into her core, ripping at her soul like a fiery knife. It was like standing at the edge of a cliff, staring into a gaping abyss with raging fires blazing deep within the bottomless depth, beckoning her to take the final step. Her heart hammered against her ribcage like a panicked bird trying to break free of its cage.


Oh, sweet Jester! He was staring straight at her. Was he seeing her? He must be seeing her! 


Mitja said something.


The trueborn went rigid. A ripple went through his body, every muscle tightening under his coat. And for a blazing moment, Alex was sure that he would flip around, vault over the counter and tear into her colleague. She could see it in his eyes: something wild and insane and full of unconcealed bloodlust glared out of those fiery depths.


She gathered herself, knowing full well that she would be too late. She was fast, true, but he was closer and focused on the kill. Great Mother, he’d rip Mitja apart and she wouldn't be able to stop him.


His magic swelled and crested, licking at her skin with burning tongues. His eyes flared, two searing pools of destructive madness, and then—he pulled back.


There was no other way to describe it. A shiver jolted his body, his face twisted as if he was lifting an enormous weight, and the fire died like an extinguished candle. One moment Death grinned at her from the red depths of his eyes, ready to reap its bloody harvest, the next—it was gone.


Alex gaped. Jester’s fucking grace! All that magic boiling inside him on the verge of exploding, and he’d just sucked it up. Like slamming the lid on an erupting volcano. She knew how hard it was to control the spider when it went berserk, but to control this kind of inferno? She couldn't even begin to imagine what it must have cost him to reign himself in.


And yet, the trueborn didn’t seem any worse for wear. His mask was back in place, cold, arrogant, and slightly bored. Haughty trueborn through and through. 


Alex wasn't quite sure what scared her more about it: the sheer magnitude of his power or the iron control he had over it.


The trueborn pulled his eyes away from her corner and returned his attention to Mitja, facing him with an expression of chilled courtesy. Her colleague trembled visibly and nervously rubbed his hands at the sides of his pants, leaving finger-shaped sweat stains.


Poor Mitja! Even the magically blind halfborn had some rudimentary sense of energetic currents and it clearly hadn't gone beyond him that something had been going on. Mitja looked like he was facing a wild, half-starved tiger that might go for his throat if he made any wrong move. And he wasn't so wrong there. In the animal world, he would have rolled on his back and offered his throat to the dominant predator.


The trueborn leaned forward a little, making Mitja flinch, and spoke to him in a calm but urgent manner. Alex saw his lips moving, but all she heard was the sound of her own blood rushing in her ears, while her heartbeat was sprinting a vicious race in her chest. Her whole body was trembling from the effort to keep her awkward position at the wall, but she didn’t—couldn’t—relax even one inch.


Her colleague swallowed hard enough to make his larynx wobble and replied, gesturing with shaking hands as if he was pointing out directions—or reasons why the other one should not kill him. The trueborn nodded several times, while the fingers of his left hand idly tapped at the bar top, nails grazing the battered, alcohol-soaked wood. Alex imagined those nails running along her skin and shuddered violently. 


The trueborn nodded again, a small inclination of his head, and then, with a quick movement, he swiped up his gloves and pivoted on his heel like a dancer. His eyes grazed her corner for the briefest of moments, flaring red like a cigarette drawn upon in the dark. They held her captive for another painful one, two, three seconds, and then he was gone, and she felt the soft echoes of his steps shivering over her skin.


Alex still didn't move or breathe, although every muscle in her body was on fire as if it was punctured with burning needles. Only when she felt the door closing, its vibration translating through the floorboards in a final ripple, she finally dared to take a breath. It filled her lungs with a dizzying rush of oxygen that made her head swim. All strength seeped out of her body and she slid down the wall, almost toppling over when her shaky legs refused to support her weight.


The reality slammed into her with the force of a bulldozer.


Not for me!


A tiny sob escaped her lips and she pressed the back of her hand to her mouth.


Not for me. Safe. She was still safe. 


Relief sucked the last bit of marrow out of her bones and she sagged against the stone wall. Some piece of clatter pricked her thigh, but she barely noticed it.


Not for her. The trueborn hadn’t come for her.


Well, of course not! Now that the panic slowly abated and pulled her mental truck back onto the road of reason, she could see that. They wouldn’t send one of Death’s Servants to eradicate one annoying little spider. Now that was assuming too much credit on her own behalf. Sure, she’d had her intercourses with the law, but she’d never been a major player in the game and she’d always made sure to keep her cards closely hidden. 


The usual: maintain a low profile, cover your tracks, and don’t mess with those who really matter. Still, there was no doubt that there was a good number of people who wouldn’t mind seeing her floating face down in a river. That’s how the business operated: eat or be eaten, as plain as nature’s most basic rule. It sure as hell wasn’t a kind of life to win you friends. In fact, it was a long and deserted path toward lonely-town.


Alex’s hands curled into fists at her sides, her fingers still trembling from the after effects of the shock. It had never been the kind of life she had enjoyed much. At the time, however … She closed her eyes. Bright green eyes winked at her from the dark, dazzling, teasing. So many promises and none of them kept.


She breathed deeply, regaining control over the thought-horses running wild on her. Yes, at the time, it had seemed like the only way out of her misery. The only way to fill that void in her middle, that kept eating her up from within, like a nasty parasite. It helped for a while, but in the end, the pain you inflicted on the outer world didn’t smother the pain inside. It had insidiously hollowed her out.


When she had realized that, she had been walking down a dangerous road that led to a point of no return. But somehow, she’d managed to cut herself loose and draw a line under this less glorious chapter of the pathetic story that called itself her life.


Yes, she reflected with bitter irony, she’d drawn that line. But this kind of life was like a stray dog you’d once tossed a bone. Which was why she was always looking over her shoulder, her feet always halfway in the running shoes. There was an emergency backpack in her apartment, fully packed with the utmost necessities, ready to be grabbed in an instant, if she had to beat a hasty retreat. Always reminding her that she could never fully settle down. That she was never really safe, no matter how secure she might feel in a certain moment.


So yeah, the trueborn might not have come for her today. Didn’t mean that someone else wouldn’t come for her tomorrow. Or the day after that.


Always on the run. Not safe. Never safe. Boy, she was so sick of it!


Alex was so absorbed in her emotional tangle between relief and misery, she didn’t even feel Mitja approaching until he stubbed his toe at the crate she’d dropped in the middle of the dark closet. He swore with surprising creativity and bounced up and down like a jack-in-a-box whose lid had been capped.


Ouch! Alex flinched. That must have hurt. Ugh, human eyes. So easy to forget how limited those senses were in the dark.


When he had finally finished his little step dance performance, his eyes fell on the obstacle in his way and despite the dark, she had no trouble to see them widen when he realized what he had bumped into.


Ah, shit!


His gaze found her cowering at the back wall and a frown knitted his forehead.


“Alex.”


Uh-oh, never good when he said her name in quite that way.


“Please tell me you didn’t just carry over the whole crate.”


Alex gritted her teeth. No point in lying, really. The crate was proof enough in itself. And it wasn’t like he really expected an answer to this question, anyway. This conversation wasn’t exactly a first. 


His gray-blue eyes pinned her against the wall. Waiting.


Defense rule number one: if pushed against a wall, attack is your best defense.


Her chin rose on its own accord. “So? What if I did?”


Despite her best effort to sound perky, there was a slight quiver in her voice. Damn that trueborn to the bowels of hell!


Mitja swore again, issuing another row of obscenities that would have made a sailor proud.


“For heaven’s sake, Alex!” he finally ground out. “How often do I have to tell you? Don’t always carry the whole fucking thing!”


“And why, pray tell, not?” Who was he anyway to tell her what she could and couldn’t do?


He looked at her with a tortured expression and raked a hand through his shaggy brown hair as if he wanted to tear it out one by one.


“For the hundredth of times: they are too heavy for one person to carry. Especially you. When does that finally penetrate that thick skull of yours? I mean the frekkin’ things weigh half as much as you do.”


Oh, a fragile little woman, now, was she?


“You have to take out the single packages and carry them over one by one,” he went on with the same lenient patience he always used whenever he thought she was acting particularly stubborn. Yeah, blah, blah, blah, she’d heard it all before. “Might take a while longer that way, but honestly, no ruined back is worth the saved time and—” He paused. Watched her through narrowed eyes. “Why am I even talking to you?” he muttered. “You’re not listening anyway. Like talking against a damn brick wall.”


Alex crossed her arms in front of her chest and raised an eyebrow at him. “You done with the lecture, Dad?” There. That came out with the right amount of sass.


Mitja opened his mouth. Closed it again. For a moment he looked like he wanted to say something, but finally, he just shook his head. “You know what? Forget it. Here, I’ll help you with that.”


And before she could say anything, he bent down and grabbed the full crate, bottles and everything, and heaved it up from the floor. So much for that!


His lean body swayed under the weight. He wasn’t a pushover—the physically demanding work in a bar didn’t tolerate weaklings for long—but he wasn’t a bodybuilder type either. Yet he must have at least forty pounds on her and he clearly had trouble with that one crate. No wonder he thought it would put the boot into her.


Under visible effort, Mitja hefted the crate toward the tap room, muttering something under his breath about women and knuckle-white insanity.


Alex slumped back against the wall and buried her head in her hands. Bitch! Here he was worrying about her and all she could do was fuck him over for it. But sometimes he just made her so … aaargh! Always so wrong for all the right reasons.


Alex sighed. Why he’d made it his personal mission to watch over her wellbeing was beyond her. Certainly not because she was so damn thankful for it.


As soon she felt sure enough that she wouldn’t land on her ass the second she let go of the wall, she peeled herself off the paint and slowly followed Mitja over into the taproom.


The room had suspiciously emptied during the last couple of minutes. Having a trueborn serial killer appearing in your bar wasn’t beneficial for business. Luckily, in the Bin, people easily forgot. And what they’d lost in customers who had left, would most likely be equaled out by what they earned out of those who had stayed and needed a couple of strong drinks on the shock.


Mitja was behind the counter, busily unpacking the crate and storing the bottles in the fridge under the bar. She joined him wordlessly. They worked in silence for a while, their well-attuned movements quickly turning into a typical rhythm: Slash, rip, thud. Slash, rip, thud.


Oh, she knew it wasn’t over. She could feel him silently bristling beside her. It didn’t seem like a good moment to mention the other crates still waiting outside. She’d just sneak them in later.


At some point, Mitja dropped a bottle on the counter. It rolled against the beer pump with a clang, swayed a little, and lay still.


Alex raised her eyes from her package. Braced for a hissy fit, the expression on his face took her completely by surprise. He looked … resigned, almost sad. It hit her more than any yelling could have done.


“Why are you doing this, Alex?”


“Doing what?” 


“All of this!” He waved his hands in a gesture encompassing the whole room. “This place. This job. Just … all of it.” 


Alex frowned. Now, where was he going with this?


Mitja heaved an exasperated sigh. “You act like this is it. The end. Like this is the best you can expect from life.”


Alex’s throat constricted painfully. It was. For her, it was. Only there was no way she could explain this to him. 


Mitja seemed to wait for a reaction. When none came, he raked a hand through his face.


“Come on Alex, throw me a bone here. You’re young, you’re smart. You can even be nice if you make an effort—no, don’t scowl at me like this—what I’m saying is, the whole world is open to you. So why are you still here? Help me out here, ‘cause I just don’t get it!”


She just stared at him, unable to speak. Somewhere in the back of the bar, some drunken guys broke into an argument, but Mitja ignored them. He picked up the bottle and rolled in between his hands.


“Look, I know why I’m here. I have my sick mom to care for, but you—”


Don’t have anybody? He didn’t actually say it, but the words hung between them, unspoken and heavy.


“You’re not weighed down by such a burden,” he finally said with a sigh. “Nothing holds you here. You could just leave, you know. Quit. There are tons of better places than this shithole. But no, here you are, working your ass off, shift after shift after bloody shift—and for what? Nobody’s gonna thank you for it! Mahoney certainly won’t.”


No, their boss wasn’t one to thank. But he was quite generous when it came to rebukes and extra shifts.


Mitja closed the empty crate with a snap. “I mean, have you recently taken a look at yourself? You look like a freaking ghost!”


Oh, she could imagine that. If she was only half as pale as she felt, she must be white as a sheet.


“Why, you flatter me Mr. Piotri.” The remark didn’t come out as scoffing as she would have liked. Even to her own ears, she sounded worn and exhausted, hammering home his point with a flourish.


Mitja gave her a hard look. “I mean it, Alex. How many hours have you been here? Sixteen?”


Not even close. Alex avoided his eye. A hint of the truth must have registered on her face, though, because his mouth set into a grim line.


“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Nobody can go on like that and expect that they won’t have to pay for it eventually.”


Alex rolled her eyes. “Now you’re starting to sound like my mother.” Or, that was, like any decent mother would likely sound in such a situation. Hers had made a rather lousy job at that. That would have required presence, in the first place.


Still, Mitja was right. Since John was on sick leave, she’d been on double shifts for the better part of the last two weeks and it was finally taking its toll.


Shapers, like most kinds of mongrels, were a tough breed; their bodies could cope with a lot more strain than those of normal humans and they endured much longer under extreme circumstances, like a substantial lack of sleep or food. Yet like everything in life it came with a price. And as Mitja had noted so Mr. Smart-Alec: everyone had their limits. That held true for shaper kind as well. And hers were clearly in sight.


Mitja leaned toward her, jolting her out of her thoughts, his gray-blue eyes serious. “Do you really want to play Mahoney’s bitch for the rest of your life?”


Alex recoiled. “What’s it to you, anyway?”


Mitja gave her a flat look. “It’s called caring. People do that occasionally.”


“Well, I never asked for anyone to care for me!”


“You don’t always get to choose, Alex.”


There was so much genuine concern in his eyes, she wanted to smack him over the head. Why couldn’t he just yell at her? That she knew how to deal with. When confronted, you could always counter with a witty remark, and if that didn’t work, she always had some sharp arguments stashed up her sleeves. But dealing with this … mushy-slushy emotional stuff … It was like finding a wounded doe at the side of the street. You wanted to help it, but you had no clue how to stop the bleeding and suddenly your hands would be red and those doe eyes would look at you like you’d been the one who’d run it over. And then you suddenly wouldn’t be sure if you actually had.


She tried to avoid wounded deer on the road. Hell, she tried to avoid roads at best. But here she was, seeing that bruised look in Mitja’s eyes, and there was no way to pretend she hadn’t been steering that damn vehicle.


Alex lowered her eyes first.


“Just the rest of the night,” she muttered, as she rolled up the packing material, incidentally popping a few bubbles of the air cushion foil. “Then I have the whole weekend off.”


And hell, she was looking forward to it. Resting. Sleeping in. The whole program. She didn’t even remember how it felt to get a full night of sleep. She shoved the package into a free space below the bar. It would be a real epiphany.


“Most exhausting thing I’ll have to do is to drag myself from my bed to the couch and back again.”


Mitja didn’t look fully convinced but finally graced her with a curt nod. “You better stick to that.”


She would. Oh, how she would. Spending a cozy afternoon on her old beat-up two-seater, snuggling up with a blanket and a mug of tea and perhaps one or two of the books she’d bought at a little peddlers’ market a couple of weeks ago. Just a bit of time for herself. Sounded too lovely to be true.


Alex stored the last bottle in the fridge and checked the clock above the bar. Only two hours to go until she could draw the shutters closed and bid this hellhole goodbye for a few days. Two more hours. Doable. 


Her spirits rose substantially at the mere prospect—just to hit rock bottom, when the angry vibrations of stomping high heels caused an earthquake inside her skull.


No!


Alex buried her head into her hands and groaned.










CHAPTER THREE










WHY me?


Alex pressed her forehead against her fingers. Her delicate shaper senses picked up vibrations much like the human ear attuned to sounds and enabled her to distinguish between different vibrational patterns. With a bit of concentration, she could identify most people around her by the “feel” of their steps.


Well, no concentration was needed to know who was approaching right now. She knew damn well who those skull-shaking steps belonged to. Just about the last person in the world she wanted to see at the moment.


Peeking through a slit between her fingers, Alex immediately spotted the voluminous figure of her most flamboyant colleague Darcy, pushing her way through the taproom, bullying people out of her way with her sheer presence.


Calling her plump would be a compliment. Stuck somewhere between the youth she’d left behind and the real age she wouldn’t accept, Darcy was a walking no-go: the tight pink top provided a too deep insight into her cleavage but failed to mask the layer of pudge that had built around her middle over the last few years. The skirt was a bit too short, the heels a bit too high. All things considered, she looked like she had squeezed herself into an outfit of her supposedly glorious, wild twenties, in a desperate attempt to prove to the word that she was still young and desirable. The thing was, those clothes might have fit her then—and that was a big might—but they certainly didn’t fit her now and only turned the spotlight on the signs of aging they were supposed to cover up.


Alex felt a strong urge to hide behind the counter, no matter how childish that would be, when Darcy spotted her over the heads of the customers and waved a cheerful hand at her.


Game over! Hiding a grimace, Alex dropped her hands, straightened up and placed her elbows on the counter, anxious to await her fate with whatever dignity she still had left. Considering the events of the night, it wasn’t much.


Darcy reached the counter, huffing as if she’d just finished a marathon, and slapped her frilly handbag on the top. A cloud of sweet perfume almost made Alex gag.


Darcy graced her with a big, make-up distorted smile and leaned over to her, revealing way more of her big tits than Alex wanted to see.


“Alex-darling, how are things going?”


Just fine, until you showed up.


Alex gritted her teeth to keep the words from tumbling out.


“Darcy.” She forced a smile that couldn’t quite hide her testiness. “Thought you were off duty tonight?”


“I am, darling. I am.” Her colleague waved a plump hand. “I was just around the block, see? Thought I’d stop by for a quick chat. Say hello and so forth …”


Yeah, sure. And she would run for the next trueborn gubernatorial election.


Alex exhaled slowly. “What is it this time, Darce?”


She still felt rattled and wasn’t in the mood for idle chit-chat. Since she had a fairly good idea what was coming, she could as well get it over with.


Darcy gave her a scandalized look. “Bah, how you make me look, Alex. As if I only showed up if I wanted to ask you a favor.” She broke into guffawing laughter like she’d just made a hilarious joke, clearly expecting Alex to join in. Well, she wouldn’t do her that favor. Not tonight.


When Darcy realized that Alex wouldn’t comply, her laughter faded into a little frown, but after a moment she shrugged it off like a coat that didn’t fit the occasion.


Her wide mouth split into another big smile. “Alright, alright, darling. You got me there. I have a big, big, big favor to ask of you.”


And here we go again …


“I know I recently asked you once or twice”—a dozen times was more like it—“but, you know. My friends and I, we want to go out tonight, see? Hit the bull and stuff. They opened this new club just ‘round the corner of Leechens’ Road. Nice stuff. Really nice. But I got that naaasty shift tomorrow, see? So, I thought, Alex, is what I thought, would surely be so kind as to swap shifts with me.”


Expectant eyes watched her from under half-closed eyelids. 


“Again, Darce?” This time Alex didn’t even bother to hide her testiness. She was dead on her feet and the last thing she needed was another bone-ragging shift tomorrow. Especially since “swap” usually meant that she would end up doing both shifts.


“Oh, come o-on,” Darcy whined, making an extremely unattractive pouting expression with her mouth. “Be a deary!”


Alex leaned back her head. “I was on double shift all week. And tomorrow is my first free day in …” When had her last free day been, anyway?


“Now, don’t make such a fuss, darling. It’s not like you had any plans for the weekend, anyway.”


Alex flinched at the verbal slap. It wasn’t a big secret among her colleagues that she didn’t have a brimming social life. She knew they were gossiping about it—or rather, its absence—when they thought she couldn’t hear. Too bad her senses didn’t only work when she wanted them to. Still, it was one thing to catch a few hushed words that guiltily stopped when she walked around the corner. To get it rubbed into her face so blatantly, was quite another.


So, she didn’t go out. Well, she had her reasons. The closer you came to people, the more careless you got. The harder it became to keep your secrets. And she had plenty of those in stock. That didn’t make her work for free, now did it?


Sensing her vulnerability, like a shark sensed blood, Darcy reached over and grabbed one of Alex’s hands between her own big, warm, sweaty ones. It took all of Alex’s will not to pull away.


Her colleague’s words sounded solemn enough for a vow. “It will be the last time. I swear.”


Yeah, sure. Like it had been the last time the other dozen occasions when she’d begged and pushed her into taking her bloody shift.


Something calculating crept into Darcy’s mascara-overloaded eyes. “I’ll even give you the money upfront.”


She reached into her bag and waved a bill right in front of Alex’s nose, baiting her with that unfair leverage. It wasn’t a secret either that she was rather short of cash on a constant basis.


Alex chewed on her lip. She could use that extra money, no question about that. Rent was due in a few days and her fridge was gaping empty, too. With the extra pay, she would be able to afford some real food after paying her bills. Maybe even some dark meat … As if to show her up, her stomach growled loudly, sticking a mean knife into the open wound. The heat of embarrassment flooded her cheeks.


Calculation was superseded by a triumph.


“Please,” Darcy coaxed, shaking their hands between their bodies. “Pretty please.”


Alex sighed. Why take the long and stony road? Darcy wouldn’t give her any peace until she yielded anyway. And she needed that money. Period! They both knew she did.


She pulled back her hand and rocked her shoulders, beaten. “Alright. Fine.”


Darcy beamed at her, putting a brand-new headlight to shame. “Oh Alex, you’re a real gem! You’re the best colleague ever!”


Sure, she was. The one who always got the dirty end of the stick. The one who took the shifts nobody desired and cleaned up the others’ mess when they left early.


Before she could change her mind, Darcy grabbed her bag and swooshed off in another cloud of perfume.


“Don’t worry,” she fluted over her shoulder. “It was the last time. Prooomise!”


Alex looked after her as she tottered away—unwittingly evoking another earthquake around the block—and wondered how long it would take exactly until her dearest colleague Mrs. It-will-be-the-last-time-promise came scratching at her doorstep again. Two weeks? Three, perhaps?


“You should have said ‘no,’” Mitja commented mercilessly from the side with a shake of his head, before heading off to serve a customer at the other end of the bar, leaving her alone in her self-evoked misery.


Alex peevishly wiped her hands on the cleaning rag and tossed it into the basin. She didn’t need him to tell her she was a fool. She knew that pretty damn well for herself, thank you very much.


Grudgingly, she went back to work, silently cursing Mitja for always being so damn right; Darcy for being such a pain in the ass; and, most of all, herself, for not having stood her ground.


The clock monitored her from above, mocking her with tick-tocking laughter as it chimed the passing of another hour.


Alex ignored its teasing. Because now, counting the time left at work, also meant calling to mind what little time was left until she had to be back at work again.


Sometimes life could be a real bitch!
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ALEX locked the Jester’s front door. When she straightened, a soft moan escaped her lips.


She’d thrown out the last customer more or less voluntarily about half an hour ago and started the cleaning process. Now, she felt like she’d been run over by a truck, or better, a whole motorcade. Her back ached like hell from crawling on all fours, scrubbing at sticky puddles of alcohol and chewing gum and there was a gaping hole in her middle where her stomach should be located. She couldn’t even recall when she had last eaten. The few greasy nuts in the table bowls she’d chewed while mopping the floor didn’t count.


Stifling another moan, she reached out and rattled at the lock, making double sure that it was fairly secured. The Bin wasn’t the worst place she’d seen, but leaving a door improperly locked, now that posed an invitation which to miss out upon bordered on a crime itself.


She shook her head. Places and their rules. It was like a feeling, a certain dynamic that vibrated through its streets like the underlying beat of a giant heart. If the Bin had a mind, it would squint at the world from resentful eyes, while gnawing on the meager bones it enviously guarded in its scrawny paws.


Alex took a step back and grimaced at the squishy feeling under her soles. Her socks were soaked from dishwasher and leaked beverages and she slipped in her raddled sneakers at every step. Yuck! 


When she reached for the extra sliding gate, she noted a slight tremor in her fingertips.


Yeah, congrats, Alex! Now you’ve done it!


She closed her eyes, fighting the strong urge to smash her fist into something. It just had to happen today. Of course, it had. Oh, she’d so kill Mitja for always being right.


Inhaling deeply through her nose, she flexed her fingers several times, hoping that it would choke off the trembling, knowing full well that I was a useless effort. When it had reached this point, it wouldn’t stop. It would only get worse. And she’d be lucky if she could avoid the worst.


Nothing that couldn’t be cured with a snatch of sleep and a proper meal for now, but if she let it evolve …


Alex grimaced. The tremors were the first symptom of what her kind called a shaper’s bite, the physical backlash of overexertion. It started out with a little shiver, a hint of dizziness, but beware of the storm that rises ever so slightly. If the shit hit the fan, her body would simply shut down. Like an engine cut short. She might be flat out for hours, while her body forcefully claimed what it had been deprived of and there would be nothing, but really nothing, she’d be able to do about it.


Now, try and explain that at work. 


Not gonna happen, she assured herself and wiped her hands on her jeans. Just a bit longer and she’d be home, crawling under her covers and get her well-deserved hours of sleep. Only that they would be considerably shorter than she’d originally calculated.


Well, no one to blame but yourself, a sardonic little voice whispered from above her shoulder. A voice that sounded just a bit too much like Mitja for her taste right now.


“Oh, shut up,” Alex muttered through clenched teeth as she yanked at the sliding gate.


Of course, to be fair, he had a point. She could have said no, after all. But honestly, who wanted to be fair? 


With the sliding gate firmly in place, she stuffed the keys into the pocket of her jacket and started down the dark street.


Night still held the Bin in its firm grip, but dawn was already pawing at the gates. She could feel it in the slight difference in the scents on the wind, the subtle change in the way the light broke on surfaces. It crawled closer on silent feet and brought a brisk wind from the north that drove in mist from the sea. So close to the docks it carried the telltale stench of saltwater, seaweeds, rubbish, and rotten fish.


The cobbled cinder streets lay empty and abandoned in dark. Except for the soft creaking and squeaking of scuffed shop signs in the breeze and the occasional bark of a stray dog, it was almost eerily silent. It was the time, when even the boiling kettle that was the Bin, came to rest for a couple of hours, inhaling deeply before releasing another smelly breath.


Alex had not covered half a mile down to her apartment when the drizzle started—the sweet cherry on the icing of her day. 


She threw her head back and stared at the dark overcast sky.


Now, really? A ridiculous urge to laugh burned in her chest. Had to be the exhaustion. 


Cold droplets caught her lashes and splashed her cheeks. The wild in her sputtered and pulled back, retreating into the deeper layers of herself. As a spider, she naturally wasn’t a big fan of rain. The constant vibrations of raindrops drumming on the ground confused her delicate shaper senses and the moisture irritated her skin, gumming up her sensitive tactile hairs and confusing her sense of orientation, turning her into a less than effective predator.


With a muttered curse, Alex tugged her jacket tighter around her body, lowered her head and hurried down the alley, while above her the sky slowly turned from obsidian to steel.
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IT wasn’t far to her apartment, less than twenty minutes at a brisk walk, but Alex was still soaked to her bones when she reached her block, clothes and hair clinging to her skin in cold, clammy folds.


The dirty industrial neighborhood greeted her with grim apathy: gray-white, washed-out brick stone buildings lining the street like an old, faded photo, whose color had been sucked out by the breath of time.


Although she wanted nothing more than to get out of her wet clothes as quickly as possible, Alex slowed when she neared her street and, with a quick glance over her shoulder, slipped into the gap between an abandoned shop and the adjourning building.


Taking a deep breath, she put one palm against the cold, moist wall.


This procedure was so second nature to her she usually didn’t spend another thought on it, like brushing your teeth first thing in the morning when you were still half-asleep. Today, with the events of the night still fresh in her mind, she was painfully aware of every movement.


She made sure nobody knew exactly where she lived. Not her coworkers. Not even her boss.


Mr. Mahoney had been skeptical first when she had offered to work for him cash-in-hand only, but then she’d virtually seen the dollar signs flashing in his eyes. No documentation equaled no social security contributions. Greedy bastard! Yet, in this case, it suited her just well; he paid her cash at the end of the month and she didn’t have to worry about her name and data appearing in the bar’s paperwork. Wasn’t that what people called a win-win-situation?


Yeah and we’re all a nice big family, dancing in a round.


It might seem overcautious but being on the run for as long as she had, you eventually learned that a healthy amount of paranoia kept you alive. When she moved, she always made sure to cover all her tracks and tie up loose ends, but the past was like your own shadow; it followed you even in the darkness when you couldn’t see it.


Alex closed her eyes, reaching for her sensory threads—and swore under her breath, when they slid through her mental fingers like water.


Gah! That was exactly why she despised rain! Alex ground her teeth. It wasn’t like she was helpless without access to her shaper senses. Still, it made her feel … deficient as if a part of her was missing.


She pushed harder against that gooey mental barrier, but it was useless. The spider had retreated so deeply into her core, it wouldn't be coaxed. So, she’d have to put up with her human senses. Well, wasn’t that just wonderful?


Opening her eyes, Alex leaned forward and squinted into the dark alley. The rain had almost dwindled to nothing in the last minutes, leaving just a fine haze of tiny droplets hanging in the air that shrouded the world in a misty veil, turning everything blurry and soft. The rainbow-colored halo of a street-lamp in the alleyway across from her reflected on the wet, black cobblestones, but apart from that, the world seemed all empty. Silent. Deserted. And yet …


Alex scanned the dark road up and down, the naked buildings lining the street, their dark windows like empty eye sockets staring down at her from giant pale skulls.


Right outside the cone of the street lamp something moved. Alex’s heart leaped into her throat. The shadows rolled and deepened like dark tissue about to rip and for a panic-stricken second, she saw a tall figure in a dark coat, leaning against the wall.


She snapped upright, two knives automatically jumping into her hands—when the shadows tore, revealing just a dark piece of cloth that had gotten stuck to a rusty nail in the wall, idly flapping in the wind


Alex let out a shuddering breath and pressed her eyes shut for a second.


Oh, for heaven’s sake, sugar!


The trueborn hadn’t come for her. She’d already established that.


She grimaced. It was the shaper’s bite, starting to play its tricks on her overtired mind. That’s what it did. It messed with your brains and if she didn’t find a way to stop it, it would play her like an untuned fiddle until all her strings snapped.


Taking a deep breath, she stared at the piece of fabric, so innocent and mundane. No hell-spawn send to put her to an early grave.


She still couldn’t wrap her head around the trueborn’s appearance, though. If he hadn’t been sent for her, then what business could have brought him to the Jester’s Inn? When they send one of Death’s Servants into the halfborn nether, it had to be a matter of some importance. Well, pointless to speculate. She’d just ask Mitja about it. Why she hadn’t done so tonight, she had no clue. The whole thing must have rattled her a lot more than she wanted to admit to herself. Well, she’d just ask him tomorrow and—wait a minute! Why did she even care? He hadn’t come for her. That’s all she needed to know. End of story!


With a shake of her head, she forced herself to inspect the street one last time.


There. Nothing. Empty as a graveyard at night. Satisfied?


She tried to tell herself yes, but the feeling of unease still clung to her like a sheen of oil. The feeling that someone was out there, watching her from the dark …


Oh, stop it!


Irritated, she pushed herself off the wall and quickly covered the last stretch toward her street, while making a point of marching in the middle of the road instead of clinging to the wall like a scared little mouse. She’d be damned if she let some strutting arrogant male turn her into a nervous wreck. Even if he was trueborn. And a state licensed assassin-slash-killing machine. Oh, whatever!


In front of her, a plain five-story building peeled out of the night, squatting between its ugly peers. Alex squeezed through the shabby wrought iron gate in the fence that encompassed the building and followed a narrow passageway into a paved inner yard, where the towering walls seemed to lean toward each other as if they were intending to bury her alive in a dark stony tomb. A tangle of hardly confidence-inspiring metal staircases cascaded from the walls in a rusty waterfall, screaming danger at everyone who cared to listen. Technically those were the mandatory fire escapes as prescribed by province law, but regarding their desolate condition, they would more likely be the actual cause of death for people running from a fire. Maintenance wasn’t a word written in big letters in low custom halfborn areas such as the Bin.


To Alex’s apartment, the fireladder was the only access path. That fact should probably make her feel uncomfortable, but it didn’t. It was the reason why she’d been able to rent this place for an affordable price in the first place.


Her landlord, Mr. Gibbons, had come up with the genius idea of splitting the two stories covering base apartment into two separate entities since he had trouble renting out the bigger apartment, but had basically run out of money before finishing the construction. Now he was stuck with two separate apartments, one without a proper front entrance that he couldn’t rent out. Let’s face it, most sane people weren’t exactly thrilled by the prospect of breaking their necks while accessing their home. For a shaper, on the other hand, a ramshackle staircase posed the least problem, and as a bonus, it kept out uninvited guests. One man’s sorrow, another man’s joy.


Like her boss, Mr. Gibbons had been … well, stunned was putting it mildly, when she’d inquired for the apartment, fireladder and all, but with the sword of insolvency hovering over his bare neck at the time, he’d been more than willing to rent it out, even for a considerable reduction in price. She was pretty sure he suspected something about her disposition, but as long as she paid her rent full and on time, he was ready to overlook a great deal.


Alex rolled her eyes. Money. Count on something that could solve almost any problem.


Come to think of it, Mr. Gibbons hadn’t yet bothered her about the upcoming rent. Perhaps he’d finally realized that she was able to count to the last of the month, Alex thought as she crossed the yard with a few long steps and stepped onto the fireladder that led up to her apartment.


Adjusting her center of gravity to the oscillation of the metal, she slipped up the staircase without barely any sound, having no trouble to keep her balance on the shaky braces. Alex looked down and smiled. Except for herself—and another shaper, of course—nobody would be able to approach her apartment without her knowing it when he set foot on the first step. If somebody came to mess with her, this influenced the arena to her advantage. It might only be a few seconds, but in a fight for life and death seconds could mean the difference between a knife in her gut or in someone else's.


Opening the door posed more of a problem than expected since her hands were shaking so hard by now that she had trouble sticking the key into the lock. After almost dropping it twice, she finally managed to force it in and turned. The lock opened with a gentle click. Music to her ears.


Home sweet home! As much as she dared to speak of such. 


Suddenly not far from collapsing, Alex more fell than walked over the doorstep. She quickly kicked off her soggy shoes and socks, stripped her work clothes and dragged herself under the shower. She moaned in pleasure as the hot water pummeled her body and rinsed off the stink of the bar that clung to her hair and body like another sticky layer of skin. Slowly, very slowly, life returned into her stiff, clammy limbs.


There is nothing like a good hot shower after a long hard day of work, Alex reflected when she stepped out of the bathroom a couple of minutes later, dressed in an over-sized t-shirt she used as a nightie, toweling her damp hair.


Right now, she felt almost … comfortable. Even the tremor in her fingers had receded to an almost ignorable quality.


To her left, the tiny hall opened into a small kitchenette, halfway separated by an L-shaped counter which functioned as both her table and workspace. There simply wasn’t enough space to place a dining table and why would she need one anyway? 


The door on her right lead to the only other room of the apartment beside the bathroom which combined living and bedroom, holding her beloved lime-green two-seater and an old electric halfborn TV. It sat on a little table at the backside of her wardrobe which served as a makeshift “room divider” and hid the bed that squatted behind it in the nook below the window.


Not quite a palace, but certainly much better than the shack she’d dwelt in before. For all its simplicity, it was clean and renovated and if she threw in a big smile and a couple of bucks, her landlord might even get off his ass and get that dumb heater fixed before next winter.


The soft humming sound of the fridge welcomed her as she padded into the kitchen, the white floor tiles cold below the bare soles of her feet. By the time she reached the counter, the hot shower was starting to take its toll and a dull, warm heaviness was spreading through her limbs.


For the first time in hours, she allowed her body to give in to that comforting lure. It nearly cost her her life.










CHAPTER FOUR










THE attack came out of nowhere.


It was only Alex’s constantly honed reflexes that saved her.


Something moved to her right and she reacted instinctively: she let go of the towel, dove to the left, rolled over and came up in a crouch, claws unsheathed and true teeth bared in a snarl, ready to fend off the attacker. The towel silently glided to the floor, folding in on itself like a deflating white cloud.


Alex stared at the attacker—and almost laughed at her own ridiculousness. Well, some attacker he was!


Forcing her true skin back into her core, she rose slowly and inspected the black spider that perched on her countertop. Male, her senses informed her helpfully. Hunter. He’d frozen at her sudden movement, but now he rose to his hind legs, presenting her with adorable little mandibles: a threatening gesture. 


“Yeah, scary,” Alex muttered.


Well, at least she hadn’t jumped at her own shadow. Not that this was much better. What the hell was wrong with her? She might have missed an intruder’s noise while she had been under the shower—unlikely, but not completely impossible—but her senses would have warned her if something of considerable size had moved in the kitchen. Really, if she didn’t get a grip soon, she’d end up doing something very stupid.


Alex leaned forward and scrutinized her uninvited guest through narrowed eyes. “Now, aren’t you a hairy little fellow.”


Granted, “little” was a bit of an understatement. Given a good stretch, body, and legs, her eight-legged gatecrasher was at least the size of her palm. Not a guest most people would tolerate in their home. His presence didn’t bother her, though. He wasn’t bad company. Oh, she’d certainly had worse. After all, he didn’t bend her ears with rubbish or tried to sweet talk his way into her panties, which made him preferable to about ninety-five percent of the males she usually dealt with. And he was a spider, that had to count for something, right? Kindred souls had to stick together.


Alex looked at the spider on her counter and pursed her lips. She didn’t mind being called a spider. Spiders were astonishing, efficient creatures with remarkable abilities. Skilled artists and deadly hunters.


No, she didn’t mind being called a spider. Being treated like vermin was what she minded.


Well, there’s the rub.


Alex pushed the thought from her mind and opened the fridge door, trying not to grit her teeth at its emptiness. Not much left. It basically came down to a small plastic box with the few leftovers from the days before: the rest of the vegetable casserole she’d eaten for the last three days. Yay!


In the door she found a cooked egg and the finger-long piece of roasted chicken breast she’d saved up for a rainy day. Well if this wasn’t it, she didn’t know.


Alex put it to the rest and critically surveyed her frugal meal. Not quite the dinner her worn-out body craved, but it would do. Had to do, really. Except for a few beverage bottles, she literally had nothing else in stock. Breakfast would have to consist of imaginary pie, again.


Her stomach growled in protest, but Alex ignored it. She took the plastic box, dumped its contents onto a plate together with the egg and the almost nonexistent nibble of chicken and shoved it into the microwave. She’d bought this little jewel four months ago second hand for a mere twenty bucks and it hadn’t let her down so far.


Reaching around the microwave, she grabbed the spot where the cable connected with the backside of the device and sent the tiniest blast of magic through her hand. A white-blue spark danced from her fingers and the microwave creaked to life and started rotating.


Alex permitted herself a small smile. As a half-blood, her magic wasn’t particularly powerful—nothing compared to most trueborns anyway—but it did come in handy now and then. Oh, she was lucky, she knew that. Most of her kind didn’t possess any magic at all or so little it was negligible. But she was one of the few exceptions to the rule. It wasn’t anything she would rely on in a fight, but it was another ace up her sleeve, that opened up a whole lot of nice little opportunities. She let another spark dance along her fingers like a flashy coin and grinned. Necessity begets ingenuity. And every dime she could save on electricity she could spend on soap and clothes and all the other little things one needed. 


When the microwave finally dinged, it was all she could do not to yank out the plate and tear into the food like a famished beast.


No, she wasn’t an animal. And she wouldn’t behave like one either.


So, instead, she grabbed her single pair of cutlery from the sink, snatched the plate, and moved over to her living-slash-bedroom. Using another teensy bit of magic, she switched on the TV and flopped down on the couch. For a while, she zapped through the few available channels—not out of real interest, but rather to drown out the silence in the apartment that reminded her too much of the fact that she was sitting here on a Friday night, all by her lonesome, while other people actually had a life out there. Without meaning to, she thought of Darcy, being out with her friends, having a laugh somewhere in a club … Silly Darcy, being about with her silly friends, probably talking about silly things … having fun, enjoying themselves …


An unexpected feeling of loneliness stabbed her through the chest. She ground her teeth. Don’t be ridiculous, sugar. You have your reasons why you keep away from people, and you know it.


Her button-pressing ended on one of those halfborn news channels where prepped up reporters presented the news as they were fed by the trueborn officials.


“… should be taken under severe consideration,” dolled up news reporter Virginia Pennycole chirped into her mic, blinding the audience with a bleached white smile.


The petite blonde always did the late night and early morning specials, not high enough on the ladder yet for the main times. Well, you couldn’t say that she wasn’t giving it her all. Those hardly concealed boobies probably scored big time with the male audience.


“And now the breaking news,” she announced. “The following is a short report on the festivities in Corona on the occasion of this year’s Peace Memorial Day which is as well the fifteenth anniversary of the White River Agreement, more popularly known as the Treaty of Grace or just The Peace Treaty. In the capitol, the preparation for the reception of Tharsis’ Head of State are in full swing.”


Ah yes, the peace treaty. Alex rolled her eyes. Even here in the Bin people had been talking about it all week, getting more or less excited. She herself had just been a kid when the treaty had been signed and she didn’t remember much about it and even less about the war it had ended. The worst impacts had been at Arcadia’s western border to Tharsis—the “Obsidian Country” as people called it, due to its many volcanic structures and rich gemstone occurrences.


They said it had been mostly a cold war, with both countries restraining themselves to prancing, snarling, and baring their teeth, but every now and then the show had escalated and in the following crossfires many people had died. Sometimes the collateral damage had been so high that transport companies were called in from the surrounding provinces to cart off the dead bodies and debris. Alex remembered her sire, a small businessman in the transport industry having been away sometimes for days and when he’d returned he’d looked haggard, older, like a man who had seen nightmares come to life, despite his efforts to put up a cheery front for his kids.


When the peace treaty finally was signed, everybody was over the moon, and now every year they were making a huge fuss about it, featuring reports of the royal family, showing historical documentaries and hosting great public parades.


“This afternoon Prime Gerald Michel Beauchamp-Mareille, leading initiator of this memorable document arrived with his family in Corona for tomorrow’s ceremony. Before retiring to the royal residence, they made an appearance at the White Cathedral to pay their annual respects to the war victims.”


The screen changed to a clip, giving a view over an enormous square in front of the imposing structure of the cathedral: built from magnificent white and rose granite stone with tall arched windows made from facets of silver and blue glass, it sparkled like a sunlit white cloud in front of a vanilla sky.


The square below was a shining expanse of reflecting white marble, streaked with silver and gold. In its center rose a huge fountain that grew from the marble in organic bends and curves like a natural structure. Crafted with enchanted silver and crystal it almost seemed to float above the ground and depending on the way the light fell, it appeared to be covered in either running water or ice. A weightless structure, combining all seasons in one work of flowing, ever-changing art. Frozen Time Square. Who hadn’t heard of it.


Alex watched the display of splendor and lavishness with a mixture of awe and disgust. Of course, there was some kind of magic art involved. She’d once read it had been built by some famous architect and that he’d aimed to catch the “unequaled glory of nature” and that it was supposed to give his artwork an “air of calm sublimity and timelessness.” Well, at least right now it failed to hit that mark since the square was almost completely packed with people, who noisily pushed at each other, trying to get the best view at was going on in front of the cathedral.


The camera zoomed in on a shiny black magic-driven coach coming to a halt close to the massive marble stairs leading up to the cathedral’s front entrance and a man jumped out before the chauffeur had time to get out and hold the door for him.


Prime Gerald in the flesh. Alex recognized him from the shitload of pictures she’d seen of him and she had to admit it, they didn’t over-promise. Broad-shouldered and long-legged, he looked splendid for a man in his middle years, especially in that white uniform jacket adorned with its golden braids and those tight black pants tucked into polished black boots. His full blond hair gleamed in the sunlight like a natural crown on his head. An easy smile rendered his masculine face charming and made it hard to believe that you were looking at the most powerful man in the whole country.


Reporters swarmed forward in a buzzing cloud like a swarm of insects before his feet had even touched the ground, cameras and the bright blue glow of recordare memorandi flashing. The prime winked at them and waved at the crowd which broke into hoots and cheers at his appearance before he hopped up the wide stairs. He was followed more slowly by a thin, serene looking woman with dark hair in a high-necked dress who looked so different from him in every aspect you wouldn’t guess she was his wife if you didn’t know, and a lanky pale teenager with equally dark hair, in a crisp suit who glanced at the adoring crowd with the bored expression of a kid who’d played with a toy too many times. The Prime’s son. What was his name again? Louis? Lucius? Ah, who cares.


At the top of the stairs, the Prime turned to the expectant crowd and threw out his arms. The people went completely wild, screaming and waving and stomping their feet. Prime Gerald grinned and made several sweeping bows—like some bloody rock star after his show.


Alex grimaced. Cheesy or not, the crowd absolutely loved it.


Well, leading a country to peace after years of war did that kind of thing. She supposed it made it him some kind of national hero.


Behind Prime Gerald, the double doors of the cathedral slowly opened as if by an invisible hand and bathed the Prime family in a golden ethereal light from the inside, giving them an aura of power and otherworldliness. Somebody definitely knew how to play their effects.


With one last enthusiastic and screech-concert-rewarded wave and a blown kiss that probably had a lot of over-thirty-women faint, the Prime put an arm around his wife’s shoulders and led her inside, their son trailing behind like a reluctant puppy.


The camera turned back to Virginia whose smile had, if at all possible, widened even more. Seriously, if she smiled an inch wider, she’d probably dislocate her jaw.


“This anniversary is cause for rejoicing and it is with great pride that we can look back at what we, as a nation, have accomplished over the last few years.”


Alex grimaced. She heard a lot of things and if you could believe only half of what people said about the Treaty of Grace, the whole thing looked pretty posh on paper, but nobody really went so far as to loudly claim that everything was nice and well between Arcadia and Tharsis. More a brittle truce than a real peace treaty, she’d heard a group of temp workers claim just the other day in the bar, and then they banged on about how the peace only held because both sides knew what was at stake and neither dared to make the first move because no one could predict which side would win another war. Knowing peoples’ cock-and-bull-stories, especially after a couple of drinks, it probably wasn’t that dire, but it certainly wasn’t all roses either.


As if picking up her train of thought, Virginia said, “Yet it is not without any shadows that we mark this festive day. Many of us still remember the horrors of the war as if it was yesterday. One more reason to praise the man who made all of this possible. By arranging this treaty Prime Gerald accomplished what his father, our beloved Old-Prime Willem—may he rest in peace—had desired but failed to achieve before his untimely death. He thereby also silenced many of those critical voices he’d had to endure over the years, expressing their doubts about his ability to lead the country, him being a man of the military instead of an outspoken pacifist like his father had been.”


Heh, guess being the harbinger of peace pulled the rug out from under those allegations.


“Still, there are some who, even in the light of the upcoming festivities, insist on drawing attention to the fact that the relationship between our nations is still, after all those years, a rather difficult one. But fifteen years! Wow! What a number! It shows that our past efforts have borne fruit and I think we can be hopeful that another period of peace of the same length will follow.


“And now for less pleasant news.” Her artificial smile wavered for the first time and a slight frown creased her pretty face, an untypically serious expression for her. It made her look less like a life-size mannequin and more like a human being.


“A tragedy has taken place in the south of our country: a trueborn landlord and his family were found dead on their premises in Manor Creek County yesterday morning.”


Alex looked up sharply from her plate. Manor Creek County? That wasn’t even twenty miles west from here.


“A maid discovered the dead bodies of the man, his wife, and two children aged six and four in the gardens of their farmhouse. The young woman is still in shock and is currently in psychological care in the Hope Haven Medical Center in Manor Creek. We wish she will get well soon.” Virginia looked down at her note cards, obviously shaken. “The investigations are still ongoing at the moment, but unconfirmed yet credible records suggest that the investigators of the Southern Federal Guardaí Department assume this to be yet another shaper attack.”


Alex groaned.


“Yeah, great!” She poked her fork in the direction of the TV. “As if people don’t already think that we’re all brainless, bloodthirsty monsters. But sure, go ahead and give them proof for those beliefs!” As if things weren’t bad enough already. Why did some degenerate bastards have to walk around throwing shit at their whole kind?


“These pictures we received from the crime scene are a testimony of an atrocity that leaves the whole nation speechless.”


Alex glanced up and the fork dropped from her fingers, landing on the table with a clang. On the screen, a manicured lawn stretched behind a pretty white farmhouse among rich green hills. And scattered across that lawn … She sucked in a sharp breath. There were no bodies, only limbs: arms and legs and other more unrecognizable bits strewn along the grass, some of them horrifically tiny. A lonely blue children’s shoe stood beneath a tree swing, with the bloody stump of a leg still sticking out of it, while in the pastures behind it cattle were feeding peacefully as though nothing had happened.


Alex felt the food she’d just inhaled start to rise. She’d seen her fair share of death, but this was … gross! They hadn’t just been killed. They looked like they had been ripped apart, the way a dog tore up a ragdoll. But instead of white cotton stuffing, it was blood and gore that splashed the walls and dotted the scene. She wasn’t of the squeamish sort, not at all, but this … It had some kind of deliberate cruelty to it. There was something … off about it. She wasn’t sure what it was, but she was pretty sure of one thing: this wasn’t a shaper’s work. Even a rogue shaper in a blood rage wouldn’t do that. More likely some rabid bear or a wolf-pack gone astray from the mountains.


But sure, blame it on us shapers because it is so damn easy.


Virginia looked a bit green when she raised her mic again. “I guess we all agree that this is a particularly heinous crime that lacks any sign of humanity. It is hardly a wonder that this event has added new fuel to the fire in the debate on the new shaper regulations which had fallen a little dormant in recent times. In the light of the pending gubernatorial elections in the Southern Provinces this fall, the dangers of the raising shaper-population in our country has been a subject of much debate in the election contest already. Designated governor-candidate Stephane Dubois-Léclaire, who had been adopting a more liberal position to the desired registration-policy so far, will once more have to face quite some confrontation. It remains to be seen how these recent events will influence—”


Alex punched the off-button.


She’d heard and seen enough! It was always like that; one shaper-related incident and the whole nation would go on the rampage, sharpening their knives and calling for the witch hunt.


She dropped her head into her hands and groaned again. Great, great, great! Marvelous! As if she didn’t have enough problems. Now she’d have to be even more careful. 


She turned back to her food, but her appetite was as spoiled as was her desire for entertainment. Still, she forced down a couple more bites—who knew when she’d get to eat next?


When she was done, she cleared the table and carried the stuff over to the kitchen. It lay empty, no sign of her uninvited guest. So even he had skipped out on her. No surprise, really. Apparently, she couldn’t even hold the creepy crawlies.


With a sigh, she dropped her stuff into the sink and leaned at the counter, hands braced on the wood. 


Maybe Mitja was right. Maybe she had given up on life too early. Maybe if she took a leap, if she allowed the people to get a little closer to her … well, maybe things could change.


Yeah, maybe. Or maybe she’d deliver herself right to the butcher’s meat cleaver.


The alarm clock grinned a wicked red grin at her when she finally crawled into her sleep nook, and she seriously considered throwing it against the wall. She’d regret it in the morning, no doubt, but right now it would give her a moment of immense satisfaction. Her still half-empty stomach brought reason to bear and she contented herself with dwelling on those fantasies for a moment. Then she set the alarm—not without a first-rate scowl—slipped under her covers and switched off the light.


Darkness swallowed her like the mouth of a beast. Tiny pale dots danced on the ceiling above her where slivers of the first morning light pinched the jalousie. Alex ignored them and closed her eyes.


Yet although she was bone weary tired, sleep wouldn’t come easily.


The images from the news kept popping up in her mind: torn, mutilated body pieces strewn upon a bright green lawn. A child's hand poking out between grass blades, fingers outstretched, as if reaching for help …


Alex pressed her head into the pillow, trying to dispel the gut-wrenching images, but they seemed stamped into the back of her eyelids. The rain had increased again and pounded against the window in a scornful, cackling cacophony.


For an hour or so, she tossed and turned from one side to the other, yet the more she tried to catch sleep, the more it eluded her, like a chased horse that shied back whenever you were about to touch it.


When she finally fell asleep it was haunted by nightmares of pale puppet limbs scattered around a tree-sheltered summer meadow that turned into severed children's arms and legs whenever she picked them up.


The small corpses stared at her from broken, mournful eyes, their sibilant voices whispering: “Murderer.”


“No,” she wanted to tell them, “it wasn’t me. I didn’t do this.” But when she looked down at her hands, they were slick and wet with red, dripping blood.


The mangled bodies rose to their feet, stiff, like gruesome marionettes led by a clumsy puppet master, and stumbled toward her, hands outstretched. “Monsssster!”


Panicking, Alex tried to run, but it felt like wading through sticky honey and the child-corpses were gaining on her, impossibly fast, reaching for her with their bloodless fingers.


In front of her, a path opened toward a cliff that jutted out over a churning sea. In the light of the setting sun, it gleamed dark red like an ocean of boiling blood. A man in a dark cloak stood at the edge with his back to her, watching the horizon, where lightning flashed in front of black clouds. Alex called out to him and waved her arms, but he didn’t respond.


Something cold grazed her back and she squeezed every last drop of speed she had out of her too-heavy legs. When she had almost reached the man, he turned. The trueborn man from the bar glared at her from that handsome stone-carved face, but where his eyes should be, there were just two burning holes—as if she was staring straight into the pits of hell.


The Jester’s lips curved into a smile. Alex recoiled, but it was too late; her own momentum carried her forward, and with a scream, she fell right into his eyes and was consumed by the flames.
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“THERE are people waiting to be served at table six.”


Alex snapped out of her trance with a jerk and found herself eye to eye with Mr. Mahoney, owner of the Jester’s Inn and, by virtue of that, her boss. Who didn’t look pleased. Not pleased at all.


Of course, he was the kind of person who always had a sour look on his pinched face, but this actually went beyond the usual degree of dissatisfaction. Which made her wonder how long she’d been standing there, simply staring into space.


When the alarm clock woke her up this morning, she had felt even more exhausted than when she’d gone to sleep last night and the half ounce of coffee she’d knocked back during the last hours hadn’t done her much good either, except for a buzzing between the ears and the beginning of a spectacular headache. And while Mitja was the lucky one on bar duty today, she and Romanova were responsible for waiting the tables. Which meant running, running, and even more running.


She realized Mahoney was still watching her from his small foxy eyes, impatiently tapping his foot, each tap sending a painful reverberation through her skull. Alex squeezed her eyes shut, trying to clear her head.


“What—are—you—waiting—for?”


Pain shot through her left arm as her boss painfully dug his fingers into her shoulder. The spider growled fiercely, and Alex had a hard time keeping herself from snarling at him. Or worse.


Deep breath! The last thing she needed right now was trouble with her boss.


With an immense effort, she pushed the spider back, swallowing whatever prickly reply lay on her tongue—like if he didn’t mind screwing himself since nobody else would—and nodded with all the contriteness she could muster.


“On my way, Sir.”


A nasty smile stretched his thin lips. “And look smart about it!”


He released her with enough of a shove to make her stumble. She might have fallen, too, if not for her shaper balance.


Son of a bitch! Gritting her teeth, Alex hurried away before she slipped the leash and did something incredibly rash—and stupid—like going for his throat. Like it or not, killing your boss usually resulted in a job dismissal. And she needed this job. Even if it was crap.


“Just ignore him,” Romanova muttered with a disgusted expression while collecting glasses from an empty table nearby. “Some people are born assholes.”


In response, Alex made a rude noise that caused her elder colleague to dissolve into tiny giggles. Several customers turned their heads to look for the source of the sounds. Despite herself, Alex felt a small smile tug at her own lips, before it turned into a big yawn that made her jaws crack. Jester’s grace, she was tired.


Grabbing the pad and pencil from the counter, she stuffed them into the pocket of her black apron and headed over to table six.


It wasn’t peak time, but the Jester was still well-filled. People around here didn’t need a specific time of day to drown their sorrows in alcohol—and noise. The blaring bass song from the jukebox punched her eardrums and added to the throbbing in her skull. Alex rubbed her forehead and cursed herself for the umpteenth time for ever being so stupid to take Darcy’s bloody shift. Next time she’d say no. Oh yes, she would.


“Yeah, sure you will,” she muttered under her breath. “Like hell, you will.”


Not if it meant an extra pay with a chance of a full belly for a few days. She might be able to fool others, but herself? Not so much.


Table six was cramped with a group of beatnik kids lolling around in ripped pants and multicolored hair, who seemed barely old enough to be allowed in a bar at all. Not that anybody cared, why, not here in the Bin. A paying customer was a paying customer. It was what she and the other staff members called the Mahoney-principle.


Alex pulled out a smile from her secret pocket of stored friendliness and raised her pad. “Hello folks, what can I get you?”


The closest girl, with spiky black hair and dark lipstick, opened her mouth—but Alex heard nothing. The world slowed around her, all sounds fading out like a radio turned down, until she was floating in the center of a pool of silence.


A tingle went over her skin. Magic! Its presage charged the air with crackling energy, an electric tension that ran through the ground and through her body, making every hair stand on end. The wild in her bristled, a jolted cat puffing its fur in warning anticipation.


The world caught up and slammed into her with the speed of a train. Noise drowned her. Alex blinked her eyes, dizzily. A slightly metallic taste filled her mouth.


“Hey! Deaf nut!” The spiky girl slapped her palm on the tabletop, arching an angry black eyebrow at her, which made her look more ridiculous than threatening. “Are you actually listening to me? I said I wanted—”


Alex never got to know what little Miss Snotty wanted to order. Her words were swallowed by the magic impulse that hit the bar like a furious explosion.


Space constricted like a stretched elastic band and then expanded outward in a bursting bubble. The impact shook the ground and pushed chairs and tables to the sides, knocking them over, occupied and unoccupied alike, like an angry child throwing a tantrum in a dollhouse. Glass shattered. People screamed.


Alex staggered, fighting hard to keep on her feet despite her shaper balance, while around her people fell like freshly mowed grass in front of a lawn-mower. She felt as if someone had pushed a bell between her teeth and struck it: her ears rang, her eyes watered, the world zoomed in and out of focus. A burned scent stung her nose.


When her view finally cleared, two kids had appeared in the center of the bar, a tiny band of smoke rising from the scorched circle in the floorboards around their feet. Alex blinked several times just to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating, but no, the kids were still there. And, my, what kind of kids!


They looked so ridiculously out of place in their fine clothes and meticulously groomed hair, “trueborn” may as well have been stitched onto their foreheads.


The girl was a delicate little beauty in her early teens, just showing the first signs of maturing. She had that distinct porcelain skin you only got when someone constantly chased you with a parasol. Nobility for sure. Her glossy chocolate brown hair was done in complicated braids around her oval face and her fine white woolen coat over opaque black tights screamed money at everyone who cared to listen.


The boy beside her was clearly younger—maybe nine or ten—and the stiff dress pants and silk vest over a white shirt seemed overbearing on such a small kid. All in all, they could have just stepped right out of one of those oil paintings of a royal garden party or whatever it was that trueborn elite kids did to spend their leisure time, if you ignored the obvious signs of recent struggle: the girl’s coat was splattered with mud at the hem and a long rip presented the sapphire blue silk skirts underneath, while the boy’s knees and hands were caked with dirt as if he’d crawled around in the muck and telltale red dots stained his sleeves. The question was, was it his blood? Or someone else's?


Both kids looked around the room, their eyes widening as they took in their surroundings.


Well, well, well, little mice, Alex thought, not quite the place where you wanted to end up, huh?


Before anybody could recover enough from their shock to do more than simply stare, a second impact rattled the bar. It didn’t come with the same force as the first, but it was still enough to make the ground buckle, and the few glasses that had survived so far cracked like eggs. Alex swayed, her skull ringing. Beside her, the spiky kid, who’d just fought her way back to her platform heels, vanished behind the table again with a startled yelp.


Across the room, in the middle of a cluster of turned-over tables, five men materialized like snowdrops in a spring meadow after rain. The circled “A” of Arcadian Law Enforcement emblazoned the shoulders of their uniforms.


Ugh, guardaí! Just great! This just kept getting better.


But when she glanced from one to the other, taking in the rough faces, the hairs on the back of her neck rose. They might not look like your typical sell-swords in those fancy uniforms, but she’d dealt with enough of those to recognize hired muscle when it stared her in the face. 


It was the look in their eyes more than anything that gave them away. It was the kind of look you got when you maneuvered the realms outside the bounds of law for too long: cold, hard, merciless. A shadow that emerged, when you’d stared Death in the eye and decided no longer to give a fuck—the same look she saw when she glanced into the mirror. The look of a killer.


The spider hissed. Those weren’t righteous law enforcers chasing some trueborn runaway kids to bring them home to their worried parents. Oh no. If they were guardaí, she was a trueborn aristo lady with a pink ribbon on top.


They spread out immediately, moving in a quick practiced routine that strongly reeked of a military background: one front, two to the sides, two guarding the back, no communication needed.


One of them, a blond giant with enough muscles to wrestle a boar, bellowed something she couldn’t understand over the chaos in the bar and nodded toward the children across from them, who had gripped each other, looks of pure terror etched onto their ashen faces.


The man at the front, a bull-necked fellow with his head shorn army style, smirked—it was a cold, predatory grin that chilled Alex deep inside her bones—and reached behind his back. There was a sharp, metallic sound, a flash of silver, and then he a pointed a loaded spellgun directly at the kids.










CHAPTER FIVE










EVERYTHING happened at once. Magic sparked. The girl screamed. 


Alex reacted without thinking. She jumped.


The spider snapped free from its leash in mid-air, her true teeth and claws piercing her human skin like switchblades. She covered the distance in a single leap, gliding over the heads of customers and broken furniture in a graceful arch, and slammed into the gunman the moment he pulled the trigger. A white energy blast hit the ceiling, sending dust and tiny stone fragments raining down around them. Panicked shrieks rang through the bar.


The pseudo-guardaí stumbled backward, barely able to keep his footing, his cold eyes wide with utter surprise. It only lasted a second before it was replaced by an ugly scowl. His hand jerked. The spellgun barked again, white light flashing.


Alex threw herself forward with shaper-speed and the energy bolt missed her by the skin of her teeth. She actually felt its heat. The hairs on her arm curled, singed by the radiation.


Behind her, something crashed, and more people shouted, but she had no time to check if someone had been hurt. The bullneck was already raising the spellgun again. Still in the movement of going down, Alex dove forward, using her momentum to swipe his legs out from under his body. He went down with a grunt, his back crashing into the floor, knocking over two chairs on the way. 


He shook his head, visibly dazed. Alex was on him immediately and yanked the spellgun from his fingers. Clenching her teeth, she strained until the delicate, almost glassy-looking silver-blue metal of the tube buckled and finally crumpled in on itself under the pressure of her hands.


Something caught the light. Alex leaned back on instinct and instead of stabbing her through the heart, the thug’s knife just ripped through her shirt, merely gracing her ribs. It was just a scratch, really, but it felt as if she’d been lashed with a burning whip. The spider howled.


Poison, huh? And some heavy shit, too, from the way her body instantly went into defense mode, flooding her skin with heat as it triggered the immediate immune response. So, this is how you wanna play?


The bullneck swiped the knife at her again, but rather halfheartedly, probably expecting her to be a goner already.


Sloppy. Very sloppy. Killing a shaper with poison was … well, not impossible per se, but a tough challenge at best. They didn’t react to toxins like normal humans did. If the concentration was high enough, it might cause anaphylactic shock, but mostly they could burn right through it. They were poison, after all.


Alex caught his wrist and squeezed hard until the knife dropped from his hand. Leaned forward. Her fangs slid out of their canals, replacing her human teeth, glistening wet with milky liquid. See how you like these little babies!


Silent horror flashed in the thug’s eyes when he realized his mistake and he tried to roll to the side. Too late. She clamped him down with her legs and sank her teeth into his throat. Blood filled her mouth, hot and sweet, a vivid stream of life, and the human part of her was appalled but the spider in her … the spider was absolutely thrilled. It sang inside her, a triumphant, wild howl, as her venom pumped into his body.


The trueborn struggled under her, his heels drumming the floor. Then he went limp. His hands convulsed at his sides, his face a terrible mask of agony.


Hurts, sugar, doesn’t it? Oh yes, by now it must be hurting. And how it must be hurting. As if he was being flayed alive, or so she’d been told. Not that many victims lived to tell. A shaper’s wicked kiss was mostly enjoyed but once.


Still, from the looks of him, the pain was excruciating enough for him to wanting to scream his black little heart out, yet, as luck would have it, at the same time the venom was developing its paralyzing effect, laming his nerves, disabling every muscle connection, making it impossible for him to move. Next would be the respiratory tract. His breath already came in wheezing gasps. He’d be dead in less than a minute.


Alex raised her head. The bullneck’s fellows were recovering from their shock and closing in on her joint force, faces distorted with fury.


She rose slowly. Blood was rushing in her ears. A wild, glorious song. A song of battle. A song of death.


The spider bared her bloody teeth and the wild gaped at them from solid black eyes. She smiled.


Let’s play.


They charged.


Alex exhaled and let the spider in her take control. Instinct took over and she moved, claws and teeth flashing, a lethal shadow in the half dark of the bar. The rest of the room, the people, it all faded into the background, all thoughts and emotions dimmed by the primal need to survive.


They ambushed her from all sides and she spun like a whirlwind, claws slicing the air. Someone screamed and one of them went down, clutching the shredded mess of his arm. The scream died quickly.


The others, sobered by his fate, kept their distance, avoiding the range of her poisonous stings. They circled her, slowly now, warily, like a pack of wolves circling a truculent deer, waiting for an opening. Prey might have been intimidated. The predator in her was just really pissed.


One of them lost his patience and went at her from behind. Bad choice! Sensing his approach through the floor, Alex twirled around, sending a high kick at his jaw. Bone gave way and the blond giant, who’d pointed out the children, howled, raising both hands to his face. Alex quickly assessed the destruction for further reference. Jaw: broken. Teeth: at least two missing. Ego: irreparably damaged.


Something whistled through the air. Alex jerked her head to the side just in time to avoid the throwing dagger. Its tip buried itself into the backrest of a chair, where her body had been a split second before, shaking slightly. Wow, close call! 


A second dagger cut the air. This time she was prepared. Moving on liquid joints, she snatched it from the air in mid-flight, flipped it in the same movement and sent it back to its owner with aimed force. It pierced his dark forehead bullseye, pinning him against the paneled wall. His eye broke, his body went slack, and a small red trickle of blood ran down between his eyebrows.


The blond giant, still bleeding from his mouth, bent down and broke a leg from a chair, brandishing it like a club. He must have a head of stone to be up after that kick. It would have knocked most men out, but he didn’t seem too worse for wear. Didn’t even sway on his feet.


Magic tugged on her. She threw a glance over her shoulder and almost lost her head as Blondie swung his club at her. She danced backward, light on her feet. A little to the side, another merc with a black ponytail and a silver hoop in one of his ears, was holding a blood red crystal between his hands, chanting something under his breath. A floris incendi—a fire flower. She’d seen a picture once. High-grade military weapon, close-combat, without a wide range of destruction. Full of surprises, weren’t they?


The crystal started to glow a deep crimson. Oh no, you don’t. Alex hammered a kick into the chest of the blond man that broke at least a few ribs and made him crash into a table and darted over to the enchanter. His eyes were luminescent with a feverish purple glow. A sneering grin spread on his face. It died, when she punched her claws into his chest.


The chant ended abruptly, replaced by a gurgling sound from his throat, as red foam bubbled up at the corner of his mouth. The magic object slid from his fingers and landed on the floor, where it burst into tiny shards that sparked like little fireworks and then crumbed into powder and scattered. The strong smell of burned incense pinched her nose.


She ripped her claws out of his chest and his prone body toppled to the floor, twitching.


There was movement behind her and she ducked on instinct. Something whooshed over her head. When she came up, she felt the reversed airflow. Ah, shit!


She jumped up into the air. Not quick enough. Blondie’s club slammed into her side. She hit the wall with enough force to make her woozy. The giant planted himself before her, spitting a dark clump of blood through the gap in his teeth. Sweet Jester, couldn’t this one die at all? 


The club raced toward her face. Alex moved in the last moment, dropping to her knees and delivering a punch to his groin. A high, strangled sound, like that of an unoiled door, issued from his mouth and he doubled over, dropping the club and clutching his nether regions.


You didn’t really think I’d fight fair, did you?


Alex jumped onto his shoulders and grabbed his head, twisting. A nasty crack announced the breaking of his neck and they went down together. Alex let go of him before they hit the floor and rolled up like a cat, bloody fangs bared in a vicious snarl, ready to dodge the next attack.


But none came.


Five lifeless bodies littered the Jester’s taproom, one or two of them still twitching softly in their final throes.


There was this tiny moment of shocked silence in the bar, when you could hear a pin drop fall, then the panic broke loose: people started to scream and run, heedlessly bumping into the tables and each other, as they shoved for the door in a pile of panicked feet


An older man with a gray fringe of hair in stained overalls received an elbow in the face a couple of yards left from her and went down, vanishing from her view. Others just trampled over him in their mindless frenzy to reach the exit.


Alex rose fluidly. Now that the immediate thrill of the fight left, the metallic taste of blood in her mouth was turning bitter. She spat to the side and ripped a piece of cloth from her torn apron, wiping her bloody lips, while letting her gaze roam through the room trying to locate the children in the chaos.


There. Still in the same place, two immovable islands in the churning sea of chaos around them. Nobody paid them any attention, all too keen on saving their own hide. Well, that was the Bin for you. Every man for himself.


Suddenly the boy jerked as if shocked with a wire, a tremble shaking his whole body up from his toes. His head snapped to the back, his spine arched as if he was having a fit and his eyes stared at the ceiling, vacant, as if he was seeing into a far distance. His lips moved. Above the turmoil, Alex only heard fragmented words.


“… rift … open … will … more.”


More? More was bad. More was shit.


She’d been able to handle these guys, but she’d had surprise on her side. No way she’d be that lucky again. She wasn’t so arrogant to think she could take on countless numbers of trueborns by herself, and with those dead trueborn thugs in the field, it was only a question of time until the cavalry showed up. There would be a hell of a lot to explain and she didn’t see any scenario in which that would possibly go out in her favor.


The boy went limp. With a sigh, his eyes rolled back into his head and he crumbled down. Alex cursed and moved with shaper speed, materializing beside him on one knee and catching him before his head hit the floor. She looked down on his face. Slack. Passed out. Just great!


Alex whipped around to the girl, who stared at her from eyes so wide they reminded her of a panicked horse.


“How many more?” She pressed. “Why are they after you? What do they want?”


No answer.


“Hey!” Alex snapped her fingers in front of her face. No reaction. The girl didn’t blink, just kept staring from those huge frightened eyes. Her breath came in short shallow heaves. Alex touched her hand. The pale skin was cold and clammy. Shock, most likely. The mind locking down in self-defense, unable to process what was going on around it.


In the distance, the telltale wail of sirens announced the incoming forces of halfborn Peace Officers. Now that was fast. The station wasn’t that far, but still. Someone must have alerted them before the last of the trueborn would-be-guardaí had stopped breathing.


Now what? Whoever was after these kids, he was dead serious. Shooting at them in public, that was some announcement. Even in the Bin certain things simply weren’t done, and butchering children in plain daylight was one of them. Those people probably wouldn’t back down because the halfborn PO made its appearance.


Her eyes wandered to the dead bodies of the guardaí-impostors. For all she knew, more of them could pop up any second and even a dozen POs with automatic weapons were no match for a trueborn combat unit who really wanted their hands on these kids. This would end in an even bigger slaughter than it already was.


Get your ass away, sugar, as long as you still can!


The sirens screamed, getting louder quickly. Alex hesitated. Glanced at the kids.


Oh, for heaven’s sake …


Alex bent down, hauled the boy’s limp form over her shoulder and grabbed the girl’s sleeve, pulling her with her. The kid stumbled after her like a sleepwalker. She maneuvered them right into the thick of people still streaming for the exit, adding her own pressure onto the bottleneck. Some of them turned to protest, but when they realized who was behind them, the words got stuck in their throats. One look at her true eyes was enough incentive for them to back off. It resulted in people pushing to the sides, opening space for her that helped her getting faster to the exit. 


Nice. She’d remember this as being very handy if she ever again didn't feel like waiting at the end of a long queue in a supermarket.


There was a bit of a to and fro, when people couldn’t decide what they wanted more: to get out of the deathtrap the Jester had become or to keep their distance from her. Since others kept pressing from behind, there wasn’t much of a choice. They were swallowed by the mob and spit out into the gray afternoon street.


Like the day before, the sky was overcast with smoldering clouds and despite it being barely past three, it already felt like early evening. Dense fog wafted through the alley in thick billows, the strong smell of rotten fish almost turning Alex’s stomach.


People were scattering quickly, but some were piling up in groups, sticking their heads together and chatting agitatedly. Oh, the gossip would be spectacular, no doubt. Shapers, gunfire, and dead people—that should keep the neighborhood busy for weeks. A few of them noticed her and the kids and a couple of hands pointed in their direction, but nobody made a move to stop her. Well, after what she’d done to those trueborn suckers inside the bar that was hardly surprising.


The sirens were still growing louder, their shrill wail pummeling her eardrums. The POs must be right around the corner.


Adjusting the weight on her shoulder and reinforcing her grip on the girl’s sleeve, Alex turned left and headed up the misty alley at a swift pace. It wasn’t her direction, but if people were asked where they had gone they’d point the officers north instead of south, where she really intended to go.


After a couple of steps, a blue light flashed through the mist behind her. Damn it! Dropping any kind of pretense, Alex dove into the first side street and broke into a run, pulling the dazed girl with her. The kid half-ran, half-stumbled beside her on stocky legs, while the boy’s dead weight wobbled up and down on her shoulder, bumping against her back.


There was a low rumble like distant thunder and the pavement trembled beneath her feet; the end of yet another magical impact rattling the Jester. So, the “more” had finally arrived, it seemed. No time wasted. They really weren’t kidding.


Alex pushed even harder, increasing her stride, supporting most of the girl’s weight, who could barely keep up with her. They rushed through the maze of little side streets and shady alleyways. Left. Right. Left. Left. Right.


It wasn’t the shortest route to her apartment, but this way they would be harder to track.


At an intersection, Alex halted in the cover of a graffiti-covered stone wall and caught her breath. She pressed a hand to her side. Her skin was on fire, where the poisoned knife had cut her. She knew her body was already burning through the poison, but that didn’t mean that it didn’t hurt like a wicked bitch.


The boy squirmed a little on her shoulder, his bony knees digging into her clavicle. She checked him. Yep, still out. Alex let go of the girl’s sleeve and set him down, carefully propping him against the wall, relieved to rid herself of the additional weight. The kid wasn’t heavy—probably less than seventy pounds soaking wet—but his unconsciousness made him about as manageable as a sack of potatoes. A huge sack of potatoes. Except that a potato sack wouldn’t mind if she accidentally banged it against a wall or jut.


Bracing her left hand against the wall, Alex preened around the corner, summoning her threads toward her and gently casting them outward like an invisible web, sensing, listening. Immediately, sensations flooded her, giving her a mental image of their surroundings, much like a sonar shortly illuminating the darkness within her mind: a baby screaming. Water streaming from a drainpipe close by into the canalization, its thick drops splashing against a heavy iron gully. The rough bark of a dog, strangely hollow through the mist. And steps. Many steps. Heavy boots, running, sending tiny vibrations through the cobbled stone streets, hitting the ground in a distinct rhythm. 


Her threads picked them all up, sending them into her spider-core, where they were interpreted. She quickly recognized a certain pattern of steps moving in the same directions: they were searching the area in groups of about two to three moving in wide circles, closing in from the outside in a kind of dragnet tactic. A good tactic, that prevented little rats from slipping through their mashes. Well, she wasn’t a rat. She was a spider and she didn’t intend to get caught in their net.


None of them were too close yet. Which didn’t mean they were safe out here. They had to keep moving.


Alex withdrew her threads and the world shrunk back to the spot below the moldy stone wall. When she turned around to the children, she was faced with two pairs of huge brown eyes. Very conscious brown eyes. Ah, welcome back among the living.


They stared at her. Alex raised a finger to her lips, just in case, although that hardly seemed necessary; they looked so rigid with fear they probably couldn’t have made a noise if they wanted to.


“They are searching for you,” she whispered. “We have to move. Come. Follow me.” 


They didn’t move. Really, a stone would have given her more reaction than these two. Alex almost rolled her eyes. Without further ado, she grabbed both of them by their arms and pulled them with her. They stumbled along, either because they were still too much in shock to resist or because they finally got the gravity of the situation. It didn’t really matter at the moment. All that mattered was getting away. And quickly.


Dirty buildings replaced one another as they pelted through tiny passages and slink ways, the soles of their shoes slapping the soggy asphalt. The mist cut the world into small, isolated pockets of silence, sucking up most of the sound they were making. Well, who’d have thought she’d once be thankful for its smelly wet embrace?


An underpass loomed in front of them like a dark, gaping maw. The strong stench of piss greeted them as they drew closer. The Bin was truly keen on giving them a guided tour that left nothing to be desired. Usually, she’d give such a place a wide berth, but today she couldn’t be picky. She hauled the reluctant kids forward and the tunnel swallowed them in damp darkness. 


This must be what it feels like to be digested in someone’s gut, Alex thought, repulsed, gaining more speed. At the other end of the tunnel, the exit winked at them like a silver coin, promising fresh air.


Their steps echoed along the concrete wall, incredibly loud in Alex’s sensitive ears. The end of the underpass quickly grew and they were almost out, eager for a clean breath, when Alex heard male voices. She stopped dead in her tracks. One of the children, surprised by her abrupt stop, bumped into her. A sound of protest rose, but Alex dashed around, pushing them both against the wall.


“Shhhh!”


They froze, becoming rigid again, like two stone statues, eyes wide, hearts beating with such a force that Alex was almost sure it could be heard atop the passage.


She listened. Steps. Very close. At least two pairs. They must be right above them, perhaps standing directly at the railing looking down at the heap of litter just outside the underpass, where someone had dumped half of his household: empty food packages, bottles, dented cans, a gutted armchair, and a perfectly round car tire—why ever somebody had wanted to get rid of that.


“… have to be out here somewhere,” a rough, slightly accented male voice growled. It sounded so close, Alex’s heart made a flip. If she closed her eyes, he could be standing right next to them. “Two children of their ilk cannot just vanish into thin air!” 


Beside her, the girl started to tremble, but to her credit, she kept quiet.


“Relax, Cutter,” replied a baritone voice. “Just a matter of time. They won’t be able to hide out here long. And if they come out …”


The first grunted. “But what if the halfborn popo’ seizes them first?” Province of Salisburgh, definitely. Her coworker, John, was from up there and she’d recognize the accent anywhere.


“Afraid of their little toys, Cutter?” Predatory amusement tinged the deep gravel grinder voice. Alex imagined a huge muscle-head of a man. Perhaps he was flexing his biceps right now.


Someone hacked up something and spat; a wet clump hit the ground only inches from where Alex’s feet were resting. Yummy. Mercenaries in all their glory. 


“Don’t try to bugger me! I don’t give a shit about their popguns but roughing up the halfborn fuzz wasn’t part of the deal. This was supposed to be an easy ride, fast in, fast out. No unnecessary complications. This is getting too hot. I’m not gonna risk me neck just because someone else doesn’t wanna get his hands dirty.”


“You know how this works, Cutter,” said the deep voice sharply. “They ask, we deliver. And if somebody pisses on our parade, we pour it down his throat and make sure he suffocates on it.” The tone of his voice made it clear that he was going to enjoy it, too.


Someone shifted on his feet. Alex almost smelled unease despite the stench rising from the dark puddles that slicked the floor around her. Cutter was worried about something, and she didn’t have to wait long to find out about what.


“Did you see what happened to Santino and his crew? That’s messed up, man! Tis just not worth the pay.”


A slight growl entered the other voice. “The pay’s good and you know it.”


He must be in charge, or at least the dominant of the two because Cutter didn’t object. There was a moment of silence, before the same voice said, softly, “and we’ll end up just the same way if we come back empty handed.”


So, someone had them by their balls and was playing ping-pong. Interesting. The steps started to move away from above them.


“Get the boss on the coms,” the baritone voice ordered. There was a clang, the mad screeching of a cat, a thud, and then Cutter cursed. “Fuck this bloody shithole!”


You can say that again, Alex thought, while their voices faded away with their steps, until the only sound left was the heavy breathing of the children that filled the silence in the tunnel. They were pressed against the wall, two small pale shapes in the gloom of the underpass. If they had looked scared before, they now were terrified.


“They are gone,” Alex said softly. She motioned them forward. “This way.”


Now she didn’t have to pull them along anymore. They were running beside her as if death was at their heels, and that wasn’t so wrong either.


She led them west. It was a part of the Bin’s treacherous maze she’d never been to before, but her sense of direction told her they were circling around right. And, indeed, a couple of minutes later they burst out of a passageway and right into her hood. Familiar dark windows in whitewashed walls watched them suspiciously as they bolted down the street. Alex herded the kids into the inner yard to her apartment and toward the fireladder. Both of them faltered at the daunting sight of the metal mess that aspired to be a staircase, casting it uncertain glances.


“Up. Up. Up!” Alex chased them onto the staircase and flinched as they clomped up the metal steps with enough noise to let the whole neighborhood know where they were.


When they were about halfway up, Alex leaped onto the ladder, slipped along its bottom side, and came up in front of them. Ignoring their startled gasps, she quickly unlocked the door, pushed it open and leaned back to let the children pass. They rushed past her into the apartment in a flurry of thrashing limbs, and, with a last glance over her shoulder, Alex followed them inside.










CHAPTER SIX










ALEX collapsed against the door and closed her eyes, leaning the back of her head against the wood. Blood was rushing in her ears.


A dream. Please let this all be a dream!


But when she opened her eyes, they fell on two very real trueborn children cowering fearfully at the other end of the room. No dream then. Well, it would have been too good to be true.


Now that she got a good look at the kids, she noted the obvious similarities in their appearance: same oval-shaped face, same round honey-brown eyes, same chocolate colored hair. Siblings, then. Figured. But where the boy sparked with an innate curiosity and had a wicked tug around his eyes that promised mischief and stolen cookies, the girl held herself chin up straight which made her look rather stiff, like a small version of an adult. There sure as hell was some nobility there, but whatever grace had been left at the bar, it had all been consumed by the run; their faces were flushed and sweaty, and dirt stains splattered their clothes. The girl’s hair had come halfway undone at some point during their flight and now hung strangely lopsided around her face. Nothing impressive about them now. In fact, the way they cowered in the corner of her hall reminded her of two little baby mice who’d found themselves in the lair of a cat. Which wasn’t too far from the truth.


Their anxiousness perfused the room like sharp, poisonous threads, fraying on her thinning nerves and provoking the predator in her, but she kept an iron leash on it. The kids were already frightened enough as it was. It would do nobody any good if she went spider again. 


Exhaling slowly, Alex pushed herself off the door and noticed with a stab how they both winced at her movement. She clenched her teeth. Hadn’t she just saved their scrawny little asses? And still, they were looking at her as if she’d been the one pointing that gun at them!


Relax, Alex told herself, they are just scared. And how couldn’t they be? They’d just been shot at and then they’d witnessed her sprouting fangs and claws and spilling those men’s organs all over the floor. If anything, they were entitled to be a little jumpy right now.


When she opened her mouth—not quite sure herself what she was about to say—the girl took a small step forward, protectively putting herself in front of her little brother. Now, look at that. From the two of them, Alex would have thought the girl was the bigger wuss. Her move would have been a lot more impressive, too, if she wasn’t trembling like a leaf.


“W-why d-did you bring us here?” Her voice was on the melodic side but held a shrill edge right now. “W-what are you g-gonna d-do with us?”


Fair question. Truth was, Alex hadn’t exactly been thinking past getting them away from the immediate danger. What would happen afterward … beats me!


The girl took her silence completely the wrong way. Her slim shoulders slumped, and all the mustered courage poured out of her.


“Are you g-gonna k-k-kill us?” It was barely more than a whisper.


Alex blinked. “Am I—? What? No! Of course not!” What the hell was she thinking? “Why would I do that?”


A flash of defiance sparked in the girl’s eyes and her hands clenched at her sides.


“You’re a shaper!” She hurled the words at Alex like knives and she couldn’t help flinching at the sharp accusation in them. 


She pressed her fingers to her eyelids. Of course. That’s what it always came down to, wasn’t it? The only thing that ever mattered. You could save anyone, yet the only thing people ever noted was the one thing she could never change. What she was: a shaper. And apparently by definition that made her a notorious child murderer.


A hard knot formed in her belly. It shouldn’t matter. Shouldn’t be able to unhinge her like this. But somehow it always did.


For a moment she was tempted to simply deny it, but then, what good would it do? They’d seen her true skin anyway.


“Yes,” she confirmed through clenched teeth, “I’m a shaper.”


Although she didn’t grace them with news, both kids inhaled sharply at this outspoken revelation. All of a sudden Alex felt incredibly angry.


“And no,” she snapped, “I have no intention of killing you or harming you any other way. In fact, in case you didn’t notice, I just saved your wimpy lives out there. Speaking of which—I just killed five trueborns, and I really hope you have a good explanation for it because they’ll be all over my ass for this.”


Silence.


Alex leaned her hip against the door frame and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Well? I’m waiting.” And patience isn’t exactly one of my better virtues …


Still—nothing.


They just stared at her, obviously too frightened to respond.


Alex let out a long breath. Right, this wouldn’t get them anywhere. Time for a different approach.


Slowly she lowered her arms, palms out, in an I-mean-no-harm gesture. She might not have any experience with kids, but she knew how to deal with frightened prey. How different could it be, really?


Keeping her hands where they could see them, she leaned her back against the wall again and propped the sole of one shoe against it, leg bent at the knee, making herself appear smaller. The kids’ eyes followed her every movement. Yeah, that’s right. I mean absolutely no harm. 


“I reckon we had a bad start,” Alex said, forcing her voice to be calm and carefree. “How about we give it a second try? Let’s take something simple for starters, like, for example, what’s your names?” It seemed as good a start as any.


“Don’t tell her,” the girl hissed the same moment her brother said, “Maxwell.”


The kids glared at each other for a second and the boy finally gave a helpless one shoulder shrug as if to say, “you can’t be rude”. She was starting to like that kid. Since he seemed the more approachable of the two, Alex focused her attention on him.


“Maxwell, is it?”


He swallowed hard with a sideway look at his sister but nodded.


“Yes,” he said earnestly. “Maxwell Elroy Percival Ardogan Guiaume Baptiste—ouch!” His sister had elbowed him in the ribs and was shooting daggers at him from her eyes. Oh yeah, I know who’s the bitch here.


Alex let out a low whistle. “Wow. That’s kind of a huge name for such a little boy!”


“Hey!” he protested, pushing out his lower lip indignantly, “it’s not like I’m a baby or something. I’m ten!”


Ugh, touchy, huh? Nothing to warm the crown jewels, but already ready for the big show.


Alex raised her hands in a placatory gesture. “I didn’t mean to imply—oh well, never mind. Guess you’ll grow into it someday.”


Whipping on the balls of her toes, she sucked on her lower lip for a moment. “How about I just call you something for short, say—Max?” I don’t wanna spend all day just reciting names. She didn’t even remember all of them. What was that? Maxwell Elroy Percy … something?


The boy seemed a little surprised about the suggestion, but after a couple of seconds, he bobbed his head in consent. A shy smile crept onto his face. Bam! Now that was some smile! It transformed his cute childish features into something close to angelic, already hinting heartthrob from every angle. Gee, that one would become a terrible heartbreaker.


“Sure,” he told her. “Max is fine.”


For some indiscernible reason, his sister scowled even more at that. Well, wasn’t she a little darling?


“How about you, sugar?” Alex asked her with a sweet smile, unable to keep her teeth completely out of it. She knew because the girl turned yet another shade paler. Honestly, the cream wall behind her seemed colorful in comparison. “Do you also have a name or is lowlife shaper scum like me unworthy to know?”


Anger flashed in those honey-brown eyes. So, there was a temper beneath all that swooning and squeamishness. The girl’s lips pressed into a tight line. For a moment Alex thought she wouldn’t say anything, but finally, she muttered, “Josy,” and then pointedly stared at the floor.


“Josy?” Alex raised an eyebrow, waiting for another row of pompous names, but none came. It seemed all the talk she’d be graced with. Well enough, she’d content herself with small steps.


“Alright then,” she said, more cheerfully than she felt. “Max and Josy.”


It was a start. Now she just had to keep going.


She cleared her throat. “Would anyone care for something to drink?”


Max’s hand shot in the air. Josy gave him another withering look.


“What?” he asked, defensively. “I’m parched!”


Parched, right. Was that even a word? In those noble households, they probably chained the kids to the walls and stuffed whole dictionaries down their throats.


“But before you start,” Alex warned as she walked around the counter, “I have nothing fancy to offer. Just,” she opened the fridge door and scanned its pitiful capacities, “iced tea and frutinade. And of course, good old mother’s finest.


“Tap water,” she added when they only gave her blank looks.


“What is frutinade?” Max asked with a wary expression.


Alex raised a brow. “Only feasting on champagne and caviar at home, huh?”


“Champagne is for grown-ups!” Josy sounded scandalized by the mere suggestion.


Hah! As if she’d have champagne to offer! As if she’d ever even tasted it. But her irony had obviously whistled right over the girl’s pretty head. Which probably meant that the caviar part was true. Well, why would she be surprised?


“Frutinade is nonalcoholic,” she promised. “Cross my heart. It’s fruit. Like the name says. I have,” she leaned down and cleared out her little assortment from the fridge, “cranberry, ginger, and apple.”


She popped her head over the counter, wiggling three differently colored bubbly glass bottles. And with that, her stocks were as good as depleted.


Max held out his hand. “Apple, please.” 


Impressive. Guns were pointed at them, blood was spilled, but manners to a T. Those trueborn certainly knew how to breed them in.


Alex uncapped the bottle with her teeth, ignoring Josy’s shocked yelp.


“Apple it is.” She handed Max the bottle and was graced with another angelic smile. Alex felt genuinely sorry for his nanny or whoever was looking after him. He’d become a terrible nuisance as soon as he found out what that smile could do to the other gender. Probably already was.


“Thanks, Miss.”


Miss, huh? Hand a kid a drink and it would forget that five minutes earlier it had thought you wanted to murder it. She started to understand why that old luring with sweets thing always worked for child molesters.


“You’re welcome,” she told him, “but don’t ‘miss’ me. I’m not a lady or anything.”


Josy muttered something under her breath.


“What’s that?”


“Nothing,” the girl squeaked, panic flashing in her eyes. Yeah, nothing my ass!


“What are we supposed to call you then?” Max asked quickly, and she realized that while worming their names out of them, she’d forgotten to give her own. Speaking of manners.


She leaned her back against the counter, resting her elbows on the top to her sides. “Name’s Alex.”


“That’s a boy’s name!” Josy blurted out and then clamped her mouth shut, clearly angry at herself for speaking up at all.


Alex gritted her teeth to keep from a tart answer and shrugged. “Technically, it’s a gender-neutral name, which can be given to both, girls and boys—like Kim or Robin.”


“Or Max,” Max quipped from the side. Alex winked at him with a gunpoint motion of her fingers. He grinned. Josy scowled.


“However,” she went on, snatching the other two frutinade bottles, “in my case, it is the short-form of Alexis if that appeases your moral sensibilities.”


The girl seemed to mull that over. Alex raised the bottles up to her, wagging up first the left then the right in a weighing motion. “Ginger or cranberry?”


Josy looked away.


Alex shrugged. Suit yourself, sugar.


Choosing ginger for herself she opened the purple cranberry bottle first and put it onto the floor in front of the girl, in case she changed her mind. Josy’s eyes widened and she scrambled back against the wall—as if Alex had attempted to whack her over the head with that bottle. Suddenly Alex felt exhausted. Would that ever stop?


Uncapping her own bottle, she eased herself onto the counter and took a long swig. Fizzzz. Now that felt good. She hadn’t even realized how much the fight and the run had dried her out. And if she was thirsty, the kids must be literally dying. Sure enough, Max’s bottle was almost empty already. Josy, however, wasn’t touching hers. Unconsciously wetting her bottom lip, she eyed the bottle warily, like people eyed a snake winding through the grass. A poisonous snake. Which was about to bite.


Alex put down her bottle beside her, resting her elbows on her knees, and watched the girl with mild amusement.


“You know, sugar,” she said dryly after a while, “if I wanted to poison you, I could simply bite you. No need to waste a perfectly good beverage.”


Josy winced.


Congrats, Alex, master of diplomacy. If somebody is afraid of you just tell them about your poisonous teeth. That’s just bound to open them up. Really, smart move!


But finally, thirst won over pride and Josy picked up the bottle and took the tiniest sip. Three more seconds and she was guzzling it down like there was no tomorrow. 


Alex hid a smile behind her bottleneck. That wasn’t so hard, was it?


She realized Max was gaping at her, a look of pure amazement plastered onto his face. She arched an eyebrow at him. He fidgeted with his bottle.


“Do you—I mean—do you really?” he asked in a hushed voice. “Have poisonous teeth, I mean.”


Ah, that. She almost laughed. Been nagging on you, hasn’t it?


“Sure thing. My claws are poisonous, too.” She couldn’t exactly make it any worse, now could she? “In fact, most of us shapers have poisonous appendages.” Which was probably the very reason why they were all named after potentially venomous animals.


The kid leaned forward, his brown button eyes sparkling with curiosity. “What kind of shaper are you?”


Alex hesitated. It wasn’t usually a thing she just told anyone. There were certain differences between the different shaper breeds and their abilities. Always handy not having your enemies knowing your strengths—and weaknesses when it came to that. But now that she seemed to have stricken a chord, she didn’t want the conversation to die. And really, what harm could be done by telling these kids? They’d seen more of her true skin than she’d prefer, anyway. 


“I’m a spider.”


Playing a hunch, she turned her head and flashed her true eyes and teeth at him. He jerked back with a yelp and shuddered exaggeratedly, while at the same time a wide grin split his face. “Ewww! So wicked!”


Alex smirked. Josy made a faint whimpering noise like a strangled kitten, clearly not sharing her brother’s opinion. Max ignored her. “So, can you—like—turn into a giant spider or something?”


Alex raised her brows again. “People actually believe that kind of shit?”


She’d heard the stories, of course. Of shapers turning into giant beasts, human-sized nightmares, wrecking whole houses and slaughtering entire neighborhoods. Complete bullshit.


Max shrugged, but his cheeks turned a little pink.


“Some,” he said sheepishly. “My friend Boydon told me that shapers can grow twice their size and crack a human skull with one bite.”


And here she was surprised that they thought she’d kill them without hesitation. What would be next? That they could shoot fire from their asses?


“Well, I’m afraid I have to disappoint you there, sugar. The names are just for classification. A categorization according to the appearance of our true skin and our abilities.” Alex grimaced. It was just so human. Everything had to be labeled and pigeonholed, neat and orderly, and shapers were pushed deep into the creepy-and-lethal-kind of hole: spiders, snakes, scorpions—just to name a few. Of course, genetically speaking, they were as close to those beasts as they were to a butterfly or a kitten or any other kind of animal. Still, it wasn’t hard to see the pattern there.


“We do have our second skin,” she added. “You’ve seen part of that. But we don’t turn into giant mythical beasts. Sorry, your friend is reading too many comic books.”


Max actually looked a little disappointed. Boys!


Alex took another swig from her bottle and leaned back. “So, now that we’ve settled that, I think it’s time you told me what brings two little trueborn aristo kids to a place like the Jester’s Inn.”


Two pairs of round honey-colored eyes stared at her, shocked.


Come on, you didn’t really think I wasn’t aware of that juicy little tidbit, did you? Please. One didn’t have to be very clever to guess that much.


“Well?”


Suddenly something on the floor in front of Max became quite interesting and Josy studied the label on the bottle in her hand with newfound curiosity. 


Oh no, not a chance. If they thought she’d drop it that easily, they were sadly mistaken. 


Josy chanced a glance at her and cringed when she found herself at the receiving end of Alex’s hard stare. Alex pulled one foot onto the counter and wrapped her arms around her knee, indicating she was perfectly comfortable. She cocked her head to the side. I can play this game all day. Can you?


The girl squirmed under her unrelenting gaze. Finally, her shoulders drooped in defeat.


“Fine,” she muttered. “We were on our way home from school and—”


“Wait—it’s Saturday.” Who went to school on a Saturday? Did she think she was born yesterday?


The look Josy gave her was one of pure scorn. “It’s a special prep school for children of scholarshipped families.” Translation: rich and probably highly influential. “On Saturdays, we have a complementary talent development program as pre-college preparation.” Her tone made it absolutely clear that anybody who was anybody would know this. 


Alex bit the inside of her cheek. The girl’s words scratched at an old, scabbed wound. She knew her education was poor. She had never in her life gone to a public school. All she knew had been either taught to her by her sire, picked up by chance, or she’d painstakingly taught herself over the years. And still, her education was lacking in every aspect, and not only in the magical department. It hurt. Getting rubbed into it by a snotty little trueborn aristo girl who’d been fed knowledge from a golden spoon since she could suckle hurt even more.


“Right,” she cut in, glossing over the pain with tartness, “got it. Fancy school. Privileged kids. Go on.”


That earned her a sniff. “As I was saying, we were on the way home. We were a bit late since I had to talk to Miss Denyara about the homework-essay in arcane basic theory and Captain Gavary, our guard captain, was throwing a mild fit because we wanted to go to the family country estate for the weekend and were already a bit off schedule.”


Guards, huh? So, they really were nobility. That finally settled it. Not that she’d doubted it for a second. Could this possibly get any worse?


“We had left the city a while ago and were driving through a little grove when the coach suddenly slowed down.” Josy’s hands tightened visibly around the bottleneck. “I was curious because usually, we don’t stop there, so I looked out of the window and there were several men blocking the road ahead. It was them.” A shiver went through her. No need to ask who they were.


“I thought they were guardaí,” she whispered, her voice caught. “They were w-wearing the dragán and the b-badge.” She wrung her hands around the bottle so tightly Alex winced in sympathy for the delicate bones. “Captain Gavary said for the chauffeur to stop and so he did, and then he got out and walked over to them. He was with his back to us, so I couldn’t see very much, but he didn’t seem … worried or anything. They were talking—I could actually hear them laughing—and then … and then …” her voice hitched, “everything h-happened so fast. There was some m-movement and t-t-then there was a loud b-bang and s-s-suddenly the whole window was r-red.”


Her brown eyes were huge and bottomless in her ashen face, the memory vividly displayed in them. “There was so much blood.” 


“There was brain too,” Max added softly.


Josy focused on Alex, pain and shock and outrage mixing on her features. “They just killed him. They shot him in the head. Just like that. They talked and laughed and then they s-shot him. What kind of people do that?”


Oh, more than you think, sugar. A lot more people than you think.


Josy hugged herself. “I-I think I screamed and then we climbed out the other side of the coach and ran, b-but they were right behind us—I could hear them shouting. T-they were closing in on us and t-they had g-guns, and then Max grabbed my hand and—”


She broke off. Locked her lips and glanced at the floor again.


Well, not that hard to count two and two together. Alex glanced at Max. “You’re a teleporter, aren’t you?”


It explained worlds. A teleporter, and probably an absolute beginner, too. Not that she had a lot of experience with teleportation, but the few times she witnessed a phasing the teleporter didn’t exactly wrack havoc on the place he phased to.


Max bit his lip and nodded.


It made sense. They were chased, and he got scared, so he phased them away. Which left the big question …


“Why here?” Alex asked. “Why did you teleport the two of you into the Trash Bin of all places?”


Max looked at his feet. “I-I didn’t mean to,” he said in a small voice.


“He has no control over it,” Josy snapped from the side.


Max recoiled as if he’d been slapped.


“He’s only a level-one apprentice.” Josy’s eyes were blazing. “His training just started a few months ago. He isn’t even allowed to phase in an unsupervised environment yet! He just did it without thinking about the consequences.”


“Hey!” Max burst up. “At least I did something. Those men … they could have killed us!”


“You could have killed us!” the girl snarled, her curly hair standing out in her fury, like an angry kitten puffing her fur.


“But I didn’t!”


“But you could have!”


“But—”


“Hey! Enough!” Alex sharply interrupted their bickering. “No use crying over spilled milk.” It did sound a lot better when telling it to someone else. “You’re here now. And he didn’t kill you.”


“But—he—he can’t even navigate!” Josy protested shrilly. “We could have ended up anywhere. In the middle of an ocean. Inside a mountain. Impaled on a mast!”


Impaled on a mast? Of all ways to die …


Well, at least it explained why Max hadn’t teleported them out of here again. He simply couldn’t. And if he really had no control over it … well, they were lucky they were still in one piece.


“I’m s-sorry,” Max whined. “I didn’t do it on purpose. I don’t even know w-w-what I did. It j-just happened.” He looked miserable. “I just w-wanted to get away. I was s-s-so s-scared.”


He hung his head and Alex smelled shame on him. She had a feeling he was about to burst into tears. No, please no. That was certainly more than she could handle right now.


She slid off the counter and knelt in front of him.


“Look,” she said as gently as possible, “you can’t fight an enemy, you run. It’s as simple as that. There’s no shame in admitting defeat against superior numbers.”


He sniffled a bit, looking only half convinced.


“And just by the way, your ‘reaction’ probably saved yours and your sister’s lives.”


He wiped his nose on his sleeve in a distinctly non-aristo gesture and looked up at her from under his full lashes. “You—you think?”


“Sure.”


That earned her a watery smile.


“That’s a pretty handy talent you have there,” Alex told him. Teleporters weren’t unheard of, but you couldn’t find one around every corner. Which was why they had to be licensed and were highly paid, because depending on their magic level, practice, and distance, some could only do one major teleportation per day.


“Yeaaaah, isn’t it?” Max grinned. “I’m just level one at the moment, but they say I’m rather talented. I might even reach level three if I practice my craft.”


Level three was the master level in every talent craft. Even a noob in magic like Alex knew that much. The kid was boasting now, too, but it was kind of cute. At least he wasn’t on the verge of tears anymore. Josy, on the contrary, didn’t look happy at all. Probably in a huff over being left out in the coolness department.


“What’s your talent, sugar?” Alex asked, intending to give her a chance at the race herself.


Instead, Josy locked her jaw and glared at her hands. Oh no, she couldn’t be one of those cases, could she? Magic ran in the blood. Usually when one child had a strong magic talent, the other most likely had one too. Still, strays happened here and there. Was she such a stray, or worse, a fail, a trueborn born without any magic talent at all? It certainly would explain her bitchiness.


“Josy is a healer-sister,” Max volunteered in her place, clearing that up. “Its not as cool as teleportation, but, you know, nothing is, really.”


A healer! Now that was a rare thing. Almost only possessed by females, it often skipped several generations before it bred through again. Needless to say, there weren’t many healers in each generation and they were widely sought after. Alex had heard that when a healing talent was discovered in a child, the big medical schools and companies quickly put out their feelers and called dibs on them. If you did it the right way, you could make a fortune with a strong healing talent. And she was talking big fortune here.


A healer and a teleporter. They were quite a pair!


Josy wrapped her arms around herself, looking accusingly at Max.


“You shouldn’t have told her,” she said quietly. “Now she knows how valuable we are.”


Okay, that did it! Enough was enough!


“For heaven’s sake, sugar, get your head out of your ass!” The anger that had built up in Alex boiled, pushing at the seams of her skin. “I don’t give a shit on how important you are in your glorious trueborn society. I may be a shaper and I may not have much money, but that doesn’t make me an amoral monster! I won’t kill you or sell you or whatever atrocities that screwed up little mind of yours comes up with next.” Although she might change her mind if they kept straining her patience like that.


“So far, I saved you and by that risked my cover, my job, and my life. I don’t recall giving you any reason to mistrust me. You want to leave? Fine! There is the door.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “Suppose you’ll be able to see yourselves out.”


Stunned silence followed her words. Neither of them moved.


Alex crossed her arms. “Well? What are you waiting for? Just go!” One less problem on my long list of problems!


They still didn’t move. On the contrary, Josy took a step back and grabbed the radiator, eyes bulging and her lips trembling.


“You—you’re sending us out?” Her voice almost cracked. “Out THERE?”


Now that was rich! Just thirty seconds ago, she couldn’t wait to get out of her biting range and now she was turning her into the big bad shaper throwing them out into the dangerous street. Sweet.


Alex rubbed her temples. Be reasonable. Just be reasonable. “Look, sugar. I’m not sending you anywhere. But you cannot stay here. In fact, none of us can.”


The truth of her own words hit her with unexpected force like a punch in the gut. She’d known it from the moment she’d shed her skin in the bar but saying it out loud made it real. She’d screwed up. One way or another, the life she’d built here was over. The only question was if she would make it out of the crumbling ruins of her house of cards without being squashed.


“Why?” Josy demanded.


“What?”


“I asked ‘Why?’” Josy repeated, “Why can’t you stay here?”


“Because I just killed those trueborn would-be-guardaí in the bar, and they tend to take these kinds of things seriously.” Alex tried to sound light when really a crushing weight was settling on her soul. “There will be an investigation and sooner or later they’ll knock on my door.”


She didn’t harbor any illusions. They’d get on her track eventually. Not that she was planning on waiting around for them to come for her.


Josy frowned, puzzled. “But … you did it to help us. That was self-defense!” 


Oh, so that hadn’t gone beyond notice after all.


“Doesn’t matter, sugar. I’m a shaper. They’ll find some way to convict me.” If not for those murders than for something else. She’d seen the game. A shaper as the good guy? That didn’t fit well with the public opinion. They’d dig for dirt—and in her case, they wouldn’t even have to dig too deep to find some. Nothing she needed to mention in front of these kids, though.


Max looked confused, but Josy put her hands to hips. “That hardly seems fair!”


Ah, that innocence! Hadn’t she herself been ready to condemn Alex for the worst atrocities possible only a moment ago?


“That’s how it is, sugar. That’s how it is.”


The silence that followed those words was somehow even heavier than before. Something shattered in the apartment above them. There were a few muffled screams and then metal hit a wall in a telltale rhythm. Alex closed her eyes. Great timing up there!


The kids didn’t seem to connect the dots, though. Josy let go of the radiator, a slightly forlorn expression on her face. “And what are we supposed to do now?”


Not really my problem, is it?


“Suppose I could drop you off at the nearest PO-Station.” Drop off, as in “bring you close and then run to a fare thee well.”


“They’ll help you.” Or, at least, find someone who could. Since they were trueborns, most likely they would contact the real guardaí and let them take it from there. Well, good enough for her.


“NO!” Josy shook her head so hard, her curls slapped her cheeks. “You heard what the men at the bridge said. They are still looking for us. The halfborns won’t be able to protect us!”


Alex hesitated. The girl was right, of course. Wasn’t that the reason why Alex had taken them away from the bar in the first place? If the halfborn PO locked horns with trueborn mercs … well, the difference between “peace officer” and “piece officer” was but one letter.


Still. Not her problem. Not her fucking problem!


But the truth was, by jumping to their aid, she had effectively made it her problem. 


“I want my Mom,” Max whimpered into the stretching silence.


Now there was finally a good idea. Let their parents take the trouble of retrieving them from somewhere. Did they even know that their sweet little kids had gone missing yet? If so, they were probably worried sick. No matter. They had sired them, they could figure this out!


“Max is right,” Alex agreed. “We really should call your parents.” 


“And how?” Josy asked testily. “We’re not allowed to bring communication devices to school. So, unless you’ve got a vis-a emitter here somewhere …” Her eyes doubtfully wandered through the little hall.


Alex groaned. Of course. They’d need magical communication. But this was fucking Bhellidor, a purely halfborn populated county. The chances of getting her hands upon a functioning vis-a or something comparable around here were close to zero. Well, except perhaps for the PO station and that …


Damn. Damn. Double damn!


“Can’t you just bring us home?” Max asked in a small voice, looking at her from his big brown puppy eyes.


Alex blinked. What? Now that was all she needed; being on the run with these two trouble magnets at her heels. They wouldn’t just slow her down, they’d turn her into a walking target with an illuminated arrow above. No thanks! She really had enough on her plate, like saving her own skin. Both preferably.


She raised her frutinade bottle to her lips. “And where exactly is home?” No harm in asking.


Max threw a glance at Josy, Alex couldn’t quite decipher. The girl hesitated, then said: “Third Avenue Oak-Lane Road.”


Say no more! “And that would be … where?” Did she look like she knew every fucking street in the whole county?


Josy gave her a puzzled look. “Ciradell, of course.”


Alex choked on her frutinade, almost spitting it over her pants. Ciradell! No wonder that she’d never heard of the street. Ciradell was the stronghold of the royal elite in the Province of Lancaester. This kept getting better and better. They weren’t just noble, they were way up the A-List. No wonder someone went to all the trouble to get their hands on them. Their parents were either active in politics or close to the Prime’s family. One way or another, they were probably filthily rich. Damn it, morals hither or tither she should have considered a ransom demand! And where Ciradell was concerned … well, there was also another problem.


Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, Alex carefully cleared her throat, aiming for a neutral expression.


“You do reckon you teleported yourself about five hundred miles away from home?” In fact, Max had teleported them nearly halfway across the country, just without leaving the Southern Provinces.


Josy made a strangled sound and Max mouth dropped open, his lips forming a wordless “oh.”


Yeah, “oh” indeed!


Josy glowered at him and he shrunk together and then threw Alex a help-seeking glance. “But … you can still get us there, right?” If he’d been a puppy his tail would have wagged once.


Alex closed her eyes and rubbed the spot between her eyebrows. “Look, someone like me can’t simply walk into trueborn territory and knock at a random door and ask for help.”


And certainly not into a place like Ciradell. If was any other place, but—Ciradell? As far as she knew the place was a damn fortress. Just thinking about the wards and arms and border posts gave her a headache. She’d be dead before she’d taken three steps inside.


“Please.”


Alex paused, surprised by the desperation in Josy’s voice. The girl swallowed and wrung her hands in front of her chest.


“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “For what I said before. It was rude and uncalled for. You’re right—you didn’t give us any reason to mistrust you.”


No, I haven’t, Alex thought. But what I am is enough reason, isn’t it?


Josy bit her lip. “Please, help us.” With all the bitchiness gone, she suddenly seemed very young and vulnerable.


Alex sighed. It certainly was one of the more elaborate excuses she’d ever gotten, if probably not the most truthful. Nonetheless, it was an apology.


Still, this was a bad idea. What was she thinking? This was a horrible idea! If she was smart she’d dump them in the street and take to her heels. Her spider instincts were screaming at her to make a run for it. But then … They are just children, a tiny voice whispered in the back of her head. Without her, they didn’t really stand a chance out there. If they survived an hour in the Bin it would be a plain miracle. Either they’d get caught by their pursuers or they’d get their throats slit by some back alley bandits or some comparable trash. The Bin housed all kinds of human scum and, if encountered in some shady alley, most of them wouldn’t hesitate to kill them just because they were kids. And now that blood would be on her hands, too. Great. Amazing. Really, would it hurt her to think once before acting?


“Please?” Josy repeated.


“Please,” Max echoed.


Alex closed her eyes. This would end in a disaster. She just knew it. But if she abandoned them to their fate now, why jump to their help in the first place?


She raked a hand through her face. You’ve shouldered this burden, now you have to carry it.


Oh, she’d so regret this.


“You know what—fine. Whatever. I’ll think of something.” Although what completely eluded her at the moment.


The only thing she knew was that they had to leave this place. And sooner than later.


This place—the first place she’d come to think of as home since she’d been forced to leave the only real home she’d ever known in her life. The one place where she had ever felt safe until the world taught her that nothing ever stayed safe. Not for people like her anyway.


The thought burned down her throat like bitter medicine and brought her back to a small paltry hotel room, where she pressed against the cold plastered wall, while her mother shouted at the blond stranger in the adjourning room.


She hadn’t meant to hurt anybody. Hadn’t meant to … But the cheeky neighbor boy had taken her cuddly toy Bobble and threatened to rip off his head if she didn’t give him the sweets she’d received from the nice old cleaning lady. She was only six then and he was nine and almost double her size. And she’d felt so helpless, so small, as she watched him squeeze the stuffed bunny in his pudgy fist, the sound of ripping tissue loud in her ears … 


She remembered it all, like a movie played in slow motion: the nasty smirk on his fat, piggy face. The ringing of his laughter echoing from his lips. Bobble hanging limply in his grip, his stuffed limbs dangling sadly.


And suddenly something had snapped inside her. It felt like something woke and ripped free, vibrating through her body, pushing through her skin. The world flashed white for a split second and then it slowed, turning clear and sharp, and suddenly there was a second awareness in her, a sweet, wild, powerful awareness. And that awareness wasn’t scared. It was angry. So incredibly angry.


She’d just meant to push him—like he’d pushed her so many times—but that push had sent him flying into the wall on the opposite side of the street. And when he’d raised himself off the ground, screaming and crying like an over-sized baby, she saw the red welts on his shoulders under the ripped fabric of his t-shirt and when she looked down, shocked, black claws protruded from her fingertips, glistening with drops of red blood. His blood.


She didn’t understand. Didn’t know what was happening to her. She just stood, frozen, while the neighbor kid screamed and screamed and screamed. Luckily her glands were just in development at the time, her venom was not yet potent enough to kill. But the damage was done. Oh, she’d never forget the look on her mother’s face, who, called by the mayhem, came running out of the hotel. It all rushed back to her now: the yells, the slaps. Her mother grabbing her at the scruff of her neck and tossing her into their room. Asking how she could have deceived her so. Oh, she’d always known that something wasn’t quite right with the little girl. Always been too bright, too curious for a kid her age. Started walking at the age of seven months, hardly ever falling, either. She also heard things she wasn’t supposed to hear. It was uncanny. But sometimes, she wouldn’t understand the most logical things, and when she looked into those blue eyes she had the feeling that … something … was looking back at her. Something else. Something wild and cruel. And now she knew why. Oh yes. Just how? How was it possible she’d birthed something like her?


The words reverberated in Alex’s head now as they did then, as her mother screamed them into her face, each scream like a blow, while tears trickled down her cheeks, dripping onto her shirt. Unable to make sense of the fury in her mother’s eyes. Unable to make sense of anything.


And then her mother locked her in like a rabid mutt and contacted him. The man who had sired her. Nobody ever told her the full story, but over the years she’d puzzled out most of it by herself. Apparently, her sire, a trueborn small entrepreneur by the name of Alexander Nicholas Sylvaigne, came through Merryweather County on a business trip and due to a heavy storm was forced to spend the night in a hotel in the halfborn district. He and his entourage visited the hotel bar that night, where her halfborn mother was working as a waitress at the time.


Naturally, she was fascinated by him: he was rich, handsome, and so way out of her league he could as well have been from the moon.


Somehow, she managed to get him drunk to the tips of his ears and they spent a wild night together on the hotel roof beneath the stars. Her sire left the next morning—horribly hungover no doubt—but not without leaving something behind. When her mother found out several months later that he’d gotten her knocked up, he’d been nothing but a pretty memory. Why she’d kept the child, Alex had no clue—she never would miss out on an opportunity to complain about how having a child ruined all her chances with the guys. Maybe she was afraid of getting an abortion as the cheap procedures offered by halfborn quack doctors often resulted in disasters. Or perhaps she thought the child would be a living reminder of that one legendary night that had brightened up her dull existence. Maybe she even thought if she presented him with his child it would make him abandon his trueborn life and family for her. If so, she was clearly disappointed.


Alex didn’t know for sure if she really informed him of the bastard child he had sired, but she supposed so, because whenever her mother talked about him, her mouth would go rigid and her eyes would blaze, and she’d call him “that irresponsible prick” or something along those lines. 


When Alex found out that she did, indeed, have a father, like all the other kids, she’d spend a couple of pointless months waiting for him. He was her father. Surely, he’d want to see his daughter. But he never came.


Yet that day, the day when she hurt the neighbor boy and her mother called him, he came. Whatever her mother told him to convince him to come, Alex didn’t know, but she heard enough of their “grown-up conversation” to have her own thoughts on the matter.


The child was his shame as much as hers, her mother told the stranger, not bothering to keep her voice down. Oh, if she’d had any clue, just the slightest clue what was slumbering inside the little brat, she’d have drowned her right after giving birth. But she hadn’t and now they had to count the cost.


She told him “to take care of it” or she’d make his indiscretion public, wouldn’t that be a pretty scandal, and what exactly would his family think about it, hmm? It probably was the leverage she’d used on him to make him come in the first place. And the only reason why she dared to talk to a trueborn in such a bold way. She didn’t care how he did it, as long as she never had to face that shaper-brat again!


He could have done that. He could have killed her right there and then and dumped her body into the nearest garbage ditch and nobody would have blamed him for it.


But somehow, her sire took pity on his chit of a halfbreed daughter and less than an hour later she sat in the back of a strange, fancy car—she’d never seen a magic coach before—her small shabby backpack on her lap, packed with a toothbrush, a change of clothes and Bobble, her stuffed bunny, whose head was drooping from his half-severed neck, as it took off to an unknown destination.


Her mother didn’t say goodbye, didn’t even look out of the window to get one last glance at the child she’d birthed and raised. Gone. Just like that. No gaze, no word, nothing.


For a while she just sat there, terribly afraid of the tall, formidable stranger who radiated power and magic, and waited to be abandoned beside a road like people sometimes abandoned their pet dogs, when they no longer wanted them.


Turned out her sire had no such plans. Instead, he took her home with him to his family seat in the Province of Elysea. As part of the trueborn minor nobility without any notable political standing and relevant blood ties, the family wasn’t particularly rich, but they possessed a small manor estate a little outside the city. After straying from one cheap boarder hotel room to the next, it looked like a palace to Alex and when they drove up the neatly cobbled driveway she pressed her nose against the window, and pinched herself, convinced she must be dreaming. Still did, when two blond boys curiously bolted out of the mansion, until they asked her if she had some sort of quirk. They were her elder half-brothers, Makesh and Kizdan, the children of her sire and his trueborn wife.


It was a good thing, too, that their mother had passed away in a riding accident about a year ago, or she surely would have died upon finding out about her husband’s fling—and what had grown out of it.


That didn’t mean there were no objections against her being there. Only the closest family circle was informed of her existence, but they protested her presence, acting as if he was planning on housing a convicted mass murderer. Since paternity was hardly deniable—she was the spitting image of her father—they implored him with the obvious arguments: A bastard? Bad enough, but a shaper? The disgrace! The scandal, if ever it became known to anybody on the outside. He couldn’t just think about himself here, he had to think about what it meant for the whole family, for his sons.


Especially her sire’s only sister, “Aunt” Sheila, couldn’t calm herself about the possible debasement they were facing.


But her sire, who’d always secretly wished for a daughter, dug his heels in and wouldn’t budge. So, she stayed. It wasn’t always easy, but she stayed.


Of course, she wasn’t allowed to go to public school with her brothers, but her sire, having a silent fondness for that misbegotten daughter of his, home-schooled her in all the elementary subjects like math, reading, writing, and history, as well as basic magic theory and application, whenever his time permitted it. He also taught her how important it was to keep her true nature a secret. When her brothers had lessons at the mansion, she sometimes was allowed to join in, too.


She was the family’s dirty secret, but at that age, it didn’t matter much. She had a nice home with a huge beautiful garden full of pretty flowers, all the food and books she ever wanted, and her half-brothers thought she was fun to play with. It was easily the happiest time in her life.


Then, when she was eleven her sire got sick. It was a rare immunological disease that had his body decaying at an accelerated speed. All conventional treatments and magical healing therapies failed in the end, and the family didn’t possess the means for any of the experimental healing procedures offered at the upscale medical academies and colleges. All they could do was watch him fade in front of their helpless eyes.


Alex remembered him calling her to his room one night, about ten months into his sickness. She remembered sitting at his bedside, the once tall, impressive man reduced to a shadow of himself: papery skin stretching too tightly over the bones sticking out from his face, eyes deep in their sockets over hollow cheeks, blond hair thin and dull. She remembered the strong smell of sickness and decay in the room mixing with antiseptics in her nose. She remembered his hand weakly patting her head and that she had thought, horrified, that he already looked more like a corpse than a man. She also remembered the guilty feeling of revulsion when his dry, cold fingers brushed her cheek.


“Whatever they say … it’s not your fault,” he told her between rattling breaths. “You’re a good kid. You … can’t help … what you are. My … poor, unfortunate child.” A cough shook him then and she sat completely still, afraid he would die on her.


“Don’t … let them stomp on you, because … of what you are,” he said, taking her fingers in his. “Don’t let them turn you into less than you are. You are my daughter.”


His eyes found hers, suddenly focused and forceful in his sunken face. “But you … must control it. Promise me! Promise your daddy you will … learn to keep it under … control.” Another cough rattled him, but his fingers held tight, never letting go of hers. “Nobody … must … know what you are. Promise me, you’ll be a good girl … Promise it.”


She had promised, frightened by his sudden intensity.


He died a couple of days later. She had just turned twelve.


The following events blurred in her memory; faces drifting past, people talking, meaningless words and phrases that couldn’t fill the sudden void that raged inside her. There was a funeral where she stood in the back, watching from afar, unnoticed, alone, while rows and rows of people in black with oh-so-grief stricken faces grabbed her brothers and told them their consolations. Nobody told her they were sorry, no “sweety, it will be okay,” no “he’s in a better place now.” Just emptiness. Most of them didn’t even know that she existed, and the few that did made a point of pretending they didn’t.


It felt like she was walking through a long, endless tunnel that slowly faded out.


A testament was found. The land and holdings went to the boys, of course, but her sire had opened a savings account in her name and left her a considerable amount of money with an appropriate deal for interests. No fortune by any means, but if handled carefully it was enough for her to get by until she was old enough to make a living of her own. He must have saved every last penny over the last year to be able to give this to her. 


Aunt Sheila was scandalized. There was just no way her brother would have seriously left anything of value to this little mongrel that had bullied its way under his roof and ensnared him with her shaper-magic. The very thought!


She contested the will. And suddenly everybody agreed that the sickness must have afflicted his mind. Why, he had acted rather odd as it drew to the end, had he not?


The will was nullified and everything—the house, the money—fell into the trusteeship of Aunt Sheila as the nearest living relative, including the custody for the children. She agreed to take the boys, but she made it clear that she wouldn’t tolerate a crawling little insect under her roof. Telling her that she was considered a spider and that spiders were by scientific definition not insects, but arachnids hadn’t exactly endeared Alex to her aunt. Not that it made any difference. The next day she was stuffed into a coach, together with the foul little backpack she’d carried upon her arrival at the manor, and it took off, while her brothers stood at the upper window, two pale faces in the gloom of the afternoon, becoming smaller and smaller.


They dumped her at a scruffy halfborn orphanage in Mount Roddent County, where filthy kids fought over the leftovers of the day and the supervisors yelled at them and pushed them around.


At first, the other children assumed the newcomer—small and delicate as she looked—would be an easy mark. They quickly learned that she was better not messed with. She always remembered to keep her promise to her sire and kept her true nature well hidden, but by now her shaper abilities were fully developed and she didn’t need her teeth and claws to hold her own even against of the older and bigger children. Soon most kids were afraid of the blond nut-job who fought like she had nothing to lose and mostly gave her a wide berth. It suited her just fine.


When she was fourteen, one of the supervisors decided she was old enough to be broken in. He was her first kill. When he pinned her to the floor and tried to push into her, the spider tore free from the leash she’d put on it and she ripped into his throat, splattering the moldy walls with his lifeblood. The taste of his blood, both bitter and sweet, told her that there was no way back now. She took what little belongings she had and left the orphanage before his blood had even stopped dripping from his neck.


Since then she’d roamed around, a leave drifting on the rough currents of life, working herself from one crappy job to the next, never staying in a place for long.


Except here. The Bin had been the first place in more than nine years where she’d remained for longer than ten months. True, it hadn’t been all sunshine and roses, but at least it had been … something. A start. A chance. Her apartment, her job, her colleagues: Mitja, John, and Romanova—even Darcy, who could be such a pain in the ass … And now even that had fallen apart.


The back of her eyes grew hot.


It wasn’t fair! Didn’t she deserve anything?


Alex tried to swallow, but her throat was suddenly so tight it hurt. She blinked, trying to get the dust of the past out of her eyes but it just kept coming.


Out! She needed to get out. Just out. Before she split at the seams and the pain inside her spilled all over the floor.


With immense effort, she wiped the emotions from her face and cleared her throat.


“We’ll leave as soon as dusk falls,” she said. It was in just a couple of hours and she couldn’t risk running around with these kids in plain daylight. She knew the Bin. As soon as word got out that two trueborn children were missing, everybody would hold out their eyes and ears. And most wouldn’t care if they sold their information to the good or the bad guys. As far as Alex was concerned, there was no good option anyway.


She ripped off her soiled apron and dropped it on the floor, glancing at the kids.


“Why don’t you two get a little rest, while I get us something to eat. And some new clothes for you,” she added as an afterthought seizing them up and down. “You look like a bloody carnival.”


Without waiting for them to respond, she headed for the door. Then hesitated in the doorstep.


What? Worst thing that could happen was that they made a run for it as soon as she was out of sight. On second thought, that was probably the best thing that could happen.


She snatched her leather jacket from the racket and fled from the apartment, running as much from the past as from what lay right in front of her: another stony road that led to only hell-knew-where.










CHAPTER SEVEN










NOT my fault.


The Informant hurried down the carpeted hall at a crisp step toward the study that lay at its end. Modern sculptures and floral bouquets in tasteful vases flashed by him, unappreciated by his attention, as he told himself again and again what he’d told himself all the way here. It’s not my fault. It’s not my damn fault.


His fingers curled into a tight fist, crumbling the gossamer paper that held the written communiqué he’d received from one of his messengers about an hour ago.


This day had started out so promising. Quite promising indeed. But here he was, crawling up to the master like a lamb to the slaughter, about to make his amends.


And why exactly is that? he wondered.


The plan had been simple enough: ambush the coach in the woods, neutralize the guards, take the children, dispose of the bodies. Clean and simple—no top performance required.


He had provided all the necessary information. It should have been a no-brainer. But, no, some people even managed to mess up the simplest tasks.


He gritted his teeth. He should have known. Should have expected something like this to happen. Ex-milits! His face twisted into a grimace. All muscle and no brain to come with all that brute strength. Thought the war wasn’t over yet, the lot of them. Way too itchy on the trigger finger, too.


So, really, what had he expected? But his contact had assured him that the men had been handpicked for this mission and were all well suited to handle the case with the required discretion.


Discretion! Hah! They probably didn’t even know how that word was spelled, lest what it meant.


In fact, he hadn’t expected them to be overly subtle himself, but raising a spellgun at the children in a crowded public establishment, even if it was only charged to stun? Great Mother, he’d kill the bloody moron himself if he wasn’t already dead.


And now he had a bloodbath in the Forest of Silt, five men dead in a stinking halfborn ghetto bar and the children … oh, the children. A hard hand gripped his throat and squeezed until he choked. How—just how was he going to explain this mess?


He reached the massive dark wood door at the end of the corridor and stopped, pretending to check the fit of his shirt, while working up the courage to knock. He hadn’t done anything wrong. No sir! This whole mess wasn’t his fault.


And it really wasn’t, but he also knew that it wouldn’t matter. At the end of the day, he’d been in charge of this operation, so the fault lay with him. And the master wasn’t one known for easily forgiving mistakes.


The collar of his silk shirt suddenly felt too tight. He hooked his index finger into it and tugged at it viciously, but the air failed to find its way into his lungs. He dropped his hand. Closed his eyes. Come on, get ahold of yourself! 


He’d been promised the sun and the moon if he got this job done right and he wouldn’t—couldn’t—fail on this. He had climbed too high already and the fall would snap his neck. 


Realizing that he couldn’t postpone the moment any further, he took a deep breath and operated the eagle-shaped knocker.


There was a moment of silence. Then—


“Enter.”


The word was enough to turn his legs into mush. Scooping up the last bit of self-control he could muster, he straightened, pushed the door open, and stepped inside.


The master’s study was one big room, slightly elongated to the right. A massive mahogany desk dominated the left side facing the door. Neat stacks of paper filled its top beside a holographic printer, a vis-aural communication emitter, a state of the art Offenbach Cube and what looked like an antique replica of a Dagger of Smite. Behind it, a huge painting adorned the back wall of the room. He recognized “La Misa de Verra,” a priced unicum of Jacques-Philippe de Rhinoux, a highly venerated advocate of the contemporary arts. This piece alone was worth a small fortune.


The right part of the room combined the serviceability of a reception area with the pleasantries of a living room: dark bookshelves lined the walls top to bottom, classy brown leather couches bordered a delicate glass table on three sides that supported a crystal decanter filled with water and slices of lime, several iced glasses, and an ornate silver cigarette case. The emotional sound of an aria from a famous classical opera came out of the huge speaker crystals hanging in the corners of the room. He recognized the tune, but couldn’t recall its name at the moment, not even if his life depended on it.


The master stood behind the couch table at the backward window with his hands clasped behind his back, overlooking the forest that stretched into the distance below like a dark green carpet. He didn’t turn when the informant entered, nor did he give any other indication that he’d noticed the other man’s entrance.


The informant took a couple of tentative steps into the room and halted, twisting his fingers together. Silence stretched.


A minute passed. Two. Three …


He nervously shifted from one foot to the other. But he had been called in, had he not? Perhaps, if he cleared his throat? Clearly, that would be politer than just standing here and—


“Well?”


The sudden sound startled him so much that he jumped almost half a foot in the air. He glanced at the master, who was still with his back to him, but this time there was no doubt, that he had spoken.


He gulped in a deep breath. Not his fault. Explain, yes. Somehow, he’d explain.


Clearing his throat several times, he wished there was a way to sugarcoat this but unfortunately couldn’t see any.


“The children, Sir … I … they … have escaped.”


The master still didn’t turn, but there was a visible tension between his shoulder blades.


Cold sweat built on the informant’s brow. He swallowed but couldn’t get another word out.


“I wonder how that was possible.” The master’s voice was quiet, not betraying any sort of emotion as if they were merely having a chat about the weather outside. “Tell me, how hard can it possibly be to abduct two children? Especially with all the information we had. Information,” he added quietly, “which, if I recall it correctly, you provided us with.”


There was an unmistakable sharpness in his last words and the informant felt the strong urge to reach for his neck to make sure it wasn’t nicked. Before he could stop himself, the words gushed out of him.


“It wasn’t my fault, Sir! There was virtually nothing I could have done to—”


The master turned and the words stuck in the informant’s throat. He cringed under the barely contained fury in the other man’s gaze. Closed his mouth.


“No please”—the master waved his hand in an inviting gesture—“indulge me,” his pleasant voice completely at odds with the dangerous glitter in his eyes. “I am highly interested in why exactly you think this wasn’t your fault.”


Suddenly there didn’t seem to be enough air in the room. The informant tugged at his collar again, but it was fruitless. He wet his lips. They were exceptionally dry, perhaps due to the fact that all his body fluids were congregating beneath his armpits, drenching his shirt. 


The master was watching him with cold, predatory eyes. Waiting. He had to say something. He’d gone about this the wrong way, he knew that, but now there was nothing to do but to go on.


Somehow, he managed to unlock his jaw. “My men ambushed them in the Forest of Silt as planned and neutralized the guards. But before they could get ahold of the children … the boy—Maxwell—he … teleported them out.” And that’s when it all started to go downhill.


The master’s eyebrows rose an inch. “Did he now?”


He slowly strolled over to his desk, tapping his fingers together in front of his chest. “Well, surprising, but then, nothing that couldn’t have been anticipated. After all”—a thin, nasty smile stretched his lips as he looked at his informant—“you were well aware of that particular talent of his, were you not?”


The informant could hardly keep from scowling. Of course, he was. And he had been prepared, despite the odds.


“There was a mimicry on the team,” he squeezed out through gritted teeth, “and a first unit followed them through the rift almost immediately.” At least they had managed that much, the morons. Not that it had helped in the end. “Brought them right into some dinky joint in a gone-to-rack neighborhood called Lillyfields in Bhellidor County.”


And that was an unsolved mystery in itself—a boy with barely an education, and Bhellidor being miles away …


“They were about to apprehend the children, but—”


“But?” the master probed softly. Too softly. Too dangerous.


The informant straightened his shoulders. “They were attacked, Sir.”


“Attacked?”


“Yes, Sir.” He took a deep breath. “By a shaper.”


That finally provoked a real reaction. The master’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “A shaper?”


“Yes, Sir.”


He couldn’t have prepared for that, now could he? It was yet another mystery how some fang-toothed mongrel had managed to overpower a group of battle-hardened mercenaries; and it, too, reflected badly on his choice of operatives. 


The master rubbed his chin, thoughtfully.


“A shaper,” he repeated slowly as if tasting an uncommon flavor he wasn’t yet ready to judge. “How most peculiar.”


That wasn’t exactly the first word that would have come to his mind in light of the events, yet it was some kind of concession to the queerness of the situation and the informant darted for it like a man in the desert dying from thirst would dart for a glass of water. Maybe he could get out of this with a mere rap on the knuckles. 


“Indeed, Sir,” he said. “Bloody beast killed my men and then it left with the children and—”


The master glanced up sharply. “The shaper took the children?”


Caught between panic and hope, the informant nodded his head vigorously. “Yes, yes. They were already gone when my second unit arrived. But it was confirmed by several eyewitness reports. Obviously, there was a lot of mayhem going on there, after … well. It was hard to get a straight account of events.” He grimaced. “You know how people are. They see a shaper and all their brains are left in the cloakroom. All they remember are the teeth and claws, but nevertheless, all the witnesses agreed that the creature took the children when it left.”


And now they were in the hands of that beast …


The master didn’t say anything for a moment, while the informant was sweating bullets. He licked his lips, knowing his fate hinged on whatever the master said next. In the silence, the aria crescendoed to its climax, a high-pitched octave that filled his ears with a foreboding ringing.


“My men managed to get included in the local investigation by the law enforcement,” the informant supplied helpfully, hoping to tip the invisible scale in his favor. “They are keeping me updated on the progress of the search. If there is any sign of the children, we will know within the hour. Perhaps there might even be a chance to seize them.”


Leaning against his desk, the master steepled his fingers and leaned forward slightly, facing him with an unmerciful expression. “Let me make this very clear: I gave you a rather straightforward task. You failed me, and I am not pleased.”


The informant took a step back before he could resume control over his muscles. A bead of sweat built below his ear, rolled down his neck, and sluggishly made its way between his shoulder blades. He felt it all the way down but didn’t dare to move to rub it away.


“However,” the master said with a slight curving of his lips, “you might be in luck. Perhaps we can use this rather … odd development to our advantage.”


Relief flooded the informant so profoundly that his knees slightly gave way, but he forced himself to keep upright. It wouldn’t be a good idea to show anymore weakness than he already had.


The master picked up a paper from the desk and studied it. “Meanwhile, I want you to keep me informed on all developments.”


“Of course, Sir.” Recognizing the dismissal—and being glad about it—the informant bowed his head, backing toward the door as quickly as propriety allowed without actually running. Reached for the handle. 


“One more thing …” The soft croon of the master’s voice made him freeze, his hand hovering above the handle, that golden promise of escape. Slowly, he turned, his hands shaking like those of a tottery old man.


“S-sir?”


The master was still studying the piece of paper as if his fate was of the least importance among his concerns—and it probably was.


“You’ve proven valuable so far, but you are not irreplaceable.” He looked up and fixed his informant with a distinct predatory stare. “Don’t make me regret my decision.”


It sounded like a well-meant piece of advice, yet there was no mistaking the threat below the wrapping. His next words came out in a snarl. “No more mistakes.”


The informant swallowed the world and was surprised he didn’t suffocate on it. “Yes, Sir.”


With a careless flick of his fingers, the master released him. Dropping all kind of pretense, he gathered his coats and fled from the room. The corridor blurred in front of his eyes as he dashed along on shaky legs, the conversation replaying in his inner ear until it screamed at him from every angle trying to crush his skull. 


When he had taken a couple of turns, he stumbled over his own feet and braced himself against the wall in the shadow of a decorated arch breathing hard. 


What have I done? Suddenly unable to stay upright, he crumpled to the floor and burst into tears. Great Mother, what have I done?
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THE man called the master absently stared at the door where his informant had exited rather unceremoniously a moment ago before he turned back to his desk.


So, the children had slipped away. A shame. And he had really thought he could count on that squirmy little worm to fulfill this task properly. An oversight. And one he didn’t intend to repeat.


He picked up the Dagger of Smite from his desk and rolled it over in his hands. Ambition was a useful tool, quite like this one. It spurred people to peak performance, yet it did have its offsides. Especially when personal ties were involved. He stuck the dagger into the nearest flowerpot and watched the delicate blue blossoms wither and turn black in front of his eyes.


No matter. 


It was a blow, certainly, but only a minor one. Nothing was lost yet. And his informant, oblivious though as he might be to it, had not just brought him bad news.


He shook his head. A shaper! This was curious. Very curious indeed. Now, why would one of those mongrels take the children with it? Yet in the end, the why didn’t matter either. What mattered was how he could use this unforeseen event to benefit his plans.


Let’s see: Rouge shaper murders Guardaí unit and abducts trueborn upper-class children!


Now that would make a fine headline. A sharp smile curled the master’s lips. It was time to pull some strings.


He sat down behind his desk and used magic to activate the vis-aural emitter. A gentle white-blue light ignited around the saucer-sized silver disk and a moment later a professional female voice emanated through the speaker, “Good afternoon, Sir. How may I be of service?” 


“Please connect me to Mrs. Chandler from Southern News Today.” The master hesitated for a second. “And activate our insiders in the guardaí department in charge of Bhellidor County.”


His informant might have his men inside the investigation but having another pair of eyes and ears wouldn’t hurt. He was a careful man, and he hated to leave things to chance. 


“My pleasure, Sir.”


The vis-a gave a low clicking noise and dimmed, except for a sequence of arcane glyphs successively flaring along its outer line. While he waited, the master leaned back in his black executive chair and lit a thin dark cigarette, watching the smoke curl in the air, like a complicated weaving pattern that dared to be unraveled. The longer he thought about it, the more he realized how well this change of events played into his hand. The former plan had been solid, but this? Another smile curved his lips. If handled carefully, this could turn out even better …


The emitter hummed once, signaling an external call coming. A moment later another female voice, this one sonorous and slightly husky, sounded from the communicator.


“This is Sadie Chandler from Southern News Today. What can we do for you?”


“Hello Sadie,” the master said softly, and the cold smile deepened around his lips. “I have a story which I believe you might find quite interesting.”










CHAPTER EIGHT










GRAY afternoon light filtered in through the blinds, painting pale swirls onto the wooden floorboards. Max sat with his back against the wall and watched his sister pace up and down the tiny hall, hugging herself. She hadn’t said a single word since the shaper woman—Alex—had left. It couldn’t have been much more than a couple of minutes, but to him, it felt like an eternity, especially since he tried to sit completely still and not make any sound. He knew his sister well enough to recognize she was in that particular mood. He called it her “snappy mood” because no matter what you did or said it guaranteed you’d be snapped at. Sometimes when she was in this mood, he’d provoke her just to see how far he could go until she cracked, but right now he didn’t feel like being snapped at. Not again!


No matter what she said, it wasn’t his fault that they’d ended up here. True, he had teleported them here, but that was just because those evil men had chased them. And he couldn’t be blamed for that, could he? And if he hadn’t phased them …


The memories popped up behind his eyes like the projection of a televisum cinematica: the blood running down the window of the coach, bright red like squeezed strawberries; Captain Gavary sprawled on the floor, a mushy hole where his head had been only a moment ago; the smell …


Max swallowed. In books it always sounded so glorious when robber bandits mugged careless wanderers in the forest, taking their toll. The reality wasn’t quite like that. It was messy and brutal, and it reeked. And he really didn’t want to think about it.


His stomach growled loudly in the unnerving silence, reminding him that his last meal had been midday at school. Sheppard’s pie. Yummy. And pudding with chocolate crumbles for dessert. His mouth watered at the thought and his mind automatically wandered to the possibilities of dinner. It was Saturday, so Cook Beatha would make something special. Hopefully lamb stew. Max loved lamb stew. Especially Cook Beatha’s lamb stew. And she always put a few extra prunes on his plate since she knew he liked them so much.


Max sighed wistfully, knowing stew and prunes would have to wait until they got home.


Home. The word made him realize how far away they were from it and that there was no telling how soon they would be back there. An unexpected painful heaviness expanded in his belly as if he’d stuffed himself with too many cookies, only worse. No, he didn’t want to think about home either. It made him feel small and alone and he didn’t want to get all whiny. He wasn’t a baby.


His stomach growled again, persistently. Max screwed up his face.


“I hope she comes back soon and brings some nice food,” he said to no one in particular. “I’m starving.”


Josepha paused her pacing and looked at him for the first time since they were alone.


“I hope we don’t end up as the food,” she muttered, putting her arms tighter around her waist.


Max raised his head, intrigued. “You don’t think they … like … eat people, do you?” The thought was appalling … and just a bit fascinating.


He peeked up at his sister and could tell that she didn’t think it was fascinating at all. In fact, she looked a bit like she was going to be sick; she was pale and she hadn’t even used any of that shiny white powder she and her girly friends had started putting on their faces some time ago. When he had asked her once what it was good for, she just stuck her nose up and told him he wouldn’t understand anyway. Well, she was right. He didn’t. But then, girls were a mystery, even adult men said so. 


Josepha said nothing, but turned to the window, staring at something only she could see.


To occupy himself, Max got up and started inspecting the furnishings in the apartment. Alex couldn’t have lived here long, he decided, as he walked along the bare cream walls and mostly empty shelves. When people lived in a place for some time, they’d put up pictures of their family and friends and decorate the space with those little knickknacks and thingamabobs, they had collected over the time. Most people did, anyway. Not that Alex was like most people.


Max let his fingers run along the lining of a cupboard, opened a drawer—and sucked in a breath.


Ooohh. Knives! Lots and lots of shiny pretty knives in neat rows. It was all sorts of them: big and small, straight and crooked. One of them was so tiny, it reminded him of the letter opener from the desk in his father’s study.


He goggled at the assortment, unable to decide what to look at first. There was a huge one with a black handle that gleamed like polished ebony. Another was thin, almost elegant, with a fancy handle made of thin metal strands, with two spikes on either side of the handle that would make a fine additional protection if someone tried to wrench it from your grip. A third, which he liked in particular, had a nasty looking crooked blade that slightly turned at its edge, tapering into a tooth-like ending that looked wickedly sharp to the touch and reminded him of Alex’s spider teeth. A dangerous, marvelous weapon.


Heart thumping, Max reached out and gingerly picked it up. It wasn’t that heavy at all. The light reflected on the gleaming surface of the steel, winking at him like a grinning star.


“Don’t touch anything!” Josepha snapped from behind him.


Max rolled his eyes. Why did people always tell him not to touch anything? Not to run, not to jump. Not to speak too loudly. Sometimes he wondered if they’d only be satisfied if he stopped breathing.


And also, Alex hadn’t said for him not to touch anything. It was her house, after all.


“I just want to take a look at it.”


“Looking doesn’t involve your hands,” his sister said in a stern voice. “Put it back.”


“But Joooosy.”


“Put it back, Maxwell! Now!”


He sighed. Why did she always have to ruin all his fun?


“And you know you’re not supposed to call me that,” Josy noted, while she absently turned a little green plant on a stool so that it got a better angle to the light.


Max shrugged. “You told her to call you that.”


His sister gave him a withering glance and he quickly ducked his head.


“And I know you prefer it,” he murmured, pouting a little. It wasn’t his fault their parents had called her Josepha Marilyn Constance Arabella Dianne. He couldn’t possibly call her that! It sounded like a trained poodle. Not that he’d tell her so, or she’d give him that evil elder-sister stare again.


Max sucked on his lower lip. A few months ago, she wouldn’t have minded when he’d called her Josy—at least in private.


She could be fun, his sister, he reflected. They used to play a lot together. But lately, she’d sniff her nose at the games she’d thought fun before, calling them childish and stupid. Instead, she spent more and more time sitting with the adults doing boring things like drinking tea. He hated drinking tea. Not because he didn’t like tea. Tea was okay, although he preferred cocoa. But when you were “drinking tea,” you weren’t just drinking tea. No, it meant sitting together for hours, talking about lame topics and not being allowed to run.


He didn’t get why Josy would trade their adventures for something like that. She said that in “times like these” it was important for the whole family to make the right impression.


Impression. Another of these adult words he didn’t quite get. It usually involved a lot of fussing to make things appear a certain way, when, in fact, they weren’t. From his perspective, it wasn’t much different from lying. But lying wasn’t okay. Making an impression was. The distinction seemed fuzzy to him. How was one supposed to know which was which? He’d once suggested to his parents wouldn’t it be easier if people just said what they meant and had been told that “unfortunately it wasn’t as simple as that” and that “he would understand when he got older.” In his opinion becoming older just made life more complicated.


“Maxwell—the knife!” 


He looked down and realized he was still holding it. His sister started toward him. Max sighed again, and, with another longing glance at the blade, he put it back into the drawer. Josy came to a halt beside him and gasped, her eyes widening at the sight of the knives—but not in amazement.


“Merciful Mother,” she whispered. “Why would a person need so many knives?” 


Max didn’t think there was anything wrong with having many knives. Maybe Alex just liked them. There was nothing wrong with liking knives. He did, too.


His sister didn’t share that liking, obviously. She looked close to a panic.


“Don’t worry,” he told her. “She said she wouldn’t hurt us.”


Josy gave a short, hysterical laugh. “Of course, she’d say that!”


“What do you mean?”


“She’s a shaper!” She said it as if that explained everything. Maybe it did.


“So?”


“So?” Josy blinked incredulously. “So we cannot trust anything she says!”


“Why not?”


She threw her hands up and huffed, making it clear that she thought he was rather slow on the uptake. “You know how they are. They are dangerous, bestial creatures. You’ve seen those—” She put her curled fingers to her mouth mimicking those spider graspers and shuddered. Oh yes. Yes, he had. And he’d be the hero among his friends for at least a whole month after he’d shared that particular bit of awesome stuff. “That shaper-woman—”


“Alex,” he corrected her.


“What?”


“Her name is Alex.”


Josy waved a distracted hand. “Whatever—my point is, the likes of her cannot be trusted. There’s no say what she’ll do if she sees her own benefit in it. They murder people and cause nothing but trouble. It’s what they do.”


Max frowned. He’d gotten his fair share of “eat up” and “don’t go astray” or the shaper will catch you. People said many things about shapers, but Alex … she wasn’t at all like that. True, those teeth were scary as hell, and she had killed those bad men who had followed them, but only because they had tried to kill them first. And apart from that, she had been really nice to them. He liked that she called him Max. When adults called him Maxwell it always sounded like he’d been up to something.


“I like her,” he declared. “She saved us, and she is sooo pretty.”


Josy snorted. “That doesn’t mean we can trust her”


“Well, I trust her. She promised to help us get home.” A promise was not a small thing. You made one, you had to keep it. It was what his father always said to him.


“Great Mother, you’re so naive.”


“And you are mean and suspicious.” He stuck out his lower lip. “You sound like Grandmother just now.”


His sister flinched visibly, and he knew it had been a blow below the belt. He almost regretted saying it, but she hadn’t been very nice to him either, had she?


She stared down at her hands and bit her lip, her throat working. He wouldn’t say sorry, though, Max thought stubbornly. He hadn’t started it.


Looking away, his eyes fell on the knives again, but this time he felt a little twinge of uncertainty settling in his stomach.


“You don’t think she’s gonna help us?” he asked in a small voice.


Josy curled a strand of hair around her left pinky. It was what she did when she felt self-conscious. “I’m just saying that we cannot trust her.”


Max tried to wrap his head around the distinction. “Is that why you didn’t want to tell her our name?”


His sister looked at him sharply. “She knows more than enough already. If she knew …” She shuddered.


“But if we told her,” he insisted, “she could—”


“No.”


“But—”


“No!” Josy said firmly. “She must not know.”


He knew that tone. It was that no-further discussion-tone, she’d copied from the adults. It would be no use arguing. Max still didn’t think Alex would hurt them, but he also knew that his parents would want him to listen to his elder sister. 


“So, what are we gonna do now?”


Josy wrapped her arms around herself again.


“I don’t think we have much of a choice,” she whispered, looking horrified at her own words. “At the moment, she’s our best option.”
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CHIEF Donnaghue took a sip of his coffee. Not because he really was thirsty, but rather to appear occupied. In fact, it was almost completely cold and tasted a bit like dishwater.


He took another sip and grimaced. Putting the to-go mug down on one of the high tables of the examination unit, he made his way over toward his lieutenant Keane, who was standing at the sealed door of the Jester’s Inn, looking every bit as grim as he felt. Couldn’t blame him. He was a good man—a good officer, too, he was. And as such, he had his pride.


A fresh wind kept coming from the sea, sweeping through the city and pulling forcefully at the red barrier tape they had spanned spaciously around the crime scene, making it flap loudly in the glum silence of the afternoon, a stark spot of color in this gray smudge of a street. The scene was mostly deserted, except for a few persistent bystanders lurking outside the barrier tape, no doubt, trying to get another glimpse at the corpses. Onlookers! It was a liability they had to deal with at almost every crime scene. Donnaghue shook his head, disgusted. Some people just had no respect at all.


They were out of luck, though, since the dead bodies had long been carried into the portable laboratory tent, where trueborn scientists were working on them with their magical gadgets. His eyes uncomfortably skimmed over the stiff, sterile white walls of the construction, where all you could see was a pale light shining through the translucent barrier.


He had seen the bodies before they had been covered up with black shrouds. Quite a nasty sight, it had been, too. He moved his shoulders uneasily. He’d heard what they were capable of, these shapers. And now he’d seen his own proof. Such a mess, and two children right in the middle of it. Just imagining it being his own little girl gave him heartburn. 


A sharp gust of wind ripped at his navy parker and he pulled it tighter around his middle. Stuffing his hands into the pockets, he stepped beside his lieutenant.


“Anything yet?” he asked quietly.


Lieutenant Keane spat to the side, making his attitude on the situation visibly clear. “As if I’d be the first to know.”


Donnaghue understood the silent anger in his voice. It was the same he felt.


He and his men had barely cordoned off the scene of the crime and instigated the search, when they had swarmed the crime site—his crime site—waving their fancy little cards into his face and in a trice, he had been cast aside like a disposable tool. A hard, bitter lump swelled in his stomach. It was probably deemed a courtesy that he and his men were allowed to stay at the scene at all.


Trueborns! Donnaghue watched the guardaí in their dark uniforms busily strutting around the scene. It was always difficult when their lot got involved in an investigation, but so far, the relationship, if tense, had always been a courteous one and at least for the sake of public appearances his authority as the leader of the local forces, had principally been accepted. But today …


The lump in his stomach hardened like an ulcer close to rupturing. He felt like a child who wasn’t allowed in the sandbox. It was stupid to view it like that, but he couldn’t help it. As if he didn’t know how to do his job! This wasn’t his first capital crime offense and although it certainly was one of the more messed up ones, he’d handled worse cases throughout his career and there had never been any complaint about the way he went about things. And now—ousted as if he was a recruit who was still wet behind the ears. It made his teeth itch. But what could he do, really? He had the strong feeling that if he so much as opened his mouth, these trueborn busybodies wouldn’t hesitate to completely remove him from the crime scene. And he wouldn’t risk that. No sir! Not from his own crime scene.


Keane moved uneasily from one foot to the other beside him.


“Those things … they just give me the creeps,” he muttered, nodding to their left.


Donnaghue followed his gaze and felt a chill run down his spine. A giant black creature glared at him from less than ten feet away. The dark hound pulled back its flews, revealing a forest of finger-long ivory fangs dripping saliva.


Roughly the size of a calf and packed with thick slabs of muscle underneath the short black fur, the hounds were naturally designed to wrestle down mountain felines and rip a boar in half with one bite. A spiked collar circled its massive neck, with two wrist-thick chains attached to it, held by one man on either side of the beast. The handlers, intimidating in both build and appearance—the kind of men one wouldn’t like to meet in the dark on your own—looked strangely dwarfed by the hound in their middle, like two toddlers who’d accidentally snatched the leash of a combat dog. 


With a wave of anxiety, Donnaghue wondered if they would be able to hold the beast if it really set its mind to breaking free. The silver whistles around the handlers’ necks, that were meant to make them heel, didn’t look too impressive when you saw the creature they were supposed to subdue.


Those dark hounds were a special breed—pure blooded, carefully chosen and purposefully trained by the trueborns. Their particular sensitivity to magical residues made them valuable tools in cases like this one. He saw their usefulness, but that didn’t mean he felt comfortable around them, either.


The beast gave a low growl and turned, dragging his handlers with him. Despite its bulk, it moved like a slinking shadow; a terrible, deadly shadow …


Donnaghue watched it vanish behind the laboratory tent. While this one was guarding the crime scene, two more of them were prowling the surrounding streets with their handlers, sniffing for traces.


He opened his mouth to assure his lieutenant that they were perfectly safe, when he himself wasn’t too sure about that, when there suddenly was a loud sizzle. Both men gave a start. A cloud of bluish smoke rose behind the translucent walls of the laboratory tent, accompanied by a pungent stench of sulfur and burning flesh. The air crackled with energy that had the hairs on his whole body stand on end.


“How can they still be preserving traces?” Keane mumbled, eying the smoke almost as uneasily as the hounds. “What exactly are they doing in there?”


Keane, like most of his younger officers, had little experience with trueborns, and his attitude toward them ranged from wary to openly fearful. Donnaghue had dealt with trueborns before, but he, too, sometimes found their methods … unsettling.


He scratched the back of his neck, watching the smoke curl in the wind, like dark snakes crawling out of their wicker baskets. “As far as I’ve been informed, they are working on extracting the gene material of that shaper to run a comparison with their database, to see if there is any match.”


And until they found something … More useless waiting. More time feeling like a square peg in a round hole. At least at the start, he and his men had been able to question the witnesses. A futile effort, unfortunately. Which probably was why they had been graced with this task in the first place. Good enough for the dirty work, were they?


Admittedly, he reflected, it was more likely that the guardaí had just anticipated that if they confronted the people themselves, not much would come of it. They were right, of course. The Bin’s inhabitants were a suspicious lot and law enforcement was extremely unwelcome in their vicinity. A lot of water went down the drain before one of the locals felt the need to call the Peace Office. When the chips were down, he and his men might be grudgingly tolerated, but the trueborn were feared and hated. Donnaghue doubted that anyone here would have volunteered to offer them as much as a pen, had they asked for it. And, mind him, he understood them.


Not that he had gotten much useful information out of the witnesses, either. The staff had hidden behind the counter when the shooting started, and everything had been over too quickly to get a grasp on what was happening. And most of the bar’s customers had fled before the PO had even arrived or the moment they did. Questioning the remaining mostly drunk souls he’d gotten his hands on had been a complete waste of time. According to his different witnesses, their suspect could be a bald black man as easily as an ample redhead. And one tiny wrinkled old crone in tattered clothes with a voice roughened from too much whiskey had sworn that the shaper had two heads, a forked tail, and had shot fire from its eyes. That’s what you got when you had to deal with this clientele. Drunkards. Swindlers. Good-for-nothings.


He sighed. He shouldn’t have taken this job, should have known that it was too good to be true that no one had taken the vacant chief post yet. Chief posts were rare here in the south—and usually fiercely contested. But they’d dangled this post in front of his nose like a steak in front of a hungry dog and he’d been too eager to wonder if there was poison in it. He knew places like the Trash Bin were trouble, he just hadn’t expected how much.


He put an appeasing hand on Keane’s shoulder. “I’ll go ask if they made any progress.”


Maybe … maybe they had found something already, something he and his men could follow up on.


Another plume of smoke rose, the smell reminding him too much of a funeral pyre.


Donnaghue rubbed his forehead where a nagging itch was starting to grow. He would have to get himself a new cup of coffee. Somehow, he had the feeling that this was going to be a very long day.
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ALEX stepped up to her apartment and found her hopes disappointed. She felt at least one pair of light feet pacing through the room behind the door. Still there, then. For better or worse, she wouldn’t know until she faced them.


When she pushed the door open both kids spun around in alarm, but it faded a little when they realized it was only her. They sure were making progress in the trust-department.


Alex dropped her large plastic bag onto the floor and carried two steaming cardboard boxes over to the counter.


“There’s a hell of a lot going on out there,” she told them as she put down the boxes. “We should leave soon. They’re combing through the whole area … a whole array of them, actually.”


She frowned a little. For the Bin this was rather remarkable. Of course, there were dead people and two trueborn children involved, yet the mills of law enforcement usually ground way more slowly in this place.


The kids exchanged a quick glance. It was so fleeting, Alex wasn’t sure if she’d just imagined it. She looked from one to the other, but they were both approaching the counter with hungry eyes. Well, she probably had imagined it.


“Alright.” With a flick of her hand, she flipped open the boxes, revealing two thickly topped pizzas. “I brought salami and tuna. Help yourselves. Hope you don’t mind using your fingers.” Her one pair of cutlery was still unwashed in the sink from the day before.


One would think that most children would be delighted to be allowed to eat with their hands, yet Josy couldn’t have looked any more grossed out, had she suggested to eat directly from the dirty floor. 


“Sorry.” Alex shrugged, not feeling sorry at all. “I’m not really used to—”


“The minimum standards of social etiquette?” the girl suggested snidely.


“Guests,” Alex growled. Little priss!


At least Max didn’t seem to mind and happily grabbed a piece of salami-jalapeno pizza.


“Shhat’s great,” he said around a big mouthful of half-chewed pizza, licking his greasy fingers.


Alex grinned, taking a slice of tuna. “Yeah. Surely not the healthiest option, but once in a while it is definitely worth the sin.”


The boy dug in with a surprising appetite for such a little kid. But then she remembered how her half-brothers had always appeared famished after a long lesson in magic craft. At that age, with the body still deeply in the process of growth, the use of magic was particularly debilitating for the body that quickly burned through its spare energy reserves. The results were a higher metabolism and increased appetite to refuel the system. It was why a lot of young trueborn teens had a rather gaunt, unhealthy look about them. Alex watched Max take his fourth slice of pizza. Teleporting them over five hundred miles must have felt like plowing a whole field with a kiddy shovel. It was a wonder he had held up that well for so long.


Even Josy, who first scrunched up her nose at the pizza, found nothing to criticize about the food—although she sure made an effort—and grabbed the last piece of tuna when she thought Alex wasn’t looking.


After they’d finished, and Alex had disposed of the waste, she retrieved the plastic bag, pulled out the clothes, and tossed them at the kids. “Here, put these on.”


They caught the bundles and inspected them.


“My choices were limited,” Alex said apologetically. It was a lucky thing that the second-hand store round Evan’s Corner had had anything remotely fitting at all. She’d had to search the boxes from top to bottom to find them. “Hope they fit and if not … well, you’ll have to wear them anyway. My money’s all spent.” And she didn’t feel devastated about it. Not at all.


Max curiously unfolded the black hooded sweater in his lap, while his sister stared at the stuff in her hands with an expression short of outrage. Alex rubbed her eyes, tiredly. What was it now? She couldn’t have misjudged the girl’s size in such a drastic way, could she?


“There a problem?”


Josy glanced up at her, holding the pair of blue denim pants gingerly pinched between the tips of two fingers as if they would bite her. “Those are jeans!”


“I know. I bought them.”


“I-I can’t wear these—these things!” she said in a voice that made Alex think she had suggested Josy go stark naked. 


“And why not?” What could possibly be wrong with a pair of jeans?


“It’s most improper,” Josy said stiffly. “Grandmother says pants like these are for hussies.”


Alex looked down at her own worn out jeans and chose not to comment on that. “I’m awfully sorry to chip away at your sense of propriety, but you’ll still have to wear them.”


The girl stubbornly shook her head, a spark in her eyes telling Alex she was about to put up a fight. Well, there would be no fight about this.


“You will, sugar,” Alex repeated casually, leaning her back against the counter, “because running around in the Bin like that,” she waved her hand at her prim dress and neat black shoes, “is provoking the big double R.” Not to mention that they’d stick out like a sore thumb.


“Double R?” Max asked.


Alex flashed him a biting grin. “Rob and rape me.”


Josy paled. “You—you cannot possibly mean that.”


“You bet your ass.”


“That’s horrible!” the girl exclaimed. “What kind of place is this?”


“Welcome to the real world, sugar!”


Josy stared at her, open-mouthed, obviously at a loss for words. An opportunity to seize, if they wanted to be gone before the search was expanded to this part of the Bin.


Alex pushed herself off the counter. “Bathroom’s over there.” She pointed with her thumb. “You can change in there, while I pack up my stuff.”


They’d have to squeeze to fit in together, but it was all the privacy she could grant them.


Still looking like she was railing against her fate, Josy followed Max into the little bathroom. The door closed behind them.


Alex looked around the apartment. A cold weight settled in the base of her stomach. Get to it, sugar. It’s not going to get any better if you postpone it.


With a sigh, Alex set to work. She knew the drill. Walking from room to room, she methodically cleared out the cupboards and drawers, stripped the bed and emptied her wardrobe, gathering all her meager belongings in the little hall. It didn’t take long and most of what she owned was piled up in two uneven stacks. A few selected pieces of clothes and most of her knives were added to her habitually prepared emergency backpack which already held all the necessities including her toiletries and medical kit. Everything else—her linens, spare towels, kitchen tools, and all the other stuff—went into a huge inflammable gunnysack.


She’d learned early in life not to get too attached to material things. Always to be travel-ready in short time. No strings. No attachments. Nothing to weigh you down, when you had to grab your things in a hurry and leave everything—and everyone—behind. Sometimes it was easier, and sometimes …


Her eyes lingered on the two books on her couch table, the ones she’d just recently bought at the peddlers’ market. She bit her lip.


Don’t be stupid, she admonished herself. It was an excessive weight she couldn’t burden herself with. They wouldn’t feed, clothe, or protect her. And who knew when she’d find the time to read in the foreseeable future, anyway. 


In they went into her disposable bag with a thud. 


She pulled off her ripped, bloodstained shirt and jeans and threw them into the gunnysack, too. A quick look at the knife wound told her it wasn’t too serious, especially considering that any normal human being would have died from it by now. The skin around the cut was slightly swollen and blotchy, but she could tell it was already decreasing. She cleaned it with practiced fingers, squeezed generous amounts of iodine onto it and dressed it with an antiseptic gauze pad. There, good as new.


Then she put on dark cargo pants, boots, and a clean black t-shirt, stashed some knives, shrugged back into her leather jacket, and braided her hair into a functional plait. 


With a damp cloth she started to wipe down all shelves, surfaces, handles, and light switches, using a lot of cleanser to remove all fingerprints and other traces. She was almost done purging the apartment when the bathroom door opened again. 


Wow, what a change! Max grinned at her. He seemed completely comfortable in his loose gray jogging pants, sneakers, and black hoodie, although they were a little big on him. Josy, on the contrary, moved as if she had been stuffed into an itchy potato sack, tugging sourly at the sleeves of her dove-gray turtleneck, whereas the sweater and jeans fit her perfectly. She had released her hair from the disheveled up-do and instead put it into a long ponytail at the back of her head that reached down to her waist. It also gave a good view of the pretty little gems sparkling on her ears, winking at any thieving magpie around the block.


Alex pointed at them. “Take them off.”


The girl scowled but obeyed and hid them in her jeans pocket. 


Alex gave them another once-over and nodded. Right. It would do. The clothes couldn’t entirely wipe the “noble” off them, but on first glance, they looked unassuming enough. After all, Alex had no intention of letting anyone close enough to rub their noses at them.


“Didn’t you want to pack?” Josy was eying her little backpack suspiciously.


“I did.”


Her honey-brown eyes widened in disbelief. “That—that is all you’re taking?”


“I’m used to traveling lightly.” The words came out a lot more easy-going than she felt. She looked down at the shabby old backpack in her hands and felt a stab of pain. Looking at her life, comprised in a sack of dirty old cloth, it suddenly seemed so … shallow. That was her. A nobody. A person with a small backpack, leaving yet another place where she had not been welcome. She should be used to it by now, so why did it always hurt so much? Rachel said it was good to know you still felt something. It reminded you of your humanity. Right now, she would have given her right arm, just for that dull aching to go.


Shoving those thoughts away, Alex cleaned out the bathroom and collected the children’s clothes, stuffing them into the gunnysack with the rest of her waste.


“Sorry, but we need to destroy all the evidence.”


Josy stared at the sack, then at her, and comprehension slowly dawned on her pretty little face. “You’re—you’re gonna destroy all that?”


Alex frowned with a speck of irritation. “When I told you I couldn’t come back here, it wasn’t just a phrase.”


Realization seemed to dawn on Josy as she glanced around the emptied apartment as if seeing it for the first time. 


Alex set her backpack down at her feet. Just one last thing to do. She walked over to the narrow stool under the window. Hesitated. Looked at the little plant and felt another stab right in her chest. She knew it was sentimental, but amongst all things, throwing this particular one away felt like throwing away the possibility of a life she couldn’t seem to give up upon no matter how often life taught her better. When she’d bought it, she had actually imagined herself planting it at some point, in real earth, at a place where she’d finally settle down. It was this tiny token of hope. Hope, that she did have a chance of a different life, that—somehow—things could change.


Alex closed her eyes. Stop being silly, sugar.


“What’s wrong?” Max was standing beside her, watching her with his head cocked to the side as if trying to decipher what was going on in her head.


Alex bit her lip, feeling ridiculous for her own sentimentality. Her cheeks burned.


She sighed. “It’s nothing, really,” she muttered. “It’s just”—she waved her hand at the plant—“I know I cannot take it, but … well, I don’t want to throw it away …” And now seemed like a good moment to shut up before this could get any more embarrassing. They probably thought she had lost her mind. They were running from men who wanted to finish them, and she got all whiny over a little potted plant.


Josy looked at her, forehead creased in puzzlement.


“You are worried about this plant?” she clarified.


Yeah, well rub it in, sugar, why don’t you? As if this wasn’t already embarrassing enough.


Alex shrugged. “I know it’s stupid.”


The girl stared at her as if she’d just discovered something deeply unsettling about her. Considering that she already knew her best-guarded secret, this seemed rather troubling.


Without another word, Josy stalked past Alex and stepped over to the plant. She raised a hand, and an expression of utmost concentration screwed up her face. Alex felt the hair on her body rise, felt her true skin tingle, a moment before a silvery glow sprung from her slim fingertips. It unfurled from Josy’s hand in delicate silver tendrils of fluid light, gently entangling the plant, dancing, curling, spinning. Alex watched in silent awe as the silver magic wove around the plant, forming a sparkling cocoon of light. When she finally let her hand sink, the plant was completely covered in what seemed like a coat of elastic, transparent rubber. The girl inspected her work critically and then picked it up, very gently, as if she was handling something extremely fragile. The roots slipped out of the earth, clean and equally covered in that diaphanous magic tissue. 


Without looking at Alex, Josy held it out to her.


“This is an organic protective shield,” she explained, as Alex gingerly took it from her and wrapped it in one of her shirts before carefully stowing it away in her backpack. “It will keep it from harm, however, it won’t last long. It should be planted within the next four days or it will likely die.”


The last words held a hint of sharpness and she shortly glanced up at Alex, as if to make sure they were really understood. Alex nodded, momentarily lost for words. The girl probably had no clue what this meant to her. It might seem like a little thing, a trifle really, but to her … right now it was a dream that had not yet shattered.


Her eyes grew hot again. She swallowed.


“Thank you.” Her voice had a hoarse edge to it. She cleared her throat, struggling to retain her composure. “We should go.”


Crossing the hall in two big strides, Alex pulled the front door open and gestured for the children to follow. Behind each other, the kids stepped past her and descended the ladder with clunking noise.


Alex held the door and let her eyes sweep through the empty apartment. So, this was goodbye.


Ah, don’t be melodramatic, sugar. She’d find another place. Always had. After all, it was just walls and a roof.


Yes, that silky voice whispered, but this time it had also been more … could have been more.


Yeah, shoulda, coulda, woulda. They all had in common that they weren’t is, are and be. They held no truth or reality, only regrets.


With one last glance through the too empty apartment, Alex closed the door, knowing she was closing another door in her life forever. The early evening embraced her with deep, stretching shadows as she soundlessly slipped down the ladder and landed on soft feet.


On the run again. Well, tell me about it!










CHAPTER NINE










“ARE we there yet?”


Alex stopped dead in her tracks and glowered at Max. Really now? That was the third time within the last five minutes—and they had only been on the road for ten minutes in the first place.


After they’d left her apartment, they’d slunk through the back alleys around Kidney Square, the center of the local hobo scene, until she’d spotted a group of homeless people in patched overcoats rallying around a fire basket that expelled smelly gray smoke into the darkening sky. A unique opportunity. She’d asked the kids to wait around the corner behind a dumpster—Josy had made a point of wrinkling her nose in disgust—and silently stepped into the alley at a leisure pace. The hobos had been rather flabbergasted when suddenly a tall blond woman with a big gunnysack peeled out of the darkness and approached them.


“Mind if I add some fuel?” she had asked, pointing her chin at the fire.


They had been too speechless to mind, although they had observed her rather sceptically.


She’d dumped the gasoline-soaked sack into the fire and watched as the flames promptly soared high up into the sky, sending a whirl of sparks to all sides. She’d stared into the flames, hungrily devouring her offering, watching her life slowly burn in front of her eyes. It wasn’t the first time and sure as hell not the last time, so why did it always feel like part of her was burning with it? 


Soon nothing was left but a heap of smoldering ashes.


“You know, gal,” one of the hobos, an old man with a brown hunting hat with ear-flaps down over his grizzled hair, had said almost timidly. “S’not safe fer a pretty young flower like yerself to wander ‘round these streets alone in the dark.”


She had flipped two knives out of her sleeves and held them up for them to see. “Don’t worry, sugar,” she’d told him, “I know how to defend myself.”


The men had shuffled their feet, looking uneasy from one to another. “That won’t help ye against them beasts, it won’t,” he said.


“Beasts?” she had asked, making extra-large eyes, although she had a pretty fair idea what beasts they were talking about.


“Them shapers, o’course,” another of them had said, confirming her suspicion. He was a shaggy black bear of a man with a weathered face and one milky blind eye, who eyed the shadows nervously with his remaining eye as if he expected one of “them beasts” to jump out of the darkness any moment. “Today one of ‘em killed a dozen trueborn in a bar not ter far from here. Messed ‘em all up, it did.”


A dozen, huh? They made her sound pretty scary, too.


“Tis not a good night ter be up’n about, gal,” the first guy said again, squeezing his hat. “The fuzz’s combing through the whole place. Been sniffin’ round here all day. Even they’s worried. Tell ya, s’not safe out here.”


Oh, if they knew. The irony! It was almost too rich.


Alex realized Max was still looking up at her expectantly. She closed her eyes for a second and counted to ten. She wouldn’t yell. She would be reasonable. Very reasonable.


“Not. Yet.” It was exactly what she’d told him about a minute ago when he’d asked the very same question. And the minute before that. Maybe it would sink in if she grabbed his shoulders and shook him.


His face took on an expression of blank despair.


“But I’m thirsty,” he whined, “and my feet hurt!”


“Mine too,” Josy moaned and leaned against a wall, silently siding with her brother.


Alex raised her eyes to the sky. Why me? This couldn’t be real. It just couldn't. Now, what did they expect? To give a little speed and then check in a hotel for refugees for happy hour?


Yet when she looked at them, she saw how peaky and exhausted both of them looked. Max had dark smudges underneath his eyes, and despite the shitload of pizza he’d stuffed himself with earlier, his face was gaunt and pinched. Josy, too, didn’t exactly look fresh as dew herself. They weren’t pulling her leg, she realized. They were at the end of their rope.


Now, that’s just awesome! She could already be miles away, but noooo, she was still here, right in the danger zone, moving at a snail’s pace because of the delicate footsies of these overly pampered aristo children, and on top of it all, she had to listen to their constant moaning and groaning.


Some part of her reckoned that she probably wasn't being fair. She knew what it meant to be on the lam, was used to pushing past the point of exhaustion because there was no other way … These two, on the other hand, they knew shit about nothing. They weren’t even adults. Max was ten for heaven’s sake. They were probably chauffeured everywhere they wanted to go and never had to walk a mile on their own feet. Was she really furious that after a day on the run they couldn’t keep up with her? Really, what had she been thinking? Considering what they’d been through today they were probably keeping upright well.


But, as much as she wanted to grant them a break, they had to keep going. Out here, they were sitting ducks.


“It’s not that far anymore, okay? Come on.” 


Grumbling under their breaths, the kids trudged after her. Truth was, she had no clue how far they would have to go. Most alleys in the center of the Bin were too narrow to allow cars to drive through and even if she found one around here with a tag on it saying “take for free” she wouldn’t touch it with a barge pole. Safer to try with the suburbs.


They reached the end of a narrow street and faced a low, sturdy stone bridge, spanning one of the many nameless canals that cut across the city, carrying in foamy murk-water from the sea. Night was falling quickly now, and a pale sliver of moonlight reflected from the dark, tar-like surface. Not dark enough, though, to hide the bare backside of the man who was relieving himself at one of the bridge piles at the other end of the bridge, swaying drunkenly on his feet. Josy sucked in a loud breath and stared at the naked bum with eyes so huge they threatened to fall out of their sockets. Rolling her eyes, Alex grabbed her shoulder and steered her over the bridge into the protective shelter of the opposite street. Virtuous little peach!


Suddenly the girl squeaked and jerked away from Alex, jumping onto a short stairwell in front of a house. Alex dashed around, knives palmed in both hands, true teeth and claws all but peeking out of her skin. Her eyes darted around, trying to locate the source of danger and seeing none.


“What? What is it?” she hissed, her body tense, her skin itching so much it almost hurt.


“T-there.” Josy, white as a ghost, raised a shaky hand and pointed a finger at a dark corner between two front entrances. Alex followed her finger with her gaze. It took her a moment to realize what the heck she was whimpering about. A small hairy body scurried around an empty tin can, tiny claws making little scratchy noises on the asphalt. Alex lowered her hands.


“For Jester’s sake, sugar,” she snapped as anxiety gave way to annoyance. “That’s just a rat! Don’t get near them and you’ll be fine.”


She sheathed her knives, almost ripping her sleeves in her anger. “If you make such a racket about every little trifle, they’ll find you sooner than later.” And she’d die of a heart attack before the night was through. Maybe it would be for the better.


Josy slowly clambered down the stairs and moved along the wall, keeping as much distance between her and the rat as possible.


“This is an awful place,” she moaned and rubbed her arms. “Why would anybody live here?”


Hah! As if she’d chosen this place because of its nice view!


“Not everybody is born with a silver spoon in their mouth,” she said testily. “Some people cannot be choosy about where they live.”


That, at last, seemed to give them something to think about.


Another ten—blissfully quiet—minutes later Alex, Josy, and Max emerged from a grubby little back alley facing a wider, tree-lined street. The lower suburb, at last!


Alex scanned the street. It was a typical suburb street of Bhellidor county with small single houses sitting along the road with tiny square lawns in front of them. Most of them were old with the paint peeling off at the edges and the lawns overgrown with weeds, but at least they had lawns.


Street lamps dotted the sidewalk in regular distances. The one opposite them flickered like a dying moth, beating its little wings. A few yards down the street a couple of street lamps had completely died and below one of them, Alex spotted an old battered blue SUV, with a slightly dented hood. Jackpot! Exactly what she’d been looking for. Modern cars were a lot more difficult to break into and often had safeguards against stealing. It was a crying shame.


She motioned for Max and Josy to follow her and they scurried over the street, their tiptoeing shadows bouncing along the pavement, and went into hiding behind the car on its shady side. Both kids were breathing audibly. Alex put a finger to her lips and listened, allowing the spider to probe their surroundings. Nothing moved. Good.


She set her backpack to the ground and zipped it open. Inside, between her first aid kit and spare bra was a sleek black leather case. She fished it out and unrolled it carefully. Various differently sized tools and picks blinked up at her. This lock picking set had cost her an arm and a leg, but the investment had been worth every single penny. There were cases when quality paid, and she just liked to be sure to know that if ever she needed to open a door in a hurry, her tools wouldn’t fail her at the last minute. A thing like that really could ruin your day.


Alex fondly let her fingers run over the metal tools, searching for the right one. Finally, she selected a pick and started to work on the door.


“Are you stealing the car?” Josy’s voice held an alarmed note.


Alex paused in her efforts and turned to the girl, who gave her a look of pure indignation.


Oh yeah, great. Just give me that moral pointing finger.


“Hey look, if you want to walk all the way—fine with me,” she snarled in an angry whisper, “but trust me, it’s a very long walk. So, if you’ve got some spare money up your ass, now would be a great time to mention it, since I spend all my savings on your attire!” And then had to hear about hussy-pants for her trouble. “I really wish I saw another way, but the fact is, I don’t, so please, spare me the lecture and let me do my work.”


Without waiting for an answer, she turned back to the door, unable to stand the reproach in the girl’s eyes, when she already had enough to deal with her own conscience. Yes, she’d promised herself not to do these things anymore, but—difficult times, drastic measures. And the fact was, she really saw no other way. She thought she saw Rachel gently shaking her head. Oh, just give me break!


Alex concentrated on the door and a few moments later it unlocked with a soft click. The ghost of a smile traveled over her lips. Oh yes, come to mama!


She seized her backpack and faced the kids. Josy stared at her over crossed arms. Great Mother, she hadn’t reacted like this when she’d sliced those trueborns to ribbons to save their lives, but she threw a tantrum over a stolen car?


Alex switched the backpack to her other shoulder and cracked the passenger door open with a mock bow, raising an eyebrow at Josy. “Well, sugar? What’s it gonna be?”


They stared at each other for a moment, all kinds of emotions flickering on the girl’s face. Finally, with a loud sniff, she swept past Alex and climbed in. Making a face, Alex kicked the door shut with the heel of her boot.


“Why does she get to sit in the front seat?” Max complained.


Aaaah, children! Wasn’t there anything you could do right?


“Because I say so!”


Interestingly enough, that settled the matter.


When Max had scampered into the back seat, Alex walked around the car and slipped into the driver’s seat. Now came the really tricky part. Pressing her fingers against it to dampen the sound, she carefully ripped off the cover below the stirring wheel and swiftly skimmed through the bunch of multi-colored cables behind it.


Nope. Nope. Nope. Ah, yes! Thanks to her true eyes shining through her human skin, she quickly found the two matching red cables in the dark. One was the main power supply for the ignition switch, the other the connection between the electric circuits of the car. Using a tiny pair of pliers from her tool set she cut away half an inch of insulation on both of them.


Max stuck his head between the front seats, watching over her shoulder. “What kind of magic is that?”


“No magic.” Alex gently twisted the uncovered ends together, rolling them between her fingers, forming one bigger cable. “Just good old mechanics.”


“Wow, cool!” He looked like she’d introduced him to some grand old mystery or something.


When the cables were conjunct Alex reached for the ignition cable, also exposing its metal heart. Slowly now, very slowly. Holding both cables so that they faced one another, she touched the two raw metal tips together. The air crackled. Come on, sugar, come on! Don’t let me down. Please, come on, come—Yeeesss!


The engine purred to life and Alex almost whooped with joy. At least something was working today.


Slightly turning in her seat, she glanced at the children. “Fasten your seatbelts, please.” 


“Now really?” Max moaned, throwing up his arms. 


“No discussion,” Alex said. “You want to stay in the car—you fasten your seat belt.”


“Didn’t think a shaper would be so picky about rules,” he muttered softly, but not low enough for her sharp shaper senses to miss.


“And this shaper is going to kick your little ass if she hears something like that again,” she said loudly. Looking into the rearview mirror, she saw his mouth snap close with a click. Much better.


Closing her own seatbelt, Alex steered the car into the street.
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CHIEF Donnaghue looked up when someone called his name and spotted Lieutenant Keane jogging toward him, waving a slim black folder in one of his hands.


He glanced back at the crumpled piece of paper on the table in front of him. “Evidence list” was too strong a word for it. An evidence list required actual evidence—and they had next to none, so far. Still, the creature of habits that he was, he’d put down every hint, no matter how small, every teensy-weensy crumb of dirt, and had stared at it for the past hour, hoping for some kind of revelation. Unfortunately, his mind had stayed as blank as the major part of the sheet. Needless to say, his mood had not really improved.


Keane skittered to a halt beside him, puffing hard, trying to catch his breath. In the harsh light of the spots that had been installed a few hours ago, his lean face gained sharp angles that made him appear older than he really was and rather exhausted. Well, they all were.


“The hounds,” he gasped, with his hands on his thighs, “they—gave mouth—found some—magical residue—empty apartment—south.”


The detective in Donnaghue immediately came to attention like a veteran hunting dog at the signal of his master, but he quickly told himself not to get his hopes up too high. There had been several “hints” already during the day, but all of them had turned out to be dead ends. Still, a lead was a lead, so he folded the scrap sheet of paper, this mere piece of litter, and stuffed it into the pocket of his parka.


“When are we leaving?”


His lieutenant wiped his sweaty brow with his sleeve and grimaced. “The forensics’re already there. The guardaí sent a team down about half an hour ago.”


And, of course, nobody had bothered to tell him! Why, he was only the officer-in-charge! He shouldn’t really be surprised, though—when had they ever acted as if he was in charge of anything but his own farts. Mind him, they’d also take that from him, if they could.


“The apartment’s been cleaned out professionally.” Keane straightened, massaging his ribs. “No obvious prints. No blood. Somebody knew what they were doing. The team is searching the perimeter now, but …” He hesitated, like a man weighing how to best deliver bad news.


“The children?” Donnaghue braced himself for the worst, knowing it wouldn’t help. It never did.


Keane’s face turned grim. “No sign of them so far.”


“That’s not bad news, Ethan,” Donnaghue said softly. And it wasn’t. It meant there was hope yet. As long as there were no stiff bodies in a bag with a toe tag circling their cold feet, there was at least a chance that they were still alive out there. It meant he might yet be spared the burden of having to go to their parents and tell them that their children would never come back to them.


That was by far the hardest part of his job, he reflected. Not the cruelty he had to face day after day. Not the blood or the decomposing bodies. It was seeing the hope in a parents’ eyes—that tiny, desperate flicker of hope—being crushed by his words.


His hands curled involuntarily. He’d been forced to deliver this kind of message only a couple of times during his period of service and those were the days when he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to go home or to a pub and drink himself into a stupor. Most of all he just longed to pull his little Lyra into his arms, hold her and make sure she was still there, still okay; at the same time dreading the feeling of guilt that would come with that embrace. Guilt that he would get to spend one more day with his family intact, while he’d failed to save someone else’s.


Donnaghue felt the sudden urge to call his wife. Now, don’t be ridiculous, old son, he told himself, they are fine. And you have work to do.


“What about the apartment?” he asked before that feeling of worry could get rooted in the base of his stomach and bear the fruits of panic. “Anything that could be useful?”


“The place is part of an apartment building in Welders Street, Corner Carpenter Street,” Keane told him, checking his notes. “Owner’s Wilson Timothy Gibbons, a proprietor who rents out a couple of apartments in the building in question and several others in the area.” He glanced up. “Seems to make enough money for a proper living, that kind of business. His own place is located in Belshire.”


One of the better suburbs of Bhellidor. Donnaghue almost rubbed his hands, unable to curb the sudden streak of excitement. Finally, a useful witness. Not some stupid wasted fool who was so drunk he couldn’t tell his buttocks from his head.


“When can this man be questioned?”


Keane didn’t quite meet his gaze, suddenly looking uncomfortable. A sinking feeling filled Donnaghue’s stomach.


“What is it?”


His lieutenant cleared his throat. “Mr. Gibbons was called immediately when the apartment was discovered, but he didn’t answer the summons, so they send a team and when he didn’t open the door … well, they broke it down … and …” He shuffled his feet.


“Out with it, Ethan!” If there were any more bad news he’d rather hear it sooner than later.


Keane sighed. “They found him in his living room. Dead. Apparently slipped while fixing a lightbulb. Broke his neck falling down the ladder. Terrible thing.” 


Donnaghue swore before he could stop himself. Now there finally was a promising witness and the idiot managed to get himself killed before he could be properly interrogated. That just figured! But then he caught himself, remembering that he was thinking about a recently deceased man. He probably had a family, maybe children, who were now grieving, while he fretted about not having a valuable witness. 


He forced himself to release the paper he’d crumpled in his pocket. “Is it certain that this was an accident?”


“It would appear so,” Keane said. “From the level of his decay, he must have been dead for at least a couple of days. They are sending one of the physicians to confirm the cause of death, but that’s merely a formality.”


Of all the things that could happen … The Blind Child was having a laugh at him somewhere and he didn’t know why he deserved it.


“Oh, but the scan results have finally arrived.” His lieutenant raised the folder he’d been holding, almost as an afterthought. “The genetic test suggests that our shaper in question is female.” He held out the leather folder. “And she’s got a record that is longer than my … uhm …” His cheeks turned red and he cleared his throat.


Donahue hid a smile despite his annoyance. Eight months under his care in the Bin hadn’t yet managed to cast out the bashful village boy.


“Well, she certainly isn’t a first-timer that one,” Keane finally muttered looking slightly sheepish. “Unfortunately, she hasn’t been identified so far. They just got the prints. No name. No picture. Not much helpful in there in fact.”


Donnaghue sighed. Well, of course not, why, that would have made his job easier. He took the folder from his officer and opened it. It held several sheets of a thin, crystalline paper, the kind you got out of a holographic printer. Probably just printed out for the sake of him and his men. Likely easier than giving the underbred halfborns access to their fancy gadgets, but nonetheless it was the first thoughtful act this day, so he wouldn’t complain. He let his eyes wander down the front page and gave a low whistle.


“That is quite a record,” he admitted. And not just petty crime, either. Still. He flipped through the pages, frowning. “It’s quite stretch, though, don’t you think?” He nodded toward the dark laboratory tent, where the trueborn corpses were finally resting peacefully after being chopped up and examined for most of the day. 


Keane shrugged. “Who knows how their minds work?” he muttered with a slightly disgusted look on his face. “Maybe she sniffed a chance for some money or just saw them as a good source of fodder.”


Donnaghue nodded absently, scanning the last few pages. He closed the folder. Not quite a gold mine, but it was something to start from.


“Suppose I’ll have a chat with the Liaison Officer.” Maybe they’d have the heart to assign his team to do some background research on these lead crimes. He was getting sick of sitting on his thumbs while two children were in danger.


“Good luck, Chief.”


He glanced at Keane’s face, but there was no sign of irony there, just gloomy frustration.


Oh, well, he could certainly use some.


He left his lieutenant and walked toward the Jester’s Inn, where the guardaí lead unit had installed their contemporary headquarters. Outside the spotlights, the darkness was impervious and solid, like an undulating black mass licking at the edges of the light cones trying to gnaw pieces from it and assimilate it. People still hustled around the perimeter, guardaí, crime scene purifiers, technical and administrative staff, as well as a couple of persistent media representatives fishing for some additional information. He passed the laboratory unit, a silent pale structure in the darkness, manned with scowling guards on all sides.


Suddenly his skin prickled, and a shiver ran down his back like a ghostly finger sliding along his spine. Donnaghue wheeled around, peeking into the alleyway to his right. Something moved in the darkness, a figure knitted from shadows. A feeling of stark terror washed over him. Invisible eyes fixed on him, sharp, predatory.


Donnaghue stumbled backward in panic, reaching for his gun. When he finally managed to pull it from its holster and pointed it at the alleyway, the shadow was gone. He blinked. It lay deserted and silent, as far as he could see into the impermeable sheen of night.


He took an uncertain step forward. Nothing moved in the dark. But he had … hadn’t he? Heart hammering, he spun around, gun raised with both hands. Spun again. People were slowing around him, giving him wary looks and it occurred to him that he was waving his gun around like a lunatic.


Nodding toward a passing group of anxious looking catalogers with a strained smile he quickly holstered the firearm, but not without an itchy feeling in his fingertips. His eyes wandered back to the alleyway, but there was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen. And yet … there was this feeling, like hundreds of tiny hot needles pricking his flesh.


He swallowed. Perhaps one of the hounds …


You know that they were pulled off the scene hours ago, old son!


With trembling fingers, he pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed his sweaty forehead. This case was straining his nerves way more than he’d admitted to himself. Seeing spooks in the shadows now! He shook his head. Too much coffee, that had to be it.


After one last glance into the dark alley, he shook his head again and crossed over to the Jester’s Inn. He just hoped this whole thing would be over soon, so he could go back into his old routine.


The bar door opened to a dimly lit room, where a group of grim looking guardaí was clustered around a long table, talking softly among themselves.


Squaring his shoulders, Donnaghue took a deep breath and made his way over to them. Oh, he really hoped this would be over soon.










CHAPTER TEN










THE car sped along the deserted country road.


Night covered the world in its smothering dark blanket, drowning the land in inky blackness.


Alex stifled a yawn.


They’d left the lights of the city and the villages behind a long time ago and now made their way northward across the countryside, going at a steady pace that turned the rolling hills and forests around them into a smudged would-be oil painting as they whooshed past. 


Taking the freeway would have been a lot faster, Alex reflected, as she coaxed the car around yet another bend that forced her to slow down to almost twenty miles an hour.


Faster, yes, but also a lot more risky. Let’s face it, she had precious cargo and since the law enforcement seemed to have an unhealthy interest in this case, she would bet her ass that all the major roads leading out of Bhellidor County were closely monitored. And if they were flagged down … well, disguise or not, those kids were hard to overlook.


So, she’d settled for taking the smaller and slower roads through the backcountry—there was just no way they could keep all of those watched. Fast was good, but then safe was better.


Alex squashed another yawn and threw a glance in the rearview mirror. It had been suspiciously quiet for a while and now she saw why. When they had taken off it had been all “ohhs” and “ahhs” since the kids had never been in a halfborn car before and they didn’t seem to run out of questions like “How did it work without magic?” and “What was this petrol it ran on?” and “How fast could it go?” After about a quarter of an hour or so, Alex had to tell them to stop rolling up and down the windows; it was getting rather cold in the car by then. After that, the excitement about the novelty had slowly worn off and boredom had taken over, resulting in another round of “are we there yet’s” that had made her clench the steering wheel so hard she had made permanent dents into the leather. But now the exhaustion of the day seemed to have finally taken its toll and they’d both passed out, Josy leaning against the window of the passenger side, her face vanishing behind a curtain of long brown hair, Max sprawled all over the backseat.


Suppressing a sigh, Alex reached forward and turned down the radio. An eerie silence fell around her, only broken by the soft sound of the motor and the monotonous swooshing of the wind that rubbed itself at the steely hide of the car. Blurred shapes of trees and groves flew past the windows on both sides, their shadowy silhouettes waving in and out of the darkness.


Somehow the absence of sounds made the night around her appear even deeper, darker, like a giant fist slowly closing in on her. The narrow cones of the headlights were her only beacon in the endless darkness. It made her feel strangely isolated, like she was all alone in the world.


Max thrashed about a little in the backseat and muttered something in his sleep. Alex permitted herself a small smile. Oh, well, perhaps not quite alone.


She studied the shapes of the kids and rubbed her forehead. Everything was so surreal: Yesterday she worried about bothersome customers and how she’d pay the rent while having something to eat in her fridge—now she sat in a stolen car with two ticking time bombs for luggage, who were on the hit list of some murderous trueborn impostors. No apartment. No money. Nothing. How could it all have gone so wrong in such a short time?


Up ahead the trees lightened, giving way to dark fields and pastures. To her right, faint golden lights appeared in the distance like fireflies floating above the lazy band of the River Kells that curved like a black snake through the land. The lights grew steadily until she could make out the outlines of houses, peeling out of the dark, faint lines carefully rubbed out of the coal painting of the night. Riverside houses, idly overlooking the riverbanks, their windows reflecting on the surface of the river. 


She watched the lights and automatically imagined warm, cozy rooms with crackling open fires and the gentle sound of the river lapping on the shores, singing a peaceful lullaby. Quiet. Serenity. Nature.


A wave of melancholy washed over her, cold and bitter, like the currents of the river. It stirred an intense longing deep in her chest, a yearn she usually kept buried deeply beneath all of her day to day worries. This was the kind of place she’d always dreamed of in a secret space of her heart. A little house with a small garden. Some flowers, perhaps. A pier from which you could dangle your legs into the water. Maybe a porch with a rocking chair where you could snuggle up and read a book, having a mug of tea or a glass of wine, watching the sun setting over the shore. Nothing too fancy. Just a cozy little place she could call home.


Yeah, like that was ever going to happen. She’d never be able to afford a place like that and even if she miraculously obtained the money … settling down, sprouting roots, that simply wasn’t for her kind. Like recent events had shown again quite impressively.


Nothing but stupid dreams. Cloud castles and foam on top of rolling waves. Beautiful to look at from the distance but bound to dissolve into thin air when you tried to grab for them.


Her hands squeezed the steering wheel. Hard. Until her fingers ached, the pain giving her the tiniest bit of relief from the one inside her chest.


Behind her, the lights slowly became smaller and smaller again, as the road led away from them, like life leading her away from those sneaking desires.


She was done dreaming. She’d drop off these kids at a safe place and be off. Nothing had changed. Nothing ever changed.
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ALEX slowed and pulled into the empty gravel parking lot of a lone highway petrol station. At the horizon, the sky was just beginning to lighten with the first gray of dawn, as the sun started to rise behind the clouds.


Boy, she was tired. With a soft groan, she leaned her forehead against the cool leather of the stirring wheel and closed her eyes for a second.


Tired. So terribly, terribly tired.


At first, it had been prudent to bring as much distance between them and the Trash Bin as possible, but now things were looking quite different. Her energy level was down to the blinking red, demanding to be recharged, and relying on her spider senses was starting to border on suicide. During the last hour, her mind had grown more and more fuzzy, her thoughts zoning in and out, and more than once she’d caught herself dozing off and suddenly jerked up, barely able to keep the car steady on the road.


They would have to stop to get some sleep. Soon. A few hours at least. Three. Better four. If they ran into trouble—and somehow, she had the feeling with these kids, trouble was imminent—she’d like to have her wits together.


But first things first.


Taking a deep breath, she straightened and opened her eyes. There was a faint ringing in her ears like the low buzz of a wasp nest. She realized it had been there for a while now. Not good. Not good at all.


Grabbing the back of the passenger’s seat, she turned and glanced at the kids. They were just waking up and blinked at her from small sleepy eyes. Max yawned deeply. A red mark graced his cheek from lying on a crease of his sweater.


“Alright,” Alex said businesslike, “time to stock up on some provisions.”


They stared at her as if she was speaking in a foreign language. Obviously, their brains were still stuck somewhere in dreamland.


Alex spoke very slowly, pronouncing each word. “You—food. I—gas. Got it?”


They nodded sluggishly. Yeah, right.


She fished a few coins out of her leather jacket and held them out to Josy. Halfway through the night when they’d stopped at a small village for a pee break, Alex had spotted one of these dubious little side-of-the-street pawnbroker’s shops, where they would take almost everything in exchange for some cash—for a reduction in price, naturally. It had given her an idea. “You still got those earrings?” she’d asked Josy. Puzzled, the girl had retrieved them from her jeans pocket. Alex had taken them and marched up to the shop. The other shoe had dropped when she’d been almost through the shop door. “Excuse me, those are real pearls!” Josy had exclaimed. Well, Alex had certainly counted on that or else they wouldn’t be of much use. “It’s either that or no breakfast.” That had cut the protest short, but the sweetheart had still sulked for the rest of the night, not saying a single word until she’d fallen asleep again.


Alex had been able to trade those real pearl earrings for some dough. Of course, they’d been ripped off balls to the wall, but what could she do? Need dictated the price. Unfortunately, the shop keeper, a slimy weasel of a man, was the kind of low life who had an infallible instinct for these things, so her space to bargain had been rather limited. He’d offered her an extremely insulting deal, telling her that “she was the indigent one here.” For a tiny moment she’d considered pulling out the spider and giving him “indigent,” but on second thought, it didn’t seem like such a good idea to call that much attention to herself, or her passengers for that matter.


So, she’d grudgingly taken the money, what little it was, and silently hoped his greed would get the payback it deserved at some point. Shame was, those people usually got away with anything.


Josy was frowning at the money on Alex’s outstretched palm as if she didn’t quite know what to do with it. Or maybe she was still pissed because of her earrings. It was then that Alex realized that her fingers had started to tremble. Ah, shit!


She quickly shoved the money into Josy’s hand and curled her fingers to a fist in her lap. “Just get us some water and something to eat, alright?”


Since they still made no move to get their asses off their seats, she clapped her hands impatiently. “Chop-chop.”


Grumbling, they scrambled out of the car and shuffled off toward the shop. Once they had vanished inside, Alex released her own seatbelt and slowly heaved herself out of the car. Her whole body was sore, and every inch of her skin was tingling with fatigue. Of both skins.


Only two rusty fuel pumps hunkered in front of the grimy shop front of the little store that sported a broken green neon sign saying “open” to all the non-existent customers. Several cigarette butts littered the stained ground. Alex raised an eyebrow. It seemed that fire safety wasn’t written in big letters here.


When she walked over to the nearest fuel pump, her legs shook with exhaustion. Damn it all to the bowels of hell! Her shaper’s bite was back in full force. And with such perfect timing, too. Well, if a day couldn’t get shittier!


Ignoring her trembling fingers, she stuffed the nozzle into the fuel tank opening and leaned against the side of the car, while she waited for the needle to rise. Rubbed her eyes. Sweet Jester, she felt so horribly tired. Like she hadn’t slept in weeks.


In the far distance, black rainclouds hovered over the horizon. She eyed them warily and breathed in deeply, sampling the air. Already humid. A few more hours and this place would be soaked in another downpour. Whoop-de-do, as if it hadn’t rained enough these past days.


Alex checked the fuel gauge. Enough for another three hundred miles. She’d have to go a little slower to save gas or they’d be sucked dry again too fast. The thought made her teeth itch, but it couldn’t be helped.


Alex followed the kids into the petrol shop, having the doorbell give a mad jingle as she stepped over the threshold. Max and Josy, who seemed to be the only customers in the shop—likely even the only customers all day—just reached the check stand and piled their hunted treasures onto the checkout belt. Alex spotted a couple of paper-wrapped sandwiches, water bottles and apples, and, with an inward sigh of relief, several chocolate bars in different flavors and a yellow bag of cheese-and-onion chips. Thank goodness, there was something childlike inside them, after all. It would have been just too creepy if two children left to their own devices went out of a shop without any sugary stuff in their bags.


Alex stepped up to the counter.


“And the petrol,” she told the dull looking checkout girl who was typing on the cashier with the speed of a sloth.


She threw a longing eye at the coffee vending machine, which probably hadn’t been used for a year, from the looks of it, but in her current state it wouldn’t do her any good anyway, and the total sum appearing on the cashier display was already painful. So, there it all went. How would they pay for the next meal? Well, she’d think about it when they got there.


Back in the car, Alex gulped down half a liter of water, while Josy joined Max in the backseat and the treats were unpacked. After the kids had had their pick, she chose a ham and lettuce sandwich for herself. She would have killed for a real piece of meat, but a ham sandwich was better than nothing. No really, it was. If she kept telling herself, maybe she’d start to believe it.


A few minutes and a couple of chocolate bars later, they were back on the road. The brave sun had partly managed to break through the cloud cover, sprinkling the blue cornflowers along the road with dots of pale gold light. Having something in her belly, Alex had to put up a real fight to keep her eyes open. As if something in that sandwich had hooked a pole into her upper lids and was now tugging at them. Must be the lettuce. Treacherous greens.


The flower field expanded beside the road like a wavy blue ocean. Pretty, Alex thought drowsily as she watched them gently swaying in the wind. She floated toward the blue and gold dots that burst into sparkling big bubbles. Pretty … sooo pretty … so—


“HEY!”


A shrill sound pierced through her fog-filled brain like a ripping chord. Alex snapped upright, half-closed eyes flying wide open, jerking the wheel violently. The car bucked like a wild horse. The kids squalled. They slid across the road, the brake screaming under Alex’s foot. Somehow, she got the vehicle under control, barely missing a tree at the roadside and brought it slithering back into the right lane. Her heart was sprinting against her ribs as if it wanted to break free, throbbing up into her fingertips. 


Her eyes found the rearview mirror. The children had frozen in mid-movement, leaning toward each other, now staring at her, shock slapped onto their faces.


“What the hell?” Alex snapped in a cracking voice. “What do you think you’re doing?”


Max pointed an accusatory finger at Josy.


“That’s the last chocolate bar!” he exclaimed, nodding toward a red packet Josy was holding out of his reach.


His sister bared her teeth. “And it’s mine!”


Alex blinked. A chocolate bar? She’d almost killed them because they couldn’t agree about a stupid piece of chocolate? Right, she might have killed them too, if they had not ripped her out of her micro-sleep, but that was way beside the point right now.


It was just beyond incredible. These kids were on the run from hardboiled hitmen, who were trying to put them to an early grave, and yet they found time to quarrel over some sweets. Children!


Max was still glaring at his sister. “Why do you get to get it?” He reached over, trying to grab for the bar, but she pushed him back, shielding the treat in her hands.


“You took the almond cookie one, although you know it’s my absolute favorite,” she snapped. “It’s only fair I get this one.”


“Tis not!”


So, there we are again! Look what a snatch of sleep and a little bite could accomplish.


“You had the caramel cream bar!”


“Yes, but you had—”


“Hey!” This time it was Alex’s snarl that cut through the car. They both looked up at her, surprised, as if they had forgotten about her presence; they probably had, too.


“It’s pretty simple,” she said with a pleasant smile. “You share—or I’ll take it.”


Heh! In the blink of an eye the chocolate bar was broken in half and fairly divided. Max had a slightly smug grin upon his face, Josy was slightly scowling, but both of them mostly looked like they had more or less won the argument. Why couldn’t every problem be solved so easily?


Max rubbed his eyes and sleepily gazed at the hazy canola fields in the early morning light. “Where are we?”


Alex glanced at the odometer. “At the moment we should be somewhere close to the border of the Province of Sacariah.”


“Sacariah?” Josy licked remaining bits of chocolate from her slim fingers. “That’s nowhere near Ciradell, is it?” Suspicion laced her voice.


Alex sighed. Somehow, she’d hoped to avoid this topic a while longer. She’d spend quite some time last night during her lonely drive thinking on how to get them into Ciradell without her ass being roasted on a stick—until she’d gotten too tired to keep a straight thought in her head. There would be no trying to sneak in through the border, so much was for sure. The centers of trueborn high-society were warded with high-end magic and monitored closely by professional sentries who were able to shoot a fly from the center of a daisy. She knew. She’d seen it. Trying to sneak in would be like running along the borderline shouting “Here I am, shoot me, shoot me.” No thanks, they had to find another way. Unfortunately, what she’d come up with wasn’t much to her liking. And she had the strong feeling the kids wouldn’t like it very much either. Oh, well, might as well get it over with right now.


“We’re heading for Gomorrha.” She braced herself for an outcry of indignation.


None came. Just two blank faces. Bless those trueborn nobles for raising their kids in innocent ignorance. Not that she’d complain. It meant she’d just received a temporary reprieve. There probably would be hell to pay later, but for now, she was happy to leave it at that. Especially since she had the feeling that what little trust she had gained by now, would be gone as soon as they realized where she was taking them. On the other hand, if they really didn’t know about Gomorrha’s reputation maybe she could avoid the worst. Yeah, and the sun will shine in hell!


“It’s a city at the Hadez Channel,” she supplied carefully. “I know a guy there who can help us get into Ciradell.” If he feels like it.


Not a concern she needed to share right now.


Max popped a handful of chips into his mouth, crunching them with relish.


“He a faper too?” he asked around the mush. “Wat guy in Gomra?”


“Gomorrha.”


He shrugged. “Whatever.” Smart ass!


Now there was a loaded question. She wasn’t very keen to get into any personal story behind her relationship with the Duke. The less they knew about him—and her own involvement in his little empire—the better for all of them.


“No shaper,” she said tentatively. “More a businessman, of sorts.”


“Business?” asked Josy, as if it seemed impossible to her that a person like Alex could actually be affiliated with someone who had some kind of real job. “Of what kind?”


“He owns a cat house in downtown.” The words just slipped out of her mouth before she could stop them. She pictured herself banging her head against the wheel. An A for subtlety, Alex!


But instead of sparking with outrage, Josy’s eyes glowed with delight and she clasped her hands in front of her chest.


“A veterinary just for cats? How lovely!”


Alex opened her mouth. Closed it. She wasn’t quite sure if she should laugh or cry. “Uhm, sugar, it’s only called a cat house. There are no actual cats in there”—although that was open to interpretation—“it’s more like some kind of … you know … a kind of night club.”


“Oh.” A hint of disappointment colored the girl’s voice. “Well, that’s okay, too, I guess.”


Oh, she probably wouldn’t say that, if she had any idea what kind of club Alex was talking about. Considering her sheltered upbringing, the little darling likely had some kind of country club in mind, all finely dressed people, swinging to waltz music and sipping expensive cocktails decorated with colorful little umbrellas. Well, she was in for a shock, but Alex didn’t intend to spoil the surprise for her.


The road forked in front of them and Alex veered left, overtaking a tractor. As she went back into the right lane, the world slightly shrunk at the corner of her eyes. She blinked, but the dark spot persistently refused to recede, hovering at the edge of her sight, like a nasty little black bug. Splendid. Sure, this would happen sooner or later. She was starting to hallucinate. She had to get them off the street and find a place to recover. And better sooner than later.


She cleared her throat. It sent her brain dancing madly in her skull. “Take a look out for me, for some deserted place to crash along the road, will you? We need to stop for a while.”


“Why?” Josy asked perplexed. “Didn’t we just stop?”


Nothing gets past you, does it?


“Well, while the two of you were merrily sleeping, I was driving all night. Not to mention that I worked during the day before—and the night before that. It so happens that I am a bit tired, sorry. So, if you don’t mind, just keep your eyes open!” 


Silence filled the car as everybody stared out of the windows, but nothing disturbed the peace of the rural landscape except for a flock of geese taking off from a green field. It was increasingly getting harder for Alex to keep the street line steady in front of her eyes. The trees and pastures around her blurred again, growing bigger and smaller like a balloon someone was breathing into. Another black spot penetrated her vision, teasingly crawling through her sight field. She felt the strong urge to wipe it out of her eyes and knew at the same time that if she got started she wouldn’t stop until she’d scratched out both of her eyes. A couple of years ago she’d seen a snake rip out his own entrails under the influence of shaper’s bite, convinced they were infested with fanged worms that were eating him alive from within. It was nothing to be joked with, shaper’s bite.


A group of ash trees rocked by, their tops swaying in the wind as if they were silently snickering about her misery. If nothing came soon, she’d have to go for a field, rainclouds hither or tither. It was either that or risking meeting with a tree.


Just when she thought she couldn’t keep her eyes open any second longer, Max pointed a small hand between the seats. “What about that? Over there to the right. Looks pretty deserted to me.”


Alex squinted at the grove that sheathed the road like a green sleeve. In fact, there was a house almost completely hidden by the trees on the right side. If Max hadn’t pointed it out, she might have missed it.


She managed a tired smile. “Very good, eagle eye.”


Max swelled with pride.


Alex took the turn up the drive that led to the house. It was an old house from its appearance, cupped in the shelter of trees and shrubs like a fox in its den. Encroaching greens sneaked up the walls, covering big parts of the facade. For a moment the image wavered, and she saw another old, green-clad manor house. A child's laugh rang out, once, before silence claimed the scene. Alex looked up at the second story window, almost expecting to see the pale faces of two boys appear behind the clouded glass, hands pressed against the window, becoming smaller and smaller and smaller …


Alex blinked. An empty window stared back at her. A ridiculous sense of disappointment pricked her throat and she swallowed. The feeling almost made her turn the car around and leave, but she pulled herself together. It was the shaper’s bite messing with her emotions more than anything.


Carefully, she coaxed the car into a shielded space between some beeches and elms, where nobody would be able to see it from the street and shut down the engine. The sudden silence pounded onto her ears. 


She pressed two fingers to the point between her eyebrows and forced herself to inspect the house. It must have been impressive at some point, but now it had all gone to rack. The signs of neglect were visible all over the place, from the peeling paint to the untended flowerbeds overrun with rampant weeds. She spotted withered hibiscus and elder amongst the plants fighting for space in the unkempt ground. Nobody had laid hand on these in ages.


Deserted for months she guessed—if not years. Even from her position, she could smell the scents of various animal droppings that spoke tale of all the little rodents and critters that had made themselves at home here.


All in all, it looked like the kind of spooky house they used in horror movies, the ones that always ended with the main actors all stabbed and sawed to a bloody pulp. Bet there was an old swing behind the house, all rusty and slightly swinging in a nonexistent breeze. These houses always had such a swing. Not that she intended to walk around the house and check because if there really was one, she’d have to leave after all. She wasn’t superstitious, but there were just some things that always ended the same way and spooky houses with swings in the back were one of them.


Letting her spider skin rise up from her core, she reached out for the surroundings, sending her threads toward the house. They unfurled unwillingly, twitching like a bunch of wild snakes.


She forced them forward, guiding her mind along the sensory threads, tasting the scents, feeling the vibrations: chirping squirrels in the trees, a woodpecker, little rodents somewhere at the foundation. Only the sounds of nature …


She stretched her mind a bit further, invading the little cracks and chips in the wall. The spider balked inside her with a snarl. Come on, just a little bit further …


Her mental threads snapped. The backlash punched her into the chest and she gasped. Pain bloomed in her head, turning her vision black for a second and nausea swept over her. Ouch! Alex blindly reached for her shaper senses again, but it felt like pressing against a solid wall. Deep inside her, the spider curled together in agony. 


Damn, she should have known better than to push herself so far. Stupid. Stupid. Double stupid. She’d bite her own ass if she could.


Alex raised her throbbing head. So far, she hadn’t felt anything alarming, but this place sent her senses on guard, swing or not.


Well, only one way to find out now.


“Shall we?” she asked the kids and cracked the driver’s door open.


The moment her feet touched the ground, she knew she’d overstepped the mark. The ground shifted beneath her, wobbling like a rubber mat on water. The buzzing in her ears increased into a ring like the sound of a flat-line on an ECG-monitor. Alex reached for the car to steady herself and sucked in air through her nose.


Breathe, she told herself. Come on, breathe. If you collapse out here, you’re easy prey. It’s just a few more steps. At least the wall provided an illusion of safety.


She let go of the car and moved toward the front door on unsteady legs. A couple of formerly white wooden steps that were now greenish with traces of moss led up to a solid oak door with a milk-glass window crusted with dirt.


Alex checked the handle. It was a routine movement, but to her surprise, the door opened with a soft creak. 


Part of her was relieved—picking the lock with her shaper-bitten fingers would have been a real bitch, if not impossible. In fact, she’d already been prepared to break in in a much more drastic way. Sheer force, that she could still manage.


The other part of her, the one that forced her to sleep with a knife under the pillow each night, rang the alarm bells in her head.


Years of caution kicked in like a drug shot. Despite her shaper senses not having noted anything alarming, she found herself listening intently. Still, no sound, no sensation. But she was running on fumes and couldn’t trust her senses to be as accurate as they usually were.


She motioned to the children to stay back and palmed two knives, their weight reassuring in her hands. With her fingertips, she gently pushed against the door and silently slipped inside.


A parqueted hallway stretched in front of her, ending in a divided flight of stairs that led up to the second floor. It was mostly empty, except for a few pieces of furniture covered in white sheets—chairs, a sofa, pictures, a big shape with a smooth top that was extremely reminiscent of a piano. Everything was coated in a thick layer of dust. In the light that filtered in through the grimed windows dust particles floated through the air, sparkling like powdered crystals. It made Alex’s throat itch.


In its heyday, this house must have been a posh place to live in, yet now it was only a grave, the white coverings like burial shrouds upon the objects that had once given life to these halls.


No steps marked the dust. Empty. Dusty. Silent. The very definition of deserted.


She flipped the knives around so that the tips were facing the floor and let her arms sink.


“You can come,” she called.


A rustle of footsteps and Max and Josy inched inside, looking around with big, fascinated eyes. 


“Aaawesome,” Max said in a half-whisper. His voice echoed in the almost empty hall. He giggled, listened to the echo and giggled again, louder.


“Yep, that’s an echo,” Alex muttered. “Now if you’re done, let us see what’s upstairs.” 


Sleeping upstairs gave you more time if something showed up on your doorstep. Of course, it also made a retreat harder, but then, there were two sides to every coin. 


How she’d made it upstairs she couldn’t tell, just that each step had been a fight of will with the kids trailing around her like two excited puppies.


There was a big room facing the backyard with a few covered couches and tables, and smaller rooms on each side. All clear. Old, moth-eaten curtains covered the arched floor-to-ceiling windows, dipping them into a dusty gloom. Tugging at the corner of one of the curtains at the backside of the bigger room, Alex peered outside. From her vantage point, she could see a small lake with a rotted dock jutting out into the translucent water. Behind it, woods stretched into the distance. No swing, as far as she could see from here. Yet, there was a balcony with stairs leading down into an unkempt yard. Now that was handy, for once. 


“Iiihhh!”


Alex turned at Josy’s shriek, almost toppled over in the process and grabbed the wall for support. Sweet Jester, she really was fucked up.


Josy was staring at the naked white wall with an expression of deepest horror on her face, apparently frightened that it might attack her. Interesting. Unsettling, too.


Alex raised an eyebrow. “What?”


“Cobwebs,” Josy mumbled, rubbing her arms. “They touched me.”


Heh! “Not afraid of spiders, are you?”


Josy swallowed. “Nooo-o.”


Liar.


The girl averted her eyes, caught, and rubbed her arms more fiercely. “I just don’t want them to scuttle over me.” She shuddered at the mere thought.


“Don’t worry.” Alex dropped her backpack against the back wall, from where she had a good sight of the whole room and door. “I’ll keep an eye on them—or rather eight.” She gave a sly wink.


In that moment a cold prickling went up and down her shoulders like icicles being rammed under her skin and the streak of mirth left her. Time for bed.


“But I’m not tired at all,” Max complained, and she realized she’d said it aloud.


“Me neither,” added Josy.


“Suit yourselves,” Alex said with a wave of her hand, earning blinks of surprise. “I’m gonna hit the hay.”


She took a shaky step toward the corner.


“Can we—er—can we go exploring a little?” Josy asked, almost timidly.


Alex stared. They were asking for her permission? Cute. As if she’d be able to stop them or anything. She must have done something right, though, she decided, having turned from a frightening shaper who could not be trusted an inch to an adult whose word had to be respected. Tiredness tugged at her seams and she was inclined to just tell them to do what the hell they pleased, but a tiny voice told her that she might squander all her chances for later.


“Fine,” she said slowly, “but stay inside the house and keep it down—and don’t touch anything in here that looks like it might disintegrate.” Hah, not too bad for her first pseudo-parental order, right?


They nodded solemnly.


“Oh, and before you go,” she added when they turned to go about their mischievous business. “Does any of you have a watch?”


“I have a horanium iactari.” Josy reached into her neckline and held up a translucent blue crystal sphere, dangling from a delicate silver chain. It was framed in silver, with glowing white veins rhythmically swirling inside.


A time pendant. Just as well.


“Right. Listen, if I don’t wake up by myself, you must wake me. At the latest in,” she calculated again, “four hours.” That should be enough. Had to be enough.


“Understood?”


More solemn nods.


“Repeat it, then.”


Josy gave her a long look. “Don’t go outside,” she finally said.


“Don’t touch any breakable stuff,” Max added.


“Wake you in four hours,” the girl finished.


“Good,” Alex said—or rather, intended to say. But her lips had gotten numb and the words came out distorted. The room was starting to spin around her in slow sickening waves. She made another staggering step toward the corner


Josy leaned forward, her eyes narrowing in concern. “Are you okay?”


Her pretty face bloated, nose shrinking, brown eyes growing, turning her into a grotesque nightmarish version of herself. Alex blinked her eyes, trying to refocus.


“M’ fine,” she mumbled, not sure the words left her mouth at all. It felt as if it was filled with stale honey. “Jus’ don’ lemme sleep t’ lon …”


Alarm flashed in Josy’s eyes. Alex raised her hand to indicate she was okay when suddenly her legs gave out. The room careened, bending sideways and spiraling into a long dark tunnel. The ringing in her ears amounted to the shrill scream of a tea-kettle.


Oh, you damn stupiiiiid—


The ground punched her in the side. The last thing she saw was a thin crack in the white arched ceiling above her, that grew and widened and raced toward her before it swallowed her whole and everything went black.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










ALEX woke with a throbbing head and a stale taste on her tongue. The room around her was dipped in a deep, dusty gloom, but through the slits in the moth-eaten curtains, she could see thin slivers of light sneaking in, turning dust motes into tiny glittering insects. The incidence of the light told her shaper senses that it must already be way past noon.


Great! So much for just a few hours!


She closed her eyes again and suppressed a groan. Rely on kids to do as they are told, and you’re doomed!


Worst of all, she didn’t even feel well rested, despite the good six or seven hours of sleep. Exhaustion still smothered her body like a heavy wet blanket, dripping weariness into her bones.


Well, she was awake. That was something.


When she raised her arms to prop herself up, she realized that somebody had draped a woolen blanket over her. She froze and stared at it, baffled. Slowly, almost hesitantly her fingers reached out and touched the thick, rough material. Real.


A strange feeling that she wasn’t quite able to decipher stirred in her stomach. Looking around, she quickly spotted two body-hills on the sofa corner at the other end of the room. The pieces of furniture had been stripped of their white sheet coverings and Josy lay stretched out on the couch under a similar blanket, while Max was curled up in an armchair, sunken together as though he’d been sitting, trying to stay awake, but finally lost the day and dozed off.


Despite being annoyed about their disobedience, Alex couldn’t help grinning a little. Not tired at all, huh? So much for that.


She watched them for a moment. It occurred to her that she’d never consciously watched a sleeping child before. They looked … peaceful somehow, not like they were running from life-threatening danger. If only she was able to block out her troubles as easily.


A sudden sound made her stiffen. She tensed, the shaper in her snapping to attention.


There, again! Not quite a noise, but—vibration, yes. The softest vibration, rippling through the ground, impossible for a normal human to feel, tugging at the sensitive chords of her inner web.


She realized this was what must have woken her up in the first place, alerting that instinctual, vigilant part of her soul that barely slept, always unconsciously scanning her surroundings for possible signs of threat. Something was moving downstairs.


The blanket slid off her, as she soundlessly rolled up into a crouch, suddenly wide awake. Her sensory threads unfurled from her slowly, drowsily, still wrapped in the after effects of sleep. But at least they followed her summons.


Alex listened intently.


Yep, definitely, someone lurking around the front door. Adrenaline shredded the last threads of tiredness that still clung to her and the spider drew up to its full height, rubbing against the inside of her human skin. Her mind went into overdrive, sorting through possible explanations. Hoping that this was just some hobo looking for a place to crash would be beyond naive. No, not here, in the middle of nowhere. Also, this manor hadn’t been tended to in months, how likely was it that someone came in just this day when they were bunking down here? She never was that lucky. No, there was just one logical explanation: they had been tracked down. 


Shit!


In the blink of an eye, Alex materialized beside the couch where Josy was fast asleep. Leaning over, she put her hand over Josy’s mouth, who woke instantly with a muffled shriek. The girl thrashed in panic for a second until her eyes found Alex’s face and she froze, her wild heartbeat pumping against Alex’s fingertips. 


Alex raised a quick finger to her lips and bend forward until her mouth almost brushed Josy’s ear. 


“There’s someone in the house.”


Josy’s eyes widened, her pulse speeding up even more, like a frightened little bird fluttering its wings.


“Wake your brother,” Alex whispered. “Stay put but be prepared to run. I’ll go downstairs and check things out. If you hear anything suspicious or if I call for you to scram, I want you to take the back door.” She inclined her chin toward the balcony. “No lingering. No dilly-dallying. Just get out. Run into the woods.” She put steel into those last words.


Josy stared at her, eyes huge and fearful, and finally nodded.


Right.


Slowly, Alex pulled her hand away and pointed her toward Max’s sleeping form. She herself slunk over to the door on soft paws, nothing but the shadow of a spider at the wall.


Shifting her center of gravity, she reached for the door frame and slipped up to the ceiling.


Startled gasps.


Alex went rigid. Glanced down in alarm. Josy and Max were both gaping up at her as if she’d just sprouted a second head—since she’d just gone spider on them, she supposed it was, in a way, true. 


Damn it sugar, just because they’ve seen you shape, doesn’t mean they’re used to your little spider stunts! 


Alex firmly motioned for them to be quiet and glided through the door into the hall. The ceiling stretched in front of her, slightly domed toward its middle. Beneath her, the double-winged staircase joined into some sort of balcony with a balustrade that blocked the view to the ground floor from her current vantage point. She crawled along the ceiling like a lizard, quick and liquid, allowing the spider to rise until her true skin shone through her human shell.


The person downstairs was slowly moving through the room; she could feel the soft quakes of footsteps vibrating through the mansion’s foundation. Someone who knew how to step lightly.


Well, not lightly enough for a spider, she thought maliciously.


She paused. There was something strangely familiar to the vibrational pattern of those steps. She was almost sure she’d felt it before, yet she couldn’t quite put a face to it. Perhaps one of the men from the bridge, that Cutter guy or his crony?


The edge of the balcony loomed before her, and she inched forward, more cautiously. Just a bit more. Just a liiiittle bit.


The balcony ended abruptly, plunging down at least ten feet toward the bottom floor.


A man was moving in the glum half-dark of the hall. Alex’s world jerked to a screeching halt. 


Him!


The shock punched her so hard in the guts she momentarily slipped control of the spider and nearly dropped off the ceiling. Instinctively her claws dug deeper into the painted plaster, holding her in place as she stared down at the black-clad shadow, moving with the distinct grace of a predator.


Her hackles rose to the ceiling and the spider snarled with canine rage.


No! Impossible! Him? How could it be him?


In the light of the recent events she’d almost forgotten about him, but here he was—the trueborn forfeit from the bar in all his dark glory. He looked exactly like she remembered: shockingly attractive in that roguish way, topped off with all layers of male arrogance. Too good for the dusty ground to touch his feet. His magic swirled around him, licking at the surroundings, translucent black whispers of darkness that poured out of him and turned the room into an even more perilous gloom. 


What in the Jester’s name was he doing here?


Then something clicked in her head. The children! Of course! Her heart made a double flip. There had to be some sort of connection. Why hadn’t it occurred to her before? Two incidents of trueborns appearing in the Jester’s Inn, and within such a short period of time? How could that possibly be a coincidence? And yet she’d blissfully ignored that obvious link.


Sloppy, Alex, sloppy, sloppy.


The trueborn paused in the middle of the room and knelt at a spot that looked like one of the footprints they’d left in the dust. A ripple of gold flashed in the dark, as he pulled off one of his black gloves. Holding it in his other hand, he stretched out his bare hand toward the floor. A soft tingle of magic nipped at her, teasingly, as he slowly moved his hand above the ground, probing. The slightly burned scent of static electricity filled her nostrils.


A twinge of panic prickled along Alex’s spine. Whatever the connection to the children was, nothing good was bound to come from it.


Shit. Shit. Double shit! When she’d promised to help the kids, she hadn’t signed up to matching herself with one of Death’s Servants. Hell, she wasn’t even sure she could match him.


The memory of his glowing red eyes, burning with unrestrained blood lust, flashed in front of her mind’s eye. Fear gripped her heart with wispy spider fingers woven from darkness and the shaper in her balled itself together, a threatened beast in front of a hunting spear, spitting defiance, but really just wanting to bolt. The instinctual response was so strong she almost lost it and took a running jump.


Alex locked her teeth together and fought against the rising blind panic. Calm down, sugar. Think, damn you. Think!


She fixed the kneeling shadow below. Right now, he was distracted. Might be the only chance she’d get. Inching forward another bit, she measured the distance. Twenty feet, give or take. It was a spider’s preferred way to strike: from ambush like a quick, lethal blade. A slow smile tugged on her lips. Piece of cake! He’d never know what hit him.


She gathered herself. 


A clonk from upstairs. Muffled voices. A hiss and a yelp.


Alex closed her eyes for an instant and cursed inwardly, wanting to hit her head against the wall.


One thing! She’d asked one fucking thing of them!


The trueborn’s head jerked up, eyes flaring like two blood-red moons in the gloomy darkness of the hall. 


He surged to his feet like liquid metal and slid toward the stairs with the determination of a panther scenting prey: cautious but without fear, black coat flowing around his muscled frame like a piece of material cut from the night. His dark eyes scanned the shadows left and right of him with sharp intensity. Luckily the ceiling wasn’t exactly the first place where people expected an attacker to wait. Still, Alex quickly slipped back into the shadows, her threads of darkness weaving around her.


Curse those children! Curse them to the bowels of hell!


The moment the trueborn sat his foot on the first step, she felt his wicked magic brush against her: a wild fiery river that pulled at her, cocooning her in a veil of dark, liquid fire. She barely managed to stifle a gasp. The physical effect was less intense than last time, but it still grated along her nerves, sticky, hot and unforgiving, threatening to drown her in its wild currents, trying to solidify her muscles and block her breath—yet this time she was prepared for it and she fought against it like a person holding a stand against a breaking wave.


When she finally managed to shake it off, shivering so hard she could barely hold on to the ceiling, he was already halfway up the stairs.


The spider ripped on its leash, howling and clawing like a crazed beast. The instinctual urge to flee became nearly overwhelming. But then she thought about the kids cowering upstairs, trusting her to protect them. Only a couple of steps and a slim wall separated them from a deadly predator.


Well, that—and a very pissed spider.


A sharp smile parted her lips as her true teeth silently slid out of their canals and venom aggregated in the sacks beneath them. The spider relaxed, turning attentive and focused. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to beat the trueborn, but she could at least startle him enough to buy the kids some more time for their retreat before hightailing it out of here herself. 


For a blink, Alex thought about giving Max and Josy a warning call but quickly dismissed the idea. She might only get one shot at him and she had to make it count. Giving herself away didn’t really seem like the best course of action there.


Her body tensed. Each of his steps sent a soft echo through the room, a soft echo over her skin. The spider became a raging ball of fury inside her, wanting to break free, wanting to taste flesh, to taste blood, but she held it back.


No, not yet. Not yet. She was as taut as a coiled spring. Not yet!


He was almost at the top landing. It was now or never.


Alex pushed herself off the ceiling and dove, rocketing toward the trueborn like a living missile. His head jerked up the moment before she hit him, and their eyes met for a split second: bright blue on blazing red, a clashing of ice and fire.


He moved with inhuman speed, shifting slightly to the right in a ripple of muscle and instead of hitting him head-on with her full weight, Alex merely slammed into his side, sending them both crashing through the banister to the floor below. Wood burst with a loud crack, showering the air with splinters.


They hit the ground, hard, in a tangle of entwined limbs, sending up a cloud of dust. The impact knocked the air out of Alex’s lungs, rendering her momentarily dizzy. A sharp pain pierced her left shoulder where she’d landed on a piece of rubble and the scent of fresh blood whipped the spider into a wild, uncontrollable frenzy.


Beside her, the trueborn stirred. With a snarl, Alex shook off the dizziness and launched herself at him, claws outstretched in front of her. Somehow, he managed to catch her wrists before she could tear into him. 


Alex growled and strained against him, her teeth rending the air inches from his face. Muscles bulged on his arms and shoulders, stretching the fabric of his coat, as he fought to keep her at bay. Alex hissed like an angry cat and pushed harder, her true eyes flashing ebony.


But instead of gaining on him, she was losing—inch by little inch.


No! This was impossible. He wasn’t a shaper. Muscle or not, he couldn’t be stronger than she was, even in her current state. It just wasn’t possible.


His face twisted, and she felt him strain under her, and suddenly she was lifted into the air as if she weighed next to nothing. Her back slapped the ground with a thud and before she knew what was happening, he was straddling her, his hands pinning her arms down beside her head. 


Alex thrashed around, but his fingers circled her wrists like iron cuffs, firmly locking her in place.


He leaned forward until his face was so close that she could feel the burning heat of his skin. For a moment she stopped struggling, distracted by his eyes. From this close, she could see that they were actually brown, like a hot, delicious cup of mocha. Yet right now there was nothing inviting in them. Right now, they were absolutely deadly.


“The children,” his voice was a deep, ragged growl that sounded barely human. “Where are they?”


Alex snapped for his throat. He leaned out of reach, avoiding her easily—sweet Jester, that man was fast—and his fingers painfully dug into her wrists as he raised her a little off the ground and then slammed her back into it. The back of her head whacked the floorboards. Pain exploded in her skull, sending little stars dancing in front of her eyes. Blood filled her mouth; she had bitten the inside of her lip.


“Where?” His whole body shook with ill-concealed fury.


Alex bared her teeth in a bloody smile. “If you really think I’d give them up so easily you’re even more of a fool than you look.”


He snarled, and his eyes blazed with demonic fire. The darkness solidified around him. His magic shot from him like translucent black wings, hovering above him like the shade of death itself. Fear speared Alex and she flailed, but the trueborn could have been made from stone for all he budged.


He smiled. It was a cold, cruel smile that sent her hackles up. The magic wound from him, advancing on her, enveloping her in wisps of black mist. Heat licked at her skin, teasing first, like a lover’s tongue, nibbling and sucking on her with a thousand hot mouths, and Alex gasped, shuddering at the unexpected rush of pleasure.


But the caress quickly reached the point where it turned into pain. The moan of pleasure that had been building inside her turned into a whimper. The gauze veil of lust ripped, and she stared into the Jester’s mocking eyes.


The stroking fingers turned into tipped claws, the lips into fiery teeth. Alex screamed as they tried to chew their way through her skin. She reared up, throwing all her shaper strength into it, but instead of breaking his grip, his hands just tightened on her wrists holding her down with frightening ease. As if every passing second was making him stronger and stronger.


No, she realized with sharp, painful clarity, she was becoming weaker. Her limbs felt as if they were filling up with lead. Every movement was turning into a terrible ordeal.


Oh, sweet Jester, he was draining her!


One look at his face was all the confirmation she needed. The smile curving his lips was full of a vicious craving. A wild, insatiable hunger.


And suddenly she understood. Deathbringer. Soulhunter.


He was sucking her dry, like a spider sucked on her victim, nurturing his magic with her strength and turning her into a weapon against herself.


Alex writhed.


The trueborn cocked his head to the side and watched her with the idle curiosity of a boy watching a dying insect squirming on the ground. Those burning eyes were pulling her in and she felt lost in a raging ocean beneath a starless sky with the depths reaching for her, tugging at her ankles. She desperately tried to stay afloat, but her body had gone cold and numb and she couldn’t feel her legs, her arms, even her eyes. Everything blurred until all she saw were two bright red stars beckoning her into an endless night.


At least, Alex thought weakly, but with a hint of grim satisfaction as her mind started to shut down, she had given the children a decent chance of escape. There was just no way they couldn’t have heard the clamor of their fighting. Maybe … if they had reached the woods, found some place to hide … maybe … may …


The fuzzy sound of running footsteps rippled through the sluggish darkness. Alex’s lids fluttered and through the veil of pain, she saw Josy’s head appear over the balcony railing, her eyes two dark flecks in the white oval of her face.


NO! No, no, no! What were they doing? They should be gone by now. They should be—


“Stop!” The shrill sound of the girl’s voice pierced the numbing fog around her mind.


In a last gasp of desperation, Alex fought against Death’s grip on her.


“Run!” she tried to scream, but only a helpless croak escaped her lips.


The distant staccato of shoes on wood announced the kids clambering down the stairs, wasting her sacrifice. Stupid kids! Why? Why couldn’t they obey just once?


Anger kept her afloat a second longer, but the misty darkness wrapped around her like a burial shroud made from the cloak of Death and yanked her down.


The room dimmed around her. 


“Stop it!” Josy yelled again, somewhere far, far away. 


Alex wanted to tell them to run. She wanted to tell them that he was forfeit and that he wouldn’t stop. Certainly not because they were asking him to.


But then, to her utter surprise—he did.


Yet it was too late, the currents swallowed her and dragged her under.










CHAPTER TWELVE










THE darkness shivered and receded, pulling Alex back from the edge. She broke through the forfeit’s magic like a drowning person through the surface of a churning sea, kicking and thrashing.


The darkness tore like a veil.


Slowly, the hall swam back into focus, with the trueborn still leaning over her, his dark magic hovering above him like a vicious storm cloud waiting to be released again. Yet he wasn’t looking at her, but something beyond her. 


A clattering sound came from behind. Alex turned her head just a little and was punished by a wave of nausea. The fuzzy figure of Josy just reached the bottom of the stairs, Max in tow.


No!


“Stop!” the girl called once more, catching the stairs starting newel and gasping for air. “Stop it! She helped us!”


The trueborn recoiled as if stabbed with a knife and leaned back, staring down at Alex with an expression of plain incredulity on his face. It wasn’t much of a release, but it was enough; the moment the weight eased off her chest, her flight instinct kicked in and she burst free from his grip, flying back against the wall behind her, baring her teeth in a snarl.


Two blurry shapes dashed past her, flinging themselves at the trueborn. No, not at him. Into his arms. 


What the—?


“Uncle Darken!” Josy exclaimed as she pressed her face into his chest. “Oh, Uncle Darken!”


Uncle? Alex blinked. Clearly, she must have misheard. She shook her head to expel the vertigo. When the world regained its contours, it presented her with the most bizarre picture imaginable: the trueborn had risen to his feet and the two kids were both clinging to him as if he was their lifebuoy in a wild open sea, completely untroubled by the lethal magic currents saturating the air around him. 


Watching Alex over the children’s heads, the man gently but firmly untangled himself from their grip and shoved them behind his back—as if she was the one they needed protection from! Hah!


He fixed her with his burning stare. Alex leaned forward and opened her mouth, baring her teeth in challenge. Bring it, asshole! This time I’m prepared!


The air darkened around him. He raised his arms at his sides and magic danced along the fingers of his bare hand like black lightning. She felt his power condense above him, dark and deadly, pressing against her. 


Josy grabbed his sleeve and tugged at it, forcefully.


“Please, stop it! She helped us. She really did.” Her eyes were wide, and she nervously licked her lips.


The forfeit hesitated. His face twisted, and his head jerked. There was a hint of that terrifying madness in his eyes, the same madness she’d seen in the bar when he’d considered attacking Mitja and it struggled to break free. Alex could tell that he was hovering on the edge of violence, a drawn sword hungry for a strike. 


She braced herself. If he lashed out, she’d jump and hope he missed. And then she’d go for his legs. Safest bet for her right now.


Never taking his eyes off her, the man slightly turned toward the children.


“Is that true?” There was a brittle huskiness in his deep voice as if speaking was presenting a tremendous effort for him.


Both kids nodded frantically.


“It is,” Josy breathed. “I swear it.”


“Yes, she saved us.” Max glanced from him to Alex and back, a slightly uncertain look in his eyes as if he wasn’t quite sure what was going on but he sure as hell didn’t like it. He gave a little whine. “Please don’t hurt her.”


The man turned back to Alex, pondering her, his fingers clenching and unclenching at his sides. The blood-red darkness in his eyes called to her soul, whispering, beckoning. A siren call of perdition.


Alex held on tightly to her spider-self, not standing back, but not making any move to provoke him either, knowing that whatever happened next would decide whether this would end in bloodshed or not.


After what seemed an eternity, the man slowly lowered his arms and she felt the pressure of his magic ease. The darkness melted around them. Wow, she hadn’t even realized how dark it had become in here.


With a tiny breath of relief, Josy let go of his arm. The trueborn gave her a quick glance as if to make sure she was okay, before he focused back on Alex, his face glazing over with glacial politeness, changing him from burning demon-forfeit to ice-carved trueborn noble in a breath.


He slightly bowed his head in her direction. “In that case, I am very sorry that I tried to kill you.”


Yeah, bullshit!


“Well, I’m just sorry that I failed,” Alex growled, rubbing her neck, trying to get rid of the memory of the vicious bite of his magic.


He stiffened, and his eyes sparked dangerously. Alex smiled and let her claws slip out of their beds.


“Oh, for the merciful Mother’s sake, will you please stop it—both of you!” Josy rushed between them, hands outstretched to both sides, palms out, looking slightly desperate.


The spider in Alex purred, a scoffing little feline chuckle. Stupid little mouse. Stepping between two snarling predators dancing along the killing edge. Not clever, little girl. Not clever at all.


Josy seemed to realize the same, for her eyes widened and she paled visibly. However, she stood her ground. You had to give it to her. She wasn’t a complete coward. It did take some guts to step between a blood hungry forfeit and a pissed off shaper.


Huge honey eyes darted between Alex and the trueborn, obviously trying to make some kind of decision. Finally, the girl turned her back on the trueborn and faced Alex, nervously weaving her fingers together.


Alex arched an eyebrow. So, she was considered the bigger threat in this room? Interesting. Normally that wouldn’t be much of a surprise. When a trueborn forfeit was on the other side of the equation, well … then it was quite a statement.


The girl took a deep breath. “Alex, this is our uncle Darken.”


Uncle, huh? So, she hadn’t misheard. Now, what a sweet family reunion in the deepest halfborn territory. Wasn’t it a small world? Coincidences, coincidences.


Josy bit her lip and bend at her hip until she was looking at the forfeit. “Uncle—this is Alexis.” There was a short moment of hesitation. “She’s a shaper.”


“I figured that much myself,” the man said dryly. Without the rugged growl, his voice had a deep, velvet timbre that sent a soft shiver over Alex’s skin.


“Yes, she’s a spider!” Max volunteered from the side.


Alex groaned inwardly. Safe to tell the children, right? Why even try to keep something secret, when those kids just blurted it out to anyone. Especially him. Luckily, she didn’t possess a social security number or bank account number, or he’d probably know about them as well by now.


“A spider, huh?” A hint of a smile played around the trueborn’s lips as he reached out and ruffled Max’s hair. It had the most devastating effect. For a second it softened the sharp, haughty edges of his features, lifting the carved mask from his face and giving her a tiny glimpse at the real man underneath—and that man wasn’t just handsome, he was freaking hot.


Alex blinked her eyes several times. Wow, she really must have hit her head harder than she’d thought. After all, he was still the same man who had almost killed her a moment ago. And still would, if she put only a toe out of line—whatever that line was. He’d stepped back from the edge, true, but it hadn’t been for her benefit, she held no sugary illusions there. And he was still close. She knew. She certainly was.


“Let me guess,” the man leaned forward, a slightly teasing note in his voice, “she turns into a giant black widow and runs around crushing people’s skulls for a lark?”


Despite herself, Alex had to bite her lip to keep from smirking. So, she wasn’t the first one to have been favored with that particular story—and who knew it was utter bullshit.


Max’s ears turned scarlet.


“Uhhhm, nooo,” he admitted sheepishly. “But she does have poisonous fangs—and she can climb up walls just like this.” He snapped his fingers.


The trueborn’s eyes shortly flickered to the ceiling from where she’d jumped him and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “You don’t say.” 


“She does!” Max nodded wildly. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. It’s pretty bad-ass, too. And she killed the evil men who were following us in a heartbeat!”


The change was instant and alarming: the streak of mirth vanished and everything about him sharpened like a knife drawn along a grindstone. “What men?”


Both kids spoke at the same time.


After a moment, the trueborn raised a hand and they immediately fell silent again.


“One at a time.” He nodded at Josy, which Alex thought was a wise choice. Max was too excited for any straight recollection of events and he got distracted way too quickly.


The girl swallowed and then told him the whole story, haltingly first, but finally, it all gushed out of her as if a dam had been broken.


Alex noted with relief that it more or less matched the version of events they’d given her, except for a lot more details and side-comments especially from Max, she didn’t know what to do with, like “Could he believe that it was Heather who had taken his pepper-quill?” and “Would he mind helping them with ‘the house’ when they finally arrived at the country estate?”


The trueborn listened silently, his face growing darker with every word. Alex watched him from the side, trying to assess his reactions. There wasn’t much to draw from. As a shaper, she was particularly sensitive to emotional currents, the tastes and scents of hormones on skin. Combining them with the visible physical signs that went along with certain states and feelings, her core was able to interpret them and usually allowed her to decipher what people really felt, despite what they were showing. Especially strong emotions “leaked” from people just like this man leaked deadly magic. But apart from that, everything around him felt … muted. Vague. Like trying to reach a person behind a thick pane of glass.


When they reached the part where the guard captain was shot, his mouth briefly flattened into a hard line. When Josy told him how the would-be-guardaí had almost caught them in the woods his hand jerked a little as if he wanted to draw a non-existent sword. And when she told him that Max teleported them more than five hundred miles to Bhellidor his eyebrows drew together—Alex thought she smelled a hint of surprise on him.


And then came the part in the bar, where her own involvement had started. It was strange to hear the known events described by someone else. It was both an under and overstatement, especially when Max cut in to declare, “She killed them in, like, five seconds or something. It was amaaaazing!”


As much as she appreciated the boy’s praise, it didn’t seem like the best tactic to convince the trueborn that she wasn’t to be considered a threat.


Darken’s gaze skimmed over her, still saturated with all the colors of mistrust, but there was also a new note in it: Surprise? Wariness? Respect? It was hard to tell without any sensory backing.


After they’d finished, he leaned back against the wall, watching her for a while over steepled fingers from those unnerving dark eyes. Alex returned his gaze coldly. If he thought she would flinch, he was barking up the wrong tree.


“It really does seem like you saved my niece and nephew,” he finally said quietly, sounding surprised by that fact. “For that, you deserve my gratitude”—Deserve! Hah! As if he was granting her some great personal honor!—“so please forgive me if I’m being frank: Why would a shaper help two trueborn children?”


Oh, great Mother, not him too! Alex almost rolled her eyes. Why did everybody have to ask that damn question?


Oh, but you know why, sugar. You know exactly why. And that is the point, isn’t it?


Alex hiked her shoulders, flipping a strand of hair out of her face.


“They are children,” she said flatly. “Someone was trying to kill them. It might come as a shock, but in that situation, it seemed like the right thing to do. We are not all bloodthirsty monsters, you know—some of us do have moral standards.” Although sometimes she wished she didn’t. In this particular case, it would have saved her so much trouble. Of course, the kids would be dead, but hey, at least nobody would have felt wrong about it.


Darken’s lips curled at the corners as he looked down at her, every inch haughtiness carved into human form. “You will understand that I have trouble believing that.”


“Sugar, I don’t give a shit about what you choose to believe or not,” Alex snapped. “I don’t have to justify myself to you.” So why on earth did she sound like she was doing exactly that? Who was he to judge her anyway? He was a fucking forfeit. A state-licensed assassin. And he was honestly questioning her morals? Please! Just because he was their bloody uncle didn’t give him the right to—


Wait a minute! He was their uncle! He was their fucking uncle!


“You know what?” She raised her hands. “This is great, actually. You’re here now. You’re their uncle. Why don’t you just take it from here and I’ll be off and on my way.”


Wherever that will lead me. She didn’t say those last words out loud but thinking them hurt just as much. 


“I don’t think so.”


Alex felt a shudder run down her back at the sound of his voice and stiffened, her upper lip curling back in preparation of a hiss. Her eyes narrowed to slits. “And why is that?”


The look he gave her was odd. “Didn’t you listen to the news today?”


What did the news have to do with anything?


“Actually, I was a bit occupied.”


Darken glanced from her to the children and back, his eyes widening in genuine surprise. “You really don’t have a clue who you are traveling with, do you?”


And what was that supposed to mean? She shrugged, testily. What was there to know, really?


“Some pair of spoiled trueborn aristo kids who have been babied a little too much throughout their lives for my taste?”


Both Max and Josy gave loud exclamations of indignation, which she ignored.


Darken sighed and gave the kids an I-should-have-known look. There it was again, this fleeting exchange of glances between Max and Josy, and this time it was unmistakably laced with guilt. Alex felt a quiver in her stomach. Oh no, this wouldn’t be good.


The gaze Darken gave her was almost … apologetic. He cleared his throat. “May I introduce to you, Josepha and Maxwell Dubois-Léclaire.”


The world took a turn too fast.


“Dubois-Léclaire? The Dubois-Léclaire?” Alex voice almost snapped, but she couldn’t help it. “Like—Senator Stephane Dubois-Léclaire?”


“The very same.”


The ground lurched beneath her, and she reached for the wall, suddenly in desperate need of its support.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! No wonder the whole district was running amok. They weren’t just some royal kids. They were the kids. The Dubois-Léclaire children. Their father was only the most favored candidate for this year’s Southern gubernatorial election. People already called him the designated Governor of the South, and not too softly, either. If he won—and the odds of that were quite high if the media could be trusted—they’d be one of the mightiest families of the whole Republic. The cream of the crop. Only the Prime’s family would be higher up in ranking. And she’d managed to get herself involved in their elite wire-pulling.


Ah shit! Alex groaned and covered her face with her hands. Great. Just why did she have to interfere? Why had she agreed to take Darcy’s bloody shift in the first place? Great. Great. Marvelous. 


“They didn’t bother to tell you, did they?”


Alex peeked through her fingers and found Darken looking at her, with too much understanding in his eyes. It gave her the impression that he knew exactly how it felt when those kids pulled the ground from under your feet. Well, he was certainly the last person she wanted understanding from.


“It seems they forgot to mention that little detail.”


She turned toward the kids, who stood there like two pictures of perfect innocence. At least they had the decency to cringe under her gaze. And better so! Valuable, my ass! Now things were starting to make a lot more sense.


Alex’s hands curled into fists. She needed to break something, or she would strangle them. Maybe she would just strangle them. True, she’d promised not to kill them but that had been before she’d known the scope of the catastrophe she’d maneuvered herself into.


Darken disengaged from the wall. “I’m afraid it gets worse.”


Worse? Alex glared at him. “How can it possibly get any worse?”


Reaching into his coat pocket, he retrieved a golf ball-sized, ornate metal ball with three evenly spaced crystals embedded in the surface. An Echeranion Sphere. Her sire had had several of those at the mansion. It had three slots for different replay purposes: one for each sound, pictures, and moving images. She and her half-brothers had called them memory-balls and had done quite some mischief with them.


Alex felt the spark as he gently channeled some of his magic energy into it. The sphere glowed, and energy threads shot out of it, quivering around it in radiant lines. When he stepped back, it floated in the air in front of him, rotating at the spot. At some point, it stopped, and a beam of white-blue light shot out of one of the crystals, snapping open into a hologram above it, forming the three-dimensional image of a woman. Dark curls framed a slim face that looked serene and elegant. She wore a formal dressing suit and a huge gemstone hung above her décolleté. It had to be a recording of a trueborn news channel for the silver pin of an honesty flower, the symbol of a trueborn news speaker, was attached to her neckline.


Then the woman spoke, and Alex was glad for the wall in her back. She stared at the ghostly image, hearing the words but unable to process them. Finally, the hologram flickered, signaling the end of the recording, just as the woman said in her gentle, husky voice, “If you have any further information please contact your law enforcement department on the emergency hotline. This was Sadie Chandler from South—”


Darken stepped forward and picked the sphere from the air. The magic died, and the image dissolved, as the glow was sucked back up into the crystal. Silence filled the room.


Alex stared at the metal ball, now dead and dull between Darken’s fingers, keenly aware that everybody was looking at her. Her ears were filled with a strange hum. 


Apparently, she hadn’t just “abducted” the Dubois-Léclaire children, no, she had also “killed five highly decorated guardaí,” who had come to their aid.


Not bad enough that they wanted to frame her for a trueborn murder, but cops? Alex groaned. If people thought that she’d killed cops, she’d be at the very top of every wanted list. And since she was a shaper it would be shoot first, ask questions later.


This couldn’t be real. It just couldn’t!


She sank down on something—a chair, the floor, she didn't care—and buried her face into her hands, as she swallowed the implications.


She was already as good as dead.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










IN the half-dark of the entrance hall Darken watched the shaper woman sitting on a covered chair, unconsciously rubbing the back of her neck. It was a typical reaction to the vicious touch of his magic and she probably wasn’t even aware of the movement—yet. That would change. It always did. And the question was, how would he deal with it when it happened?


Leaning back against the wall and crossing his feet at the ankles, he slightly tilted his head to the side and studied her, trying to make sense of what he saw. And quite as much of what he didn’t see.


Considering that he had just delivered her possible death warrant, she seemed considerably composed. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she had lost control and turned violent, had even quietly prepared himself for that possibility—she was a shaper after all. But no. No rage. No tears or panic either. She just sat there, radiating sharp, cold waves of anger and hostility.


It didn’t make any sense. But then, nothing seemed to make sense with this woman. By virtue of the rule, she should be scared out of her wits by his mere presence. At least, that was how most people reacted to him, especially those with a strong magic sensitivity, let alone after getting a taste of the deadly curse that flowed through his veins.


Forfeit. Doomed. Soulhunter. Night Master. Jester Brother. Deathbringer. Enforcer’s Sword. The Ravens of Yst had many names and none of them boding well for those on the receiving end of their wrath. Yet they all had justification. Their reputation preceded them like a dark veil and their very mention was usually enough to make people shudder. 


Fear, yes. Fear was a common presence in his life.


Fear. Panic. Desperation. He knew them all, knew all their different flavors, their refined distinctions, every luscious nuance. He knew them so well, in fact, that they were like old friends you had seen so often that you recognized them even from the tiniest hint: the sound of a word spoken in a crowd, a whiff of perfume, the gait of a person from behind …


He knew exactly how to feed them, how to spin them into a delicious feast and how to squeeze the last drop of despair out of the body while he fed on the sweet essence of their souls …


A stray ray of sunlight reflected on the tattoo on his bare hand and Darken moved his fingers with a tiny cold smile, watching the golden lines blur in front of his eyes.


Even among the trueborn, people hurried to get out of the way when one of them made their appearance, that alleged gesture of honor a flimsy excuse for the fear that was being masked by it. Nobody wanted to be near one of Death’s Servants.


Who would want to be touched by the hand that delivered death so frequently? he thought bitterly. Their presence was too much of a reminder of people’s own mortality and they found enough ways to keep them at distance. A pretty weapon that was best admired through the bars of a gilded cage.


An invisible cage, he reflected as he felt the backs of his hands burn, that well-known urge to curl his fingers into fists, but a cage nonetheless.


He closed his eye for a second. He was what he was, but sometimes …


It was a tiring dance. He was so used to people tiptoeing around him, to that pungent wisp of submissiveness that grated along his nerves wherever he walked. He was so used to the sound of hushed voices, of mortal fear so plainly displayed in people’s eyes, that he usually neither cared nor minded.


And then there was this shaper woman, who simply refused to show any kind of appropriate reaction to him. Who had almost died by his hands a moment ago and then challenged him with her next breath, although she was barely able to stand on her own two feet.


Even now, there was no fear in her eyes, only wariness and anger. He didn’t know how to deal with such brazen behavior.


She caught him looking and gave him a glacial stare out of those large frosty eyes. They were extraordinary eyes, startling blue and radiant with the hue of pale morning light. There was something strangely arresting about them. Just like the rest of her human form: fair hair, fair skin, with an exotic hint that drew the eye. It reminded him of a winter wood covered in ice, mysterious, ethereal, and almost … delicate; beautiful to look at but beware the foolish wanderer who strayed too far from the path …


Such a pretty skin hiding such a dangerous core. Yet he had glimpsed part of that core and he knew better than to be fooled by a dazzling female body and big eyes. He had gotten a fair taste of the astonishing strength that lay beneath that silky skin—and without his magic siphoning off her life, he would hardly have been able to stop her from tearing his heart out.


No, there was nothing delicate about this woman. She was as deadly as a poisoned blade and not to acknowledge that was to beg for a deadly cut.


When he refused to look away, she bared her teeth at him, and he had the strong feeling that, given the chance, she would very much like to sink them into his throat.


He almost shook his head. Crazy woman.


Was she just foolish? Or did she really think she could match one of Death’s Servants?


Well, she could try. Not that she would have any success. He’d drained her before and he would do it again. A forfeit’s gift was a life’s curse and it took quite formidable an enemy to be a match for the destructive power flowing inside the vessel of his body. Even now he could feel his magic churning inside him, a deadly river cresting against the edges of his self-control. Death was calling to him, a constant enticing whisper in the back of his mind, and part of him was inclined to give in to her seductive lures.


At the same time, he was painfully aware of his niece and nephew standing right beside him, their souls two radiating stars, pulsing with life and vibrancy in the darkness of his mind. Begging him for a sip from the dark cup. Just a tiny, tiny sip.


No! He curled his bare hand until his nails painfully dug into his palm. Never! They were his everything. His family, by blood, though not by name. And if he ever lost control around them …


Even the thought was too tormenting to bear. They were his reason to endure, to hold onto himself. The reason why he was still sane when so many others of his kind had lost themselves behind that veil which separated their minds from the domain of Death. 


He clung to that thought, clutching the Echeranion Sphere in his bare hand, concentrating of the sharp edges of the metal ornaments cutting into his skin, letting the physical pain be his guide and compass needle out of the red haze.


With immense effort, he stepped away from the veil. The redness receded, and he closed that mental wall, sealing his emotions in a cave deep inside him, knowing his face turned into the cold, indifferent mask he wore around people—a protection for them as much as for him. The pressure inside him eased, just a little. Just enough.


Forcing his struggles into the background, Darken held up the Echeranion Sphere between his thumb and forefinger. “This was aired approximately eight hours ago on Southern News Today. By now, I believe it is a fair guess that it must have been shown on all relevant channels nationwide.” And on every other small and unimportant news station groping for attention, as well.


The spider raised her gaze to the ceiling and swore.


“But … that’s not what happened,” Josepha said, her voice incredulous. “They were not guardaí and they were trying to kill us. Alex saved us from them. She didn’t abduct us. It’s a lie!”


“I know, darling. But it doesn’t matter.” Darken pocketed the Echeranion Sphere and turned to her. “Somebody made sure that this is what everybody thinks has happened.” 


Somebody with influence in both law enforcement and media. And since it allegedly involved five dead guardaí, every officer of law enforcement, whether half or trueborn would be on her track. And the hunt had already begun. It was a beautifully crafted scheme, he had to admit. Since she was a shaper it wouldn’t occur to anyone to question those allegations.


Does she know? he wondered, letting his eyes glide over the shaper. There was still anger in the bend of her spine and the hard line of her mouth, but the slump of her shoulders spoke of resignation and he realized that she did. Oh yes, she knew very well.


“You have to do something, Uncle Darken!” Max exclaimed. “Can’t you call Daddy? When he tells them that they got it wrong, they will have to believe him.”


Darken shook his head. “I’m afraid we cannot contact your father from here.”


“Why not?”


Tread carefully, a soft voice whispered in the back of his mind. Bitterness welled up and dissolved like unrolling waves on a shore. A forfeit’s life was a life of lies—even among the family.


“I was sent here on a secret mission for the Order. If my presence in this area would become public, the consequences would be most … inconvenient.” It was as close to the truth as he dared. “But what is even more important is that we don’t have any means of safe communication. The vís-a I’m carrying doesn’t have a secure connection.” Because it was not one of the Order’s high-end screened communication devices.


“Every kind of magic communication in this area will be easy to trace for somebody who knows what he is doing, and we don’t know who might be listening in. It is actually how I got on your trace in the first place,” he added quietly. “I hacked the law enforcement radio and that is supposed to be a protected line.” 


And it had taken him less than ten minutes to break into their system. He only knew one person who might be able to do it faster, but then, that didn’t mean others couldn’t do it at all.


Max’s eyes got big. “But … well, you are … you.”


Darken almost smiled. “Unfortunately, I am not the only one with skills in that department. The risk is simply too high. Whoever is behind all this has means and connections and he seems to have people inside the local investigation as well. If we try to contact your Dad, we might accidentally send them directly on our tack.” And he would not risk the children’s lives in such a blunt way when he had not yet any way to assess who and what they were dealing with. 


Maxwell hung his head, looking disappointed that his grown up thinking hadn’t led on to something.


The spider lifted her chin, speaking for the first time since he’d broken the bad news to her. “Well, the way I see it, all of this actually speaks for me making a quick disappearance.”


Darken slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and gave her a bland look. “You can go if you like. I certainly won’t stop you.” 


She blinked, having clearly expected something else.


He didn’t give her any time to collect her thoughts. “But let me put things into perspective for you: I was at the crime scene. You bit at least one of the victims and they have extracted your genetic material. They also discovered the apartment in the former craft district of the city.”


The sudden tension in her body told him all he needed to know.


“Oh, and before I forget to mention it, there are several dark hounds included in the search.” He leaned forward. “Do the math. You are supposed to have killed several cops and abducted the children of one of the most important public figures in the entire Republic. The whole country is looking for you, so how long do you think it will take exactly until they will find you?”


Her eyes widened as she realized just how much in a fix she was. She cursed again, with shocking vulgarity. Darken grimaced and hoped the children wouldn’t remember too many of the words she used. Especially Max. 


“So, you see,” he said quietly, when she had finally run out of swear words, “you can run now—it might even take a while if you are good”—and wouldn’t it be interesting to see just how good she really was?—“but they will hunt you down eventually. Your chances of survival are slim at best.”


Her head snapped up and her eyes blazed at him as if this was all his personal fault. “And you’re telling me all of this, because …?”


She certainly was no fool, this shaper. He decided to be very careful about this. 


“Maxwell is right in one point,” he said, not quite answering her question. “If anyone has the authority to correct this … misunderstanding and set your record straight it is my brother. So, as much as it pains me to say this, at the moment your best hope to survive is to come with us.”


Her eyes turned into small, suspicious slits. “And why on earth would you offer to help shaper scum like me?”


Oh no, definitely not a fool.


Darken let an expression of contemptuous indignation slip onto his face. “Dubois-Léclaires pay their debts. After you saved Maxwell and Josepha, the least my family can do is help you smooth out the ramifications of your actions.”


And, more importantly, it would allow him to keep a close eye on her. If she really thought he’d bought her sweet little “it seemed like the right thing to do” act, she was a fool after all. He’d dealt with enough shapers to know that “the right thing to do” usually involved their own benefit from a situation. He understood why they acted that way—they had to look out for themselves since law and society didn’t—yet that didn’t make them any more trustworthy. He didn’t see why this one should be any different.


So, whatever game she was playing, he had no intention to let her slip away before he knew exactly what it was. And if she planned any funny business … Well, he was here now to make sure she wouldn’t be able to see it through.


Alex’s posture was still soaked with weariness, the look of an animal in a trap. But he could see that she knew she was backed into a corner. And right now, he was that one door that led out of it. Only she didn’t trust what lay behind that door. And she shouldn’t, if she was smart. Ah, what a delightful gamble.


Finally, she blew out a slow breath. “Your brother … you really think he can help me?”


Darken crossed his arms. “Obviously, I cannot make any concessions on my brother’s behalf, but I can promise you this: if you come with us, I’ll do anything in my power to keep you safe until you get a chance to present your case to him.”


Of course, this was just a bone instead of the meat she’d hoped for, but then it was still better than the loaded gun that was waiting on the other end of that road.


Ah, the look she gave him. He’d just offered her his protections—a forfeit’s protection, something that was usually reserved for the highest state officials—and she looked like he had just tried to force himself upon her.


She hooked a strand of pale blond hair back into her messed up braid and crossed her arms in front of her chest, mirroring his position.


“Fine—say for the sake of the argument, I came along with you—how are we gonna get to your dear brother without your mission compromised and with the rest of us staying in one piece?”


Darken hesitated. All the normal means of transportation posed a considerable risk. If he was traveling alone, moving unseen wouldn’t pose a problem, but now he had to factor in the children. And the shaper. No light baggage.


Steepling his fingers, he rested them against his chin. “Just out of curiosity: where were you headed before I showed up?”


The spider opened her mouth. “Ah well, I was still working on—”


“We were on the way to Gomorrha,” Max announced cheerfully.


“She knows someone with a cat house there,” Josy added.


The woman closed her mouth with a click.


Darken dashed around to her, his magic flaring like an angry candle, licking at the inside of his skin.


“And you dare talk to me about morals?” His voice brimmed with a growl. “Gomorrha is a damn sink of inequity. That’s like leading them directly into the lion’s den!” 


The Blind Child only knew what she had planned to do with them in Gomorrha. Everything was possible in that hornet nest of a city.


“I’m well aware of that!” Alex pushed herself out of her chair, baring her teeth at him. She swayed precariously on her feet and years and years of ingrained etiquette training compelled him to offer her support, but she looked like she’d bite off his hand if he came too close and he wasn’t sure either if he wouldn’t accidentally snap her neck if he touched her right now.


“Look sugar, I’m a shaper,” she snapped, pacing up and down the room. “It’s not like my options are growing on trees lining the street for me to have my sweet pick from. Someone like me can’t just cross the damn border back and forth as she pleases.”


She paused, pressing the fingertips of her left hand to a spot between her eyebrows. Finally, she took a deep breath, obviously making an effort to calm down.


“I know this guy there, okay? He’s a portalist. And he owes me, sort of.” 


When he didn’t say anything, she shrugged. “It was the best I could come up with, but if you’ve got a better idea, please feel free to share.” 


Darken forced himself to breathe deeply, trying not to rise to the obvious challenge. They had more pressing issues right now than a battle for dominance.


So, a portalist, well, well. The problem with portalists, like with teleporters for that matter, was that they had to be licensed and part of a guild, and that their activities were strictly logged and reported, just like most castes had their rules and regulations one way or another. His gloved thumb absently stroked the back of his bare hand. If she really knew a portalist, she likely knew this as well, which would render the option useless, unless …


“Is he registered?”


She just gave him a look. “Please.”


Great Mother, that woman really had nerve.


An unregistered portalist then. Darken picked up his other glove from the ground and thoughtfully rolled it between his hands, questioning his own sanity for even considering this as a viable option. But Gomorrha wasn’t that far from here. And if there really was a portalist—which remained to be seen—it would shorten the travel distance immensely and avoid a lot of awkward questions. It would also definitely destroy the trace for the hounds. They could be at the Rose Petal Estate by midnight or at least tomorrow morning, having the children safe and sound behind wards and guarded lines before any of this could spiral even more out of control. Always provided the shaper wasn’t lying through her teeth. And if she was … well, in that case he, would give her a very thorough taste of why the forfeits’ reputation was sometimes, utterly deserved. 


“How exact is that portalist?”


Another one of those looks. “Exact enough.”


Darken sighed and lowered his hands. He had to be insane. “Alright, then we go through with the original plan.”


With a swift movement, he slipped on the glove over his bare hand, hiding the mark of his shame for which his caste was so infamous.


“Since I was able to track you down here,” he said, “it is only a matter of time until the legal forces show up as well, so I suggest we get going. I suppose the car I saw outside has not been … legitimately acquired?”


“Why, aren’t you a smart bastard,” Alex said sweetly, while her eyes were sparkling with outrage.


Why? he wondered. He had just agreed to go along with her plan. Perhaps she was angry to see her little scheme falling apart. 


He took a deep breath, his fingers curling at his sides. He wouldn’t kill her, not yet anyway.


“What I was trying to say is that we’ll have to swap better sooner than later. If this vehicle is reported missing—”


She raised her hands. “Save your breath, Mr. Smarty-pants. This isn’t my first rodeo.”


Muttering something about a backpack and clean air, she marched toward the undamaged side of the staircase and vanished upstairs.


“You caught yourself quite a feisty little spider,” Darken muttered to his nephew when she was out of earshot. The boy grinned. Something smashed upstairs and then someone swore.


When Alex returned with a shabby old backpack slung over her shoulder, still looking like a winter fury ready to unleash an avalanche, he had already pulled out a little pouch from his coat and carefully extracted a handful of glittery black powder.


She raised an eyebrow and he answered her unspoken question. “Pepper, mace, and a magically engineered distributor. This will keep the hounds occupied for a while and should give us a good head start. Please close your eyes for a moment. You too, Maxwell.”


When they all did, he carefully turned around his own axis and blew the powder in all directions. The distributor would scatter it in a radius of about a mile in the next couple of minutes—a fine welcome gift for anyone coming to sniff around.


“You can open up again.”


Max rubbed his nose. “It stings.”


“Just think what it will do to the sensitive nose of a dog.”


Josy’s eyes widened in alarm. “Will it hurt them?”


Darken reached out and gently caressed her cheek. “No, darling. It will just confuse them.” As to their handlers … he could make no promises there.


A wheezing sound made him turn. Alex was coughing violently and rubbing at her eyes. Damn, he hadn’t considered that she might react stronger to the concoction due to her shaper senses.


He took a moment to study her. Her eyes were reddened and her already pale skin had a slightly unhealthy gray tint to it, but apart from that, he couldn’t spot any other visible manifestation of the upcoming repercussions in her physical appearance, except for an occasional rub of her arms or neck. Well, it wouldn’t stay like that. It never did.


She glared at him. “What?”


He suppressed a sigh. This would be a lot harder than he’d thought. But they would have to work together, at least for a while, so perhaps it was time to act a little more civil to each other.


“How are you feeling?” he asked.


She folded her arms under her breasts and arched her eyebrows at him. “Why the sudden heap of concern?”


Darken gritted his teeth. On the other hand, civil might just not be possible with this woman.


“Sole self-preservation,” he said stiffly. “You’ve been touched by a forfeit’s magic. Death magic. There will be physical repercussions. I just want to avoid any unpleasant surprises. Whatever you are experiencing now, it will get worse in the course of the next hours. You will likely feel quite sick.”


Alex leaned forward and smiled at him with the sweetest venom. “Sugar, if I get sick from your touch, it has nothing to do with your magic—and if you ever touch me again, I’ll gut you!”


With that, she stalked past him to the door and closed it behind her with enough force to make the whole building shake.


Darken stared at the closed door, waiting for the glass to stop rattling. 


“Charming,” he muttered.
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ALEX stomped over to the car half-hidden in the shrubs beside the house, furiously rubbing at her burning eyes.


That trueborn prick! Just who did he think he was? First coming along all criticizing and righteous, morals blah, blah, blah, and then making decisions without even asking her—but, hey, she was still there, thanks for the inquiry!


It was just her neck that had landed in the sling, wasn’t it, so why would he care for her opinion?


Well, apparently, he simply expected her to follow his command.


The arrogance! It was just beyond incredible.


When she reached for the driver’s door handle, Darken materialized out of thin air beside her and slid between them, barring the door with one hand.


“Maybe it would be best if I drove.” There was just enough emphasis on the words to make it clear that this wasn’t just a simple friendly suggestion.


Alex glared at him, outraged. This isn’t happening, is it?


“You’re not one of those guys, are you?”


“And what kind of guy would that be?”


She flipped back a strand of blond hair. “One of those macho-imbeciles who think that women belong behind the stove and not behind the steering wheel.”


Darken gave her a puzzled look that was almost convincing.


“I beg your pardon,” he said stiffly. “I didn’t mean to imply that there was anything wrong with your driving skills.”


Of course not. “What did you mean to imply, if I may ask?”


He sighed, impatiently. “If I recall it correctly, I just told you about the possible physical repercussions of my magic. At the moment you’re experiencing dizziness, perhaps even blurred vision. Your mouth feels dry and your skin raw. Your pupils are dilated.” He bent forward, peering into her face and she involuntarily took a step backward. Damn! 


Max and Josy appeared around the car, notably dallying while getting into the car to be able to listen in.


“And your point is?”


Darken waved an irritated hand. “Haven’t you been listening at all? It’s going to get worse, a lot worse. What you are experiencing right now are just the first ripples. Especially the first time when someone is touched by a forfeit’s magic the effects are particularly dire. You’ll likely feel like you’re having a bad case of the chills, perhaps even suffer from shivering attacks and other … certain … physical symptoms.” His voice gained a slightly clipped edge at those last words, but she was too mad to pay it any attention.


Oh, so now he was getting all indignant because she wasn’t falling to pieces at his touch. Poor little woman wasn’t able to handle the touch of the big threatening predator. Males! He’d probably expected her to suffer some kind of nervous breakdown or something, getting all teary and whiny and swooning on his arm, begging him for smelling salts. Perhaps that was what most people did in her current circumstances. Well, she wouldn’t do him that favor, oh no! She’d suffered physical backlash of magic before and while it wasn’t a pleasant experience, a shapers’ body usually coped much better with it than other humans.


It was true, she did feel a bit shaky on her legs and there was a faint tingling sensation on her skin, but there was just no way she would grant him the triumph of backing down now. She’d have to grit her teeth and tough it out.


“Thanks a lot,” she said pointedly, “but I think I can manage.”


She yanked the door open—forcing him to quickly pull away his hand if he didn’t want his fingers to get squashed—and paused to look at him over the door casing. “Don’t worry, it’s a few hours’ drive to Gomorrha. You’ll come to your right.”


Before he could argue, she pushed past him, slipped into the driver’s seat and pulled the door shut behind her.


Well, chew on that, Mr. Smug.


He watched her through the windowpane for a long heartbeat, his face an unreadable stony mask, lips curling at the corners, before he turned with an irritable shake of his head—as if to say “you asked for it”—and walked around the car to get into the passenger seat.


Alex rolled her eyes.


Cursed trueborn.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










ALEX accelerated and eased the car back onto the country road, turning right. It gave her the opportunity to sneak a quick, inconspicuous side glance at her co-pilot without appearing to do so. 


There he sat, in all his trueborn glory: a picture of self-assertiveness and haughty arrogance. As if he owned the car and all its inhabitants. He hadn’t said a single word since he’d entered the car, just stared out of the front shield with a stony expression on his handsome face.


Sulking, your Truebornness? 


Probably not used to someone refusing to dance to his tune. She bet where he came from people fell all over themselves to do his biddings. Well, she didn’t plan on joining the act.


He turned his head and she quickly forced her eyes back to the rain-soaked street, hoping that he hadn’t caught her looking. The skin around her throat tingled and she rolled her neck. 


“So, Alexis.” Darken slowly put his fingertips together in front of his chest and studied her from the side, and he wasn’t at all subtle about it.


“Alex,” she corrected automatically.


“Alex,” he repeated dryly. “What is it that you do when you’re not rescuing trueborn children in distress?”


She shot him a sharp glance. You don’t seriously want to play that game, do you?


“Just because we’re stuck together in this car without any physical privacy, doesn’t mean we don’t have any privacy at all.”


Darken cocked a finely shaped eyebrow. “Forgive me, I was under the impression of making simple small talk. It wasn’t my intention to be indiscreet. Let me make this clear: I wasn’t asking for the size of your underwear.”


That produced a fit of giggles from the backseat.


Alex felt herself blush. Right, he hadn’t asked anything indiscreet. Still. What did he care at all? Her private life was none of his damn business.


“And just so you know,” Darken leaned over to her, his voice dropping into a slightly husky, intimate purr, “if I wanted to know the size of your underwear I’d go about it quite differently.” 


Oh please! Alex rolled her eyes and flipped around, but her pithy retort got stuck in her throat when she found herself within inches from his face. He was so close that they were almost touching, taking up her complete sight field. She caught his scent—a rich earthy male scent, like the smell of fresh water and pine mixed with a hint of sweat and musk. It was a purely dominant scent that wrapped around her senses and the spider lasciviously sprawled under her skin, rising with sharp attention.


His dark mocha eyes were drinking her in, taking in every inch of her face, their touch like a heated caress, daring her to take a sip.


No, not mocha, some remote part of Alex’s brain decided as she stared into the beckoning depths, rather the richest, deepest, most delicious shade of espresso. The kind that gave you a heart attack if you overdosed. Yep, exactly that kind of brown.


He bent forward another bit and she felt his hot breath on her mouth, sending liquid heat through her limbs. Her whole body froze, sparking with panicky anticipation.


His lips parted.


“Street,” he said casually.


Street? Street!


Alex jerked at the wheel in time to avoid a street sign, oversteered and ripped them back into the right lane, just as two trucks passed them in the opposite lane, horns blaring enraged in response to her maneuver.


Her heart fluttered, pounding wildly in her chest. Her whole body was buzzing, every part of her prickling in response to the adrenaline racing through her bloodstream, and she wasn’t quite sure how much was from the shock of the near-miss and how much from …


A tiny glance at Darken showed her that he sprawled in his seat, watching her with a lazy, smug smile. Her eyes widened. Sweet Jester, he was playing her! And like a sucker, she’d stumbled right into his trap.


The heat of embarrassment flooded her cheeks and she clenched the wheel with both hands, deepening the already existing dents.


But something just wasn’t right. Her body felt … it felt out of control, like an obedient dog suddenly running wild. As if someone had jumbled up all her buttons and was now pressing them without regard to their purpose. She wasn’t able to think straight. And how in the Jester’s name was she supposed to when it was so fucking hot in this car? Honestly, it was broiling. Her skin was practically burning. 


Pushing up her sleeves, Alex fumbled with the heater, turning it right down into the cooling department, which, for some unfathomable reason, only seemed to spur Darken’s amusement.


She grabbed the wheel harder to keep herself from punching that smug smile from his face. Oh, it would probably feel amazing, but it would only confirm how much he’d unsettled her. And she wouldn’t allow some complacent trueborn jackass to thwart her like that. No matter how hot he was. He wasn’t even thaaat hot. Alright, he was. But the point was, she didn’t care.


And why were the kids so uncharacteristically quiet? Not even a single “are we there yet.” How could they let her down now of all times? Little traitors!


“That guy in Gomorrha, the portalist,” Darken said after a while. “He’s a friend of yours?”


Relieved about the change of subject, Alex let out a mixture between a snort and a laugh. “By far.”


His forehead creased a little. “But you trust him.”


“Not as far as my shadow stretches.” If it always were a question of trust we wouldn’t sit together in this car, now, would we?


She rubbed the back of her neck, trying to erase the growing tingle below her skin.


The crease on Darken’s forehead deepened into a real frown and his voice gained an edge. “And you still think this is a wise idea, then? Entrusting him with something so … delicate?” 


She could tell that he was thinking about the children’s safety. And wondering if he’d made a wrong decision by not killing her straight away.


Alex sighed. “Look. Valentine is a ruthless, vicious asshole and I wouldn’t entrust him with the life of my worst enemy’s dog, but his talents come in quite handy at times. And he’s a trader. It’s all about a good bargain. If the price is right, he’ll open us a portal to wherever we want to go. Hell, he’d get us into the Royal fucking Palace, if we could pay the charge.” 


Darken cocked his head to the side. “You’ve got a past.”


“Everybody’s got a past,” she said evasively.


“Well, he does sound like a valuable person to know, this Valentine.”


Valuable, Alex thought, or deadly. Depended on your angle—and the side you were on. 


“How do the two of you know each other?”


Yeah, nice try. Alex turned to him with a sweet smile. Luckily two people could play at this game. 


“Look, sugar, if you’re so keen on playing truth or dare, why don’t you spill something about yourself for a change?”


There! See how much you like that!


Darken leaned back in his seat with irritating calmness, interlinking his fingers behind his head.


“Fair enough.” His lips curled at the corners. “What do you want to know?”


Fazed by this unexpected frankness, for a second, she couldn’t think of anything. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.


“Well?” Darken leaned a little closer toward her, that wicked, mocking spark glowing brightly in his eyes. “What can I do to … satisfy your curiosity?”


Satisfy? Alex blinked. Wait. It wasn’t for him to satisfy anything about her! But the word was enough to flood her frantic mind with a shitload of ideas of what kind of satisfaction he could possibly provide her. Her body responded by tightening in all the wrong places. A hot ache spread between her legs, telling her what the spider thought about him touching her gears for a while.


Alex’s cheeks were on fire. Shit. Shit. Shit. Sweet Jester, she couldn’t blush around him every five seconds.


Darken’s smirk deepened. 


Oh, yes, you sleek bastard, you know exactly what your words are doing to me, don’t you?


Yes, he knew only too well what was going on inside her and he was enjoying rubbing her nose into it. She had defied him and now she was getting the payback. Fucking prick! Physical reactions, right? His magic was screwing with her and there was nothing she could do about it.


Bloody body. She wished her skin would stop tingling. She wished this man would vanish from her passenger seat. She wished for a lot of things lately and none of them seemed likely to come true right now.


Come on, sugar, get a grip!


She took a deep breath, picking up the dropped thread. “You could start by telling me what you were doing in the Jester’s Inn the other night, just hours before they”—she nodded to the back at Max and Josy—“appeared there?”


The question had been unconsciously nagging on her the whole time.


Darken’s eyes narrowed for a second before recognition flashed in them. “You were the presence behind that curtain, weren’t you?”


Presence, huh? “Damn right, I was.”


He frowned. “Why did you hide in there?”


Why indeed.


“You scared the hell out of me, that’s why,” she snapped. “I thought you were going to arrest me or something.”


And why exactly had she just admitted that? Her lips pressed together. Whatever was happening to her, her brakes were loose, and she had to tread carefully around him. Very carefully.


“And why, pray tell, would I do that?”


Uh-oh, thin ice. With directed precision, she’d maneuvered herself into a minefield and whatever she said could explode back at her. 


Alex shrugged. “I’m a shaper. You’re trueborn. You usually don’t need much reason to screw our lives.” 


She tried to sound nonchalant, but the look he gave her was a bit too thoughtful for her taste.


Before he could say anything else, Max’s head appeared between the seats. “You were in that bar, Uncle Darken?”


“Yes,” Darken said slowly, cocking his head to get a better look at the kid. “Why?”


The boy fluffed his hair. “I just thought … It might actually explain why we came out of the rift right there.” He sucked on his lower lip. “How long did you stay there?” 


Darken hiked his shoulders. “Ten, fifteen minutes, give or take.”


That short? To her, it had felt like an eternity, but then she’d been hanging on the wall, fearing for her life. That kind of thing tended to screw your perception of time on an epic scale.


Max mulled it over for a while. “It’s something I heard about in our introductory class at the beginning of the year,” he finally explained. “They were giving us an overview over the different techniques of teleportation.” His forehead creased in concentration. “They said in contrast to portalists who connect two places, teleporters move things through space. They have to break up the parts first and then put them all back together—like a puzzle. It’s why we have to learn so much about physics and chemistry and all those other boring things.” He heaved a cute little sigh.


“They said teleporting is like stepping into a dark, slippery tunnel with slides on all sides and you have to know where to get off. There came something about resonating and vibration, but that’s for a later lesson. The point is, a teleporter always needs to have an anchor, something to recognize when they are in the rift, so they know where to get off. The easiest way to do that is to teleport to a familiar location, so that is what we beginner apprentices learn first. It’s also why for the first major off-site teleportation they have the pupils phase to their homes. Because that’s usually the place they have best infernalized.” He tapped his temple.


“You mean internalized,” Darken muttered beside her.


“But there are other techniques of teleportation, as well,” Max went on, without letting himself being interrupted. “You can, for example, teleport to an object or a person, even without knowing their exact location; it’s called something with ‘magnet’ and ‘art,’ but I don’t remember the exact word. It’s something you only learn in very advanced courses.”


He flinched and looked up to see if someone was gonna scold him. When no one did, he said, “I think that might have been what I did.” His teeth nibbled his lip. “When those evil men were chasing us, I wanted to get away—far away. And I wanted to be safe. I didn’t mean to phase, though,” he added in a tiny voice. “It simply happened.”


And wasn’t it interesting that when it came to feeling safe this boy would end up with his forfeit uncle of all people? For all she knew he could have teleported them right into to his parents’ arms, but maybe that hadn’t been far away enough to match his other request. In any case, it was something to file away for consideration.


Darken let out a long breath beside her. “You were really lucky, you know that? A random jump into the darkness …” He shook his head and Alex scented discomfort around him. It was one of the first emotional whiffs she got from him. “You could have ended a lot worse than in that bar.”


“Like—dead for example,” Josy noted snidely from the side.


“Shut up, dopey cow!” Max struck out his tongue at her. “What exactly did you do to help us?”


“Very funny!” Josy snapped back. “What exactly—”


“Thaaat’s all fine and dandy,” Alex interrupted loudly, “but it doesn’t explain what your uncle was doing there in the first place.” She gave Darken a prompting glance.


He returned it with a cold hard stare of his own, trueborn through and through. “I’m afraid that is highly sensitive information.”


Now, didn’t that sound important? “Let me guess: you could tell me, but afterward you would have to kill me.”


He scowled.


Alex smirked. “I’ll take my chances, sugar.”


Darken pierced her with another long, measuring glance, as if he was weighing something, and finally sighed. “If I’m gonna talk about this, I must be sure that the information is handled with utmost discretion.”


Hah! Honestly, to who did he think she’d talk? The trueborn authorities? The guardaí? Please!


He seemed to come to the same conclusion for he just gave her another long look, before turning toward the kids. “Same goes for you two, by the way.” He pointed two gloved fingers at them. “I’m serious.” 


Big, big nods from the back.


Steepling his fingers, Darken leaned back in his seat. “When I said I was here on a mission for the Order, it wasn’t completely … accurate.”


Now, why didn’t that come as a surprise? 


Resting his joint fingers against his chin, he looked at her from the side. “Suppose you’ve heard about the shaper murders of Manor Creek County?”


Alex grimaced. “Hard to miss. It’s been all over the news.”


The reminder involuntarily brought back the images she wouldn’t mind forgetting: bloody human remains strewn across a pretty, pretty garden, while behind them docile cows peacefully grazed in a post-card scenic farm idyll. And suddenly she realized what had bothered her about that scene all along.


“But personally, I don’t think this was a ‘typical’ shaper attack.” She used the fingers of one hand to put the word in brackets.


Darkens eyebrows rose slightly. “What makes you say that?”


Alex waved a hand. “I know people think we’re all just bloodthirsty monsters, but that murder?” She shook her head. “Even those of us who are heeding the call of the wild don’t run around slaughtering innocent people for the plain fun of it. True, they kill for food or if threatened, but last time I checked, they rarely seek out living communities and even if they were starving, they would have gone for the cattle rather than the people. Rather than children.” And those farmers hadn’t been eaten, they had been butchered and left to rot.


“People might find it hard to believe, but there is human in us too.” It was a fact that seemed to be easily forgotten among the non-shaper-population.


“And if they were moonbitten—rabid,” she added in case they weren’t familiar with the term common among shapers, “they wouldn’t have stopped with the people. They would have killed the cattle, the chickens, and the dog—if there were any—and then they would have gone to the next farm and the next. In a blood frenzy, it’s really hard for us to stop. So why are only the people dead, but the cattle aren’t? Why just this one farm? Nothing living should have survived within miles—but no, they just made this one little bubble of splatter movie horror scene material. Call me biased, but something just doesn’t end up there.”


Darken watched her from the side with a disconcertingly poignant gaze. “That’s what my brother thought, too.” 


Alex blinked in surprise. “Did he, now?”


Darken nodded with a grim expression. “As highest authority in Lancaester, all homicide related cases sooner or later land on his desk for countersigning, so you could say that he commands quite a bit of experience when it comes to cases with shaper involvement. As soon as he learned about the Manor Creek incident, he called Ivertia’s High Commissioner and voiced his concerns about the hasty railroading as shaper attack.” He hesitated. “You see, the whole affair is extremely unpleasant in the light of the running election campaign, with so much controversy going on about the shaper related reforms. Especially since my brother was one of the few in the Council who made an outspoken stand against the planned register requirements.” 


Yeah, that probably didn’t earn him any points in the race.


Alex smiled sharply. “Why, I think I’m starting to like your brother.”


Something flashed on Darken’s face. “Oh, just wait until you meet him.” It sounded like a threat.


“Oh well, I’m not sure if I like him enough for personal entanglement.”


“And I’m not really sure if it can be avoided.”


The hint of a smile fled from his face and he raked his fingers through his hair. “Anyway, Steph suggested the opening of an in-depth inquiry and even offered to provide personnel and resources, but they refused. Said that it was deemed a matter of ‘minor difficulty’—a clear case, if you will.” He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid when shapers are involved they usually don’t make much fuss about the benefit of the doubt. No offense.”


“None taken.” Alex shrugged lightly. “It’s not like you’re telling me something I wouldn’t already know. My kind is a convenient scapegoat whenever one is needed.”


She hated how bitter her voice sounded, but she couldn’t help it.


Darken’s eyes felt too heavy on her and she stared at the street, absently rubbing her arms.


“So, what happened? With your brother, I mean.”


Something stiff entered Darken’s posture. “When his concerns were so casually dismissed, he issued a request for access to the investigation files and was, plainly spoken, stonewalled.”


Alex arched her eyebrows. “They can do that? Isn’t he this kind of big shot in trueborn high ranks?”


Darken’s lips pulled back, reminding her of a large cat trying to bite a porcupine. “Officially they can. The crime happened in the Province of Ivertia, which is technically beyond his jurisdiction. He doesn’t have any legal access rights in other provinces, but usually, if such a request is made, it is granted as a matter of courtesy. You see, all Southern Provinces are closely cooperating in the crime-solving department.”


Alex stopped at a traffic light.


“And frankly,” Darken added, “if Steph became the Governor, he would get access rights in all Southern Provincial matters, anyway. So being refused on such flimsy grounds …” He tapped the window frame. “My brother thinks something about this smells rather foul.” 


A rotten egg was foul. This whole thing stank to high heavens.


Alex pursed her lips. “He thinks someone is deliberately trying to shut him out of the affair?”


“It would seem so. There is virtually no sensible reason to refuse his request—especially since they pegged it as standard case … unless, of course, someone wanted to hide something from him.”


“But what would they want to hide?” Josy asked from the backseat. The kids had been so quiet, Alex had almost forgotten they were there.


“That’s exactly the questions we’ve been asking ourselves, darling,” Darken said. “But you know your father. He doesn’t like being left in the dark”—Josy made a sound which mightily resembled an understatement-huff—“yet when he pressed the issue, they threatened him with a public disciplinary action.”


Ah shit.


Alex grimaced. “He backed down, didn’t he?”


“Yes, he did.” Darken sounded angry. 


But not at his brother, Alex thought as she watched dark shadows glide over his face like storm clouds over a landscape of sharp mountains and lakes. More on his behalf.


“In the current state of the elections, he can’t afford such a process. The press would have a field day with a scandal of that scale. The circumstances might be unprecedented in years so there is no say how it would end. The proceedings might drag on for months and even if he won at the far end, the damage would have been done for right now.”


And that’s how you effectively stifled any dangerous headwind: just bury it beneath a big heap of bureaucracy and wait for it to suffocate. Great Mother, she hated bureaucracy. She hated politics. Period!


“Unfortunately, my brother isn’t a man who takes kindly to being threatened.”


Alex thought she heard a fierce kind of pride in Darkens words. They seemed to be one hell of a crazy family.


“Since I was on leave of absence at the time, he asked me if I could have an onsite look around and make some quiet inquiries on his behalf.”


Alex nodded. “I understand. A favor under brothers.”


“I’m not sure you do.” Darken pulled off a glove and held out his arm to her. Pretty lines. Gold and black. The shaper in her was immediately fascinated by the moving tangle of lines and she had to restrain herself from reaching out to trace them with her finger to see where they began and ended.


“Do you know what these mean?”


And just like that, the conversation turned into a slippery slope. Alex wet her bottom lip. No use to play stupid. “You are forfeit. One of Death’s Servants.”


“Yes,” he conceded softly, “I am forfeit. Arcadia’s sword and shield.” The sudden sharp contempt in his scent startled her, especially since when she looked up, his face betrayed nothing.


“Our loyalty belongs to the state—only to the state, and we work for no one except for the greater good of the country. We are not to be used for the petty purposes of individuals, not even those of the family. This favor,” he balanced the word on his tongue like a knife artist the point of a knife on the tip of his finger, “is breaking more than a dozen imperative state laws, and if it ever became public that I was here at the behest of my brother …” He left the rest of the sentence hanging in the air, unspoken but clear enough. 


Ah, well, that certainly explained why he wanted to keep his presence a secret. Inconvenient was a mild word for that. If this became public, his brother’s career would be over in a heartbeat. Did they try you for treason for something like this? She wouldn’t put it beyond the trueborns and their conviction obsessions. They just so liked a good torch burning.


“So, to answer your question,” Darken tipped his head in her direction, “when I came into the bar, I was following a trace. Until I got … distracted.”


And by “distracted” he meant by his niece and nephew supposedly being abducted by a crazy shaper, thanks for the reminder.


She considered his words. Just to think that she might have served whoever had done that to the farmer family of Manor Creek. Alex tried to remember if she’d noticed any shapers popping in during her last shifts at the Jester. It didn’t happen that often but once in a while she would spot one of her kind. Of course, if they had good control over their true skin, she wouldn’t necessarily recognize them for what they were, although most shapers weren’t as well trained and careful as she was. And then, she knew exactly what to look for. 


Alex rubbed her left arm, digging her fingers into her skin, then realized what she was doing and dropped her hand back to the wheel. Man, that tingling was reaching torturous levels. It felt like she’d been stroked and teased all over her body until her skin was sensitive to the slightest touch. Even the constant rub of her clothes was becoming almost too much to bear. If only she could get rid of her shirt. And her bra. And get some cool air onto her skin. It would make things better. She was almost sure of it.


Yeah, well, no way she would get naked with this specific audience in the car.


She wiped her forehead, surprised when her hand came back damp with sweat. How could it still be so hot in here? The radiator looked to be all the way down already. She pushed at the lever. It didn’t move. Had to be stuck somehow. She punched her fist against it in frustration. “Damn—why isn’t that stupid thing working?”


“It has nothing to do with the heater.”


Alex glared at Darken. “Excuse me?”


He cleared his throat and nodded his head toward the center console. “The heat … and whatever else you are experiencing right now—it has nothing to do with the radiator, or any dysfunction thereof. The appliance is working just fine. In fact, you made it uncomfortably cold in here.”


What in the Jester’s name was he talking about?


Alex opened her mouth to give him a good piece of her mind but paused when a glance in the rearview mirror showed her that both kids were hugging themselves, shivering.


What the hell—?


A hand held in front of the vents proved that air was blowing out of them like fury, though it did nothing to cool her burning skin.


Darken sprawled in his seat like a cat that got the cream. “I believe I’ve told you about the repercussions of my magic.”


Oh yes, he’d told her she would feel like having a chill. Not that she’d feel like a horny teenager being engaged in the backseat of a car.


“It is quite normal, you know,” he added conversationally. “You almost died. Now your body is rejoicing in the fact of being alive and is trying to prove it to itself in the most primal ways.”


Just the slight hint of suggestiveness was enough to send a rush of heat between her legs. A throbbing ache spiked inside her and almost drove her out of her skin. If she was a cat she would have jumped straight up into the air. Alex bit the inside of her lip to keep from moaning. The muscles in her legs locked and she felt the urge to arch her back and curl her toes. Oh, sweet Jester!


The need to be touched became so strong it was all she could do not to dip her finger into the concentrated ache to relieve some of the pressure.


She clenched the wheel so hard that it hurt. If she clenched it any harder, she would either break it or her fingers. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Keeping her face impassive took every ounce of her will. “I have no clue what you are talking about.” And if you keep on talking I might just have to kill you.


He laughed softly. “Sweetheart, I’ve witnessed the effects of my magic so many times, I know exactly what it looks like.”


And he wasn’t smug about it at all, was he?


He bent closer and she had the absurd notion that she could see the heat rising from his skin in translucent tendrils of vapor.


“If it consoles you, when it has reached the point where your nerves have lost the ability to distinguish between inner and outer temperature, you should be almost at the worst.”


“It would console me if you stopped breathing!”


“Ah, I see it has done nothing yet to attenuate your unequaled level of rudeness. But then, I’m not sure this is within the bounds of possibility.”


She told him in great detail where to put certain parts of his anatomy.


The trueborn facade never wavered. “As intriguing as you make it sound, I don’t think I should comply. Not with children in the backseat.” He lowered his voice just a tad. “And frankly, I don’t trust your self-control at the moment.”


Oh, you arrogant son of a bitch!


There was no possible scenario in this world—or any other—in which she would ever be desperate enough to throw herself at someone like him!


Alex bared her teeth. “Why don’t you keep your dirty fantasies for your trueborn puppets?” Although she seriously doubted there was any female in this world wide enough to sheath his puffed-up ego.


For a second his whole body went stiff. A dark red glow rolled over his eyes before his face lost all expression. Abruptly, he turned away and stared out of the window again.


Now, what had she said? Perhaps insulted his virtuous little miss stuck-up-her-nose or something. Well, if he hoped for an apology, he could wait until he was gray and moldy.


With a shake of her head, Alex turned her attention back to the street, trying not to rub at her arms. Despite her burning skin it suddenly was extremely chilly in the car—and she had a feeling that it had nothing to do with the cold air blasting out of the radiator.
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ALEX took a huge bite of pancake and shuddered blissfully as the sweet, stringy flavor of maple syrup slid over her tongue.


Mhmm, maple. If paradise had a taste it would most definitely be maple syrup. 


She cut off another piece, taking the time to sample its smell before putting it into her mouth. As a matter of fact, the pancakes were slightly burned, the maple syrup was on the verge to staleness and the coffee was slightly bitter and way too cold—yet, right now, it was the best meal she’d ever tasted in her entire life.


Well, granted, she was ravenous and still suffering from the aftershocks of the magical backlash, so her standards might not be very high at the moment.


Spiking another slice, Alex shot a glance at Darken, who sat at the other side of the table, watching her dig in with growing impatience. It had been him, who, after about another half hour of driving in stone-cold silence, had turned to the back and asked the kids if they were hungry, and, when they said “yes” had suggested that they make a quick food stop. Since he was the only one who had limited himself to coffee, Alex strongly suspected that the suggestion had been made mostly for her benefit. Not out of pure concern for her wellbeing, of course. But rather for himself and the kids.


The effects of the backlash had reached a critical peak during that hour, turning her into a real safety risk at the wheel, and he’d probably been afraid that she would cause a crash if she went on driving in her jittery state. If she was honest—and the hell she would be—she had only kept on driving because she saw no way of asking for a stop without giving him the satisfaction of saying “I told you so,” and her pride simply wouldn’t allow it.


Irene’s Roadside Diner, which served breakfast on a 24/7 basis courtesy to the mass of night shift workers in the area, was mostly deserted right now. That would likely change in the next few hours when the regular commuters started stopping by for a quick bite on their way home from work. But at the moment, only two more of the cheap red, battered leather booths were occupied.


They had chosen a table in the rearmost corner, from where they had a decent view of the street but would be hard to spot themselves from the outside and the babble of the halfborn TV and lousy teeny pop music provided a little privacy.


“You sure you don’t want one?” Alex pointed her fork at the last pancake left on the serving plate.


Darken gave a tiny grunt and shook his head.


A real reaction. How forthcoming.


Alex shrugged and loaded it onto her plate, adding a generous blob of maple syrup. His loss, not hers.


As she spread the maple syrup with her knife, her eyes grazed the deserted half-finished plates of the kids. They had excused themselves a while ago and asked if they could go outside to the playground in the backyard for a moment to “catch some air,” as they put it. They didn’t really strike her as the playing-outside-in-the-dirt kind of kids, so Alex had the strong feeling that they really just wanted to escape the frosty atmosphere around the two adults for a little while. And really, who could blame them? She had to say, for a man who contained so much fire inside, Darken could be exceptionally cold. Ever since her puppet comment, he’d virtually cut her dead. It was a surprise that the booth wasn’t completely frosted over.


Alex reached for her coffee mug, but paused, when something the TV reporter said caught her attention.


“… are right at the scene of the crime and trying to shed some more light on the situation for you, while even the law enforcement still seems to be groping in the dark.”


She looked up at the screen and scowled at the familiar, well-abhorred front of the Jester’s Inn, right above the huge headline “Dubois-Léclaire abduction.” A tiny shock traveled through her body as if she’d touched a charged car door handle.


“We tried to get the owner of the bar to comment,” the reporter said, “but unfortunately he declined to give a statement on the matter.”


Yeah, typical of you Mahoney, Alex thought disdainfully. One sign of trouble and her boss—ex-boss—would do a bunk. Dopey old coward.


“However, we could persuade one of the employees to speak with us.” A flustered looking Mitja appeared on screen beside a young reporter in a yellow fisherman’s raincoat. Alex’s heart dropped into her bowels. Her former colleague looked as haggard as ever, shaggy dirty blond hair hanging soggily into his forehead.


“Mr. Piotri has been working at the Jester’s Inn for about four years now, and while he’s seen his fair share of violence, he says nothing alike to the events on Saturday has ever happened on his duty.”


The reporter smiled and held out the micro. “Mitja—I can call you Mitja, right? How would you describe the bloody attack on the trueborn law enforcement officers?”


Alex held her breath, automatically leaning forward on her bench, waiting for the condemning words that surely were to come.


Mitja scratched the back of his neck, looking uneasy.


“I was working that day, alright,” he said, “though to be honest I don’t actually think it was the … you know, that … shaper who started the assault.”


The reporter frowned. “Didn’t you tell the PO that you and the other staff members were hiding behind the bar when everything happened?” she asked, sounding more than a tad accusatory. His answer obviously wasn’t what she’d expected. It wasn’t what Alex had expected either.


“That’s true, but—”


“So, you couldn’t even really see what was going on, could you?”


A tiny hesitation. “Right, but—”


“And you would agree that the shaper got away, while those trueborn officers all ended up dead, wouldn’t you?”


“Yes,” he ground through clenched teeth. “However—”


“I was wondering: After all that has happened, do you still feel safe at your workplace?”


Mitja frowned, discernibly irritated by the constant interruptions. “Uhm, actually I—”


“Oh, I just hear that we’ve reached the end of our air time. Thank you for your personal opinion, Mitja.” The camera zoomed in on the reporter’s face. “And now back to the studio for more information on the Dubois-Léclaire abduction.” 


She vanished from the screen and Alex closed her eyes for a second.


Bless you, Mitja. Bless you thrice. He had always watched out for her. And still did. Even though she wasn’t there anymore. Although she’d kept her true nature from him. Was that why the guardaí still had no leads on her identity? Had he convinced the others to keep their mouths shut about her? She’d never really thanked him for anything. And now she probably never would.


In the studio a newscaster went on about the investigations, mentioning in passing how shapers were like a plague—as if they were fucking roaches of something!—and wondering how the government planned to deal with this growing problem. He finally went over to praising the tremendous joint efforts of the various law enforcement bodies in searching for the missing children.


“… and you can help, as well,” he finally announced, beseechingly leaning toward the camera. “If you see these children or know anything about their whereabouts, please call—” 


He rattled off a number, and Alex, who’d been about to spear a piece of her pancake, hit the plate instead, when Max’s and Josy’s faces suddenly solemnly glared back at her from the entire TV screen—huge and in color.


The spider hissed, and she went rigid, bracing herself for the shouts, the sirens, for people running into the diner and pointing their fingers at them calling something like “Here. Over here. We’ve got them!” 


Nothing happened.


A second went by. Two. Three … thirty.


Across from her, Darken’s eyes were fixed on the screen, his clenched fist on the table top the only outward sign betraying the calmness of his appearance. Oh, but she felt the heat rolling off him in waves, telling the shaper in her just how charged he really was behind that slightly sleepy, bored mask.


Alex dared to take a tiny look around. The waitress was still going about her business, hand vacuuming one of the tables at the far side of the diner, the old man to their left was still sourly poking at his muffin and the pair of construction workers was still engaged in whatever uninteresting conversation they’d had a minute ago.


Nobody seemed to have made the connection between the two kids portrayed on the screen and those outside in the yard—and then, they didn’t look too much like the two meticulously groomed trueborn aristo gems displayed in that picture. And, honestly, who would expect two shaper abducted children to be merrily playing in a diner’s yard all on their sweet lonesome?


Alex let out a long breath, feeling the claws retreat from under her human skin, while anxiety still pricked along her nerves as if she’d just taken a dive into ice cold water.


Still, it was only a matter of time until someone did make that connection. One close look was all that was needed.


Part of her wanted nothing but to jump up and leave, yet running off like their pants were on fire would just call the wrong kind of attention to them. So instead, she tipped back her head and drained her coffee in a big swallow, setting the mug down beside her plate. And really, it would be a shame to let that last pancake go to waste.


She licked her greasy fingers and caught Darken staring at her from dark, luminescent eyes. It was an unnerving stare, too.


Ignoring him, she focused back on her treat. With the side of her fork, she cut a slice, pronged it, and raised it to her mouth. His gaze followed her movement.


Her hand tightened on the fork. Giving him a nasty look—which he failed to take as a hint—Alex chucked the pancake into her mouth and started chewing, too aware that his eyes were glued to her lips.


Oh, for the love of—


Finally having enough, Alex slammed her fork down on the table with a clang.


He blinked.


“Could you stop that?”


“Stop what?”


“Staring at me! Do you know how hard it is to eat when somebody keeps staring at you all the time? It’s unsettling!” 


“Excuse me,” he said stiffly. “I was in thoughts.”


“Well, think with your eyes elsewhere, then.”


Darken cleared his throat and pointedly turned his head, looking out of the window; which wasn’t much better since it presented her with his glorious profile. He really had a nice profile: strong, chiseled features, finely shaped eyebrows, and a masculine chin. He hadn’t shaved since that night she’d first seen him in the Jester’s Inn and his stubble had grown out into a real three-day beard. It made him look like a rouge. A dangerous, sexy kind of rouge—pretty much up to no good.


The sunlight from the window bathed his face, dripping liquid gold into the dark brown of his eyes, like mixing coffee with whiskey and putting you into the danger of getting drunk by just staring into them for too long.


It reminded her too much of the way he’d looked at her in the car, in that breathless moment when he had leaned over to her. That had been one hell of a gaze. She’d been hit with a lot of come hither stares in her life, but this one put them all in the shade. Even the memory produced a light shiver over her skin.


Of course, it had just been play. But still … if he looked at a woman like that in play, how would he look if he meant it?


Not that she had any real interest to find out. Jester forbid! An arrogant trueborn jerk wasn’t exactly the man she wanted to get hot and heavy with, and she seriously doubted he was into perky shaper girls either.


And yet … she couldn’t help imagining how it would taste to lick that stubble, how it would feel to touch her lips to his, how—


Oh, get a grip, sugar!


Just a moment ago she’d chided him for staring at her and now she was ogling him like some moonstruck fool. She knew it was her backlash-addled shaper brain speaking, that feral, hormonal-driven part of her soul reacting to plain physical attraction, but that knowledge didn’t make things any better.


Ripping her eyes away, she tackled the remains of her pancake. Unfortunately, now that she’d gotten herself started it didn’t taste even half as delicious as she imagined his touch to be.


Oh yeah, just great! To distract herself, she raised her hand and waived the waitress over.


“Can we get some more coffee, please?” she asked, deliberately ignoring Darken’s aggrieved huff.


The plump woman approached the table with a pot in hand, shooting nervous glances at Darken. And you could hardly fault her for it. In his stiff, long black coat complete with the black gloves he looked like a textbook example of a hitman—and halfborn or not, it was hard to miss the sharp, aggressive vibes he was sending out like a silent battle cry.


When she reached the table and leaned over to fill his mug, he turned his head and amber fire rolled over his irises. The waitress let out a little shriek and recoiled as if burned on a hot stove, spilling coffee all over the place. With shaking hands, she set the whole pot down at the end of the table and hurried away, throwing fearful glances over her shoulder.


Alex suppressed an eye roll. And here she was trying to be inconspicuous.


She glanced at the pot at the other end of the table, then at Darken. “Could you—?”


The pot clanged against her mug. 


Wow, someone’s really getting impatient.


She filled her mug, then reached for the cream, but before she could touch it, Darken snatched it up, added a very accurate amount of two teaspoons matching her own previous procedure, and stirred it.


“Do you want to take over the chewing for me as well?” Alex asked with sweet venom. “That way we’d proceed even faster.”


An undertaker’s face after his days’ work would have been cheerful compared to the cold, withering gaze she got. 


“Excuse me for being a bit taut.” His voice was clipped and laced with a growl. “Just in case you’ve forgotten, I’d like to remind you that half the country is on our heels. While you’ve been depleting this store’s worth of pancakes”—Excuse me?—“the guardaí might be surrounding this place with sharpshooters as we speak. But please”—he raised his hands—“take your sweet time.”


Alex glowered at him. He’d been a lot more likable when he’d sulked and stayed silent.


“I’m awfully sorry, but I’m hungry!” she snapped, waving her fork at him and almost wishing he was close enough to accidentally poke. “My body needs refueling after using up all its energy reserves for battling that fucking backlash. Which, just by the way, wouldn’t have been necessary, if you hadn’t attacked me with your stupid magic!”


His eyes flared. It was just a tiny flare, but she felt another wave of heat rolling against her skin. A warning. A reminder.


“If I recall it correctly, you were the one jumping at me from the ceiling without any forewarning.”


“You were sneaking up on us!” Alex retorted madly. “How could I possibly suspect that you were their bloody uncle!”


“Well, how could I possibly suspect that a shaper was actually trying to protect them?”


They stared at each other.


Alex bared her teeth. “You were sneaking up on us,” she insisted. “What was I supposed to do? Ask for your credentials first?”


Darken made a harsh gesture with his hand. “I certainly won’t apologize for trying to protect my niece and nephew!”


Hah! “But you want me to apologize for the very same thing?”


Darken’s eyes turned into glowing red pits. Alex grabbed the plate in front of her with both hands, her claws unsheathing, digging ten points into the wooden table surface—a pretty addition to the already existent scratches. The tension was growing so thick she wouldn’t have been surprised to see sparks in the air. 


She opened her mouth—and stiffened.


Darken’s head snapped up, just a second after the tingle made her flesh crawl. A shiver went down her spine. Their eyes met for the briefest of moments, mirroring thoughts flashing inside them.


Magic! In the backyard!










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










ALEX was on her feet running for the back door before she could think, easing the knives out of sleeves as she ran, her true skin so close to the surface it almost shone through. Darken was only one step behind her, cursing viciously under his breath. She felt his magic rise around him, raw and violent and ready to be released.


They pushed through the back door side by side, ready to strike, and slithered to a halt at the sight of—


What the hell?


The yard held a little rubber-floored playground with two swings, a slide, and a seesaw. And beside said seesaw …


Alex’s mouth dropped open and she stared. Josy was hovering a foot above the ground, legs and arms twitching at awkward angles at her sides as if she was seized by spasms, while Max was rolling in the dirt, clawing at his face, which was strangely distorted: his nose was swollen to double size, his eyes puffy, the skin of his cheeks and around his mouth hanging down, pulling his lips into a grotesque slanting line.


Ugh! Quite a sickening sight. Yet one she had seen before.


Something inside her relaxed, as she realized what this was and that there was no real danger involved. She might even have laughed if Darken hadn’t looked so chillingly murderous beside her. His face was a mask of fury and she felt heat flowing of him, as he glided past her and toward the children, a rippling storm in black.


Uh-oh, she so didn’t want to be in their shoes right now. It seemed like a wise idea to stay a little back.


“What in the name of the Great Mother, do you think you are doing?” Darken asked with a quiet growl and both kids froze at the sudden sound of his voice.


Josy gave a small yelp when the magical grip on her vanished and she landed hard on her backside. She moaned and rolled to her knees, staring daggers at her brother who was pawing at his deformed face.


“Well?” Darken stopped in front of them and looked down with a threatening look on his face. They notably shrunk under his gaze.


Josy opened her mouth. “I … we—”


“Fe winxed mbe,” Max whined, his voice garbled by his distorted lips.


“He jinxed me, too!” Josy cried, giving him the evil eye.


“Enough!” Darken didn’t even raise his voice, but there was something so forbidding in his tone that both kids fell silent immediately.


“People are looking for you, people who want to hurt you—they just showed your picture on the halfborn TV a minute ago”—so soft, like silk cords meant to strangle—“and still you have nothing better to do than to use magic in a halfborn area in the open street where you can be seen by everybody?”


“But—fhe started ibd!” Max protested, pointing an accusing finger at his sister.


“Just because he called me a snitch!”


“Becauf wou are a fnich!”


“I don’t care who started it, and I don’t care what this is all about.” Darken’s words were as crisp as if chiseled from a block of ice.


“Car!” he snarled. “Now!”


They stared at him for second and then almost stumbled over each other, trying to follow his order as quickly as possible.


Ah, so that was the kind of tone you had to adopt for kids to obey without backtalk. Good to know.


Sharing a glance with Darken, she followed the kids around the side of the diner to the new car that was parked in the little lot up front, while he went back inside to pay. Whatever the stakes, they couldn’t afford to be reported for skipping out on a tab.


The new car was a small black mid-range sedan way above her pay-grade which she had “acquired” on Darken’s suggestion while he hid their old vehicle in some sordid car park before they had stopped at the diner. For all his moral assertions that virtuecrat of a trueborn hadn’t flinched once about another car theft. This time she’d even found a spare key in the glove box, so no hotwiring had been necessary.


When she reached the car, Max and Josy were already in the backseat, properly belted in and ready as could be, keenly avoiding looking at each other. Only seconds later, Darken left the diner through its front door, his cold, impassive trueborn mask not quite able to hide the infuriated predator beneath.


He walked over to her and wordlessly held out his hand. She dropped the car keys into it, almost expecting a smug side comment.


None came. This, if nothing else, send her alarms blaring.


When he started for the driver’s side, she moved, not exactly blocking his way, but stopping him enough so that he had to look into her face—and so she could get a good glance at his face, too.


“The yard was hidden from the street. Do you really think this bit of magic might have been noticed by anyone?”


They were only inches apart, those deep brown eyes threatening to pull her down into their spiraling, bottomless depths. Right now, despite the fire smoldering at their bottoms, there was something in them that deeply chilled her.


“The more important question is, do we really want to stay and find out?”


He brushed past her and got into the driver’s seat.


Alex shivered and hastened to follow, suddenly desperate to get away from this place as fast as possible.
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TAKING the northwestern highway toward Holloway County/Gomorrha, Darken peered into the rearview mirror. The children sat in the backseat with hanging heads and guilty looks: two pictures of misery.


Max’s face was slowly going down to normal size, but it would take another hour or so until no sign of the baloney jinx would be left. As for the invisible marks of the dressing down he’d given them …


Darken sighed inwardly, as he changed gears and took the fast lane. Driving a halfborn car had never posed much of a challenge to him. The challenge was in the backseat—and within himself.


Seeing them like this made his chest ache. He liked their smiles, their laughter, their bickering even. But this was important, and he needed to make sure it sunk in—and if the price were a couple of tears and pouts, he would gladly pay it. Keeping them safe mattered more to him than anything else.


If you really wanted to keep them safe, you would stay out of their lives.


The tiny voice nicked at him with sharp, serrated teeth. His lips pressed into a hard line. It was the voice of the Order’s supervisors. The voice of the responsible high officials. The voice of the aristo blood royals that whispered around him whenever he had the audacity to make a public appearance with his family at a social outing. 


He knew what they said when they clucked together, shaking their heads in righteous indignation, all scandal and rage. He knew what they thought, but didn’t say, as long as he was in earshot—or better, in magic range.


A forfeit wasn’t supposed to maintain such a close relationship with his blood family. It was something that simply wasn’t done.


When claimed by the Order, most of his kind severed all ties that bound them to their former lives, including their families and friends. 


It was better like that for all involved parties. That was what the Order’s delegates said with sympathetic voices full of feigned understanding when they took a boy away from his home to be trained at one of the chapters. A clean cut, they said. Wasn’t it better to allow the loved ones to mourn the loss of their son once and go on with their life than putting them through the constant worry and fear for a message that would inevitably come one of these days?


It is easier that way, they said. Really, what they meant was “easier for them.” 


And yet, there was some truth in their words, which made the poison even bitterer to swallow.


Among the forfeits he knew, most had quit all former contacts, spending their lives—if they weren’t out in the field—in the isolated facilities of the Order, secluded from the society for which they posed such a threat. 


A forfeit’s life was one of service and solitude. It was part of their fate. And would have been part of his fate, too, if he hadn’t had the luck to be born into one of the richest and most influential of Arcadia’s royal elite families. More luck ever still to have the most stubborn elder brother in the human history of brotherhood. His brother, who simply refused to turn his back on him when he was claimed; who had dug in his heels and challenged everybody, from their parents up to the Prime’s representatives to grant him visitation rights; who had held him and coaxed him back to humanity when he was about to get lost in the red mist; who had always believed in the good in him, even when he had lost faith in himself.


Since their family was important enough to cause serious trouble—and get away with it—and since they didn’t want this to create a stir, they finally agreed on a quiet concession: Darken was granted leave for special family celebrations and was allowed to spend the official summer holiday period each year on his family’s estate.


It allowed him to grow up with a sense of community and society that most of his kind lacked, giving him the chance and the privilege to experience, if only for brief periods, how life could be outside the strict confines and discipline of the Order.


Still today, in between his assignments, he moved between those two worlds more freely than any other forfeit he had ever met. And yet, today like then, each time was a dangerous gamble.


He knew that they had been waiting—and still waited—for the day when he would do something unforgivable, so that they could point their fingers and remind the society that there were good reasons for the strict seclusion, using this to tighten the leash on the forfeit, which was already strangling them.


Well, he had no intention of becoming their whipping boy. Not today. Not ever.


“I’m sorry, Uncle Darken,” Josy muttered miserably into the stretching silence.


“I’mb forry,” Max echoed.


“I-I really don’t know what got into me.” His niece looked like she’d just publicly embarrassed the entire family, including all their ancestors. “Jinxing Maxwell like that—it was immature and completely inappropriate.”


Well, there was at least something he could set straight. 


“Don’t get me wrong, darling,” he told her with another fleeting look into the mirror. “The timing was absolutely inappropriate, but apart from that there is nothing wrong with jinxing an insufferable sibling who is getting in your hair.”


Josy choked on the water bottle she’d taken up and needed Max to slap her on the back several times before recovering. Wiping her chin, she looked up at him from watering eyes. “Excuse me?”


Darken kept a straight face. “You heard me right. Say Maxwell is calling you a know-it-all without any reason. What do you do? You jinx him.”


“I do?” Josy asked, her eyes wide.


“Absolutely. And Max—what if Josepha calls you a nuisance, and let’s say for the sake of the argument it is for once not true.” His nephew gave a protesting “ey,” while Josy snickered. “Can you jinx her?”


Max forgot the jibe and beamed. “I could, couldn’t I?”


“You bet. Despite everything critical that can be said about jinxing, it is a great way to train your magical reflexes. When your father and I were young, we kept jinxing each other all the time.”


“Dad jinxed you?” Josy asked incredulously. “He would do something so … childish?”


A lazy smile curved Darkens lips. “He tried to, at least. Sometimes we made a real sport out of it.”


“A sport? You mean, like a game?” Max brow furrowed. “But how would you know who won?”


“Well, of course, the one who got the worse punishment.”


Max gaped. “But then it would be bad, you know, winning.”


“Not at all. Seeing Steph’s pretty face all scrunched up like yours right now was usually absolutely worth it.”


His nephew giggled, but Josy wrinkled her nose. “Grandmother would throw a fit if she’d hear you saying this. She’d say”—she fell into a nasal, scolding tone that was an uncanny imitation of his mother—“there is nothing that cannot be solved with carefully selected words. No need to debase oneself to a conduct more appropriate for a bunch of primitive baboons.”


“She’d say that, wouldn’t she?”


Darken’s eyes lost a little of their spark and he felt a chill, a sweet darkness washing through his veins, licking at the inside of his skin. A subliminal little warning.


Yes, his mother had a talent to turn any kind of joy into a sin. He knew. Oh yes, he knew.


Heloise Dubois-Marcrant was a woman of steel. A matriarch of the old school, who ruled her family with an iron fist. Dubois had always been a powerful name, a bloodline extending far into the past, priding itself of many strong magical talents, but she was the one that had led them to the very top, paving the way for Stephane’s political advancement. A rocky path littered with sacrifices, trading love and friendship against voices in a council and numbers on a bank account.


Courting the edges of the trueborn elite for years, Darken had seen that game in all its vicious facets; the aspiring players and their inevitable fall from grace. It was a never-ending pursuit. A race to the top of a lonely mountain, that left you winded and empty, just to discover that behind it another mountain waited to be climbed.


His mother was one of the many aspirants getting caught in the wheels of the great royal machinery, enticed by the sound of golden metal rattling in huge empty halls. This way of life had turned her cold, hard and bitter. The years had made her older but had failed to soften her. If anything, they had rusted the iron inside her, making her even more rigid.


As the matriarch of the stronger-blooded side of the family, Heloise had always played a big role in Maxwell’s and Josepha’s upbringing and education, but now with the pending election and his brother and his wife touring around most of the time campaigning, she was the one holding the reins—and the whip, Darken thought darkly.


During the last couple of months, he had noticed that Josepha had withdrawn more and more into herself, like a snail shrinking back into her fragile shell, rarely laughing and hiding behind frills and etiquette. He hadn’t given it too much thought, putting it on the troubles of the teens and the lack of self-confidence that often went along with it, yet right now it made him wonder just how much of it was to be blamed on his mother and her sharp tongue. Josepha was a delicate soul, and it wouldn’t take much to destroy what little spine she possessed. He’d have to talk to his brother about it when they returned.


Burying those thoughts for later, Darken tried to get some of the lightness back into his voice. “Well, your grandmother only says that because she’s always been a poor jinxer herself.”


That provoked a round of side-splitting laughter from the back.


The ache in his chest eased a little. That’s how he wanted to see them. He wanted them to be jolly and carefree; children like they were supposed to be.


His own childhood had been taken from him when his “talent” was discovered, replaced by a strict regime of training, discipline, and punishment. It was those memories, memories of him and Stephane jinxing each other, of stealing strawberries in the summer and fishing in the ghost lakes when the sun hung low between the willow-trees, memories of laughter, of jokes, of another life and time, that he clung to in his darkest moments, when the bloody darkness ripped at his sanity and threatened to drown him. 


Knowing how it felt to be robbed of that precious gift, he wanted to spare his niece and nephew from this fate in any way he could. It was why, whenever he visited the family at the townhouse or the country estate he made an effort to leave the forfeit behind and turned into the uncle who would play all their games no matter how silly, who would bring them on adventures that would get their parents’ hair to stay on end if ever they learned about them and who would buy them that other ice cream that Grandmother just wouldn’t. 


Being a Dubois entailed a certain kind of social pressure, he reflected, but he saw no need to burden them with it before it became a real necessity.


After calming down enough to be able to talk again, the children launched into a vivid discussion about in what kinds of situations jinxing would be considered an adequate response.


Darken realized that the spider had been unusually quiet the whole time. When he turned his head, she was watching him from the passenger’s seat with a confused expression on her face, as if she’d just made a disconcerting discovery about him.


It bothered him a lot that he didn’t know what it was. It bothered him even more that he felt bothered by it at all. In fact, everything about her bothered him.


It had been fairly delightful to watch how she’d struggled to fight the effects of his magic—at least for a while. Usually, his victims quickly succumbed to its throes, turning either savage or catatonic. It went along with lowered inhibitions and a loss in body control, as well as a strong primal need for sexual satisfaction—the body’s way of dealing with the near-death experience, using the hormonal response to anchor the flesh to life again.


Alex had put up a good fight, there were no two opinions about that. It took some die hard mental strength to keep control like she had. Yet a bit of probing had confirmed that she wasn’t quite as immune to the effects as she pretended. 


A sensible person would have surrendered and handed over the wheel. But not this spider. No. She had gritted her teeth and held on. Impressive—and stupid.


It made him wonder what would have happened if he hadn’t intervened. Would she have driven them into a tree or would she have seen sense and stopped by herself before that happened? There was no way to tell. This woman possessed more pride than sense and he didn’t think she always knew where her limits were. Leap first, look later. It made her both unpredictable and dangerous. And if there was something he couldn’t stand, it was things out of his control.


“Can you jinx, Alex?”


The fearless spider startled a little at being addressed by his nephew.


She leaned around to look at the boy and hiked one shoulder. “My magic is acceptable for a shaper and I do know a few jinxes myself, but usually my shaper abilities are far better suited for the kind of situations you were talking about. My brothers tried to jinx me a couple of times when we were young,” she added thoughtfully, “but I cured them pretty quickly from the idea.”


So, she had brothers, well, wasn’t that interesting? Perhaps it would be better to just let her keep talking. That way he would learn a lot more about her than by any direct questioning. And it seemed the children were much better at this, anyway. Figured, they had an innocent way of pulling information out of someone and she was a lot less guarded around them. 


“Cured?” Josy asked with a puzzled frown. “How exactly can you cure somebody from that?”


A wicked glow entered Alex’s bright blue eyes and a malicious little smile curved her sensual lips. “I crept into their bedrooms at night and changed into my full spider skin, hanging from the ceiling just inches from their sleeping faces. And then I poked them awake.”


His niece sucked in a loud breath. Max leaned forward, completely hanging on her words.


“What’d they do?” 


Alex grinned. “Well, let me put it this way: people do jump at the ceiling in fright, literally—even if they are not shapers.”


Max burst out laughing and even Josy’s mouth twitched as if she was trying to hold something in. Alex laughed too, throwing back her head and slightly arching her back. The gesture gave her face a youthful shine, wiping away the strain and worry that had tightened her skin and made him realize just how young she was: twenty-four or twenty-five, maybe even younger.


“My middle brother even wet himself, I think.” Alex bit her lower lip, and added ruefully, “I actually felt a little bad for him.”


“You can’t blame him,” Max said. “I’ve seen your teeth, they are pretty scary—aren’t they Uncle Darken?”


And suddenly all eyes in the car were focused on him, especially one pair of sharp ice-blue eyes, too interested in his response to that question.


Darken cleared his throat. “They are certainly big.”


That was all he was going to admit. “Come to think about it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a spider in her full shaper skin.”


That earned him a sharp glance. “And never will, as far as I’m concerned.”


And here she was again, the feisty little spider. Darken laughed quietly. “I didn’t mean for you to strip naked or anything. I was just talking about a tiny flash of skin.”


“In your dreams.”


A glacier wouldn’t radiate such biting coldness.


“Ah, now don’t be so squeamish,” he teased. The Great Mother have mercy on him, but it felt good to tease somebody. Somebody who wasn’t family. It seemed like forever since he’d done it. And she was so deliciously prone to rise to any bite when you’d discovered the right buttons to push. 


“Come on, it won’t hurt you to show a little bit of skin.”


He grinned when she tensed beside him.


“Yes pleeeeease.” Max bobbed his head so hard he was in serious danger of a whiplash injury.


When she didn’t react, Darken leaned over and put a hint of that seductive purr into his voice that had made her so furious earlier. “Come on, Alexis Harper, show me your true skin.”


Instead of the snap-and-snarl reaction he had expected, she turned deathly pale at his words and for a second, he thought she would collapse.


“Stop the car,” she whispered.


“What did I—?”


“Stop. The. Car!” 


The pained urgency in her voice made him comply without thinking. He hit the brakes and slithered to a halt at the side of the road beside a cornfield.


Before the tires had even come to a full stop, she had already snapped open her seat belt, bolted out of the door and vanished into the field, as if an army of forfeit were on her tail.


The children stared past her, as flabbergasted as he felt.


“What … just happened?“ Josy wanted to know.


Darken could only shake his head. “I have not the slightest idea.”










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










SHOW me your true skin.


Alex dashed through the cornfield, half-blindly plowing along the tall rows of plants, oblivious to the scratches she took on her arms and legs.


Show me your true skin.


The field abruptly ended in a little clearing and she stumbled into the opening.


Sturdy oak trees bordered this small patch of meadow grass and wildflowers, their gnarled branches dark against the sky at the approaching dusk. Alex took a few shaky steps and leaned against a tree, holding onto it with both hands, breathing hard, heart throbbing wildly in her chest. Her fingers ran along the rough bark, a steady anchor of life in a withering world, as she tried to dispel the shiver out of her bones, as she tried to keep herself together when everything in her wanted to shatter and break.


Come on, Alex, show me your true skin.


Just words, but they’d left deep scars on the invisible skin of her soul. Words that brought back the memories, ripping the scars open with fiery knives, leaving her heart bleeding again, like it had bled so long ago.


A stifled sob escaped her lips and she closed her eyes, pressing one hand against her chest.


The darkness in her mind was filled with Darken’s face, a lazy smile curving up his lips. “Come on, Alexis Harper, show me your true skin.”


And suddenly all she saw was the face changing into that of a handsome, blond young man in ripped blue jeans with bright green eyes winking at her and she turned sweet seventeen again, when she still had dreams. When she’d still been blue-eyed and innocent enough to believe that it didn’t matter what she was. Wouldn’t matter. Not when it came to love.


Tristan Grimes ginned at her from her memory, a teasing, daredevil grin that made her knees go weak. 


“Oh, come on, Alex,” he whispered, tickling her ear with his breath. “Don’t be a killjoy. Show me your skin.”


They had been together for a while then and when she finally found the courage to tell him about her true nature, he’d been intrigued, excited even. Instead of pushing her away as she’d almost expected despite her desperate hopes, he’d pushed her to show him what lay beneath that second skin she wore.


She should have known then. Should not have mistaken his interest for anything but plain human curiosity. But she’d been thrilled by his interest, and so deeply in love, she was blind and deaf to the voice of reason. 


Stupid, really. So stupid.


Still, when he’d asked her to show him her skin, she’d hesitated, knowing that it was a freakish sight, that some people thought it was creepy. She told him it wasn’t a good idea, that it might freak him out and that she didn’t want to scare him away. But he had begged her so sweetly, all charms and kisses, hadn’t let it go until she finally gave in. After all, he’d told her he loved her. That nothing would ever change that. That they would stand together no matter what. The two of them against the rest of the world.


And she’d been stupid enough to believe that he meant it.


Great Mother, how wrong she had been. How terribly, terribly wrong. 


She pressed the hand to her chest, felt the tips of her claws dig into the soft human skin above her breast. She couldn’t poison herself, but she could hurt. Most wounds healed over time, but a broken heart was the hardest part for the body to mend.


She still remembered the shock so clearly as if his face was right in front of her eyes. Sweet Jester, he’d been so disgusted.


Monster, he’d called her. Freak. Abomination. Words he’d hurled at her like stones bruising her limbs and fracturing her bones until she felt brittle in her skin.


It had been her mother all over again, but this time the betrayal had felt even greater. This time she understood exactly why he turned away from her.


He’d been appalled that he’d had it off with something so monstrous, had told her that things like her shouldn’t be allowed to exist. And she’d felt so ashamed, so worthless and … dirty.


And then, when she came to work the next day, she found that he’d spread her little secret to everyone, and the people with whom she’d happily chatted just the day before, the people who she’d used to sit together with during lunch break, suddenly gave her a wide berth, some of them throwing her anxious looks as if she might suddenly grow claws and attack them, others looking angry as if she’d somehow defiled them.


And Tristan had stood in front of them, with an ugly grin on his handsome face, and loudly bragged about how he’d fucked her. In that moment she’d realized that he had never loved her. She’d been fun to screw and enough of a hottie to be the trophy girlfriend he liked to present to his buddies. And then she’d been a curiosity worth beguiling until he got what he wanted from her. And gotten it he had. She had shown him her core and he’d stomped on her heart in thanks.


That night she’d packed up her backpack and left the city. Had sworn herself that she’d never let anyone this close again, that she’d never make herself vulnerable like this again. If somebody would see her true skin it would be because it would be the last sight he would ever get.


Of course, there had been some liaisons throughout the years, a little fun here and there, but nothing anywhere near serious. Nothing that went past giving her name—whatever name she’d carried at the time—and sometimes not even that.


A soft rustle of footsteps announced someone approaching from behind. The faintest thread of vibration tugged at her, striking a chord of her mental web. A moment later, Darken stepped into the clearing.


He stopped a couple of steps behind her.


Her body stiffened, and her hands curled into fists. Come to gloat?


Alex wished there was any defiance left in her, a streak of sass somewhere in the marrow of her bones, but there was nothing, only emptiness. With a deep breath, she turned around to him, bracing herself.


At the sight of her, he tightened like a panther scenting wounded prey and a sheen of angry red rolled over his irises. His eyes flickered from her face to the fist pressed to her chest and back, and she knew that despite her efforts she couldn’t quite get the bruised look off her face.


But instead of the expected scorn or reproach, she thought she saw a hint of concern beneath the hardness around his eyes. Hard to decipher from the muted whiff of emotions she received from him.


He approached her slowly, haltingly. Like one approached a wild, skittish animal that might shy away at any moment. She certainly felt like one, right now.


“Are you okay?” His low voice was husky, and the question felt strange coming from a man who’d admitted to being a state-licensed killer.


She wanted to tell him, no, she wasn’t okay, would probably never again be okay. She wanted to rip her heart out of her chest and present it to him on her outstretched hand to have, at last, somebody acknowledge the wounds that had been lashed into it.


She just stood there and looked at him.


Darken hesitated. “If I said something that upset you, I am sorry.”


It did sound sincere. And in this moment, she wished, she so desperately wanted, needed to believe that it was real. Just some kind of real emotion for her, and if it was only concern, and only from him, but then green eyes winked at her from the darkness of her memory, sparkling with “real” affection, with “real” love, and she slammed those shutters closed before they could open any further.


She couldn’t trust herself to know what was real and what wasn’t anymore. She felt so vulnerable and she hated it. Great Mother, how she hated it.


Alex swallowed. Took a shaky breath.


“It’s okay.” She forced herself to open her stiff fingers. “I just … It had nothing to do with you.”


The half-lie felt sour in her mouth, but she swallowed the taste like she’d swallowed frustration and rejection all her life. She saw—and even more felt—his confusion, but right now there were no words in her to explain any of this without ripping down the protective walls around her completely, and she was brittle enough already.


Exhaustion smothered her as she let go of the tree and she suddenly felt like she’d run a whole marathon without any chance to take a break.


“I’m fine,” she repeated, more to assure herself than anyone else. “We should move on.”


Without looking at Darken, she walked past him and made her way back to the car.
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ALEX slumped in her seat, staring at the villages and farms rushing by outside the window without really seeing them.


The moment she had come back to the car, the kids had assaulted her with questions, but Darken had returned only a moment after her and one sharp glance from him had put a stop to it. Which she was extremely grateful for. His words had involuntarily ripped open an old wound, one she’d thought had healed by now, and the pain still felt too raw and too private to share it with anyone.


And somehow Darken, of all people, seemed to understand that.


Oh, it would have been easy enough for him to close up to her on the way back through the field and take her to task. She had almost waited for him to do it. Didn’t think Mr. I-need-to-know-everything would content himself with her non-explanation of her strange behavior.


But instead, he’d kept his distance, more than just in a physical way, as if he somehow felt—and respected—her need for space and privacy. It gave her the impression that he knew exactly how it felt when you were suffering from a wound of the past and needed time to deal with it on your own terms. Which made her wonder what secrets were hidden beneath that cold, indifferent mask he wore that would make him understand.


She turned her head just enough so that she could see his outline at the edge of her sight field.


This man was a well of never-ending confusion to her. She had hardly known him for twelve hours and already seen so many different personas, she could barely keep track of them all: killer, prick, tease, trueborn richling, cold bastard, caring uncle, arrogant macho, dangerous predator, and now, concerned male—he was just too much to put into a box and whenever she thought she had finally discovered everything about him, another facet of him flashed up to startle her again.


The concern she’d felt from him in the clearing? It had been real. She was almost sure of it. So, how did that fit in with the coldblooded killer who had almost finished her off in the roadhouse without so much as blinking an eye? One moment he was barely controlled deadly fury, the next he teased the kids out of their dejection with jokes about jinxing and his mother.


It just seemed impossible that all of this was supposed to be one and the same man.


Under different circumstances, she might have been intrigued to find out what else there was to discover behind the blank wall of his golden face. She was a spider. And spiders liked to unravel things. But right now, she just felt heart-sore and exhausted and she really just hoped to survive long enough to find a way out of this mess she’d so unwillingly slipped into.


Alex leaned her forehead against the cool window frame and watched the shadows lengthening as the sun slowly dipped down toward the horizon, imbuing the western sky with bright, vivid pinks and reds. A hawk soared high above the trees, scanning the ground with its sharp predatory eyes, searching for careless prey.


With a sudden “tseeer” it swooped down, a golden arrow in front of the spectacular sunset sky, plummeting past a huge motorway sign. The letters had been partly crossed out with red graffiti spray, so that instead of “Highway to Holloway” it now read “Highway to Hell.”


How fitting, Alex through with a wry smile as they sped past it.


A moment later Max called “Look! Loooook!” and pointed out the front, bouncing up and down in his seat with excitement.


Alex turned her head just in time to see the bulwark of Gomorrah appear at the red horizon, growing from the landscape like an ugly ulcer, a nasty boil on the country’s bare ass.


The setting sun ignited the peaks of the jutting mass of skyscrapers and threw dark red shadows down the high city walls, making it look like a giant volcanic crater full of boiling blood that was spilling over the edges—pretty much picturing the city’s soul to its truest.


Gomorrha was … how had Darken put it so fittingly? A sink of inequity. Yes. That hit the mark.


As the biggest city and core of Holloway County, Gomorrha was a stronghold of crime, an attraction point for the dregs of society. It was a place where halfborns rubbed elbows with trueborns and where you could acquire anything that money could buy. And when she said anything, she meant anything.


For years now, the government had tried put a stop to the criminal activities in Gomorrha, but too many lobbyists and bigwigs had their dirty fingers in Gomorrha’s poisoned pie and as long as enough influential people and high officials profited from the on-goings in the city, these efforts were doomed to failure.


Darken slowed and took the lane that led up toward Gomorrha’s east gate, one of the only two entrances into the city, both of which were highly manned and guarded, strictly monitoring the constant inflow and outflow of vehicles and persons. The street slowly ascended for about five miles before spanning the Hadez Channel that ran parallel to the highway and separated Gomorrah in the south from gate to gate from the nearside like a natural castle moat.


They sluggishly wove their way through the thickening traffic that reminded Alex of an ant trail getting busier closer to its hill. To their right, a tall black column covered in arcane glyphs pointed into the dusky sky like an admonitory forefinger: the “post of no return” as the locals liked to call it.


Alex straightened in her seat. Enough dwelling on her soppy past. Now was the time to be sharp. Gomorrha didn’t forgive any sloppiness.


“In about two miles there is an exit with three ramps,” she told Darken. “We have to take the second one.”


The first one was a loop that under-crossed the street and led back into the opposite lane as last possible turnaround before the street narrowed down and split into the two-pronged bridge that accessed the gate—hence the “no return.” The second ramp led down to a wee little fishing area at the river, and the third to the local city dump at the edge of the marshlands.


Just how many lifeless bodies have been dumped into the river at Gomorrha’s feet and ended up in the marsh, preserved and yet forever remaining undiscovered in that treacherous muddy expanse? Alex wondered, as she watched Gomorrah towering above the hills like a massive black giant.


When she didn’t offer any further explanation, Darken impatiently tapped the wheel. “And where exactly is that gonna take us?”


“Don’t you like surprises, sugar?” Alex asked sweetly.


A shadow crossed his face. “No. I’m actually not a big fan of surprises. Especially not with my niece and nephew in the backseat of the car.”


No sense of humor, these trueborns.


Alex waved a hand. “Calm your tits, sugar. There is just—”


The traffic came to such a sudden halt that Darken had to slam on the brakes not to rear-end the car in front of them. Alex grabbed the armrest and glanced past the bulky four-by-four vehicle that claimed the road up front.


Ah, shit!


“We have to go!” she hissed, as a cold hand clamped around the back of her neck. “Now! Turn around.” She made a wild movement with her hand. “Turn around!”


But before the words had completely left her mouth, they rolled past a uniformed Peace Officer, who waved them over into one of two lines of waiting cars, and she knew it was too late.


Oh fuck. Fuck, fuck, double fuck!


“Look away,” she hissed at the kids, but the officer was already busy marshaling the next cars coming after them into the lines.


“What is happening?” Darken asked tensely as he followed the hand signals and steered them into the indicated line behind a red convertible.


“PO control,” Alex muttered through gritted teeth. And always with such great timing. “They do it occasionally in this area. You know—search cars for drugs and contraband like forbidden magical objects.” Or wanted persons trying to get in or out of Gomorrha’s caring arms. And they just happened to have extremely hot items loaded. Curse the Blind Child’s eyes!


A couple of cars down the line POs were approaching the diver’s sides and controlling the papers that were handed to them, occasionally asking people to step out of their cars and searching the insides.


And now? They could go neither forward nor backward and there was no way to get to the exit without attracting a hell of a lot of attention. Maybe if she jumped out and tried to run over to the crash barrier and down the slope into the safety of the trees …


Yeah, sure, sugar. You’d be shot before you’d made it halfway.


An invisible ring tightened around Alex’s chest and made it hard for her to breathe. They were trapped! Feeling her rising panic, the spider in her reacted accordingly, pushing upward inside her human skin, hovering on the edge of exploding outward. Her hands pressed the armrests to the breaking point. 


“Calm down,” Darken muttered, rummaging in his coat pocket. “I’ll handle this.”


“Handle?” Alex’s eyes widened incredulously. “We have the most wanted kids of the whole country in our backseat! How exactly are you gonna handle that?”


Just how on earth could he stay so clam?


“They are looking for a pair of abducted children in the hands of a murderous shaper,” Darken said with a crooked grimace, “not a normal trueborn family passing through Gomorrha on their way to Elysea.”


Alex just stared at him. “Family.”


“Family,” he repeated impatiently. “Mother, father, children. Something ringing?”


Now that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard.


“I-I’m way too young to have kids their age!”


“Aunt and uncle then. Great Mother, don’t be such a nitpicker!” Darken dragged a hand through his raven hair. “I have no intention to tell them our whole life story. This is just about appearance.”


Well, this appearance wouldn’t be deceptive.


“Nobody’s gonna buy that!” He was insane. He was completely and utterly insane. Had to be.


“Just let that be my worry.” One hand easy on the wheel, Darken glanced back at the children. “Listen. Don’t look at the officer and keep your heads averted. Josepha, cover your face with your hair. Pretend to be asleep or something.”


And that would turn them invisible, for sure!


Both kids nodded.


Darken turned to her and studied her critically from the side. She felt the strong urge to bare her teeth at him under the close scrutiny.


With a swift movement, he shrugged out of his coat and shoved it at her. “Here, cover yourself.”


Alex stared, first at the coat in her lap, then at Darken. Beneath the coat, he wore a long-sleeved black button-down tunic shirt that showed off his carved arms. Now, that was a really nice biceps right there. If he just flexed it a little more …


“What are you waiting for?” Darken glared at her in outrage. “Put it on. Nobody’s gonna believe you’re a trueborn lady when you are dressed like some army chick.”


Nobody’s gonna believe it anyway, Alex didn’t say. Still, she ripped her eyes away from his unduly shapely frame and pulled the coat over herself, covering her leather jacket and cargo pants. Army chick, my ass!


The coat was warm, and it smelled like Darken, and the spider in her wanted to turn her head and take an in-depth sniff at it.


Great! Alex gritted her teeth. Something hard and long inside the lining pressed against her leg. She touched the hard length through the fabric. A weapon, perhaps? In any case, the idea of Darken and a hard length didn’t seem like a healthy combination, especially right now, wrapped in his masculine scent as she was. Before any other part of her body could get any crazy ideas, she quickly leaned forward, popped open the glove compartment and fingered through its contents.


Hadn’t she seen—? Ah, yes. Alex snatched the pair of huge dark sunglasses she’d spotted while searching for the spare key and put them on. The less people saw of her face, the better.


They were already next in line.


“What if the car has already been reported missing?” she asked lowly not to worry the kids any more than they already were. She was worried enough for all of them.


“That is rather unlikely.” Darken rolled forward a couple of feet. “It’s been barely four hours and the car was parked in a weekend parking lot.”


“Yes, I know, but what if? And we don’t have the papers.”


Sweet Jester, they didn’t have the papers! Not even the halfborn POs were that stupid. They would frizz the car and when they did … Max’s and Josy’s faces were the front image on any news report. There was just no way they wouldn’t be recognized.


Alex’s hands tightened on the fabric of the coat until she heard the seams moan.


“Relax,” Darken told her with all the irritating calmness in the world. “I got this covered. Trust me.”


Hah! “I don’t trust anybody.”


He raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow at her. “Ever? Well, perhaps you should try it once in a while. It’s quite liberating.”


Alex let out a harsh little laugh. “Trust is like an outstretched hand that too often becomes a knife when you turn your back on it.”


“How very poetic.”


“It’s very true.”


Darken held the car in the line. “All I’m saying is—”


“We’re not having this conversation. Period!” And then Alex shut up because a uniformed officer was approaching Darken’s window with quick steps.


With a disgusted shake of his head, Darken reached for the window crank. “Just stay quiet and try to look dazzling.”


Try to—? Fucking prick! What she really would have liked to do was to let her claws slip out and push them up his arrogant ass, but Darken was already rolling down the window, with the PO waiting right in front of it.


Alex’s heart hammered in her chest, its thunderous beat vibrating through her whole body. What would a trueborn lady do in this kind of situation? She leaned back and inspected her nails with a bored expression, realizing with a start that they were broken, dirty and that there were still traces of dried blood beneath them. Quickly, she tugged them between her legs, just as the officer’s face appeared in the window.


He was young, barely stepped out of the academy, she’d bet. His tanned skin and wavy blond hair gave him that kind of hot-surfer-boy look that made you think of sun and beach and naked, sweat-slicked chests. Even inside that uniform. Or maybe especially in that uniform.


On any other day she’d say he wasn’t one to throw out of bed, but beside Darken’s sharp-tinted masculinity, he appeared more like a lanky teenage boy who’d donned Daddy’s uniform.


At the sight of Darken, his mouth dropped open and his eyes widened into saucers, which only reinforced the image of the gawky youth. His gaze briefly swiveled through the car, grazing her and the kids almost as if by accident, but immediately found their way back to the obvious predator perching in the driver’s seat.


Figured. Although Darken was making a palpable effort of toning down the killing vibes he still was what he was. His face had slipped into that cold, haughty trueborn mask that always stressed his unmistakable aristocratic heritage and raised him at least a foot off the ground. It was a face that broadcasted authority and commanded respect and submission. The air around him was almost glowing with raw power and heated danger. Alex could feel it emanating from him in hot, hungry tendrils that licked at her skin and whispered along her nerves. And she was sure Officer sun-and-surf here felt it as well. And it made him more than just a bit nervous.


Heh! Bet that little PO pub had never before seen a trueborn aristo plucked fresh from the highest branches of Arcadia’s tree of royalty. Of course, Darken was one unique specimen.


“Officer?” Darken said mildly when the kiddo just kept staring.


The young men jerked as if he’d been tasered. “S-sir.”


He fumbled with his walkie-talkie, almost dropping it from his fingers. “The—the papers, please. And your license. What—”, he cleared his throat a couple of times, “what is the purpose of your stay in Gomorrha?”


Darken leisurely fished a folded piece of gossamer paper from the center console where he had placed it earlier. She wished she’d paid it more attention then, but she’d been too worried about being busted at the time. Still was, actually.


“Just passing through on the way to Elysea.”


He handed the papers over to the officer, and Alex got a glimpse of a name: Kaydon Jeroux-something. A fake ID? Full of surprises, aren’t we, Mr. Trueborn? 


She couldn’t see what was written on it, but the youth’s eyes widened even more, and he stared at Darken with the same disbelief of a boy who’d just stumbled into his most favorite action movie star to discover that he looked even more impressive in real life than on the screen. 


Licking his lips, he nervously shifted from one foot to the other. “I-I will need to verify this, Sir.” He sounded both slightly embarrassed and a little afraid to get his head bitten off for the message.


“But of course, Officer,” Darken said pleasantly, although his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You have to do your job.”


The youth bolted away. A couple of yards away he started gasping into his walkie. Alex pricked her ears, but they were too full of her own speedy breath and the nervous beat of her heart which felt very much trapped right now. Just like she felt trapped. Spiders didn’t like to be trapped. They were the trappers. The web-spinners. The hunters. Being hunted didn’t suit her at all.


She closed her eyes. This so wasn’t gonna work. There was just no way it could. Oh, sweet Jester, they were so screwed.


Darken gave her a slightly bemused look. “Breathe. If you faint, you’ll cause a fuss.”


Alex ground her teeth so hard her jaw hurt. Murdering him in a PO control was out of the question.


Only a moment later slapping steps announced the officer hurrying back toward their car in a haste. Oh, right, they were screwed!


Alex eased herself in her seat, bringing her fingers close to the buckle of her seatbelt, ready to unlatch it and run. The spider tensed below her skin, ready to take charge.


Maybe she got lucky. Yeah, or maybe she’d be dead in the next minute.


The cops face appeared in the window again, a slightly dazed looked in his eyes.


“Your papers, Sir.” He thrust the stack back at Darken.


Now it was Alex’s jaw that dropped. It worked? It actually worked? 


The youth cleared his throat again. “With the clearance stamp I added on the top sheet, you shouldn’t have any trouble at the other gate.”


Darken inclined his head, keeping a straight face. “My thanks. Your effort is certainly appreciated.”


“Sir.” The officer stood tall, slightly swelling in the chest. All that was missing was that he clicked his heels and snapped off a salute.


Alex fought the strong desire to laugh out loud. It was pure luck the youngster was too busy trying to impress Darken to note her struggle. 


“I am very sorry for the inconvenience, Sir.”


“Not at all,” Darken said with a noncommittal smile, as he tugged the papers back into his pocket. “We all want our cities to become safer places.”


Famous words, for a man on the doorstep to Gomorrah.


“Lady.” The officer respectfully bowed his head in her direction, and Alex gave him what she hoped was a benevolent nod. Might as well have been an insane you’re-such-a-dork grin.


The cop stepped back and Darken started rolling up the window. Alex felt so giddy it almost drove her out of her skin. Oh my gosh, he was actually buying their bullshit!


Another PO walked past their car to inspect the one behind them. Everything seemed to slow down to a crawl: the window slid up agonizingly slowly, the glass catching the light of the setting sun, turning it into a golden pane; the man’s gaze just casually grazed their car; she heard Max shift in the backseat behind her; the man’s eyes went past; he paused; frowned; turned back a little; his eyes widened—and Alex saw the exact moment when he recognized who was sitting in the back of the car.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










AH, shit!


Shouting something, the PO reached for his holster and pulled out a gun. Behind him, the youth turned in mid-movement, an expression of complete bafflement spliced on his pretty face.


Alex stared down the black hole of the barrel pointing at the front of the car, ridiculously small, but dangerously close, and noted the beads of sweat on the guy’s face, the finger visibly shivering at the trigger. All blood drained from her face. Fuck, he would shoot!


She wasn’t the only one seeing it.


“Hold on!” Darken barked and stomped on the gas pedal.


A shot rang, like a cannon blast, ripping at Alex’s eardrums. The bullet raced toward them, but instead of piercing Darken’s forehead, it merely screeched along the hood of the car with the sound of chalk being drawn along a blackboard. The car slammed into the shot, sending him crashing into the windshield and rolling over the hood of the car. His tumbling body thumped against the metal.


The children screamed.


Darken didn’t stop. Steel crunched and groaned as he rammed several cars in the waiting line, pushing them to the sides, where they hit others, causing a domino reaction of crashes that propagated into an undulating picture of destruction.


Tires squeaked loudly as people tried to bring their precious vehicles out of the danger zone, while Darken bumped their way through the mass of cars, leaving shouts and tumult behind.


In front of them, a roadblock appeared, made of pylons and red-and-white-striped wood planks on metal beams. Officers were swarming toward it, shouting and waving. Alex threw one glance at Darken’s face and grabbed the side handle.


Darken pushed his foot down. The POs froze and then scattered like fish in front of an attacking shark. 


They hit the barrier at about fifty miles an hour and broke through, sending metal pieces and wood flying, and merged into the flowing traffic up toward Gomorrha.


Alex’s heart was performing a mad stomp-dance in her chest. A small trickle of blood dribbled down the front shield, fanning out to the sides due to their speed like wrong-colored rain.


“Damn!” Darken slapped the wheel with his palm, as he raced along at a suicidal neck-break speed, overtaking cars left and right, missing them only by inches, his face a rigid mask. “Curse those halfborn Peace Officers. Always so quick of the mark!”


Alex gave him a surprised side glance.


“What?” he snarled, eyes two burning pools of red.


She swallowed, unsettled by the lethal fury in his gaze.


“It’s just—I … you’re forfeit,” she said, trying to order the thoughts rattling inside her head. “I just didn’t think—”


“You didn’t think what?” His voice was too soft; a dangerously sleepy croon, like a knife running along soft skin, looking for a place to cut.


A shudder went over her. It suddenly was hard to breathe. “I just didn’t think, you know—one death more or less …”


The moment the words were out, she knew that she’d said the wrong thing. His hands grew so stiff on the wheel she heard the leather crack and had an uncanny vision of her own neck breaking. The raging fire in his eyes was bleeding onto his cheeks, giving his whole face a ghastly glow.


“I’m forfeit,” he growled, “but just because my magic drives me to kill doesn’t mean that I have no regards for the lives taken.”


“I just assumed—”


“Spare me your assumptions!” he spat. He changed gears again and swerved over the lanes, avoiding a van by a hair’s breadth. “That man wasn’t a threat to the country. Or my family for that matter. He was just doing his job!”


“He could have killed the children by accident,” she pointed out weakly.


“I’m not saying he did a good job,” Darken squeezed through gritted teeth, “but in the end, he intended to help them and now somebody has to fill out a death certificate in some sticky room and his relatives will get a call. And just because someone decided to play games with my family.”


It really did bother him. Another unexpected piece in his complicated personality-puzzle.


Alex bit her lip. “Look, sugar, I didn’t mean to—Car!”


Without really looking Darken dodged the approaching car and send them sliding over three lanes. Alex’s teeth jarred. The smell of burned rubber penetrated her nose.


Sirens howled in the distance.


Max’s squeaky voice cut through the car. “They took up the pursuit!”


Alex looked out of the back and spotted the flashing of blue lights through the field of destruction they were leaving in their wake.


In front of them, the street started to rise, ascending in a curve toward Gomorrha’s gate. They sped onto the bridge.


Alex’s heart skipped a beat. They had missed the last exit. Acid desperation filled her mouth. Gomorrah’s walls in front of them. PO behind them. Now there really was no way left for them to go!


Below the bridge, a canopy of trees stretched before giving way to the gloomy streak of the Hadez Channel unfolding like dull black glass in the perilously approaching dark.


“They are gaining!” Josy cried. 


So they were. The sirens wailed like a gaggle of outraged old furies and the blue lights reflected in the rearview mirror, stinging Alex’s sensitive eyes.


Up ahead, the street was splitting up.


The car veered left, and Alex gripped the door frame, as Darken squeezed them through a miniature gap between two cars. The SUV they passed rocked to a forced stop, its mustache of a bumper pruned by their encounter by a couple of inches. Darken didn’t pay him any mind.


“Is everybody belted in?”


“Yeah, sure.” Alex watched him throw a glance in the rearview mirror for confirmation. “Why—”


Darken hit the gas. Alex flew back against her seat, hitting her head. The motor howled as they accelerated, gaining more and more speed. With a jerk of his hand, he ripped the stirring wheel around, sending them flying over the opposite lane. The car hit the crash barrier in a sickening crunch of steel with the front and right side. The car lifted, turning over.


For a moment they were suspended in the air.


Alex rose out of her seat, dropping hard into the confines of her seatbelt. The shaper in her automatically shifted her center of gravity, going with the movement of the car, attempting to absorb the shock of the concussions.


She heard the kids yelling, their voices far and distorted. Saw the ground below them, the scarp, the treetops waving beneath like little toy versions.


As if in slow motion, she saw Darken, face terrible, thrust his hand into his pocket. Something glittered, when he pulled it out, like some kind of short, convex pencil. With a sharp movement, he flipped off the lid, hit it into the center control like a syringe for a vaccine and pushed the backside with his thumb.


Magic lashed from him in a blast.


An invisible cushion snapped open like a self-inflating rubber dinghy and pressed her into her seat.


They hit the ground. Alex felt the collision, but muted, as if she was wrapped in a thick ball of cotton. It still badly jarred the muscles in her neck. Somewhere far away glass shattered. Something nicked her forehead.


The car crashed down the scarp, between trees, overturning several times. Then they thudded the ground one last time, slithering a couple of yards and finally came to a stop at the foot of some rocks.


The magic cushion was sucked back into the device and the metal moaned as it dented like a sardine can crushed under a boot.


Finally, they lay still.


Alex hung upside down in the car, held by her seat belt which was cutting into her hips and shoulder. Her ears were filled with numb ringing. Every inch of her body prickled from hot adrenaline and she could feel her heartbeat pulsing in her fingers, her toes, even her lips.


Alive. They were alive. It took her a moment to process it.


“Get out of the car.” Darken’s deep voice cut through the fuzzy haze in her mind and when she slowly raised her head she saw him pushing open the battered driver’s door.


Yes. Out. She wanted to get out of this car. Too cramped, too confined.


With shaking fingers, she fumbled with the buckle of the seatbelt and, when it snapped open, quickly changed gravity and landed in the wrinkled ceiling in a cat-crouch.


The windshield had crashed in the final collision with the rocks and tiny glittering shards littered the ground, pricking her skin. The sunglasses lay in broken pieces beside her hand.


The strong smell of gasoline filled her nose. In a sudden panic, Alex pushed at her door, but it wouldn’t bulge, squeezed together as it was. Snatching a strip of her backpack, she crawled over to the driver’s door on all fours, ignoring the glass biting into her knees and hands. She squeezed through the slit and stumbled into the open, bend over, sucking in the humid dusk air through her nose.


Alive, alive, the spider chanted inside her and she felt the strong desire to stretch out on the floor, press her face and fingers into the soft earth and just breathe in the smell of grass and twilight moss until her heart stopped trying to push out of her chest. Instead, she straightened up, ignoring her complaining muscles. Darken was just pulling Max out of the car and putting him down on his feet, quickly scanning his face and chest for injuries, while Josy leaned against the rocks, looking jarred and pale.


A brisk wind swept through the trees, shaking their tops and Alex thought she smelled blood over the scents of nature and gasoline. A short look at the others told her that they all had various scratches and bruises, but she couldn’t spot any serious injuries.


Well, not yet!


She ripped off Darken’s cloak and stomped over on wobbly legs, throwing it at his feet.


“Are you absolutely insane?” Alex was shaking, although she couldn’t yet decide if from shock or anger. A bit of both perhaps. And anger was quickly gaining the upper hand because he had frightened her. Badly. Not many people managed to do that. Yet this man had quite a talent for it.


Darken picked up the coat, shook it out and draped it around his shoulders.


“It was a controlled maneuver.”


“A controlled maneuver? A contr—” Her voice almost cracked, but at this moment she really didn’t care. “It may well be that you are throwing your ass from a highway bridge three times a week, but if it is my ass, I’d really like to have say in it!”


His eyes glazed over, and she almost shrunk back at the spark of red igniting in their depths.


“But of course,” he purred, “next time when we’re hunted, and I see a way to escape, I’ll take the time to discuss it with you first.”


“I’d appreciate it!”


Darken shook his head, a picture of trueborn contempt. “We don’t have time for this.”


With that, he dipped his hand into another hidden pocket inside his coat and this time she recognized what he pulled out. 


Her eyes widened, and she took a step back. 


Oh, my goodness, he really is insane.


“Take cover,” Darken ordered quietly, reaching for the ring of the tiny hand grenade.


Not missing a beat, Alex grabbed the kids by their arms and hauled them down toward the river murmuring in the gloomy haze below, unaware of the madness taking place just atop of its peaceful banks. Ignoring their protests, she pulled them into the cover of a couple of tree-covered rocks, crouched and pressed her back flat against the stone.


They had barely taken shelter when an ear-deafening blast shook the ground. Alex squeezed her hands over her sensitive ears, gritting her teeth against the shrill, gut-wrenching pain. Twigs and pebbles rained down on them. Behind them the twilight ignited with a bright flare and heat whipped over them in a hot wave like an angry dragon’s breath, pulling at their clothes and hair. The spider inside her hissed and curled inward.


The silence that followed was heavy with peril, all the birds and critters hushed by the unexpected mayhem.


Alex let go of the rock and stepped out from behind the stony ledge.


Greedy red and orange flames engulfed the battered car, hungrily feasting on the crunched metal, belching sooty black smoke into the evening sky. Part of the wreck caved in, spraying the air with a scattering of hissing sparks. 


Darken strode toward them, his dark outline sharply silhouetted in front of the raging inferno, black coat flowing around him. Another smaller explosion—perhaps the gas tank—rattled the world. It bloomed behind him like a red flower of destruction, roaring flames snapping for the lower branches of the trees.


He didn’t even flinch. The fire reflected from his eyes, mirroring the soul swathed in the lethal darkness of his body: a devil stepped right out of the bowels of hell, sowing fire and doom in his wake.


Alex stared at him.


Without stopping he walked past, his dark, cavernous eyes trained at the river in the distance.


The kids hastened to follow. Alex followed as well, too numb and too speechless to do anything else. Behind them, the flames fed on the darkening sky.


Darken’s face turned to her, as she closed up to him. It was calm, almost relaxed and his voice, when he spoke, was oddly causal. Alex swallowed. What was it that he did with his days that a car chase with the cops, a crash from a highway bridge and the close-range operation of a highly destructive military weapon left him about as rattled as a mountain in a storm?


Targeted. Fired. Traces removed. Next.


This man was thorough, frighteningly thorough, and she really didn’t want to be on his hit-list.


“Soon, it will be teeming with Peace Officers down here,” he said, “but it will take them a while to extinguish the fire and examine the wreck. When they come to realize that there are no corpses in that car, we’ll be long gone.”


And where, Mr. Death-can-suck-my-balls? Alex wondered, as she looked left and right and felt her heart sink. The river loomed before them, its dark waters lapping against the reedy embankment. Nothing looked even close to familiar. They must be miles from Fisherman’s point.


Darken stopped.


“Can you swim?”


Alex blinked. How did that matter right now? Sweet Jester, he was changing topics so fast it made her brain swirl.


She lifted a shoulder. “I know enough not to drown, but—”


“That will be enough.”


With that, he grabbed her by the waist and tossed her into the river.


Alex had just enough time to give a startled yelp before she hit the surface of the water and was being pulled under. Cold water swallowed her, wrapping around her limbs in dark, icy tentacles.


For a moment the chill paralyzed Alex and she sank like a stone. The spider howled and fled into the deeper layers of herself.


Suddenly, her lungs registered the lack of oxygen and she flailed in panic, thrashing blindly in the murky green darkness. A rock bit into her shin and she opened her mouth, bubbles bursting from her lips. 


Instinct kicked in and her body moved of its own. She pushed her legs, propelling herself up toward the lighter expanse above her.


Alex broke through the surface and gasped for air, spitting out what seemed like a ton of water. The currents pulled at her and tossed her around like a cork and she swallowed another mouthful of fishy water. Looking around wildly, she located the other shore. Twenty-five yards.


Taking a deep breath, she began swimming over, taking long forceful strokes, pushing her arms and legs, while fighting against the current that tried to drift her down the river. She might be a bit stiff in that department, but swimming, like a couple of other things, was something you simply didn’t unlearn. Even as a kid she’d never been a big fan of water, be it from above or below—quite unlike her brothers who’d found any excuse to jump into the lakes close to the mansion in the hot summer—but her sire had still insisted that she learn swimming along with them. Bless her sire now.


When she neared the other bank, she spotted Darken bending down and fishing Josy out of the water. Max was already standing beside him—Darken had probably towed him—shivering visibly in the evening air, wet hair plastered to his forehead. His face was a sallow smudge in the gloom.


Alex kicked her legs once more and felt mud under her knees and hands. Ground. Thank Jester!


She raised her head, just as Darken stepped over and held out a hand to help her out.


Ignoring his outstretched hand, she grabbed a handful of reeds and hoisted herself up by her own power. Water dripped from her in streams as she straightened up on the bank, wet and muddy and seething. It was surprising she wasn’t instantly blow dried by her own anger.


She dashed around to Darken.


“How dare you!”


Her eyes would have flashed solid black if she’d had any access to her true skin, but the spider was hiding in the den of her core, and, wet as she was, wouldn’t be coaxed anytime soon.


His lips twitched, and she realized she probably looked more like a drowned rat than a dangerous spider.


“I figured you might not like the idea.”


“You figured right!”


“Now don’t make such a fuss.” The lazy, arrogant smile he gave her only enraged her more. “It’s just a bit of water. You’ll dry eventually.” His voice lowered confidentially. “Don’t worry, you’re in no danger of melting—not sweet enough.”


Oh, you—


She sputtered. “You arrogant, complacent son of a—”


Closing the distance between them she pushed against his wet chest. He really had a hard, massive chest. It was a good thing too that the spider was incapacitated or she might have unsheathed her claws and given him a taste of just how sweet she could be.


A soft growl rippled from his lips, but she ignored it, too mad to contemplate that dangerous glitter in his eyes.


She shoved him again. Wow, that felt good!


“You—”


When she raised her hands to push him again, he grabbed her wrists, clenching them in his iron grip.


Alex snarled and tore at her arms to free them, but he held on tight. He wasn’t using his magic, but she, too, had to make do without most of her shaper strength and he seemed to be made only from muscle and steel. She had almost forgotten how fucking strong he was.


With a growl, she kicked for his groin, but he slipped around her with predatory speed, locking her leg between his in a steel vise. Sleek bastard!


Alex tried to lean back and bring her elbows between them to use them as a lever, but he smelled the maneuver and forced her into a hard turn, trapping one of her arms behind her back and yanking her so close that his chest was pressing against hers. 


Breathing hard, they stared at each other, her head slightly tilted back to look up at him, steam rising from their bodies into the cool evening air.


Alex felt the burning heat of his skin through their soggy clothes, his muscled torso brushing against her hard nipples sticking out through the thin, wet cotton of her shirt. His eyes flared and something feral sparked inside them, something wild and hungry that made her pretty much aware that they were locked in almost a lover’s embrace with nothing but a thin layer of wet fabric separating them. An alarm wailed inside her head. Too close. They were standing way too close.


Using a self-defense technique, she rotated into his hold, then broke free from his grip with a quick, brusque movement and skidded back out of his reach, one of her knives automatically jumping into her hand.


Darken stiffened. Something chilling entered his eyes, making them glassy, almost sleepy.


“You really want to dance with me?” His voice was a soft purr.


“Any time sugar!”


Alex planted her feet in a striking stance. A second knife slipped into her other hand and a sneer stretched her lips. Great Mother, she was so mad! “I don’t need magic to cut you into stripes. How about you?”


He moved so quickly it was barely noticeable, even for her perception; he thrust his hand into his coat and a slender blade appeared seemingly out of nowhere.


Wow, that was smooth! Now, where had that come from? It was an elegant sword, about a foot long, slightly curved to the tip and covered in arcane glyphs engraved into the length of metal. So that’s what she’d felt earlier. As he moved, it blurred, flickering in and out of sight, making it hard to focus on it. A concealment spell. Very powerful. Very expensive, too. She’d seen them in operation before, but never quite so masterly. It must have been woven into the metal in the forging process by a real master of his craft.


So full of surprises, Mr. Trueborn.


Alex smirked and let her knives twirl.


They circled each other, teeth bared, weapons raised, carefully putting their feet on the muddy ground, assessing each other like two predators ready to go for each other’s throats.


“Pretty toothpick.” Alex pointed with her chin to the shimmering blade. “That’s a neat little spell right there.”


Darken bared his teeth. “So say many when I put it into their flesh.”


Alex rolled her eyes. Trueborn at his finest. Just no false modesty there.


Suddenly he changed his sword to the side, muscles flowing in the half-darkness, the sword’s tip raised above his head. Alex tightened the grip on her knives, stabilizing her footing on the soft floor. She felt the invisible threads of possibilities expand between them, knitting them together in a complicated glowing pattern between life and death. The threads were strung tightly, humming with energy and tension, waiting for the one move, the one strike, that would set them all in motion.


“Hey!” Josy’s desperate voice cut through the tension, breaking the energy. “Could you please postpone your quarrel until later? Max is hurt!”


Alex blinked, startled. What was wrong with that family, that a kid would call two pissed off adults rounding each other with drawn blades a quarrel? Those weapons were hardly toys at all.


Their gazes met for a second. Darken stepped back and sheathed his sword with a quick movement, vanishing it in his coat once more.


Without another glance in her direction, he hurried over to Max and crouched beside his nephew who had sunken down into the mud. Alex pocketed her own knives and joined him, squatting on her haunches on Max’s other side. 


The boy had turned so pale his skin seemed almost gray in the half dark, shimmering with a sheen of sweat. His lips were bloodless and blue-tinted, and he was shivering like mad.


Worry furrowed Darken’s forehead as he bent over the kid.


“M-my leg,” Max whimpered. “It h-hurts.”


With an incredible gentleness that seemed completely at odds with the way he’d just wielded his blade a moment ago, Darken reached forward and carefully pulled up the soaking wet left trouser leg.


Alex sucked in a sharp breath. 


A gash about the length of her palm gaped in the outside of his shin. She couldn’t see the bone, but it was, at any rate, a nasty flesh wound, and it was bleeding like hell, quickly forming a dark puddle beneath his leg. It looked like a cut from a flying piece of sharp glass or metal, probably from the crashing car.


Alex didn’t need to be a healer to know he was in pretty bad shape. And she’d thought she’d smelled blood. Damn it, she should have paid it more attention.


“So much for the controlled maneuver,” she muttered under her breath.


Darken’s head snapped up, eyes flaring violently red. His nostrils fluttered. If looks could kill she’d be burned to ashes right now.


She swallowed. But didn’t retreat. Wouldn’t retreat.


Yet there was something else flickering in his eyes beside fury. Guilt? Oh yes, he was feeling bad about Max getting hurt—and she’d just reminded him who was responsible for it.


With a moan, Max sank onto his back and closed his eyes. His breath came in harsh, short gasps.


“He is in shock,” Josy said tensely, leaning over her brother beside her uncle, “from the blood loss and the cold water.” Her voice was neutral, almost devoid of emotion. A healer, knowing that those were misplaced in an emergency situation.


“I need to heal him immediately.” She shoved up her sleeves and reached for Max’s leg.


“NO!” Alex snatched her hand and wildly shook her head.


Josy recoiled. Plain hurt whipped in her eyes. “I-I’ve done comparable healings in class already.” 


Ah, for the— “That’s not what I’m talking about! This has nothing to do with your healing skills. It’s just that we can’t use any magic so close to Gomorrha’s walls!”


Josy stared at her as if she had lost her mind.


“What? Why not?”


“It’s part of Gomorrha’s defense work. See?” Alex pointed toward the black wall rising into the almost dark sky behind the trees. “What we have here, that’s not a historical castle wall. It doesn’t have any watchtowers or crenellations up there. That’s because those things are unnecessary due to its height and the ward spells that have been woven into its foundations. They don’t fear people getting over the wall—or under it for that matter. What they do fear, however, is people trying to get into Gomorrha by magical means. That’s why they have installed magical booby traps in a certain radius outside the walls that automatically spring and entrap you if you use magic in the vicinity.”


She glanced at the concealed stone wall with a grimace. “Your healing magic might trigger those spells and we’ll be caught like flies in a spiderweb for the city guard to have their feast on.”


Darken raised his eyes to the dark sky and swore softly.


“But,” Josy glared from one of them to the other, her expression equal parts shock and outrage, “we have to do something! Max could bleed out! Also, there might have been germs or bacteria in the water. If his leg infects, he could die of blood poisoning!”


Ah, humans. Alex sometimes forgot how damn fragile they were. Every little pinprick could kill them. She’d scratched her leg in the river as well but had completely forgotten about it. It was just a scratch. And even if germs or some such had entered it, her body would have destroyed them by now. But the same scratch could have dire consequences for this boy.


Josy turned to Darken, eyes big and pleading, as if this simply hinged on his approval.


Alex rocked back on her heels. “Well, maybe there is something we can do.”


She stood up and retrieved the backpack she’d dropped on the riverbank after climbing out of the water. She opened the zip and grabbed into it, relieved when her fingers closed around the little plastic etui. She always carried a small medical kit with her for emergencies. You never knew when you would have to sew yourself together again and in her experience that happened more often than you expected. Or maybe that was just her and her lifestyle.


Darken looked up when she approached. She flipped him the kit and he caught it with one hand, inspecting the contents through the transparent plastic wrapping. “Can you sew?”


Alex shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not a surgeon. But I patched myself up quite a few times already.


“It might scar through,” she added with an apologetic glance at Max.


“That’s fine.” Max raised his head and gave them a wobbly grin. “Scars are cool. All great warriors have them, don’t they, Uncle Darken?”


Darken started at the kid for a long second, emotions flashing on his face.


“They do,” he finally said softly. “You don’t always see them, but they certainly do.”


Alex glanced at his face. Something writhed inside those terrible deadly eyes. It was only a moment, but she was sure she’d seen it. Pain. Memories. Secrets. Again, it occurred to her that she wasn’t the only deadly predator here, hiding invisible scars behind a wall of shadows and sass. But what in the Great Mother’s name could have scarred a man like him so much that he felt the need to close it away? Not the time to find out now.


“There would be no scar, if I was allowed to heal him,” Josy muttered softly.


“I know, darling,” Darken said, voice full of understanding. “But it can’t be helped right now. You said for yourself that something had to be done immediately.”


The girl didn’t object, but she still didn’t look too happy either.


Alex rose to her feet again, indicating with her head that Darken should follow. They took a couple of steps away from the kids, while Josy tied a makeshift bandage around her brother’s leg. 


“I need to put him under for the procedure,” Alex said quietly. “It would be better if he wouldn’t have to be moved for a while after I’m done.”


She would sew herself without any sedative if need must be—hard to guide a needle in a dazed condition, anyway—but she couldn’t exactly expect a ten-year-old boy to grit his teeth through the pain and it wouldn’t serve their agenda if he screamed down the forest. Especially not with the ever-rising chance of law enforcement within the hearing radius. Darken seemed to pick up her train of thought, for he nodded and then turned back to the boy and carefully lifted him from the mud.


Alex snatched her backpack and broke a couple of reeds to cover their tracks superficially. No need to provide them with a direct pointer.


Darkness had finally claimed the land and the silver breath of the almost full moon illuminated the woods and rocks sheathing the wall that rose in the distance. Following the soft curve of the wall, they moved silently, except for an occasional groan from Max that made Alex’s heart clench. After about a mile they found a cave-like rock formation that screened them off from the riverside and offered some protection from the cooling night air and the wind that troubled the rivers waters, singing in the reeds.


Darken ducked into the cave and laid Max down at the back, propping him against a sloped, flat rock. With a fluent movement, he pulled off his coat again, having his shirt ride up his ripped stomach. For a moment Alex couldn’t help staring. 


Sweet Jester, that man wasn’t built, he was carved. His body was an artwork: slender but with well-defined muscles sheathed in gold-tinted skin.


With neat strokes, he folded the coat into a makeshift pillow and tugged it under Max’s head. The movement made the muscles on his back contract. Alex idly wondered how it would feel to let her hand slide down the hard ridges of those muscles.


“Alex?”


She blinked and realized he was watching her with a slight frown.


She cleared her throat and quickly approached him, keeping her eyes firmly locked on the floor, hoping the darkness covered her blush.


So, he’d caught her staring, what of it? It wasn’t a crime to look at a handsome man. Not even for a shaper. And he was … Hell, she wasn’t blind! It didn’t make him any less arrogant or overbearing for that matter. And that was all that counted. And if it hadn’t been for the kids, she would have cut up his pretty face for throwing her into that river. Oh yes, that’s exactly what she would have done!


Still avoiding his eyes, she knelt beside Max. Unzipping her kit, she pulled out two pillboxes, calculating in her head.


“Here, swallow these.” She handed Max a couple of pills. “Don’t chew. They prevent infections and will dull the pain. They will make you a little sleepy, too.”


If she’d calculated right, they’d knock him out good and proper for a couple of hours.


While waiting for the pills to work, she arranged all the things she needed, too aware of Darken’s watchful eyes on her every movement.


Alex spread a stretch of clean foil under Max’s leg—it wasn’t one of those sterile ones they used in hospitals, as those where hard to come by, but it would serve its purpose. Max whimpered a little, when she adjusted his leg, although she tried to be gentle.


“Would you take a hold on this for me, sugar?” Alex passed Darken a small flashlight from her pack and showed him how to angle it. Her spider senses were still not working well and it sure was getting dark.


She opened the iodine bottle and dripped a good amount into the wound and onto the surrounding skin.


“S’ orange,” Max mumbled sluggishly, his eyelids half closed.


“Yep,” Alex replied, “and it will make your leg feel better in no time. Maybe even stronger than before.”


“Cool,“ Max slurred, eyes opening and closing several times and Alex wondered what kinds of pink elephants he might be seeing. It seemed nice enough, though, because a wide smile split his face. It wouldn’t last long, but hopefully, he wouldn’t remember too much of the pain.


“It makes the leg stronger?” Josy asked doubtfully.


Alex gave her a look and shook her head while spraying some disinfection spray onto her own hands and then ripping open some foil holding sterile gauze pads. When she was quite sure that Max was slipping away, she leaned forward.


“Course not,” she mumbled softly, “it’s just for cleaning and preventing infections. But he might have some nice dreams now.”


She pressed one gauze pad into the wound to soak up some of the blood, trying to ignore Max’s hitched breathing and weak thrashing. She changed it twice, stuffing the bloody rags into a plastic sack.


Since Max was flat out of it and the iodine would start to dry soon, there was no more time for stalling. She unpacked a sterile C-shaped needle with an attached thread and got into position kneeling next to Max, taking the needle with one tweezer and taking another tweezer to hold the wound margins. 


Josy was hovering close by, eying her with growing unease.


Alex cocked an eyebrow at her. “Are you gonna assist me, or what?”


Josy stared at her.


“You could take hold of that leg in case he struggles. You can also hand me the gauze pads when I tell you to.”


“You’re—you’re doing this with a needle!” Josy’s voice squeaked with more than a hint of hysteria. “That’s backwoodish!”


Hah! As if she was planning to chop of his leg with an ax!


“Sugar, that’s how the halfborn people do it all the time. Only the fewest hospitals in halfborn territories employ trueborn healers.” No doubt because it was beneath their dignity to use their refined arts on the under-bred halfborns. Plus, she doubted that many halfborn run hospitals could afford the wages normal for someone proficient in magic healing craft. “People survive it all the time. We don’t all have magic at our hands, you know.”


With a flick of her fingers, Alex ripped open another gauze package. “Do you learn to do anything without magic at those fancy schools of yours?”


“Well,” the girl sucked on a long chocolate brown strand of hair, looking thoughtful, “at college, there are mandatory physical healing classes as part of the fundamental medical education. It is supposed to help understand the body functions and processes.” A frown creased her forehead. “It’s also supposed to be humbling.”


Never thought about it that way before, have you?


“Why not start with it now?” Alex leaned forward and held out the gauze.


Josy stared at it, not moving.


Alex raised her eyebrow again. “Sugar, are you a healer, or not?”


The girl looked even paler than Max, yet she pressed her lips together and took the pad.


Alex patted her shoulder. “That’s the attitude.”



[image: ]


MAX moaned softly and stirred a little in his sleep.


Darken shifted his position on the damp ground and leaned over his nephew. Slipping off one of his gloves, he gently touched the back of his hand to the boy’s forehead. The skin felt cool and dry under his fingers. No sign of a fever, as far as he could tell.


Darken sighed. The kiddo had put up a brave front, mostly, he suspected, not to embarrass himself in front of the dead-cool spider, but he had seen the tears pooling in his eyes when Alex and Josepha had started working on his leg. Luckily whatever sedative it was Alex had given him, it had done its deed, and he had quickly slipped into a semi-unconscious state.


He was asleep now, really asleep, his small chest rising and falling with every breath.


Watching the slow, steady movement, Darken’s own chest constricted painfully. His gaze flickered to the bandage covering the leg, clean and white and almost glowing in the dimness of the cave, and his hand cramped in his lap. A bit higher and it might have been the chest instead of the leg. Another bit higher and it might have been the throat.


If things had played out just a smidgen differently, would he now be sitting here cradling the dead body of his nephew in his arms?


He closed his eyes and sucked in a shuddering breath.


He had always known that it might one day come to the point, where he would wake beside the broken corpse of his niece or nephew—and that it would be his fault. Dead. Because of him. Because of what he was. Because he couldn’t content himself with the life set out for him by the rules of his caste.


His lips pressed together, the old guilt wailing and screaming bloody murder in his ears.


He’d grappled with the possibility, had forced himself to play it through in his mind again and again. They said that if you visualized the worst outcome of your fears it would make them easier to bear. It didn’t. Each time the pain was just as tormenting as before.


Still, he had envisioned it countless times.


But not like this. Never like this.


So much for a controlled maneuver!


Alex’s face flashed in his memory, eyes blazing with unrestrained fury. She said what she thought, and she didn’t mince words. And as much as he wanted to deny it, she wasn’t all wrong. If Maxwell or Josepha had died because of his crazy stunt, it would have been his fault and his alone. The possibility, albeit bygone, felt sharp and real like a sword pressed to his ribs and he wanted to tear something—or better someone—apart, to relieve some of the raving emotions swelling inside him.


The worst was that it had been a controlled maneuver and maybe that’s what was unsettling him the most.


A calculated risk. In that split second, he’d seen the chance, weighed the odds and made his decision. Just like he’d made countless such decisions in his life. That’s how they were trained: to act on instinct. To make the cruel decisions nobody wanted to make. To think in causalities instead of lives—and to always embrace the imminent possibility of death.


His grave had been made the day he was born, and he’d made peace with the fact that every day could be his last a long time ago. For one of his caste, there were no safety lines, no reassurances, only the certainty of death, and he embraced her with a lover’s passion. She was his constant companion, the only bride that would ever wear his widow’s veil.


Usually, her touch was as light as that of a feather. Today … today it was a chain around his neck that was threatening to suffocate him.


Darken raked a hand through his hair, still damp from the dive into the river, and realized it was shaking.


You sow death and death is what you reap.


His fingers clenched into a tight fist. Making risky decisions was easy enough when it was only his own life that was in the balance, but when it was them …


He let his eyes linger on Max’s slight form, which appeared even smaller in sleep. Their lives felt like delicate glass figurines in his hands and he only needed to grip them too tightly to break them.


Today it had been the leg, not the throat, yet if it hadn’t been for Alex and her med-kit …


His gaze traveled to the entrance of the cave, where the spider was crouching, cleansing her healing utensils. She was with her back to him, the moonlight bleaching her pale blond hair into threads spun from silver snow. If she hadn’t been there to fix his nephew up—


“I can watch over him for a while, if you like.”


Josy was standing above him, eyes big and haunted in her pale face, holding a shadow of what she’d been forced to witness today. She bit her lip and glanced over at Alex, then back at him, watching him from eyes that were too earnest, too … knowing. Healer’s eyes. Eyes that looked straight into his soul despite his desperate efforts to hide it. But trying to conceal pain from a healer was as futile as trying to hide fear or weakness from a forfeit. They were drawn to it by their very nature. Knowing that she must sense the turmoil inside him, he turned his gaze away and shifted, making space for her.


“I’ll only be a moment.”


She nodded and carefully settled at her brother’s side.


Darken rose and joined Alex at the mouth of the cave, just as she was putting away her med-kit.


For a moment they simply stood beside each other and watched Gomorrha’s dark shadow rising threateningly behind the trees, a sleeping dragon guarding a spurious treasure.


Darken had only visited the city of vices once in his life, and he wouldn’t have minded not to repeat the experience. Too many ways to die in Gomorrha—and that, coming from a forfeit, said something.


“You should have warned me earlier about the magic ban in Gomorrha’s perimeter,” he said finally. “That was a vital piece of information and not sharing it put us all to great risk. If I had used my magic … or if Josepha had …” Well, she herself had painted the possible consequences quite dramatically.


Alex flipped around, eyes frosting over with icy fury.


“Oh, I sure would have done that, sugar,” she drawled, “but somewhere between being crashed in a car and being tossed into an icy river, it somehow slipped my mind.”


Touché.


He almost grimaced.


There were about a hundred things he could say to that, but he felt too tired to fight right now. Fighting her was … dangerous. She was like fuel to his fire. Driven by emotions as much as he tried not to be. So much aggression and such a shocking lack of consideration. When she was angry, she punched something. Just like she’d punched him atop of that riverbank. Ah, the brass neck! He couldn’t even remember when someone had last dared that—and survived.


She could just be glad that he had such iron control over his magic or he might have turned lethal on several occasions today. Yet his control was beginning to slip and that was something none of them could afford. He had to act carefully around her.


But, really, who would have thought that she would go off like this? And that look on her face—absolutely priceless: somewhere between disbelief and outrage. A cat thrown into a well wouldn’t look much different, and it, too, might try to claw you bloody.


A blond strand had struggled loose of Alex’s ruined braid, touching her décolleté. She hooked it behind her ear, running her finger along her jawline. A natural gesture. She probably had no clue what that simple gesture did to a man. There was something subtly alluring in the way she moved and the fact that she seemed completely unaware of it, only made it worse. And following those thoughts anywhere further was calling for trouble.


Forcing his mind back into the present, he glanced over his shoulder, to where Josepha was protectively hovering over her brother at the back of the cave. They were still in danger out here. The law enforcement would have a hard time with the car wreck, but that didn’t mean they could stay here forever.


“How long do you think Max will be out of it?”


Alex huffed. “With what I gave him he should be out cold for at least another hour. I never actually gave that stuff to a kid, so I wasn’t sure about the amount and thought better more than less …”


Darken nodded. They could sit tight for another hour or two. Grant them all a bit more rest, the great Mother knew they could need it. Especially the children.


Crossing his arms, he indicated Gomorrha with his head. “So, how do you intend to get us through the gates?”


“Oh, I never said we were going through the gates.”


She really was enjoying this, wasn’t she? He clenched his teeth.


“Alright.” He spread his hands. If she wanted to play he would oblige. For now. “How do you intend to get us in, then?”


The blue of her eyes turned darker, more intense, two glowing jewels lit by sapphire fire. They locked on his face, before turning to the side, her head twisting with the movement. He followed her gaze to the wall in the distance …


Wait! Clearly, she wasn’t indicating—


He cocked an eyebrow at her. “The wall? But you do remember that there are wards, don’t you?”


“Sugar, I’m not stupid.”


If she went on thinning his nerves like that, they would snap pretty soon, and he could make no promises as to what he would do if that happened.


“This is a high-voltage ward,” he said with forced patience. “Extremely powerful. Touching them won’t just activate the wards spells, it will also in high probability fry your pretty little butt.”


Oh, the smile she gave him


“Just let that be my worry.”


It took him a moment to recognize the words. It was exactly what he had said to her, shortly before he had pitched their car over the highway crash barrier. The thought didn’t do too much to reassure him.


He waited for any more information, but Alex didn’t seem in any hurry to provide them. She pulled out a knife and turned it over in her hands, watching the play of moonlight on the tip.


Darken closed his eyes for a second, fingers involuntarily curling at his sides. He wouldn’t strangle her. He wouldn’t. He counted to ten. Once. Twice.


“Would you care to enlighten me?”


“Oh, I certainly would. But someone had the genius idea of dumping me into a river. Problem is, spiders don’t work wet, sorry. And since we can’t use any magic at the moment, I’m afraid I’ll first have to dry the old-fashioned way.” She brought her face very close to his, white teeth flashing in the moonlight. “Slowly!”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










A NIGHT predator let out a long, ululating cry. 


Alex raised her head from the cold stone she was leaning on. Pale moonlight flooded the entrance of the cave, enameling the trees and grass with silver and pearl. The moon was on its way to its full glory but not quite there yet, with an occasional stray cloud teasing its pallid surface. Good sight, but not too bright either. Couldn’t have hoped for better conditions for what they were up to.


Silently, she got to her feet and slid out of the cave.


The world around her was deep and heavy with a blend of fragrances that were unique to the night: spicy herbs and sweet moss hiding beneath the coppery blanket of rustling ferns; night flowers eagerly opening their blossoms to the velvety gloom, primrose and jasmine and white angel’s tears almost glowing in the dark like a reflection of the stars above; the scent of loamy earth and reeds, washed over with water reeking of mud and algae. Frogs croaked at the riverbanks and countless little creatures bustled in the shrubs and trees around her.


The spider pricked her ears, awake and curious. 


The night was a world of itself, full of life and secrets. It was the time when predators roamed, and small prey quivered beneath the branches. It was where she felt at home: a night hunter among its fellow creatures.


Alex stopped after a couple of steps.


With a soft sigh, she unfurled her claws. They slid through her skin like knives through butter.


A small smile curved her lips as she moved her fingers, watching the moonbeams dance on their pointed tips. That’s much more like it.


Being dry was nice. Being one with her true skin … that was just so much better.


In the distance Gomorrha rose, dark and quiet like a sleeping giant, projecting tranquility that was as deceitful as the cuddliness of a cutesy wolverine.


She couldn’t see the wards, but she felt them, felt the whisper of strong magic tugging on her senses. The whole area was honeycombed with it like a huge invisible spider web that only waited for her to get entrapped in its guileful threads.


Just thinking of them made her shudder.


Darken was right, hard as it was to admit. She should have warned them about the trap-spells in Gomorrha’s perimeter.


Her lapse had endangered them big time. If she hadn’t stopped Josy in time, or if Darken had slipped the leash on the riverbank …


She shuddered again.


But what she had said had been valid too; he literally hadn’t given her a breath to tell them. And frankly, she wasn’t used to traveling with so much magic firepower under the belt. If in trouble, using magic wouldn’t be the first thing to come to her mind.


Obviously, though, trueborns in their overpowering glory thought they could handle about anything with a flick of their magic.


With a shake of her head, Alex ducked back into the cave.


Max and Josy were asleep in the back, huddled together against the cold of the stones. Letting her true eyes shine through, Alex scanned the bandage. Clean. No blood seeping through. Good.


Darken was napping close to the entrance, with his back against the wall, his sword positioned in his lap, hands loosely resting upon its black scabbard. She’d bet a year’s income at the Jester that anything louder than herself would have woken him up in passing the entrance.


She nudged him with the tip of her boot.


His eyes snapped open, their red amber suffusing the cave with an eerie glow, sending bloody shadows dancing along the walls. She saw his muscles tense, hands tightening on the scabbard, before he recognized her and relaxed—a little.


A stranger would have been pierced by that sword, she was pretty sure of that.


Leaning forward, she cocked her head to the side. “Still curious, tiger?”
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MIST was rising from the ground, shrouding their feet like ghostly snakes as Alex and Darken quietly made their way up to the towering wall. Darken moved like a shadow himself, light and subtle, with a quiet that would make any shaper envious. He seemed to be part of the darkness, as if the moonlight was deliberately avoiding him. As if on cue, an owl’s hoot wafted through the night, a sinister sound that wound around Alex already strained nerves and send her hackles up. She moved her shoulders uneasily.


Everything seemed so surreal: she and him, a trueborn forfeit and a shaper mongrel, having a night’s stroll in Gomorrha’s shadow. Now, that would make some twisted kind of novel-material! If she didn’t know any better, she’d think that this was all a weird dream and soon her alarm clock would rip her out of it, waking her for another dull, arduous shift at the Jester’s Inn; but the man beside her was too real and too dangerous and too predatory, and he was so close she could scent the chilled alertness pouring out of him. 


He was holding his unsheathed sword in one hand, tip pointing down, his grip light and easy, but if anything out of the ordinary would trouble the night around them …


When they neared the foot of the wall, Alex bent down and swiped a handful of pebbles from the ground.


The charred carcass of a songbird dotted the grass less than two feet from the wall, its once pretty blue plumage ruffled and blackened. Poor guy wasn’t the only one. There were other dead bodies as well, forming a macabre circle of sacrifices around the invisible barrier. Birds, mostly, but with her shaper-sharpened senses, Alex also spotted at least two rabbit kittens and a mole.


Most animals had the instinctual sense to stay clear of magical ward boundaries, but a bird in mid-flight might not be able to stop in time or a rabbit chased by a fox might end up fried to a crisp—fleeing from one danger and noticing the other too late.


She sorted through the stones on her palm, removing the bigger ones.


“You know what those little tourist brochures say about Gomorrha’s walls?” she asked casually, as they approached the black wall at a leisurely pace. “It’s about fifty yards high and five feet wide. It also reaches into the ground for another fifteen feet. It’s made, at least partly, from volcanic stone that has been transported here from Tharsis’ Onyx Mountains by slaves several hundred years ago. No battering ram or common missile is able to break through it.” 


Darken walked silently beside her, all the attentive listener. 


“It is also completely warded with spells woven into the foundation. They are awfully proud of them, too.“ Alex grimaced. “I think the term ‘insurmountable’ is used at least once or twice.” 


And pride, as we all know, often comes before a fall.


“It is mostly the centers of trueborn dominated areas that are warded throughout Arcadia, but Gomorrha apparently was once a strategic point close to the border of Tharsis, so they decided to ward the city as well, which happened more than two centuries ago.”


And if they had known it would turn into one of the biggest crime pools of the country they probably would have burned it down to its foundations instead.


“They say some of the best warders of their time were involved in the construction. According to the brochures, anything touching the wall bigger than a small bird will trigger the alarms—which kinda makes sense, because the city guard would hardly get any sleep if they were summoned by every stupid insect getting electrocuted by the spells.”


“Fair point,” Darken said dryly. His face gave no indication if any of this was news to him or not. 


Come on, Mr. Smug, cut me some slack!


She selected a small stone, about the size of a thumbnail, and flipped it against the wall. It hit the ward with a slight crackle and bounced back, as if it had hit an elastic net. The ward flared in a small diameter, casting out like a silver-blue spiderweb about two inches from the stone, wobbled and vanished.


Darken raised an eyebrow, clearing wondering what her little show was aimed at.


Strolling on, Alex selected another stone.


“The trouble with wards, like with other spells, is that magic energy leaks off into their surroundings over time—like radiation—and with time, if they aren’t reinforced on a regular basis, they tend to lose their potency and get weaker, just like herbs and potions.”


Now, don’t look so surprised. Yes, she had holes in her education, but it wasn’t like she didn’t know anything about magic at all.


“As interesting and instructive as your little course might be,” Darken said, not quite able to keep his growing impatience out of his voice, “I positively happen to know that the Royal Warding Association is very strict in fulfilling their duties in a timely manner.”


He knew, did he?


Alex smiled widely. “Oh, I’m pretty sure that holds true for the wards that shield your precious trueborn sanctuaries, but us unwashed commoners don’t seem to demand the same kind of thorough attention.” 


His eyes narrowed to slits. Yes, yes, I see you scowling!


“Gomorrha has been the black sheep in the city-herd for a long time now, and it seems some of those overly inflated muckety-mucks think that if they close their eyes on it just long enough it might simply pop out of existence and relieve them of their troubles. Anyway, these wards are centuries old and since the city’s high officials think the wall so invincible, nobody paid them any attention. Sloppy, sloppy, don’t you think?” 


She picked another stone.


“And, as I said, if the wards are not regularly reinforced”—she threw the stone which bounced back—“they tend to get porous”—another stone—“just like a clay jug”—another—“and after a while”—she dodged the stone chipping back at her—“this will lead to”— the stone rattled against the stone wall and fell straight down to the ground, motionlessly resting at the base of the wall.


“Holes,” Alex finished softly. A slow grin spread on her face as she stepped forward and stretched out her hand, her fingers inches from the wall. Her shaper senses didn’t detect anything, so she put her palm against the naked stone. Nothing happened. No smack, no frying. 


A frog croaked loudly down at the river.


“Jackpot,” she whispered.


“A ward leak,” Darken muttered, as he stepped beside her, slender fingers tracing the stones.


Alex rolled her eyes. Of course, there had to be some sophisticated term for it and leave it to him to shove it into her face so that she wouldn’t feel too smart about herself.


He paused, stepped back and watched her with a frown. “How did you find out about this?”


He actually sounded impressed. Alex made a point of committing this moment to her memory.


She flashed him a smile. “Professional secret.”


Truth to be told, she had simply been extremely lucky. Close to the Fisherman’s docks she more or less knew all the spots where the wards were thinning—the fruit of painful hours of probing—and even if it was too dangerous to mark them and they gradually changed over time, she’d committed enough of them to her memory that she wouldn’t have much trouble to find at least some of them in short time. Out here … well, Gomorrha was a city of more than sixty square miles. She could have walked for hours and not found any sizable hole. This little baby here made her look a lot more proficient than she was. Apparently, the Jester was tired of spitting her in the eye and for once decided to hand her a bounty.


While Darken still seemed to puzzle out the unthinkable mystery of her having come up with an idea he hadn’t thought of, she used a couple of more stones to measure the width of the hole. A little above four feet. Whoop-de-do! Four feet sounded big enough, but when one touch was potentially lethal, well, she’d have to be careful not to stray from her track or it would yet be crispy-spider after all. 


Most holes broke the ward from top to bottom, but occasionally there would be what she thought of as “cheese-holes” that opened up somewhere in the middle or ended halfway up the wall. Her senses would detect the edges of such a hole, but only if she moved slowly enough to scan ahead while moving. This would be a slow ascent. 


Well, better get going.


Alex moved her head from side to side and rolled her shoulders to get the stiffness out of them.


“Alright, I’ll climb over and be back with tools.”


That took him short. “You’re going to climb the wall? Just like that?”


He sounded honestly surprised and she remembered that he hadn’t really seen her engaging her shaper abilities, except for the moment she’d jumped him from that old house’s ceiling. Probably hadn’t paid much attention to her gravity change then.


“I’m a spider, sugar. My shaper kind doesn’t bear that name for nothing.” She gave him a sly wink.


The expression on his face told her he wasn’t quite sure if she was pulling his leg.


Well, sugar, better take a good look, then!


She balled up her hair into a knot on the top of her head and pulled it under the hood of the black hoodie she’d extracted from her pack earlier and traded against her leather jacket. From behind, she would be almost invisible in the dark now.


Showtime!


Taking a step back, she bent her knees and then jumped up against the wall, quickly vanishing in the darkness.
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DARKEN stared after Alex as she gracefully leaped up the wall, blending with the black texture of the stone. She moved without almost any sound; a black cat climbing up a tree on velvet paws. Light. Supple. Weightless.


After a couple of yards her black outfit completely fused her with the night and no matter how much he strained his eyes, he couldn’t spot her. Elusive as a snowflake in the night, blown away by a frigid wind from the north.


After a moment he remembered to breathe.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! And the Blind Child’s cursed eyes in the dark! He’d seen a couple of mind-boggling things in his life—more than many wanted to see, his lifestyle warranted it—but this …


Absently he raked a hand through his thick hair, tousling the dark strands. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes he would have said it wasn’t possible. You didn’t just climb Gomorrha’s walls! But once again this shaper belied his beliefs, mocking all the rules of physics that bound them ordinary mortals to earth and reason. The ease. The lissomness. As if gravity didn’t even exist.


They said shapers were creatures born from the darkness, but really it should be born for the darkness. The night was her element. They called her spider, but only now he started to understand how much it fit her.


Sheathing his sword in the scabbard he’d strapped to his back, he strolled back to the cave, hands in his pockets. The air was fresh and cool, and he embraced its subtle bite, allowing it to soothe his troubled mind.


How many times had she done that before? This wasn’t something you just figured out and put into action. She had known exactly what to look for. Had known exactly how to look for it. What kind of psychic whip would compel a woman like her to seek such a life-endangering, forbidden way into one of the country’s most dangerous cities? What kind of desperation had to drive you to attempt such a suicidal thing? 


A dark shadow hovered over Alex’s fair head, a shadow full of blizzards and thunderstorms and he wondered if they were about to get trapped in the middle of a violent discharge.


When he stepped back into the cool, tarry shadows of the cavern he found Max’s clear brown eyes blinking up at him, unexpectedly awake.


He rushed to his nephew’s side, careful not to wake Josepha and helped him into a sitting position.


“Hey buddy, how are you feeling?”


“Oookay,” Max said, making a so-so gesture, and Darken made a point of pretending not to hear the soft, exhausted quiver in his voice. If the boy wanted to keep his pride he wouldn’t make him any more self-conscious about his current weakness.


His nephew looked around the cave. “Where is Alex?”


It was hard to admit but Darken felt a little stab in the base of his stomach at this obvious fixation on the shaper. It took him a moment to sort it out. Not quite jealousy, but something bothered him about the fact that the first thing his nephew was concerned about was the absence of the spider.


Well, it wasn’t hard to see how much the boy worshiped her. He had to handle this very carefully. 


Darken leaned against the stone, putting one leg over the other. “Do you like her?”


Max nodded his head. “Yes. She helped us, and she is pretty cool. And she likes knives! Can you believe that? She’s a girl and she likes knives! She has dozens of them. And her teeth …”


An almost wistful longing entered his voice.


Darken closed his eyes. Of course. Alex was beautiful and tough … and better with knives than most men he knew. It wasn’t hard to see how she could turn any males head. Especially of one who loved knives and pointed teeth. Still. The kiddo had fallen for her in quite a short time.


“And she isn’t cowed by you,” Max added.


“She certainly isn’t that,” Darken said dryly. 


“That’s a hard thing to do. Most people act weird around you.” Max made a face and his expression made it clear that he didn’t quite understand this behavior.


A rush of relief rattled Darken, followed by an even sharper rush of fear. Relief, because so far, they still thought it strange how people acted around him. For them, or at least, he corrected himself, for Max, he was just Uncle Darken, the uncle who played with them, cradled them and kissed their sores, and who read them funny stories when they were already supposed to be asleep.


And yet he would always be the uncle people acted weird around. Would always be “that forfeit uncle” in the eyes of others, and at some point, when they grew older and understood better what he was—and what it implied, and just how much blood had been spilled by these hands—would they still be able to overlook it? Would they care? Or would they turn away from him?


Thinking that it might happen, knowing that it would most likely happen, felt like tearing his chest open with his own hands and ripping out his heart, just to find a bloody piece of nothing that had already turned to stone at its core. If he lost them … it would destroy whatever humanity was left in him.


Max studied his face and his eyes widened with fear. “She’s not hurt, is she?”


Darken reached out and gently touched the boy’s hair, needing the comfort from the simple physical connection more than he liked to admit. “No, she isn’t hurt.” 


He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand and sighed, putting a bit of a theatrical edge into his voice. “She just went into the city to get tools.” His hand dropped to his side. “Climbed the wall as if it was a simple garden fence.”


A weak grin lit up his nephew’s face. “Pretty bad-ass, huh?”


Darken waited for a few heartbeats before he replied, just to make completely sure the spider really was out of earshot and then nodded with another sigh.


“Yeah, kiddo. It was totally bad-ass.”
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COLD mist was crawling in from the river, white billows drifting over the mossy ground, playfully peeking into the mouth of the cave, as if driven by a bigger conscience.


Darken leaned back his head and watched the city wall stretching into the darkness while listening to the muted concert of the frogs.


He checked his horanium iactari. Sighed. Almost midnight. More than three hours had passed and no sign of the spider.


“She isn’t coming back, is she?”


He turned to find Josepha awake. She cowered on Max’s left, rocking her knees, looking exhausted and wary.


“Of course, she is, darling,” he said, leaning over and giving her cold, slim hands a gentle squeeze. 


He’d make her life hell is she wasn’t. And he’d find her. It might take a while, but the Great Mother help him, he would find her.


“Such things take time.”


His niece didn’t look too convinced, all the strength and bravery from earlier spend. Without them, she suddenly seemed very young again. Young and so very, very vulnerable.


“How is your brother doing?” he asked, more to keep her from brooding than anything else. Appealing to her healer’s nature was the safest way to distract her from her own worries.


Josepha leaned over and touched her brother’s cheek, adopting a look of concentration. Not real magic, just a healer listening to the little signs in the body of her patient.


Max stirred a little under her touch but didn’t wake. After being reassured that Alex wasn’t hurt and hadn’t abandoned them, his nephew had quickly fallen asleep again.


Josy sniffed. “It’s difficult to say without a magic scan, but I think he might be over the worst. He doesn’t have a fever, and if none has developed so far, this is usually a good sign.” Her fine brows tugged together. “I would still feel a lot better if I could do a complete healing on him.”


Darken didn’t miss the notion of plea in her voice, the raw need in her honey-brown eyes. He knew the urge. Knew how it felt when your core demanded, pulled, compelled you to do what it was meant to do.


There were talents, and then there were talents. Some magic skills like teleportation or portalism or magical craftsmanship were just that: skills. Gifts that could be developed to a certain extent or even be ignored and left unexploited. 


And then there were the talents that were as much nature as they were an ability. As a healer-sister Josepha would never be comfortable around the sick and wounded and depressed, would never be able to stand their presence without the imminent need to heal, to nourish and to nurture.


Just like his nature would always drive him to destroy and kill.


A nature. A fate. No matter what, you couldn’t escape the basic needs of that nature, couldn’t ignore the urges within you without going physically and mentally insane.


They were the opposites of the same coin: a healer and a killer. The white sister and the black brother. Among all the talents he could have gotten instead of the forfeits’ curse, he envied hers the most, since she represented everything that he could never be. She was pure and innocent, and it was her soul he had the strongest desire to protect. And which he was most afraid to corrupt with his constant presence. 


Darken held out his arm and she snuggled into it, settling her head on his shoulder. He pressed a gentle kiss on the top of her head. “She’ll come, darling. Try to sleep a little more.”


He stroked her hair and watched her fall asleep curled up in the crook of his arm, hoping he was right about his words. 


Seconds stretched into minutes, turning like the swirls in his horanium.


When he thought that Alex had in fact decided to abandon them and make a run for it all by her lonesome, there was the softest sound, a whooshing of air, like a gust of wind stirring a feather.


Darken stiffened and a second later she landed in the mouth of the cave in a crouch, moonlight reflecting back from her ebony eyes. Her hood was down, and her silver-blond hair spilled over her shoulders. The mist shrouded her, illuminating her skin, making her ghostlike, ethereal. For the length of a breath, she didn’t seem real, like a spirit born from mist and magic—like the land itself, beautiful and dangerous and feral.


Something inside him tightened. He blinked his eyes.


When she straightened, she was all human again—as human as she could be—her eyes two blue pools fed by icy springs.


“How’s Max?” she asked without ceremony.


The question startled him, all the more so because he sensed that it wasn’t just feigned concern. Yet why would her concern about his nephew disturb him?


Not the concern itself, he decided as he watched her sink down beside the boy with feline grace. But the fact that it was coming from her and that he had misjudged her in this regard.


Could it possibly be that his nephew had managed to wind his way into her heart, just like the other way around? If so, he could hardly blame her. The children had a way of getting to you, he just wouldn’t have expected a shaper to fall under their sweet, innocent spell. But this shaper wouldn’t fit any rules, keen on messing with his perception of the world. 


“Actually, he asked for you.”


Surprise … and pleasure.


“He was worried by your long absence.” And so was I, just by the way.


“Yeah, I was held up a little on my way back,” she said, hooking a blond strand behind her ear. “Drug raid in the vicinity.” She wrinkled her nose. “There’s this area close to the wall with all these empty, derelict buildings and the gangs have declared it their territory. Yet sometimes things escalate between the different leaders and the city guard sees it fit to attempt some pro forma intervention. I figured I’d wait until they were gone again—better not take the risk, right?”


It was hard to see a fault in that reasoning.


“Is everything prepared, then?” he asked, gently shaking Josepha to wake her up.


Alex made a mocking bow. “Ready whenever you are, your Truebornness.”


He stifled a pithy retort and got up to rouse Maxwell.


Less than five minutes later they left the cave. He was still carrying Max despite his nephew’s grumbling about not being a baby and being able to walk by himself and that it was just a scratch after all. Only when Darken confidentially told the boy that Josy would fry his hide if he let him strain his bandaged leg, the muttering stopped. Being afraid of his sister’s wrath, that he could understand. When she was in her “healer mode” she could be really scary, and he wouldn’t tell Darken’s secret to anyone. Seeing the faint grin on Alex’s face, he suspected his “secret” had already leaked.


It didn’t take them long to reach the unwarded spot on the wall and—


“Seriously?” Darken stared at Alex. “A rope? That is your brilliant plan? That we—that they”—he flickered his chin at Maxwell and Josepha—“climb this monstrosity of a wall with nothing but a flimsy rope?”


The nerve of that woman.


When she’d talked about tools he had expected … well, he didn’t know what he had expected but certainly not this.


“Did you even think about Max’s leg?”


Irritation turned Alex’s eyes as dark as the night sky. “This city isn’t a self-service outlet! No magic while crossing the wall, remember? This is the best I could come up with.”


Yeah, well, he definitely could see that.


She gave him a long look. “This rope is attached to a building on the inside. I used a double rope pulley with snap hooks so that we can simply rappel on the other side.”


At least she’d thought that far.


“I also brought these.” She held up a pair of spikes, vaguely similar to those used in mountain climbing.


Apparently, she’d robbed a sports shop. He considered asking, but then, did he really want to know?


Alex pulled another pair of spikes from a bag tied around her middle. “You can take Max piggyback and I will assist Josy in climbing”


Now it was for him to give her a long look.


Her eyes narrowed. “Ah, don’t be fooled by the tits, sugar. You should have realized by now, that I’m stronger than I look. Probably stronger than you are if you don’t cheat with your magic.”


Cheat? Where were they, high school?


He muttered something under his breath which could have been anything from “you wish” to “kiss my ass”—he wasn’t quite sure himself.


There was a dangerous sparkle in her eyes. “Look, I’m really sorry I wasn’t able to charter your own personal aircraft, your Highness”—she made the worst and most insolent curtsy he had ever been forced to witness—“but this is the only way we’ll get into the city.”


She tossed a pair of spikes at Josy who promptly managed to drop them to the ground.


“Take it or leave it! Your choice!”



[image: ]


THE car was nothing more than a burned-out husk. The informant stared at the charred carcass, a black skeleton, ghostly in the moonlight, and tried to expel the shivers that wanted to grind into his bones.


The call had come around dusk, sending the docile hive of the investigation unit in Bhellidor into a fit of buzzing action: within twenty minutes all equipment was packed up, the guardaí’s teleportation force was summoned, and a team, including his own operatives and a couple of intimidated halfborn Peace Officers, was transferred to an official journey point just north of Gomorrha. From there a local squad picked them up and brought them to the questionable site, just to find … just to find …


His breath hitched, and he pressed his eyes closed, but the image of the smoldering remains had irrevocably burned itself into the back of his eyelids.


No bodies. That’s what the fire brigade had said after their troops had finally managed to quench the spreading fire and cool the area enough for their men to approach the wreck of the car.


No bodies. But the fire had burned exceptionally hot and while bone didn’t easily melt even in high temperatures they would have to wait for the light of the coming day to evaluate the full extent of the destruction.


No bodies, he told himself. No sign that anybody had been in that car when it exploded, and yet …


Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to open his eyes and look at the mangled piece of metal crushed against the soot-blackened rocks. A tiny band of smoke rose from the heck, a wispy reminder of the blazing inferno that had raged here just a short while ago.


His hands grew stiff on the desk in front of him. From his current angle of view, he couldn’t see the scarp that rose up to the highway, could only hear the distant monotonous hum of car engines and the occasional squeal of tires. But he remembered it. Yes, he remembered it. Just to think that anybody could have survived a crash like that …


Except for the faint trace of magic residue they had detected in the area, almost burned away and so overlaid with radiating heat that their delicate instruments had barely been able to record it. Could be nothing. Just a faint flicker of hope.


But hope was the only straw he had left, and he couldn’t let go of it. Not yet. Because if they had died …


No, he chided himself. Don’t even dare to think that.


No bodies.


Right. No bodies. But no sign of life, either. If they had somehow survived—and he would believe that, had to believe it—then where had they gone?


The combined forces of Bhellidor’s and Gomorrha’s law enforcement were combing the woods, searching up and down the riverside, and—not so much as a hair! Even without those blasted sniffle-hounds, which were incapacitated by the burned stench, they should have found something by now. Even shapers couldn’t fly, now could they?


With one last, queasy glance at the car wreck, the informant squared his shoulders.


“To the river,” he ordered, his rough voice harsher than necessary, but, damn it, he needed to vent some of his frustration.


The view on the screen in front of him shifted as his operator obediently turned around and trudged toward the channel, while his oculus translatia, the transmission glasses he wore, allowed the informant to see on his screen what his man was seeing on the spot.


A sheen of ashes covered the ground like a layer of dirty snow, conveying a false sense of peace upon the scarred land. The fire had burned a swath through the trees all the way down to the river, almost as if steered by a rogue hand, which was, of course, ridiculous. They followed the path already dotted with mushy footsteps, past the gaggle of halfborn POs, where the young fledgling cop, who had examined the questionable car, was still unable to understand the world, babbling and stammering on about the man in the front of the car and rock-solid identification papers. 


Yes, yes, they had long checked the technical documentation, but what appeared rock solid at the surface, had turned into a puff of smoke at a closer examination. Whoever this other player was, they had no more lead on him than on the shaper woman. A first-class forgery, he’d heard one of the guardaí say. Highly proficient. Almost uncannily so.


The informant grimaced. Now, who would have thought those primitive mongrel brutes were capable of such skilled counterfeit?


Broken smithereens of conversation fluttered over to them through the night air. Children? Yes, there had been two children in the backseat … But those children? Hard to tell … To his defense, they had seemed alright …


Alright, my eye!


Such an inept fool! Well, his colleague had been confident enough to open the fire, which, in turn, had resulted in his untimely demise. The informant pressed his lips together. The moron. Should have raised a silent alarm, instead of barging in like a maniac and routing them out. They could have been intercepted at the gate, quick and easy, no race, no fall, no …


Clenching the desk, he suppressed the urge to turn his head to look back at the wreck, when all that was behind him was the cinnamon-colored wall of his apartment. Well, the moron had gotten the payback for his deplorable lack of restraint.


The feeble justifications evaporated behind them as they reached the waterfront. A little way down the river small boats equipped with huge spotlights gently wobbled on the tarry surface, while firemen scoured the bottom with long poles.


A waste of time. He was no marine specialist but even he could see that if a body had fallen into the river up here, it most likely would have been dragged off by now. But he understood. They didn’t want to leave any stone unturned. They wanted to show action. Nobody liked to admit that they were out of their depths.


Another team had crossed the river a while ago and was searching the other side, although the shared opinion painted slim hopes: the spur of land sandwiched between river and wall held no escape and would only act as a giant mousetrap. If they tried to go to ground there, they would be flushed out eventually. And if they had tried to run … well, the whole area was heavily cordoned off large-scale.


So why had none of the alarm markers reported any suspicious movement yet?


A commotion broke out on the other side. The informant waited impatiently for his operator to hurry over until he was close enough to listen to the relayed information.


“They found something a little down the river,” one of the halfborn POs said, lowering a walkie-talkie. “Some markings in the mud. Maybe blood. They are quick-testing it right now and will then send the probes over for your people to do their testing on them.” 


The informant suppressed a hearty curse. To think that they were dependent on halfborn tinkery! He made a disgusted grimace and was glad that nobody could see him. Of course, the guardaí would run their own tests, but they couldn’t do it over there. Like they couldn’t use any of their magical means to simplify the search for traces or at least provide decent night-view. The same magic that was keeping people out of Gomorrha was now effectively barring them from using their advantages. But Gomorrha’s Chief Commissioner had made it painfully clear that deactivating those stupid guard spells around Gomorrha was out of the question. 


The PO gave his operator an uncertain glance. “Most likely just a wounded animal that has crawled onto the river bench to die there,” he said. “Wouldn’t make much sense for them to hole up on this side of the river. Not with that at their backs.” He waved at the wall.


His words made perfect sense, yet the informant still resented the man for sounding so hesitant.


His operator glared past the too placid-looking waters at Gomorrha’s wall, a stark stretch of black in the distance, rising forbiddingly behind a scrubby belt of trees, now and then flashing with tiny explosions, like the night sky during a meteorite shower. Only that these meteorites didn’t leave stars and wonders but dead bodies as their legacy.


The screen glided along the wall, as his man slowly moved his head from left to right.


That other player disturbed him. Another shaper, perhaps? Most likely. It wasn’t so much the fact that there was an accomplice itself. No, it was something about that PO-fledgling’s description that twisted his stomach. Not the physical description which could fit every second man in the street—although when he’d said he would have sworn they were trueborns the informant had wanted to laugh into his face. Halfborns! Couldn’t tell the difference between a trueborn and a shaper-mongrel.


No, it was the way he’d cringed, that haunted, almost panicky look in his eyes when forced to repeat the encounter. It was the look of a man who’d glimpsed his own grave and barely managed to keep from falling inside.


Despite the merrily blazing fire in the oven behind him, the informant suddenly shivered. There was something unsettlingly familiar about his description. Too familiar. Almost like—


“Stop!” He snapped rigid in his chair and cursed when he smacked his forehead at the low-hanging shelf above the table. “Back! Back-back-back!”


Grinding his teeth, he waited for his guide to bring the visual focus back to—


“Yes! Right there!” Bracing his hands on either side of the console, he leaned forward, preening at the screen. A long minute passed. Another. And another.


He felt the operative’s restlessness, the tiny movements of his head while he tried to stand still and follow the unchanged command. Could almost hear the unspoken words: “What is he looking at? There is nothing there.”


Yes, exactly. Nothing there. And that was precisely what was calling his attention.


When you watched Gomorrha’s wall it was a place of constant flickering motion. There was no specific order to it, but the impacts were like raindrops made of silver light; if you waited long enough, eventually the whole floor would be glistening wet. But here, right across from where his man stood, was this one patch, a stretch of maybe twenty feet, that stayed conspicuously blank. Like a black hole in the night sky. Or a hole in—


A memory rushed at him, clear as a spring river, as if it had happened just yesterday: He, a wispy little boy, hiding behind the shrieking maid, while the stable lad beat at the red horned viper with the stick of a broom. Just about an arm’s length, the vipers were highly venomous, and one bite could kill a grown horse, let alone a human child.


“I don’t understand!” the young maid wailed, wringing her hands in front of her apron. “Aren’t the wards supposed to keep these beasts out?”


“Aye,” the Master of the royal stables, who’d come rushing, vigorously nodded his head, squinting at the dead, sinuous body as if it would jump up any moment. “Supposed, yes, yes. But Charley Groundkeeper thinks himself so clever. Thinks he can impress his Lordship by saving him a bit o’ money—as if his lordship needed a dirty penny. Been stretching the four-week ward-feeding cycle assignment, that’s what he’s been doing. By a coupla days here an’ a coupla days there, tryin’ ter level down the annual rate.”


His mouth crinkled with disapproval. “Well, he ain’t gonna get no respect when one of his Lordship’s prime stallions dies of viper poison, now will he?”


He looked like he was about to spit but then thought better with the child present.


The maid made big eyes, taken aback. “But—the wards are up. I feel them every day when I pass through the gates.”


“Aye,” the Stable Master said again, a thoughtful expression on his weathered face. “Charge keeps ‘em just fit enough to prevent them big predators from feeding on the horses’ necks, but they do get cracks n’ fissures. And you know those vermin: find their way through the tiniest holes, they do. And then we have to deal with ‘em.”


He shook his head. “Put Charley Groundkeeper on the spot a coupla times now. What if one of the children …” His eyes uneasily graced the boy still half-hidden behind the maid. “Dreadful. Jus’ dreadful. This time I’ll tell his Lordship. Yes, that’s what I’ll do. This time I’ll tell him …”


The memory dissipated like an unraveling curtain, leaving the informant staring at the distant black patch in the wall. Excitement spiked through him.


Was it possible? Gomorrha’s wards were old. At least one or two centuries and deeper rooted and way more powerful than a commercial stable fence, but … would it be so surprising if the Royal Warding Association had decided not to waste their precious energy on this sinkhole of a city? As far as he was concerned they could just burn down the whole place, preferably with all the scum still inside.


He glanced at the wall rising and rising up toward the sky. That was a high wall. Yet from what he’d heard of shapers, and if only half of it was true … well, then unsurmountable walls turned into less and less challenging obstacles. No need to fly, after all.


The words of the Stable Master rang in his mind: You know those vermin: find their way through the tiniest holes. And that’s what those shapers were at the end of the day, right? Nothing but overgrown vermin. Snakes and spiders and stuff like that. There was a reason why people called them that.


There still were the children to take into account. They would have trouble. But weren’t those shapers supposed to be bestially strong? Two strong adult shapers and two children. And pain had always been a most convincing incentive.


The thought made him wince, but at the same time, he considered the facts. If they had made an escape, as everybody was so sure they had, there should have been something by now. So, what if there weren’t any tracks leading away because they had never left? What if they had crawled into the hole-in-the-wall like the rats they were?


His trembling fingers groped for the speaker. Found the button and pressed it. “Contact the backup. Send our men into the city.”


Audible confusion. “Into—? But Sir, there is no way—”


“Just do it!” he shrieked, pounding the board with his fist. Always these questions. Always these qualms.


He rubbed his temples. “Do as you are told, Operative, or I’ll make sure that you won’t be hired in the future again, except as a dishwasher!”


Come to think of it, he might do that anyway, for the man’s temerity. He certainly had it coming, right?


Stiff obedience leaked through the speaker. “At your command, Sir.”


Wall and river vanished in a blur, as the operative hastened up the slope to do his bidding.


Deactivating the sound of the transmitter, the informant got up and poured himself a generous fill of brandy. Then he leaned back in his chair and watched the hustle while sipping his drink.


Little rats. Trying to get away by sneaking into their dirty little hidey-hole. 


There still was this mysterious other player, but he intended to deal with this when the time came.


When his team had gathered he gave some more instructions, making it absolutely clear what would happen if they were not followed to the point.


Then he drained the rest of the brandy in one gulp and left the apartment.


We shall just see who laughs last!










CHAPTER NINETEEN










THE sub jolted to a screeching halt at Pandeimon Station and the sliding doors zipped open, spitting them onto a dirty, dimly lit platform.


“That was fun!” Max beamed. “Can we go again?”


He bounced up and down in front of them and then winced a little when he remembered his injured leg. 


Alex inwardly shook her head. Wanna give a trueborn boy a treat? Just let him ride a halfborn subway and he’ll be happy like a dog with two tails.


“Can we, Uncle Darken?” Max tugged at his uncle’s sleeve. “Can we?”


“Maybe later,” Darken said diplomatically, as he led them up a narrow flight of concrete stairs.


“I voluntarily refuse.” Josy gave a pointed sniff and wrinkled her nose. “It stinks.”


“You stink too,” Max muttered and sulkily pulled the lid of his ghost-hunter baseball cap deeper into his forehead. 


They’d bought the cap along with a woolen beanie for Josy at a little shop at the sub-station, after Josy had finally healed Max’s leg.


The moment they’d touched the ground inside Gomorrha, the girl had set her mind to do a proper healing on her brother and Darken and Alex had to almost forcefully restrain her until they’d reached the nearest subway station, where they could lock themselves inside a small, grimy facility room for the procedure. Twenty minutes later, Max’s leg looked almost as good as new, even though Josy made a point of stressing multiple times that “healing craft wasn’t a miracle work” and that the leg would still be tender for at least a day or two—although he might pass up on that scar after all.


Alex threw the girl a cursory glance. She was shuffling up the stairs, moving at an awkward pace as if she was sore, lips pressed together into a rigid line.


The climb must have been torturous for her, Alex reflected. Even with the spikes and straps and Alex’s support, she had slipped several times, scraping her knees and elbows and there were blisters all over her soft lady-hands.


Alex had suggested that she go ahead and heal them too and had been doused in another spray of icky trueborn-derision. Obviously, every child knew that a healer couldn’t heal herself. There came an ejaculation of scientific gibberish laced with technical terms that had more letters than the entire alphabet.


As far as her limited half-breed brains were able to gather from the bafflegab, a healer used her magic to connect her body to her patient and create a channel between the two to provide the victim with the necessary energy for the healing process while also tapping the victim’s resources to mend whatever was wrong with them. The healer thereby kept control over the flow of energy and magic and could, if necessary, cut the connection before she put herself in the danger of overspending herself. However, if she used her healing magic on herself, there would be no such control; her own body would suck itself dry without any restraint and die as the result of it.


It didn’t seem fair to Alex that their talent only befitted others, but then, Rachel would say that the greatest satisfaction in life was derived from helping those who were in need of it.


Ah, Rachel. Fierce, tough, benevolent Rachel.


Yet now, when she looked at Josy, she thought she finally grasped a hint of the truth behind those words. The kid must be in a lot of pain, but no sound of complaint had come over her lips ever since her brother had been wounded. Maybe she had judged the girl too early. There was some backbone in her when she was riled.


Alex reached over and pushed a stray lock back beneath Josy’s beanie, making sure that most of the silky cloud of hair was hidden underneath the woolen hat. They still failed to look like real lower-class kids, but they certainly didn’t look like trueborn token children either.


A minute later, they reached the exit and stepped out of the station, right into the bouncing nightlife of Gomorrha’s undercity.


Bright neon lights and animated promotional signs reflected on shifty eyes, trash cans and shinies and turned everything into a blur of colors and movement around them.


Alex paused for a second, inhaling with feinted relish. Ahhh Gomorrha. The dingy smell of vices mixing with dozens of other scents: cheap street food, different notes of sweet, heavy perfumes, the smoke of cigs and drugs, unwashed bodies, and garbage. It was a most repulsive blend that had burned deep into the stones of the streets and buildings, tainting the whole site with its obtrusiveness.


Despite the nightly hour, it was quite busy, with all kinds of shady people going about their even shadier businesses.


In front of a bar to their left, a couple of suits were smoking cigars right beside a group of wrecked meth-addicts sucking on their pipes. A shabby, blind old lady with her forehead cut open and a glowing red gemstone embedded into her skin huddled at the street corner promising to predict your future for a couple of dimes.


With squeaking tires, a black stretch limo halted at the other side of the street and a woman in an expensive evening gown bespangled with heavy jewelry stepped out, immediately surrounded by a handful of bodyguards armed to the teeth with spellguns and knives. She raised her chin and tottered along the sidewalk, right past a filthy beggar in rags who was searching a waste bin for some food leftovers.


Oh yes, this was Gommorha. An arena of contrarieties, where rich and poor mingled in the same streets, turning them into an explosive mixture that detonated on a frequent basis and usually not everybody returned from a night out in her bowels.


The spider was prancing beneath Alex’s skin, agitated by the influx of stimuli. The tension raked along her nerves like a whetstone, sharpening her senses.


A pretty little flower with a dyed shock of cherry red hair broke from a near building and approached them, smoky gaze fixed on Darken. Her whole guise, including the patched over-knee leather boots and heavily caked-on makeup, marked her as a street hooker—and a cheap one at that.


Alex eyed her from head to toes and grimaced. Ugh, they’re getting younger and younger. 


Noting Alex appraising glance, the little chit opened her pouty lips, showing off a mouth full of needle-thin fangs. Beside Alex, Josy gasped and stumbled a step backward.


A shaper, huh? Probably a frog from the look of those teeth.


Yep, very impressive, sugar. Wanna see mine?


Alex just smiled at the hooker and made a buzz-off movement with her fingers.


Failing to have her desired effect, the girl sniffed and stalked back to her former vantage point, sky-high heels click-clonking on the pavement, no doubt already looking out for her next possible victim.


She wasn’t the first shaper hooker Alex had encountered and sure as hell wouldn’t be the last. But this? This was child prostitution! The girl couldn’t be much older than Josy for crying out loud. 


Yet perspectives weren’t exactly sunny when you were born with a second set of teeth and nails. She could easily have ended up like this as well. For a second the thought brought her back to the Highforge Community Home Orphanage, her back on the dirty floor, while the overseer’s weight pressed down on her, moaning as he fumbled with his belt, the scent of his skin, of his sweat, of his lust …


Alex shuddered and pressed her lids shut. No. This had been ages ago and she’d chosen a different path. She’d picked up the knife instead and decided she’d rather be the one to stick it in. It was a decision that was supposed to keep her out of trouble, but more often than not seemed to lead her right into it. Rachel always used to tease her about it. “I’ve never met anybody who attracts as much trouble as you do, Lex,” she’d say. “If I didn’t know better I’d say you’re looking for it.”


It wasn’t so much about looking for trouble, thank you very much, Alex thought wryly. Trouble seemed to be looking for her and somehow it always knew where to find her. Like when it had led those two little trueborn crash pilots into the Jester’s Inn to throw her world off its hinges.


And they weren’t out of the woods yet. Oh no, they had just entered the deepest part of the jungle. The one with the biggest, hungriest predators.


Beside her, Max was politely observing a band of junkies getting ready for a shot—honestly, nothing seemed to be able to faze this kid—while his sister looked more like a guppy tossed into a shark tank: frightened out of her little fins. Alex almost felt a twinge of sympathy for her. She just hoped the kid could keep it together a little while longer.


And then there was Darken. Silky, menacing, tantalizing Darken. Radiating icy heat and darkness. Darken, who raced a car from a motorway bridge and didn’t even bat an eye. Darken, who almost ran up the walls when his baby nephew got scratched.


He looked like he’d stepped right onto a battlefield. Every inch of him was suffused with tension. It was visible in the way he stood, sharp and alert; in the way his hands curled at his sides; the tight set of his jaw. His eyes roamed about, aglow with embers, and she could feel his magic seething just under his skin. All in all, he looked positively lethal right now and more than one person spontaneously decided to change the side of the street when they spotted him standing there.


Alex gave them all another moment to take it in before she faced them with a bright smile.


“Shall we?”


Taking the lead, she guided their little party along the packed main road, with Darken bringing up the rear.


The Duke of Gomorrha, self-proclaimed ruler of Gomorrha’s underworld, made his lair right in the rotten heart of the city, from where he pumped his poison outward through the veined street system.


Tall skyscrapers soared up around them like silent night guards, turning the alleyways between them into dark urban canyons that threatened to swallow you neck and crop if you dared to set foot into their forbidding territory. Beyond the light cones though, they were teeming with crawling shadows, like cockroaches scurrying in the slits between massive dumpsters.


Alex carefully scanned their depths, searching for any sign of trouble.


In a slim nook beside a burned-out store, a dark shape sprawled over a cloth-swaddled heap on the floor. For a second moonlight broke on a pair of bright yellow, reptilian-like eyes and she saw dark, viscous liquid dripping from long ivory fangs. Alex quickly averted her gaze. Who walked the streets of Gomorrha did so at his or her own peril. Whatever glittered in the dark out there could be gold as easily as deadly teeth and if you went chasing you should be prepared for both.


It wasn’t the only pair of hungry eyes she noted, though. Many eyes followed them as they picked their way through the piles of rundown shops and pubs, observing them from the shadows: weighing, assessing, calculating.


Some bold souls even had the brass neck to sneak a little closer, but one look at Darken’s face was usually enough to send them scurrying back into the holes they had emerged from.


Mugging a trueborn promised rich booty alright, but only if you survived the deed—and Darken looked more than ready to break someone’s neck with his bare hands.


For once Alex was actually glad that he was with them. She wasn’t exactly helpless, but without his intimidating presence, things might have turned messy pretty quickly. A woman with two kids walking the night streets of Gomorrha—that would have posed enough appeal to at least some idiots to take a closer sniff—and many of them only spoke the voice of the knife. It would have been a pain to have to litter their path with dropped bodies, especially since she didn’t want to announce her presence around here too loudly. Someone might still recognize her.


They passed an old, sordid theater, whose windows and doors had been barred with singed wooden beams. A group of gothic teens goofed around on the stained stairs in front of the building, boozing and smoking and listening to destructive rap music from a portable radio. 


From the fumes rising from their bottles, they were drinking some homemade brew with more of a kick than a pair of draft horses. The scent alone made the spider in her cringe.


Well, that’s how many of the blind beggars in the city had started out; teenagers without calling. No money. No future. And once you got sucked into that downward spiral …


Some of the guys noticed them and pointed their fingers, whistling and hooting. Josy flinched visibly and quickly squeezed closer to Darkens side. The guys laughed at her reaction.


“Don’t be afraid little one!” one of them with a mop of black hair called over. “We don’t mean you any harm!”


“Yeah, why don’t you come over and sit with us for a while?” another with at least a dozen piercings on his face suggested and patted the ground beside him. “And bring your hot blond friend with you!”


“Hey Blondie!” the black-haired kid crowed and waved at Alex. “Come on over, Blondie, we don’t bite!”


More laughter. Alex rolled her eyes. Didn’t hear that one before!


“Aw, don’t be shy, Blondie! We’ll take good care of you!” They laughed again and made some salacious suggestions as to what they would like to do with her.


Alex stopped in her tracks and opened her mouth to give them a clear opinion of what she thought of their ideas but Darken beat her to the punch.


He spun around so quickly even Alex gave a little start. A phantom wind whipped through the street, ripping at the newspapers, rattling lamp posts and broken glass windows.


Darkness rose around him, spiraling, surging up, until the shade of Death rode upon his shoulders. His eyes ignited bright red and a violent growl ripped from his throat, echoing through the dark street.


A bottle shattered on the floor. The teens stared at him for the course of few blistering seconds and then they took off at a dead run, screaming at the top of their lungs.


“Fuck, dude!” metal-face yelled, as they slithered and stumbled on filthy garbage. “Did you see that?”


“Yeah!” another howled. “Ruuun!”


Alex watched them vanish in a side-street and shook her head, not quite sure if she should feel grateful or annoyed for his readiness to protect her virtues. Not that there was that much left to protect.


“You don’t do things halfway, do you?”


Darken lowered his arms and turned, his expression colored with intense disgust.


“They were behaving rudely towards you. They deserved to be taught a lesson.” He said it matter-of-factly, as if it was the most normal thing in the world for a man to open the gates to hell when a girl in his company was insulted by a couple of schmucks.


Well, don’t feel too special about it, sugar. For all she knew he did that for every woman. And yet some susceptible female part of her couldn’t help feeling intrigued.


“I’m just surprised it bothered you,” she said with a shrug, stepping over the legs of a passed out drunkard in front of some dinky joint. “They were just some teenage retards thinking with their cocks instead of their alc-induced excuses of brains. I’ve heard worse. And I’m not quite the girl whose honor needs defending.”


Ah, there it was. That trueborn indignation.


“Any woman should be treated with proper respect and courtesy. Even if she is—” He paused.


Now, that ought to be interesting.


“A shaper?” Alex offered sweetly. “A simple barmaid?”


“I was about to say, even if she is swimming these waters as if she belonged to the swarm.”


Of course.


“In fact,” he fell in step beside her, “I couldn’t fail to notice that you do seem rather familiar with Gomorrha and its protective mechanisms. You also know quite a deal about ward-leaks.”


Alex gave him a guarded side glance. “Does it surprise you that there is more to me than just serving cheap drinks in a sticky dive bar?”


“Not at all.” Darken slipped his hands into his pockets as if they were taking a stroll through some trueborn mall and not walking some of the most dangerous streets the country had to offer. “I’m merely curious. Apparently, you are a woman of many talents. I’m simply trying to reconcile them with each other.” 


His voice was perfectly conversational, not showing any kind of hidden purpose, but Alex could tell that there was more to it than plain curiosity. There always was.


“The way you found that hole in the wards in so little time …” Darken clucked his tongue. “Impressive. Really impressive. Learning to access Gomorrha like this … that must have taken quite some practice.”


So that’s the way the wind was blowing.


Alex sighed and stopped to look at him. “You can’t just drop it, can you? I brought us in. Can’t you just leave it at that?”


Something sparked in the darkness of his eyes. Something sharp and fierce, that made her stomach flip over. “I’m afraid it is not in my nature to leave things uncovered.”


They crossed the busy main street and entered a smaller, emptier alley. 


“Well, I really hope you like to blunt your teeth, then.”


A predatory smile curved Darken’s lips. “My teeth are very persistent.” 


You don’t say.


Alex smiled back. “Be my guest. If I’m lucky you might actually suffocate on it.”


Not that she expected to be so lucky. Luck, the bitch, hadn’t exactly favored her in the last couple of days and she had a feeling they weren’t getting ahead yet.


Darken heaved a sigh and shook his head in half-mock exasperation. “You are quite an irritable person, did anybody ever tell you that?”


And you’re such a sunshine.


“I believe you are the first woman I ever met who turns being courteous into such a challenge.”


“Look, you don’t pay me for being friendly—in fact, you don’t pay me at all, so I may as well be as bloody damn irritable as I like.”


Max snickered.


Darken sighed again. “You really don’t make it easy for people to tolerate your presence. Just how do you get by in life, I wonder?” 


Alex gave him a big carefree smile indicating her true teeth now safely hidden beneath her human gums. 


“I have very persistent teeth, too. And then, I can always use one or two of the sharp arguments I’ve got hidden up my sleeves.” 


He raised his hands in an I-give-up fashion. “You know, most women use their charms to get what they want.”


Alex pondered that for a moment, trying to puzzle out if he had just said that she did have charms but didn’t know how to use them to her advantage or that he’d meant to say that she, in contrast to most women, didn’t possess any. Since he hadn’t exactly been full of compliments so far, she decided that he’d probably meant to insult her.


“Well, where would be the fun in that?” she asked sweetly.


They rounded a corner and she raised both hands. “Heeere we are. May I give you—the Morpheus!”


A frown gouged Darken’s forehead at the sight of the solitary little club nestling in the shadow of a dark office building.


Admittedly, the Morpheus didn’t look too impressive from the outside: Its black metal door was covered in halfheartedly over painted graffiti and the roped-off area that marked where people lined up was completely empty at the moment. Plus, the club sign was so trashy it gave you the strong desire to pluck out your eyes at its mere sight. The club’s name was glued to the wall in bright blue neon letters. Beneath it was the stylized body of a syringe, whose needle ended in a drop of blood, which, on its part, turned into a madly blinking red heart that sported the overly creative slogan “Let all your dreams come true.”


Despite its heartbreaking lack of originality, the slogan was meant to hint at all the different businesses that took place behind the Morpheus’ unassuming walls, girls—the obvious—being just the top of the iceberg of this dubious enterprise. But like its natural counterpart, its biggest parts were invisible and beneath the surface. So yes, from the outside the Duke’s lair might look like a shabby backyard club that wasn’t too well frequented, but from the inside …


Well, appearances could be deceptive. She knew that only too well. And when she’d left the Morpheus the last time she had sincerely hoped she would never have to return to it.


Hello fate, you little bitch, and here you backstabbed me again!


Waving for the others to follow, Alex marched toward the smeared black doors.


A brawny bouncer with a bald head in a black suit jacket stepped into their way as they approached, blocking their entrance. He threateningly drew up to his full height—sweet Jester, the guy was huge!—and crossed his massive arms in front of his wide chest, giving them a hard stare.


“Adults only!”


Tattoos adorned his fingers, spacing out the words “H.A.R.D/C.O.R.E.” Wow, that guy was so cliché.


Unimpressed by his display, Alex rested a fist on her hip and flashed her true eyes at him, revealing herself as a shaper. “Tell your boss that Harley Jones is here for business.”


The bouncer measured her with an appraising glance, but finally shrugged and walked over to the wall-comms beside the security door. He punched a couple of buttons and then lowly spoke into the speech device, delivering her message.


“Harley Jones?” Darken mouthed beside her.


“Kaden Jeroux?” she mouthed back. That silenced him.


There was a moment of static noise from the comms and then a few distorted words from the loudspeaker. The bouncer turned around and waved them over with two fingers.


“You’ll be received.”


If he was surprised about that fact, he didn’t show it. Hell, his face could have been made from stone for all it showed.


Alex gave him a curt nod and stalked past with all the casualness she could muster. It wasn’t like she’d really expected to be turned down. Granted, she and the Duke hadn’t exactly parted on best terms when they had last met, but he wasn’t someone to miss out on a chance of a deal and he would at least hear her out for the sake of old times before deciding to turn her down—or worse. Didn’t mean she wasn’t relieved at all.


Behind each other, they stepped through the heavy metal doors, into the Morpheus’ wide-open maw.
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A NARROW tunnel led down in front of them, its walls completely draped in black felt. The small lightbulbs dangling from the ceiling didn’t give up nearly enough light to see one’s own feet. It was like being suspended between two worlds, following a dark trail into the underworld.


Already here Alex could feel the beat of a bass vibrating through the ground, like the thumping of a wild, ecstatic heart.


Darken was walking so close to her that she sensed the heat of his body emanating from him in tense waves, and she had to curb the urge to lean toward him, her own body desperate for some kind of familiarity in the pharynx of uncertainty they had entered.


It was stupid, perhaps, to feel comforted by the presence of a forfeit, but then, when you walked into the lion’s den it was nice to know you had a panther as backup, just in case. Not that she really expected the Duke to pick a fight with her. Still …


“Valentine—he’s a character of his own kind,” she said quietly as they made their way down and down, “and he can be quite … difficult. Just let me do the talking. I know how to handle him.” Or so I hope.


“As the lady pleases.” Darken indicated a mocking bow.


Alex rolled her eyes at the dripping irony and didn’t reply.


The bump of techno-beats swelled with every step they took, resonating in Alex’s bones. Another staff member waited for them at the end of the tunnel, in front of a heavy black curtain.


“You the ones here for the Duke?” Even here he had to almost shout to be heard above the noise coming from inside the club.


She nodded shortly.


“Follow me, then.”


An escort. Why, Valentine, how charming. She really must have pissed him off last time.


The guy pulled the curtain aside and they stepped into another world: a massive underground dome stretched in front of them, opening like a natural cave in the base of a mountain. A deafening sound reverberated from the stone walls, shaking the ground to their feet and battering Alex’s eardrums. 


They were on top of a metal gallery with stairs on both sides, overlooking an ocean of jerking, twitching bodies as hundreds of people rubbed against each other to the wild electro beats, lost in ecstatic dancing.


In elevated cages girls in scanty leather outfits shook the hell out of their designer-fabricated bodies, spreading their musk all over the place and setting the males in the club on fire.


Erratic laser beams flashed through the smoke-filled crater, turning the whole thing into a seething volcano close to eruption.


If they ever threw a party in hell, this was what it must look like.


The moment the curtain opened, hot, humid air enveloped Alex. It wrapped around her like a cape knitted from sweat and lust and desire, sewn together by ecstasy, gluing her sensitive tactual hairs together and forming a sticky film on her skin. It was so pregnant with hormones, she could taste them on her tongue: sex and aggression mixing into an intoxicating cocktail that sent the spider into a wild, inebriated rush.


Alex took a step forward and swayed, overwhelmed by the sensation overload. She grabbed the railing for support, fingers digging into the metal like the shaper inside her dug her claws into the bottom of her skin. 


Her teeth pushed forward, pricking her human gums in response to her tension. 


Too loud. Too hot. Too many people. TOO MUCH!


Alex held onto the railing, feeling like she was drowning in a crazy sea of noise underneath a flashing thunderstorm sky rippled through by lighting.


A blinding laser beam cut through the curling smoke inches from her face, having the spider inside her jump up like a frightened cat. In the brief flash of light, she got a glimpse of Darken’s face beside her. It was completely flat, devoid of any kind of emotion, but if the glowing embers in the bottom of his eyes were any indication, he was fighting hard to keep his magic under control.


Their escort gave them a lopsided smirk, saying without words “yeah, I know that reaction” and beckoned them along the metal gallery and down a flight of stairs into the underground arena.


“Stay close!” Alex shouted at Max and Josy over the racket, but she could have saved her breath; both kids showed absolutely no desire whatsoever to stray. In fact, Josy looked like she was about to crack open from the sheer indecency of the place. It was a hundred-thousand-dollar worth of gaze. And she hadn’t even seen the worst of it yet.


At the bottom of the cave the air was so thick with sweat and smoke and alcohol fumes it seemed almost impossible to breathe without getting pissed like a rat. Staff in black catsuits slunk through the rambunctious crowd with practiced grace, carrying trays with rows and rows of fluorescent shots.


Those were the kind of nice little drinks that let you forget that you were just a simple family-man-slash-bank-accountant and made you think you could fly; in the morning you’d wake with a broken wrist and a hangover for three, your bank account wiped clean and your neighbor’s cat skinned in your living room beside half-empty glasses full of dried blood; but during the night you sure felt like the king. Scene-people called them “late-regretters,” and with good reason.


They wound their way along the outer side of the dance floor, inadvertently brushing and bumping against people. The heated touch of sweat-slicked skin, the scents of lust and sin curling around her limbs, it all scratched at Alex’s soul and every step was an effort for her to stay inside her human skin. 


Light beams flickered through the black-light suffused darkness, cutting the reality into fragmented shards of movements and turning faces into grotesque, horrific grimaces born from an insane artist’s crude fantasy. In the dizzying whirl of light and dark Alex caught flashes of patterned skin, of fangs and claws. And eyes: red and yellow and bright green. Black. Slitted. Solid. Shifty.


Shapers, everywhere! Wherever she looked, true eyes glowed back at her, reflecting the lights like scattered coins under an artificial moon. Hell was giving a party and the demons were all in attendance.


It was rare to see so many shapers in one place and the sheer mass of loaded predators set her hackles on edge.


It was an outspoken secret that the Duke’s club tolerated shaper kind, so this was where Gomorrha’s shaper community gathered. The Morpheus was one of the few places where they could walk in their true skin and wouldn’t be shunned for it—good luck to those who wanted to try. 


The city of vices was like a haven for the cursed and doomed and here a shapers’ abilities guaranteed a rich variety of job offers, none of which were on the legal side of the spectrum. Hadn’t she made exactly that experience a couple of years ago?


But when you made a pact with the devil it was hard to escape his grip again. That, too, she had experienced.


Somewhere out of sight, a gurgling scream rocked the crowd. Alex raised her head, her sensory threads snapping up around her like an army of invisible snakes, shivering, probing, preparing for an attack.


People inched out of the way, as two bodies rolled past in fight, animal sounds issuing from their throats. She tasted the currents. Two lusty male snakes in a battle for dominance. Chance was, only one would make it out here alive. She made a face and took a small step aside. They vanished behind a wall of raving feet.


Alex felt Josy tremble beside her, her fear like a magnet for all the accrued shaper aggression around them. The beady, tawny eyes of a male scorpion glowed nearby and fixed on the girl, staring at her as if she would make a delicious feast. A dark brown stinger rose above his left shoulder.


Alex pulled the girl toward her, shielding her slim body with her own, and flashed her own true eyes at him, both claim and warning. Mine!


When the scorpion didn’t move, she bared her spider fangs in a direct challenge and snarled. Back off, asshole. Or I’ll make you!


The scorpion hissed, the mad, high, stridulating sound of a pissed-off cicada, half defiance, half defeat and retreated into the crowd.


Alex kept her true eyes in place, just so nobody would get any ideas.


Josy was shaking so hard, Alex was afraid it would knock her off her feet. She increased the grip on the girl’s shoulder.


“Don’t worry,” she murmured into Josy’s ear, “I won’t let them hurt you. Just stay close to me and you’ll be fine.”


To her surprise, Josy relaxed a little and even drew a bit closer to her instead of shying away from her touch. Suppose the known predator right here is better than the unknown out there.


Somehow, they made it to the other end of the cave without any major escalation, despite the fact that Darken was oozing enough testosterone that several shaper males turned their heads, flashing annoyed teeth. But except for a couple of derisive glances and swaggering snarls, they had the sense to let them pass unharmed.


When they finally reached the back of the dome, Alex’s skin was about to split, and she was so jumpy, one more touch was likely to drive her up the walls. The iron leash she’d held on her true skin had mentally rubbed her hands raw and all she wanted was to find a quiet dark spot where she could curl up for a while and nurse her battered core.


The escort held in front of a padded door. “Wait here,” he yelled and vanished through the opening slit.


Darken leaned toward her, his hair brushing her cheek as he bent close enough to be heard above the racket inside the club. The touch involuntarily sent a shiver down her limbs. 


“He seems to be a very busy man, your Duke.”


Alex waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Oh, he’s just trying to piss me off.” And it was working soooo well, too.


At the edge of the dance floor two human girls in sorry excuses of skirts that would have made Darcy blush scarlet, had set their sights on Darken and were putting on an aggressive attempt to catch his attention. Alex rolled her eyes with disgust as they rubbed against each other like two horny cats, making pouty expressions with their mouths they no doubt thought were irresistibly sexy but really just made them look like two hare-brained ducks.


She slanted a glance at Darken. He stood utterly still and watched them getting the show on for him with a slight smile. It was hard to tell amidst the thick tangle of emotions and sexual lust around them, but somehow it struck her less like the enjoying kind and more like the if-this-goes-on-much-longer-I’m-gonna-come-over-and-break-your-slutty-little-necks kind of smile.


Not that it made a difference to her. He could dally with any slut he wanted. Hell, he could have it off with every single female in this entire cave for all she cared. Just right now wasn’t the moment to get distracted.


Realizing they had been noticed, the front girl leaned forward and ran the tip of her tongue along her upper lip.


Alex bit back a snarl. Ugh, come on! Buy yourself some sense of shame—and something to cover your butts while you’re already at it!


She contemplated going over and sucker punching some dignity into those chirpy sluts, when the door opened, and the escort stuck his head out. “The Duke is ready to receive you now.”


Oh, was he? Well, weren’t they honored?


She’d have a word with him about making her wait. He should know better than to test her patience like that.
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VALENTINE Mercurio aka the Duke of Gomorrha lounged at the end of a huge room, complete with plush couches around ocean glass tables and groups of people in heavy evening attire, drinking chilled champagne and spiced wine from crystal goblets.


He sprawled in a massive, throne-like chair, holding a black cane with a silver snake head handle with emerald eyes like a scepter. A little king waiting on his little empire.


Expensive pinstriped suit, oiled hair, polished designer shoes. Valentine was a man of refined tastes and extravagant fables—and he didn’t spare any expenses.


Two scantily dressed girls knelt at his feet looking up at him with simple-minded adoration.


When Alex and her entourage entered, the Duke shooed them away with an idle flick of his fingers. They pattered from the room, wiggling their bony little asses and giggling like the idiots they were. Alex had the distinct feeling that he’d deliberately waited until she’d seen them. The question was, what did he think that would accomplish? Probably just trying to upset her. Well, if so, he wouldn’t have to put in prime efforts.


“Ah, Sasha.” The Duke rose from his chair and opened his arms wide, a sleek smile on his face. “Sasha, Sasha, Sasha, what an unexpected pleasure. It’s been quite a while.”


Not long enough for my taste.


“Finally getting bored of being a good spider, eh?”


An edge entered his smirk, but Alex refused to rise to the bait.


“And such interesting company you keep, nowadays.”


His eyes flickered over the kids, clearly dismissing them as irrelevant, but lingered on Darken, a little too long. A little too … curious.


Alex felt him stiffen beside her, hands curling at his sides until she thought she heard his bones grind against each other. Valentine’s gaze snagged on the gloves and his eyebrows rose slightly. Those gloves conveyed their own message and he would likely draw the correct conclusions. He was slime-dripping arrogant. He wasn’t stupid.


Darken returned his gaze calmly, not even making an effort to keep the deadly chill out of his eyes.


Just great!


“My company is none of your business,” Alex said, stepping forward before this could ripen into a male pissing contest. “We’re here to do some business.”


The Duke leaned forward, eyes glinting with taunting amusement. “Ahhh, I love it when you say these words. You always make them sound so … naughty.” He purred and made a clawing movement with his left hand that had several rings flashing in the light of the countless chandeliers.


Alex rolled her eyes. She had almost forgotten how hard it was to tolerate his company for more than thirty seconds.


“Any chance we could speak somewhere a little more private?” She indicated the people basking in his petty glow on the couches around them, at least half of which were straining to catch their words while pretending to be indulging in wine and conversation.


“But of course.” With a flourish of his stick, the Duke pointed to a small door to his left.


As they trailed after him, Darken leaned toward her. “Why is he calling you Sasha?”


Alex shrugged. “It’s a short-form of Alexis. I don’t know. He’s always done that.” Fit right in with his eccentrics, she supposed.


They followed him into what appeared to be some kind of study, all elaborate redwood furnishings polished to a shine and topped off with a giant fireplace of red-veined black marble. Oh yeah, no expenses spared.


One of the bodyguards made an attempt to enter after them, but she noted the Duke making a tiny movement with his hand. Alex suppressed a smile. Trying to act brave, Valentine?


Her senses told her that the guard took up position right beside the door and she smirked. Not too brave then.


As soon as the door had closed, Valentine became all businesslike, turning from party-pimp into tradesman in five seconds flat. He settled behind his large desk, hung his cane on a hook at his chair and watched her over his folded hands.


“Now. What can I possibly do for you, Ms. Jones?” His lips curled into a sneer. “Or shall I say, Harper, since we’re among friends?”


Fishing for information on her relationship with the others? Well, she wasn’t gonna volunteer any. Alex slipped into the only other chair, feeling Darken hovering behind her like her own kind of menacing bodyguard. She took a deep breath. There really was no time for being sleek about this.


“We need a portal.”


The Duke’s eyebrows crept up in barely disguised surprise that was quickly superseded by calculation. His eyes roamed over the others again, more thoughtful now. Alex held her breath. She was pretty sure he only cared for what happened inside the walls of his little kingdom, but if he recognized the kids …


Something sly entered his eyes. If opportunity had a smell, his nose would have twitched.


Linking his fingers together he leaned back in his chair. “Do I understand correctly, that you want said portal right now?”


Releasing her breath, Alex nodded curtly, knowing where this was leading. And not liking the direction, either. Not liking it at all.


“And I assume you don’t want it to go to any of the official portal grounds.”


Why, you’re such a fox, Valentine.


“You assumed right.” As if she would go to him if it was otherwise.


He whistled softly, tapping the desk with his fingertips. “Not a small thing you’re asking. Something like this is gonna cost you. How do you intend to pay for such a favor?” His eyes grazed the shabby backpack in her lap. “I don’t suppose you have a stack of cash in there.”


Alex made a sharp movement with her hand. “Cut the shit! You know exactly that I don’t possess the kind of money—”


“If this is just a question of money,” Darken interrupted stiffly, his voice laced with the warmth of an ice cube, “we can provide you with all the funds you want. Just give me a pen so I can write you the check.”


He eyed the Duke with sovereign contempt.


Alex bit her teeth together, furious. Hadn’t she told him to keep his mouth shut? That she would handle this?


“Ah.” The Duke raised a finger with a mild smile, but a dangerous glitter filled his eyes. “Promises, promises.” He gently weighed his head. “I shall tell you what the problem with promises is: they are more slippery than a whore’s crotch. And they tend to be forgotten just as quickly as the pleasure it provided. Such a fleeting passion. A word. A whiff. And the next time you pay a courtesy visit she is already spreading her legs for another man.” He made wide eyes at them. “So how would I know if such a promise will be kept. It’s a harsh world out there …”


Darken’s face chilled a little more, no doubt indignant that someone would dare to doubt his trueborn word of honor. At least he didn’t cause a scene.


“No,” the Duke shook his head, still smiling. “I’m afraid, I don’t work on credit.” His smile turned feral enough to make a shaper proud. “Cash is king!


“Of course”—he turned to Alex with a sly smirk—“you could always work your debt off to me.”


She snorted. “And hop around in one of those flimsy leather thongs? I don’t think so.”


“Oh, Sasha, Sasha,” Valentine drawled her name as if it was an exquisite praline whose taste he wanted to savor to the very last, “you know that I value your … other qualities just as much as those delicious legs of yours.”


His eyes wandered over her body in an explicit lustful manner. Any other guy would have gotten a good taste of her claws or at least a kick in the balls for that, but since she still needed something from him, she settled for a predatory smile.


She felt Darken’s eyes burn into her from behind and hoped he would hold his tongue. He’d done enough damage already.


“You know I don’t do that kind of work anymore,” she said softly.


The Duke clicked his tongue, regretfully. “Still trying to be a good spider, then?” He shook his head. “A shame, really. And that with your talents. I could put you to good use.” He spread his arms, encompassing his little big world. “There is so much I could offer you if you so choose.” 


Yes, but nothing of what I really want from life.


Valentine raised an eyebrow. “Is it really that much more worthwhile to scrub dirty tables in a slum joint and get paid badly for overworking?”


Alex froze, shock slabbed on her face. “How—?”


“Oh, please, Sasha, don’t act so naive. I keep track of all of my investments.”


Cold slithered down her back. And she’d thought herself paranoid for watching her back all the time. To think that she had put so much effort into hiding and yet Valentine had kept tabs on her all this time … Just the idea made her sick.


There was a brief moment of silence, in which the Duke watched her intently, maybe waiting for some kind of reaction. When none came, he folded his hands on the table and leaned back again. “Just remember there is always a place for you here, if you change your mind. Anyway, no pay, no deal. Unless … well, you know what I would always accept as payment.”


Yes, she knew. And somehow, she had hoped to avoid it. Only she didn’t really see a way around it now. Part of her had hoped to be able to guilt trip him into making a concession—after all, he did owe her for a thing or two—but now that Darken had made this into a who-got-the-bigger-pair show, she doubted he would go for it.


Ah, to hell with it!


“Alright. Fine!” Clenching her teeth, she stretched out her hand over the desk. “Then let us get this over with immediately.” 


The spider inside her whimpered, but she ignored it.


Valentine’s face took on an expression of pretended indignation.


“Ah-ah-ah, Sasha,” he wiggled his index finger at her. “Fair is fair. You’re asking for a big favor, so I get to get the big portion as well.”


Alex stared at him. That’s what she’d feared. Was this punishment for Darken’s impudence or did he just take advantage of the situation? After all, Valentine was never one to content himself with a finger if he could get the entire hand. Didn’t matter—his eyes told her he wouldn’t budge. And the clock was ticking.


“Fair is fair,” Valentine crooned again, watching her with his sleepy gaze, waiting. Alex hesitated, every part of her screaming in revulsion.


“Do we have a deal?”


Everything comes with a price. She closed her eyes.


“It’s a deal,” she whispered.










CHAPTER TWENTY










“ALWAYS such a pleasure doing business with you.” The Duke of Gomorrha smiled that wide, oily smile and Darken felt the prominent desire to punch him in the teeth.


The moment they had set eyes on each other, he’d taken an instant, deep dislike to the man, and he could tell the Duke returned the favor just as passionately.


The man reminded him of a weasel: sly, mean, and vicious. The whole shine and sparkle, the rings, the cane, even the polished words, all props in a bigger play. All that affected behavior hid a dangerous opponent, who wasn’t tempered by the written and unwritten boundaries of law or honor, and who saw himself entitled to the things he managed to acquire—by whatever means it took him to do so.


Snatching up his snake-cane, the Duke rose to his feet, hinting a mocking bow, all the deceptive attendant to his clients. “As I take it you are in a hurry, so we shall not waste any time, I should think. If you had the grace to follow me …”


Alex didn’t say anything as she rose, but she looked tight, her lips pressed into a straight, hard line.


Darken restrained himself until they were back in the “throne room” and the Duke had pulled out a small silver mobile and started bellowing orders into the speaker. Keeping an eye on Maxwell and Josepha, he stepped over to Alex, close enough that his chest brushed her back—too close perhaps to be still considered appropriate, but he wanted to make sure that nobody could overhear what was said.


“What was all that about?” he asked in a hushed whisper. “What is this payment you’ve been talking about? And what, pray tell, did he mean by ‘big portion?’”


“He wants my venom,” Alex replied just as softly, her voice sounding strained and tired. “But not only a single dose from my teeth. He wants the full dose … from the gland.” She shuddered visibly at the thought.


Not quite sure about this differentiation, Darken raised a questioning eyebrow.


A bitter smile stretched Alex’s lips. “Shaper venom is very valuable and sought after in the black markets. It is extremely potent, so it usually only takes a little to get the job done, if you get my drift. And if handled correctly it’s almost impossible to detect. That makes it very popular in certain circles.”


Oh, he thought he understood quite well.


The Duke yelled something into his phone and Alex eyed his back with outspoken disgust.


“He wouldn't be able to do too much damage with a single dose, but with a whole shot from the gland …” Alex hugged herself, looking sick. Her skin had turned so pale it seemed almost gray.


Darken contemplated her words. Considering this place and taking into account what Alex had told them about the man, it wasn't hard to imagine what a crime lord of the Duke’s caliber would do with a portion of a hardly verifiable lethal venom. He’d either use it himself or sell it to the highest bidder—and people would die because of it either way. It hardly surprised Darken that a lowlife like the Duke wouldn’t shrink from murder to keep his “business” running in the city’s underworld, what did astonish him though—


“It really bothers you, doesn’t it?” He pondered her with his head cocked to the side. “That people might die as a result of your … donation.”


The look he received was bone-chilling. “Wouldn’t it bother you?”


And here was the pot calling the kettle black. Ah, assumptions were such a double-edged blade. He had to admit, he’d felt quite put out when she so easily assumed that he, as a forfeit, wouldn’t mind an innocent man’s death when that assumption undeniably held true for the greater part of his caste.


Perhaps, in reverse, it wasn’t fair to measure her by the standards society put on her kind, either. She was a shaper, yes, but so far, she had hardly lived up to any of the stereotypes that were so commonly spread among the folk that it was hard to tell where the seed of truth had been planted into the ground of nightmares and grown into a creature of its own.


Still talking into his phone, the Duke pivoted and motioned them toward a huge, gold-ornamented, double-winged door.


“I apologize.” Darken inclined his head at Alex, while they made their way over to the door together, skirting around groups of whispering men and women, who were as polished on the outside as they were likely rotten on the inside. “It wasn’t my place to question your motives.”


The look she gave him was as wary as that of an animal sensing a trap.


Who lied to you? he wondered, as she searched his face and bit her lip. He was almost certain that someone must have lied to her in the past, and that it had left a mark. It was visible in moments like this, like a brittle sheen of glass coating her skin. And if he probed any further, she’d either snap or run like a deer.


Just what could have happened to her, that while she didn’t flinch from a state-licensed killer, certain other things would make her so wary?


Despite her snow queen act, she wasn’t as cold and unaffected as she liked to pretend. She cared for things. Like she cared for a little boy and his wounded leg. Like she carried the weight of the potential deaths of a bunch of strangers on her shoulders.


Well, that weight was just as much his to bear as it was hers. It was the price for the portal that would lead his niece and nephew to safety and therefore he wouldn’t hesitate to pay it. People died for many reasons and if he had to choose between family and a group of strangers, he knew how his decision would always turn out.


So, what does that say about me? Maybe the spider had been right about him all along.


The bodyguards pushed the double-winged door open and the Duke lowered his mobile long enough to execute another flamboyant bow. “Welcome to my humble abode.”


This so-called Duke was a lot. Humble wasn’t part of it.


A long, wide hall stretched in front of them: polished gold-lined marble floors, thick lush rugs, and heavy, dark red velvet curtains draping the walls. Dimmed chandeliers rained golden diamonds from the ceiling like slowly burning clouds of fire overhead, and on the walls, red lightbulbs behind half-transparent shades of black lace emitted a soft burgundy light. In the middle, bordered by smooth, rectangular black stones, exotic plants formed an exquisite indoor garden, climbing vines and white, purple and pink flowers winding their way along erotically shaped fountains and pillars, their heavy perfumes so intense they instantly made your head swirl. Darken was willing to bet a week’s leave that there was some kind of forbidden narcotic among the pretty greenery as well.


Couches dotted the sides of the hall, spending comfort for waiting customers, while girls in silky nothings drifted around, serving wine and fruity delicacies, providing them with an appetizer while they waited for the main course. The whole place was extravagant, erotic, and explicit—and the strange mix of high-class elegance and raunchy sensuality didn’t fail to have the desired effect.


The Duke ambled along the hallway a lot slower than would have been necessary, swinging his snake-cane as they walked past closed doors with distinct black “used” signs and veiled alcoves that provided some superficial seclusion for those in such urgent need that they couldn’t even wait for a vacant room.


“Ewww!” Max stopped in front of an alcove and stared goggle-eyed into the dim nook.


Darken turned and found himself across from a couple getting right down to business on a love-seat, too focused on ridding each other of their clothes to care about paltry things like privacy.


Max wrinkled his nose. “That’s gross. What kind of dance is that?”


Beside him, Alex made a chortling sound. Josy followed her brother’s gaze and her cheeks blushed so red they matched the lamps on the walls. Her eyes flickered around, trying to find something safe to look at and, failing that, finally locked on her hands.


Darken cleared his throat and discreetly shifted his position to block the boy from view and nudged him forward. “Come on, kiddo. We don’t want to dally.”


With one hand on his shoulder, he steered his nephew past the following alcoves before he had the chance to ask any more loaded questions. One of the benefits of not having children of your own was that if they came to you with questions, too delicate for a grown man to answer, you could simply refer them back to their parents.


He would do a great deal for his bother. Explaining to his nephew the difference between dancing and dancing wasn’t part of it.


A bar made from one seamless piece of gleaming, lit onyx marked the center of the hall from where more corridors forked off like the rays of a six-pointed star. Dozens of girls occupied the bar, some with customers, some alone: from sleek and trim to ample and lush, they came in every imaginable shape and shade. A complete menu for a customer to choose his favorite dish from.


Darken’s lips curled into a silent snarl at the sight of a slim blond girl, whose sultry makeup and sexy garments couldn’t hide the child’s body underneath. Some of these girls were so young, no respectable brothel would consider displaying them. 


As they passed, more than one reached out for him, brushing his cheek or chest with a kinky remark or a salacious offer. He firmly pushed their hands away, trying hard to keep his growing tension out of his fingers. 


Not all customers seemed to show the same kind of restraint, though. Many of the girls bore bruises, rope burns, and other kinds of marks of a more ferocious treatment, despite the carefully applied makeup and the dimmed red lights that smoothed out those signs for the unobservant eye. Part of those marks might have been inflicted in mutual agreement, but he doubted that all of them were.


The whole place reeked of pain and despair, a heady fragrance that even the plant’s heavy perfumes weren’t able to mask. Not for someone like him, anyway. It called to him, called to his nature, stimulating the darker, fiercer parts of his being.


Oh, he had quite a good idea what kinds of appetites could be satisfied in this establishment, what kind of twisted games were played behind those closed doors. Hot anger teased the inside of his skin like silky tongues, trying to arouse something that would give nobody here any pleasure if it was set free.


Darken rubbed his gloved right hand. Prostitution as such was as old as this world and he had played the rooms too many times to be a hypocrite about it. Making a trade with a woman for something she was willing to offer was one thing. But forcing a woman … forcing a child—


“Enjoying the view?”


The Duke’s face popped up beside him. He’d apparently managed to pry himself away from his phone for a minute.


“Quite an eye candy, isn’t it?” The other man’s shrewd eyes roamed about the displayed merchandise in a dreamy fashion. “I intended to build a paradise, where every man can find what his heart—and his loins—desire. A place to release some of the steam that gets so bottled up in us in the drab monotony of day-to-day-life. And here we are.” He smirked. “I always say there is no more relieving place for a man than in the arms of a warm, willing woman—or two,” he added with a lewd wink.


“Or an unwilling?” Darken asked too softly.


“Ah.” The Duke gave him a knowing smile. “Some enjoy a gentle, laid-back ride, while others prefer a good rodeo with bridle and spurs. Who am I to judge them?” He shrugged. “I simply provide a playground for all of them.”


Oh, but of course, the Duke of Gomorrha, simply providing a humble service to the community.


Sensing Darken’s resentment, the Duke waved a ringed hand. “Right. Wrong. There are no such things. Only demand—and those who can meet it and those who can’t. But I’m sure you understand, a man of your … profession.”


He leaned toward Darken, wordlessly taunting him. “It is easy to judge our neighbors when we should rather watch the weeds growing in our own backyards. Wouldn’t you agree?”


Darken’s lips pressed together and his hands clenched into fists at his sides. The ridge between right and wrong was a narrow one when walked upon with the blessing of his caste. And every innocent who died when they obeyed an order was a slash in the armor of righteousness they wore like a bloody shield.


The Duke smiled, obviously enjoying his reaction.


“Anyway,” he said with a twirl of his stick, “don’t be shy to look. Look, look.” He indicated the girls left and right. “I’m sure even someone of your ilk can find something here to spark his loins’ fire. I’d even make you a good price, clean up included, that goes without saying. What kind of host would I be if I could not provide such a simple service for my clients? Ahh, so many ways to vanish a body. Then again”—his eyelids drooped, and he watched Darken with his sleepy gaze—“I believe you know a lot more about that than I do.” 


Darken’s fingers curled so tight the seams of his gloves started to rip. He could almost feel that sleek neck breaking under his grip. If only they didn’t need him. Oh, this one he would kill gladly and without any regret.


At that moment the mobile phone vibrated, and the Duke raised a finger. “If you’ll excuse me.”


He scurried away and Darken released a small breath. It didn’t do much to calm the angry fire churning inside his body, yearning for a lethal outlet. He looked around for something, anything, that would divert his mind from the perversion of this place and found Alex.


She was a little in front of him, walking straight ahead, without looking left or right, her face hard and cold like ice. It obviously wasn’t her first time here. Well, the conversations with the Duke had made it pretty clear that she had worked for him at some point and—


Wait a minute! She had worked for him!


Had she—? Could she have—?


Darken felt a subtle shift in his fury, as he stared at the closed doors which suddenly held another kind of repulsive interest for him. It was hard to imagine the spider letting anybody force her to do anything she didn't want. On the other hand …


You know I don’t do that kind of work anymore. So much bitterness in those words. So much tension. Her obvious revulsion of this place, the unwillingness to talk about it, and then the constant needling of the Duke …


Darken pictured again the young blond girl at the bar, but in his mind, she turned into Alex. The air turned vicious around him. His nostrils flared.


He felt Alex’s sharp gaze on him and knew that his magic was beginning to leak out through his eyes. With some effort he forced it down, locking the floodgates on his boiling emotions. He arranged his features into that cold, slightly bored mask he wore whenever he had to deal with trueborn blood aristos. Clearing his throat, he tried to sound only mildly interested.


“What were those ‘other qualities of yours’ the Duke was referring to?” He couldn’t quite keep the soft, dangerous croon out of his voice. It was the voice he used upon his victims before sucking out their soul. His seducer voice. His killer voice. If this man had forced her to submit to any kind of treatment …


Alex made big eyes at him. “Of all the stuff we discussed, that’s what made the most lasting impression on you?”


He shrugged, a little stiffly. “When you work with someone, it is only sensible to gain some basic understanding about their background. I’m just trying to get a better picture.”


And that was the only reason for his inquiry. And a perfectly valid reason, too.


Alex studied him from the side for a moment. “It’s not what you think.”


“Oh, so now you’re a mind reader as well?”


Her eyebrows arched upward. Leaning to the side, she snatched a strawberry from a plate with a smile that made the servant girl stagger two steps backward and fall into a potted plant.


She raised the strawberry to her lips and took it into her mouth. Her sensual lips closed around the fruit. Several men—even some of those who were occupied with girls on display—paused in whatever they were doing and blatantly stared.


With a delicate suck, Alex pulled the strawberry completely into her mouth and bit into it. Someone winced, but Darken’s mind was too occupied to sort him out. Alex swallowed and licked her slightly dented bottom lip.


With a casual flick of her fingers, she tossed the green away.


“Honestly? Men are not that difficult to read.”


Luckily, at that moment, they reached the end of the hall, sparing him the pains of a reply.


A wooden door in an alcove with an assortment of security locks led into a small stairwell. After the heavy opulence of the pleasure grounds, the simple flights of concrete stairs leading down seemed cold and naked and starkly austere.


Down they moved, flight after flight, their steps echoing in the silence around them.


They reached the ground floor and followed an empty corridor with steel doors on both sides. Finally, the Duke held in front of a door and turned, beckoning them forward with his snake-like smile.


“Dr. Creevy is already prepared for us.”
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THE room was long and sterile and reminded Alex too much of a hospital: white tiled floor, metal shelves, slim silver objects glinting dully in the too bright overhead lights, the biting scent of disinfectant … It brought back memories of her sire’s bedroom just before he died, and she instantly felt sick to her stomach.


Dr. Creevy, a scrawny man with thinning gray hair, in a stained white lab coat, stood waiting beside a naked metal cot with leather shackles attached to all four corners. Alex felt Darken stiffen beside her and quickly put a restraining hand on his arm—just to pull back when a little shock tingled through her fingertips.


“It’s alright,” she muttered softly, although her stomach churned at the sight of the cot. “I might shape during the process and accidentally hurt someone.”


Darken’s eyes wandered from the cot to her and back, and slowly widened in understanding. “You’ve done this before.”


She nodded. And no pleasant memory was linked to the experience. But sometimes there simply was no other choice. Like right now.


He studied the cot again, and she could almost hear the blocks falling into place as he drew the right conclusions. His eyes narrowed and grew darker. Dangerously dark. “And this will hurt you.” It wasn’t really a question.


Quite quick on the uptake, aren’t we, Mr. Trueborn?


“I’m afraid, that can’t be avoided.”


Resentment flooded those cavernous brown eyes, liquid red anger churning right below the surface. “Then there has to be another way.”


Alex blinked. Just like that, huh?


He did sound like he meant it, too.


Why? she wondered. To assume that her pain would matter anything to him, would be foolish. They barely knew each other. And she hadn’t exactly done a great job endearing herself to him in the last day.


Maybe he didn’t like to be indebted. She certainly didn’t. And a debt of pain wasn’t one easily paid back.


“Well, I don’t really see another way, sugar. Do you?” Now would be a good moment to mention it.


He scowled. Yep, that’s what I thought.


His gaze went back to the cot and his lips pressed together in obvious discontent. “I don’t like this!” 


She barked a short laugh. “Neither do I, sugar, but if we want this portal, someone will have to bite the bullet. Looks like that someone is going to be me. But don’t worry, it won’t kill me—and if it does”—she raised her arms and batted her lashes at him—“spares you the effort.”


His growl had something almost charming. “Very funny!”


Alex gave him a sly wink, trying to cover up the shaky feeling that was rapidly building in her chest. The procedure would do her no permanent harm if Mr. Lab Coat over there didn’t screw up. Didn’t mean it would be any pleasant either. Oh no, not pleasant at all. Tapping the gland hurt like a wicked bitch. And just thinking about it made her want to bolt.


She swallowed the rising panic. Focus on something else, something you can handle right now.


“Listen,” she said, “when my gland is siphoned, it will knock me a bit off stride. My body is used to a certain level of venom and depleting its quantity very rapidly … well, I guess you can compare it to a heroin addict going cold turkey.”


Who had ever been forced to go through an abrupt drug withdrawal would to some extent be able to understand what she would be experiencing. Only in her case, there was no shot or substituent that could ease the physical and mental craving for her special poison.


“My body will reproduce its venom level within twenty-four hours, but at the beginning, I will be a little shaky and”—ah, weak sounded too vulnerable—“unstable. I won’t be able to rely on my shaper abilities, either.”


Which meant she would be pretty much completely at his mercy. And she’d just told him all about it, too. Smart, Alex. Very smart.


The Duke appeared at her side.


“Everything is prepared.” He held out his hand as if inviting her to a dance floor. “Shall we?”


Alex took a deep breath. A prick. Nothing but a little prick.


Taking his hand, she let him lead her over to the cot. As ironic as it might seem, jabbing her own teeth into someone else’s body didn’t pose a quirk, but when it came to something pricking her own skin … especially if that something was needles … uhhh! Suddenly it seemed awfully hot in the room.


Dr. Creevy unfolded himself from the table he’d bent over and turned with a syringe in his hand. 


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! Alex winced. That was even bigger than she remembered. Goosebumps ran up and down her arms and nausea almost made her dizzy. She grabbed the metal edge of the cot for support. To mask the movement, she slowly hoisted herself up, glad for the cold surface below her. Couldn’t fall that deep when you were sitting. Her fingers gingerly touched the nape of her neck, where the tingling feeling of anticipation was becoming an almost painful buzz.


“On your belly please, Miss, if you will.” The doctor had an annoyingly monotone, slightly nasally voice. She was pretty sure he would have shown the same enthusiasm for a lab rat. “And the sweater.”


Obligingly, she stripped off her sweater and stretched out on the cot on her stomach, turning her face to the wall. Hands started strapping down her wrists and ankles and she clenched her teeth to keep from biting anybody.


She hated to be restrained. Great Mother, how she hated it. That helpless feeling was almost worse than the pain. The spider rose from her core, her true skin fighting to break through, but she kept a tight leash on it. There wasn’t any excuse for a slip yet.


Dr. Creepy-Creevy dangled a piece of wood in front of her nose. “I strongly advise you to bite on that.”


“No sedatives?” Darken’s deep, angry voice sounded close. Too close. The heat of his anger washed over her exposed skin and she didn’t have to see his eyes to know that they were on fire. 


Alex pressed her lids shut and gritted her teeth. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her like this, but the fact was, there was nothing she could do about it.


“They are burned away by my immune defense too quickly,” she said to the wall, trying to sound as calm as she could. “Also, it might interfere with the composition of my venom. I’ll have to bite on my teeth.” Literally. 


She could still feel the waves of his anger, teasing the bare skin of her arms and neck, but he didn’t say anything more. Good.


“Ready?” the doctor asked. 


Alex exhaled. No. “Yes.”


Biting on the stick, she closed her eyes. Gloved hands pulled up her hair, exposing her neck. The cold bite of an antiseptic pledget sent a shudder down her back. She tensed.


It will hurt less if you relax. Well, knowing and doing weren’t always the same pair of shoes.


A movement stirred the hairs at her neck.


Breathe, she told herself. Just don’t stop breathing.


Cold metal pricked her skin.


Pain burned her body from the neck down into her toes and ripped every thought from her mind.


Alex screamed.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










DARKEN watched with growing revulsion as they fastened Alex to the sterile medical cot. His magic churned inside him like a burning river chafing off its banks.


Tethered down like a wild beast!


The bitterness of the thought was only partly for Alex’s sake. He knew how it felt to be restrained, to be strapped down like a rabid mutt. Oh, he knew.


It was a common form of punishment at the Order, used as an educational means for those too nosy or too truculent for the handlers’ tastes. They also used it to subdue them, when one of them was slipping out of control and got too dangerous to handle. They would chain them inside a small, dark, warded room and simply wait it out until they were too spent from the rage to fight back and could be controlled again.


It could be hours. Sometimes it would be days.


Patience was on their side and the darkness was a brittle mind’s enemy. They could wait. It was something he and his kind could not always afford.


His longest had been five days, his only crime being to ask what their current torture subject had done to deserve ending up as their pitiable practice object.


They didn’t answer. Instead, they tasered him, whipped him, and then threw him into the hole.


A forfeit wasn’t supposed to questions. They were supposed to serve and obey. No doubts. No hesitation. Nothing but blind loyalty.


Five days.


Five days of being chained, nakedly on the cold floor in a tiny cell, allowed only minimal freedom of moment.


Five days without food and only three small cups of water each day, while during daytime sweat burned in the lash wounds and at night the cold stone bit into hard, sore muscles.


Five days in complete darkness with nothing for company but his own hoarse screams.


They had known that he needed to feed. He hadn’t been out in the field for more than a week at that time and his craving had already reached the state of physical discomfort.


While at the chapters, his kind would maintain a strict regime of tough exercise and sexual release to keep the edge of them for as long as possible, but in the end, only one thing could satiate this growing, mind-tearing hunger that would eventually consume them. The kill was as necessary for them as the air to breathe and kept hungry they became more and more unstable.


Sometimes, before an important mission, the handlers would keep them overdue on their feeding schedule for a day or two, just like putting hunting dogs on short rations before taking them out on a hunt. It certainly served its purpose, but usually sent the casualties into heady heights.


So yes, they had known. They had known, and they had locked him in anyway. Letting him face the agony of starvation that went so much deeper than the hunger for food, than the growing craving for water. The agony that came when the red mist flooded his mind and the burning pressure crested and crested inside him with no vent to release it.


Five days they watched him writhe in pain, listened to his screams and shouts and tears until it reached the point where he begged them for whatever release they would grant him.


None came. Instead, they would gag him for hours at a time, allowing him not even the tiny outlet of his own screams.


Five days. And even then, they had only let him out because his brother, made suspicious by his absence at Josepha’s second birthday, came to check on him and then almost twisted off a couple of heads in his fit of rage when he found out about their little “disciplining measure.”


Not that they had to fear any particular consequences. His caste was beyond the common limitations of laws and regulations, and the Order’s handlers were allowed to treat them in whichever way they saw fit to contain their dangerousness.


When they finally let him out of his cage, his sanity was hanging by a brittle thread. To this day Darken was convinced that they had secretly hoped, that he, starved beyond reason and in his desperate need for release, would kill his brother, whom they sent into the cell to open the chains that had scrubbed his skin bloody as he fought against them in his pain-crazed rage. So clean. So easy. Two birds with one stone. With the eldest son of the Dubois-family dead, his official execution papers would have been signed in a hurry. Finally, rid of the troublesome Dubois-brothers.


Ah, they were so stupid in their arrogance. What they failed to understand was that there were loyalties that went deeper than that, which could be bought by the pain of the whip. And exactly that was their mistake. He probably would have killed anybody else they could have sent into that cell that day. But not Steph. Not his brother. Although refraining from it had been one of the hardest things in his entire life.


Recognizing the glazed, twisted look in his eyes, Steph had loaded his behind into his coach and had driven him out into the White Stag Reserve. That’s where he’d had finally succumbed to the bloody mist. 


When he had woken hours later, he’d found himself in the center of a wild, savage carnage, his body slick with blood. Unable to remember what had happened, for a second, a bleak, pain-filled second, he thought that he must have killed his brother, unable to tell from the bloody remains around him what had been slaughtered by his hands. Worst five minutes of his life.


It was then that Stephane walked out for the trees, looking wary and, for the first time in their lives, slightly afraid of his younger brother. It broke something inside Darken. He’d looked at the bloodbath, at what had once been a proud herd of stags, does, and little fawns, and cried. He cried for the victims of a rage they had neither provoked nor understood. He cried for all the innocents he had killed in the name of the Order. And he cried for his own soul, which the Order had finally managed to violate so much that even his brother had trouble looking him in the eye. That day the Order had lost what little deference he’d had left for them.


They had wanted to teach him? Darken smiled, but it had a sharp, bitter flavor. Well, taught him they had. Just not the lesson they had intended for him.


Now, staring at the spider’s body stretched out on the cot, he felt well-known ripples of heat travel through his body. He knew the feeling of impotence and utter helplessness that came with being restrained. He knew.


But so did Alex.


It was there, in the haunted look in her eyes, when she glanced at the table, a mixture of anticipation and memory stitched together by anxiety.


It had to be even worse for her, Darken reflected. As a shaper, driven by a feral nature, allowing someone to tie her down must be against her every instinct.


And yet she had agreed to it, to help his niece and nephew whom she owed nothing.


No lies. No deceptions. 


Ah, Alex, what a sweet, delightful riddle. Crude and prickly and oddly sincere at the same time. It was a rough kind of honesty that reminded him of a blooming thistle; she made no secret of her armor of thorns, but she only stabbed if you tried to grab her too tightly.


What would he find if he managed to pry that thorny shell open? His mouth twitched a little. A kick in the balls, most likely.


“What are they doing, Uncle Darken?” Max tugged at his sleeve, his brown eyes big and alarmed, as they swiveled over Alex’s stiff form.


Darken suppressed a sigh. He wished he could send them from the room, but letting them out of sight in this place, even for a moment, was out of the question.


With a gentle but firm hand, he guided him and his sister over to the farthest corner of the room. As far away from Alex as possible.


“Listen,” he said softly, “Alex promised to give the Duke some of her venom in payment for a portal that will bring us home. They need to extract it from her body and the treatment may provoke the spider in her to surface, that’s why they have to tie her down. Just as a precaution,” he added reassuringly, although everything inside him was revolting against the idea. “She said she has done this before and not to worry.”


It wasn’t exactly what she had said, but he didn’t want for the children to worry or feel guilty. They had enough to deal with already.


“It will be alright, okay?” Just who are you trying to reassure, old son?


Max nodded haltingly. “Oookay.”


Josepha didn’t say anything. Her eyes darted around the room, snagging on the walls, the cots, the instruments and she paled, her hands knotting together so tightly her delicate bones were showing through the skin.


Darken wondered if this place revealed something to the healer in her that remained hidden for the rest of them. What did these walls tell her, that he and the others couldn’t hear? What gruesome stories were written into the metal scratches on the cots, invisible for them but plainly visible for a healer’s mental eye?


The doctor said something and Darken raised his head in time to see the wispy man picking up a small wooden wedge and bending over Alex, holding it in front of her face. Without hearing the exact words, he knew what it meant. Rage exploded inside him and his feet crossed the room by their own accord.


“No sedatives?” he growled. The least those bastards could do was ease the pain Alex had told him would accompany the procedure.


The doctor turned a little, blinking his rheumy eyes like an owl in the sunlight, but it was Alex who answered, her voice carefully monotonous as she explained him the effects of sedatives on her body and her venom.


Darken clenched his teeth. So, there wouldn't even be anything to dull the pain for her?


And she had known. She had known she would have to suffer through pain that turned her stomach and she had still agreed. Crazy woman.


Darken backed away from the cot, not trusting himself to stand too close to the physician when he performed his gruesome task.


With experienced quickness, the spindly doctor slipped on blue surgical gloves and pushed Alex’s hair aside, baring the white nape of her neck. It was a long, slender neck, but also strong with the indications of neck and shoulder muscles showing through her silky skin. Not an easy neck to break.


The Duke was staring at it with greedy eyes, unconsciously licking his lips. Anger flared in Darken, and he curled his fists.


Did he see the woman or only the investment? Both thoughts enraged him in equal measure.


Oh, if only he could rid the world of this pathetic excuse for a human being. It would be so easy. Step up to him from behind. Reach for that sleek neck. Just a slight caress, a little jerk, the snap of broken bones. A moment of delicious, sweet, sweet terror …


His glove was halfway off when he realized what he was doing. He yanked it back on and pressed his fists to his chest in an effort to contain his magic. Closed his eyes.


Mother’s mercy and Jester’s grace! He was teetering on the edge of the darkness, slowly slipping into the night. His last kill was too long ago. He’d feasted on Alex, yes, but he hadn’t finished the kill, had not reaped the soul, and thus not gotten the release from the pressure building inside him. That sweet moment of redemption that never lasted long enough.


He would need to feed soon. But not now. Not now.


Metal clacked, and the sound jerked him back from his fall toward the killing edge. The doctor took a syringe from the lab table beside him and started to screw on a long glass vial to its back.


That’s what they were going to put into her? Great Mother, the needle was at least the length of his damn index finger and about as thick as a ball pen refill. More a drill than a medical instrument. That was a big needle for such a slender neck.


“I don’t like this!” Max, who’d crept back up to him unnoticed, whined, as he watched the preparation with trembling lips.


Yeah, me neither, buddy. Me neither.


Darken grabbed his nephew by the back of his head and pulled the boy close, turning him so that he couldn’t see what was happening. “It’s okay, buddy. Just don’t watch. Don’t watch.”


Even while he said it, he couldn’t take his own eyes off the needle as the physician raised it, bright sterile lights reflecting on the silver length.


With a quick jab of his free hand, he drove the needle into the back of her neck, like driving a nail in with a hammer. Alex reared up in her bonds and made a horrible sound, somewhere between a scream and a garbled moan. He’d once seen a horse that had tripped and spiked itself on a broken fence pole. It had made the same gut-wrenching sound until someone had had the mercy to put it out of its misery. The memory bit him with icy teeth, as the sound rang in his ears. 


Alex strained, muscles protruding cord-like through her skin. Black claws shot from her fingertips, scraping at the metal with the screeching sound of chalk on a blackboard, as she struggled, hands and feet twisting, ripping at the bonds until the leather creaked as if it was about to snap. 


Max trembled and struggled in his grip, trying to pull away, but Darken held on, pressing his face to his chest while fighting the overwhelming urge to glide over to the doctor and rip out his beating heart.


The screaming seemed to go on forever. Markings of dark gray and black curled over Alex’s exposed skin, which had turned stark white; flashes of her true skin, appearing and disappearing, while a viscous white liquid slowly filled the glass vial.


She had done this before? Why?


So many whys and no answers.


Unable to watch her struggle any longer, Darken turned his head away and cradled his nephew, murmuring soothing words, not quite sure who needed the comfort more.
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ALEX sat on the cot, cradling her head in her hands. It was throbbing viciously, sending wave after wave of dizziness through her body. She tried hard not to move because when she did the nausea became so strong she feared she would throw up, and there was no way she’d disgrace herself that far. Not with all the people in the room.


A little down to her left Valentine was softly speaking with Dr. Creepy-Creevy, their voices nothing but a muffled buzz in her ears, holding onto a big vial full of milky white liquid with a greedy gleam in his eyes, as if it was a priced treasure. Well, it certainly was that. He could make a grand with that much shaper venom; two, if he found a desperate buyer.


Alex shivered despite having put her sweater back on, and rubbed her arms, desperate to dispel the chill from of her body. It wasn’t really cold in the lab, but her system, keen on reproducing its necessary venom levels, was throwing all its energy into that task and was thus unable to burn anything to keep her warm.


She felt Darken approach—a shadowy breeze that held the heat of fire and the chill of night—and raised her head, instantly regretting the movement, when her stomach did a funny flip and the pancakes she’d had for dinner made a strong effort for a quick reappearance. She forced them down again—in hindsight they really hadn’t been that good.


He studied her for a moment and she braced herself for a nasty comment. She could well imagine that she didn’t exactly look her best right now. To her surprise he just leaned against the end of the cot, crossing his feet at his ankles, looking utterly decadent and formidable against the white sterility of the room.


“Are you okay?”


Tease or concern? Always a gamble with him.


Concern, she finally decided, because, honestly, she was too exhausted and too weak right now to deal with anything else.


“I’ve felt better,” she admitted. It was the understatement of the century.


Dr. Creevy appeared at her side, offering her a steaming mug. From the smell of it, it was some kind of strong herbal concoction.


“Here. That should bring you ‘round a little.”


Years of being on guard had made her reluctant about taking food or drinks from strangers, and the shaper in her wanted to claw into the man who had punched her with that needle, but finally, the human side of her prevailed and she accepted the mug with a curt nod. Really, it couldn’t get that much worse.


Her hands shivered visibly, and the liquid lapped against the rim. Boy, she was freezing!


Without a word, Darken took off his coat again and put it around her shoulders. Alex started to protest, but he gave her a sharp warning glance not to challenge him on this one, and, to be true, it felt nice and warm, so why bother?


She took a sip from the mug and grimaced. Ugh. Why did these things always had to taste so vile? Like a blend of seaweeds and damp socks. It did make her feel a little better though, so she forced herself to keep going. Tiny sips, that was the trick.


“How are the kids keeping up?”


At the far end of the room, Josy slumped on the floor, hands wrapped around her knobby knees staring blankly into space, while Max, small and puffy-eyed, perched beside her and awkwardly patted her hand.


A shadow crossed Darken’s face when he followed her gaze, before his trueborn mask slipped back into place. “They will be alright. It’s just a lot they had to cope with these past few days.” A tinge of hesitation. “Seeing this wasn’t easy for them either.”


A flicker of guilt wormed its way through Alex’s intestines. She’d been so busy nursing her own dread about the venom-withdrawal, she hadn’t lost a thought on how the whole thing might affect the children. Chance was, Max hadn’t liked seeing her hurting, but apart from that he probably only saw a lot of strange people doing strange things in a strange flashy place.


Josy, on the other hand, was old enough to understand the real nature of this place—with all its dirty implications—and what their portal might have cost. Not to forget that she was a healer-sister. Alex didn’t have any sound knowledge about the caste of the Healing Hands, but it was said that their magic attuned them to pain and suffering. With her own sensory threads, she could pick up notions of pain from people, but she could easily distance herself from them as well. Was it the same for a healer? Could she also just close her mental eyes and ignore it, or did she have to share in the pain and misery around her without any way to withdraw into herself?


“Sasha!” The Duke finally found it in him to tear himself away from his precious treat and came strolling toward her. “How are you feeling? Did we manage to get all the venom?”


“Why don’t you come over and we give it a try?” Alex suggested sweetly, baring her human teeth at him.


“That’s my Sasha,” the Duke smirked, “if she’s able to make threats again, she must be alright.” But there was a flicker of panic in his eyes and he instinctively took a step back and reached for his neck.


Yeah, yeah, Valentine. All mouth and no trousers.


Beside her, Darken watched their little cat and mouse game with predatory amusement.


Alex put the empty mug aside and carefully slid from the cot, fighting against the immediate vertigo punching the back of her knees, trying not to show any of the weakness she felt. When she felt steady enough to breathe evenly, she nodded her head to the venom vial the lab coat was just stowing away in a small suitcase, ignoring the dizziness the movement evoked.


“I kept my end of the bargain.” She raised her chin. “Your turn.” 


The Duke sighed and shook his head in mock exasperation. “Always in such a hurry. Patience is a virtue, you know.”


“Well, patience was never one of my major strengths, as you are well aware of.” Alex flicked a stray stand of blond hair from her face. “I had a fucking huge needle in my back, I feel like shit, and I am armed with a dozen knives,” a growl entered her voice as she leaned forward, “so do you really think this is a good time to try me?”


Valentine’s lips curled a little, but then they pressed together, and he inclined his head. “Very well.”



[image: ]


THIS time they didn’t have to walk far through the Duke’s underground castle, but for Alex, it felt like an extended hiking trip.


Darken had made a move to support her when she’d let go of the cot and almost headed nose first to the floor, but she’d snarled at him with enough sharpness that he’d backed away with hands raised defensively. Now, as she limped along the basement floor behind Valentine and his flunkies, she almost regretted being so rash about it. Every step was a fight against the blackness, an effort of will, and there was no say how much further it would carry her.


Entirely busy in putting one foot in front of the other without toppling over, she was completely startled when suddenly a small hand slipped into hers. So startled in fact, that she nearly pulled back, before she could stop herself.


Max glanced up at her from his big brown puppy eyes and gave her a timid smile. At some point between the bar and now, he seemed to have shaken off his qualms and obviously decided she was safe to trust.


Alex smiled back. Or, at least, she hoped it looked like a smile.


“Did it hurt very much?” he asked, biting his lip. “Uncle Darken said it was necessary so we would be able to get back home. He said you had to be very brave.”


Alex’s eyes traveled over Darken’s well-muscled back a little in front of her, where he walked with one arm protectively curled around Josy’s slim shoulders, who was leaning heavily on him. He didn’t break his stride, but she thought she saw him tense a little. Heard what the kid said?


“Oh, actually it always looks a lot worse than it is.” Alex waved her other hand, trying to downplay things a little to soothe the boy. “We shapers are awfully tough.” That was true.


Max chewed on the inside of his lower lip, not quite buying it. “You screamed. Very loud.”


“Yeah, I know. Probably sounded horrible, didn’t it?” She playfully tugged at his ear and made a scary face. “But that was mostly because my true skin was trying to get the upper hand.” That was an outright lie.


Max, however, looked extremely relieved.


“Really?” He gave her a brilliant boyish smile. “Wait, I’m gonna tell Josy!” And off he bounced to reassure his sister. Alex doubted that the girl would buy the lie as easily as her brother, but she hoped she had the sense to leave him the illusion.


She followed him with her eyes and this time she was sure that Darken tensed for a second. Yes, yes, your Truebornness, I, too, can weave a web so intricate, a little boy can get dazzled by the strands. It was a spider’s master art and she excelled in it. Had always excelled in it. A web spinner. A word weaver. Words. Lies. Truth. Silky strands. Always so brittle. 


The distance between her and the rest of the group was slowly growing. Clenching her teeth, Alex forced her stiff legs to keep up. Come on, sugar, just a couple more steps.


Fortunately, she was right.


The Duke’s portal chamber was a circular stone room with a rounded archway in the middle, studded with carved arcane glyphs and symbols. At its feet, on a slab of stone, sat a flat, rectangular basin filled with a blue gelatinous agar: the coordinates panel. Beside it on a small blackwood table waited a silver stick balanced on a pen holder made of black volcanic glass.


Alex hobbled to the next wall and dropped against it, glad for the little relief it granted her shaky legs. Had it always been this bad?


The Duke approached his very own playground with an almost maniacal glint in his eyes. At the basin, he turned with another flourishing bow and raised a hand. “Coordinates—please.”


Darken glided past him to the panel, took the silver stick like a scalpel and with sensuous, swift movements started caving the coordinates into the magic agar. Valentine, who was watching over his shoulder, raised an eyebrow.


“That is the glyph for Lancaester, Ciradell, if I am not completely mistaken.” His eyes flickered to Alex and then, again, over her companions, finally giving the kids some in-depth scrutiny.


Darken fixed him with a chilling, sleepy smile. He still smiled when he put the metal stick back into its holder, hammering it down with enough magic backed force that it broke the almost indestructible volcanic glass bottom, entering the massive wooden table top for about an inch and a half.


Silence filled the chamber.


With a jerk, Darken yanked the carving stick out of the table and then, very carefully, put its remains down on the black tabletop, every bit haughty, ice-carved trueborn.


“I am exceptionally sorry for your carving tool.”


Exceptionally. Right. And who said she didn’t have any restraint?


The Duke stared at the twisted piece of metal and the broken table top and swallowed. After a moment he shrugged, knowing better than to test the patience of one of Death’s Servants. He’d gotten his bargain, anyway. And a good one at that.


“Well then,” he rubbed his hands together, regaining some of his sleek manner. “Let’s do some serious shit-magic.”


He raised his arms. For a moment nothing happened, then magic gathered in the air. It pricked on Alex’s skin, stroking her senses. It pooled around the Duke until he seemed to glow with it, as if visible energy threads were running through his body, luminescent under his skin. The spider in her writhed, aware, hungry, attentive. Standing so close to the sweet energy was like standing below a refreshing waterfall.


With the sigh of a satisfied lover, Valentine opened his arms wider and tilted back his head. “Is there anything more delicious than a sip from our Great Mother’s cup? Ahhh, such a sweet taste of power.”


The magic squirmed and crested, pulsing through him and he channeled it into the panel, a rider guiding a wild horse on the track. The arcane glyphs around the stone arch started to glow bright silver-blue, starting a spiraling sequence that matched the glyphs in the coordinates panel. The air inside the arch writhed, condensed and turned liquid, rippling like the surface of a troubled pond; a shimmering stretch of water that gently creased the tissue of space and connected two places in one. It slowly became transparent, revealing a park, all manicured lawns and cultivated trees around swept cobblestone paths, monochrome in the dim light of evenly spaced park lanterns. It was like gazing into an upended lake and finding a hidden world at its bottom.


Outside the chamber was some kind of clamor, the sound of hasty approaching feet, inaudible below the spectacle in the room, except for a shaper.


Alex’s head snapped up—resulting in a blaze of dizziness—just as the door burst open and one of the Duke’s lapdogs poked his shaved knucklehead into the room.


“Trouble boss!”


The words were followed by a loud blast and a couple of angry shouts.


Alex and Darken exchanged a glance, and she saw that he thought what she thought: They are here!


Valentine saw it too, and glared at her, face twisting with a twinge of aggrieved accusation. “I knew I should have charged you more!”


Something crashed in the corridor outside. The burned smell of unloaded magic energy pricked Alex’s nose.


Quickly, almost casually, Darken reached over to the panel, swiping at one of the coordinates and quickly reshaping it. It happened so fast, she wasn’t even sure it had happened, but for a second the portal shimmered, turning slightly translucent, before becoming clear once again. Behind it waited only blackness.


Alex pushed herself off the wall and almost fell when her legs gave out under her. All of a sudden Darken was beside her. He took one look at her, cursed softly and swept her up into his arms.


Alex’s stomach fluttered madly. “What did I say about your hands on my body?”


He stared down at her in pure disbelief. “Does that really include moments when we are being chased and you are unable to walk by yourself?”


Good point. “Oh, well, I guess I could make an exception.”


Something crashed into the door and it flew off its hinges, hitting the stone floor with a loud ear-deafening smack. Several men burst into the room and the Duke’s bodyguards rushed forward to face them. No uniforms—no POs or guardaí, then. Which meant whoever was hunting for the kids was still on their tail. Shit! How was that even possible?


“Uncle Darken!” Josy was backing away from the intruders, white as a sheet.


“Go!” Darken barked. “To the portal. To the portal!” 


Shifting Alex as if she weighed next to nothing, he headed after them. To their right, the Duke freed his snake stick, revealing a thin blade and brandished it like a weapon. The emerald eyes glowed with green fire. All the sleek manner—gone, revealing the man behind the glamour: ruthless, vicious, and dangerous. 


When he noticed their turn to escape, he pointed the snake head at her. “You’ll have to pay for the damage, Sasha.”


“Send me the bill!” Alex yelled over Darken’s shoulder. Good luck with that!


The full dose of her venom should more than compensate him for any inconveniences caused by their appearance. And if not—ah, well, he could bear it.


In front of them, Max and Josy sprinted for the glowing hole and vanished in the darkness behind it. The dark oval of the portal loomed before them. Alex clasped Darken’s neck tighter and they jumped into the impenetrable darkness.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










A DOZEN men flooded the chamber just as they were about to jump through the portal hole and immediately made a beeline for the arch.


Clutching Alex to his chest, Darken plunged into the darkness and tore forward, trusting his feet to find their way on the lumpy grass expanse that stretched before them, while his eyes still fought to adapt to the inky blackness.


Not far in front of them, two moving shapes troubled the night: Maxwell and Josepha zigzagging like two chased bunnies.


Shouts rang out behind them.


Shifting his grip on the weight in his arm, he threw a glance back over his shoulder. The Duke’s men were doing their best to fight off the intruders, who were just trying to dodge and reach the portal which was already starting to close behind them—well, at least the Duke wasn’t backstabbing them that way.


Still, at least six or seven of the men managed to jump through the shrinking hole, before it snapped shut, cutting the last one of them neatly in half like a falling disk-saw blade. His severed torso landed on the grass with a wet thud.


His niece, who had been looking back as well, screamed and dropped down on all fours, retching audibly.


Altering his course, Darken swerved toward her. “Keep running, darling!”


Her head appeared between her shoulders, dark strands of hair hanging into her clammy forehead. But one look at their pursuers sent her scrambling back to her feet. Darken reached her side, propping her up and beside each other, they hastened forward.


Matching Josy’s speed, Darken peered into the treacherous darkness beyond them, at the indication of hills peeling out of the night at the horizon like dark frozen waves.


Come on, where are you?


Men barked behind them. Heavy feet pummeled soft earth.


Thud-thud-thud.


The erratic beam of a flashlight whirled over the ground. Left. Right. Left. It caught them for a blistering second, throwing their shadows into long, twisted shapes in front of them. Ah, curse it! 


Darken squinted into the night. Where were they? They had to be here somewhere!


A sliver of worry teased along his spine, as he wondered if he might have screwed up the last glyph in his haste to alter it. In that moment he spotted a tiny red light winking in and out of existence at the horizon. Another joined the first.


The ward stones, finally! 


Something hurtled past them and hit the ground to their left with a soft hiss. Darken veered right on instinct. The night exploded in blinding light and a thunderclap punched his ears. A flash grenade. The bastards!


Alex screamed and spasmed in his arms, almost causing him to drop her. He held onto her jerking body with difficulty, fighting for his balance, while trying to spot Josepha and Maxwell through the flurry of flashes impairing his vision.


A shot hit the ground behind him, barely missing his foot, sending up a spray of earth. Someone bellowed something that was distorted by the persistent ring of the flash grenade’s aftershock in his ears. Red-hot anger surged through him and a familiar sensation burned the back of his hands. The night got a dangerous ruby sheen.


No. Darken blinked his eyes against the impending crimson rage. Wards. They had to get to the wards. 


Increasing his speed, he hauled Josy along, but Max was falling back. Swearing under his breath Darken slowed and waited for him to catch up, but the boy simply couldn't keep the pace any longer, not with that leg. 


Damn it all to the bowels of hell!


Darken scanned the perimeter again. Couldn’t see the red lights anymore. Were they in? Had they crossed the border? Didn’t matter. They couldn’t keep running.


He spun, facing their pursuers. The enemy was advancing on them without closed formation like a goaded pack of gun dogs, barking and panting for blood. The closest was barely twenty yards behind.


“Let me down!” Alex squirmed in his arms. “Damn you! Let me down, let me down!”


With another silent curse, Darken set her down on her feet. She swayed precariously, but immediately two knives appeared in her hands. That was the spider he’d come to know—barely able to stand on her own two feet, but ready to fight to the last breath.


There wasn’t much time to be impressed, though.


“Stay back!” Darken growled, as he slid forward to meet the first attacker. The man rushed at them, swinging a spiked club, eyes glittering maliciously under the rim of his black skull cap.


Darken’s sword moved into his hand at its own accord. He spun in a lightning arch, blade flashing, painting a diagonal line of red across the man’s chest. Blood sprayed, sprinkling him and evaporated where it touched his scorching skin.


The man crashed to his knees, his eyes wide in surprise at the life gushing out of him in a scarlet stream. His body toppled face down on the grass. Darken felt the exact moment when his soul crossed the threshold into the domain of Death—his domain—and it was all he could do not to reap it where he stood.


The scent of blood filled his nostrils and shuddered over his skin like a lover’s caress. Death wrapped her wispy arms around his neck, stroking him, arousing him toward a dangerous climax. He rose and swelled with a fierce need, the pressure in him mounting and cresting until nothing mattered but the souls glowing brightly in the darkness of his mind.


Another attacker with a huge combat knife who’d been about to rush him, slowed at the sight of his dead pal and pulled a spellgun from his belt instead. Darken hesitated too, not sure if he would be able to resist from reaping his soul if he killed him now. And if he did …


Just a sip. Just a tiny, tiny sip. You know you want it.


Yes. He shuddered. He wanted it. Craved it with the same desperation a dying man in the desert craved a sip of water. But this was a dangerous sip to take, and if the blood-red currents dragged him under, there would be no distinguishing between friend or foe. Like a shark in a blood rage, he would kill and kill until there was no one left to kill, or he dropped from sheer exhaustion.


His hand clenched around the hilt of his sword. He couldn’t lose himself, not with Maxwell and Josepha so close. Not at the risk of hurting them … or Alex.


As if in slow motion he saw the mercenary raise his spellgun. His magic churned through his bloodstream, burning, raging, demanding to be satisfied.


Kill! Kill, kill, KILL!


The deadly fire filled him to the breaking point, burning into his fingertips where the fabric of his gloves started smoldering from the lighting energy. His head throbbed with the mounting pressure until he thought his skull would explode. 


Need to … kill.


His vision blurred. Sweat broke on his forehead.


No! Couldn’t … the children … Alex …


Torn between the need to act and the horrifying knowledge of what would happen if he lost this fight, he hesitated a moment too long. The merc’s lips pulled back from his teeth. A spark of magic blossomed at the tip of the gun, growing, growing.


Time spun back to its normal pace. Something whizzed past his cheek and suddenly the hilt of a dagger sprouted from the man’s left eye socket.


The merc’s jaw dropped, he went limp and fell. The knife must have nicked the brain, too, for he was gone before Darken’s magic could even reach out to him.


Darken wheeled around just in time to see Alex pulling out another knife. Even in her addled state that woman wasn’t to be underestimated. He shortly inclined his head at her, which she returned with a grim nod of her own.


Out of the darkness, a shadow launched himself at Alex. There was no time to shout out a warning. She tried to parry, but the sheer weight of the merc’s body tripped what shaky balance she had, and Darken could only helplessly watch as she went down beneath him.


They rolled around in the grass with vicious noises.


Tossing a handful of sting powder at the rest of the incoming mercenaries, Darken dashed toward Alex in a lethal blur to rip the man off her. Before he had reached her, the thug rolled to the side, howling and clutching his belly. Beside him Alex sat up in the dirt, looking slightly dazed. She was doused with blood and gore. Only his? Or hers as well?


From the corner of his eye, Darken saw a movement and whirled in the direction. One of the remaining mercenaries had come in from the left flank and stopped about thirty yards away. With a smug grin, he leveled a flash arrow crossbow at Alex’s exposed back. Magic licked at the weapon with flickering blue sparks as he charged it. 


NO! Without thinking, Darken tore off his left glove and thrust out his hand toward the man. Everything had a price!


A lone wolf’s howl echoed through the night. It was an eerie, blood-curdling sound that had all the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Darken froze. Another howl joined the first and suddenly the night was full of a wild ravening battle hymn.


This time Darken didn’t hesitate. He relinquished the grip on his sword, dropped to his knees and raised his hands over his head.


They were hit by a storm born from dust and magic. It enveloped them with staggering force, drowning them in magic and thunder and he pressed his eyes shut against the bite of the dust grains as phantom winds whipped earth and sand into his face. 


“Don’t fight them!” he shouted, hoping to be heard above the uproar. “Don’t move. It will be okay. Just don’t fight them!” Whatever you do, Alex—please don’t fight them!


The snap of a released flash arrow bolt ripped through his gut. Somewhere in front of him he thought he heard Alex scream.


Great Mother, please no! His hands clenched into first, but he could do nothing but wait for the storm to pass. There were pops and screams beyond the wail of the conjured winds, while magic ripped and pulled at him with sharp invisible fingers.


Then suddenly—silence.


Darken opened his eyes. When the dust had settled enough to see, they were surrounded by a closed circle of hooded figures in dark gray cloaks, their faces completely hidden by wolf-shaped metal masks, except for a slit for the eyes. They stood completely motionless. Every third or fourth of them was holding a burning torch, whose flames created almost more shadows than they banished, flickering over their masks and biting ragged chunks of the darkness around them. The rest of them were pointing charged flash-pikes and spellguns at them.


Several bodies littered the blood-soaked grass inside the circle, but with immense relief, Darken spotted Max and Josy clutching each other and glaring around fearfully. A little in front of them, Alex was perching on the ground, still looking a bit dazed but otherwise unharmed. Relief swept through him with such staggering force that it took him by surprise.


Alex’s eyes darted along the row of masked men like that of a threatened cat, her body tight, upper lip curling back to reveal yet human teeth.


At an inaudible command, the circle parted at the far end, just long and wide enough to let a tall man enter.


Night’s Avatar if ever it had one: huge and dark, with skin like coal that fused him with the darkness around him, mocking the flames of the torches trying to capture his likes.


His floor-length black leather coat swished softly as he moved, its seams brushing the tips of the grass blades. A tangle of long dreadlocks fell over his massive shoulders and, despite the dark, a pair of shaded sunglasses covered his eyes, reflecting the torch lights.


The Custodian—in the flesh.


“Now look what the cat dragged in,” the man drawled softly, as his hidden gaze traveled over the dead bodies. His voice was deep and resonant, the kind of voice that didn't need to be raised to be heard.


He slowly moved forward, casually stepping on one of the men on the ground. Spine crushed under his heel. If the man had still been alive, now he definitely wasn’t.


Not giving any indication that he had even noticed, the Custodian bent forward and studied another corpse to his feet with visible resentment.


“I do not appreciate it at all when the peace in my domain is being disturbed in such a savage manner. There is no welcome for those who raise their weapons inside my boundaries, except for a deadly one. The question is”—his eyes rose from the corpse to fix on the living in front of him—“what about you?”


Taking it as his cue, Darken rose to his feet—slowly, so as not to give any of the iron wolves a reason to consider him a threat that needed to be obliterated, causing him to slaughter the lot of them. Holding out his palms in front of him, he stepped out of the shadows into the shivering light cones.


“I do apologize for bringing bloodshed into your domain,” he said with a small inclination of his head, “and I assure you that it is not our intention to bring anymore harm to you and yours than has already been done.”


“Well, well, well.” Dark lips revealed a sharp flash of white teeth. “Darken Forfeit, what do you say? As always bringing chaos into my peaceful domain.” He cocked his head to the side. “To what do I owe the doubtful honor to receive one Death’s Servants under my roof?”


Darken allowed himself a spare smile, slipping just a mere hint of warning into it. “Don’t play me for a fool, Blayde. We both know perfectly well that I am not here in my capacity as a member of the Order.”


“No.” Blayde’s gaze flickered toward his niece and nephew. “No, I didn’t think so.”


Putting his fingers together in front of his wide chest he bent his head until he almost looked over the rim of his sunglasses. “Which only spikes my curiosity. I suppose it must be a most intriguing story that brought you over my ward-boundary, and in the company of these”—his lips puckered with disgust as he indicated the dead bodies forming mounds in the grass—“ill-fated creatures.”


“It is certainly one of the more interesting,” Darken agreed cautiously.


“In that case, I hope you will indulge me.”


“It is the least I can do after you came to our help. But it will have to wait.” Darken motioned at his companions, while he slowly moved forward until he was standing beside Alex who was still crouching on the ground, following the exchange through narrowed eyes.


Blayde watched them through his sunglasses. “Indeed, it will.”


Shifting his stance, Darken casually positioned himself between Blayde and the spider—a most precarious position, if this went the wrong way. This wasn’t over yet. Oh no. The children posed hardly a problem and he himself might be warily tolerated as an infrequent visitor, but Alex was a different story. She had yet to pass Blayde’s scrutiny, and this was the kind of scrutiny that couldn’t be passed by using a knife or a threat.


When he had altered the course, the last on his mind had been the idea that bringing a shaper into the Pacified Zone might be a fatal error. And if Blayde had any reservations against shapers …


“This is Alexis Harper,” he supplied carefully, giving her an imploring glance, willing her, for once, to keep her loose tongue in check, not sure whose side he would choose if this turned, after all, into bloodshed.


Blayde’s veiled gaze rested on Alex for an uncomfortably long moment, while Darken hoped dearly that the Custodian wouldn’t ask any inconvenient questions, because if he did, she would lie, and if she lied … well, old friendship hither or tither, there was a certain protocol to observe when entering the Pacified Zone and there were certain things that wouldn’t be tolerated. Lying was one of them. And Blayde had a certain way of knowing when he was lied to.


To his utter surprise, Blayde stepped over and offered Alex his hand. With a skeptical side-glance at Darken, Alex took the offered hand and let the Custodian help her to her feet. Her mutilated sweater ripped across the shoulder with an audible snap.


“Enchantée,” Blayde leaned forward and breathed a kiss on her fingertips, with all the gallantry of a gentleman going over the fact that she was sprinkled from head to toe with gore and blood. “It is rare that we welcome such exotic beauty in our domain.”


Darken gritted his teeth. Laid on a bit thickly, don’t you think, Blayde?


Alex stared at the Custodian with a baffled expression as if she wasn’t sure if this was part of a comedy play and someone would jump out of the bushes any moment calling “pranked!”


“Uhm—” She reached up to hook a strand of blood-clotted hair behind her ear. The movement caused her tattered sweater—as well as the shirt beneath—to tear completely across her chest, revealing more than enough of her black bra for him to have a fair guess at her size.


The spider actually blushed.


That woman made absolutely no sense. She had no qualms about going toe-to-toe with a forfeit, but a bit of skin turned her all wild-shy.


Before anyone could say anything, Blayde snapped his fingers and one of his iron wolves stepped forward and deposited his cloak in his hands, before blending back into the circle. Blayde unfurled it with a flick of his wrist and put it around Alex’s shoulders.


“Ah well, thanks, sugar,” Alex mumbled as she pulled the cloth around her, “I’m afraid my clothes are a mess.”


“A mess they might be,” Blayde noted with a bow of his head, “and yet you wear them like a queen. But then, I’m most certain, an exceptional lady like you would look most magnificent in almost any kind of … thread.”


Alex stiffened visibly, and Darken held his breath, but Blayde had already turned his focus to his niece and nephew. They studied him a little warily but didn’t seem overly afraid. He’d thought they would be more intimidated by the black Custodian, but perhaps after all they had been through this day, their capacity to be afraid was finally used up; and then, since he didn’t show any of his own tension, the would see no need to be afraid of him. Which didn’t mean that there was no reason to fear the man.


“So, the lost little birds have finally returned to their nest.”


“Bad news travel fast, it seems,” Darken muttered dryly.


Blayde smiled, showing his teeth. “You know me. I’m a sucker for a good scandal. And there was, plainly spoken, no way around this one.”


True words.


Blayde crouched in front of Maxwell and Josepha, leaning slightly forward. “I am Blayde, the Custodian of the Pacified Zone and I assure you that no harm will come upon you as long as you wander inside my boundaries. Tonight, you shall sleep untroubled by worry or fear. You shall be my guests and receive the full scope of my hospitality.”


“Does that include something to eat?” Max asked hopefully.


Darken coughed softly, but Blayde just chuckled.


“You must indeed think me a very poor host, talking and talking while my guests are exhausted … and starving!”


He winked at Darken and rose. “There will be plenty of food. I don’t want to risk being accused of leaving my guests hungry. Whatever you need—rooms, showers, food—it shall all be provided. How does that sound?”


Max’s eyes shone like stars. 


“That would be more than welcome,” Darken said.


“But before we leave …” Blayde raised a hand. “You know the procedure. I must ask you to surrender all your weapons.” He looked at Alex. “It is customary policy that no visitor is allowed to carry any weapons within the borders of the Pacified Zone. Safety procedure. They will be, of course, returned to you upon your departure.”


Two iron wolves silently stepped forward, presenting a big waterproof bag. Alex looked like she wanted to protest but Darken warningly shook his head at her.


Pressing her lips together, she stepped forward and started pulling knives from her clothes. It started with her boots, her sleeves, the small of her back … Great Mother, that woman carried more steel on her than a wagon train.


The last knife clinked into the bag and she stepped back with a sigh.


“All weapons, Lady,” Blade said mildly.


She stared at him for a second with big eyes. With a slight grimace, she reached into her pants in a way that made all males around her wince and then held up a small finger knife for all to see.


“There. Satisfied?”


Darken arched an eyebrow. “What? No rocket launcher?”


The spider flipped the knife, pointing the tip at his throat before handing it over to the two stoic iron wolves. “Careful there, sugar. I can kick your sorry ass even without any of my toys.”


“Found yourself a worthy opponent, eh?” Blayde’s voice rumbled with ill-concealed amusement.


Avoiding a reply, Darken went to retrieve his own sword, but when he made a move to hand it over, Blayde stopped him with a wave of his fingers. “You may keep your sword this time—as a sign of my goodwill.”


Darken bowed his head, but also arched his brows. “As a sign of goodwill—or rather to keep a closer eye on me?” He wasn’t quite sure, how they did it, but the iron wolves could trace any weapon inside the wards of the Pacified Zone.


Blayde laughed softly. “Ah, my friend, if that was the case, I shouldn’t even let you into my peaceful home, don’t you think?”


And as always Darken did wonder, why he was even allowed to enter the Pacified Zone, taking into account what he was, and what that entailed. All things considered, his sword was likely the least dangerous thing about him. Once asked about it, Blayde’s blunt answer had been: “You should know best that it is not the blade which makes a sword dangerous, but the hand that it guides it.” He didn’t think this was meant to imply that he, the man behind the blade, wasn’t dangerous, but it made him wonder if his welcome would be, indeed, any different, if he ever came in his capacity as a member of the Order.


“A word of warning to take along,” Blayde said quietly as the weapon bag was closed and carried away. “The use of weapons and any kind of undue violence under my roof is punishable by death or at least lifelong banishment. Just so there will be no misunderstandings. Now, Dariusz here,” he pointed to one of the iron wolves who looked exactly like the mask-hidden rest of them, “will bring you to the hotel.”


The named man stepped forward and took off his mask, revealing a square face under short, ash blond hair. A stylized purple eye was tattooed between his eyebrows. An augur. Figured. For a guard that fought in dark and dust and that sniffed for hidden weapons it was most convenient to have one of the Seeing Eyes. His own caste wasn’t the only one that was marked so that people knew who—and what—they were dealing with.


“Bring the Lady and the young ones straight to the restaurant,” Blade instructed him. “Darken and I will have a little chat. And if there is any complaint about their … attire, tell them that these are my personal guests. All their needs shall be seen to. Compris?”


Dariusz saluted.


Blayde returned his attention to all of them, yet despite his glasses, Darken had the feeling he was looking straight at Alex.


“You’re in luck.” His lips parted into a sharp smile. “Tonight, we have steak on the menu.”



[image: ]


DARKEN watched quietly as Alex, Max, and Josy mounted a procured cross-country style coach and the iron wolf called Dariusz drove them off toward the hotel building indicated in the distance by a spire of tiny lights dotting the darkness like little pins pricked into the dark velvet cushion of the night.


The other zone guards vanished one by one, melting into the night like ghosts until only he and the Custodian remained.


“They are all augurs,” Blayde said softly, as if picking up a conversation that had been interrupted a while ago, answering a question he hadn’t asked. Or, perhaps, he had, just not by saying the words out loud.


Darken weighed that information. Augurs could see visions of the past, the present, and the future and they were extremely perceptive when it came to peoples’ best-guarded secrets. He’d always wondered why their presence made him so wary. Now he knew.


When the coach had vanished from sight, Blayde picked up one of the torches his men had rammed into the ground and walked over to the nearest corpse. He rolled it over with his foot and squatted beside it.


A low whistle emanated from him.


“Now look at that. What have we here?”


Sliding his discarded glove back on, Darken glided over and knelt on the other side of the body.


It was the one whose undoing had been Alex’s throwing dagger. It still stuck out his left eye, producing a slow trickle of blood and jelly-like liquid. But it was the other eye that drew Darken’s attention. The cornea had already turned opaque and the conjunctiva was starting to blister and tear.


Darken grabbed for the man’s wrist and held up his hand, inspecting the fingertips. They were necrotizing too, the skin and flesh peeling in layers already turning black. 


Blayde grunted. “Someone’s been tampering with this little puppy.”


“That’s a high-grade military decomposition spell,” Darken said thoughtfully. “They are very effective, but also quite expensive.”


He dropped the hand and wiped his glove at his knee. “They mainly use them on spies and soldiers working across the country border, so that in case they get busted and killed their identification cannot cause a diplomatic incident or an excuse for war. The Order uses them regularly, and a couple of other military branches. However, these spells are connected to the regeneration cycle of the body and they have to be renewed in periodic intervals. See how quickly the tissue is decaying? In a couple of hours there will not be much left of this guy but bloody mush. I’d say this spell isn’t more than one or two months old.” 


Blayde frowned at the dead man. “A soldier?”


“Maybe,” Darken said, although he had his doubts. “But anyone can buy a spell if he has the right kind of money and leverage.”


“And knows where to ask the right questions.”


“Precisely.”


Military spells, guardaí imposters, fake news. There was something bigger behind this. Something he didn’t yet fully appreciate. But he would. Oh, he would. And if he did …


Blayde cocked his head to the side, watching him from behind his shaded glasses. “Someone’s got an unhealthy interest in your family and he’s playing with no holds barred.”


A game. A threat. Darken felt a sweet, gentle, familiar chill running up and down his body. If someone was looking for a killing field, well, he’d make dead sure to provide it. Having an issue with his brother he could understand—making enemies was the price of being high in politics—but dragging the children into this had made this game personal. Very, very personal. And they would soon see that he could be a very passionate player.


Taking out a miniature recordare memorandi, Darken quickly captured images of the dead body, starting with the man’s eyes and fingers.


He looked at Blayde. “Ready for the dirty work?”


The huge black Custodian shuffled his dreads and huffed. “That one never gets old, does it? Oh, well. Let’s do this.”


Together they stripped the corpse in a practiced routine, scanning the body, taking pictures and samples and going through his clothes.


They did the same with the other bodies. Or what was left of them. With chilled professional approval, Darken noted the violent efficiency with which the iron wolves had incapacitated the remaining mercenaries; no more slaughter than necessary, but they had made sure that these men wouldn’t rise again. 


All of the men had the same spells in place but some of them were older and worked a little slower. Darken took all their samples, though he wasn’t sure if any of them would be preserved long enough to be of any use. But he knew someone who might be able to identify them even without prints and samples if he provided enough supplementary material. If anyone could do it, then it was him. 


When he reached the last corpse, he spotted something behind his right ear. Using his thumb and forefinger, he turned the man’s head. There was a little tattoo of a dagger piercing the center of a rose. He’d never seen it before, but that was neither here nor there. 


He motioned for Blayde to come over. “Ever seen this symbol?”


Blayde leaned over and pursed his lips. “No. I haven’t. And it galls me to admit it.”


Darken almost smiled. Blayde savored information like other people savored the taste of a fine wine and not knowing something never sat well with him.


He carefully took a memora of the tattoo as well and then stored the recordare in his coat.


After that he went through the man’s pockets but like with the others there wasn’t much to find: a handful of coins; a muesli-bar; a couple of spare weapons. He stored them all but suspected that they wouldn’t find any fingerprints on them. The nature of the dec-spell was to mask the genetic structure while the person was alive and in case of death to putrefy the whole material. These spells were so expensive because they worked. He’d had the questionable pleasure of using such spells before on certain spy missions that brought him into Tharsis’ borderland and while applying them felt like shaving off a couple of layers of skin, they delivered what they promised.


In one jacket he found a torn slip of paper with part of a blue logo on it starting with a “T.” Darken had no clue what it was but pocketed it in one of his small transparent bags all the same. In a breadcrumb chase like this, anything could be of vital importance. And if not, well, then he’d just pocketed a piece of rubbish. 


Blayde rocked back onto his haunches, balancing on the balls of his toes and rested his chin in his hands. “What do you want me to do with the corpses? Freeze them up for the law enforcement?”


Darken considered it for a moment, but then shook his head. Too many secrets. Too many connections.


The law enforcement was dancing to someone else’s tune and when it came down to it, they already had a handful of conserved bodies stored in the morgue of Bhellidor. He doubted a couple more would enrich the results of their pursuit. If anything, it would give the instigators a chance to detach themselves from these men and prevent that these bodies would lead back to them. And who knew? Maybe being in the dark about the fate of a couple of their mercs would make whoever was behind this sweat enough that he made a mistake and thereby invited himself to a feast at Darkens. And he would make sure to be a very accommodating host.


A cold, vicious smile curved his lips as he turned to Blayde, and he knew that his eyes were glowing with a deadly promise. “Do you still have your dogs?”


Blayde’s smile was just as vicious. “Oh, I do. And they always appreciate a little extra treat.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










ALEX reached for her hotel room door, just when Darken stepped out of the adjoining room and gently closed the door behind him.


Ah, shit!


After that Dariusz guy had driven them up to the huge hotel tower building that rose behind the hills in the distance, they’d been given the chance for a quick, superficial clean up in the hotel’s ground floor bathroom, before he’d guided them right into an extremely noble restaurant area, all folded satin napkins, shiny silverware, and oversized wineglasses.


After a short—and slightly heated—discussion with the head waiter, they were assigned a private compartment; less for their convenience, she guessed, and more so that their attire wouldn’t spoil everybody else’s appetite. Not that she minded. A bit of privacy was most welcome, especially since their clothes were still dirty and bloody and, let’s face it, they reeked like troopers after an all-nighter.


Darken joined them a short while later, appearing slightly irate.


Since at some point Max was in serious danger of falling asleep at the table and dropping headfirst into his mashed potatoes, Darken had decided it was time for bed and insisted on bringing his niece and nephew up to their suite of rooms, while Alex had stayed and finished her steak—why, it was an exquisite piece, grilled just to the point: medium with a strong tendency to raw, exactly the way she liked it. Who knew when she’d get such prime food again?


Afterward, and with many compliments to the chef, she’d ridden the full-glass elevator right up to the top floor, groggy and more than ready for a hot shower and a hat full of sleep.


She wouldn’t have minded slipping past Darken, but it seemed the day wasn’t quite done with her yet.


Turning around, Darken froze with his hand still on the doorknob, looking quite as unprepared for her presence as she felt for his.


Alex nodded her head to the closed door behind him. “Kids asleep?”


“Dead to the world.” A ghost of a smile played around his lips, despite the tiredness shadowing his eyes. “They practically fell asleep before their heads even touched their pillows.” He leaned forward a little, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Plus, there’s also a mild sedation spell circle around that room, though I’d appreciate it if you kept that little bit of information to yourself. I don’t want them to think that I baby them too much.”


Heh! Afraid that someone might find out that the dead cold forfeit had a soft core beneath all that armor of fire? Well, they weren’t too different in that regard, he and she.


“My lips are sealed.” Alex winked and made a zipping motion with her hand along her lips, pretending to lock them.


Her eyes wandered past him to the door, and she felt the strong urge to step in and make sure for herself that the kids really were okay. Which was ridiculous, of course. Apparently, they were as safe as they could be at the moment. And it wasn’t her business to be concerned about their well-being in the first place. She wasn’t their … anything, actually. Just a stray shaper who had accidentally popped up in their lives and managed to save them. A couple of times. Well, alright, that gave her some entitlement to be worried, didn't it?


Alex realized that Darken was studying her carefully, as if he was trying to decipher what was going on inside her mind and she quickly looked away, giving their surroundings some critical scrutiny.


Hhmm, let’s see: Gleaming cream marble floors inlaid with dark brown; silky wallpapers in white and anthracite with tasteful accents of maroon; modern lamps in frosted glass spheres; champagne bottles waiting on small, elegant tables …


This place was like from the other side—the side of the society that was usually barred for her due to her disgraceful birth.


Inspection finished she found Darken’s eyes still on her, regarding her with an odd, intense expression.


They looked at each other. A strange kind of silence stretched between them. It made her realize that, for the first time since they had met, they were truly alone—if you didn’t count their brief excursion to Gomorrha’s wall.


A trickle of a shiver went over her, and she swallowed, suddenly nervous. Why in the Jester’s name would she be nervous?


Sticking her hand into her pocket, she fumbled for the keycard, wanting to get into her room as quickly as possible.


Darken didn’t move.


Her groping fingers grasped the card and she held it up, flicking the fingers of her other hand against it.


“My time for the shower, I guess.” Why did she sound so breathless? She hadn’t even taken the stairs. “Before they send up the cleaning crew to see what’s that smell.”


Her own laughter sounded forced in her ears.


Sweet Jester, sugar, you act like you’ve never been alone with a man before! But she had been alone with men before, and maybe that was the crux of the matter.


Darken nodded as if waking from a dream, and—like an afterthought—moved to the side, almost as if to avoid touching her.


Oh well, she was filthy, hadn’t she just pointed that out herself? Speaking of which. She paused in front of the door frame and held up a tail of her messed up shirt.


“Think there’s any chance I might get these washed and fixed?”


She wasn't quite sure how much of it could be fixed, but at the end of the day, it was fifty percent of the shirts she owned at the moment. Plus, her backpack had been completely doused in the blood of the merc she’d gutted, so she doubted the rest of clothes were in much better shape. So, yay, these bloody, smelly, shredded rags were all she had to show for. Just great.


Darken was frowning at the tattered mess of her clothes, and then, realizing what they did—and didn’t—cover, politely averted his gaze.


“I’m certain that can be arranged. Although I’m not sure they are really worth saving.” 


“Spoken like a man who’d never had to scrape for the clothes on his back.” Alex said it lightly, like a tease, but some of her anguish must have leaked into her voice, because his brows tugged together, and he watched her shirt with new consideration. 


“If you wish I can place an order for it to be done tonight. Someone will come by and collect them. Just put them into the laundry basket in your room and set it in front of the door and it will be returned to you in the morning.”


Alex bit her lip. And wake some poor sewer lady out of her well-deserved sleep?


“Just if it is no bother.”


“Don’t worry about it. Blayde assured me that he would personally see to all our needs.”


Personally, huh? She wouldn’t bet a penny on that.


“Who is he anyway?”


Darken cocked a finely shaped eyebrow. “Blayde?”


No, the prime! “Yes.” 


A slightly dangerous smile glittered over Darken’s features. “Oh, Blayde is one of a kind.” He leaned forward. “He is one of the augmenti.”


Alex’s eyes opened wide. “A cable head?”


Darken laughed a soft, wolfish chuckle. “That’s how some people call them, though I’m most certain he’d feel slightly insulted by the term.”


The augmenti were people who used magic and technique on themselves to enhance their magical talents. A couple of years ago there had been quite a booming trend in it, but where there was money involved there always was a risk of misuse and after a large number of rich trueborn college kids had died in rather gut-wrenching ways, it had somewhat lost its popularity. Some forms were even legally forbidden in the Provinces, as far as she was aware.


“So how did he—?” Uhm, how did you formulate that without sounding offensive?


“How he enhanced himself?” Darken completed her question, his deep voice slightly amused. “Ah, that’s a good question. I’m not sure anybody really knows what he did to himself and how exactly his magic works. He doesn’t talk about it much. In fact, very little is known about Blayde’s life before he became the Custodian of the Pacified Zone and he likes to shroud himself in a cloak of mystery.”


No shit! 


“There are rumors, of course,” Darken said. “One more colorful than the other, and Blayde, at the very least, keeps them well entertained. Probably planted a few of them himself, the old varlet.”


There was sharp approval behind the criticizing words. One smooth operator complimenting another.


“All that is known is that his talent is of a visionary nature and that he has some kind of special connection to his territory, a certain way of knowing what is going on within its boundaries. You could almost say he has his eyes everywhere. He sees things … knows things … and it is, by any account, an unwise idea to tell lies inside the Pacified Zone.”


A shudder went over Alex as she remembered the gaze from those hidden eyes. Sees things … knows things …


The black man’s words echoed in her mind: … and yet you wear them like a queen … an exceptional lady like you … in any thread …


And then that steak remark.


Could be a coincidence. Could be not. And if he knew what she was? He’d invited her in, had been more than courteous. If he’d wanted to he could have killed her out there on the spot and there wouldn’t have been much she could have done against it. But here she was.


Yet those eyes …


She swallowed. “What’s with the glasses?”


“He says people tend to find his eyes disturbing.”


Alex raised an eyebrow. “Are they?”


“I never actually had the pleasure.” 


Well, cloak of mystery indeed. “I’m surprised the Council lets him play master and commander right on their front lawn.” This was still the Province of Lancaester if she wasn’t mistaken. 


“Oh, ‘lets’ is a strong word.”


“And that means—?”


“You see, Blayde’s trade is secrets and intelligence. He is collecting them like others are collecting stamps. He’s very diligent about it, too. The thing about politicians is, that most of them have a skeleton or two in their closet, and if someone was to, say, shed the light on them …”


Alex jaw dropped. “He’s blackmailing them?”


“He would say he’s merely putting forward very convincing arguments.”


“Quibble!” 


“Perhaps,” Darken agreed with a small smile. “He might be a thorn in their side, but as long as he doesn’t commit any act of war and keeps playing by some basic rules, the Council pretends that this little enclave doesn’t exist.”


“And doesn’t send a squad of forfeit to level the place and all the people in it?” Alex guessed.


Darken grimaced. “To get something like that through the Council and rubber-stamped by the High Court would be a real pain. It’s a lot easier to just let him play in his sandcastle if he promises to stay out of the rest of the sandbox.”


Now, how about that? “Quite an interesting friend for a servant of the state.”


Not that Darken seemed to be such a stickler for rules himself.


Something sharp and dangerous flickered in Darken’s eyes, and his voice turned into a soft croon. “You have your share of dubious connections—and I have mine.”


Which was clearly an insinuation at her involvement with the Duke. Yeah, well, people who live in a glass house shouldn’t throw stones. Apparently, they really had a lot more in common than met the eye.


Silence stretched again, which reminded her that she was still alone in that corridor with him.


Alex swallowed. “I really should take that shower.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.


“Yes,” his eyes flickered over her again, “yes, you should.”


Meaning what, Mr. Neat-freak? He wasn’t exactly fresh as dew himself. Though, to be fair, his clothes were a lot less muddy and bloody than hers. How he’d managed to stay so relatively clean through the fight was anyone’s guess. Didn’t mean he had to be such a prick about it, either.


You’re still he-ere, sugar!


Alex quickly stepped up to her door and plunged the keycard into the reader. She’d just go to her room and not think about him anymore and everything would be fine. The door unlocked with a liberating click. Almost in the clear.


“Alex …”


Just keep moving. Keeeep moving.


“Yes?”


He was still standing in the same spot, one hand buried in his raven hair, smelling slightly … frustrated.


“I just wanted to say … thank you.”


Her eyes widened. “For what?”


Hesitation. “For sewing up Max. I think I didn’t say that yet.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but nothing followed.


It occurred to her that he probably didn’t often have to thank people, considering what he was. Thanking was like admitting that you’d needed someone’s help—and people like them didn’t like needing help, much less admitting to it. Easier to do it on behalf of a wounded little boy, than on one’s own.


It’s an apology! she realized. He had likely pegged her as an untrustworthy shaper-mongrel and she’d saved their asses. Oh, well, maybe not saved. But she’d kept her word all the same. And it probably was bugging him. This was probably the closest to an “excuse me” she’d ever get from a forfeit. And it had likely cost him some.


“You’re welcome.” Alex tried to smile. “He’s a cute kid. Pretty tough for such a little boy. And quite caring.” Since that sounded a little too soppy in her own ears she quickly added, “well, compared to his prickly darling of a sister, anyway.”


A frown knitted Darken’s forehead. “You shouldn’t be so hard on Josepha,” he said quietly. “She’s having a tough time.”


“Oh yeah, I can imagine.” Alex waved a hand. “Being born rich and privileged—must be quite a hardship.”


Darken stiffened, his face turning into that tight, haughty trueborn mask. “You think being born rich makes everything easy, don’t you? You think they are just spoiled little brats.”


Alex opened her mouth to tell him that she knew they were spoiled little brats, but the sudden cold look on his face cut her short.


“Yes, they are rich, and they might be spoiled, but that doesn’t mean that life is a constant walk in the park for them. My brother is a high ranking official in the country’s politics and he and his wife are constantly away, campaigning, attending benefits, appointments, meetings … Meanwhile, their education is mostly overseen by our mother and she is”—a tight grimace stretched his features—“not an easy person to deal with. She doesn’t tolerate what doesn’t sit well with her and very few things do. It is … difficult for a child to flourish under her thumb.” A soft growl entered his voice. The frustration of a son, who knew from his own experience what he was talking about?


“Maxwell and Josepha are under a lot of pressure right now,” Darken said. “That holds true for Josepha in particular since she is the older one and her rare talent has recently pulled her into the focus of quite some attention. Everybody is expecting her to be nothing short of perfect whenever she appears in public. That’s a lot of expectation to live up to for a fourteen-year-old who is still struggling to find her own identity beneath the mountain of demands she is presented with. And now this.”


He sighed and raked his fingers through his dark, tousled hair. “Maxwell is still young enough to turn this whole thing into some kind of big adventure in his mind. In a couple of weeks, it will be more a fairytale than anything else, but Josepha …” He slowly shook his head. “She’ll have to deal with this like you and I, and she’s not even half as equipped to do that as either of us. So, don’t be so easy on judging someone by the circumstances of her birth.”


Hah! This just kept getting better!


“Don’t talk to me about judging people!” Alex snapped, anger mounting in her chest. “I’ve been judged my whole life by the circumstances of my birth!” 


“Well, get over it!” He made a harsh gesture with his hand. “Do you really think you’re the only damned person in the world who’s being judged for what she is born?”


He slid forward and she automatically took a step back.


Another.


And another.


Her back hit the wall. A hint of panic flashed through her. He was still coming closer, all bottled up forfeit temper. A predator cornering his prey. But she wasn’t easily intimidated prey.


Her teeth bared in defiance. “Don’t assume you know anything about me—or my childhood!” 


And what she had to go through in all those years. Josy might be facing a tough time now, but when she hadn’t been much older she’d almost been raped, made her first kill and then lived on the streets on the brink of starvation. How was that for tough?


Darken’s laugh was harsh and cold and she felt a shudder run over her. “You’re not the only one who’s had a bad childhood. Stop using it as an excuse to throw your shit at people.”


The words were like rusty nails driven into the rotten wooden fence around her heart. She flinched.


He leaned forward, bracing his hands on either side of her shoulders, trapping her. His soft voice was almost a croon, full of sweet cruelty. “Wake up, Alex.” His breath tickled her ear. “This is life! And life isn’t fair.”


The indifferent trueborn mask dropped and beneath it, there was pain; pain and viciousness chiseled in with the chisel of brutal honesty. His face was so close she could smell his masculine scent underneath all the blood on herself. It sent an electric tingle through her body. She tensed, the pulse beating in her throat, as she stared into his burning eyes that became deeper and deeper and pulled her down into their depths. 


He said something else, but suddenly all she could think about were his lips and how they would feel on hers.


She licked her lower lip.


He broke off. His gaze snagged to her mouth, pupils growing. It was the same crazy look she’d glimpsed at the river bench, wild, hungry, and utterly delicious. But what had been only a ripple on the surface of his temper then, was now a wild torrent that left her shaking and breathless.


The space between them was bristling with heated energy.


She braced herself for the touch of lips, absolutely not sure if she would kiss him back or knee him in the groin.


Darken stepped back so abruptly she felt the cold rush of air produced by the movement. His breath came in ragged gasps and his fingers clenched at his sides. 


“I’m gonna call my brother.” His deep voice was completely flat, hollow, as if taking that one step back had taken all his remaining strength. “He deserves to know that his children are still alive.”


With that, he turned and walked away, slowly, as if the ground had turned to silt and every step was an immense effort of will.


Unable to speak or even move, Alex just stared after him. When he had rounded the corner, she sagged against the wall, dropping her head against it and closed her eyes, not caring that her blood-smeared hair was probably soiling it beyond repair.


Great Mother, sugar, what are you doing?


Her pulse was racing like a rabbit on cocaine, sending little sparks of lightning over her skin. There could be nothing even close to attractive about her right now, in her messed-up clothes, covered in dried blood, torn, tired, and exhausted—and yet he had looked at her as if none of it mattered.


She knew she should have run, should have slapped those shutters closed, should have done something, yet some part of her felt thrilled and intrigued and wanted to walk that road, just to see where it led. It was a road built on quicksand, but she was the bloody fool who couldn’t wait to see if she could make it to the other side.


Alex rubbed her forehead. She had to be insane. That had to be it.


It’s totally understandable, she told herself. She’d almost died several times during the last couple of days and now her body wanted to drown in the simple sensation of being alive. After all the hassle, who could blame her for craving a little diversion? And he was right here, in front of her and he was so—male! No wonder her body reacted to him like a stir-crazy compass needle. 


Well, thinking about it was all fine and dandy, but if she possessed any kind of reason those thoughts would stay in her head.


Yes, reason was something she could use right now. Where the hell was Mitja when she needed him?


With a grimace, she pushed herself off the wall, stepped into her room, and closed the door behind her, hoping this would close the door on those thoughts as well.
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DARKEN stood at the edge of the huge terrace that halfway wrapped around the hotel at fifth floor and looked down at the colorful bustle below, as people enjoyed one of the first warm evenings of the year: couples strolling hand in hand along the illuminated streets; friends and families popping in and out of the variety of restaurants and bars; groups of juveniles having a laugh at the edge of the park …


He took a sip from his wineglass.


Calling his brother had been about as unpleasant as he’d expected. Stephane had lost his temper about thirty seconds into the call, yelling at the top of his lungs and Darken was pretty sure that not all the furniture in his room had survived the outburst.


He grimaced. His brother’s rage was warranted. The man had been worried sick for his children for more than two days without any word or clue what had happened to them, or if they were even alive.


Yes, Darken sighed, Steph was entitled to some rage. Still, he was glad that his brother would have some time to cool down before they met in person. Hopefully, he’d come to his senses enough to refrain from trying to rip off Darken’s head. No matter how much he loved his brother he still was what he was and challenging a forfeit was never a wise undertaking. Not even under brothers.


A sweet trickle of icy fire slid through his veins. Just a little reminder of a temper that was strung too tightly. He flexed his fingers.


Far more challenging than facing his brother’s momentous wrath had been talking him out of dropping everything and hiring the next available teleporter to get him to the Pacified Zone. It had taken him all his verbal skills and art of persuasion to keep Stephane from a rash action he might later regret.


Yes, it was true, people needed to see him as the caring father he was, but what they also needed to see—particularly in times of election—was a man who didn’t lose his head and run off from his duties when personal matters got involved. Especially in the face of a weighty political decision like the one they were facing right now, and in preparation of which Steph and his wife, Edalyne, had traveled to Corona already the week before. That was exactly the kind of impulsive, hotheaded behavior that his opponents were using to discredit him in the running election campaign. Like it or not, the situation was under control. His son and daughter were alive and for tonight they were as safe as they could be under Blayde’s watchful eyes—and, of course, his own.


His brother had growled and snarled, but finally seen sense and teeth-gnashingly agreed to stay for the vote and give a press conference in the morning.


Darken sighed again and stared into the velvet expanse of the night without really seeing. He hated being the reasonable one—his brother was the politician, not him—but he also knew that Steph would thank him later. Well, a lot later. Provided, of course, they both managed to survive that long.


He took another sip of wine and toyed with the stem of his wineglass.


Stalling.


Yes, he was.


But the last thing he wanted right now was to go up and face the spider waiting up there for him. After fencing with his brother, he felt too raw and too edgy to deal with her. And with his own body’s reactions to her for that matter.


He’d spend years steeling the walls that sealed his emotions deep inside his soul, feeding them with the contempt he felt for most people, yet the spider managed to rip them down with frightening ease, as if they were made of nothing but lint and cotton candy; a sassy remark, a sharp look from those icy blue eyes …


He squeezed his temples. Great Mother, what was it with this woman? Most of the time she made him so furious he wasn’t able to see straight. But seeing her going down below that attacker outside the ward-border …


His right hand tightened on the wineglass. When she was close he felt completely unreliable, and right now, with all that deadly tension pounding inside him, he was a ticking bomb and she was a dangerous spark. A constant dance around the killing edge. A constant, enticing, thrilling dance that aroused him in many dangerous ways.


Before he could stop it, his memory thrust the hall in front of his mind’s eye: her body braced between his arms, sweetly trapped by his body, strong, but at the same time warm and pliant and so close that it was impossible not to note how very female she was, in spite of all the ballsiness; the tilt of her head, the fury in her eyes that suddenly changed to bafflement; her chest rising and falling; the shape of her lips, dark red like cherries ripe for the picking—


His body tensed. Raging heat washed through his veins and the pressure inside him became so sharp his skin felt like it was going to burst. Fire pulsed through his loins and his cock throbbed, painfully straining against the suddenly too tight cage of his pants. He gasped and grabbed the terrace railing with his free hand, his fingers digging into the metal until it gave a low moan. He wanted it to be bone breaking beneath his grip. Wanted to tear into flesh, to feel the warm cleansing flow of blood on his skin, the red liquor like a soothing balm on his burning soul.


His body shook and cramped, and he squeezed his teeth together.


Slowly, very slowly, the flood receded, leaving him shaking and cold.


With effort, he pried his hand open, took a step back, and stared at the deep indentions it had left in the metal. Despite the mildness of the night, he shivered.


Fabric swished behind him. Calling upon years and years of practice, Darken settled his face into that cold, indifferent mask, sealing his emotions and his heart away, so quickly as if he’d never felt any troubles.


When he turned, Blayde was standing a few feet behind him, a towering dark shadow etched against the light flooding out of the lounge, watching him from behind the dark, impenetrable surface of his sunglasses. 


The other man inclined his head. “Enforcer.”


His title, not his name. Just a small nuance, yet a vast difference for him. So this conversation would be of a more formal nature.


“Custodian,” he replied carefully, returning the respect.


Blayde strolled over to him, black leather rippling in the darkness, and braced his underarms on the railing. His concealed gaze grazed the dents in the metal, but if he felt in any way concerned, he didn’t show it.


Darken waited, granting their host the honor of the first move on the dance floor of conversation. He’d known Blayde for a long time and while he was among the few people he trusted—as far as he dared to trust anyone outside his family—it was always a tentative, careful dance around each other, with the lead constantly changing. Blayde was a man of secrets and although Darken had no doubt that he would do anything in his might to keep the children safe, it didn’t mean he didn’t have to be treated with care. But then, he, too, was a skillful dancer.


Blayde leaned back a little. “Your niece and nephew are satisfied with the arrangements?”


Surprised by the gentle prelude, Darken gave a dry snort. “Thrilled. Josepha, in particular, admired the bathtub, which, and I quote: ‘is almost a pool.’ My brother will soon be pestered and then he will be on my doorstep, demanding an answer as to where his daughter came up with the idea of a bigger tub. And Maxwell, while himself not too fond of bathing, was quite intrigued by the idea of having his own little fridge inside his bedroom, so he wouldn’t have to walk all the way to the kitchen, if he wanted a glass of milk during the night.”


“Ah, yes, children,” Blayde chuckled softly. “Such a wonderful thing. Able to push to the back of their minds what they are yet unable to process. Able to find joy in the toughest of situations. Even in war zones, you can find them out among the debris, playing hide-and-seek, the destruction around them but a new kind of curious playground. It’s a precious gift that we lose when we grow up and when we do, the world becomes a shade darker to us.” His fingers trailed the edges of the dents in the railing. “A pity, isn’t it, that we cannot stay inside that shiny bubble forever?”


Darken nursed his wine. “I suppose it is a pity, but I don’t think it is simply a loss.” He leaned his hip against the railing facing their host. “It also allows us to embrace a certain truth about things. By being able to fully acknowledge the bad things in our lives, we are also enabled to more consciously value the good things.”


Dark eyebrows rose above even darker glasses. “An interesting notion for one who prowls the shadows for a living. I would have assumed that you, of all people, would wish to trade innocent ignorance against the knowledge of the darkness.”


Swirling his wineglass, Darken studied the blood-red contents. A shade he knew so well. 


“Perhaps it is because I have so few good things in my life that I cherish the possibility to consciously value them all the more,” he said softly.


A ripple of laughter drifted up to them from a group of young people below, in stark contrast to the weight of their conversation.


“I’ve seen more of the darkness than most people ever will in their lives,” Darken said. “Death is part of what I am. My calling. It is a necessity in my life and while I don’t usually enjoy it, I have accepted it.” But, oh, how he would enjoy ripping the bastards apart who were after his niece and nephew. It was a kill he was looking forward to with sweet anticipation.


“Death in itself isn’t always a burden,” Blayde said quizzically. “It can also be a relief. And it is part of nature. Would you condemn the wolf who snatches prey to feed his pack?”


Darken frowned at him. 


The Custodian shrugged. “Death is a vital part of life, in itself neither good nor evil. The reason for it? That is another matter. But speaking of deaths—” He turned his head until Darken felt the weight of his gaze, albeit hidden, resting on him.


“You’ve shown some uncommon restraint today,” he said. “Certainly, for a man of your refined skill set, seven opponents hardly pose a challenge. And yet I couldn’t help but notice that at least four of them fell from the claws of my wolves.” He paused for a second. “Also, I was informed that the sugar cube was almost speared by a flash bolt arrowhead.”


When Darken didn’t say anything he leaned forward. “Such a lucky coincidence that my pack arrived in time to incapacitate the shot.” His deep, drawling voice gained a soft, dangerous edge. “But it wasn’t mere coincidence that brought you into my domain, was it?”


And just like that, the dance floor turned into a slippery slope studded with razor sharp spikes, and one wrong step …


“No,” Darken admitted softly, “it wasn’t.”


The truth was a delicate matter, but a lie would be devastating. He wondered how much he needed to say without saying too much.


“We were using a portal to Ciradell, when the attack came. I … changed the coordinates. I knew your iron wolves would solve our little problem if we could cross the boundary into the Pacified Zone.”


Nothing changed physically, but the terrace suddenly seemed to turn darker and colder. The torches on the walls flickered.


“I don’t take kindly to being played, Darken.” Blayde showed him the edge of his teeth. “I might overlook your heritage when I allow you to enter my wards, but do not, as ever, mistake me as one of your pawns.”


Darken sighed, suddenly feeling incredibly tired and weary. “Relax, old friend. It wasn’t my intention to turn you into a pawn in any game. But …” He let out a long breath, releasing some penned-up tension. “Alex was weakened from … She was weakened. And the children … If I lose myself for even a second …” He shuddered, drawing a shaky breath. Even thinking about it was too painful to bear. “I just … couldn’t risk it. Not with them so close.”


Blayde gave him a sharp look. “You’re losing control of it?”


Admitting it was like swallowing shards of glass. “It’s getting harder and harder,” he whispered.


They both knew he wasn’t just talking about his current condition. There was a reason why the majority of forfeit didn’t live to see a high age. Most of them died on the job and those who didn’t … Well, every time they stepped into the red mist, finding the way back took a little more time, a little more effort. And if they got lost …


Darken pressed his lips together. He’d seen forfeit being hunted and put down like rabid dogs because they were “out of control.” Of course, this was nothing the Council wanted to be shouted over the rooftops, but that didn’t change the fact that it happened time and again.


Blayde’s covered eyes grazed the distorted railing. “When was the last time you fed?”


Darken grimaced. “Is it that obvious?”


The Custodian hiked his shoulders. “I’ve danced with you often enough to recognize the signs. Also, these might be an indication,” he said dryly and tapped the dents in the railing.


“And just by the way”—his eyes pointedly flickered down to Darken’s groin—“those pants are gettin’ real tight, man. If they grow any tighter, you’ll be able to sing the female role in Pleine’s Soprano Aria.”


Darken said something extremely pithy and to the point.


Blayde laughed softly but sobered quickly. “No honestly, tell me, should I be worried?” He nodded to the dents again. “If you wish I could arrange a little something. I am sure I can come up with a willing lady or, perhaps, a whole bunch of them. You look like you could service an entire harem.”


Darken clenched his fists. Refusing would be foolish. Not just that, it would be dangerous. Having some sexual release would take him off the edge, at least enough to get him through the next day. Him, and everybody else. He needed the release. It wasn’t quite like a kill, but the hormonal response produced by the sexual climax, particularly when combined with the feeling of power over another human being was akin enough to stabilize a volatile temper for a while. But just imagining letting a woman touch him …


He shook his head. “I appreciate the offer, but no thanks.”


Blayde’s eyebrows crept up in surprise. “You’re running on fumes, my friend. If you don’t get it out of your system, you’ll turn into a loose cannon sooner than later.”


Darken gritted his teeth. Well, thanks to note that he was on the edge of sanity.


“And do you really think it’s wise to lecture a man who is looking for an excuse to make a kill?” he asked mildly.


Blayde cocked his head to the side, considering his reaction. “If you’re afraid about the rumors, you know I can be very discreet.”


Darken closed his eyes and shook his head again. “I’m fine.”


It was a plain lie and they both knew it.


The Custodian puckered his lips. “Is it the sugar cube you’re traveling with?”


“Don’t be ridiculous!” Darken snapped.


“Am I?” Blayde studied him thoughtfully. “A man who’s backed into such a tight corner doesn’t usually refuse the only chance at release he can get. In my experience, when a man makes such an obviously unreasonable choice, he’s thinking with his balls rather than with his brains and that usually has something to do with a woman.”


Darken released a breath. “Even if that were true—I am forfeit.”


“And your point is?”


“Damn you, Blayde!” Cursing, he pushed himself from the railing and paced the length of the balcony and back. He wanted to smack something. Wanted to kill someone. Wanted to feel bone cracking below his fingers …


Blayde looked merely amused. “Leash yourself pup, or I’ll have to haul your ass out of my boundaries till you cooled off.”


There was a slight warning touch underneath the words. Darken snarled in frustration, but he leashed his temper.


“I’m a forfeit,” he pressed through gritted teeth. “A Servant of Death. A killer.”


“She doesn’t seem favorably impressed by that, now does she?”


No, she didn’t. He reckoned it took a lot more than that to impress the spider. Darken shook his head, feeling slightly desperate. “A man like me is not good for any kind of woman.”


“This woman has her own dark little secrets.”


Darken stiffened. Stared at the other man.


A half-smile tugged at Blayde’s dark lips. A dangerous smile, too.


“Remember, my friend,” he pushed up his glasses, giving Darken a tiny glimpse of eyes that reflected the moonlight like two glowing orbs. “These eyes don’t even miss … the tiniest spider …”


Letting his glasses drop back in place, he patted a hand on Darken’s shoulder, as he moved past him. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to tend to my other guests. Enjoy your further stay and let me know if there is anything you need.”


Darken stared after Blayde for a long time, even after the Custodian had long vanished inside, feeling chilled deep into his bones.


Blayde had deliberately shown him that he knew about Alex’s shaper nature, thereby giving him a brief insight at just how much he really saw.


So, the Custodian knew what she was and yet he’d invited her in. That, if nothing else, was a testimony of her credibility if he’d still had any doubts. Was there another message behind this revelation? If so, he wasn’t quite sure what it was.


With a sigh, he drained his wineglass and made his way up to their suites.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










ALEX braced herself at the shower wall, grateful for the hot water pounding her sore, tired muscles.


She still felt shaky; from the rapid loss of her venom levels, the fight at the ward-line, her recent encounter with Darken—have your pick—and she was glad to be able to drown it all for a moment in the sound of rushing water and the simple physical pleasure of cleansing her skin.


The water was turning a rusty red and brown at the drain from all the blood and dirt on her, and tiny pebbles clinked onto the shower floor. It seemed half the riverbank of the Hadez Channel was stuck in her hair and only the Jester knew what else.


Sniffing the different little flasks of shampoo and shower foam strung along the wall, she opted for a slightly floral scent that didn’t give her shaper senses an “eewwk-sweet” reaction.


She washed her hair diligently, applying shampoo twice.


Finally convinced that there was no more blood or other substances on her that didn’t belong there, Alex slogged out of the shower, toweled herself off with a huge, fluffy white towel, and stepped in front of the mirror. A cursory check confirmed her suspicions: apart from a nick of a flash arrow bolt on her left upper arm, she’d gotten off quite cheaply. Sure, she was tender in places and sported a couple of bruises here and there, but the worst of it would be gone by morning. A cheer for accelerated healing! 


Exhaustion was claiming her, though, and her legs were already starting to shake from the strain of standing upright.


Hello, shaper’s bite—waiting to make another visit? Well, not if I can help it.


Turning around, Alex looked for a bathrobe, yet the only thing she found was a tiny silk kimono of sheer material that didn’t even reach the mid of her thighs. Alex frowned. This was what Blayde equipped his rooms with? It certainly made you wonder what kind of purposes these suites were usually intended for. Oh well. With a shrug, she slipped it on and tied the belt around her middle. It would do until her clothes were returned in the morning. And it wasn’t like she’d planned on leaving her suite tonight anyway.


Back in the main room, Alex switched on the bed lamp, but despite her drowning tiredness, she felt too restless to slip into bed immediately. 


She pushed the sliding glass door that led to the balcony of her suite open and stepped outside. The night air was pleasantly warm and hinted at even warmer nights to come. The spring that had eluded them so far, was finally catching up full force.


Alex strolled up to the glass-and-metal railing and leaned against it. Far down below—twenty-five floors to be exact—a crescent of tiny lights indicated the town nestled in the hotel’s protective lap. Even up here, she could hear occasional faint flickers of laughter and music that the wind carried up together with the sweet, fragrant smell of a variety of night flowers. Mmmh, jasmine and gladiolus.


Leaning back her head, she breathed deeply, savoring the scents. It reminded her of the night she’d stood behind the Jester, rallying against her fate, utterly unaware of what the world had up its sleeve for her. Could it really just have been two days ago? It felt like years had passed since then. 


The scene had changed a lot, no doubt: here she was now, in the center of trueborn territory, the night was mild and smelled of exotic flowers, and yet she wasn’t one jot safer then she had been then. If anything, she was probably in more danger than she’d ever been before.


Just great! All she had wanted was to keep a low profile and stay out of trueborn affairs—and look how well that had panned out.


Well, things didn’t always go as planned. Scratch that—they almost never did.


Her fingertips traced the railing. What am I even doing here?


Perhaps she should just take off and try to whack through on her own. True, Darken had promised her that they would try to help her, but what did she really have on it but his word? And what did she really know about Darken Dubois-Léclaire, to be honest? Sure, her body did a mad jig whenever he was close by, but that was neither here nor there.


And even if he meant what he’d said, what if his brother was an asshole and decided a shaper wasn’t worth his efforts? What if he turned her over to the guardaí? What if—


She sighed and squeezed the railing. Here they were again, the what-ifs that helped no one.


A sharp knock on the room door jolted her out of her thoughts. It wasn’t the first knock either, but her tired brain had been a little slow on the process. Probably the maid freaking out about the bloody mess of clothes she’d left in that laundry basket.


It knocked again, more persistently.


Yes, yes, yes! Pushing herself off the railing, she turned back to her room to see who had such a dire need to speak to her—before said person bashed in the door.


Alex leaped over the sill, skidded into the room and jerked back with a start when she almost bumped into Darken, who stood in the middle of the chamber, shrouded in the half-dark.


Jester’s fucking grace! She hadn’t even felt his presence. So much for her physical state.


Darken blinked. “I apologize,” he said slowly, “I didn’t mean to intrude, but I knocked several times and when you didn’t react I thought you might have collapsed in the shower and—”


His voice trailed off when his eyes caught her silhouette against the dark glass. They widened. It made her realize that she was still wearing this flimsy piece of nothing, which revealed a lot more than it covered. Heat burned her cheeks, but there was nothing to cover herself with.


Darken took her in, his gaze slowly wandering from her face down to her neck, to the barely concealed swell of her breasts, down her stomach and her legs and, finally, back up to the dark triangle indicated between her legs. And then Darken turned feral.


She saw the change in his eyes: they flared up like two lit torches and heat surged through the room, pressing against her naked skin with hundreds of fiery teeth, taking her breath away.


A violent shiver racked his body.


Alex took an automatic step back. Big mistake!


Darken snapped upright and fixed on her with predatory focus. A red sheen rolled over his irises.


Shaper instinct kicked in and Alex froze, instinctively aware that one movement, a mere twitch of her finger, might provoke him to pounce.


She swallowed.


Darken’s eyes fastened on her throat. On the pulse, she could feel throbbing through her skin. Hunger flickered in his gaze. A wild, feral, insane need that went beyond everything she’d ever seen before, and she wasn’t sure if it was hunger for her body—or her soul.


She measured the distance to the balcony door from the corner of her eyes. Too far. He’d be on her before she’d taken two steps, even if she could pull out the spider, which she doubted.


Shit, shit, shit.


Darken took one step toward her—and stumbled backward against the wall behind him, one hand halfway risen as if to shield himself from her. His body trembled. 


“Go!” The word tore out of him in a ragged growl, so deep it barely sounded human. “Get out. Now!”


Alex hesitated. The only reasonable thing would be to take to her heels and get the hell out of the room before the last thread on his self-control snapped. But she’d never considered herself part of the reasonable lot and … he looked so … pained. No, not just pained. Tormented. As if someone was hooking strips of flesh from his back and pouring salt into the wounds.


Her sensory threads slipped from her, delicately probing the emotional currents in the room. Jerked back, stung. She almost whimpered. Over the musky, intoxicating flavor of his lust, she tasted pain, so sharp and stinging, she wanted to curl herself together like a newborn and cry.


Sweet Jester, how is he standing it? Whatever was happening to him, it was causing him pure agony. She couldn’t have triggered this, or could she?


Another convulsion shook his body and he pressed himself flat against the wall, face twisting.


“Get out!”


Alex bit her lip. She remembered him carrying her through the portal, burdening himself with her dead-weight, although he could have easily left her behind at the Dukes. And then he’d surged forward to meet seven attackers single-handedly to protect her and the kids. And now … bursting into her room because he’d thought she might have hurt herself …


Whatever this was, there had to be something she could do to help him.


“Alex.”


She didn’t move, while she rummaged in the drawers of her memory. There was something … something her brothers had told her or that she’d overheard in a conversation. Something about his caste that hadn’t meant anything to the little spider but would to the grown woman. If only she could grip it by its tail.


“Alex!”


Finally, her groping mental fingers pulled out the right drawer and the memories tumbled out around her like building bricks out of a dusty cupboard, showering her with bits and pieces of picked up knowledge. 


Forfeits needed to kill. They had to. Not just because their magic was compelling them to do so, but because they needed the physical relief the blood-letting produced from the mounting pressure their magic caused inside them, just the way a cutter brought a knife to her skin to release some of her inner tension.


Yes, they needed an outlet. Yet killing wasn’t the only way to provide relief from that physical tensions that was driving them toward violence. If what people said was correct, sex could provide a comparable effect, at least to a certain level.


She glanced at Darken, who was shaking so hard every muscle was bound to be sore in the morning.


Well, there was her answer. She could help him. The questions was, did she dare?


She’d heard rumors. Now that the floodgates of her memory stood open, they all came crashing back at her. The slippery remarks. The disgusted gazes. Whispers about broken bones and bitten body parts. About women so torn apart that they needed a gene analysis to identify what was left of them.


A male who desperately wanted a kill was a dangerous bedmate to play with.


They said joining a forfeit for a ride was to lock hands with the devil: burned fingers guaranteed.


But what could she say? She’d always liked to play with fire. It was a risk and she simply couldn’t resist the urge. Those who played it safe never won anything, right?


Of course, in this case, she could also lose everything, including her own little life, miserable though it might be. She wasn’t a fool. If she did this, she would have to submit to whatever he did to her. Every instinct told her that if she resisted in any way she would end up like all the women in those twisted rumors. Might end up like them, anyway.


Oh, come on sugar, it’s not like you haven’t thought about it since he teased you in that fucking car.


Now all those sweet little fantasies had turned into dangerous reality. This was her chance to dip her toes into these waters. No guilt. No strings attached.


At the wall Darken hunched over, sucking air through clenched teeth. He was hanging on a brittle thread that could snap any moment. She had to make a decision. And she had to make it fast.


Alex raised her chin.


She could do this.


For him. For both of them.


Taking a deep breath, Alex crossed the room.


Slowly, sugar, she reminded herself. Just keep it slow. Fast movements provoked the killing instinct and if he felt challenged by her in any way he would jump her in a heartbeat. Calm and passive—those were her keys to survival.


The blatant relief on Darken’s face when she finally moved changed to something close to panic, when he realized that she had no intention to leave the room.


No time for second guessing now.


Alex stopped a foot from him. She could feel the heat rising off him in waves. Her nerves tingled with excitement.


Keeping her movements calm and deliberate, like she would with any loaded predator, she reached up and opened the top button of his black shirt. Darken stood so still, she wasn’t sure he was even breathing. 


Not daring to give herself time to overthink this, she quickly worked her way down, keeping her eyes fixed on his chest. When all the buttons were open, she smoothed the shirt away with both hands, so that it slipped down his shoulders into the crooks of his arms, revealing his hard, gold-tinted chest. Smooth skin stretched tight over muscles corded with utmost tension. Jester’s grace, the man looked forbidden.


Tentatively, she stretched out her hand. Touched his skin. Darken closed his eyes and shuddered.


Alex let her fingers run over his burning chest, along his collar bone, to his right nipple. When she stroked it, Darken sucked in a sharp breath.


Leaning forward, she closed her mouth over it and let her tongue glide over the hard tip. Darken moaned, a sound somewhere between intense pain and pleasure. Every inch of his body tightened, muscles standing out like steel cords under his skin. His fists clenched so hard they shook at his sides. If he’d held something inside them, it would have snapped.


“Go,” he rasped. It was almost a plea.


Ignoring the desperation in his voice, Alex breathed on his hot skin, while her fingers slid deeper, in slow circles, sliding over the tight expanse of his abs, along the thin strip of dark hair running from his navel down to the waistband of his pants—


Darken’s hand jerked, closing over hers with restraining force. Alex froze. Peered up at his face.


Her stomach flipped, and a bolt of panic zipped through her. He was watching her from wild, glazed eyes. They captured her, pulled her in, until she teetered on the brink of the abyss and the next moment would decide if she would plunge or soar.


His lips curled back in a vicious snarl. “You should have run when I told you!”


He moved faster than she could blink. His hands gripped her shoulders and suddenly she was pushed against the wall, so hard it knocked the wind out of her. His fingers dug into her upper arms, tight enough to bruise, while he trapped her with his body.


One hand came forward and buried in her hair, forcing her head back. Then his mouth was on hers, hot, demanding, forceful, his teeth grazing her lips. She hesitated only a second before she opened her mouth for him. His tongue darted inside, greedily taking the invitation. He tasted of fire and sky and dangerous adventures in the center of exploding stars, masculine and reckless. Every cell in her body sparked in response.


For a moment she stayed passive, letting him think he had full control, then she counterattacked, letting herself of the chain. Her tongue drew back, then forth, teasing, tasting, challenging his claim on her, while she rubbed herself against him.


He growled. It was a deep guttural sound, born from pure primal desire and lust. His hand tightened in her hair and he pulled her closer to him. The hard bulge of his erection pressed against her belly and it both frightened and aroused her. Great Mother, he was so hard. She didn’t know how he could get any harder.


The kiss lasted forever, a wild, thrilling dance on the edge of a knife and when he finally pulled back, her legs were shaking, and she felt light-headed.


Before she could catch her breath, her feet were swept out from under her and she landed on the bed. Darken was above her immediately, pouncing on her like a panther on his prey, pressing her into the mattress with his weight.


Jester’s grace!


His hands gripped the sides of her kimono with a snarl and the sheer fabric tore under the force. Ah, well, the flimsy thing had barely covered anything in the first place.


Through his pants, Alex could feel Darken’s cock digging between her legs. Fabric. Too much fabric between them.


In a sudden urge to feel his skin against hers with nothing separating them, she frantically pulled at his shirt sleeves, yanking them free of his tattooed arms. His shoes and pants followed, until he was completely naked.


For a second, he towered above her, knitted from golden fire and shadowy darkness. Then he was on her again, one hand locking her wrists above her head, while he kissed her with a desperation that bordered on insanity. As if he was dying from thirst and she was his only redemption.


She’d expected him to take her hard and fast, to get his relief and be done with it.


Instead, now that he had trapped her in bed, he took his time, stroking, kissing, licking, and nibbling his way up and down her body, until she was wet, until she moaned and arched her hips toward him, eager for the feel of him inside her. It was the sweetest torture.


Just when she thought she couldn’t stand it a moment longer, he finally slipped into her in one long fast stroke, stretching her from the inside.


Alex gasped.


His hips ground against hers, pinning her to the sheets. And then the game began anew.


Darken let his free hand roam over her body, cupping her breast and rubbing her nipple, suckling the skin below her collar bone, while he lazily moved inside her, teasing her toward the edge, but never above it.


Up and down. Up and down.


Alex moaned and curled her toes, desperate to respond to the tormenting pleasure mounting inside her, but unable to move, since he was still keeping her restrained. 


Up and down, up and down.


If her hands had been free and the spider within reach she would have killed him. This was about control. About power. He had it all and she had none.


Since she couldn’t get her arms out of his deadlock, she did the only thing she could: she raised her head and bit into his shoulder.


Darken’s head yanked up, eyes flaring. He snarled. Alex hissed back at him.


A low, raspy chuckle rolled from his mouth. His free hand closed around her throat. Fear spiked her like a hot needle, but instead of strangling her, he merely held her in place, brushing his thumb along her lower lip. Predatory amusement glinted in his eyes.


“Such a snappy little spider.”


The pressure of his fingers tightened, and he thrust into her.


Alex cried out, more in surprise than pain. He thrust again and again, quickly falling into a strong steady rhythm, that was riding her up, higher and higher. She lost herself in his thrust, losing all thoughts, losing her mind, unable to hold onto anything but the feel of him moving inside her.


His hot breath touched her cheek, sending shivers of lightning over her skin.


“Come, spiderling,” he breathed into her ear in a low, husky murmur. “Come for me.”


He let go of her arms and pushed into her. Taking advantage of her freedom, Alex grasped his shoulders, digging her fingers into his back and arched herself toward him, while the pleasure inside her mounted and mounted.


With a sharp smile, Darken leaned back and thrust into her, hard. Harder. Harder. The world exploded in a cascade of bliss. Alex screamed his name and shuddered, sending him over the edge with her, before they both collapsed on the sheets.
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THE sweet touch of early morning sunlight roused Alex from a deep, dreamless sleep. A comfortable heaviness coated her limbs and for a moment she just lay there, with her eyes closed, enjoying the gentle caress of the sun on her face, while holding on to the threads of sleep that were slowly unraveling around her.


His scent still lingered in the air, the memory of his touch warming her skin just as much as the invisible fingers of the sun playing on her exposed limbs.


With a drowsy smile, she rolled onto her back. But when she reached out to the side, the space beside her was painfully empty.


Her eyes snapped open and she was halfway up sitting when she spotted him on the balcony.


Darken stood outside in nothing but his black pants, his bare chest gilded by the morning sun.


Something inside her relaxed a little. Sinking back to the sheets, Alex rolled onto her side and propped herself up on one elbow, head resting on her hand, and watched the sun working its golden brush on the artwork of his body, painting lights and shadows along his sculpted frame: his hard chest, the muscles cording on his back, the hipbones just peeking out of the waistband of his pants. It danced on the tattoos winding up from the backs of his hands along his forearms to join between his shoulder blades like the edges of dark wings. A complicated tangle of lines and knots, fluid and alive.


So beautiful.


A gust of wind playfully tugged at the rakish mess of his hair.


Alex grinned. It was exactly how she’d pictured him to look after a night like this.


His eyes were trained at the distance, hands resting easily on the rail. He looked … relaxed. More at ease than she’d ever seen him since they met.


Well, granted, that wasn’t hard since they’d mostly been running and dodging murder attempts. Still. It this moment of being completely unobserved, his face lost some of its harsh, haughty edges. It softened his features, stripping them of that cruel, cold aristocratic mask and leaving him absolutely dashing.


That’s a sight I could wake up to every morning.


Alex frowned. She wasn’t quite sure where that thought had come from, but of course, it was utterly ridiculous. They barely knew each other! Not to speak of the fact that most of the time they had trouble not to have a go at each other’s throats. Yet last night was still in her bones and it made her giddy. Giddy and dizzy and hungry in ways she hadn’t felt in a long time, and when she looked at him …


Oh, sweet Jester!


As if feeling the touch of her gaze, Darken turned. For a second his eyes caught the sun rays, turning them from dark brown into soft, warm, molten gold. Her pulse sped up and she knew she was blushing.


The floorboards whispered as he stepped over the sill of the glass balcony door, his subtle movements sending hardly any vibrations through her.


He stopped just short of the bed, tall and golden, and so impossibly beautiful he barely seemed real.


Alex cocked her head, letting her blond hair fall over her face and shoulder, and watched him from under the curtain of her lashes.


“Hey,” he said. The slight huskiness in his voice sent a tingling shiver over her, like velvet running over bare skin.


“Hey yourself.”


There was a slight moment of hesitation. He paused. Cleared his throat. “I ordered some coffee. I hope—” He shrugged lightly, muscles rolling along his strong shoulders.


Alex blinked. “No. I mean, yes. I mean—coffee’s great.”


She tried to smile. Swallowed. Another couple of tense seconds trickled by while they looked at each other, none of them too eager to speak first.


Last night, after they’d finished, exhaustion had finally speared her, and she’d passed out right there on the bed, wrapped up in his warmth. And now …


Just seeing him standing there, so close, feeling the heat pouring out of him, produced memories of his touch all over her skin. Memories of his lips on her lips and his tongue in her mouth. His breath tingling her sensitive hairs, the salty taste of his sweat and the fire burning inside her as they clung to each other in desperate need.


The memories evoked a soft aching pressure that ran from her toes and fingers into the sweet spot between her legs, setting off another very special kind of longing.


From the way Darken tensed, and his eyes glazed over, she could tell that he remembered it as well. Oh yes, he remembered.


She wanted to reach out and touch him, just to know that he was real. That last night had been real.


She didn’t move. What had happened last night had been last night and today was today and whatever crazy rules had applied to their game last night, she didn't know how much of them still applied today.


A web always looked different in the morning light. He’d been in a tight spot and while she hadn’t given anything she hadn’t intended to give, she had no clue how these situations were usually handled.


The silence stretched as they stared at each other, the air between them overripe with possibilities. He was so close; she only had to reach out and she could touch him.


The look on his face was almost … pained. Wistful, yes, that was it. Was she imagining things or was there a silent question in his eyes?


Yet the rules … Oh, screw the rules!


But before she could raise her hand, a rap on the door broke the awkward silence building between them. They broke gazes.


“Wow, that’s what I call quick service!” Alex rolled off the bed and gracefully came to her feet, reaching for her torn kimono in the same fluid movement. She threw it on and tied its remains around her middle, covering herself as best as possible, not quite sure if she should be relieved or annoyed about this interruption.


Seriously! As if they were two teenagers having their first time and then no clue where to go from there! Maybe a bit of coffee would get that stupid knot out of her tongue.


But when she yanked the door open it wasn’t the coffee servant offering her a filled tray.


“Morning, Alex,” Max mumbled with a bleary smile and fluffed his tousled hair. “We were looking for Uncle Darken and—oh, hi, Uncle Darken.”


Waving at his uncle, he bopped past her, completely oblivious to the currents in the room.


Alex wished she could say the same thing about Josy. The girl took in her attire and then her eyes darted back and forth between her and Darken, narrowing with a little too much suspicion.


Alex felt herself blush into the tips of her hair. When she’d slipped under the covers with Darken last night, she hadn’t exactly thought about his niece and nephew being next door, less than twenty feet away. Sweet Jester, if it hadn’t been for those soundproof sigils …


She blushed even harder, if that was at all possible. How exactly did you explain such a situation?


She opened her mouth, but before she could stutter anything that would only make things worse, Darken brushed past her. Somewhere between her getting up and opening the door, he’d managed to slip into his socks, shoes, and shirt and buttoned it up almost all the way—you had to give it to him, the man was smooth.


Without even looking in Alex’s direction, he closed the door behind Josy and leaned against it.


“Good, you’re finally up. I already thought I had to send the wake-up command,” he said. “I just came over to discuss the next steps with Alex, but since you’re here now, we can as well round it up together. That way I won’t have to repeat myself.”


The lie came so smooth, so effortless, it took Alex a moment to realize it had been spoken.


There was an unexpected pinch in her belly. She didn’t know what she had expected him to say. Hey, I just had it off with the spider, and how did you sleep? Yeah, clearly not!


But to act like this? Like nothing had happened at all. Like it didn’t matter. Well, of course, it didn’t matter. But—


There was another tap on the door and Darken opened, taking the tray from the servant and setting it on a small table. He raised the can at her.


“Coffee?”


Oh, so he was at least aware that she was still in the same room. Well, if he wanted to act like nothing had happened, fine!


She smiled at him. “Sugar, if I want coffee, I’ll serve myself.”


One of his eyebrows crept up with a semblance of confusion.


Oh, now spare me that innocent look, Mr. Nothing-happened-here.


He looked like he wanted to say something, but then he just shrugged, a slight chill filling his eyes. “Suit yourself.”


He poured himself a cup and leaned against the table crossing his feet at the ankles, his attention focused on his niece and nephew. “I called your father last night.”


Josy bit her lip. “Did he throw a fit?”


Darken snorted. “That’s to put it mildly.”


Oh, so this man held a grudge against his brother? Obviously, they did have something in common. He seemed an interesting character. Meeting him suddenly held a lot more appeal.


“Gist is, that they will leave the capital directly after tomorrow’s vote and come to the Family Country Estate around midday to pick you up there. So that’s where we are gonna head tonight. It’s only about ten miles from here and we agreed that this would be the best way to avoid unwanted publicity. I already made the necessary arrangements.”


“I’m surprised that he didn’t skip the vote and come right away.” Josy tugged at the ribbon in her hair. “Not that I think he should,” she added quickly in a somewhat defensive voice. “I know this one has been a major point for discussion in the election campaign.”


“Oh, he wanted to,” Darken replied, quiet understanding in his eyes. “In fact, he was almost on his way, before I managed to talk him out of it.”


“Really? And he listened to you?” Josy made big eyes. “Surprising.”


“Impressive,” Max offered.


What kind of man was this Stephane Dubois-Léclaire character? He certainly didn’t sound like the kind of guy you wanted to put your trust in ruling your country. Maybe she wasn’t that eager to meet him after all.


“Did you tell him about me?” she asked cautiously. Did she even want to know?


Darken hesitated. “I told him that there is a shaper with us, and that it is complicated and that I’d explain when we got there.”


How comforting. 


“So, if we’re not leaving right about now, can we have breakfast?” Max asked. Apparently, the generous meal from the night before was all but forgotten.


“I was coming to that.” Darken sipped his coffee. Alex wished there was a way to go over and get herself one without appearing silly. Since she saw none, she stayed where she was.


“Blayde assured me that you can go down to the breakfast hall, although regarding your current dressing habit”—he gave Alex’s torn kimono a pointed look. As if you don’t know who ruined this rag, you sleek prick!—“you might want to consider ordering something to our rooms instead. There’s a menu here.” He tapped a card on the table. “Just place an order with the vis-a and it will be brought up.”


“What about you?” Josy frowned.


“Since we’re here now, I need to do something—work-related.” An answer that said a lot without really saying anything. Not that she cared what he did in his fucking free time. And she also wouldn’t mind him being gone for a while, or she might accidentally drop her teeth into his insufferable neck.


“It shouldn’t take too long,” Darken said. “Why don’t the three of you also make good use of the time and go down to the hotel mall and get yourself some new clothes?” He indicated the soiled, bloodstained clothes of the kids, which were still the ones Alex had bought for them at the second-hand shop in Bhellidor. They looked like they had spent a week in a boot camp and they hadn’t been that dressy to begin with.


“We don’t want to give the servants a heart attack when we arrive,” Darken said. “And Alex definitely needs something more … suitable for the occasion.”


“Shopping?” Max rolled his eyes. “Boooring.”


But Josy’s eyes sparkled.


Alex crossed her arms. “You might remember my conversation with Valentine. I don’t really have any money on me to play shopping queen.”


“Oh, the money won’t be the problem,” Darken said with all that suave trueborn air. “Just fill in a charge form on Dubois-Léclaire and my family will come up for the expenses later. Blayde will vouch for it, I’m sure.”


“Thanks, but no thanks,” Alex replied stiffly. “I don’t need your charity.”


Darken frowned a little irritated, a sort of real emotional eruption coming from him and his voice got a slightly clipped edge. “My family owes you for saving Maxwell and Josepha. The least we can do is pay for a couple of new garments since yours were destroyed in the pursuit.” His lips curved a tad, but it was more grimace than smile. “Not to mention that my brother will fry my hide if he hears that I didn’t insist on extending this basic courtesy. He is quite prissy in that regard.”


Well, if he put it that way … It wasn’t like she would mind new clothes. Especially now that her own stock had been basically ruined. And she would find a way to pay it back, no matter what he said, and if she’d have to scratch at the Duke’s doorstep. She wouldn’t owe anything to this man and his family—especially not her new panties.


Darken took another sip of his coffee and leaned over to Josy. “I suppose, you’ll be able to help Alex find something acceptable?”


Oh, so now she wasn’t even able to pick her own clothing anymore? What was possibly wrong with the way she dressed?


“I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Alex muttered. “Shopping, I mean. What if somebody recognizes Max and Josy?”


“Even if that should happen, you’re completely safe within the wards of the Pacified Zone. Nobody can touch you here. Nobody knows we’re here, anyway, and if there is any trouble, Blayde will be there to solve it in a trice.”


He sure had a lot of confidence in the black Custodian.


A lazy, arrogant smile stretched Darken’s lips as he looked at her. “Don’t worry. I should be back for dinner. You think you can handle it until then?”


In the darkness of her soul, the spider bared her teeth. In the real world, she leaned forward. “Sugar, in the last two days I’ve been shot at, assaulted with death magic, thrown from a motorway—as well as into a cold, mucky river—and stabbed with a fucking long needle. I think I can handle a little shopping tour.”


The smile she received in reply was deeply unsettling. Really, what could be so bad about a little bit of shopping?










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










WHAT could be so bad about a little bit of shopping?


Alex stared at the set of polished glass doors and felt thick revulsion creep up in her chest.


Just a wee little shopping tour. Couldn’t be that bad, right?


Not that bad, my ass! Sugar, whenever you start thinking something like that again, just—don’t!


But when she’d made this careless comment, she hadn’t reckoned with the well-nigh endless energy of an adolescent teenage girl equipped with daddy’s credit card. Well, at least now she knew why Darken had grinned like that. Fucking prick should have warned her!


They had already scoured half a dozen of different shops in the last three hours and Josy didn’t show any sign of tiring, walking along the shelves and racks with the same bouncing enthusiasm she’d shown when they’d set out. Unfortunately, the mall was in no danger of running out of shops any time soon. Stretching over four full stories at the side of the hotel tower, the place was fucking huge, stringing noble boutique to noble boutique along their arcades, one more extravagant than the other. And if the heights didn’t give you vertigo then the prices certainly did. The whole thing was too big, too crowded, too scented and simply too … ritzy.


Equipping herself with new underwear had proved easy enough, but from there …


Pretending to rifle through a stack of grossly overpriced blazers she wouldn't even wear if someone actually paid her for it, Alex shot a glance at Josy, who was critically examining some sort of lavender blouse across from her with the seriousness of a battle captain inspecting his war equipment. Max, who was already fully accoutered for and bored to the rims of his stuffy new pants, was dashing through the boutique’s aisles, playing hide-and-seek with himself.


Alex pinched one of the blazer’s shoulder pads and wrinkled her nose. Why, this was useless. She wouldn’t find anything to wear here. Only problem would be putting her darling little shopping-nanny straight on it.


With a sigh, she let go of the sleeve and turned away from the rack, and flinched when the movement sent a stab of pain through her neck. Automatically her hand wandered to the back of her neck, where the needle had penetrated her skin to enter the gland. The memory made her shudder.


“Does it still hurt?”


Alex glanced up. Josy had lowered the blouse and was studying her intently over the top of the shelf.


“What?”


“The wound.” The girl pointed at her neck and bit her lower lip. “It still hurts, doesn’t it?”


Force of habit tried to wedge a prickly reply into Alex’s mouth, but the way Josy looked at her didn’t seem to imply that she thought Alex was weak or whiny. No, there was actual concern in her gaze. A healer’s interest, perhaps?


So, she swallowed the remark and instead made a so-so-gesture. “It’s more sore than actually painful.” 


Although it was the truth, Josy gave her a reproachful I-know-you’re-just-playing-things-down-again gaze. Not that that was beyond her.


The kid swallowed and came around the shelf. “I could heal you. Actually, I should have offered it earlier. That was very unthoughtful of me.”


Alex waved a dismissive hand. “Really don’t bother, sugar. We heal very quickly. Shapers, I mean.”


When the sharp skepticism on Josy’s face didn’t wane, she pushed her hair aside, revealing the back of her neck. “See?”


A gasp. “It’s—it’s almost gone!”


Alex shrugged one shoulder and winked. “Being a shaper does have some ups.” Though certainly not too many.


“Astonishing,” Josy whispered, raising a hand as if to touch, but didn’t. Her brow furrowed. “Is this a metabolic process or do you have an altered form of cytokinesis?”


Alex raised an eyebrow. “Shaper physiology isn’t at the top of your curriculum, huh?”


“Um, well … no,” Josy muttered ruefully, clearly missing the irony. “Not really.”


Alex settled her hip against the corner of a shelf and crossed her arms, ignoring the fact that she was wrinkling a couple of frilly skirts. “Well sugar, you probably still know a lot more about that kind of stuff than I do. In fact, I’m a lot more proficient at beating the shit out of people than in the healing business.”


Two days ago, the girl would likely have fainted at a comment like that, but now she didn’t even flinch. They really were making progress.


“It’s not like I have any advanced knowledge either,” Josy admitted meekly, curling a strand of hair around her little finger. “I am still very much a novice myself.”


“Don’t listen to her.” Max poked his head out of an aisle. “She’s a natural. Like, eeeverybody says that.” He drawled on those words and rolled his eyes. “They can’t stop getting over how talented she is. Such a special girl,” he mimicked. “Our little staaaaar!”


Josy blushed deep scarlet. “He’s exaggerating.”


“Am not!”


“Oh, shut up!” Josy swatted at her brother, but he ducked out of the way and stuck his tongue out her.


“They even say she might be accepted at St. Celestine’s College of Medical Arts,” Max told Alex importantly. 


Ignorant shaper-mongrel or not, this name was a landmark even to her. Why, it was just the biggest and most renowned medical college in the whole Republic—the same one that had refused her sire for a test treatment.


Swallowing her resentment, Alex tried to smile at Josy. “Wow, that’s quite impressive.”


To her surprise, Josy stared down her shoes. “It’s really hard to get accepted,” she mumbled into her hair.


“Oh, she’ll ace it,” Max said. “Everybody is sure of that.”


His sister gave him a slashing look. “I’m just saying.” She linked her fingers together so tightly, it looked painful. “The entrance exams are supposed to be very tough.”


Alex tried to figure out if Josy was just playing coy or if there was something else behind her sudden shyness.


“Well, Celestine’s is not the only college out there.” She shrugged. “I’m sure there are a lot of other options in the case of the cases.”


“Not for me.”


The words were so soft, Alex probably wouldn’t have heard them if not for her advanced shaper hearing. It made her think of what Darken had told her about Josy earlier, about all the pressure and the expectations … and about what wasn’t said behind all those words.


She crossed her arms again. “Do you even know already if you want to go to that college? I mean it’s—what?—three years until you have to apply, right?”


Josy’s eyes turned huge. “It’s the biggest honor to be accepted there. It’s the ivy-league. They provide the most advanced education in medicinal arts there is at the moment and they only take the best of the best. Girls would murder for a chance to be accepted there.”


It sounded like she was reciting an advertising brochure she’d learned by heart. And it wasn’t an answer to Alex’s question either.


“I’m sure it’s a great place and all,” Alex said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s the best place for you.”


“It’s the best there is!” Josy protested, as if even saying something like this was blasphemous. “And everybody expects me to go there, anyway.”


She flinched, and her gaze dropped to her feet again. Which was exactly what Alex had thought. And which made her wonder if “everybody” had ever thought of asking her what she actually wanted. The kid was fourteen, for cryin’ out loud, she shouldn’t even be thinking about something like college right now.


“You still haven’t chosen anything!” Josy pointed out with a slightly accusing note in her voice, clearly wanting to change the topic. Which brought them right back to the arduous task at hand.


Alex hid a grimace. “Oh, well … I thought,” she grabbed the first thing in reach, “perhaps one of these?” 


It turned out to be some puffy blue shirt that looked as if a sewing machine had choked on the fabric and then vomited it all out again.


Josy delicately wrinkled her nose. “You must be kidding.”


She was? “I am?”


The freaking thing was shockingly ugly, true, but then again, the same could be said about almost every piece this shop had to offer. “What’s wrong with this?”


The girl looked at her as if this was the most silly question that had ever been asked since clothing had become state-of-the-art. “The color, for instance.”


“What about it? It’s blue.”


“Its powder blue,” Josy corrected.


When Alex just stared at her, she shook her head and heaved a sigh. “You’re a wintry type. This color will make you look pale. Not to mention that the cut is rather befitting someone who is at least ten years older than you are.” She paused, inspected the blouse. “Make that twenty.”


She fluffed her hair, looking honestly baffled. “You really don’t know anything about fashion, do you?”


Alex shrugged, feeling slightly defensive. Why would she even care if this snotty little trueborn princess thought she lacked taste?


“Fashion has never played a big role in my life. I grew up with two elder brothers—that leaves a mark. I mostly dressed in their clothes, played with their toys—honestly, I didn’t even realize there was a big difference until I got my first period.”


Josy made a shocked little noise. “That sounds horrible.”


“Oh, it wasn’t all bad.” A little grin stole over Alex’s face. “We spent a lot of time outside, brawling, stick-fighting, mud-bathing … When my sire got them a tutor for fencing and martial arts I was even allowed to join in their training.”


“Is that how you got so good with knives?” Max asked, clearly more interested in the gory details than in clothes and female menstruation cycles.


“It certainly played a role.”


Truth to be told, it had been nothing but the mere foundation. The real skill she’d acquired while living on the streets, struggling to survive every day—that’s when you learned to fight or died.


But that was nothing she needed to tell the kids.


“How about this one?” Josy held up a waist-high, knee-long black skirt, but Alex shook her head.


“I don’t do skirts.”


“Why not?”


First of all, they showed too much leg, and secondly, she wouldn’t be able to run for her life if she wore such a tight, stiff thing. Which, she guessed, was the whole purpose of making girls wear these things in the first place. “Just don’t like em, I suppose.”


Josy sighed. “You’re making it really hard for me, you know?” She vanished in another aisle and reappeared a moment later with her hands full of clothes, spreading them on a flat shelf.


“Do you think I could learn it, too? To fight, I mean. Like you.”


The words came out in such a rush, it took Alex a second to process them.


Josy blushed and her eyes dropped to her hands.


“That was a stupid thought,” she mumbled, her fingers fiddling with the button of a jacket.


Oh yes, it definitely was, and yet …


Two days ago, Alex would have laughed at the idea of this delicate flower wanting to learn to wield anything but a sewing needle, but after what had happened to them, was it really such a surprise she wanted to learn how to defend herself? She must have felt helpless the whole time.


“I don’t know about fighting like me, but, actually I think every girl should know a thing or two in basic self-defense.” 


Surprise—about not being ridiculed for her idea—followed by curiosity. Josy licked her lips. “I’m not sure I could, though … you know …” She touched her own throat and shuddered.


Alex chuckled. “Ah, sugar, you don’t have to slit a man’s throat to make him back off. There are a lot of other effective ways to make the other gender wince, and most of them don’t even require a knife.”


Circling the girl, Alex gave her a quick once over. “You’re thin and light. Most opponents—especially men—will likely be heavier and stronger, but you’ll be faster. Do you dance?”


“A lot.”


“Excellent. Dancers usually have a fair balance and balance is half the battle. You’re lacking in muscle, but apart from that I don’t see a reason why you shouldn’t be able to learn.”


A spark of excitement flared in Josy’s eyes before the dampeners went back on. She sighed and hung something back to a rack without looking at Alex.


“My grandmother would never approve of me taking lessons in self-defense.” She deposited a blazer in Alex’s arms. “She’ll say it doesn’t befit a lady to engage in such unruly conduct.”


That woman really seemed to be one snarly old bitch.


“Doesn’t it, huh?” Alex cocked an eyebrow. “And what do they instruct you to do, when the boys sneak their hands under your virtuous little lady-skirts?”


Josy’s eyes became wide. “No real gentleman would do such a thing!”


Ah, that innocence …


“Sugar, believe me, boys are boys, no matter how titled or pureblooded. And there will come a time when nothing will stop those hands from going all octopussy on you.” She wiggled her fingers in a meaningful way.


It took the girl a moment to swallow that bit of information. When she did, she blushed so deeply you’d think she’d received a heavy sunburn. She piled more clothes into Alex’s arms and frowned. “Is that why you don’t like skirts?”


Biting the inside of her cheek, Alex snatched the last item out of Josy’s hands and fled into the changing rooms, before she could burst out laughing and ruin the little spark of confidence the girl had reclaimed during their little talk. Ah, she really could be one amusing little thing, especially when she didn’t intend to be.


Alex sobered when she stared at the selection of clothes Josy had found for her. Sighed. Time for a different kind of battlefield.


Finally finished dressing, Alex slipped out of the changing room and hesitantly stepped in front of the gilded full-length mirror in the changing area.


A stranger was looking back at her. A soft, flowing jumpsuit of deep petrol complete with a thin black belt, hugged her body, stressing her long legs. A simple formfitting black blazer covered her bare arms. She looked classy and elegant and nothing like herself.


Josy and Max appeared at her sides—and stared, mouths gaping open.


Josy's eyes traveled down her whole length, her eyes wide with an almost shocked expression.


“You look—”


“Different?” Alex offered. “Ridiculous? Tarted up?”


“Beautiful,” Max said in a hushed voice. “Like a lady.”


Alex reached over and tickled his neck. “I think all that orange juice you had for breakfast got to your head. Really, how much did you guzzle down, a liter?”


She waited for Josy to make a sniffy remark, but the girl just kept staring at her with big eyes. Suddenly she felt strangely naked in these clothes, under their observant eyes. She fought to urge to cover herself, wishing they would mock her instead of looking at her like this. It wasn’t like she couldn't see where they were coming from. From her sire, she had inherited the traits that were so common for the features of the trueborn aristo families: the clear, pale skin, the high cheekbones, the big eyes, the fine eyebrows …


When she looked at herself now, in these fancy clothes inside this noble changing area, it was like looking at the ghost of something that could have been hers, but never would. Was this the woman she would have been if her sire hadn’t died? If she hadn’t been born what she was?


Her throat felt too tight all of a sudden, and she swallowed.


“Well, don’t get used to it,” she muttered, “because this is the only time you’ll see me in something like this.”


She turned away from the mirror. “Alright. Shall we pay then?”


“Wait!” Josy put her hands to her hips. “You still need a pair of shoes!”


Alex glared down at the tips of her worn-out boots poking out from under the seams of her pant legs. Granted, they looked a bit unfitting, but …


“Is that really necessary?” Just imagining another hour of shopping, and she would be ready for the nut-house.


Josy straightened her back with all the dignity of a young lady who wouldn’t tolerate any backtalk. “Absolutely.”


Alex and Max exchanged a look and groaned in unison.
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ALEX flopped down on her bed and moaned.


Sweet Jester, she hurt! Her back, her legs, her feet …


Going on a shopping trip with Josepha Dubois-Léclaire was about as exhausting as a double shift at the Jester’s Inn.


Oh, well. Almost.


Just how could a young non-shaper girl have that much freaking energy?


After paying for her clothes it had taken them at least another half an hour to agree on a pair of shoes, she and Josy could both comfortably live with. It wasn’t the pair of sketchers Alex would have preferred, but she had to admit, the black pair of soft leather ankle boots with the little heel was without a doubt the finest piece of footwear she’d ever possessed. And probably ever would. Still …


She curled her toes and whimpered. She’d never understood women’s fascination with shopping and today’s experience hadn’t exactly scored it any brownie points.


Alex pressed her face into the pillow—and cringed when she caught a whiff of Darken’s scent on the fabric.


Great! Darken was definitely the last thing she wanted to think about right now—never again, if that could somehow be arranged.


But last night … yes, last night …


Well, she supposed she’d been a good fuck when he’d been in dire need, but not good enough for a second glance in the morning when—


Wait! Stop right there! No guilt. No strings attached, remember?


He had been at the limit of his control and she had been more than aware of it when she’d decided to give him what he needed. He hadn’t asked her for it. In fact, he had told her point blank to leave. Repeatedly. But she had been too stubborn and too wanton to comply.


It was hardly fair on her part now to blame him for … Yeah, for what exactly?


That he didn’t fall all over himself to declare his undying love for her? Like hell!


Then what? That he didn’t tell her how breathtakingly good it had been?


Well, it had been okay. Oh, alright, more than okay. Actually, it had been quite good. Extremely good, in fact. Likely somewhere among her top three. Oh fine, alright, it had probably been the best fucking sex she’d ever experienced. But that was hardly the point.


The point was that she’d read something into this whole … thing, that simply wasn’t there. This morning she’d thought she’d seen something in his eyes, something warm and caring, but in hindsight, it must have been the sunlight and her hormone-hyped imagination.


So they’d shared a night of mind-blowing, scorching sex. What of it? No need to get all woozy just because he’d seen her panties. 


It was done. A one-time thing. End of story.


With a sigh she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, trying to ignore the emotional turmoil inside her.
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SHE didn’t know how long she’d been lying there, staring blankly into space, when there was a faint, almost reluctant knock on the door.


Alex groaned. Couldn’t she get a single moment of peace?


Her threads brushed the underside of the door and she closed her eyes. Well, at least it wasn’t Darken.


With a sigh, she pushed herself into a sitting position. “Come on in. It’s open.”


A moment nothing happened. Then the door opened a crack and Josy shyly poked her head into the room.


The girl was wearing a thick terrycloth bathrobe—interestingly enough her room seemed to have been equipped with such—and her dark brown hair, still moist from the shower she’d taken, was spilling down her shoulders to her waist in a wild wave, already starting to curl madly at the tips.


When she didn’t move or say anything, Alex cocked an eyebrow. “It’s either in or out, sugar.”


Josy flinched a little, but then stepped in and closed the door behind her, although she lingered close to it like a little mouse staying in reach of her hidey-hole in case the cat decided it was hungry. Her eyes flickered through the room, looking at everything but Alex, while her left hand nervously twiddled with a strand of her hair. One moment, her shoulders squared, then drooped in the next, just to square again a moment later. Someone was clearly split over something.


Alex waited, watching her apparent inner struggle with guarded amusement.


Finally, the girl took a deep breath. Here it comes!


“I was just wondering … would you mind combing out my hair?” With a timid smile, Josy held up a wooden brush.


Oookay, of all possible things, Alex hadn’t expected this one. Trying to gloss over her surprise, she slid from the bed and patted the cushion of the chair in front of the vanity table. “Surlio.”


With a wary glance—almost as if expecting to be thrown out any moment—the girl slunk over on her coltish legs and offered Alex the brush. Alex took it from her and she slipped into the chair, bare feet dangling a few inches above the thick blue carpet.


Whatever this was about, Alex had the strong feeling it was yet to come. The brush was just a smokescreen for something that turned the girl into a nervy bundle. And that, in turn, made Alex nervous. Yet she leashed her impatience. Apparently, it had taken the kid some guts to work up the courage to come over, and she didn’t want to break that bit of confidence by pushing her.


Carefully, Alex pulled the thick mane of hair over the back of the chair, spilling it out like a fan of dark silk. It felt soft and fluffy beneath her fingers, like puppy fuzz. The scent of her soap floated up: lilies and peonies, slightly sweet and youthful, whispering of a playful garden full of wildflowers and sunshine.


Alex took her time with the brush, savoring each stroke. It felt like she’d been granted a special privilege, something almost intimate that was usually reserved for her mother and, maybe, her grandmother.


While being grateful for the gesture, it was also a painful reminder of what she would never have. An image born from regret blossomed in her mind: of her own sweet little baby girl; of the precious few years in which she’d have the duty and the privilege of combing out her little darling’s hair. A daily ritual between a mother and a daughter and then, later, a wonderful exception.


The image was so bittersweet, her throat went tight from sudden, unexpected pain. For she knew it was an image that, like so many others, would never come true.


What kind of life would she be able to offer a child? A constant dance on the edge of society. Hunted. Shunned. No friends, no education, always on the brink of poverty.


There was no way she would condemn a child to a life like her own. She wasn’t that egoistic.


No, there was no future for her with a happy family in a house full of children, laughter, and mischief. Shapers simply weren’t family material. Period.


“Do you hate my uncle?”


Josy’s sudden question startled Alex enough that she paused in her combing for a second. She took it up again quickly, but she was pretty sure the break had been noted.


“Why are you asking that?” Alex asked, trying to sound casual.


The girl shrugged, peering slightly over her shoulder. “I don’t know. It’s just—adults are sometimes hard to figure out.”


Oh, were they? “In what way?”


In a silver vase on the vanity table, Alex saw the reflection of Josy’s frown. “Like—you’re always yelling at each other. And sometimes you look like you want to strangle each other.” Her shoulder moved again. “Sometimes between a man and a woman that means that they hate each other. Sometimes it means that they like each other very much.”


A statement that held an unmistakable question. And, ah, that question …


Sweet, sweet, innocent little Josy. Not so innocent, after all. And certainly, no fool. The kid perceived a lot more than was good for any of them.


Alex chose her next words very carefully. “Your uncle and I, we are both not used to working in a team. So we edge on each other a lot. We’re still trying to work it all out. But we don’t hate each other.”


Josy was quiet for a moment and Alex wished she could read what was going on behind her forehead. Was that how parenting felt? Saying things and never knowing how they reached the other side?


The girl finally nodded.


“Good,” she muttered and looked at her hands. “Because I don’t want him to get hurt. He has been hurt enough already.”


Alex stared at the girl’s back. Who would dare hurt a man like him?


She didn’t mean to ask, but the words were out before she could stop them.


The girl whipped around, almost ripping the brush out of Alex’s hand.


“The Order, of course!” Angry tears pooled in her honey-brown eyes and her hands balled into tight fists at her sides. “I’m not daft, you know! I know w-what he is. What they f-force him to do! It’s tearing him apart, but they don’t care.” A tear spilled over and rolled down her porcelain cheek.


“He’s trying to hide it, but he c-can’t hide it. N-not from m-me. I can s-sense his p-p-pain.” She shuddered and bit her lip, so hard Alex feared the skin would break. “But when they hurt him, he fights b-back and if he does, he can’t … he might—”


She choked and wiped at her face. When she looked back at Alex there was so much plea in her eyes it took Alex by surprise. “We fought too hard to have him. I-I just don’t want to lose him again!”


Alex swallowed, her lips suddenly dry. “Why—why would you lose him?”


In an instant Josy turned all shy again, picking at a flower in the vase, but after a moment the need to talk won over her wariness.


Not looking at Alex, she said, “When I was little they wouldn’t allow him to see me. I know they think I don’t remember, but I do. The first couple of years I only saw him a handful of times, mostly at the Order. It was considered ‘a safe enough environment for a brief intercourse.’” She made quotation marks with her fingers, her voice brimming with anger. 


“They said he was too dangerous.” She glared at her hands. “They said a lot of horrible things. But Daddy wasn’t content with that and neither was Uncle Darken. Dad had a big row with one of the Order’s supervisors about it one time. And then Dad threatened him, and we had to leave before ‘things got out of hand.’ Mom took me home and I had to go to my room. Grandmother was furious. She wouldn’t speak to my Dad for three months in a row. There was a lot of talk in the media as well, shunning my parents for ‘putting me to that risk.’


“But Dad wouldn’t budge.” An almost-smile tugged at her lips. “He can get like that when he has set his mind on something.” The smile vanished as quickly as it had come. “They gave in eventually. It was supervised visits at the Family Estate at first. Dad had to sign a form saying he and Mom were assuming full responsibility in case something went wrong. Later, after Max was born, the arrangement was gradually loosened up.


“But they made it clear that this privilege can be revoked as easily as it was granted if he doesn’t perform to their satisfaction.” She shrugged and sharp fury distorted her features, giving her a sudden, eerie likeness to her uncle. Then the fury sloughed off and her lips quivered, another tear falling over the rim of her lids.


“I d-don’t care w-what they s-say about him. I don’t care he is—” She sucked in a shaking breath. “He cares very much for me and Maxwell. He plays with us. Even when he is really tired or exhausted, he’ll go with us for a walk or work on the tree house or read us a story. He always makes time and he is never too busy for our needs. He even convinced Dad that I should be allowed to learn the art of riding. It is part of the common aristo-education, but Grandmother was against it. She says horses are smelly and dumb creatures and that sitting on their backs spreads a girl’s thighs too far.”


Alex didn’t say anything to that. Her own relationship with horses was … ambivalent.


“If I asked for lessons in self-defense Uncle Darken would support me,” Josy added, “even if it meant locking horns with Grandmother again.” She finally looked at Alex. “I love him very much. I don’t want them to forbid him to have contact with us.”


“That’s ridiculous.” Alex snorted. “How can they even forbid him to see you? I mean, what if he had children on his own? They can hardly forbid him to see his own children, could they?”


Josy gave her an odd look. “He doesn’t have children.”


“Well, maybe not now. But what about in the future? Will they supervise that as well? Bet his wife would have a thing or two to say about that.”


Alex flinched involuntarily at her own careless words. Was that it? Did he have a lover or—Jester forbid—a wife waiting for him at home? She hadn’t seen a ring, but that didn’t mean anything.


Was that why he had so insistently told her to go? He’d been bursting with need and she’d practically thrown herself at him until he couldn’t resist any longer. Was his reaction this morning borne by guilt? Was he resenting himself for it now—and her? The idea left a sour taste in her mouth.


Josy’s frown deepened. “He’s not married.”


That didn’t mean no one had dibs on him. “But surely he’s got a sweetheart.”


Josy shook her head no.


“What, a handsome guy like him? I bet the royal ladies are queuing up for a chance to have a shot at him.” And why wouldn’t they? He was everything a woman of a good home could ask for, and then some. And the thought didn’t disturb her at all.


“He is forfeit,” Josy said, sounding confused, as if she’d missed a vital point in an argument.


“I know he’s forfeit.” Wasn’t that the point of the whole conversation?


Josy shook her head so hard her curls wobbled. “No, you don’t understand. He’s forfeit. One of Death’s Servants.”


“So what?”


A light blush dappled Josy’s white cheeks. “They may … enjoy women”—what a delicate way to phrase it—“but they don’t marry. Ever. And they never have children, either.”


“What? Why not? What keeps them?”


“The law,” Josy replied tartly.


Alex felt a chill like frozen silk unfurling in her bones. “You’re kidding me, right?”


“Uh-uh,” Josy shook her head, eyes wide. “They are not their own. Different laws apply to their caste than to the rest of us.”


It sounded too much like what shaper-kind had to endure for Alex’s taste.


“When they are claimed by the Order,” Josy went on, the words rushing out of her, “they are forced to forfeit everything: they are deleted from the genealogical table and have to give up the family name. They can’t inherit. They cannot own land or property. They become servants of the state. It’s a service they cannot leave. It binds them their whole life. And they are not allowed to have wives or children—to keep their genes from uncontrolled spreading.” There was such sudden malevolence in the girl’s voice, Alex shuddered.


She felt sick. At least, she could consciously make the choice not to have children. To be legally prohibited … No wonder her puppet comment in the car had ticked him off so much. Unwittingly, she’d rubbed salt into an open wound. It wasn’t like she could have known, but still.


The door rattled with another intrusion.


Oh, for the love of—


Couldn’t they just grant her a moment to catch her breath?


Still, she jumped on the opportunity to get some space between her and the girl and the disturbing revelations she’d just shared with her.


Alex crossed the room and yanked the door open, halfway expecting Max to be looking for his elder sister and was completely thrown off guard by the stranger standing in the hall. A stranger, she was sure didn’t belong to Blayde’s army of iron wolves.


The spider rose from her core in a blink, poised to strike. In the last moment, she noted the stylized soaring hawk on the man’s rumpled tracksuit top and the sealed envelope he was holding in one hand.


A courier?


The man blinked and stared at her with a dumbfounded expression on his pockmarked face until she felt uncomfortable under his gaze.


After a long pause, Alex raised an eyebrow. “Can I help you?”


“I-I’m sorry, Miss,” he muttered, feverishly fumbling with the envelope and squinting at the room’s number plate. “I, uhm, must have taken the wrong door.” There was a moment of short hesitation. “I was looking for Miss Josepha and Master Maxwell Dubois-Léclaire.”


Alex stiffened. Looking for the kids, huh? Well, not on my watch!


She shifted very subtly, allowing her true skin to rise just below the surface, aggregating what little of her venom had already been reproduced by her body. Wasn’t much. Would be enough for him.


The stranger scratched the back of his head, peering at the door number again. “Could have sworn this was the room number I was told at the reception.”


His words made her hesitate.


“Blayde sent you up here?”


The courier wiped his empty hand on his crinkled jacket, now looking slightly anxious. “Tall fellow. Black sunglasses. Looks like he doesn’t tolerate any shit, if you’ll excuse the crude language.”


Yep, that sounded like Blayde. A little tension drained out of Alex.


“Oh, that’s alright, then.” She managed a smile. “I’m Alex. We’re traveling together.”


The courier blinked again and then all color drained from his face. He stumbled a step back.


“You’re—you’re the—”


The smile slid from Alex’s face. Cold traveled down her spine and the spider bared her teeth inside the darkness of her core when it finally clicked.


Why, thanks Blayde! Knowing her secret was one thing, but did he have to go around advertising it to the whole world? Most people weren’t exactly thrilled to have to deal with a shaper—like this poor guy demonstrated quite vividly. His reaction was exactly the reason why she normally kept her true nature hidden.


Locking her teeth together she swallowed the sudden bitterness. It was always the same. Once shaper, always shaper.


“Yes,” she said, trying to keep the chill out of her voice, and failing. “I am.”


He remained frozen in place, like a mouse in front of a cat.


Alex let out a sigh. “I believe you have a message?”


“I—what? Oh, uhm … yes.” Fighting for his professionalism, he straightened a little. “Indeed, M-m-miss.” He held out the envelope. The paper flapped visibly in his trembling fingers.


“That’s Uncle Darken’s seal.” Josy had come up beside her and was peering at the letter. 


The courier’s eyes swiveled over the girl, then back to Alex and the way they stood so close beside each other, and they widened.


Alex frowned. A message from Darken? Why would he send them a message? Why wasn’t he back yet, anyway? Had something happened? Where had he gone in the first place?


Suspicion hooked its claws into the base of her stomach and she sent out her threads, probing the envelope with her shaper senses, searching for a sign of magic tampering, for … something. But she couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary. Just a simple piece of paper.


Alright then.


Doing her best to ignore the tremble in his hand and the poignant smell of his fear that grated on her nerves, Alex accepted the envelope. “Thanks.”


She reached to close the door, but to her surprise, the courier stepped forward and put a foot in, blocking her attempt. Alex snarled. The messenger flinched, sweat beading on his brow, but didn’t back away.


“I-I’m s-s-sorry, M-miss,” he stuttered, holding himself with wobbly determination, although he looked like he was about to faint. “But I was s-specifically instructed t-to m-make s-sure the content was received and f-followed through upon.” His throat worked convulsively as he raised a shaking hand. “You’ll—you’ll understand when you r-read.”


Alex gave him a sharp look that made him hunch his shoulders as if facing a snow storm, but he didn’t budge. Apparently, getting the wrath of a forfeit was even more intimidating than she was. Well, hooray for her!


Still slightly suspicious, Alex turned the letter over in her hand and inspected the sigil. It was made of deep red wax stamped with a bloodraven in battle armor carrying a sword: fierce, beautiful, and strangely saddening at the same time.


With a shrug, she broke it and unfolded the paper.


Neat, strong, masculine handwriting. With that slight elegance that hinted at a royal upbringing and hours and hours of practice. 


Alex read it—twice—and frowned at the stiff formality of the words as much as the content.


“What does it say?” Josy asked. She was standing on tiptoe, attempting in vain to get a glance at the letter over Alex’s shoulder.


Alex lowered the paper until in dangled beside her thigh. “Apparently, your father changed his mind. Instead of attending tomorrow’s vote, they are on their way to the country mansion as we speak, and he wants us—that is, you—to be there preferably yesterday. Your uncle asked us to meet him at the Eastern Border Post in half an hour for takeoff.”


Well, commanded was more like it! Something bugged her about this last-minute change of plan, but to her astonishment, Josy slapped her hand against her forehead and let out a distinctly juvenile groan.


“That’s just so like Dad. He just can’t leave well alone.” She blushed a little and nibbled on her lower lip. “He probably changed his mind five times last night and sent the servants into an uproar.” 


Alex cocked an eyebrow and indicated the letter. “This is typical for him?”


Josy gave her a very un-Josy-ish snort. “Don’t ask. I was actually surprised that he didn’t leave immediately. I mean, I know that the vote is important …” She broke. Looked away.


But a girl always wants her daddy to put the world behind her? Alex completed in her mind. Only this girl felt embarrassed by this sentiment. Sweet Jester, a girl shouldn’t feel bad for wanting her father to take her more important than some stinking vote. Darken seemed right about what he’d told her about Josy’s issues last night.


Freaking family, Alex thought. And she was just about to meet more of them. Well, wasn’t she lucky?


At the door the courier coughed softly, giving her a distraught please-don’t-shoot-the-messenger look. “A coach to the meeting place has already b-been arranged and is w-waiting for you downstairs.”


Alex rolled her eyes. Bloody trueborns with their puffed-up egos, thinking everybody was at their beck and call. She suppressed a sigh and pointed the letter at Josy.


“Well. You heard what the man said. Get your stuff—and your brother.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










“ACADEMIA Scientiae Aviditas, Lord Forfeit.”


Darken looked up when the cab coach pulled into the small visitor’s parking lot in front of a huge gray and beige limestone building imbued with the peachy glow of the bright midday sun. The sprawling structure, honeycombed with yards and terraces that had once started out with a modest main building had grown so much over the last decade that you could now, in good conscience, call it a campus.


Located at the other side of the small town that made up the Pacified Zone, it was like the grounded counterpart to the lofty elegance of Blayde’s hotel, but despite its ancient appearing exterior, the Academia housed the most cutting-edge technology the realm had to offer.


A temple of knowledge and science, of progress and passion. And, hopefully, a place of some answers.


Darken paid the cab driver, exited the coach and approached the wide, gleaming flight of soapstone steps that led up to the heavy wooden entrance doors. Above the entrance the creed of the Academia hat been chiseled into a stone arch in huge block letters, using the ancient language of science that still made up so many of the magical and scientific terms:


Scientia sine limitas. Science without limits.


Already out here the air was crackling with the sharp voltage of unloaded magic the way it did before a heavy thunderstorm, raising every hair on Darken’s whole body. 


Was that how Alex felt whenever someone was using magic around her?


Alex! Even the thought of her was like a punch into his gut. His fingers curled at his sides, as he tried not to grind his teeth.


Last night was a smudged blur in his memory. Oh, he remembered some things. He remembered the feel of Alex beneath him, her taste, her scent, the way her soft skin had felt under his burning hands, but apart from that …


He let out a long breath. He remembered that he had visited her room after his talk with Blayde and that he had, for some reason, entered without being invited in. He remembered her standing there, in that sheer robe that so delicately hinted at every feminine curve, remembered the startled look on her face …


Seeing her like this, so deliciously exposed and taken off guard, something inside him had snapped. All that mounting pressure inside him had finally found a focus, had sharpened into a spear-point, cresting to a throbbing need that had swept him away before he could reach for safe ground.


He had told her to leave, he was almost sure of it.


Except she hadn’t.


From there it was a whirl of impressions, of scents and jumbled images he couldn’t quite piece together: Alex pressed against the wall between his arms, looking defiant; her hand on his bare chest; Alex crying out his name.


He thought he heard pleasure in that sound, but it might just be his imagination, distorted by the clouded mirror of his memory.


Then, this morning he had woken up in her bed, with one arm curled around her, holding her close to his chest. For a while he had just stared at her, her sleeping face, the wave of her hair, unsure if he was still asleep or awake.


He couldn’t recall the last time he’d actually slept beside a woman he’d mounted. Sex was a tool. A necessity. Used to control their unstable temper and the increasing pressure inside them. Most women were paid for by the Order and walked away after providing their service—if they could still walk, that was. There was always a risk when getting into bed with one of Death’s Servants because intense arousal could rip the chain on their magic as easily as slaughter and not seldom one carnal pleasure would turn into quite another kind of feast.


And yet, there was the spider, sleeping in his arms as if it was the safest place in the world, when it was really one of the most dangerous.


When he’d moved, she’d snuggled closer to him in her sleep. It had caused the blanket to slip from her shoulder and that’s when he’d seen the dark hand-shaped bruises on her upper arm. He didn’t need to match his hand to it to know it was a perfect fit.


The sight had provoked a heated uproar inside him, a subtle fear tingling along his nerves. He couldn’t recall it, but he had hurt her. What else had he done that he couldn’t remember? Had she stayed with him because he had prevented her from leaving? 


Deeply unsettled, he had fled out onto the balcony of the suite. The fresh morning air and the rising sun had cleared away the remaining shreds of mist, helping him defog the tangled mess of images clotting his memory. Slowly the pieces linked together in his mind.


He relaxed a little. Apart from the moment he had pressed Alex against the wall, there was nothing in there that suggested that he had forced her into anything she hadn’t wanted to do. Quite the contrary. 


Feeling a soft pull, he’d turned and found Alex watching him from the bed, halfway covered by the sheets. Her body formed suggestive mounds under the blanket and her hair spilled over her naked shoulder in a golden waterfall. She looked sexy and beautiful and so erotic it took his breath away. Everything inside him tightened with need and desire. 


He thought he read admiration in her gaze, maybe even lust, so he walked over, slightly wary, not sure what kind of response he had to expect.


Stopped. Waited.


A word. A hint. In that moment he would have taken anything as an invitation. But she said nothing, and uncertainty flashed over her face. She looked … nervous, almost shy. Alex was rarely nervous. And she was never shy. Which made him wonder, if he had, after all, crossed some invisible line last night, he couldn’t remember.


But before he could ask the question he didn’t know he wanted an answer to, his niece and nephew had barged in and there was no way to discuss this matter in their presence, not when he wasn’t sure himself, what those answers might reveal. Also, they had to deal with enough than to cope with the growing sexual tension heating up the room.


Yet, when he tried to smooth out the currents, offering Alex some coffee, hoping to get some indication of her mood, she had turned back into the unapproachable snow queen, showing him the cold shoulder. 


Why? he wondered. Was his memory tricking him? Was she hurt after all? Was she just hiding it, too proud to admit to it? Or was she afraid of him now?


Whatever it was, he knew he had done something wrong. And it was killing him that he didn’t know what it was.


Darken reached the top of the stairs and closed those thoughts away for the moment. If he hoped to get some answers, he’d need his wits together right now.


The main doors opened into a rounded entrance hall. After the bright sunlight outside, the inside seemed almost dark, dipped in cool, soft shades that clung to the smooth, heavy stones. Stairs on both sides wound up to a rotunda-gallery that circled around the whole entrance hall on the second level. To his left and right hallways protruded deeper into the building. Streams of light filtered through the high, arched windows, that some architect genius had arranged in a way that no matter how the sun stood, its rays would always illuminate the symbol in the middle of the dark stone floor, the arcane glyph for knowledge inlaid with mother of pearl, so that it glowed as if activated by magic.


The back wall above the stairs showed an enormous relief made up entirely from darkness and light: the naked bodies of a male and a female entwined in obvious carnal pleasure, curving around each other, so that they formed a circle with their limbs, hands linked between them. The female was carved entirely from snow-white moonstone, while the male was made from ebony-black onyx. Despite the explicit sexual context, the whole composition was less erotic, but rather an enigmatic depiction of attracting opposites and unity. A careful dance between the light and the dark, between the gentle and the strong, between life and death. It was an exquisite piece of art; subtle, yet powerful in its implications.


Acknowledging the fine craftsmanship, Darken slowly strolled deeper into the hall, while his eyes gradually adjusted to the gloom.


To the left of the glyph waited a circle of golden arcane symbols with a diameter of about five feet. The petitioner’s circle.


The moment he stepped into it, the glyphs briefly flared, and the bronze sound of a gong chimed through the hall. Barely thirty seconds later a young, tow-haired woman hurried out of the arched hallway to his right. A girl, really, he corrected himself, since she couldn’t be more than a few years older than his niece.


She wore a gray receptionist’s uniform with brass-colored cuffs and hems. To Darken’s knowledge, every newcomer who wanted to study or practice at the Academia had to perform some kind of official public service for a period of time. It was how the university was kept running without putting a charge on its members and thereby making the access dependent on wealth or family status like most other colleges and universities throughout the Republic did. Everybody could study at Blayde’s campus—as long as they honored the rules of the Pacified Zone and were ready to perform a service for the community.


A stylized purple eye marked her forehead between her eyebrows. Another little augur? Well, well. Blayde certainly attracted them like bait the fish. It made him wonder, if behind their masks, some of Blayde’s iron wolves, were, indeed, females.


When she spotted him in the circle, the girl balked a little, pale green eyes flickering from his gloved hands to his face and back. She caught herself quickly but approached him with more than a touch of wariness, stopping at what she probably considered a safe distance. Little fool. 


Darken clenched his teeth, trying to keep his expression passive. After traveling with Alex the last days he’d briefly been able to forget how people usually reacted to him.


The reception girl’s lips split into what was likely supposed to be a smile but looked more like a tight grimace.


“Welcome Enforcer,” she greeted formally. “How may the Academia be at your service?” To her credit, her voice was barely shaking.


Slipping his hands into his trouser pockets, Darken said, “I’d like to speak to Master Farlow.”


“To—to Barthi?” She blinked her jade eyes, visibly startled by such a mundane request coming from one of Death’s Servants. Then a line formed between her brows, as if it had just occurred to her that when one of them spoke of “talking” it might mean something a lot more final.


Keeping his temper leashed, Darken inclined his head. “If he is available”


She flinched, clearly not oblivious to the soft, warning croon in his voice.


“I-I’ll check.”


Obviously relieved to be able to bring a physical barrier between herself and him, she bolted behind the counter and grabbed a little ear-piece, studded with a milky crystal on the outer side. She put it into her ear with shaking fingers while channeling a spark of magic into the vis-a on her desk. The glyphs flashed in a short sequence.


“Barthi?” She held a hand up to her ear-piece, sounding a little breathless. “Yes? Yes. Listen, Barthi, here’s a visitor for you. It’s …” She threw Darken a nervous glance and lowered her voice. “He’s a forfeit.”


Darken felt a bitter smile tug at the corner of his lips. Name the devil, right? Well, he was already here.


Whatever the person at the other end said, the girl’s eyes turned huge and she snorted a giggle. Then stopped abruptly and glanced back at him with a horrified expression, as if he could somehow feel insulted by that brief show of delight—and break her neck for it.


A moment later, she pulled the earplug out. “He’s on his way down and will be here shortly.”


Her fluttering fingers rummaged in a drawer in front of her, then she put a simple metal bracelet with a coin-formed disk engraved with a glyph on the counter, pushing it over toward the edge.


“Your visitor’s bracelet, Enforcer.”


Charged with magic attuned to certain areas, it would give him access to all publicly available areas, but not the restricted ones—unless, of course, his guide let him in.


Darken glided over. The girl quickly busied herself with a stack of papers that needed no rearranging and he realized with a pinch that she didn’t want to touch him.


Not surprising. Not surprising at all. Yet he couldn’t help remembering Alex’s fingers, running along his chest and his back, digging into his skin, her fist punching his shoulder, all the casual and not so casual touches they’d shared. She had no qualms about touching him. Not at all. At least, not before last night …


Taking off his left glove, he fastened the bracelet himself and stepped back, politely pretending not to notice her relieved exhale when he retreated from the counter.


“I’ll be jiggered!”


Darken pivoted on his heels, spinning toward the staircase. A young man had appeared on top of the gallery. Tall, lanky, with scrubby sand-colored hair and thick horn-rimmed glasses, he was geeky in every sense of the word.


Grinning widely, he made his click-clocking decent and stopped in front of Darken, holding out his hand.


“Darken Dubois-Léclaire.”


“Not by name,” Darken replied mildly as he took the offered hand.


“But by temper. Or so I heard. That was a nice little speech your brother gave on the freedom of education last week—though I’m still hoping he might loosen up a little on the boundaries of genetic research.”


“I’ll bring it to his notice,” Darken said dryly.


The young man chuckled and then waved a hand at the receptionist. “S’up Carlene?”


Interestingly enough, the girl’s neckline had moved down a couple of inches since he’d turned and somehow Darken had the feeling her nervous fiddling, for a change, had nothing to do with him.


“Hi, Barthi.”


The kiddo winked at her and then returned his attention to Darken.


“So, what can I do you this time, Forfeit? Testing a poison sample? Breaking a stone-enforced sigil spell, perhaps?”


“I need to use the Amplificum.” 


Bartholomeus blinked his eyes behind his horn-rimmed glasses. “Not one for the small requests, are you?”


Darken allowed himself a sparse smile. “And that surprises you since …?”


The kid let out a martyred sigh. “Yeah, right. Oh, well. Follow me.”



[image: ]


THE Amplificum was located in a restricted area in the laboratory sector of the campus that was off limits for visitors and required special access authorization. Bartholomeus didn’t blink an eye as he swiped his bracelet against the receiver and led Darken into the lab at the end of the corridor that housed the Amplificum.


It was an intricate machine—half technique, half magic—whose construction was so expensive that it had probably cost about as much as the whole rest of the Pacified Zone taken together, including Bladye’s hotel. There was another one like this at the Research Center of Galthea’s University of Arcane Studies, one at the Guardaí Headquarters in Corona, as well as one at the Order’s main chapter in Yst. Yet all those were directly or indirectly under state control and their activities and output were meticulously monitored and recorded.


Which meant that he would have had to come here in any case after delivering the children at their parents’ home. Who’d have thought that their little pursuit would finally play into his hands?


Barthi stepped into the rectangular room and raised a hand, activating the bright laboratory lights. He moved over to the control panel and ran his fingers over the levers with almost affectionate gentleness, setting it up for use.


The kid was a true child of science, with heart, mind, and soul. With his mere twenty-two years he had already graduated in not only one but two major degree courses at prestigious colleges—applied physics and magical practice as well as biochemistry—and, en passant, finished minor degrees in mineralogy and archeology because he’d needed to “stimulate his mind” in his free time.


With this exceptional genius of his, he could have been a made man in no time and sure enough, he’d received several offers of leading-edge enterprises and public corporations that would have tempted any ambitious young upstart. But Bartholomeus had turned them all down and decided to go into free research instead, without a supervisory board or compliance officer dictating his every move.


Unfortunately—for them—the leading universities all declined his planned projects as too experimental and too daring, so he’d finally found his way into the Pacified Zone, where he was free to tinker around as long as no test subject was harmed against their consent. And that’s where Darken had met him two years ago.


“Alrighty-right.” Barthi stepped away from the console and held out an expectant hand. “What have you got for me?”


Sliding a hand into an inner pocket of his black coat, Darken extracted a small transparent zip-bag and flipped it up for Bartholomeus to see. It contained five tiny, carefully wrapped, and magically sealed packages.


Breaking the sigils with a tiny spark of magic, he opened the zip and one by one set them onto the preparation table.


Bartholomeus wiped his glasses on a tip of his shirt and leaned closer. “You always bring me such fine gifts, Forfeit.”


A moment later, though, his forehead turned into a frown, as he passed a probing hand over the contents. “How old is this?” He picked up the first package and peered at it closely. “At least three days, I’d reckon? Hardly any residue left.” He glanced up and sniffed. “Another day or two and there will be nothing left to pull out of this. Might be too late already.”


Darken leaned against the side of the table and crossed one leg over the other. “I’m sure you can accommodate something.”


Barthi tsked and pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, muttering, “always asking for wonders.“ But at the same time he went over to a shelf containing various flasks of multicolored powders and liquids, fluttering his fingers as he ticked off the labels.


“Lucky for you I might have something in stock that—ah, here!” He held up a tiny flagon filled with sapphire blue powder. “I developed this little catalyst for occasions such as this just a couple of weeks ago.”


Darken hid a smile. Since it gave the kiddo a chance to show off, he was positive he’d get his desired results.


“It won’t restore a completely ruined batch, though,” Barthi warned, as he walked back to the preparations table. With practiced movements, he emptied the contents of the five plastic wrappers into five six-inch culture dishes: a few crumbles of soft earth, snipping of grass, a bit of dirty water from a puddle, gravel, and, last but not least, a tiny piece of bloody flesh. Barthi hesitated a little over this one, but then continued the preparation without a comment.


Darken watched quietly, not offering a comment either.


Using a pipette, Barthi dribbled a bit of clear liquid into each culture dish. A sharp, acidic scent perfused room. It was a chemical mixed with a magically altered enzyme that digested the proteins and helped liquefy the material. Within seconds the batches turned into pink gooey liquid. 


“Okay. Let’s see.” Slipping on protective gloves, Barthi opened the flagon. With the tip of a spatula, he carefully scooped a tiny bit of the blue powder, added it to the liquids, and gently shook the culture dishes. “This should give the whole thing some added clarity—if my calculations are correct.”


Darken snorted. “Your calculations are always correct.”


The kiddo bent his head over the probes but couldn’t hide his pleased expression. 


One by one, Bartholomeus inserted the five culture dishes into five holding rings on radially installed metal rods.


“There we go. Stay clear of the field.” He waved toward the recessed ten by eight yards rectangle in the floor under a matching ceiling in front of the machine.


Darken nodded, all the well-behaved visitor. He could operate an Amplificum well enough himself—it required some technical skill and a little knowledge of chemicals, but apart from that anyone with a magical talent could—but Barthi had a lot more experience and was more adept at the fine-tuning; also, he had to give the kiddo some consolidation for allowing him to use the machine at all.


When all the culture dishes were in place, Barthi raised his hands and magic accumulated in the room, fueling the machine. The hairs on Darken’s arms started oscillating.


Beams of white-blue magic shot from five anchor points on the floor underneath the culture dishes, passing through their glass bottoms and the liquid inside them, into the small faceted crystals positioned above them. These amplifier crystals were one of the reasons why the machine was so expensive. Since Arcadia had next to no gemstone-occurrences, most of them had to be imported from Tharsis, the country of precious stones, and Tharsis’ factors, knowing their position, charged lavishly.


The crystals redirected the beams into a fist-sized blue diamond set in the center of the star-shaped construction above the amplifier crystals which bundled them and send them into the lens matrix inside the machine. The tiny lenses started to rotate, slowly first, then quicker and quicker until they were nothing but a whirl of spinning lights. A three-dimensional image snapped up in the marked area in the floor, shaped after the information extracted from the energetic memory captured in the samples. It was a shadowy image, tinted blue by the glow of magic, which reminded of an old halfborn movie picture, some parts smudged out and full of tiny holes. 


For a moment it brought Darken back to the little farm in Manor Creek County—quite literally. He stared at his mirror image crouching on the grass of the backyard, inspecting the ground.


Slipping around the scene guards had been laughably easy, despite the scene being cordoned off and secured with armed posts. But then, that was what he had been trained for: to be a shadow, a ghost, a whisper along peoples’ backs that made them shiver, even after he was long gone. 


The bodies and the rest of what had been considered evidence had already been moved when he had arrived, but dark stains still marked the grass and various signs on the ground spoke of the violent struggle that must have taken place there not too long ago.


The memories rushed him with the scents of death and blood, with the feeling of delicious terror that brushed the edges of his temper.


Darken breathed in through his nose, concentrating on the pungent smell in the laboratory. It helped—a little.


“How far can we go back?” 


Barthi, who had been watching his mirror image curiously, heaved a sigh. “I can only make so much happen. Your batch is lousy.”


He reached for the panel. Suddenly the projection started to move, blurring, too fast to follow. As they watched time race backward, the image visibly shrunk and slowly collapsed in on itself. When Barthi stopped there was almost only mist with huge gaping holes in it as if a hungry carnivore had bitten chunks out of a ghostly carcass.


The kiddo narrowed his eyes. “That’s the farthest with still some response. I’d say this is about three days ago, but don’t nail me to the hour. Where are we again?”


Darken didn’t answer. In front of his eyes, the mist took shape, transforming into the same lawn his mirror had crouched on a moment ago. It bordered the backside of a stately country house, with a recently painted porch gleaming in the non-existent afternoon sun, facing peaceful hills and a tidy lawn. At its edges, the image faded out in a semblance of hills.


Darken stepped onto the conjured lawn.


A girl, maybe five, jumped from a tree swing and raced across the grass, right through him, as a man with the same set of tight wavy curls emerged from the back door. Her lilting voice was slightly distorted, but he still understood, still heard the bristling joy in it.


“Look, Daddy, look. My new shoes!” She pointed at her shiny blue shoes and danced in the grass.


The man picked her up and twirled her around. The image wavered shortly, flickered, only chunks of broken words reaching his ears. 


“… here … little princess … come …”


Darken felt his chest tighten, knowing what was about to happen.


“Fast forward,” he told Barthi roughly.


The young man raised an eyebrow but operated a lever. The image sped up again, moving around him, this time in a traceable blur: a boy joined the girl in the garden; they played some game with colored sticks; a spotted dog raced across the grass chasing bees; the light changed gradually in accordance with the invisible sun lowering itself toward the horizon. 


A female voice called something from the house that was impossible to understand. A moment later the burly man reappeared at the screen door, waving at the children before vanishing back inside. 


Darken caught the hint of a movement at the far end of the projection and tensed. “Slow down.”


The image slowed to normal speed. Darken leaned forward.


Four men appeared at the edge of the lawn. Lean, fit, muscular, and cunning, all of them, with long, unkempt hair, and ragged clothes. One of them was bare-chested. None of them wore shoes. There was something unmistakably predatory about them.


So, there had been shapers at the scene, after all. Could Alex have been wrong?


They moved without haste toward the back door. The boy had already obediently trudged inside, but the girl had been dallying, and now turned in front of the threshold. She cocked her head to one side, watching the strangers with a curious, childish air.


The middle one with a shaggy blond mane of hair smiled and waved a hand. Hesitatingly the girl raised a hand and waved back, her other hand clutching her cuddly toy, a plump pink snail. 


Another call came from the house and the girl turned with a shrug, taking a step toward the door. It happened too fast to really perceive: one moment the shapers were still a good eight yards away. Next, one of them shot forward like an unstrung arrow. He grabbed the girl from behind and broke her over his knee like a stick. No sound came from her, except for a crunching pop, when her spine snapped.


Somewhere behind him, Barthi gasped loudly but Darken was too focused on the scene to pay him any mind. The small body flopped lifelessly in the shaper’s big hands, her toy lying abandoned on the ground.


The other shapers joined the killer.


“Too clean,” a brown-haired one with a bone, eerily reminiscent of human knuckle dangling from his ear, growled. Without ado, ten-inch-long, tipped claws shot from his left hand and he ripped off a leg, tossing it away like a piece of junk. 


The father appeared at the door again, his expression holding that particular blend of stern irritation softened by the loving exasperation of a parent used to saying, “Do I need to tell you twice?”


He jerked to a halt at the sight of the men. Stared at them. At the lifeless body they held in their hands.


Shock. Disbelief. Grief. There were not even words to describe the speechless horror that registered on his face. His head moved from side to side, denial so plain in his eyes you could almost grab it.


The closest shaper male to him jumped forward and they both stumbled into the house. The others looked at each other and followed.


The sounds that came from the house could have stemmed from any horror movie. A woman screamed, a pained, desperate sound. A moment later the boy ran out of another door at the porch and scrambled across the grass, hiding behind some of the bushes. Two of the shapers appeared only seconds afterward. They didn’t hurry. They just walked over, pulled him out and then ripped him apart limb by limb. It was nothing of the wild frenzy Alex had described. This was cold, controlled, deliberate and utterly … passionless. 


Barthi was holding onto the table, incessantly muttering, “Mother mercy, Mother mercy, Mother mercy.” He probably would have thrown up if not for the precious machinery around him.


Darken watched the slaughter with sick fascination. The screams, the pleas, the whimpers. He’d heard them all and more. And despite his disgust, something about the savagery called to the deepest center of his being. Excited him, lured him.


The magic inside him stirred, a viscous river of molten lava that lazily got into movement. The need still ground at him but controlling it was easier now than it would have been yesterday. Thanks to Alex.


The back door banged open and the blond bear dragged the mother out at her red hair. She saw her son and her daughter and keened in a way that made Darken’s skin crawl.


The head of one of the other shapers shot up. His nostrils flared. “Someone’s coming.” 


The one holding the whimpering woman raised a hand and disemboweled her in one fast strike. Her scream became a gurgle, her eyes bulging, and blood poured from her mouth.


When the man raised his hand again, another grabbed his arm. “Enough. Let’s go.”


With a shrug, he dropped the twitching body of the woman and they jogged off. On the ground, a puddle of blood expanded beneath the dying woman like an unfolding red shawl.


There was the sound of tires on gravel. A car door banged. A moment later someone knocked on the front door. The woman moved, her hand twitched, but no sound came from her lips. Shortly after the car left again.


Silence fell, only broken by labored breathing that got weaker and weaker until it finally stopped.


The first hint of darkness was falling. Darken stared at the massacre with a chill. Whatever this had been, it hadn’t been an attack driven by hunger, nor was this the kind of rabid frenzy Alex had described. This had been deliberate murder and it made absolutely no sense at all. 


He was just about to tell Barthi to skip forward when two dark shapes solidified out of the mist from the direction of the main street.


Two hooded figures in long black cloaks gilded into the backyard, almost invisible in the deepening twilight that was turning the projection even hazier. Black gloves covered both their hands. Darken felt the tiny hairs on the back of his neck rise.


The men stopped at the edge of the lawn, silently looking at the slaughter.


Suddenly one of the hooded figures spun toward the house. There, at the edge of the sandy path that led toward the porch, the gutted woman had lifted her head. Curse the Blind Child’s eyes, she was still alive! 


Her breath wheezed from the exertion to move, as she raised a shaking, blood-smeared hand toward the newcomers, the skin on her outstretched arm, shining waxen in the invisible moonlight. With only the great Mother knew how much willpower, she pulled herself two inches toward the men, leaving a dark smudge of blood and intestines on the ground, her eyes full of agony and a plea for help. She had to be on the brink of death.


The forfeits exchanged a glance. One of them approached her. He leaned forward and gently reached out with his hand. With a soothing noise, he ran it along her cheek, her jaw, her neck. One quick movement. A crack. The rattling breathing stopped. The head lolled down.


Barthi groaned. 


The forfeit let go of the woman and stepped back. Without another look at her, he rejoined his partner, who pulled out a halfborn mobile, pressed a couple of buttons and raised it to his ear. 


“It’s done,” he said softly in a distorted voice Darken didn’t recognize. He listened to the other side, then shut it off and vanished it inside his coat.


As if on a silent command, the two men turned and moved toward the edge of the yard, two dark ravens flying over a graveyard. They vanished into the night as if they had never been there.


Silence claimed the scene, as well at the laboratory.


Darken hadn’t felt Barthi approaching him until the young man spoke. His face was peaky. In the bluish light of the projection it looked almost corpse-like, like that of the dead woman.


“Was that—?”


“Yes.” 


Barthi swallowed hard, digesting the information. “I don’t want to be curious—”


“Then don’t be.”


The kiddo opened his mouth, took in the cold, sleepy gaze on Darken’s face and clamped it shut again. He took a small step back.


He was too smart to mindlessly fear him like most people did, had never shown that too common mixture of fear and submission, knowing that even one of Death’s Servants didn’t usually strike without provocation, but he was also clever enough to recognize when it would be an unwise idea to push him.


“Fast forward,” Darken said quietly, trying hard, on his part to keep his confusion and mounting anger under control.


With trembling fingers, Barthi operated the control. The images sped up again. Night fell dark in the projection, an indigo blanket dropped over the world. At some point the dog crawled out from under the porch, its furry body trembling, favoring its left hind leg. It flopped down beside the broken corpse of the little girl and howled. Even sped up it was an eerie sound. In the morning a female servant found the dead bodies in the backyard. The poor woman almost suffered a heart attack for it. The law enforcement came, trampling around the scene and destroying half of the traces before they had the sense to start some basic scene cleaning. He doubted any of them had even noted the other pairs of steps. There was a lot of to and fro, but eventually, they vanished as well. Then his own image appeared at the scene, looking around and finally taking the probes. When he raised from the ground, the image started dissolving around them.


Barthi switched off the machine and the lights went on, the bright room seeming strangely inappropriate after what they had just witnessed.


Barthi pushed out his lower lip and blew a strand of hair out of his face.


Darken stood motionless, not sure what to make of all of it. It didn’t make any sense. If the Order was involved in this, why hadn’t Stephane been informed of it? And the dead woman …


A silent cough. Darken looked up to find Barthi shifting from one foot to the other. “What do you want me to do with the samples? I—”


“Destroy them,” Darken said.


Barthi’s eyebrows crept up in surprise. “But aren’t they, you know … evidence or something?”


Darken gave him a forfeit-stare. “Right. Now.” His frigid tone left no doubt about the “or.”


Bartholomeus swallowed and waved his hands. “Kay, kay. Will do.”


He looked slightly sick as he poured the liquids together and then shoved them all into the vaporizing cupboard. A blast of magic and the liquid was all gone, together with the memories captured inside them. He turned with a questioning look. “Alright?”


Darken nodded his consent. “And Barthi … not a word of this to anyone.”


It wasn’t hard to figure out what they had seen. Even someone with less brains than Bartholomeus Farlow would be able to link the witnessed events to the reports about the Manor Creek murders, and Barthi was hardly stupid to begin with. Darken wasn’t such a fool to think that Blayde wouldn’t one way or another learn about this, he was the ruling force in this territory after all, but apart from the Custodian, this matter was a concern of the Order—for now. There had to be reasons for what he had seen, and until he knew them, he didn’t want any of it to do the rounds.


The kiddo fiddled with an empty culture dish. “But, Darken—”


“If I hear that any of this has leaked, I will be back, and you will not like it.”


The words were mild, but there was an unmistakable threat in them, that made the younger man shiver as if he was hit by a frigid wind. 


For the first time, Darken saw real fear in Barthi’s eyes. He tried to swallow the sudden bitter taste in his mouth. Another one who would be swept away by the destructive currents of his legacy. There were so few people in this world around who he felt like he could—at least partly—just be himself, but those were getting fewer and fewer the more the Order’s twisted games forced him to violate truth and trust.


With aching desperation, he wished Alex would appear and issue a prissy Alex-ish remark that would annoy the hell out of him, but also show him that it took more than some verbal snarls and glowing eyes to intimidate her. 


He took a deep breath, said, “Thank you for the assistance, Bartholomeus,” and turned to the door, knowing he might not be welcome here again.


“Hey, Forfeit.”


Darken paused. Looked over his shoulder.


Barthi was giving him a shaky smile. “It was … well”—he puckered his forehead—“I wouldn’t say a pleasure”—his eyes went over to the empty projection area for a second and he shuddered involuntarily— “but as always a worthy challenge. You sure know how to keep my days from getting boring.”


He shook his head and pushed up his glasses. “Maybe next time you could bring something a little less … grueling. A nice pony farm scene or something. You know.” 


Grateful for the attempt to bridge the gap that had opened between them, Darken inclined his head and said with all the self-irony he could muster: “We live to serve.”


Barthi snorted and it sounded almost like himself again. “You live to cost me my reputation.”


Darken gave him a lazy smile. “For that, you would need one first.”


The kiddo sputtered. “I have one! A very good one, actually.”


“Keep telling yourself that. Oh, and if you are in need of someone else to keep your days from being boring, I suggest you ask Carlene. I’m sure she’d be only too eager to be of some assistance in that regard.”


The kiddo turned the color of an overripe tomato and started stuttering something incomprehensible. Before he could recollect his wits, Darken had left the room.


As soon as he was outside the smile slid from his face, replaced by a cold, vicious mask. So, the Order had its fingers in this? Interesting. And not only that. One of his caste had killed a surviving murder victim in cold blood. Wasn’t that just calling for an audience with his chapter’s Provost?


For the first time in years, he was almost looking forward to returning to the Order.
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WHEN Darken returned to the entrance hall, Carlene was still fussing behind the reception counter, humming a melodious little tune to herself, her neckline once again chaste.


He slipped off his visitor’s bracelet and put it down on the table top. Distractedly, she reached for it, as he withdrew his hand. Her fingertips brushed against his skin.


A shiver went through her whole body and her head jerked up, her eyes wide open and unseeing. Magic snapped from her, enveloping both of them, a silver spiral that yanked them down.


Darken felt like he was falling backward into a long dark tunnel that shrunk around him. The world sucked him down, squeezed him, shook him. The room dissolved until all he saw was the augur’s face flowing in the misty darkness in front of him, her eyes completely white as if covered in clouds. Blind but seeing.


Her raspy voice seemed to come from everywhere, although it was only in his head. It was the mist rising from the land before evening fell, winding around his limbs with slick fingers and blanketing his soul with a cold, wet truth. 


“A castle built on rotten beams,” she breathed, and he shivered deep inside his skin at the hollow sound. “The golden key will help answer the riddle, but if it is broken it will forever remain unsolved. Pain. So much pain. Tears turning into diamonds sparkling on a woman’s palm.”


Her face distorted into a tortured grimace. “Oh … the pain. So many cries, unheard in the darkness. Beware of the snake chewing on its own tail.”


She bared her teeth, her voice rising to a painful shriek. “Beware. BEWARE! She will bleed.” A moan escaped her lips. “Oh, great Mother, so much blood.”


Her eyes opened wider, the white in them sparkling with silver fire as she fixed her empty gaze directly on Darken. “Fly Raven. Run. Ruuuuun!”


She jerked back, and the room returned with a spin. Darken swayed. The girl swayed too and Darken grabbed her shoulders over the desk before she fell.


The augur was shaking in every limb. He guided her to the nearest chair and lowered her into it.


She looked up at him, eyes wide.


“I-I’m so s-sorry.” Her lips trembled. “Sometimes I still c-can’t control it. They say that’s the curse of a strong t-talent. And the threads of fate weave themselves s-so strongly around you.”


Her pale green eyes filled with tears. “If you want to report me—”


Darken raised a hand to disrupt her. His mouth was drier than a barren river bed and a horrible headache was flaming behind his forehead. 


“What does it mean?” he asked in a hoarse voice. “What you just said—what does it mean?”


“The vision?” She licked her lips, which seemed to be as dry as his. “I—don’t know. It’s … The seer who speaks usually does not remember the vision. That’s why in professional sessions they always have the seer and two interpreters.” Her eyes flickered to his gloves, apologetically. “But, if—if you wish, I could ask the senior Sky Mother, if she could—”


“No.” Darken stepped back, driven by a sudden urgency. “I have to go.”


The ground buckled beneath him. The girl grabbed his arm, her fear momentarily forgotten.


“No, you must hydrate and rest and—”


“I must go,” Darken whispered, yanking his arm out of her grip.


“Wait!” she called, but he was already out of the door and took the steps one, two, three at once, ignoring the burning pain behind his eyes.


The urgency ripped at him, her ominous words fresh in his mind.


A broken key. A rotten castle. A snake biting its tail.


Destruction. Betrayal.


Too many warnings. Too many bad omens.


She will bleed. So much blood. 


The question was who. And why.


Jumping into a cab toward the hotel, he had the uncomfortable feeling that he would find out soon enough.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










THE cab coach rumpled over a small wooden bridge spanning a narrow stream and Alex clenched her teeth against the jarring sensation in her bones.


Checkout had been a brief affair since they didn’t have any luggage or anything else that would have occupied them for more than a minute. They’d told Blayde their farewells, who, while brushing another kiss onto her now clean fingers, had assured her that she would get all her weapons back at the Eastern Border Post.


As promised, a coach was already waiting for them in the yard in front of the hotel entrance, with the cowed courier in attendance beside it. The poor guy had bolted outside the moment they had entered the lobby, clearly glad to get some distance between him and the reach of her claws.


The kids were buzzing with excitement—finally, they were going to be home, they were going to see their parents again—and they were chatting away like two splashing waterfalls after a heavy rainfall. Right now, they had reached the topic of tonight’s dinner and were pondering the possibilities in great detail.


Alex wished she could join in their excitement, but unease kept nagging at her.


It wasn’t so much the pretentious wording of the letter—that fit right in with the aristocratic arrogance Darken had already shown on several occasions—but damn it, he could have at least acknowledged her once. And then this commanding tone! As if a simple “please” was too much to ask for. Scarcely back in trueborn territory and he’d turned right back into the haughty prick from the roadhouse. Well, why was she even surprised?


Or was this his way of bringing things between them back into perspective? A subtle reminder of where she stood in the big picture—she, the illiterate shaper girl without pedigree? Was this his way of showing her, without the need for talk, that last night had been a lapse that wouldn’t be repeated?


Yet, even if it was, there was something about the wording …


Oh, for Jester’s sake, there’s nothing wrong with that letter, sugar! It’s simply your bruised ego talking.


Granted. She was still sore about how casually he’d dismissed last night, how indifferently he’d treated her this morning. As if it hadn't been anything more than a petty fling, a mere exchange of body fluids. Which was exactly what it had been. So why did she get so worked up about it? She was making a mountain out of a molehill. That’s what she was doing.


“You’ll love Helton Manor, Alex.” Josy leaned over and squeezed her arm, interrupting her thoughts, brown eyes shining brightly. “It’s the most picturesque place. We often go there for the weekend and usually spend most of our summer-holiday period there.”


Alex managed a half-hearted smile. “I’m sure it’s beautiful.”


Josy beamed and went on about the stables, and the kitchen and, of course, the garden. “The garden is my most favorite place. I hope the spring flowers are still in full bloom, that’s when it looks the most magnificent. Although there is always something blooming there. Mr. Thule, our gardener, makes sure of it. He also keeps a private section in the garden for me, for tending my own flowerbed and healing-herb-site. You’ll like him. He’s such an adorable little man.”


Shifting uncomfortably in her seat Alex made the right commitment noises to show interest, while internally she doubted that she would get close enough to anybody to talk to, let alone decide if she liked them. It might have slipped Josy’s mind that she was a just an underbred blood-thirsty shaper-mongrel, but others wouldn’t be able to overlook it so generously. Just like the man opposite her. 


What she would have really liked right now, was to get out of the confined space of this coach and away from the trembling sniveler on the other side of the vehicle, who was stinking up the sparse air with his cold sweat. He was sitting as far from her as was physically possible in the coach—which wasn’t too far, considering the fact that there were only two seat benches facing each other, with the kids acting as a kind of human buffer between them.


The pungent scent of his nervousness and fear grated on her frail nerves and the way he kept shooting her concealed glances while fiddling with his sleeves made her want to sink her teeth into his neck.


Not his fault, she told herself. The poor fellow had been stuck between a forfeit and a shaper, but sweet Jester, if he didn’t stop quivering like that—


A faint mewling sound escaped the man’s lips. He was staring right down at her crotch.


Excuse me?


Glancing down, Alex noticed that the tips of claws were peeking out of her fingertips.


Great Mother, that’s how far it had gotten? She was starting to slip! Boy, she really needed to get out of here!


To everybody’s luck that was when the coach finally came to a jerking halt and the driver knocked on the sliding window that separated the seating compartment from the driver’s room, indicating their destination.


Alex let out an unmistakable breath, snatched her backpack, and bolted out of the door before anyone else had any chance to move. Outside she sucked the clear, unpolluted air through her nose and immediately felt her heartbeat slow down.


The cab sat at the end of a small horse-shoe-turn around a prettily planted street island that nestled in the fold of the hills encompassing the Pacified Zone in the east. Looking back to where they had come from, the small town at the foot of the hotel was completely concealed by the hill-locked landscape, but the hotel-tower rose like its own custodian, bright panes of glass reflecting the brilliant afternoon sun. To the other side, the land was rural and rugged, forming soft grassy hills.


The others joined her on the footway. With hot embarrassment, Alex realized that neither she nor the kids had any money on them to pay the coach driver. To his credit the courier acted most courteous about it, paying the entire bill without any comment over her muttered assurances that Darken would reimburse him in a minute.


Watching the coach take off, Alex’s worry shifted to anger. Darken knew she no cash on hand. They’d discussed it in great length this very morning! He could have sent some money with the letter if he insisted on meeting them out here or at the very least been here to pay their damn bill.


Right to the point—where the fuck was he? First making such a fuss and then being late?


“Where is Uncle Darken?” Max asked, taking the words right out of her mouth.


“Ah, well … yeah,” the courier looked around as uneasily as she felt, probably waiting desperately for the chance to finally get away for her. “I suppose … well, the pavilion is just over the hilltop.”


She followed his outstretched hand with her eyes, seeing wooden beams of what was probably the Eastern Border Post, peeking over the tip of the grass-covered hill. A slab of rough stone steps led up the hillside.


The courier started toward the steps. Alex shrugged, slung her backpack over her left shoulder, and nodded for the kids to follow.


It was just a short climb, but it still left her winded, which spoke volumes of her current state of recovery.


The hilltop was strewn with boulders resting on a bed of deep green clover, their moss-covered stone rutted by wind and weather. A light way down to their left, a wooden structure clung to the sloping side of the hill, resting on a shaky little plateau.


Alex wrinkled her nose. More a ruin than an actual pavilion. For all Blayde cared for his hotel, you’d think he’d keep his border posts in better shape.


A couple of men in gray cloaks huddled inside the structure. Alex scanned their ranks, looking for the one man, she wanted to kick in the balls so hard he could hear his teeth clatter. 


Josy squealed and Alex nearly jumped. The girl was pointing down the hill, where straight down across the wide grassy meadow, two elegant magic coaches were waiting, just where a forest street bordered the edge of the woods. Three men in white and blue uniforms stood in front of them, with about a dozen men in dark clothing scattered loosely around them. The young man in the middle, with longish blond-brown hair tied back with a leather cord, raised his hand in greeting and Josy let out another squeak.


“Oooooh, it’s Captain Cammryn.” Her voice had a strange high and slightly breathless cadence, as she waved back eagerly.


Max made a rude noise. “Boydon says he’s a prude.”


Josy gave her brother a scorching look. “I’d say he’s diligent. And Boydon is a rascal.”


“Josy fancies him,” Max told Alex in a not-so-confiding whisper.


“Do not!” But a lovely blush dappled her porcelain cheeks.


They started hopping down the hill without another look at Alex.


“Hey! Wait for your uncle!” Alex called and was sort of acknowledged by their looking back and slowing their descent.


“Children,” the courier said with a wry grin, “the only thing you can reckon with is that they never listen.”


Well, thanks for the unsolicited opinion, Alex thought with a sour side glance at the courier, as she made her way down toward the pavilion, sidestepping a knee-high boulder sticking out of the grass, one eye constantly trained at the children chasing each other down the hill. Great Mother, these heeled shoes really weren’t made for terrain like this!


“That’s an awful lot of guards down there,” she noted, more to fill the silence than to make actual conversation. It was true, though. Half an army by certain counts. Darken never did things halfway, did he? But that seemed a bit over the top, even for his standards. Of course, she knew he took the children’s safety seriously but hadn’t he said the estate was only a couple of miles away? What did he think would happen on the way? Or was there something he hadn’t told her?


The silky cords of worry that had wound around her neck, pulled a little tighter again.


The courier coughed slightly. “Yeah, well, Master Darken was very, uhm … specific about the security measures.” He fiddled with his sleeves, looking almost embarrassed. “I’m sure you’ll understand …”


“Understand?” Her eyes narrowed. “Understand what?”


He wrung his hands, his voice begging her forgiveness. “Well … since you’re going to enter the family seat, and your, uhm … special … condition …”


The words took a moment to penetrate.


He didn’t trust her! It felt as if she’d been slapped across her face. After all that had happened, after all they had been through together—even after last night—Darken still didn’t trust her!


Raw disappointment flooded her, so bitter and sharp she could barely breathe. Oh, out there with danger breathing down their necks, she’d been useful enough as backup, alright, but when it came to entering their precious trueborn halls she was nothing but an untrustworthy shaper-mongrel out of her shabby bounds. 


Wanted to keep a sharp eye on her, didn’t he? Thought she’d steal the silver spoons, like the dirty lowlife she was?


Or did he, actually, after all that had happened, still believe that she might harm the kids?


It hurt. The betrayal hurt so much she wanted to scream. Hot, furious tears burned in her eyes, but she swallowed them back. No, she wouldn't cause a scene. She wouldn’t show them how much that mistrust hurt. She had that much damn pride left.


Her lips pressed together. All that “thank you” talk last night in the corridor—nothing but eyewash.


Just how could she have been so stupid? To think she had been more than a body to him. To think he could have actually seen more than—


So caught up in her anguish, it took her a moment to realize that something had changed. The whiff of fear and nervousness that had grated so much on her over the last half-hour that she’d become almost used to it, was nearly completely gone. Instead, she felt … excitement. 


Alex stopped dead in her tracks and spun to the courier who’d fallen behind a little, stunned by the triumphant glow in his eyes.


What the—?


Alarm lashed at her like a snake’s tongue. She took a step back.


Easy, sugar! Calm down. Whatever this was, they were in no danger. Nothing could harm them as long as they were inside the—


Alex froze. Snapped around and stared in silent horror at the boulders spaced on the hilltop. From down here she could see red gemstones cut into their surfaces, catching the sunlight in occasional little sunbursts. The ward stones!


No. Sweet Jester, no!


The courier’s lips stretched into a wide, ugly sneer that pulled at his pockmarks. Nothing left of the trembling sniveler who could barely keep his shit in the coach.


That’s when the wind shifted, and she caught the scent: the sweet, putrid stench of dead, rotten flesh.
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THE moment Darken stepped into the hotel lobby his instincts told him that something was wrong.


Blayde barely looked up from the thick novel he was reading at the reception desk, raising his brow with a mock smile.


“Forgot something, Forfeit?” 


The apprehension solidified into a cold chill around his bones. “Why are you asking that?”


Black leather creaked as the Custodian lowered the volume and surveyed him over the rim of his shaded glasses. A frown puckered his dark forehead. “Your courier collected the sugar cube and the children about half an hour ago. I must say I was a little surprised that—”


He noted Darken’s terrible face and stopped. Tensed.


“You never sent a courier, did you?” It wasn’t a question.


“No,” Darken whispered, as red-hot fury and fear mixed in his bloodstream, clouding his vision. “I didn’t.”


Blayde cursed heartily and surged to his feet. The book hit the floor with a loud thud, landing open on its belly, pages crinkling like the wings of a dead butterfly.


He swept into the center of the lobby, magic gathering around him in a furious whirlwind. All the people in the lobby stopped whatever they were doing and gawked.


A silver glow ignited behind the sunglasses as if his eyes were churning with lightning and his body trembled. The air smelled of discharged energy. With a swift movement, the Custodian ripped off his glasses and tossed back his head. Silver light shot from his eyes in two brilliant bursts that columned upward and upward. Magic roared like a tropical cyclone around him, phantom winds whipping his leather coat and dreads. His frame glowed, formidable and dark, and the expression on his face was murderous.


This was why people feared the Custodian of the Pacified Zone!


A moment later his head jerked toward Darken. “They left the wards four miles south from the Eastern Border Point about three minutes ago.”


Out of Blayde’s reach of power but not outside of his own. 


Darken turned. The red mist descended upon him slowly, gently, shrouding him in blood-red silence, dampening all feelings, except for the deadly rage building inside him.


His feet moved. Steps so light. So silent, like a shadow treading on a grave. Each one bringing him deeper and deeper into the chilling void.


The exit loomed before him, a glowing rectangle in the darkness of his mind.


“Darken.” A voice pierced the fog around his mind, disturbing the cold familiar silence.


A growl ripped from his throat. He pivoted, light on his heels like a dancer, a serene, sleepy smile stretching his lips. His magic hovered at the edge of his fingertips, ready to be released. Death was looking through that smile and she was hungry for a strike.


Blayde didn’t flinch. He reached into his coat pocket and tossed him a glittering object.


“Take the hover cycle. It will be fastest.”


Darken caught the key with one hand and nodded curtly, acknowledging, with huge effort, the friend through the fury of the forfeit. 


“Thanks.”


Half a minute later Darken was bent deeply over the handlebars of a hover cycle, racing toward the eastern border at break-neck speed.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










ALEX’S head whipped back to the woods, her eyes swiveling over the procession waiting at the two coaches. Her heart pounded.


At her turn, the Captain-guy in the middle raised his hand again, but this time his movement seemed odd to her, almost wooden, like the movement of a puppet guided by someone else’s hands. The other two liveried men stood extremely still beside him—too still, especially among the group of restless guardsmen around them.


A sickening chill went over her. Sweet Jester! They were dead. All three of them—dead!


There had to be a resurrector among the men down there.


A trap! The whole thing was a bloody trap! And Max and Josy were almost within reach of the men at the wood front!


The chill turned into a solid ball of ice in her stomach. Without another look at the false messenger, Alex sprinted down the hill.


“Stop!” she yelled at the top of her lungs and waved her hands. “Don’t go near them!”


Josy and Max held, looking back at her, startled. Behind them the three liveried men toppled to the ground like marionettes whose strings had been cut, wounds opening in their necks like crimson smiles, spilling dark red blood onto their pristine white uniform jackets.


Josy turned at the sound and her shrill scream cut through the clearing. Max’s voice joined her only a moment later.


The fake guards didn’t miss their cue and stepped over the reanimated corpses, swarming toward the kids.


Twenty yards.


Alex pumped her legs harder, squeezing every last drop of shaper-speed out of her exhausted body. Her claws burned beneath her skin, the spider wild and angry.


The kids reeled back and dashed back up the slope, toward her. Toward safety.


Ten yards.


A sharp crack pierced the silence over the meadow like a gunshot. Something snapped around Alex’s left ankle. With a jerk, her leg was ripped out from under her body. She barely had time to brace herself before the ground punched her in the face. The scent of grass filled her nostrils, her mouth. Her head swam. Searing pain lashed her ankle, where the whip had cut into her skin.


Through the daze, she heard Max and Josy shouting her name, heard fear and panic and stark terror in their voices.


With a growl she attempted to push herself up, true teeth bared, but before she knew it they were on her—four, five, six of them, kicking her and beating at her with wooden clubs. 


Alex gasped and tried to pull up her knees to protect her core, but there were just so damned many of them. A toecap hit her in the ribs, cracking at least one of two of them and taking her breath away. Pain exploded in her side. Then something hard bashed her temple, sending the world spinning around her.


Rough hands grabbed her and half-dragged, half-carried her away. The ground wobbled beneath her and the world zoomed in and out of focus, the sky circling above her, turning into the twisted branches of a canopy that formed a tangled web over her head. 


Alex blinked her eyes through the pain, trying to get the spiderwebs out of her head. Blurred figures towered above her.


“Quick,” she heard someone mutter, “think she’s coming ‘round.”


Her back thudded against the ground and soft grass tickled her cheek. The taste of iron filled her mouth, bitter and coppery. A hand buried in her hair, yanking her head back and something was pushed between her teeth.


When the shadows finally retreated, she found herself in a little forest clearing, surrounded by a group of men in dark clothes, curiously looking down on her as if she was a wild exotic animal in a trap.


In the distance rang the desperate scream of a girl. A known voice. JOSY!


Alex tried to surge up and hit restraints. What the—?


She moved her hands and realized they were handcuffed above her head and tied to the base of a tree. Twin-ropes wound from her ankles, each fastened to a nearby sapling, stretching her on the floor as if she was being prepared for the rack. Some kind of leather splint had been wedged into her mouth, effectively preventing her from using her spider teeth.


Her heart sped up. She was caught—caught like a fly in a spider’s sticky web. She, the spider! Panic surged through her and she ripped at the bonds with frenzied desperation, but they had done a good job on her.


“She’s a fighter, that one,” someone said, but Alex was too busy trying to listen for anything that would indicate that Max and Josy were still alive. But there was no more scream. Nothing.


Her whole body went ice cold.


One of the guys stepped out of the circle and leaned over her. He seemed to be the youngest of them, still fighting for his stubble to grow in all places to appear manlier, which actually made him look greener than an unripe apple.


“She’s quite pretty for one of her kind, don’t you think?” His eyes sized her up, wandering from her face, to her tits, to the hollow between her open legs. “Seems almost a shame to do her in without taking advantage of that fact.”


Another one of them slapped a hand on the youngster’s shoulder. “Wanna show her who her daddy is?”


Raucous laughter filled the clearing. The panic in Alex took on another quality. She was easy pickings right there.


“You’d want to be careful about that,” a gentle voice said, and the hooting blabber trailed off. A man stepped forward and the way the others made space for him marked him as someone who had a say. Around forty, graying at the temples, pale complexion. Despite the gentleness in his voice, there was a coldness in his eyes, a complete lack of emotions. Like a shark.


Alex shivered. He looked down at her like you’d inspect an insect before squashing it with the heel of your boot.


She thrashed around, uselessly digging her true teeth into the leather splint in her mouth.


The man smiled. “See? They got teeth everywhere, that goes as well for the pussy.” He glanced at the mouthy kid. “Wouldn’t want her to chew off your best parts, while giving the daddy to the little bitch, would you?”


That provoked more laughter from the others. The youngster swallowed, apparently unsure whether he was being pranked or not. Finally, he spat to the side in a very lousy imitation of a cool hard guy from a movie.


“Just ramblings,” he muttered. “Wouldn’t give it to my neighbor’s dog either, and she’s a pretty bitch, too.”


That earned him a round of appreciative murmurs and the younger looked pleased that he’d made up some ground.


The leader clasped his hands behind his back. “There are quite a few people who get off on that kind of … amusement. Never quite understood that myself. But then, when you hit it off with one of her kind”—his chin pointed at Alex—“there wouldn’t be that much of a difference, now would there?”


A guy with a thick rubbery scar slashing his lip smirked down at Alex’s stiff body. “If you like to see a bitch heel, it doesn’t really matter if she’s a dog, a woman—or a shaper.”


The younger blinked at him. “You really think you could make this one heel?”


“Oh, they all heel eventually.” A sadistic glow lit up Scarface’s eyes. “You just have to have the right … incentive.”


Yes, you would know, Alex thought nauseated. He struck her as a guy who inflicted pain for fun.


“I heard they don’t feel pain,” a short muscle-head in a tight shirt said. “Not like we do.”


The leader’s eyebrows rose about an inch. Then, without forewarning, he yanked up his foot and brought it down on Alex’s leg at full tilt. The hollow, cracking sound of breaking bone echoed under the canopy, sending up a flock of startled birds.


Lightning pain shot up Alex’s body. She let out a garbled moan, her hands cramping into fits.


A thin smile tugged at the leader’s lips as he leaned forward, watching her writhe on the ground. “Oh, I think they do.”


Straightening up, he smoothed his jacket. “Take care if this, so we can be gone.” With that, he turned away like he’d simply ordered to settle a bank deal and not her death.


The one with the scar took his place and crouched down beside her, pulling out a wicked looking knife. It was a heavy hunting knife, short and barbed, the kind that was legally banned in hunting as they caused unnecessary cruelty to animals. A blade constructed for only one purpose: to cause pain.


He slanted at her as he let the sun play on the polished edge.


“Now. What are we gonna do with you?” His eyes traveled the length of her body, the knife hovering inches above her, considering—a butcher, trying to decide how to best fillet his carcass. Only that she wasn’t a carcass—yet.


Defiance kicked in like a drug shot and the spider drew up, she growled in her throat, struggling, eyes flashing at him, pointlessly biting into the leather.


Scarface cocked his head to the side and sucked his cheek thoughtfully, letting the flat side of the blade travel around her lips, the cold metal touching her skin.


“Those eyes, the teeth …” He probed her upper lip with the hilt of his knife, inspecting them and puckered his mouth. “Bet you’re a spider.”


Oh yes, and she’d just love to give him a taste of her venom, too.


He rocked back onto his heels. “You know, I killed a spider once, when I was a kid.” His eyes went distant with the memory. “It sat there, on the kitchen table, right beside my cereal bowl—the cheeky thing—staring at me with those tiny disgusting eyes.”


He shook his head in mocking disbelief and rolled forward onto the balls of his feet until he was eye-level with Alex. “Wanna know what I did to it?”


Oh, she had a pretty good idea already, thank you very much!


He smirked at her visible revulsion. “Think I’ll show you.”


The first cut sent a burning line over her clavicle. From there it was a deliberate game of pain and torture, teasing her, keeping her on the edge of toleration without ever sending her over. He moved the knife methodically, working on her body with the precision of a surgeon—each cut and bruise designed to inflict pain and weaken her, but none of them deep enough to do any life-threatening damage.


Just foreplay, she realized. Only an appetizer.


Her world turned into a haze of hot pain, pupils dilating from the strain and from the light beams filtering through the canopy and burning in her eyes. Whenever she thought the oblivion from the bloodloss would finally grant her release another strategically placed slash would rip her back again to point-blank awareness.


Her throat was long raw from trying to scream and the metallic scent of her own blood drove the spider near crazy inside her.


“Stop playing around and get it over with,” the cold voice of the leader finally cut through the hazy veil that was slowly falling over her. “We don’t wanna waste the whole day out here.”


Scarface let out a theatrical sigh. “And here we were just having so much fun.”


Alex stared back at him full of hatred, determined that when this was the only thing she could do, she’d do it just as long as possible.


The mocking smile deepened, pulling at his scar.


“Soooo bellicose!” He snapped his teeth together. “Just like the spider on my kitchen table. You remind me of it, you know. Stubborn to the very last. It simply refused to accept the inevitable.” He shook his head. “Even after I’d pulled out almost all of its legs, it still tried to crawl away.”


He leaned forward until his mouth was close to her ear, his breath tickling her sensitive skin. “Wanna know what I did?”


The sunlight flashed on his blade as he flipped it over in his hand.
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DARKEN took the turn too fast. The hover cycle side-slipped and screeched over the asphalt of the U-turn, emitting sparks from the metal. When it crashed into the sidewalk, Darken had already jumped off, rolled to his feet, cleared the green lawn and was racing up the stone stairs cut into the side of the hill, taking several at once. Rage and fear were pulling him forward.


At the top of the hill, he stopped cold. What he saw chilled his blood.


Two of the family’s coaches waited at the edge of the wood down below. Close to them three men in the white livery of the country estate sprawled motionlessly in the grass, covered in red. Even from up here he recognized Captain Cammryn’s trademark long hair and leather cord.


Impotent fury pulsed through him. The kid had been promising. A little bit of a stickler sometimes, but utterly loyal and reliable. And now he was drowning in his own blood, his throat slit, discarded like trash.


Josy’s scream pulled his focus like a lasso. A little to the left of the coaches several men were chasing her, as she stumbled up the hill, slithering on the grass like an exhausted fawn running from huntsmen. Behind them another man was holding up Max’s limp body, legs and arms dangling down lifelessly—just like those of the girl in the Amplificum …


The rage inside him exploded and something shattered. His magic roared up, a violent torrent of destructive fire that coursed through his veins, ripping at the seams of his soul.


Blood flooded his vision.


He stepped forward.


The world slowed around him, turning everything to a sluggish crawl. His feet barely touched the ground, as he soared down the hillside—a death raven flying on the wings of wrath.


Josepha tripped on something and fell. Tried to get to her feet. The closest of her pursuers lounged forward and grabbed her left ankle. Steel sang. Both of them gaped at the severed male hand that wound around the skinny female leg.


Darken took a small step back and lowered his sword. A thread of blood dripped from the tip of his unsheathed blade, catching the sunlight like a molten ruby.


The man staggered back, his jaw dropped. A fountain of blood gushed from the stump of his arm.


With a smile Darken reached forward and gripped his throat, pulling him up with easy force, as if he was made of cloth. His gloves were off, and he couldn’t remember removing them, yet in that moment he was beyond caring. All he saw was Max’s small body drooping in that man’s arms.


Below his fingers, the pulse of the hunter throbbed fiercely, pumping his lifeblood out of him with every beat of his panicked, racing heart. The scent of it was everywhere: in the air, on his clothes and on his tongue, bitter and coppery and full of delicious life. Only the scent of the man’s fear was more delicious. 


Darken’s fingers tightened. The man twitched in his grip, choking like a fish on land, veins popping in his bulging eyes, mottling them with red.


Darken felt his soul slipping, teetering toward the edge of death and this time he couldn’t hold himself back. His magic burst out of him, wrapping him in the cloak of death. Black lightning danced over his skin, hot and deadly, and deep inside his soul, the Jester cackled with malicious glee.


The death magic rushed from him in tendrils of darkness, hooking into his victim like hundreds of tiny black needles. He followed their magic veins with his mind and tapped into the body, sucking on the life that still remained inside. It rushed into him, sweet, sparkling energy, that invigorated him, pulsed through him. It was like dipping his head into a clear, fresh spring after a long, drudging workout.


The hunter gurgled. Darken leaned forward and opened his mouth, sucking deeper, harder. Feeding, drinking, pulling every last drop of energy out of the dying body, while mentally feasting on the pain and fear, extracting hope and joy and leaving behind nothing but despair.


The man’s face distorted into a grimace of terror, eyes wide and glassy. Darken nurtured it and rode it like surfer rode the crest of a surging wave.


The body went stiff, flaccid, collapsing with the failure of every internal organ.


One last breath.


Darken stared right into the man’s eyes when they broke, and for a sweet, delicious, tormenting second, he felt full, satiated and so overbearing alive it almost hurt and then it was over, too soon, like always too soon, leaving him hollow and craving for more. More. More. More.


And there was more.


With a sleepy smile, Darken tossed the withered husk from him and turned to the other men in the clearing. They had all frozen, caught in the paralyzing waves of his lethal fury and he savored the moment when they realized that Death was among them.


Their fear pulled at him, a tacit invitation to dance. Darken switched his sword to his other hand. 


For the span of a heartbeat no one moved, then they scattered like sheep in front of a charging wolf. The man holding Max’s body dropped it to the ground, where it landed with sprawled limbs. With the rest of them, he dashed toward the coaches, toward that alleged promise of safety.


Pathetic fools!


Almost idly, Darken raised a hand. A blast of magic ripped from his fingers. Both coaches shattered in an explosion of wood and metal. Men threw themselves to the ground, covering their heads with their hands, scrambling to find shelter where there was none.


Darken strode forward, rolling the sword over in his hand. There was no escape. Not from him.


Around him, the land was drowning in blood. The crimson darkness opened its arms, inviting him to a place where there was no regret—and no mercy. With a cold, brutal smile, Darken stepped through the veil.


This time there was no hesitation, no constraint. He ripped into the men like a firestorm, unleashing his curse with all the viciousness for which his caste was feared.


A man appeared in front of him, swinging a mace, ridiculously slow, as if he was wading through invisible water. Darken leaned away without trouble, reversing the swing of his sword and sliced deep into his lower back, severing the spinal cord. When the man fell, he was already upon the next, always in movement, a natural force, unstoppable and irresistible.


Another one fell.


And another.


His magic soared around him like a cloak made of shadow and death, as he cut through their ranks, sawing death in his wake.


Bullets peppered the air in a furious hail. Darken dodged, deflecting them with his magic. His eyes fixed the shot. Thirty yards separated them. He sprinted forward.


A gray-clad giant jumped at him from the side, eyes glowing with blue magic, enchanted blade held high above his head. Almost en passant Darken struck: slash-slash. An open throat and severed tendons. This one would make him no further trouble.


Then he was in front of the shot, who was still firing wildly, stumbling backward with a slack, panicked expression.


Boom. Boom. Boom. Click.


Click. Click. Click.


Out of ammo. Darken grinned. The man’s mouth dropped open.


Backing his strength with his magic, Darken decapitated him in one fast stroke. Arterial spray wet the air, incredibly red, like a showering of poppy petals in a funeral ceremony. He could taste its metallic scent. Could hear the sound of the heart that desperately thudded against its fate. It was Death calling to him, luring him, her sweet, intoxicating whispers pulling him under, deeper and deeper into the vicious red, until all he saw were the souls around him, pulsing with life. Turning into glowing beacons for the reaper who sought to harvest them. And harvest he did.


Life, after life, after life.


Souls, so bright. So tempting. And he needed more. More! So devoured. So hungry!


He reaped and reaped, drinking them in, sustaining but never quite filling him. Losing himself in the wild, fervent dance in which each step led to a thunderous, bloody finale.


Life, after life, after life.


Yet his soul craved for more. Yes, more. He needed more. And there was still more.


With a snarl, he spun to the two brightly glowing stars in the blood-red darkness. His lips pulled back. They sang to him. So bright. So alive that his chest ached for the sweet release they promised. He wanted it so much it almost ripped him apart.


His magic coalesced above him and unfurled like black wings. He took a step toward them. Hesitated.


Why hesitate? He wanted it. He needed it. And yet … 


“U-uncle Darken?”


Words. Meaningless words. But the terror in them … Ah, such delicious terror. It was the way he liked them, filled to the brink with fear.


Still, something made him hesitate. There was something about these souls … something … wrong. Something …


He growled in frustration, poised on the edge of the blade. His magic demanded, pushed him toward the kill.


“Uncle! Uncle Darken!”


A word. A name. His name!


Something teased the crimson darkness like a single ray of sunshine breaking through a clouded window. 


“Uncle?” That voice. He knew that voice. A beloved voice, a cherished voice.


Josepha! Warmth filled his chest at the sound of the name. And memories: of him, holding her tiny body for the first time, reveling in the wonder of this perfect new life cupped in his lethal hands; Josepha rocking on his knees, laughing herself silly about the story of the man and the bull because he had used the names of the family for the characters; her small hand in his, strolling along a deserted beach; stolen moments, precious moments, glowing like the light of a candle in the heavy darkness of his life. The memories filled him, flooded him, warm and pleasant, winding through him like ribbons of light that cocooned around his heart.


The darkness pressed on him, pulled at him. He took a step back. It was like clipping a pair of tweezer into his vein and yanking it out of his arm. His magic raged, hungry, and wild.


Kill, it demanded. Kill! You want it. You need it!


He shuddered, fighting the currents. No. Josepha. And Maxwell. Family. His family.


He clawed through the darkness, every fiber screaming from the pain.


Another step. The red haze shivered. Fire burned through his skin, shaking him, consuming him. It felt like dying.


Another step. Another.


The haze wavered and shattered like a wall of red glass bursting into shards and through the smithereens of his blood frenzy he could see his niece and nephew, less than ten feet away from him, in the middle of the carnage he’d evoked.


Josepha stood in front of Maxwell—Great Mother, Max!—who was hugging the ground, but except for a spectacular bruise on his forehead he appeared to be fine. 


They didn’t move.


Josy’s eyes flickered to his right and he realized he was still holding his bloody sword. The blade landed in the blood-drenched grass.


He took a staggering step toward them. They both flinched. 


The wariness in their eyes almost broke his heart.


Darken raised a shaking hand—


Something cracked behind him.


Darken spun around, nostrils flaring.


Nothing moved. The remains of the ruined coaches strewn around by the vicious blast of his magic formed two mounds of molten metal and debris between him and the forest, separated by a small swath. 


Another rustle.


Fire rolled over Darken’s eyes and his magic stirred, lazily, almost like a question.


With predatory caution, he approached the wrecks, setting his feet silently and lightly, sliding through the swath like a feline on soft paws. 


Just short of the forest edge lay a bigger chunk of wooden debris, with shreds of rich royal blue fabric still clinging to it—part of what had been a seat-bench in its former life—and beside it …


Well, well, well, now look at that. Missed one.


The man was curled on the floor, halfway hidden by the wooden mess. At the sight of Darken, his eyes opened wide and he tried to scramble backward. To his trouble a beam had wedged itself across his right leg, pinning him in place. From the look of that leg, it was crushed and broken in several places. He wouldn’t run on that one for his life.


Darken detached from the coaches and strolled toward him, slowly, calmly, a hunter sneaking up on prey caught in a trap.


The man became frantic, clenching his teeth, pushing and clawing at the beam, the sound of his rasped breathing echoing over the clearing that now was as silent as a graveyard. Which it was.


His spiking fear obviously gave him a boost, for he managed to raise the beam enough to pull himself free, though he probably left a few layers of skin behind. He tried to get to his feet, but the shattered leg predictably gave out and he landed hard on the grass, howling with pain. Throwing a panicked look over his shoulder, he started to pull himself forward on hands and elbows, dragging the dead-weight of his body. 


Darken followed him. He didn’t rush, allowing the man another couple of excruciating inches, before he finally stepped up to him and squarely placed his foot on the back of the shattered leg.


The scream that followed took even longer to die.


When it finally did, Darken bent down, gripped him by the scruff of his gray jacket and flipped him over on his back. Terrified eyes glared at him from a pale face under a shock of jet-black hair. This one was young. Barely twenty. Exactly the age of Captain Thomas Cammryn.


Disgust wormed through Darken as he stared down at the kid.


Did you kill him? Or did you let the others do the dirty work? To have gotten this far, he must have been one of the first to run.


Darken seized him by the collar. A growl laced his voice. “Why?” he snarled. “Why are you after my niece and nephew? Why are you trying to kill them?”


“K-kill?” The young man turned, if possible, even paler and wildly shook his head, “N-not k-kill! N-not kill! J-j-just abduct.”


Abduct, huh? “To what end?”


A stubborn expression flickered over the kid’s face, tightening his jaw muscles. Darken almost laughed. Here he was, pinned down by a forfeit and the young buck thought this was the time to play cocky.


With a cold smile, Darken put a bit more weight onto his front leg.


“Their father!” the kid shrieked as soon as he could gulp a breath. “Their father, their father!” Spittle flew from his lips. “T-to h-have leverage against Stephane Dubois-Léclaire.”


“Why?”


The kid hesitated only for a fraction of a second. “S-so he renounces his c-c-candidature.”


So, this was about his brother after all. Figured. Too bad they had run across the wrong brother on their way. Not that Steph would have shown them much mercy, considering the circumstances.


Darken tightened his grip, pulling him closer. “Who hired you?”


The kid wriggled in his grip, trying in vain to pull away. “I dunno nothing. I swear. Please. It hurts. I need a healer.”


“What you need,” Darken crooned, his voice turning into a deep sing-song, “is to answer my question.”


“But I don’t know anything!”


Raising his right hand, Darken studied his fingers, letting his magic play around the fingertips in dark whispers of night.


“No, please!” the young man wailed, licking bloodless lips. “I don’t know anything. I swear. I swear.”


“Wrong answer.”


Darken reached out and touched the man’s cheek. It was almost a lover-like caress and for a second the kid’s expression became confused, well-nigh dreamy, and then his eyes opened wide and he started to scream. His body cramped, twitching in Darken’s unrelenting grip. 


Darken watched him squirm without expression, while he sent controlled bursts of pain into his body.


If he knew something it was how to inflict pain. This, the Order had taught him very well. Not that it would take much to break his current victim. The young buck was arrogant and mouthy but crumpled at the first sign of headwind. People like him were the ones who relented first under torture. A little pushing and he would spill everything he knew and his own mother’s darkest secrets on top.


When Darken felt the heartbeat and pulse reach dangerous levels, he eased back enough for the kid to draw a shaky breath.


“Okay,” the young man moaned, face contorted with pain. “Stop. Please, stop. I’ll t-tell you everything I know. S’not much is all.”


Snot was running from his nose. He was crying—and Darken hadn’t even gotten started yet.


“We … we never met the big boss,” the kid said. “Never spoke to him, either. Everything went through a middleman, and even he only contacted Dalmian over vis-a or halfie-mobile. And he used a voice changer, you could tell. Always called the boss ‘the master,’ like he was some great superhero or something.” He swallowed, his face sweat-sheened. “Dalmian got us the gig. He—he sometimes gets these deals. Never asked him where he gets ‘em from—cause, honestly, I don’t care. Something about a ‘bluebird.’ The payment is good, that’s why I’m in. Half up front, half when the job is done. Man has to make a living, don’t he?”


If he’d expected Darken to agree, he was disappointed, so he quickly rushed on: “So, this messenger-guy called Dalmian last night. Said one of his men would bring the Dubois children out of the Pacified Zone. Told us when and where we should be waiting to take them. We were supposed to sedate them and then they were to be brought to some secret meeting point, but only Dalmian and Kent—his second—knew where that was. Rest of us was supposed to scram with the dead bodies and the coach as soon as the job was done. Drive them over a cliff or something to make them disappear. That’s all I know.”


Darken just looked at him and waited.


And waited.


“The—the messenger—he arranged for the coaches and the guards to show up,” the kid added quickly, his chest rising and falling faster and faster. “Dunno how, but I suspect he has ties to the D-family. I mean, how else would he get them to move? So, he told us where we should ambush the coaches and that’s what we did. We took the coaches, killed the guards, and then Kent did his shit and resurrected them, so they could lure the children down. But that’s really all. I swear it!”


Unfortunately, Darken believed him. The kid was a low-ranker. And deeply afraid of pain. His mates were dead, so he had nothing to gain from lying.


His face had turned chalk-white. Sweat was running down his temples and building on his upper lip. He was about to black out from the pain and blood loss. This was the moment when the human mind was most susceptible.


Darken leaned forward, his lips almost brushing the man’s cheek, letting his tendrils of magic nip him. “This was all?”


The kid shuddered. “Yes,” he whispered, his eyes becoming distant. Darken leaned on his magic and felt no resistance, no barriers. He was telling the truth.


“Hurt …” the young man mumbled, shivering. “… healer …”


Darken raised his head. Bitterness filled him at the sight of the battlefield around him. All those dead people, the ones he’d killed, the dead guards of the family … all this—for a political game!


He stared down at the arrogant young buck at his knees, who didn’t mind other people’s deaths for a convenient paycheck. Yes, a healer would be able to save him. Unlike the other men strewn across the field. Unlike Captain Thomas Cammryn. It wouldn’t resurrect him. Or ease the grief of his and the other families. In his mind’s eye, the kid’s face changed to that of the young Captain, his bloodless face and empty eyes staring at the bright sky overhead. Rage flared through him and for a split second the world turned bright, scorching red.


Something gave way beneath his hands.


Slightly confused Darken stared at the bits of fabric clinging to his fingers. The young man was gone and for a blink, Darken thought the kid might have somehow used his minuscule blackout to slip away.


A white snippet clung to his sleeve. He picked it up. Frowned at it. It was a tiny chunk of bone. And then the truth dawned on him.


The kid was here. In fact, he was everywhere around him—and on him. 


A gasp.


Darken surged to his feet and pivoted, swaying slightly.


Max and Josy were standing between the heaps of the ruined coaches, staring at him from huge, shocked eyes.


He realized that they must have seen everything. All that he had wanted to keep from them, all he had wished they would never know, never see, it was all out in the open. The moment he had dreaded since their births had finally arrived. Oh, he’d known the day would come when all the blinders were removed, and they finally saw his true face—a face covered in the blood he had spilled—but he had always expected to have more time with them. Another year, another month, another day. Not so soon. Not today.


Pain hooked into his chest, so much worse than anything his magic could ever do to him. He knew there were no words to make this good again. No explanations. No justifications.


So he just stood there and waited for them to turn away, like everybody else, knowing he would have to let them go.


Seconds trickled by. Then, as if waking from a shock, they stirred. But instead of running away from him, they stumbled toward him, Josy first and Max behind her, favoring his recently healed leg.


“Uncle!”


“Uncle Darken!”


They rushed into his arms, almost knocking him over with their force. He stood frozen for a second, unable to comprehend what was happening, and then he found himself grabbing them, holding on to them with frantic desperation, letting their closeness, their acceptance fill the aching hollowness inside him. It fed the chain of light that held his magic under control, burning through the rest of the red mist that still fogged his mind. The last shreds of the battle haze dissolved, bringing back clarity.


Yet with the clarity came a chilling realization.


He raised his head, his eyes darting over the carnage. A terrible apprehension gripped his chest.


“Where is Alex?”


“They took her!” Josy took a step back, her lips trembling. “She—she tried to save us, but t-they beat her with clubs.”


A dangerous chill went over him. Such a dangerous, dangerous chill. 


“Where, darling? Where did they take her?”


She pointed a shaking finger. “They pulled her into that grove. Over there.”


Black misty fingers whispered over his skin. Death teased him, and he invited her in with open arms.


“Go up behind the wards,” he growled, “and whatever happens—do not leave them!”


He didn’t wait for them to obey, knowing they would, as he swiped his sword and dashed for the forest.


This wasn’t over yet.
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THERE was no way for Alex to stop it. The blade drove into her stomach, ripping through skin, tearing through flesh and muscle. Pain exploded in her belly, hot and fierce and Alex reared up, screaming into her gag.


Scarface cocked his head to the side, brows pulling together. “Sorry, did you say something?”


With a grin, he turned the knife another inch, the ragged edges ripping at her intestines. Pain bloomed inside her like a vicious rose, mincing her guts with its thorns. Alex howled, fists and feet struggling in her bonds. The pain was excruciating. Hot tears streamed from the corners of her eyes.


“Oh, you mean it hurts a little. How about this?”


Alex screamed and screamed until the sound turned into a gurgle from the blood filling her throat.


Scarface kept twisting the knife, his laughter mixing in her ears with the rushing of her own blood as it pooled around her, soaking her clothes, dripping out of her drop by drop.


Through the veil of tears, she saw her torturer leaning over her. He almost gently pushed a blond strand out of her bruised, sweat-slicked face.


“As they say, all good things come to an end. I must say—”


A wet, growling sound, that raised the hairs on Alex’s body, rippled through the clearing.


Scarface looked up. The smile slipped from his face, replaced by pure horror.


Something crashed into his side and with a shriek, he vanished from her sight.


A couple of screams were followed by a row of whimpering begs and pleas that quickly turned into a high-pitched scream and ended abruptly.


Silence filled Alex’s ears, as well as her mind, and she wasn’t sure if it was because of the absence of noise or because she was finally slipping away.


Everything dulled around her, even the pain. Her sight was blackening in from the edges, a thread pulling her down, down, down into the darkness, away from the light, away from air, away from life.


The last thing she saw was Darken, stepping over her, his face a mask of wild fury, eyes two glowing red pools of unforgiving fire.


Blood dripped from his dark hair like crimson dew. Sun rays broke through the canopy bathing him in red and golden flames—a bloody revenge angel coming right out of the bowels of hell.


Terrifying. Beautiful.


Her vision melted until his face was the only thing she saw, until he was everything in the world that still mattered.


And in that moment, she wished she could have kissed him one more time. That, instead of being hurt and stupid this morning, she would have found the guts to give it a try. It would have been worth it. Sweet Jester, it so would have been worth it.


It was her last regret before the darkness claimed her.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










DARKEN pulled his blade out of the chest of the scar-faced man and kicked his body away. The bastard had died with as much honor as he’d lived with: none.


His pain had been brief, but exquisite, and in the end, he had begged for his life, had even tried to bargain his way out.


Well, they had already stricken a bargain with Death the moment they’d decided to tangle with his family and signed it in blood when they had dragged Alex away with them. He was only here to collect.


Without another glance at the dead man, Darken rushed over to Alex, who was stretched out on the ground between some trees like a sacrificial animal for the slaughter.


He took one look at her and something inside him turned to ice. Her body was a mess of cuts and bruises, barely recognizable underneath all the blood that was on and around her. One leg stood out at an awkward angle that sent a shiver down his spine, splintered bone sticking out through blood-slicked skin. But worse was the sight of the knife protruding from her stomach. He didn’t need to be a healer to know it was a lethal wound. He recognized Death when she was staring him in the face.


She will bleed. So much blood.


Now he knew. So soon. Too soon.


In the darkness of his mind, he felt her soul, that once bright, glorious soul flicker. Ready to cross over into his domain.


The hot, malevolent rage inside him pushed at his seams. The ground withered beneath him while his magic poured out of him, sucking the life from the land around him as he fought the instinctual urge to reap the soul that so willingly offered itself to him. The grass beneath him crumbled and turned ashen.


So much blood. Fly Raven. Run. Ruuuuun!


He had run. Yet he hadn’t run fast enough. And Alex …


No! His head snapped up, eyes two glowing pools of red. Burning fury distorted his features. She wouldn’t die. Not now. He wouldn’t allow it, and if he had to preen her lifeless body out of Death’s stiff cold fingers.


She had saved Max and Josy, and last night … he didn’t know what had happened last night—or the morning after—but he’d be doomed if he let her die before he had any chance to find out.


The rage throbbed inside him, burning under his skin, channeling his energy into a spear point. Magic snapped from him in a furious whip, ripping the bonds holding her apart.


He bent down and scooped her up into his arms, cradling her limp body to his chest and ran. She moaned softly, her heart weakly fluttering like a dying butterfly helplessly flapping its broken wings.


Hold on, he prayed silently, as he flew through the undergrowth, a shadowy blur between the trees. He ran as if the ground was on fire, with Death literally on his heels, each step leaving behind a patch of burned earth.
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DESPITE his order Max and Josy came running down the hill as soon as they saw him emerge from the wood, slithering to a shocked halt at the sight of the bloody bundle in his arms.


“Oh, merciful Mother,” Josy moaned and pressed a hand to her mouth.


Max just stared at Alex with huge, terrified eyes, apparently unable to understand what he was seeing.


As gently as he could, Darken put Alex’s lifeless body down at their feet, careful with the knife still exuding from her belly. Then he surged up and whipped around to his niece, grabbing her by the arms. “You have to help her. Quick!”


Josy took another look at Alex’s mangled body and all the color drained from her face, leaving the whiff of freckles standing out.


Her voice shook. “Uncle Darken, I—”


“You’re a healer,” he snapped. “Do something!”


She flinched.


Darken took a deep breath and raked a hand through his hair, struggling to soften his tone while putting all the desperation he felt into his worlds. “Darling. Please.”


Giving him a sharp glance, Josy stiffly knelt beside Alex and reached out, fingers shaking visibly. The soft, gentle currents of healing magic filled the air, calm, soothing, balmy—all that his magic was not—as her eyes turned luminescent. When she touched Alex’s cheek, she shuddered.


He knew it, even before she looked up and shook her head.


“I-I’m sorry,” she whispered, and tears filled her eyes. “T-there is n-nothing I can do for her. She is far beyond my healing abilities.”


NO! “Then we have to get her to another healer, someone—”


“Uncle Darken.” Her hand touched his arm, her voice painfully gentle, as she said the words he didn’t want to hear. “It’s just … too much damage.” She bit her lip. “Nobody can heal that much destruction.”


No. No, no, no.


The world lurched in a sickening spin. His vision swam, and he doubled over, a wrenching feeling expanding in his stomach. Breathing turned hard, almost impossible.


There had to be something. They had to—


Alex moaned. Without hesitation, Darken bolted back to her side and knelt above her, carefully pulling her head into his lap.


“I’m here, love,” he whispered, stroking her matted, pale blond hair, not caring that his bloody fingers were turning them a dirty copper. “I have you.”


Her lids fluttered. Slowly, so painfully slowly, her veiled gaze focused on him, eyes deepened by pain into two bottomless blue lakes in her snow-pale face. Her lips moved, muttering something inaudible.


Darken bent forward, bringing his ears close to her lips—and her spider teeth, if she was too far gone to recognize friend from enemy.


“I’m here,” he told her, not caring, “Talk to me, love. Talk to me.”


“H—” A rattling breath shook her chest. “H-have t … m … lt …”


“What’s that? Talk to me. Please!” His hands tightened on her body.


The wet sound of blood clogged in her throat as she tried to swallow. “Have t-to m-m-molt.”


Her lids fluttered again, and her eyes rolled back into her head. Her body went limp in his arms.


For a second, a long, precious second, Darken just stared at her, not able to make sense of her words. Then it dawned on him and a hot arrow of hope pierced his chest.


She was a shaper. Skin beneath skin, as they said. Could it be—?


He lightly touched his lips to her bloody forehead and set her down, gently squeezing her ice-cold hand. “Hold on, love.”


Hold on.


When he rose, it was nothing but a brittle thread of hope that kept him upright, but hope was strong, and it spurred him on now.


He turned to Josy and forced himself to calm his voice, forced himself to ignore that the clock was ticking and that every grain was a precious drop of life trickling out of Alex’s tormented body.


“If someone possessed the skill to heal her, would you be able to guide her through the healing process?”


Josy blinked big, miserable eyes at him. “I already told you—”


“Could you?”


“I-I suppose so,” she stammered. “But Uncle Darken, there is no—”


“There is,” he objected softly. Please let me be right.


He grabbed his niece’s small hands between his and glanced at Alex’s body, curving around the blade, looking painfully small and vulnerable.


“She’s a shaper. She can molt.”


Josy followed his gaze, uncertain.


“I think she possesses the knowledge to heal herself,” Darken said, “but she’s too weak to do it on her own.” Please, great Mother, let me be right.


His niece took a shaky breath and nodded. “I-I will try.” Her fingers knotted together in front of her chest. “But this isn’t a tiny scratch. I’ll need my healing supplies to anchor her to the flesh long enough to initiate the healing process. If I don’t slow down her bodily processes, in this state, she will die before I can give her the energy she needs.”


A sinking feeling claimed him, but he forced it down. Forced himself to breathe. To think.


“Do you have some at Helton Manor?”


“Yes.”


He nodded. “How much time does she have left?”


Josy’s luminescent eyes focused on Alex and she bit her lip again. “Not much.”


Darken raked a hand through his hair, smearing it with more blood. The family’s country mansion wasn’t far from here—another three miles perhaps. Half an hour, at a dead run. One look at Alex told him she didn’t have half an hour, even if Josy and Max were able to keep up with him, which he doubted. Oh, if only they could—


He went rigid, straining a muscle in his neck with the movement.


Wait! But they could!


“Maxwell!”


His nephew was still staring at Alex, whimpering like a frightened puppy with a broken paw.


Darken grabbed him by the shoulders, shaking him softly. “Maxwell. Max!”


Honey-colored eyes tore away from Alex’s mangled body and found his. They were full of fear. But not of him, Darken thought with relief. For her. For Alex.


“Max!” He increased the pressure of his fingers, not actually hurting, but demanding attention. “Listen kiddo. Alex is hurt very badly. She is dying. Josy can help her, but first, we must get her to Helton Manor, quickly. Can you do that? Can you teleport us there?”


Horrified, Max shook his head and took a step back, trying to pull away from him. Darken didn’t let him go.


“Listen, buddy. Buddy? She’ll die if we don’t get her there now. Do you understand?”


Darken’s intensity brought his nephew’s weak flight attempts to a stop. He slumped. 


“You have to try, Max,” Darken implored him. “For Alex. You’re her only chance.”


He knew he was asking a lot, maybe too much, and pressure wasn’t always the best motivation, but the kiddo adored her and if anything, he would try. It had worked once before. It was a risk—a huge risk, to be honest—but one they had to take if Alex should have any hope of surviving. 


Sucking in a shaky breath, Max bobbed his brown cap of hair. “O-okay.”


Ripping off his coat, Darken carefully wrapped Alex into it and pulled her almost lifeless body close to his chest. So light. As if she was already gone.


No, he wouldn’t even allow himself to think like this. Death would just have to do without her.


When he turned around, Max was already holding Josepha’s hand with his left. His niece was clutching Alex’s shabby backpack to her in a tight grip. His nephew looked panicky but determined. He held out his right hand. Darken reached for it.


Skin touched skin.


It felt like being whipped into a rollercoaster ride. Instead of the single-step-in-and-out-of-the-darkness that was his experience with teleportation, they plunged into the darkness with lightning speed that sent them head over heels, an uncontrolled train racing through the night, crashing through everything in its way.










CHAPTER THIRTY










WHERE were they?


The informant restlessly paced the length of the musty log cabin. Checked his horanium iactari.


They should have been here by now. Should have been here more than an hour ago. Just what was taking them so long?


After he’d intercepted the call between Stephane his-high-and-mightiness Dubois-Léclaire and Darken last night, he’d known that this would be his last chance to fix things. 


Darken! Anger flared inside him, almost overshadowing the relief he felt at the children being alive and well.


Leave it to Darken to thwart all his careful plans. Darken, who always had to stick his nose into everything that wasn’t his business.


His fingers caught in the folds of his tunic jacket, crumpling the rich marine fabric. Why couldn't he be at the Order playing “good boy” like it befitted one of his kind?


Well, at least now the babbled gibberish of that halfborn PO fledgling made a lot more sense. That was exactly the effect Darken Forfeit had on people. No wonder either, that he hadn’t heard back from the men he’d sent to Gomorrha. He shuddered just at the thought of their fate and rubbed his hands at the jacket.


And yet, something about the whole story didn't make sense. Why this whole hide-and-seek-game? Why going to Gomorrha of all places? And apparently with that shaper in tow?


Well, now wasn’t the time to figure out Darken’s twisted ways of mind. There would be time for that later. Now was time to act.


So, last night, he’d been busy calling in some old favors and working his connections. This time there could be no mistakes. This was the Pacified Zone, not some stinky no-name bar in the halfborn nether, and he’d heard too many stories not to take all the rumors seriously.


He’d figured luring Darken away from the children would pose the most difficult challenge. Fortunately, however, as one of his operators had informed him earlier, Darken had spared them the necessity of setting this particular part of his intricate scheme in motion, by gracefully liberating himself from the scene on his own accord. How forthcoming of him.


One of his own men was shadowing him right now, to keep an eye on him and—if necessary—delay his return.


With Darken out of the way, getting access to the children shouldn’t pose too big a problem. But it still had to be done properly. Which was why he had taken pains with the details—the suit, the sigil, even a sample of Darken’s handwriting. They might be tiny details, but it was the details that rounded out the picture. And this time he would make no mistakes, no matter how small. Too much hinged on this plan. 


He’d also made sure to put enough of a command into the wording of the letter. Not even the children would dare to disobey a direct order from their forfeit uncle, he was sure of that. 


He wasn’t too much concerned about the shaper, either. When Darken had mentioned the beast during the call, his voice had sounded odd.


Well, Darken surely wouldn’t have any mercy on the creature who had “abducted” his niece and nephew, now would he? Beast was probably locked up safely, like the animal it was. If it was still breathing at all. Knowing Darken they would likely have to piece it back together for any interrogation purposes. Not that he would mind if that mongrel creature rotted in hell. It had caused him enough worry these past few days.


He smoothed his jacket and tried to breathe evenly.


No, the shaper wasn’t one of his bigger concerns. But that augmenti bastard …


The informant grimaced. Blayde-spade and his augmented bunch of stone mutts, or whatever he called his little army of abominations. They could cause serious trouble. That black bruiser saw himself as a savior, a protector of the lost sheep, when he was really nothing but another criminal, hiding behind a front of love-and-peace-fuss. And the Council was too squeamish to bring him to his proper justice. 


He could ruin everything. That’s why he’d briefed his “courier” personally and hammered it into his brain: don’t lie. Don’t even think about it. Whatever you do, whatever happens, while you are inside the Pacified Zone, there can be no lies. Those augmenti freaks had a damned way of picking up on these things and who tried to lie his way into the Pacified Zone … well, there was nothing against a kill as long as they performed it.


But there were always ways to get around such things and a delicately phrased truth could be a very useful substitute for a devastating lie. Since the courier wouldn’t be among the men taking the children—wouldn’t even lay so much as a finger on them—it technically wouldn’t be a lie if he said—and thought—that he meant the children no harm. There was no harm in accompanying them a little way, right?


And as long as he focused on the pretty truth dangled in front of their noses, why would they suspect the ugly reality behind? That rightful facade should hold, as long as they had no reason to take a closer look at him. 


Let’s see if you suspect this one, Lord Forfeit!


The rest should be a breeze: get the children out of the hotel as quickly as possible and avoid any closer scrutiny. Once inside the prearranged coach, the courier would be understanding and sympathetic for all the torment they had to go through and once they reached the border they would only be too willing to follow him over the hill and right into his pretty trap. To sweeten the bait, he’d even arranged the appearance of the country mansion’s Stewart Captain with the family coaches. Acquiring them hadn't been easy, but nothing could be left to chance. As soon as they saw the familiar faces, there would be no reservations left about leaving the safety of the ward border that was the only thing that stood between them and his success.


Everything had been thought of. He’d even positioned a couple of his men at the old pavilion ruin close to the meeting place, as backup, just in case something went sour along the line. At worst they would be fodder for Darken’s rage, but the most important thing was that the children had been taken away by then.


And if all had gone according to plan, they should have been here a long time ago, carefully sedated, and he would be calling the master to tell him it was done and reap his rewards. Perhaps there even was an apology in order.


So, why weren’t they here?


Biting his thumbnail, the informant threw another glance at his horanium and suppressed a curse. More than one and a half hours overdue. 


Something must have gone wrong. Had to.


But if it had, why had none of his men contacted him? Why this disturbing … silence?


A cold feeling of foreboding tingled the back of his neck. Losing his patience, he left the cabin and retrieved his magic hover cycle which he’d hidden in the shack beside the cabin where the hunters stored their equipment.


Using magic, he fueled the cycle and mounted it, taking off along the dirt road for the meeting place. It was risky, showing up at the exchange point in person, but he needed to see for himself what was causing this delay.


It was only a short ride of about twelve minutes. Which was why he’d chosen the stinky cabin—a shelter for the huntsmen in bad weather—as hand over point. It was close enough to be reached quickly but remote enough from inhabited lands not to have a fool by chance come by and see something he would regret seeing. And he’d wanted the children in his care with as little delay as possible.


He stopped at the edge of the dirt road and left his cycle in the cover of some prickly shrubs and trees and started hiking the rest of the way through the hills. The sun was preparing to set in the west, sprinkling the hilltops with rose-gold and casting soft blue shadows into the valleys that quickly turned the sweat pooling on his brow clammy on his flushed skin. In front of him the wooden beams of the pavilion, where he’d positioned his backup, protruded over the hill. His legs sped up by themselves.


He staggered to a sudden halt. Retched.


Great Mother, what’s that smell?


Gagging, he held his sleeve over his nose and mouth and half-ran, half-stumbled upward the hill whipped forward by a sudden apprehension. Crouching under a couple of trees, he crawled the last yards, peered through the branches … and gasped.


The world careened, and he grabbed a root protruding out of the earth, leaned sideways and was violently sick.


The hollow caws of ravens echoed over from the woods, as they circled above the bloody feast that was served in the meadow beyond, the sound sending shiver after shiver over his arms.


The informant unbent, oblivious to the stains of vomit clinging to his chin and shirt front, and stared at the gruesome battlefield drowning in the blood-red glow of the sinking sun that was about to vanish behind the hills: pulverized chunks of bones mixed with blood spiraled outward from the smashed remains of what had once been two sturdy coaches—as if something had exploded right in their middle, ripping everything apart with the violence of its rage. And he knew the name of that bomb, new the handwriting too well not to recognize its bloody signature.


Darken Forfeit!


Clumsily working himself to his feet, the informant stumbled and slithered down the hill-slope, blinking through the acid tears pricking at his eyes.


His feet sank in the red slush and the bloody maze blurred in front of him. No need to look for survivors. There would be none. Not when a forfeit stepped onto the killing edge.


And the children …


Oh, great Mother, the children!


With a wail, he broke to his knees beside the spokes of a wheel, picking up a bloody shred of a child's sleeve and pressed it to his chest.


“Oh, Darken,” he whispered, as hot tears streamed down his face. “What have you done?”
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THE ground came at them hard and fast, hitting the underside of Darken’s feet with enough force to jar his teeth. Pain lashed his ankles as if he’d jumped from a too high ledge and landed badly. He staggered, trying to shield Alex from the worst of the impact while regaining his own footing.


Cracks spread in the gray flagstone under their feet, as the ground trembled with the aftershocks of their appearance.


Familiar ground. Helton Manor. They’d made it!


Beside him, Max keened over and vomited into the closest flowerpot.


A high-pitched scream rang through the inner courtyard and then something shattered on the dark stones.


Elsbeth, Helton’s head maid was standing close to the patio door, staring at them from wide, shocked eyes, hands cupped in front of her chest as if she was still holding on to the tray that lay in shambles at her feet.


“M-master Darken,” she squeaked, “… M-miss Josepha …”


Her eyes flickered to the bundle wrapped in Darken’s arms, to the blood dripping down to the stones, and her round face turned ashen. “W-what in the great Mother’s name—”


“Not now!” Darken’s voice rolled through the yard like deep thunder. He knew his eyes were on fire.


The portly woman moaned and stumbled back against the door, one hand pressed to her ample bosom while hectic flush mottled her skin. Despite her proportions, she looked like a small, plump rabbit cowering in front of a half-starved wolf. It reminded him that all of the household servants feared him, even when his temper was leashed—well, with one exception perhaps. 


Her display of fear was like another blow to his already chipped armor. He felt the dark river well inside him, surging to a dangerous tide.


In that moment, he hated her. Hated her because her fear was driving him back to the killing edge he’d just barely left. Hated her, because any moment now he would kill her and that would be a death neither his niece and nephew nor he himself would be able to forgive.


His magic licked at the stones to his feet, dark whispers of night and fire, hungry for a victim. The red mist flooded his vision, clouding his mind, clouding his judgment and corrupting his soul.


Josy stepped forward and put a cool hand on his forearm.


Strangely, that touch, that little gesture, was enough to push the lever on his frail control, before he did something deeply regrettable. She trusted him, even when he was loose. That knowledge gave him the strength he needed to hold the leash on his temper. 


His niece gave him a short glance, before focusing her attention on the elderly woman. “Elsbeth, we need hot water and fresh towels in the blue guest room on the first floor.” It was the closest room with a bed, he realized. “As well as the herb pouch from my room—the small bag with the pink butterflies on it.” She considered for a second. “And all the amplifying crystals you can come by off the cuff.”


The maid stared at his niece as if she’d never seen her before.


“Now, Elsbeth.” Josy’s voice was still quiet, but there was a silent command in her tone, that snapped the older woman out of her stupor.


“Y-yes, Miss.” Bobbing her head, she teetered and hurried off to do as asked, yelling at the top of her lungs for the rest of the household staff.


Josepha turned those solemn eyes back on Darken. “Follow me. Quickly.”


Unable to focus on anything but her back, Darken trailed her through the mansion, holding on to himself with every fiber of his being.


Doors passed by him, familiar objects and sights, but he didn't see any of it, as if he’d stepped into a long, dark tunnel forged by his own fear and fury. He followed the glowing beacon along corridors and up a flight of stairs, unaware of anything but the pulse flickering, flickering beneath his fingertips, the heartbeat at his chest that was getting weaker and weaker.


Still alive, but barely.


The irony was so sharp it hurt: the one soul he didn’t want to reap was hovering on the edge in front of him, taunting him, calling to him to finish what the men in the woods had started.


He tightened his grip on her body, letting the feel of her weight anchor him in the sane world.


Stay with me, he prayed with feverish desperation, while he kept his raging magic locked tightly in the cage of his body. Please, stay with me.


An open door loomed before him.


“Put her down. On the bed, please.”


Resistance to let go of his precious cargo, battled with the voice of reason telling him he needed to let go in order to help her.


“Uncle.”


Clenching his teeth, he gently lowered Alex on the white stretch of fabric and took a small step back.


A pair of scissors appeared in Josy’s hand. The tattered remains of Alex’s clothes fell away, leaving her completely naked.


A lump of pain swelled in Darken’s throat at the sight of the full extent of the destruction they had caused on her body. She was still beautiful, in a crude, twisted way; her skin, what little of it wasn’t smeared with blood, had turned so alabaster white that it barely set itself apart from the sheets, while dark blue and black veins mottled her snowy limbs—the pattern of her shaper skin shining through the damaged expanse of her human shell.


So much damage! How could anyone survive so much damage?


Darken’s fists clenched so hard his bones rubbed together, as he stared at the battlefield her body had become, faintly aware of the shocked gasps and whispers of the maids that finally arrived with steaming water bowls and the requested utensils. Their voices floated around him, but he was caught in a bubble of furious silence, with rage shutting out everything that wasn't Alex.


There was hardly a part of her that wasn’t bruised, sliced or in another way brutalized. Cuts crisscrossed their way up and down her body, like violent strokes of an exuberant artist on the pale canvas of her skin.


Not to kill, he realized with sickening clarity as he took notice of each wound, he, the connoisseur of brutality. To hurt. To maim. Pain deliberately inflicted to make her suffer.


They had tortured her, and they had reveled in her pain before delivering the killing blow.


The room drowned in crimson rage. Heat whipped through him and his nails dug into his skin as blood streaked his view like the smears of blood on Alex’s skin. Sweet, sweet burning darkness.


“Uncle Darken.”


Those men in the clearing had died too quickly. He’d killed them all and they had suffered. But not enough. Not enough for this!


“Darken!”


He wanted to go return to the clearing and revive them just to call in the debt. Wanted to—


“DARKEN!”


Josepha’s sharp voice yanked him out of the abyss of his dark cravings. Her face floated in front of him, the only clear thing in the swirling mist that was claiming his mind, her calm eyes boring into his. 


“No ill emotions at a sick bed,” she said quietly but firmly.


In the last minutes, she seemed to have aged by years. There was no trace of fear or doubt left. All breathed away by the overpowering need to heal, consumed by the calmness only a real healer could muster in order to help her patient when everyone else wanted to run around screaming and trying to tear out their hair. No wavering. No hesitation. It was hard to believe he was looking at the same girl who usually shied from her own shadow.


“Go.” She gently nudged him toward the door. “There is nothing you can do for her now.”


The bitter truth of her worlds lashed at his heart. She was right. He couldn’t help her. Oh, he could kill and hurt just fine himself, but when it came to easing someone’s pain … He closed his eyes. All he could do was watch powerlessly as she slipped away from him.


Josy gripped his hand, strong and soothing. Even now she was giving him comfort, when he, the adult, should be the one spending it.


Her eyes held too much understanding. “You and Max, you have done your part—now let me do mine.” 


With that, she swept back to Alex’s side and started giving instructions to the maids to arrange the crystals around Alex.


Magic rose, soft and gentle.


He couldn’t watch. Couldn’t be close if she …


Unable to finish that thought, Darken fled from the sickroom.


His feet moved on their own accord, sweeping through the mansion.


All the servants he passed shrunk away from him, hiding behind the next available door. He barely noticed them, static noise at the edge of his wavering perception.


Somehow his feet found their way back to the inner courtyard. He burst outside and gulped the cool, sweet evening air, pacing the length of the stones like a caged predator.


His body was trembling from the strain to contain the impotent fury boiling inside him that wanted to explode outward in a wave of physical destruction.


He would lose her. The knowledge rippled through him like a jagged blade.


Who was he kidding? Nobody could heal that much damage. It simply wasn’t possible.


He would lose her—and he didn’t even know if he’d ever had her in the first place.


He’d barely had time to get to know her and yet, there had been … something between them. A connection. A thread.


This stubborn, obscene, spirited woman made his blood churn like no other woman ever had. She stood up to him and refused to be impressed by both his caste and his pedigree. Instead, she saw the man behind all the layers and masks and somehow, she’d managed to touch something inside him he hadn’t even known existed.


And now he would lose her before he had a chance to find out what could grow from this tiny seed. Because he hadn’t been there in time to save her.


The fury built and built inside him, ripping at his soul. With a howl of anguish, he spun around and hammered his fist into the nearest wall. Cracks shot out from the center of the punch like a broken spiderweb with the spider crushed in the middle—a reminder of another broken spider hanging by a silken thread. 


Plaster rained down in tiny white flakes.


Shaking, he dropped against the wall and sank to the floor, pressing his head against his arms.


Above him in the house, someone started to scream.












The story of Alex and Darken continues in WEB OF LIES, Book Two of the Trueborn Heirs Series.
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and read the First Chapter of WEB OF LIES, Book Two in the Trueborn Heirs Series, today!
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Nyna Queen started reading fantasy books at the sweet age of six (in fact, as soon as she could read) and never got out of it.

After she finished her law degree, she committed herself to a career as an author. When she isn't reading a book or dreaming up another story, she works as a lawyer, indulges in way too much coffee and enjoys long walks in the sun.
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