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 1 
 
    My phone, nestled in the snug cocoon of my back pocket, buzzes. 
 
    I ignore it. I know who it is and what they want, but I don’t have an answer, not yet. 
 
    The main floor of the casino is a bouquet of lingering sensory signals drifting in and out of my awareness. Tendrils of cigarette smoke and aftershave mingle with the more intriguing scents of excitement and despair; the chatter of conversation and the throb of music are interspersed with an occasional sigh of arousal or the abrupt inhalation of shock. But I don’t engage. I keep it all at bay. I turn it into white noise. If I didn’t, I’d be a shuddering, gibbering, mess. 
 
    And I need to concentrate on this game. 
 
    With my right hand I play with my chips, stacking them in columns. With my left I fan out my cards, pretending to contemplate my bid while I tune my mental energy to the man next to me. White, unshaven, and wearing sunglasses as well as a baseball cap—as if that will stop me reading him—he organizes his cards, wheezing unattractively as he tries to decide whether or not to bluff his way with a pair of threes. On the other side of me a delicate Asian woman is gazing at her chips, but her mind’s not on the game. She’s about to lose her house, and her husband thinks she’s visiting her sick mother at this very moment. But her house, her life—these aren’t my problems. I just need her to look at her cards. 
 
    Her impassive eyes are now fixed on the dealer, but he’s eyeballing me. Even with hunched shoulders, heavy-lidded eyes and a bored expression, he’s still paying attention. 
 
    What’s she up to? 
 
    Crap. But there’s no way he could know what I’m doing. 
 
    I’m too old for this shit. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    His hand casually passes under the table as his eyes come to rest on me. They’re trained to pick up on abnormal patterns of behavior or unlikely winning streaks. The house always wins, after all. 
 
    A floor manager sidles up to the table. 
 
    I’m officially out of time. 
 
    Across the room, I can make out the top of Mason Maxwell’s head at a roulette table. He’s playing Lady Luck for real. Or maybe not—it’s probably rigged. The house always wins. 
 
    Unless you cheat. 
 
    Above me a light flickers. The false eyelash affixed to my right eyelid flutters. I push at it and it sticks, but it’s not going to hold for long. My face suddenly feels dirty, caked with makeup, which it is, layered with a primer, foundation and powder, and a coating of blush to top it all off. I learned how to do this from a YouTube tutorial a few weeks ago and now I don’t like to leave home without it—my armor, my mask. 
 
    Directly ahead of me but thirty feet away, two large security guards emerge from a door that’s invisible to the untrained eye. 
 
    Things are about to kick off. 
 
    “Mason.” 
 
    “Whatsup?” 
 
    “Get ready to leave.” 
 
    With a disinterested wave, I throw down my cards and gather up my stash of chips. “I’m done,” I say to the dealer, whose eyes flick across to his reinforcements. 
 
    The floor manager glances up at the security cameras in the corner and turns away to listen to his walkie-talkie. I listen too. They’re letting me go—not that they could stop me if they tried, but tonight I’m not in the mood for a fight. 
 
    I stand, moving slowly so as not to encourage any last minute paranoia from the casino staff. Their eyes are heavy, weighing on me as I walk away. 
 
    My head, my back, my ass. 
 
    Mason falls into step as I pass the roulette tables. 
 
    “We might need to switch to a new casino.” 
 
    Mason grins. “I was getting bored with this place anyway.” 
 
    Behind us, I feel rather than hear the burst of motion as one of the security guards makes a spontaneous, instinctive decision to give chase. I grab Mason’s hand and pull him with me. I spring forward in a surge of speed, darting right at the last minute toward the main floor where the crowds are thickest. I risk a quick look back. There are two after us, but they’re falling behind. Mason’s grin widens as one of the guards, scanning the crowds with manic eyes, runs straight into a slot machine and knocks himself out. The other drops down beside his fallen comrade and we’re forgotten. Still, we continue to duck, weave and sidestep through the crowd, breathless with laughter. 
 
    “C’mon,” Mason says, pulling me to a side exit. “There’s a rooftop cocktail bar in the place next door.” 
 
    When I first met Mason Maxwell after joining the Consillium community, I’d written him off as playboy-party-boy combo—which I was right about—but I’ve discovered over the past few weeks that this particular combo is actually pretty fun, and hanging out with him is less complicated than everyone else. 
 
    The elevator doors open. A bouncer guards the entrance to what must be a trendy bar—it’s Mason’s choice, after all. He gives us both the once-over, wondering who we are. But after a beat he decides we are somebodies—or at least Mason must be, with his designer clothes, messy blond chin-length hair, aqua blue eyes and incredible body—and lets us in. Mason takes my hand, leads us to two recently vacated seats next to the pool, and waves the waiter over. 
 
    Sipping champagne and looking out over the twinkling lights as cool air plays with my hair, I let myself get lost in the hum of conversation, the heat of movement, and the rhythm of people enjoying themselves. 
 
    But are they really? Or are they just putting on a show? I zone in and out of their thoughts, catching them as they drift past like dandelions blowing in the wind. Most of the people up here, like me, are just grabbing pockets of fun wherever they can. 
 
    “Hey,” Mason raises his glass. “Cheers.” 
 
    I clink my glass against his, and return my gaze to the rooftop revelry. 
 
    It’s been three months since I discovered I’m Lucan. I belong to a secret, elite group of not-totally-human beings who have enhanced abilities. At first it’d been awesome, but having a secret identity and being part of the Consillium meant rules—rules I struggled to follow. Trying to do the right thing, I ended up on the wrong side of the Consillium and on the run from Enforcers, Lucan assassins sent by Rica Armandi. But Rica had underestimated me. I’d taken out all three Enforcers and left Rica wrapped in silver chains. That night, I’d learned I am the Cursus Ultimatum, and standing on top of Lakeview Hills with Cedric’s body lying at my feet, I decided I’d be making my own rules. But now that the dust has settled, doubt is creeping under my skin and into my soul, and I’m starting to feel just as adrift as I did before this all began. 
 
    WE EMERGE INTO the balmy summer night, warm even though it’s past midnight, as the valet pulls the 2013 Lotus that Mason rented up to the curb with a loud engine rev. 
 
    “Sweet ride,” the valet says, running his hands over the hood as he comes to stand next to Mason so they can appreciate the car together. 
 
    My phone buzzes again. This time I check the message. 
 
    Dana: Are you coming? Alexis is waiting. 
 
    Alexis Armandi, head of the East Coast Consillium and Rica’s brother, has been trying to meet with me for three weeks. He wants to know whether I’m still part of the Consillium community. 
 
    Good question. 
 
    As I stare at the screen, my phone comes to life, nagging at me with insistent peals. I slide it unanswered into my pocket. 
 
    Above me neon lights bear down, as if watching me, and all of a sudden I want to get away from here. Away from the greed and depravity and the violence brimming under the surface. Basic human instincts are displayed, encouraged even, and I feel dirty. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Mason hands the almost panting valet a generous tip. He nods and scurries around to open the door for me. Once I’m seated, Mason revs the engine and pulls out with a theatrical squeal of tires. 
 
    “Was that necessary?” 
 
    “I made his night.” Mason removes his cigarettes from the glovebox. I let him light one before plucking it from his mouth and stabbing it out in the ashtray. Mason replaces his hand on the wheel, knuckles gripping with irritation at first, but loosening as he steps on the gas and pulls out onto the highway. A smile tugging at his mouth, he ignores the speed limit all the way home. 
 
    “Food?” Mason asks as we approach the central city. He swerves to take the exit. “I’m in the mood for chow mein.” 
 
    “Korean?” I say. Mason doesn’t respond, but he pulls up outside Il Mee, a favorite of mine on Bright Street downtown. 
 
    Halfway out of the car I freeze. The scent of fear. About a block away. West. I hover, half inside the car, listening. There it is—a woman crying, and a man with a frightened tremor in his voice. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a sec.” 
 
    “Really, Tam?” 
 
    “It’ll take five minutes.” 
 
    I weave my way through clusters of pedestrians—people dining late or being kept up with the heat—moving past brightly lit restaurant facades interspersed with darkened shop fronts. Leaving the noisy chatter of the crowds behind, I turn down a side street to be confronted by the stench of garbage emanating from the row of bins lining the alley. I want to gag. It’s as if the heat, trapped within the concrete of the city, has joined forces with the dirt and pollution to create an insidious grime cloaking everything. It’s a wonder I can smell anything else, but I can. A couple are being robbed at gunpoint, just out of sight less than twenty feet away. 
 
    A new smell arises. 
 
    Sharp, tangy—things are about to turn bad. 
 
    Skidding around the corner, I reach the small group in less than a second, wrenching the gun out of the assailant’s hand as it goes off, a harsh sound even amongst city bedlam. As the gunman turns to me in surprise I strike him on the jaw, sending him down, introducing him to the pain of concrete. 
 
    Light flickering from second-story shops cast shadows across the grimacing faces of the gunman’s two friends, now advancing on me. The larger of the two, over six foot and easily 220 pounds, lunges at me, but he’s clumsy. I block his heavy swing—it might have hurt if it had connected—and knee him in the stomach, delivering an uppercut to his chin as he doubles over. As he crumples to his knees, the third man flies past me, eyes wide. I turn to face the man and woman, huddling into each other, to my left. 
 
    “W-who are you?” the man says. 
 
    “No one. Get out of here,” I say, picking up the gun and hurling it into the closest dumpster. 
 
    They stand there, clutching at each other and gawping at me. The guy on the ground isn’t getting up anytime soon, and these two are a couple of idiots, so I leave. 
 
    Around the corner, Mason is leaning against the car, smoking a cigarette. 
 
    “Feel better?” He takes a drag. 
 
    I shrug, but I do. 
 
    “Good. You’ve got company.” He nods behind him at the large shape loping down the street. Even from here, I can tell she’s Lucan. Rogue, most likely. 
 
    “Why am I the one with company?” 
 
    Mason lifts his shoulders and takes another drag of the cigarette. He’s right though, Mason is too chill to draw Rogue attention, and adrenaline is already pumping through me, charging me, readying me for a fight, even one I don’t want. 
 
    “What’s up with Rogues this past couple of weeks? They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “Probably the heat.” 
 
    Something curls inside me, awakening. And it’s hungry. My breathing becomes rapid, shallow, so I slow it down, control it, sucking in big breaths to oxygenate my muscles, which are firing up. Unable to contain myself any longer, I stride toward her. When I pass a deserted side street, I stop, retracing my steps. Better to take this off the main road. 
 
    She appears around the corner. 
 
    “Whatsup?” I say. 
 
    Her tank shows off well-developed muscles bunching under her skin. Advancing, she cracks her knuckles and squints. I let her get closer, enjoying the feel of my muscles flexing and my heart pumping. 
 
    “Is it true?” she says. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be more specific. That I love rainy days? Yes. That I talk in my sleep? Sometimes.” 
 
    She swings, and I pull back. 
 
    “I heard about the Enforcers… and I heard you think you’re special.” 
 
    This surprises me enough that her fist connects with my cheekbone in a glancing blow. “Ow! Damn.” I step back out of her arm’s reach. “Who said that?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Let’s find out how special you are.” 
 
    “Sure.” My muscles coil with energy and heat. “Let’s do that.” 
 
    I lose all sense of time and place as I abandon myself. 
 
    Blood, bone, muscles, skin. 
 
    Unleashing rage, bit by bit. 
 
    This is my medicine. 
 
    Then, a dog barks in the distance. A car horn sounds. A siren wails. 
 
    Mason appears at the alley entrance. “Tam. What’re you doing?” 
 
    Fist bloody, eyes wet, I sit back, resting on my haunches, looking away so Mason can’t see my tears. The Rogue lies in front of me, motionless. But alive. 
 
    What am I doing? 
 
    “Come on.” Mason extends his hand to me, his voice soft. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    AN HOUR LATER, we screech to a halt outside the doors to my apartment building. 
 
    “Mason, I have neighbors.” 
 
    He raises his hands as if the speed of the car is out of his control. On the fourth floor, where my apartment is, blinds twitch. Mrs. Coletti is going to have words with me tomorrow. 
 
    “Nightcap?” Mason says. 
 
    I’ve gone there a couple of times with Mason, but being with him is like eating a bucketload of junk food. Fun at the time, tasty and hedonistic, but always followed by guilt. 
 
    “Not thirsty.” 
 
    I’ve got other ways to distract myself. 
 
    “Whatever.” He grins. “Catch you later, Tam Tam.” 
 
    “I’ve warned you about calling me that.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” His smile widens, and he winks. 
 
    Why do I hang out with him? 
 
    Because he’s one of the only ones I can stand, and that can stand me, is why. Almost everyone else in my life is now associated with pain, rage, or grief. 
 
    I get out and slam the door. Mrs. Coletti is already mad, what’s one more noise? Mason pulls out with an obnoxious squeal of rubber. Make that two more. 
 
    Inside, I go straight to the freezer and pull out the bottle of vanilla Gray Goose. I saw this in a movie—storing vodka in the freezer—and even though a bartender recently told me it’s pointless, I like the idea of it nestled in there, cold and hidden. 
 
    As I take a tumbler from the dishrack, residual energy from the challenge of facing that Rogue rattles through me. I pour myself a large double and knock it back, already pouring a second, trying to ignore the tremor in my hands. 
 
    “Same again, thanks,” I say under my breath, to no one, pouring a third, this one a triple. If I keep this up I’ll have a headache tomorrow, but the numbness will be worth it. 
 
    Damn, it’s hot. I increase the aircon and ease myself onto the beautiful black leather couch that separates the kitchen and dining room from the living area. My apartment, on a six-month lease paid for up front—I raise my glass to whoever invented gambling—is a large open-plan converted space. It has a nineties vibe, with exposed brick and hardwood floors, and everything except the bathroom and a small spare room is in the same 800 square foot space. It’s starting to feel like home even though, apart from clothes and toiletries, nothing here is mine. 
 
    Except my gumball machine. The one Dad gave me for my eighth birthday. It sits on the mantel above the fake fireplace—currently serving as the perfect spot for the 62″ TV screen that came with the apartment. 
 
    I take another sip, gazing at the already healing knuckles of my right hand before touching my cheekbone and my head. I check the drying blood at the edge of my hairline where there’s no longer a cut. Even though my mind can’t let it go yet, can’t shake the images and the visceral memory of the fight, my body has recovered and is ready for the next one. 
 
    Sometimes it seems as if I was built for killing. 
 
    Maybe I am… maybe that’s what I’m meant to do. At least I would have a destiny, I guess. A purpose in life. And I’m already on track to be a top performer. At the ripe old age of nineteen I have four kills under my belt. All Lucan of course, all killers themselves, but still. 
 
    And yet the one who should be dead still draws breath. 
 
    Rica. 
 
    I shouldn’t have left him there, wrapped in silver chains but still alive. Now, he’s facing the Consillium’s justice system, but is that enough? They haven’t even decided what to do with him yet. He abused his position as liaison to London and nothing’s happened to him yet. Meanwhile I’m still twisting and reeling from the damage he did. Rica is the reason I’m a murderer, that Chris is dead, and that Vincent’s in a coma. 
 
    I’m gritting my teeth together so hard my jaw is starting to ache and my whole body is trembling, so I go to the south-facing corner of the apartment where I’ve set up a home gym: a boxing bag, some free weights, and even a yoga mat. I haven’t given up running though; I need it like I need oxygen. For a moment my vodka-muddied mind considers going for a run, but only for a second. No, I can get the shaking to stop in a number of ways, and tonight I choose alcohol. 
 
    I down my drink and put on music. For at least five minutes I feel euphoric in my numbness, dancing around the room. But the track finishes and there’s silence. 
 
    My apartment is empty, and I’m alone. 
 
    With my drink topped up I collapse on the couch. My phone beeps to remind me I have three new messages. Parsons, Dana, and… Dad. 
 
    Fine. I leave my phone on the coffee table, on speaker, and lean back on the couch, drink in hand. First up, Detective Parsons. That man is like a dog with a bone, and he always wants to talk about Cedric. 
 
    Cedric was identified as the Campus Crawler after being found at the base of Lakeview Hills, and the proximity of his body to me and my family home was not lost on Parsons. It’s my fault; I didn’t have the first clue about how to dispose of a body, and I didn’t want to bother Dana or ask Nikolai. In the end, I figured the more physical contact I had with Cedric, the greater the chance of leaving incriminating evidence behind, so I’d left him there. They didn’t find any forensic evidence to link me to him, so maybe I made the right decision. But still, Parson’s interest in me was renewed. I’d already been cleared of the Crawler murders, but Cedric’s discovery was too much for him to ignore. 
 
    “Tamzin,” his message begins, “I’m here at your apartment. Where are you? Call me back.” 
 
    What does he think he’s going to get from me? 
 
    I delete the message. 
 
    Dana’s message is also brief. She leaves out any mention of my no-show this evening, and instead asks if I can help out at Vincent’s bar tomorrow night. Dana’s been running the place because Vincent sure can’t do anything in his state. 
 
    The last voice mail is from Dad. I glance up at the gumball machine and consider playing the message, but I just can’t. I don’t have the emotional resilience to hear his voice right now. I turn off my phone. My whole body heavy and numb, I consider crashing on the couch right here, but eventually I push myself up and stagger to bed. 
 
    After only half an hour I lurch awake, sweating, panting, heart racing, crying. 
 
    The memory of Chris reaching out to me as he’s immobilized within the grip of Falcone, and his expression—surprised then panicky as Falcone snapped his neck—will never leave me. 
 
    But when sleep is torn from me in the middle of the night, it isn’t the brutality of Chris’s death that torments me. It’s memories of ripping out Falcone’s heart, mercilessly snapping Boris’s neck, slicing at Miguel until he was slick with blood, and Cedric’s face twisted into a maniacal and knowing smile as I plunged the knife into his neck. He’d told me there was a darkness inside me that was irresistible, and these words haunt me most of all. 
 
    I shiver even though I’m too warm, and yank off the covers. I take shaky steps across to the kitchen, intending to grab a bottle of water, but I go to the freezer instead, pouring the last of the vodka into a glass and returning to the couch. I draw my knees to my chest and stare out the window into the black night sky, waiting for daybreak. 
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    I wrench myself upright and throw a pillow at the window. 
 
    Normally I love the sounds and frenetic energy of the city, right on my doorstep, but it’d been after dawn when I crawled into bed, so now that I’m trying to sleep, it’s less awesome. 
 
    I turn on Netflix and scroll through the menu, switching from show to show, unable to settle on even a genre. After a few hours of this, and intermittent dozing, I almost can’t think from hunger. Why isn’t there a service that delivers food in bed? Maybe I should’ve let Mason stay over; he could be cooking for me right now. Hmm, can Mason cook? At the very least, he could be out getting us breakfast. I fumble on the nightstand for my phone. 
 
    Me: Wanna hang out? Come now. Bring food. 
 
    Mason answers immediately. He’ll be here soon. I grin, throwing my phone onto the bed. My Lucan metabolism has taken care of any possibility of a hangover, but without sleep my head is foggy and my body aches. 
 
    Finally, the smell of pizza wafts into the apartment. Gathering my last reserves of energy, I pull one leg then the other out of bed and lurch toward the door. 
 
    “Yes!” I let Mason in with a huge smile on my face. “You’re here.” 
 
    “Nice to see you too.” Mason swallows as his eyes flick over me, taking in my sleep-mussed hair, boxer shorts, and cropped tank. He holds up the pizza. “It’s from the place on the corner. It’s good, right?” 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s a note on your door.” 
 
    “Huh?” I take the neat white envelope from Mason. Tamzin is written in perfect cursive writing on the front. “Must be from the landlord? No.” I snap my fingers. “Mrs. Coletti? She’s probably pissed at you for last night.” I raise my eyebrows at Mason. 
 
    He gives me a cute smile and holds the pizza away. “I could go.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” I drop the envelope on the hall table near the door and grab one of the pizza boxes. 
 
    We settle on the couch and I shove the biggest piece into my mouth, leaning back and closing my eyes to properly savor the cheesy, meaty goodness. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to open that?” Mason gestures at the note. 
 
    “After food. I can’t deal until…” I close my eyes again. 
 
    Halfway through my third piece, I wipe my mouth with a napkin and take a sip of soda. “Hey, so that Rogue last night, she said something kinda weird.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Mason takes another slice. I’m glad he brought two pizzas. 
 
    “She mentioned the Enforcers… that she’d heard I was special.” 
 
    Mason’s mouth tugs up into a grin. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” I preempt whatever his bad joke was going to be. “But that’s weird right, about the Enforcers? Rogues don’t have anything to do with the Consillium. I mean, that’s why they’re Rogue, so how would they know?” 
 
    Mason shrugs. “I guess word gets out.” 
 
    I stare at him. “How? There can’t be gossip channels between the Consillium and Rogues, can there? And that special comment,” I continue, “it was kind of like… maybe she had even heard about me being the Cursus Ultimatum?” 
 
    In a weak moment a week or so ago, I’d told Mason about being the Cursus Ultimatum, the last of the Cursus bloodline and supposed to be the most powerful Lucan ever to exist. He’d laughed and called me a narcissist—in a nice way—but asked if I thought it was true. I’d given some noncommittal response, because… I don’t know. I’m not even sure what it means. If it’s supposed to be my destiny, it’s pretty vague. Or maybe it’s not a destiny so much as a description. My bloodline, the Cursus, is powerful, and I happen to be the last of it, and the strongest one yet. 
 
    NBD. 
 
    Mason takes a huge bite, filling his mouth with pizza before talking through it. “She probably heard a rumor… or knows another Rogue who got their ass kicked by you.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    But that doesn’t fit with the way she said special. 
 
    “Hey, so—” Mason takes another bite, and I watch him, amazed he can fit more food in there. “—any update on Vincent?” 
 
    I shake my head. Even the mention of his name sends swirls of guilt spiraling through my body. Vincent faced Cedric to protect me. Part of the reason he’s in a coma is because of me. 
 
    Mason swallows his mouthful. “I can’t believe he hasn’t woken up.” 
 
    “And the Consillium won’t even acknowledge that it shouldn’t have happened, that there’s something wrong with the system if a psycho like Cedric could be an Enforcer and do that to someone.” 
 
    Mason nods, picking up another piece. 
 
    “So, you do agree with me? I’m not overreacting?” 
 
    “No, it’s pretty messed up.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. I mean, I get why they want to pretend the stuff with me never happened, but Vincent? He’s one of their own.” My hand, holding a piece of pizza halfway to my mouth, is shaking, so I throw it down and stand up. “I’m going to take a shower.” 
 
    AS THE SUN makes its lazy descent behind the city, restlessness picks at me. 
 
    I kick a pouting Mason out of my apartment and go to my closet to change. My selection of workout outfits is beginning to rival Dana’s—I’ve got everything from latest-fashion yoga pants and high-tech leggings, to straight-outta-the eighties sweats. I’m going to The Public House to help Dana tonight, but I’m going to try to get in a run afterwards, so I choose a sleek black outfit that’ll do for both waitressing and working out. 
 
    There’s no band on, but it’s Motown night, which is popular. When Dana sees me through the throng of people—all the tables are taken and there are clusters of chatting people along the entire length of the bar—her shoulders sag in relief. 
 
    “Thank God. Glass collection first, okay? Straight into the dishwasher, we’re running out.” She nods at me from behind the bar. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    As it gets late, the crowds die down, but I keep myself busy, clearing glasses, bussing food orders out to tables, and taking orders from the few remaining people scattered around the room. Somehow I’ve gotten better at doing this, considering my previous attempts at waitressing were not great. Is it because I’m Lucan, or because I enjoy this mindless physical activity now, the ability to get lost in the easy movements and consequence-free action? 
 
    I wipe down a recently vacated table with my right hand, holding the empty glasses in my left, enjoying the chilled-out, moody vibe. The overhead lights are off, so the table lamps and fairy lights tacked against the walls and woven around the top shelves behind the bar provide the lighting. I’m relaxed and secure, and I feel totally at home. Sometimes I like to pretend Dana and I own this bar, this central hangout for Lucans. That’s what it was like when I first came here, but now, everything is so different. 
 
    It’s just past midnight. Dana and I are the only staff left tending to the final two couples, one in each corner, both nursing their drinks and canoodling to the crooning of Nina Simone. I take a seat at the bar. Dana sets a water and a glass of red wine in front of me but moves away again, wiping and tidying as she continues gracefully down the length of the bar. At the end, she wipes her brow, moist from the heat, and smooths her hair, which is up in a high bun with a few bits escaping around the crown. She’s wearing a sleeveless black jumpsuit, made out of some light material, and ankle boots. My aunt is in her mid-thirties but looks ten years younger—a perk of being Lucan—so people often think we’re sisters. 
 
    Dana returns to my end of the bar and gives me a small, tired smile. I stand on the rungs of the stool and lean over the bar to give her a hug. Through everything, Dana has always been there for me. My rock. Without her, I don’t know what I’d do, where I’d be. 
 
    “What happened to you last night?” 
 
    “Uh…” I won’t lie. Dana is one of the few people I trust. “I was at the casino with Mason.” 
 
    “Tam, can’t you sort out this stuff with the Consillium without obnoxiously flouting their rules?” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “How are you paying for your apartment?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “I don’t have to remind you of the code.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    The Code of the Consillium can be boiled down to two things: don’t harm or take advantage of others, and don’t risk exposure. Even though my status is a big question mark, they’ll still care about me breaking the rules. 
 
    “With everything that went down, of course you’re angry, but it doesn’t give you permission to break the law and do whatever you want.” 
 
    Thing is, I kind of think it does. 
 
    “You can’t let Rica define what the Consillium stands for. It’s not just rules, you realize. You hardly know anything about it, Tam, you’re so new.” 
 
    “I’ve been around long enough to know the Consillium is messed up.” 
 
    “You’ve only seen one side. All this intense Principali stuff you’ve been involved with, it’s not like, normal life, you know? Most Lucans just go about their business, their lives.” 
 
    I shrug. All I know is what my life has been like. How can Dana expect me to have this wider perspective when it doesn’t relate to me? 
 
    “Did Ruby ever tell you her story?” Dana continues. 
 
    Ruby was one of the first Lucans I met after I Became, and her puppy-dog enthusiasm for life and immediate acceptance of me as her friend, her family, was one of the reasons I decided to join the Consillium community.  
 
    “Only that Vincent got her off the street.” 
 
    “Okay, so there are Consillium Principali pretty much in every city. Well, definitely here in North America, South America, and Europe. I’m not sure exactly what happens elsewhere,” she muses. I wait for Dana to return to her point. “Anyway. Each city, here at least, there will be a Consillium presence, and one of the things they do is reach out and find new lone Lucans, those who have just Become and don’t have any other Lucans in their lives and don’t know what the hell is going on. Remember what it was like, Tamzin, when you Became? If you hadn’t had someone to tell you what was happening, what would’ve happened?” 
 
    She has a point. Even with Dana in my life, I hadn’t coped particularly well. 
 
    “Unsurprisingly, a lot of new lone Lucans end up in juvenile delinquent systems, or on the streets. The Consillium finds them, explains what’s happening, sorts them out with whatever they need, somewhere to stay, a job, money, whatever, and offers them the option of joining the community. The Consillium does good, Tamzin. You could chill out a bit with this anti-Consillium thing you’ve got going on.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    At first I had been thrilled to be part of the Consillium community, part of a secret, special club, until I found out how seriously they took their rules. But now, since they’ve wasted nearly a whole month trying to decide how to punish Rica—they came up with my punishment pretty quickly—I’ve started to think maybe it’s less about rules and more about doing whatever suits them. 
 
    But if I’m not part of the Consillium, then where do I belong? 
 
    Dana’s voice is soft when she says, “You should meet with Alexis.” 
 
    “What, so he can tell me in person they still haven’t punished Rica?” 
 
    Dana’s eyes flick to mine for a long second, as if she’s weighing up something. “Rica screwed with me too, Tamzin. Remember? He tied me up with silver chains for hours. It was… awful. And Vincent… Rica let Cedric go after Vincent. Hell, he probably encouraged him. It affects me too, Tamzin. But I haven’t put my life on hold. I’m not letting it take over. I’m trying to move on and make the best of a situation.” Her shoulders rise and fall as she struggles to contain her emotions. 
 
    I squeeze her arm. “I know.” 
 
    “He was a bad man who did a bad thing.” Dana sighs. “You need to find a way to come to terms with this, without it wreaking havoc on your life and on the lives of the people around you.” 
 
    She’s telling me to go with the flow, don’t rock the boat, but for me the boat is already rocking, threatening to throw me overboard. 
 
    One of the two remaining couples comes up to the bar to pay their tab. Dana pushes back her shoulders and pastes a smile on her face. “Hey there.” 
 
    They stand just a few feet away from me, waiting for Dana. The man is human, but the woman is Lucan. Forty-something and the softest looking Lucan I’ve ever seen—she looks like a milk maid—with a quiet, nervous energy. She gives me a shy smile, as if she knows me, but I’ve never seen her before. I smile back anyway. She’s probably a regular, and at least she’s not giving me a hostile stare for a less-than-stellar dining experience, which has happened before. 
 
    Dana gives them a receipt and says, “Thanks, and come again soon.” 
 
    The second couple, finished with their public display of togetherness, follow this lead and also arrive at the bar to pay. After they’ve left, Dana pours herself a glass of red wine, placing it on the bar next to mine, shakes a good serving of corn chips into a bowl, and retrieves the last of the guacamole from the kitchen. She draws the blinds covering the front windows and locks the door. When she finally comes to sit next to me on the customer side of the bar, she drops an old-looking, leather-bound book on the counter. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s one of Tessa’s books I brought back from London.” 
 
    Dana had gone to look through my great grandmother Tessa’s things when she began to suspect that I might be the Cursus Ultimatum. 
 
    She leans an elbow on the bar and takes a sip of wine. “I’m hoping to find something that can help Vincent.” 
 
    I study her face in the soft light. “How’re you doing with… everything?” 
 
    Even though its summer break, Dana still has professor-related stuff to do at the university. Plus, she’s a writer with deadlines, and on top of that she’s basically keeping Vincent’s life going until he wakes up. 
 
    With every day that goes by this seems less and less likely. 
 
    “I’m hanging in there.” She rolls her shoulders a couple of times, shaking her head. “I wish he’d wake up, you know? I wish I knew what he was going through.” 
 
    “You’ve tried to read him?” 
 
    She nods. “It’s just this awful kind of dark, fuzzy mess. What did Cedric do? You faced him, do you have any idea?” 
 
    I shake my head but the truth is, I do. That night, at Lakeview Hills, Cedric—an extremely powerful telepath—had tried to violate my mind and had succeeded for a short time until I managed to block him. I suspect he did the same thing to Vincent, who wasn’t able to shut him out. The brief exposure I had to all the tortured anguish in the world was hideous. The thought of prolonged exposure to it makes me feel ill. 
 
    “Anyway, you should visit him. I feel like he would know, and it would mean a lot to Susan and George.” 
 
    Vincent’s parents, both Lucan, have been keeping a bedside vigil, and I’ve been putting off visiting because the guilt is too painful. 
 
    I look down. 
 
    “Tam, it’s not your fault. He made the choice to try and stop Cedric. You didn’t know he was going to do that. No one did.” 
 
    “I know. And yeah, I’ll go visit him. Soon. I promise.” 
 
    For a moment, we sit in silence, peppered by the sounds of traffic and random pedestrians outside. 
 
    “Do you think I should meet with Alexis?” I ask finally. 
 
    Dana nods, leaning against the bar, her head against her hand. “Definitely. He’s got his hands full right now, but he’ll make time for you.” 
 
    “What’s he busy with?” 
 
    “Another unprovoked Rogue attack last week. He doesn’t know what’s going on. The heatwave might be a factor, but still, it’s unusual… and concerning.” Dana takes a sip of wine. “The police were called and they couldn’t restrain him.” Dana shakes her head. “Maybe they would’ve explained it away as a meth-head incident but… still, not great.” 
 
    Rogue Lucans live outside the Consillium community because they don’t want to follow the Consillium’s rules, and usually Rogues try to stay off the radar because if they don’t the Consillium takes action and there are serious, often permanent, consequences. But lately it seems some of them don’t care so much about this anymore. They’ve been causing scenes in public, and I’m not surprised it’s stressing Alexis out. A fight between police officers and Rogues would get messy and raise a whole bunch of unanswerable questions. 
 
    “I had a Rogue show up last night.” 
 
    Dana sits upright, eyes fixed to me. 
 
    “I knocked her out,” I answer her unspoken question, “and left her there.” 
 
    Dana nods, waiting. She can tell there’s more. “And?” 
 
    “She mentioned the Enforcers.” Dana’s eyes widen in surprise. “She said something that made me think… It was almost as if she knew about the Cursus Ultimatum, but hardly anyone knows about that, right? Like, not even Consillium Principali?” 
 
    Dana nods. “It’s surprising enough the Rogue had heard about the Enforcers. Alexis has been trying to keep it quiet amongst the Consillium community—it doesn’t look good that they failed.” Dana shakes her head. “Grandma Tessa said that with the exception of a handful of elders, the Consillium either do not know about all the old legends, or consider them to be folklore. The equivalent of Mother Goose stories. Are you sure that’s what the Rogue was talking about?” 
 
    “No.” I take a sip of wine. 
 
    “Hey, but Tam, we haven’t talked much about you being the Cursus Ultimatum since that night. Has it been on your mind?” 
 
    “A little bit, but, like, what does it mean?” Dana opens her mouth to answer but I cut her off. “I mean, I know what it says. I’m supposed to be this powerful Lucan, the most powerful even, but what do I do with that? Like, is there a specific thing I’m supposed to do, or be?” I drum my fingers against the bar counter. 
 
    Dana nods thoughtfully. “Good question. And you know, the book I got from Tessa, where I first read about it, I get the sense it’s the first in a series. I think there’s more information out there, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    My right knee jiggles up and down. “Whatever. No worries.” I drain my glass and kiss Dana on the cheek. “I’m going to head out.” 
 
    “Boxing club tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Sounds good. Text me.” 
 
    I’VE AVOIDED Lakeshore Drive recently, choosing a different route every run, but tonight I find myself turning off Fifth and onto Jackson, heading north, as if pulled by some magnetic force. 
 
    My feet pound the pavement in a reassuring rhythm, matched to my breathing. My hair is loose, streaming out behind me. I love the way the wind swirls around my neck, the way it makes me feel almost as if I’m flying. 
 
    As I’m finishing up my third circuit of the lake, a figure emerges from the shadows in the distance, sporadically illuminated by the streetlamps around the lake. I slow to a jog, put my senses on high alert and tense my shoulders in anticipation. A second later, I relax—a little. It’s Nikolai. 
 
    “Are you running counterclockwise?” he says as he draws near, greeting me with a small smile, the first one he’s given me in weeks. He shakes his head, as if to say only you, and stops about ten feet away. 
 
    I drink in his presence, trying to absorb him into my skin. Dark messy hair, a grazing of stubble, strong jaw, guarded hazel eyes, powerful shoulders, sleek torso, graceful motion. 
 
    I’ve missed him. 
 
    Nikolai Armandi, son of Alexis, nephew of Rica, poster boy for the Consillium Principali. With his lineage he almost doesn’t have a choice but become one of them. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” he says, running one hand through his hair and pushing his shoulders back. He looks out over the lake, rubbing his jaw as if he’s uncertain of what to say next. I’m glad I’m not the only one who has no clue what to do or how to feel. The last time I saw him, not far from here, our exchange was so terse and icy. I couldn’t believe my body still responded to his presence with heat and longing. 
 
    After everything that happened with Rica and Cedric, I told Nikolai I couldn’t see him for a while. And even though we weren’t hanging out, we’d been friendly at first—stopping to chat when we picked up on each other in the same area, occasionally checking in with the other. But things changed. Fast. Time didn’t heal my wounds. It was the opposite. It was as if I came out of a fog, and when I got enough space from the adrenaline and grief-fueled whirlwind of a month ago to step back and properly think about what happened, I got angry. What happened wasn’t Nikolai’s fault, but it’s hard not to blame Consillium, at least in part. Rica was the liaison to Marcus, head of the London Consillium, after all. 
 
    He takes a step forward, scratching the back of his head. “So, how’ve you been?” His voice is kind, his tone soft. 
 
    I shrug, because it’s the best response I can give. 
 
    “Are you ready to meet Alexis?” 
 
    Does he know I blew off a meeting with his father last night? He doesn’t look mad, so maybe not. 
 
    “How’s Rica’s judgement coming along?” I say. 
 
    “You know, processes, paperwork.” Nikolai is evasive, overly casual. “The Consillium have a lot of policies and procedures,” he says, but his thoughts say something else. 
 
    We have to find him soon. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to, it’d just happened. I’d sent out a mind probe to see what was behind those fake-sounding words. 
 
    “Tamzin, what the hell?” His eyes flash in anger, but I don’t care, because suddenly everything makes sense. 
 
    “He’s missing.” I stare at him. Heat builds. I take a wobbly step backward. “Rica… you don’t know where he is, do you?” 
 
    “Tamzin…” Nikolai steps toward me, making up the distance. “The Principali are handling this.” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be in London, facing Marcus, but that’s not true, is it?” 
 
    The day after I’d faced Cedric on Lakeview Hills, I’d had a Skype meeting with Marcus. He was younger than I’d imagined, with a square face, impenetrable brown eyes, and an unexpectedly cool hairstyle, but even with this appearance of youth, he carried a much older air of authority. After our Skype, I’d learned he’s the youngest ever to be the head of London, and harsh judgements and ruthless competitiveness is how he got there.  
 
    I’d believed Marcus when he told me Rica had betrayed him too, and that he’d be punished appropriately. 
 
    But this was all a lie. 
 
    Nikolai emits a long sigh. When he brings his eyes to meet mine, they are full of apology. “Alexis was supposed to explain it all to you, but you keep putting off meeting with him.” 
 
    “Explain what? Everyone’s been lying to me?” 
 
    “We were protecting you, Tamzin. We were worried what it would mean for you if you knew the truth. You needed to heal and move on.” 
 
    My teeth are gritted. I’m shaking. “Protect me? What, like I’m some damsel who can’t look after herself?” 
 
    “Hardly. I meant protect you from unnecessary angst.” 
 
    “And why do you get to decide that for me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, my decision—” 
 
    “And I haven’t moved on, and I do have to worry about him. He’s still out there… all this time, doing God knows what. And you’ve been lying to me, pretending he’s been brought to justice and he’s locked up waiting for punishment.” 
 
    Taking slow steps backward, my mind is a mess of chaotic thoughts and my body is being slammed by competing emotions. I can’t believe this is happening, again. The Principali are trying to control me, my life, because they think they know best. 
 
    “Tamzin, we were trying to help you—” 
 
    I turn, forcing my trembling legs into a run so I can disappear into the night. I don’t want to hear any more, and I can’t occupy the same space as him right now. 
 
     Downtown, I go to the top of the T Tower—my favorite spot in the city and, right now, the only place I can breathe. Up here, I can leave all my problems on the street below. Nothing can touch me, and the quietly blinking lights of the city reassure me in ways I can’t explain. A gust of wind sweeps cool air through my hair, and I breathe deeply, as if I can inhale calmness into my body. But it doesn’t work.  
 
    Dana says the Consillium does good things, and maybe she’s right, but not to me, it seems. How could they think keeping this secret about Rica was the right thing to do? 
 
    And why can’t they find him? 
 
    Is he sipping cocktails on some exotic beach, or living it up in some glamorous city right now? Or did he piss off the wrong person and die a slow death in some random city gutter? I have to know. I can’t sit around while he’s out there. Rica has to be brought to justice. And if I can find out what happened, if I can shove Rica in the face of the Consillium Principali, or hold him up as an example to the rest of the Consillium community, maybe they’ll finally change their messed-up systems and I can put this all behind me. 
 
    And maybe then the nightmares will stop. 
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    The dockyards are strangely quiet. 
 
    Rows of containers are stacked and waiting for instruction; small forklift-type vehicles are waiting patiently for drivers; and half unpacked crates are scattered everywhere. Inside the walls of the large concrete and iron buildings however, I can sense the buzz of activity. 
 
    With the late afternoon sun beating down relentlessly, I move to the shadows to consider my options. This was the last place I saw Rica, so it’s the logical place to start. The Consillium can screw off. I’m taking matters into my own hands. I may not know what my destiny is, but I sure know what my purpose is—for now, at least. 
 
    I go to the far end, toward the building where Rica had Dana shackled in chains in an effort to lure me back to the city. It was a building the Consillium leased—I’m not totally sure what for—but now it’s padlocked and there’s an angry red sign saying Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted. Rica must have escaped from his chains and gotten away. But how? He had to have had help, there’s no question. 
 
    But who? 
 
    With a flash of insight, I remember we weren’t the only ones at the docks that night. There were dockyard workers sitting right there on the bench, taking a break. They watched me go in there and they probably watched me come out again. The question is—did they see what happened after that? There’s no one around now, but I could wait here until someone I recognize shows up. 
 
    Nearly two hours pass. I spend the time on my phone and interspersing high-interval training with calming yoga positions. Finally, a small group of men emerge and take seats on that same bench. 
 
    Two of them look familiar. 
 
    I stride over, enduring their blatant, leery once-overs. 
 
    “Had a good look?” I say. 
 
    “I ain’t seen the back yet,” a young guy with black hair and an already weathered face guffaws, thrilled with his own wit. 
 
    “You two.” I point at the familiar-looking men. One is stocky with a patchy beard and a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. The other is medium build and looks older than retirement age, with a thatch of white hair and stringy muscles under sagging skin. “I need you to think back to a night about a month ago. I was here, you were here, and I need to know what you saw.” 
 
    The two men look from me to each other and burst into laughter. 
 
    “Got a bee in your bonnet?” the stocky guy says. 
 
    “Someone’s lit a fire up her arse, that’s for sure,” the older one adds, speaking in a heavy accent. Irish, I think. 
 
    My approach could have used a little more finesse, sure, but I can’t be bothered with this shit, and there’s an easier solution—Lucans can read human’s minds. Most can only do this during the full moon, but one of my special skills is that I can do it whenever I want. Only, I’ve learned you absolutely do not want to read the minds of certain people, and I’ve a feeling these guys fall into that category. 
 
    “Do you remember seeing me that night or not?” I look from the stocky man’s dubious face to the older man’s suspicious glare, until the older man nods, almost imperceptibly. “You do, okay. Did you see me leave? With a woman who looks like me?” He nods. “Okay great. After that… did you see someone else leave too? A man, injured, and someone helping him?” 
 
    “Break was over. We went back to work.” 
 
    I stare at them, but there are no indications they’re lying. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    I stalk back to the rusted door. Is it worth breaking the lock and taking another look down there? 
 
    Someone approaches me from behind. It’s the younger guy with the weathered face. 
 
    “What’s it to you if I saw somethin’.” He juts out his chin and shoves his hands in his pockets. 
 
    For a moment I eye him, then dip in and out of his mind. This guy is not a clear thinker, but a quick foray into his thoughts is enough to make me want to take a two-day shower. 
 
    No more, thanks. Let’s do this the old-fashioned way. 
 
    “A hundred bucks?” 
 
    His eyes bulge. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    I check my wallet. Luckily, I have a wad of cash left over from the casino, so I pull out two fifties and hold them up for him to salivate over. 
 
    He licks his lips. “Well, it wasn’t me, but Jimmy, he’s been working the graveyard shift for the past month… and I reckon he was working that night.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he wouldn’t shut up about what he saw. No one believed him, but…”  He eyes the money hungrily. I hand one over. 
 
    “Tell me. What wouldn’t he shut up about?” 
 
    “’Cause it was a girl, like you, but blonde and smaller, I think. What’s the word he said?” He scratches his head, then snaps his fingers. “Dainty… yeah, he said, dainty.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “She’d a man tossed over her shoulder, like it was nothin’.” He nods, pleased with himself, his eyes skittering over my face, waiting for my reaction. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, handing him the second fifty, keeping my voice even but barely able to stop myself from leaping up and clicking my heels. Blonde, dainty, and able to carry a grown man over her shoulder. Someone who would help a senior Consillium Principali in his time of need. 
 
    Madison Maxwell. 
 
    It had to be. 
 
    Mason’s twin sister, junior Consillium Principali, and unwaveringly loyal. She would do anything to help the liaison to the London Consillium, especially if she didn’t realize, at the time, what he had done. 
 
    Madison was the one who helped Rica escape. 
 
    TWO RAPS ON the door jolt me awake. 
 
    Lately, this is the only way I can get through the day—by taking an afternoon nap. Dozing off on the couch after a big meal is kind of awesome on any given day, but lately I need it to catch up on all the sleep I’m missing when I’m tossing, turning and being yanked awake in the middle of the night by toe-curling images. 
 
    Pulling my headphones down to my neck and brushing the crumbs from the meatball sub I ate earlier off my shirt, I go to the door. 
 
    “Detective Parsons. What a shock.” 
 
    “Miss Walker.” He nods, walking in past me, taking a moment to survey my apartment, as if he hasn’t been here before. “Tell me again, how are you paying for this? It doesn’t seem like a Mom and Dad sponsored situation.” 
 
    “I came into some money.” 
 
    We do this dance every time. 
 
    Parsons’s eyes narrow. “And what about that? Is it new?” He nods at the Vespa sitting by the door. “Lucky girl.” 
 
    I flinch at girl, but I let it go. From the beginning, Parsons has never underestimated me. 
 
    “And what’s all this?” He waves at my face, indicating my makeup. My hand goes to my cheek. I’d put on makeup for my visit to the docks, needing to be shielded, and I hadn’t washed my face yet. 
 
    “What, you’ve never seen makeup before?” 
 
    Parsons shrugs and says, “You do you.” I stare at him. “Did I say it right?” he adds. My eyes widen. “I guess not?” He frowns. 
 
    “No, you did. It was just totally bizarre to hear you say that.” 
 
    “I’ve got a new partner. She’s twenty-four years old.” He shakes his head. “The lingo.” He gestures at the hall table. “You’ve got a note here.” 
 
    Natural nosiness plus an eye for detail. He’s a good detective. 
 
    “Um, yeah. The landlord.” I pick it up, finger the edge and put it down again. “Refreshment of some sort?” I quickly scan his thoughts. “I bet you could murder a cold beer?” Parsons eyes me with surprise, and I turn to the fridge to suppress my smile. I like to do this sometimes—to keep him guessing, or maybe I want him to keep coming around. Over the past month his visits, which started off like interrogations, have become friendlier. He decided I just had the bad luck to get caught up in what happened, rather than being directly involved. 
 
    “Sure.” He nods. “Off duty,” he adds. 
 
    I grab a soda and a beer, removing the cap from the beer bottle before handing it over. He takes a moment to press the cold glass against his forehead. 
 
    “Cheers.” I take a swig, and Parsons does too. “You’re here about Cedric?” 
 
    This observation requires no Lucan telepathy. It’s always about Cedric. 
 
    Parsons nods before taking another gulp of beer. 
 
    I don’t have to pretend I don’t know the Crawler’s identity, not with the media storm that surrounded the discovery of his body. Because of Cedric’s wounds—officially deemed self-inflicted—and the evidence he left in his apartment, they came to the conclusion that he was a psychopath who had been overcome by guilt, stabbed himself, and fallen down the steep verge. It was farfetched, but it was the answer they were going with. And since it was a solution everyone desperately needed, no one had asked too many questions. 
 
    “It’s a closed case though, right?” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe his crimes were carried out by one person.” 
 
    Not one person, one totally bonkers Lucan. 
 
    “You think he might have been working with someone?” I play along. “Like who?” 
 
    Detective Parsons meets my eyes. “There isn’t any evidence,” he admits. 
 
    Parsons has been following good instincts down a dead-end street. His gut is telling him something is suspect, and his gut is correct, but he has no hope of getting to the bottom of this one. Not without some major inside information anyway. 
 
    Luckily for him, we both need inside information. Today I got a real lead, but I don’t have the resources or the know-how to follow it on my own. I’m definitely going to have words with Madison about this, but if I went and saw her now, I might do permanent damage. 
 
    I take a sip, and so does Parsons. He’s watching me, aware that something is up, something has changed. He sets down his beer, waiting. I draw out the moment, enjoying its length. 
 
    “What if I told you I did know something about the Crawler?” 
 
    “I knew it!” Parsons slams his hand down on the table, rattling his beer. “I goddamn knew it.” His eyes are blazing. 
 
    “Before you get all excited, it’s nothing major, just that someone knew what he was doing.” 
 
    “Yes?” Parsons is straining forward. He had tuna mayo for lunch, but I can also smell something else on him. Something unfamiliar. 
 
    “Walker! A name,” he barks. 
 
    Parsons has never lost his cool in front of me. This is as animated as I’ve ever seen him, and I’m kind of enjoying it. I let the silence hang for a moment longer, and then I give him what he wants. 
 
    “Rica Armandi.” 
 
    Parson frowns, rubbing his hand across his jaw. “Armandi? Is he related to—?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s Nikolai’s uncle.” 
 
    Everyone I was close with around the time of the Crawler murders had become a person of interest for Parsons. I only visited his apartment once, but if I had gone back, I almost certainly would have found a Tamzin Walker murder-board-type situation in his living room. 
 
    “Rica knew about him. He was connected to him through business, I think—I’m not totally sure—but anyway. He knew him, he knew he was here, and he knew what he was doing. It’s possible he was the one who helped him.” 
 
    This is stretching the truth, but who cares. It’s close enough. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “He skipped town a month ago, but I have a lead. If we work together, we could find him.” 
 
    Parsons eyes me. He’s always looked smallish and grayish, but he seems even more so now. Thinning hair, bags under his eyes, poor posture. 
 
    “What’s it to you?” 
 
    Eyes on my soda, I fiddle with the tab. How do I answer? But after the silence lengthens, Parsons lets it go. 
 
    “What’s the lead?” 
 
    “Madison Maxwell. I’m pretty sure she helped Rica. She’s the place to start.”  
 
    Wearing a flicker of excitement on his face he finishes his beer, but instead of standing to leave he leans back in the soft leather armchair. 
 
    “Isn’t that enough? Can’t you go talk to her… run her through the system or something?” 
 
    Parsons smiles. “I want to stay in your air conditioning a little longer.” 
 
    I grin. Fair enough. 
 
    Parsons’s phone beeps. He checks it and stands up. “Tamzin, I hope you’re being careful—this isn’t the safest neighborhood.” 
 
    “I’m right in the middle of everything, people everywhere.” 
 
    “You haven’t heard about the downtown attacks?” Parsons raises his eyebrows at me. “You don’t watch the news?” 
 
    “Does anyone anymore?” 
 
    “Okay, you don’t have some sort of news feed? An app or something?” 
 
    I nod in concession. “I heard.” 
 
    In the past couple of weeks there’ve been five violent attacks in the downtown area. All seem to be unprovoked. The police can’t find any similarities between the victims, just that they were in the wrong place at the wrong time, so they’re calling them muggings that took a nasty turn. The police have increased their numbers in this area, but it won’t help. Not when superhuman creatures are involved. The question is, why are the Rogues doing this? Is it really just the heat making them antsy? 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, well, thanks for the beer. I assume someone over twenty-one purchased it for their own consumption?”  
 
    As if I’m going to admit I have a fake ID. “Yeah, totally. So, you’ll look into Madison and tell me what you find?” 
 
    Parsons snorts. “Absolutely. That’s exactly how we operate. Civilians give us a tiny lead on a closed case, and we immediately share all information with them. Wait, let me put you at number one on my speed dial. And listen, if you give me a few days, I can get you a badge, a gun, and access to all our files.” 
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    “Not at all. I could go on,” Parsons calls, raising his voice to be heard as I shut the door on him, but I’m smiling. This could actually go somewhere. This could be the way to find Rica. 
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    Piper, my best friend since grade school, grins at me as we settle into the oversized armchairs in the Starbucks on the corner of Boundary and Fifth. 
 
    We’re friends again. Or at least, we’re getting there. While I was Becoming, I had pretty much destroyed our relationship, but when I found out Lucan assassins were coming after me, I’d reached out and tried to explain—at least the bits I could tell a non-Lucan—and a couple of weeks ago Piper, being Piper, had forgiven me. 
 
    The pickup counter is within my line of sight, so I’m keeping an eye out for our orders when to my right, behind Piper’s shoulder, a good-looking Abercrombie-type guy comes into view, loitering near the pickup area, checking his phone. 
 
    “Hey. Check out the hottie,” I say to Piper, widening my eyes and theatrically waggling my eyebrows. 
 
    Piper frowns. “Why’re you making faces at me?” 
 
    Whoops. Way to use Lucan telepathy on your non-Lucan friend and look like a total weirdo. I forget sometimes, and it saddens me that our friendship won’t ever be the same. But maybe things would have changed anyway, Lucan or not. We splintered after high school, and maybe that’s just life. 
 
    “Er… nothing, uh, how’s it going? Summer school all good?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s all fine, but—” Piper grimaces. “—your mom did a drop by my place last week.” 
 
    “Oh shit, sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not super psyched to be lying to your parents about us being roommates. I had to pretend you were out and I was late for class, so I didn’t have to give her a tour and show her your non-existent room.” 
 
     “I can’t live with Mom and Dad. It would ruin what’s left of our relationship. You don’t want that, do you? And if they think I live with you, they won’t worry.” 
 
    Piper, my friend since grade school, is pretty fond of my parents. Luckily, our parents aren’t as fond of each other, so they won’t find out about my real address through parent networks. 
 
    “I guess not. But why can’t you live with them again?” 
 
    “Mom threw me out.” 
 
    “But… they probably want you to move back now?” 
 
    “What about my lease?” I fiddle with my phone, pretending to check a message, but I can feel Piper’s doubtful gaze. 
 
    “Hey Tam? How’re you doing? You seem… uh…” Piper’s hands, sitting on her lap, move restlessly. “A bit down? Or… lost? Or maybe tired.” 
 
    “Tired,” I say, nodding as my insides flip over once, twice. “Chris… you know… I still have nightmares.” 
 
    I can be honest about having nightmare. I just can’t tell her they’re mostly gut-churning memories of me killing the three Enforcers and ripping out Falcone’s heart, though. My shoulders shake, shuddering involuntarily. 
 
    “Tam?” 
 
    “Our order’s ready.” I jump up and grab the coffees, busying myself with milk and sugar-related activities until I’m calmer. 
 
    As I hand Piper her cup, I change the subject. “Hey, so how’s Kyle? 
 
    In an instant, Piper’s energy changes. “Oh my God, Tam, he’s so cute.” Piper scrolls through her phone until she finds a picture. “Look at this one. He sent it to me the other day. Isn’t he adorable?” 
 
    I glance at her phone. Large blue eyes are framed by long black lashes and an ironic half smile that looks practiced. “Uh, sure.” 
 
    Kyle is not adorable. 
 
    As soon as I met him, I’d known he had douchey tendencies, but it got worse. 
 
    He told Piper what to order, corrected her grammar and then—in a moment that still makes my stomach curdle—she actually asked him if she could go to the washroom. It hadn’t been an outright request, that would’ve been ridiculous, but she announced she wanted to clean up, then hesitated, her eyes flicking to his for approval, and he’d given her this tiny nod, like it was okay with him. I wanted to scream. I wanted to follow her in there and ask what was wrong with her, or shake some sense into her, but I couldn’t. 
 
    “So, what’s the situation? Are you official? Exclusive?” 
 
    “It’s too early for that conversation.” 
 
    “Is it? I mean, it can’t be far off?” 
 
    She makes a noncommittal noise. 
 
    “Piper?” 
 
    “It’s not easy, Tam. You wouldn’t know, having been with… uh—” Piper gulps. It’s too hard for either of us to talk about Chris. We do, once in a while, but we have to set aside time for it, to do it properly, because we both end up blubbering messes. “You haven’t been on Tinder. It’s different than meeting someone at school.” 
 
    “Okay, but you still want to know if he’s screwing other people, don’t you?” 
 
    “Tamzin.” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t care, but you’re not the dating around kind of person.” 
 
    “We’re not even there yet though, so...” Piper looks at her phone and gathers up her bag. “Hey Tam, we’d better go. We’ll be late.” 
 
    I sigh. Time for an awkward family dinner, my semi-regular salute to my old life. 
 
    I BRACE MYSELF as we enter the kitchen door of my family home, only twenty minutes by car but somehow light years away. 
 
    Six weeks ago, after an ultimatum from Mom to change my ways—she had no idea all the changes I was going through were out of my control—I’d left home. At the time, I thought it was a temporary move until things blew over, but the wind billowing around our turbulent relationship had become a tornado completely surrounding my life. I still have a lot of stuff at home though, and my bedroom is exactly as I left it, so I think Mom and Dad expect me to come home at some point. 
 
    But I don’t see how that’s possible. 
 
    Not with the way my life is now. 
 
    Not with Rogues showing up to try to take me out, not with Parsons still on my back, and definitely not with the rage I felt during last month’s full moon. Dana told me Lucans often have to live away from their non-Lucan family members, which I get now, properly, but I miss seeing Dad every day so much it aches. 
 
    “Hey Mom.” 
 
    “Tamzin.” Mom nods and smiles formally as I walk through the kitchen to the living room where I know I will find Dad. “And Piper, nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Hi Mrs. Walker.” Piper grins, holding out a cranberry and apple pie. I bring Piper to these as often as possible—she’s an excellent buffer—and each time she comes, even though Mom and Dad insist it’s not necessary, she brings dessert. 
 
    In the living room, I pause at the door. Dad’s sitting on the couch, staring into space. The TV flickers with some sporting event, but he’s clearly not watching it. He looks so worried, I can’t help myself. 
 
    At this rate, I’m going to be out of a job by the end of the year. 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I tune into the awful, cringe-worthy scene he’s replaying in his head, in which his boss berates and belittles him in front of the whole team for something he wasn’t even responsible. He had forced Dad to apologize and made him work late to make up for his own mistakes. 
 
    “Dad?” I blurt. “How’s everything with you?” I gulp. “How’s work?” 
 
    He gives me a surprised look. “I was just thinking about work.” He attempts a smile. “A few issues, office politics, you know.” 
 
    “Your boss, right, Mr. Price? The total douchebag?” 
 
    Dad chuckles and my heart swells. It’s been a while since I heard him laugh, and he hasn’t been the same with me since I left. I don’t blame him. Without knowing the full story, it would seem like I went completely berserk for no reason. It’s a betrayal of us, our closeness, that I won’t tell him what’s going on, and it has become a wall between us. Losing Dad, even in this small way, creates a visceral ache that’s beginning to feel like an infected wound. 
 
    “I’ll handle it, Tamzin. Work politics are part of being an adult.” He gives me a small smile. “How’s life?” he says, such a normal question, but so loaded. He searches my eyes, pleading for me to tell him something real. 
 
    “Fine. The same… you know.” 
 
    Dad nods. A sad gesture. “Spaghetti for dinner,” he says, walking past me. With a dull and heavy heart, I follow, catching his final thought. 
 
    What am I going to do about Price? 
 
    In the dining room Dad makes a point of glancing out the window before taking his seat. “Nice ride,” he says, but not in a car-appreciator kind of way. He’s asking where I got it from. It’s a black Mini Cooper, bought courtesy of a night’s winnings at the casino. I hadn’t driven it here until tonight, for the very reason of my parent’s scrutiny. 
 
    “Um, yeah. It’s Piper’s.” 
 
    Piper shoots a glance at me. 
 
    “A present from your parents?” Mom asks. She’s sitting at the head of the table, her back ramrod straight and a neutral, Pleasantville-type expression on her face. I almost want to laugh, this is so unlike her, but I don’t. In an unspoken agreement forged over the last few weeks, we’re both on our best behavior. As we have dinner, everyone speaks to each other in calm, even tones, and we pretend everything is fine. 
 
    “Um… ah…” Piper bites her lip. 
 
    “She’s been saving up, but they helped her,” I say. “It’s not new, though right, Piper? In good condition, but used.” 
 
    Dad eyes me but doesn’t say anything. 
 
    “What have you been up to, Piper? How is school going?” Mom says, helping herself to salad and passing the bowl. She never asks me what I’m up to—also part of our agreement, or maybe she doesn’t want to hear the answers—but she usually manages to get in a passive-aggressive dig. Her only daughter dropping out of college to live a wanton life must be hard to explain to friends and colleagues. 
 
    “Oh, it’s great, thanks.” Piper covers up the awkwardness with an almost continuous stream of innocuous conversation, and even though I’ve barely said two words I’m exhausted before we’ve even gotten to dessert. Between keeping a pleasant expression on my face and actively not reading their minds—I don’t want to hear what Mom is thinking, and Dad’s thoughts might split my heart in two—it feels like a job I didn’t want and am not being paid to do. 
 
    “We better go,” I say, standing. “Piper has to study for an exam, right? And I’m supposed to be helping Dana at The Public House.” Another lie. Sort of. 
 
    Mom brightens. “Oh, you’re working there? That’s good. And how’s Vincent?” 
 
    They think Dana’s boyfriend Vincent is in a coma from a car accident. Dana had relayed this explanation to me in a pointed way, showing me how you can still engage with your family and keep them up to date with your life without telling them about your secret Lucan identity. 
 
    “He’s the same,” I say, standing up. “Thanks for dinner. See you next time.” 
 
    I give Mom and Dad pecks on the cheek, leaving my hand resting on Dad’s shoulder a moment longer than necessary, trying to convey to him how much I miss him, but he just gives me a noncommittal smile and nods goodbye. My shoes feel leaden as I walk to the car. 
 
    These dinners are getting harder. 
 
    I STOP FOR chicken fried rice at a Chinese takeout place a couple of blocks from home. A normal human meal just doesn’t cut it with a Lucan metabolism. Waiting for my order, I pace the street, my stomach rumbling. I tune out the sounds of the city as they stream and flow around me, but I still manage to catch a snippet of conversation from the next street over. 
 
    “When’s the heist?” 
 
    “Tomorrow night.” 
 
    I slow my pacing, focusing on their voices. Two males, talking as they walk through the alley to my left. 
 
    “And what’s it for again?” 
 
    “We need weapons.” 
 
    I freeze. Should I do something? With three quick strides, I’m at the mouth of the alley. There’s no one there. I cast my senses out, but there are people in all the surrounding buildings. Those two guys could be any of them. 
 
    And it’s nothing to do with me. 
 
    I collect my food but instead of going straight back to my car I walk the length of the alley. I don’t know what I’m doing—I should just let the police deal with whatever that was about. Except as I retrace their steps, I pick up their scent. Those two guys were Lucan. 
 
    What do they need weapons for? 
 
    AT HOME, I dump my bag and phone by the door, deposit my chicken fried rice on the coffee table, and grab a bottle of water from the fridge. After I’ve guzzled half a liter I notice the crisp white envelope that was left on my door still sitting unopened on the kitchen counter. I probably should find out what the landlord wants. Taking it with me to the couch, I nestle into the cushions and open the flap. 
 
    It’s not from my landlord at all. 
 
    Tamzin, we need to talk. Please meet me at midnight at Banjo’s Coffee on Fifth West. —A Friend. 
 
    Who, what, why? And uh, friend, your note doesn’t tell me what day you want to meet. Who knows when it was left on my door? I stare at the message for a couple of minutes, then toss it on the table and pick up my food. 
 
    At around 11:30 p.m. I leave the house. I’ve got nothing better to do and I’m intrigued. 
 
    Inside the coffee shop there’s only a handful of customers, none of them Lucan—although my mysterious friend being Lucan is an assumption—and none of them show any signs of recognition when I walk in. I exit again to wait on the street. The smell of coffee is driving me nuts. I vowed not to drink any more tonight, in an attempt to get some proper sleep, and I don’t need the temptation. Fatigue is wearing me down, and I’m almost desperate with the need to be able to succumb fully to sleep without the fear of waking in the middle of the night, terrorized by my own mind. 
 
    I shift from foot to foot as I wait, nervous energy barreling through me, resisting the urge to start jogging on the spot. I wait, and I wait, but no one shows up. Still, there’s someone out there who wants to talk, and it could be important. It could be a solution to… something. 
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    In the kitchen of a modest bungalow sitting on twenty acres of farmland a couple of hours down the coast, Vincent’s father tops up my coffee and inclines his head toward a door to the left. I smile nervously. Dana’s guilt trips have finally done their job and propelled me to visit Vincent. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Tam.” George’s voice is deep and gravelly, authoritative but kind. 
 
    Susan emerges from behind the closed door. “Tamzin, honey, I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    I’ve only met Vincent’s parents a couple of times, but they’re both so warm and friendly it’s hard not to feel like I’ve known them forever. I got here half an hour ago and I’ve learned Vincent’s had a lot of visitors, many of them regulars—including Alexis, who has been coming about once a week. I’m kind of surprised by this. Vincent broke Consillium rules by helping me with the Enforcers, but since Rica violated the basic creed of the Consillium by sending them after me, Alexis understands and has forgiven Vincent. At least, that’s George’s take on the situation. 
 
    “Is he alone?” 
 
    “Ruby is with him.” 
 
    “Oh… I can come back.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” Susan pats my hand. “You’re here now, and I’m sure Ruby won’t mind if you join them.” 
 
    Susan must be out of the loop. Ruby doesn’t want to be in the same room as me—at least she sure hasn’t recently. 
 
    “We’ve a few calls to make,” Susan says, looking across to George, who nods. “Are you all right here? Help yourself to anything.” 
 
    When they move down the hallway to another room, I put down my coffee and head for the door to wait outside, but Ruby bursts out of Vincent’s room, her whole face red and puffy. We lock eyes. Ruby’s lip trembles, her eyes wide with anguish, and I lurch forward to wrap my arms around her as she crumples forward. 
 
    “It’s so awful,” she sobs into my shoulder. 
 
    Ruby has known Vincent for nearly ten years. She’d been completely off the rails and had no one to look out for her, or even care about her, until Vincent came along. He’s like a father to her, so I get how hard this must be for her. 
 
    “What did Cedric do to him?” she sniffs. 
 
    With a lump in my throat, I squeeze harder. I can’t tell her about Cedric’s mind violations. I just can’t. To know what Vincent is going through would destroy her.   
 
    After Ruby has calmed down, we go outside to stroll around the orchards. Ruby does this each time she visits, she tells me. It’s beautiful out here, but even with a breeze it feels as if the heat is trying to boil me from the inside. I hold my hands above my head, trying to shield myself from the sun. 
 
    “How’ve you been?” Ruby asks. 
 
    “Um…” I still don’t know how to answer this question even though I’m asked it all the time. “I’m fine, I guess.” We walk slowly. “A lot of shit went down, and there’s a lot to process.” 
 
    Ruby nods. “All the stuff with the Enforcers… was intense. I’m sorry you had to go through it,” she says, looking up to meet my eyes. I smile, grateful for her words, but then we both fall silent. It’s what happened after the Enforcers that Ruby has trouble with. Turning my back on the Consillium. She, like Nikolai, thinks I shouldn’t blame them for Rica’s behavior. But for me, it’s all jumbled up together, especially now I’ve discovered they lied about him being missing. 
 
    “Did you know, Ruby? Rica is missing.” 
 
    Her eyes widen with shock, answering my question. “Are you serious? I thought he was in London, facing trial. Did he escape?” 
 
    It makes me feel a tiny bit better to know I wasn’t the only one in the dark. 
 
    “Turns out, they never captured him. He took off straight after… everything.” 
 
    “But they’re trying to find him?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “So, they didn’t tell us because they didn’t want us to worry?” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it. Another is they told us whatever story suited their needs.” 
 
    Ruby turns to me, her bright red hair glinting in the sun. “But, it’s kind of better, don’t you think? To feel secure. Things in the community are already a bit tense, aren’t they?” 
 
    I should have known Ruby would immediately support the Principali’s actions. 
 
    “Hey, I’m melting out here. Can we go back to the shade?” 
 
    “Yeah, totally.” 
 
    We amble back, at first the silence companionable, but as we walk the energy changes, building, until Ruby says, “Tamzin, isn’t it time… you, I dunno… move on?” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “I mean, I get it, but being angry at the Consillium, what’s the point? It was Rica, and they’re trying to find him. And there’s other things to worry about. Like Vincent and, I don’t know, getting back to normal.” 
 
    “What’s normal?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ruby emits an exasperated sigh. “It’s just, you’re kind of projecting this anti-Consillium vibe, and it’s not great, you know?” 
 
    We reach the porch and walk up the three steps to the door. 
 
    “Ruby, I know you’re loyal to them, but it’s easy to be loyal when they haven’t done anything to you.” 
 
    “Can’t you just drop it?” Ruby shouts. “You’re not helping anything, Tamzin.” Her lip wobbles, but she’s projecting more anger than grief. “If you’d worn the stupid amulet Vincent wouldn’t be like this. None of this would’ve happened. Vincent is… and you…” Her face crumples. 
 
    Susan and George step out onto the porch. Susan’s eyes move from me to Ruby, her brow pulling down in concern. 
 
    “Ruby? Everything okay?” 
 
    Of course, of course she would ask Ruby, and not me, if she was all right. 
 
    Without a word I turn and move past George into the house. George closes the door after me, and I hear footsteps leading away as Susan and George walk Ruby to her car. They’re obviously on her side. The Consillium, which I’m supposed to be part of, feels like a cliquey group I’ve been forced to join. It’s as if they barely tolerate my existence. Whatever. I’m here to see Vincent, and that’s what I’m going to do. The sooner I do, the sooner I can leave. I stare at the closed door to Vincent’s room. But can I face what lies inside? If I don’t go in, what would I tell Dana? 
 
    What would I tell myself? 
 
    With my hand on the doorknob I take a breath and enter the room. The first thing that strikes me is the absence of… anything. I can’t sense Vincent—he’s right there, but I can’t feel him. I take a few shaky steps forward. He looks the same, thinner, grayer, but still Vincent. 
 
    But is it still him? 
 
    Finally, I get to the side of the bed. There’s no medical equipment—it’s not that sort of coma. He was checked out by a Consillium doctor and there’s nothing physically wrong with him. So ever since, he’s been here in his family home with Susan and George making his limbs do the physiotherapy exercises so his muscles don’t deteriorate. 
 
    I choke back a sob. “Vincent. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Without meaning to I grasp his arm, and in an instant I’m inside his head. For a second I’m unable to let go, my hand muscles seizing up as they grip his arm, as if I’m getting an electric shock. 
 
    Finally, I’m able to release him and stumble backward. 
 
    Oh God—Dana didn’t warn me. 
 
    It’s so much worse than a dark fuzzy mess. 
 
    It’s torment, pure and undiluted. 
 
    I stumble out of the house and down the driveway to my car. Susan and George can’t see me like this. They would want to know why, and they would be horrified. I lean against the door and suck back gulps of air, trying to calm down. For one horrible moment I had been connected to his anguish, to his torment, and it had been awful. 
 
    As I open the car door, I glance up at the sky. Nightfall is a few hours away, but I can already feel the pull of the moon. Why did I choose the first day of the full moon to visit Vincent? And what I channeled back there, was that all him, or something to do with the full moon? 
 
    “Tamzin?” Susan calls out to me from the front door, her face etched with confusion. 
 
    “Sorry. I have to—” I don’t finish, I just raise my hand to wave goodbye before jumping in, starting the car, and pulling out as fast as I can. 
 
    The landscape whizzes past, my foot heavy on the gas and the music up loud, but it’s not enough to distract me from Vincent’s distress still churning inside me. Abruptly, I pull the car over to the verge, open the door, and with one leg planted on the ground but the other still inside the car, I empty the contents of my stomach onto the side of the road. 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    I wipe my mouth and rest my head against the car seat, breathing shallowly. I have to get out of myself, my head, my body. I’ve got to lose myself in something. 
 
    Now. 
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    I knew Lucan fight clubs existed, but I never thought I’d want to go. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    When Mason got to my apartment he took one look at me and my wild expression and told me to change into something I didn’t mind ruining. Then he drove us here. We’re in a boxing club like the one where Dana and I train, but this one is grungier, dirtier and even smellier, which I hadn’t thought possible. I’m wearing ripped blue jeans, a coffee-stained white tank and Doc boots, which I’m glad for—even with the heat—because the floor is revolting. There are nearly a hundred Lucans here, men and woman, every age, size and ethnicity, clustered in small groups or standing alone, focused on drinks or phones, and I’m nearly shaking from the aggressive energy barreling around. 
 
    “Are these always going on?” I’m whispering, but it’s not necessary. No one here’s interested in conversation. We slipped in unnoticed fifteen minutes ago, and since then we’ve been hovering in the back, waiting for the next fight. 
 
    Mason shakes his head. “Just during the full moon.” 
 
    “Does the Consillium allow this? These aren’t Rogues, right?” 
 
    Mason grins. “Everyone here’s a member of the Consillium community. Some travel here from out of town every full moon for this.” 
 
    The more I hang out with Mason, the more I realize how much he gets up to under the radar. That his sister—near identical in looks but opposite in temperament—is junior Consillium Principali might have something to do with how much pleasure he gets from pushing the boundaries of Consillium rules. I would ask him about Madison’s involvement in Rica’s disappearance, but there’s no point. She wouldn’t have told him, and he wouldn’t care. 
 
    “But isn’t this risking exposure?” 
 
    “It’s not like a Consillium Principali sponsored activity, but as long as it’s kept secret, no rules are being broken. Even they appreciate that Lucans need a release during full moon.” Mason pulls a leather-bound hip flask out of his jacket pocket, takes a swig and hands it to me. Bourbon. Yuck. But still, I take another mouthful. The fiery liquid is both bolstering and calming. 
 
    A whistle cuts through the din, and an older but well-muscled man jumps up onto the edge of the boxing ring, hanging off the side. One hand grips the ropes, the other hand a beer. His dark hair is cut with gray, and his piercing eyes survey the crowd. 
 
    “Fight three, starting as soon as we’ve got a challenger for Hannah.” 
 
    “She’s out,” a voice calls from the crowd. “She went home with Parker. They’re getting rid of full moon lust a different way.” 
 
    The crowd hoots and cheers. 
 
    “So. We’ve got an open round. Who wants it, people?” 
 
    My heart pumps faster. I turn to Mason. He raises his eyebrows with a shrug, like, isn’t this what we’re here for? With a burst of adrenaline, I step forward. 
 
    The man on the edge of the ring swivels to me, his eyes widening in surprise. He jumps down, a slow smile creeping over his face as he comes to stand in front of me. 
 
    “Well, well… Tamzin Walker, if I’m not mistaken.” He offers me his hand and I take it. “Gordon.” He takes this moment, our physical connection, to inform me he used to be Consillium Principali. I step back, wary. “Who would’ve thought,” he adds. 
 
    There are murmurs of confusion from the crowd—they are not sure why Gordon is saying these things—but I am, and his smile is pissing me off. He’s enjoying their rapt attention, the opportunity to make a fool of me. What a surprise he used to be Principali. 
 
    He jumps back up onto the ring and studies the upturned faces of the crowd. 
 
    “Well? Any takers? Do we have a challenger?” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” A man emerges from the other side of the room. An oddly high-pitched voice attached to a stocky man, dressed in a shiny three-piece suit. The suit is slim fit, or too small—his biceps strain through the sleeves. His blond hair is cropped short, almost shaven. Balding, maybe. He climbs into the boxing ring and steps through the ropes. I do the same. He’s only a couple of inches taller than me, but I can feel his strength from here. We both take opposite corners of the ring. 
 
    “Nice outfit,” I say. 
 
    He removes his jacket. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be transporting something in a shiny car somewhere?” 
 
    He ignores me. 
 
    “Don’t get the reference? Don’t like action movies? Huh.” 
 
    He eases off his tie and rolls up his sleeves as he paces his corner. Out of quips and adrenaline seeping into my muscles, I pace too, shaking my arms, breathing through my nose. I pull my hair up into a high ponytail. He takes off his shoes. I don’t remove mine—I’m pretty sure I have holes in my socks. 
 
    Instead, I connect with his mind. His eyes lock with mine, hardening. 
 
    The rumors are bullshit. They must be. 
 
    I crack my knuckles. 
 
    Gordon whistles for attention. “Fight three, ladies and gentlemen, we’ve got Stanley Jefferson and Tamzin Walker.” Gordon surveys the crowd. “Now, you all know Stanley.” A cheer rises. He’s obviously a fan favorite. “But I don’t know how much you know about little Miss Walker.” Gordon pauses and gets a laugh. “But she has quite the reputation.” 
 
    Little? I shake my head in irritation, walking back and forth across my end of the ring. I can almost see the heat of anticipation rising from the crowd. I sure as hell can smell it. 
 
    “Rumors have it,” Gordon continues, “she’s faced an Enforcer.” 
 
    From the hush that descends on the crowd, it’s obvious most of them didn’t know. Frowning, I seek out Mason in the throng of people gathered around the ring. How did that random Rogue know about the Enforcers, but Lucans in the Consillium community don’t? 
 
    “Sounds like a bunch of crap to me,” someone calls out. “Show her how it’s done, Stanley.” 
 
    Stanley lifts his chin and pumps his fist, as if he’s already won. Gordon spreads his hands, like he has no opinion on the subject, but his smug smile tells me different. I shift from foot to foot, adrenaline surging, threatening to take over. 
 
    “You see, the trouble with letting ridiculous rumors like that circulate, Miss Walker, is it gives Rogues ideas. Random Rogue attacks are on the rise, and your need to be in the spotlight is part of the reason.” 
 
    “The spotlight? What is it with you guys and blaming me for Rogue attacks? It’s got nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “Just admit the rumor is false. You didn’t face an Enforcer,” Gordon presses. 
 
    Stanley pulls up his top lip in a snarl. “Stories.” He jogs on the spot. 
 
    “You’re about to find out,” I say under my breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tamzin, did you have something to say?” Gordon steps up to me, his hand to his ear in a theatrical gesture. My head whips around to him, my eyes burning. His head jerks and he takes an involuntarily step backward, raising his arm instead. “Fighters ready?” he asks. We nod. He drops it down, signaling the beginning of the fight. 
 
    I let Stanley take the lead. I want to know who he is, what he’s got for me. I take a punch to the face, a knee to the stomach, an elbow to the chin. The crowd cheers, and Gordon’s eyes gleam. I get in a few counter punches, testing his reflexes, his reactions. 
 
    We both pull back. 
 
    I spit out a wad of bloody saliva. 
 
    Stanley trains in martial arts, is both faster and stronger than he looks, and has a high pain threshold. 
 
    Good. I need a workout. And I can’t lie, it feels good. The brutality of bone connecting with flesh, the flashes of pain, they connect me to something deep inside, meeting a need I didn’t properly know I had. It’s as if each blow frees me from a piece of the torment I absorbed from Vincent, and it’s just what I need to get rid of his pain. 
 
    Stanley can tell I’m holding back, but he’s not dwelling on this. He’s enjoying himself too much. 
 
    And the crowd loves it. 
 
    But after five minutes, I’ve had enough. 
 
    I drop my head, wipe the sweat from my brow, lick the blood from my lower lip, and inhale deeply. I raise my head and cast my eyes over to Mason who nods, grinning in anticipation. 
 
    Stanley throws out an arrogant left cross, and I pull back, dodging the blow easily. I follow through on his momentum to deliver a vicious punch to his left side, breaking his ribs. He cries out and staggers sideways. I drive forward, and with one powerful punch he’s on the ground. I follow him down, straddling his chest, slamming my fist into his face. The crowd is shocked into silence. 
 
    Gordon jumps onto the edge of the ring at the other side, his eyes burning into mine and his nostrils flaring. It’s obvious what he wants. I lift my chin and beckon him to enter the ring. He ducks through the ropes, his eyes never leaving mine. I stay where I am, watching. Suddenly, he darts forward. I duck his first swing, block his second, and torpedo my fist into his exposed stomach. He collapses forward and I thrust my elbow into his jaw. He squeals—an undignified sound—and goes down. Immediately, a meaty guy with malice in his eyes surges out of the crowd and jumps onto the edge of the ring. I nod, narrowing my eyes. 
 
    Getting pummeled was good, but this is better. 
 
    He lunges toward me, surprisingly fast, slamming his body into mine. He lifts me off the ground and into the pole in the corner of the ring, my spine bearing the brunt of the momentum. 
 
    Fuck that hurt. 
 
    Pressed up against the pole I lean back to punch his face, again and again. His head jerks with the motion, but I can’t get enough propulsion from this close and he doesn’t move off me, so I grip his throat, squeezing as hard as I can. My fingers only reach halfway around his neck but his eyes bulge and he staggers back, finally releasing me from his sweaty, heavy weight. I step forward and deliver a roundhouse kick to his head with my right foot, then a follow-up cross with my fist, snapping his head to the side. He hovers for a second, blood gushing from both nostrils, then drops like a redwood in the forest. 
 
    To my left Gordon rises, but instead of coming toward me he dives forward and rolls under the ropes to the ground. 
 
    “Anyone else?” I say to the crowd, a sea of stunned faces. 
 
    Eyes flicker from the two motionless bodies in the ring back to me, heads bent toward each other as whispers are exchanged. 
 
    Nobody volunteers. 
 
    “No?” I swing my leg over the rope. “And by the way… it was three,” I say as I drop lightly to the ground. “I took out three Enforcers.” 
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    I prop myself up on my elbow, my hair tumbling around my bare shoulders. 
 
    “Hey, Mason?” 
 
    He’s lying on his back, staring at the ceiling fan, itching for a cigarette. I know his tells—gnawing at his bottom lip, jiggling his foot under the covers. “What do you, like, do? In the daytime.” 
 
    “Wait by the phone, pining after you,” Mason replies drily, turning his gaze to me. He adds a chuckle, but his eyes flicker and he swallows as he turns away. 
 
    “But seriously.” I nudge him. “Do you have a job?” 
 
    He pulls himself up to rest on one arm. “I dabble. I have investments, and Mom and Dad have a consulting firm downtown. I do marketing for them.” 
 
    “They’re Lucan too, right?” 
 
    Mason nods. “And my grandparents.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    It’s so weird to think of Lucans having these normal jobs. For me, all normality disappeared as soon as I Became. I guess that’s what Dana meant when she said most Lucans are out in the world, living their lives. 
 
    “Your parents aren’t Consillium Principali?” 
 
    “Nope. But a lot of their friends are.” He turns to me. “Hey, you’re getting nosy all of a sudden. What’s this all about, huh?” He tickles my stomach and I shriek, trying to get away, but not really. It feels good, fooling around in this unassuming way. 
 
    No artifice, no promises, no torment. 
 
    My head falls back on the pillow. 
 
    The pull from the full moon last night, the second of the cycle, had lit another fire within me, so Mason and I went out and hit a few clubs. This month has definitely been even worse than last month, but I don’t want to think about what that means. 
 
    “Do you and Madison hang out, as friends? Do you talk about stuff?” 
 
    “Tam, I don’t want to talk about my sister while I’m in bed with you.” Mason flips over to lie on his stomach. 
 
    I haven’t talked to Mason about my mission to find out what happened to Rica because, for one, our hangouts are about fun and release, but also I want to keep it to myself. 
 
     “Hey, what did that note say? The one you got the other day. Was it from your landlord?” 
 
    “Who’s the nosy one now, huh?” I tease. “It was actually kinda weird. Just this cryptic note saying someone wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “You don’t know who?” 
 
    “No name, and when I went to the meeting place no one showed.” 
 
    Masons nods. “Weird.” Turning to me again he traces one finger down my shoulder. “No bruises.” 
 
    “Nah, they were gone by yesterday.” I turn to look at him again. “I think the other night might have been dumb.” 
 
    “What, the fight? No. It was epic. I wish I’d recorded it… I could watch those smug Consillium dicks get slammed on repeat.” 
 
    “I guess.” I sigh, pulling at the ends of my hair. “But it’s weird they didn’t know what happened with the Enforcers. I mean, Gordon did, and Stanley had heard something, but most of the others seemed to have no idea. Whereas random Rogues somehow have this inside info?” 
 
    Mason shrugs and sits up. “Don’t know. I need a smoke.” He pulls on his jeans but doesn’t bother with a shirt, slipping his phone into his pocket as he pads to where his cigarettes are sitting on the coffee table. “Back in a sec.” 
 
    “Don’t let Mrs. Coletti see you,” I call, sitting up to watch him, appreciating the lines of his body. “Especially like that. She might have a heart attack.” 
 
    Mason chuckles, leaving the door ajar for his return. I snuggle back into the bedcovers, which smell faintly of his aftershave, hoping to get some sleep before dawn, but I can’t stop thinking how weird it is that Rogues seems to be better informed than Lucans in the Consillium community. Maybe the Consillium Principali are embarrassed about what happened and are keeping it hush-hush. My eyelids feel heavy. That must be it. Mason comes back to bed, lingering particles of smoke attached to his hair and body. He curls up against me, fitting his body against mine, and I finally drift off to sleep. 
 
    MASON KNOWS AN all-day brunch place on Fifth, so a little after two o’clock we drag ourselves out of bed to deal with what’s becoming raging hunger. 
 
    I’m about to pull on jeans when I glance outside and see the sun, high in the sky, blazing down. There’s no way. After a quick flick through my closet, I find a summery maxi dress I bought on a shopping trip with Ruby. It’s emerald green with thin straps—way more girly than my usual style, but Ruby had pretty much insisted. 
 
    “Yes. Wear that,” Mason says, coming to stand behind me, his arms circling my waist. He leans down to nuzzle the space between my shoulder and neck, and I let him for a second, a flicker of desire spiraling through me, but then Mason makes a noise in the back of his throat, and I shrug him away. 
 
    “I’m starving. Let’s go,” I say, stepping away and pulling the dress over my head. 
 
    Outside, beads of sweat instantly form on my skin, and I’m grateful for the breezy light fabric. 
 
    “I’m totally over this heat wave,” I say as Mason joins me on the street. “How far is this place?” 
 
    “A couple of blocks,” he says, his response muffled by the cigarette already in his mouth. 
 
    We get window seats and order the four-course brunch special. There are only a handful of other customers at this time of day. 
 
    “So, we’re totally doing fight club again next month, right?” Mason says, sipping his coffee. “Not bad,” he says, gesturing at my cup as I too take a mouthful. I give him a slow nod, saying yes to both. “Although the way you kicked ass, you might not get many challengers,” he adds. “Their faces… especially when you took out that big dude.” He grins. 
 
    I shrug. Part of me wants to revisit and savor the reckless abandon and the satisfaction of such pure physical exertion and raw aggression, but the rest of me is ashamed. I want to ask myself what I’m turning into—but I don’t want the answer. 
 
    The waitress, a voluptuous woman who fills out her uniform in ways that Mason is clearly appreciating, tops up our coffee. After she’s gone, his eye’s slide to mine, catching me eyeballing him. 
 
    “Jealous?” he says, looking pleased with himself. I’m about to correct him when I sense them, only a few feet away. A second later they come into view, walking right past the front of the restaurant. Madison and Nikolai. They stop, and all four of us stare at each other through the glass in a suspended moment, until Madison marches up and wrenches open the restaurant door, taking small angry steps toward our table. Nikolai follows, and even though my attention should be on Madison—she knows something about Rica—I can’t take my eyes off him. He follows her inside, his steps slow and measured as he casts his gaze around the room, as if taking in his surroundings. But he’s not. He’s avoiding looking at me, sitting with Mason. 
 
    “What’s up, Nikolai?” Mason leans back in his seat, legs spread, hands behind his head, smirking. 
 
    God, he’s a pain. Does he take lessons or does it come naturally? 
 
    Nikolai doesn’t respond, his mouth set in a line. 
 
    “Mason?” Madison’s voice is squeaky and irritated. Her face is pink with anger, or maybe it’s the heat. She throws a haughty glare at me, and that’s all it takes. I lunge out of my chair and grab her by the shoulders. 
 
    “Tam… hey, hey,” Mason says, jumping up at the same time as Nikolai comes up behind me. Firmly but still gently, Mason places his hands over mine, pulling them off Madison’s arms. Nikolai loops his arms around my shoulders and guides me backward. The waitress is staring at me with an open mouth, pretty much the same expression as the other diners. 
 
    I release Madison and let Nikolai pull me further backward. 
 
    “Let’s talk outside,” he says. 
 
    Madison, looking suitably rattled, sits next to Mason and looks expectantly at him, tugging his arm. 
 
    “What is it?” Mason says with irritation, finally turning to his sister. 
 
    Nikolai and I enter the heat of the afternoon. I move to stand under the awning but beads of sweat are already trickling down, sliding between my shoulder blades to the small of my back. 
 
    Nikolai wipes his forehead with the back of his head. “Tamzin, I’m sorry I couldn’t be honest with you. Alexis said—” 
 
    “I don’t care what he said. And you want me to trust the Consillium?” 
 
    Nikolai shakes his head. “Honestly, it was for you, to protect you.” He glances inside the restaurant. Mason grins at him, and Nikolai suddenly steps toward me. “Tamzin, what’re you doing… with him?” 
 
    I’m taken aback by his bluntness. Nikolai is usually so… contained. 
 
    “Madison said you guys were hanging out, but I didn’t believe it.” 
 
    “What are you doing with Madison?” I retort. 
 
    “We’ve been attending weapons training at the Consillium facility.” Nikolai spreads his hands, as if my question is completely irrelevant, but through the restaurant window Madison is peering out at us, her face pinched with attention. She would take more from Nikolai if he offered it, for sure. 
 
    “Wait, what? You have a facility for weapons training?” 
 
    When Dana told me there was a Consillium gym, I had pictured a few elliptical machines and a weights area. No fair. 
 
    Nikolai’s strained expression brings me back to his question. 
 
    “Look—” I sigh. “—we’re just getting food. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Tamzin.” His voice is low, pushed through gritted teeth. “I can smell you all over each other.” His eyes flash. 
 
    We stand face to face, eyes locked, resentment rushing through me until I register the hurt in his eyes. 
 
    “It’s nothing, it’s, uh… only sometimes.” 
 
    “He’s not good for you, Tamzin. Mason only looks out for Mason, and I don’t think—” 
 
    “What are you, my dad?” I say. “Are you going to forbid me from seeing him?” My voice is childish, but adult-sized anger is building. “Control my life a little more, why don’t you.” 
 
    Nikolai shakes his head, makes an exasperated sound. “I care about what happens to you, and Mason is the wrong path.” 
 
    “I’m on a path now?” 
 
    I can’t help myself. Seeing Nikolai is confusing. When I stand near him, every cell in my body wants to be closer, but when I think about the Consillium, I can’t help but recoil. I don’t know if it’s the heat or the last night of the full moon looming ahead this evening, but control is slipping away. 
 
    “Nikolai?” Madison’s shrill voice interrupts us. Does she always sound like that? She holds out her phone. “Alexis.” 
 
    “You’d better take it. He’s probably got more lies to feed you.” 
 
    Nikolai gives me a look as he takes the phone, striding all the way to the end of the block before speaking. Part of me wants to hear what he’s saying, but Madison is standing right in front of me with an expression somewhere between suspicious and judgmental. My eyes narrow. She tucks her short blonde hair behind one ear and crosses her arms. 
 
    “We’ve been busy with Consillium business. Rogue activity has been increasing.” She glares at me as if this is my fault. 
 
    Energy is building in my muscles. “How’s Rica?” I spit. 
 
    Both Madison outside and Mason inside turn to me—an eerily synchronized twin moment. 
 
    “I obviously don’t need to tell you Rica isn’t in London, locked up nice and tight, because you’re the one who helped him escape, right?” I lean forward, challenging her. Instead of looking guilty, she looks indignant. “I’m going to find him, Madison, and the truth will come out. I’ve got friends on the police force, you know.” 
 
    She tsks angrily. “So, you’re the reason a cop was asking me questions? You shouldn’t have gotten him involved. Rica is Principali business.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, he’s also my business. Does Nikolai know what you did? Alexis? Where did Rica go that night?” 
 
    Suddenly, Nikolai is in front of me. When he places both hands on my shoulders, I realize I’m shaking. 
 
    “Tamzin. Calm down.” His voice is low. He grips the tops of my shoulders. His hands are strong and calming. My breath evens out, slows down. I search his eyes with the same intensity that he explores mine. 
 
    Inside the restaurant Mason leans forward and knocks on the glass. Our food has arrived. 
 
    “I’d better go.” I pull away from Nikolai. 
 
    “Tamzin.” 
 
    “No. Not now.” 
 
    “Listen to me. I’ve something important to tell you.” 
 
    I turn back to meet his eyes. 
 
    “It’s Vincent. He woke up.” 
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    Taking the steps up to the main entrance of the city central police station two at a time, trying to convince myself I’m not bone tired and I will one day be able to sleep through the night, I yank open the door. If my season of nightmares doesn’t break soon, I don’t know what I’m going to do. 
 
    At the front desk, I tell a suspicious-looking desk sergeant I’m here to see Parsons. She puts a call through while her doubtful gaze traverses the length of me, wondering what business I have with him. What’s her problem? My face is freshly scrubbed and I’m wearing leggings, flip flops and a tank. After a brief pause, she nods, hangs up and shows me through. 
 
    His office is chaotic. Three empty coffee cups sit atop a pile of papers at the edge of his desk, threatening to fall off into the already overflowing wastepaper basket. The rest of his desk is covered in balled-up pieces of paper and manila files. 
 
    Parsons is standing behind his desk. He looks tired, and he smells—I take a moment to figure it out—unwell. I study his face, worry bunching into a coil of snakes in my stomach. 
 
    He looks up when I enter, but only briefly. “Tamzin. What brings you by?” He’s stapling pieces of paper together and stacking them neatly in a pile. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Defusing a bomb.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    He chuckles. “I like doing this. It’s soothing. I’m preparing for a press briefing.” He pauses to check himself. He’s wondering why he keeps telling me things. 
 
    “Is it for the downtown attacks?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer, just keeps shuffling and stapling pieces of paper, but when I check, he is thinking about the attacks. I pull out my phone and pretend to read a message so I can listen to his thoughts without seeming weird. 
 
    What I hear isn’t great. 
 
    They don’t know the Rogues are superhuman creatures, of course, but they’ve sure noticed the attacks involve considerable strength, and they’ve been wondering if drugs are involved. How long before a Rogue does something that isn’t possible even for someone ramped up on PCP?  
 
    “Tamzin?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re here because… let me guess, you want an update on Madison… or Rica Armandi.” 
 
    “I know you talked to Madison.” 
 
    “Yes.” He nods. “I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you that your friend—” 
 
    “She’s not my friend.” 
 
    “Well, she basically told me to get lost.” He shakes his head. “And I thought you were hard work. She’s quite the little madam. And she doesn’t like cops much, does she? Anyway, according to her she didn’t see Rica that night, she has no idea where he is, and she most certainly,” he puts on a voice that’s a pretty decent impression of Madison, “did not help him escape.” 
 
    “She’s lying.” 
 
    Parsons tilts his head in contemplation. “Why do you think so?” 
 
    “Uh, she was seen with him that night.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    I hesitate. How much do I tell him? 
 
    Parsons sighs. “And you want me to share information with you?” 
 
    Eyeing him, I say, “So… no other clues? No other leads?” 
 
    If you prompt someone with a topic, often they can’t help but think about it.  
 
    Bank statement. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “Like, wouldn’t it be a good idea to check her bank statement? If she helped him leave the country, maybe bought a ticket somewhere?” 
 
    Parsons stands still for a moment, his eyes creasing as they narrow at me, suspicious. “How—?” He scratches his head and blows out an irritated sigh.  
 
    Maybe I should let up on reading Parsons’s mind. 
 
    “Okay, listen, I’m only telling you this so you’ll stop bugging me, okay?” 
 
    “Yes?” My heart is thumping. 
 
    “Her attitude toward me bugged me enough that I did look into her bank records. I’m not confirming anything, and I will deny telling you this if it ever comes up, but her bank records do not indicate she helped him financially.” 
 
    “Oh. You’re sure?” 
 
    “But Rica’s bank statement was interesting. The only recent activity was a plane ticket purchased at the end of May.” 
 
    “That’s when he disappeared! Where to?” 
 
    “A one-way ticket to… Madrid, Spain,” Parsons says. “One. Way,” he emphasizes. 
 
    I stare at his face, searching his eyes, and he gazes right back, but neither of us speak. Finally I say, “So what does this mean?” 
 
    “It means this line of inquiry is over. He’s in Spain. I doubt he’s coming back.” 
 
    “So that’s it? We can’t do anything else?” 
 
    “We most definitely cannot do anything else, but yes, I think that’s that. He hasn’t officially committed a crime, remember? There isn’t an outstanding warrant for him, so until he returns to this country…” 
 
    I can’t imagine Rica would be stupid enough to come back. 
 
    “You’re just giving up?” 
 
    Parsons gestures at the pile of paperwork on his desk. “Yes. And I suggest you do too.” He raises an eyebrow, as if I’m the one who is obsessed. Well, maybe I am, but he is as well. At least he used to be. 
 
    “Miss Walker, I’ve got a lot of work.” 
 
    I pull myself out of the chair. “Yeah, sure.” Disappointment rushes through me as it hits home. I’ve got no clue what to do now. 
 
    Can I trust the Consillium to find Rica and bring him to justice? 
 
    I turn back. “Hey, this might sound weird, but did something, um, criminal happen last week?” 
 
    That conversation I’d overheard in that alley has been popping into my mind every so often, frequently enough to bug me. 
 
    Parsons eyeballs me and says, “No. Nothing. There was absolutely zero illegal activity in this city last week.” He raises his eyebrows. 
 
    I sigh. “Like… a weapons heist?” 
 
    “Tamzin, what are you—” 
 
    “Forget it, don’t worry.” 
 
    What am I doing? I have enough to worry about. 
 
    TAPED TO THE door of my apartment is another crisp white envelope, and weirdly, since I’ve no clue what my mysterious note leaver wants, my stomach flips hopefully. 
 
    Tamzin, we think what the Consillium did to you was wrong. If you want to talk, text me on the below number. —A Friend. 
 
    Huh. There’s a “we” now? Still, who cares? I like the song they’re singing. I grab my phone and type in the number. 
 
    Me: Let’s meet. Tell me when and where. Tamzin. 
 
    I’ve just hit send when footsteps sound in the hall outside my door. After a brief pause, there’s one short, sharp knock. 
 
    I don’t move. I don’t even breathe. 
 
    “Tamzin?” 
 
    No, I’m not ready. 
 
    It’s been a couple of days since Vincent woke up, and everybody’s been to see him except me. I just haven’t found the courage. Not only because of the guilt—he faced Cedric to help me—but because of what I felt when I accessed his mind. How could someone be in a state like that, filled with darkness, anguish and torment, and then wake up and be normal? It doesn’t seem possible. 
 
    “Please open the door.” 
 
    He knows I’m here. I can’t just ignore him, can I? 
 
    When I open the door, a niggle of dread lifts. He looks pretty good, considering. He’s not as robust as he used to be, clearly weakened, but he’s already put on weight and he’s smiling. 
 
    “Um… hi, Vincent. How are you? Sorry I haven’t… uh… you know.” 
 
    He takes a step toward me, and I flinch, drawing back. Something’s wrong. He’s moving too carefully, woodenly, as if he’s uncertain of how to stand naturally. Is this because of the coma, or something else? 
 
    His brows crease, then his phone rings. He stares at the display, then me, then takes the call. 
 
    “Yes? One moment.” He holds the phone away from his ear. “I have to go, but I’d like to catch-up soon.” 
 
    I nod, exhaling as he disappears from my doorway and I can shut the door. 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    AS SOON AS I get inside the restaurant, a Greek place north of Lakeshore Drive, I know who my mysterious note leaver is. In the corner, a lady with soft blonde curls and a pleasant but nervous expression sits waiting. The milkmaid Lucan I saw at The Public House. 
 
    I stalk up to the table. “Are you spying on me?” 
 
    Her eyes widen in alarm. The waiter—possibly the owner—edges to our table, glancing from her to me. “Ladies, good evening. Are you joining your friend for dinner, miss?” he says to me, bowing slightly in a theatrically hospitable gesture. 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve been trying to gather the nerve to talk to you for a while now. I was going to say something but… you’re intimidating. And Dana was there so…” 
 
    I turn my gaze to the milkmaid’s round, earnest face and sit down. This woman is no threat. Plus, I’m starving, and the food in here smells amazing. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” 
 
    “I’ll leave you with menus and bring you water and bread to start.” The owner/waiter smiles as he backs away. 
 
    Her name is Gwyneth, I find out. She’s anxious, just turned fifty, and, here’s the kicker, the Consillium’s accountant. 
 
    “The accountant?” 
 
    “You seem surprised.” 
 
    “No, I...” 
 
    Of course they have accountants. They’re like a business. They have people on the payroll and investments and stuff. 
 
    “How come I’ve never seen you before?” 
 
    “I work from home. Other people, Lucans, can be…” She plays with her earlobe in a nervous gesture and takes a sip of water. “I only pop into the offices when I’m needed.” 
 
    The waiter brings us a bowl of olives and garlic bread. Once he’s gone, Gwyneth explains why she contacted me. She’s heard about the Enforcers, about Rica, and even about how he’s disappeared. Apparently, you can learn a lot by being nondescript and working for the Consillium. 
 
    Gwyneth has a personal grievance against the Consillium Principali, I can tell, but she doesn’t tell me what this is, and that’s not why I’m here. 
 
    “It isn’t fair,” she says. “What they did, what happened to you.” 
 
    I lean forward. “I totally agree.” 
 
    It’s one of the best dinners I’ve been to in a while. 
 
    The chicken was good, too. 
 
    I’m so totally sucked into the whole Tamzin pity-party she’s throwing me, it’s not until we’re halfway through dessert that it hits me. 
 
    This is pointless. I was expecting to meet someone who might be able to help me. Instead, we’re just complaining to each other about how things are unfair. She isn’t capable of changing anything. 
 
    And am I? 
 
    WALKING OFF DINNER—and disappointment—I find myself a few blocks away from the Consillium office building, also home to the Armandi apartment. 
 
    Am I here to see Nikolai? To give him another chance to apologize? To talk about Vincent and whether Nikolai thinks he seems weird too? Or maybe—finally—I want to meet Alexis. I thought I would find an ally in my mysterious note leaver, and maybe I have, but she’s a powerless and therefore useless ally. So maybe it’s time to see what Alexis has to say. 
 
    A few minutes later I’m pacing outside the building. I walk to the end of the block, turn at the corner and retrace my steps. I’m about fifty feet away from the front door, still held back by uncertainty, when out of the darkness of the street a figure emerges into the lights of the building. 
 
    Walking toward the doors with a takeaway coffee, a carryout bag from Big Boy Bagels, and a relaxed jauntiness to his step, is Rica. 
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    Parsons said Rica was in Europe, but here he is, right in front of me. 
 
    Choking back a gasp, I lurch forward. My legs are shaking but they’re full of purpose. As he opens the door he turns in my direction with a surprised smile on his face. “Tamzin.” 
 
    With a cry of rage, I leap at him. My hands claw at his throat, my fingers scratch at his eyes. 
 
    “Stop!” He tries to grab my flailing arms, to stop my clumsy assault. As he gets a hold of me, I can sense something is off, but I don’t care. 
 
    Before I can collect myself enough to muster a proper attack, strong hands grips my shoulders and haul me backward. Nikolai turns me to face him, takes my chin in his hand, and locks eyes with me. 
 
    “Tamzin. This is my father, Alexis.” 
 
    “What?” I pant. 
 
    “Not Rica. Alexis.” 
 
    I turn, and the man who Nikolai is telling me isn’t Rica, stares into my eyes. 
 
    “I’m Alexis, Tamzin. Rica’s twin brother.” 
 
    “What. The. Fuck.” I take several angry steps away from them, straightening my tank, smoothing my hair, trying to calm myself down. Unspent adrenaline surges through me, making my teeth rattle. 
 
    “Did no one tell you we’re twins?” Alexis says softly. 
 
    I turn back, covering the distance between Nikolai and me in a few strides, and place both hands on his shoulders to give him an angry shove. 
 
    “I thought Dana would’ve told you?” Nikolai says, recovering. 
 
    “No one told me.” 
 
    Alexis studies me. “I can understand your reaction.” 
 
    I gaze back at him. The same strong, even features, olive skin, and almond-shaped brown eyes, but the more I look at him, the less he looks like Rica. Instead of cold arrogance, his eyes convey intelligence and understanding. His hair is a little lighter—he’s not vain enough to dye his hair—pulled back into a man bun, and he has more stubble on his jaw than I ever saw on Rica. He’s more like Nikolai, and while he’s superficially identical to Rica, all I can see now are the differences between the two. 
 
    Nikolai steps closer to me. “Are you okay? That must’ve been a shock.” His hand is on my back, stroking in soothing circles. I lean into it, the comforting reassurance of physical contact, but when I notice Alexis staring I remember I’m mad at him and I break away. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs to talk,” Alexis says. 
 
    Upstairs to the Armandi family home and the Consillium offices. Not exactly neutral ground. 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    Nikolai studies my face. “Or we could go out, get food?” 
 
    I take a breath. “No, upstairs is fine.” 
 
    Nikolai holds the door open for me, returning his hand to my back as I move in through the doors ahead of him. I let him do this because I’m still shaking. In the elevator, he moves his hand from my back to place it on my trapezius muscle, on my shoulder near my neck where my skin is exposed. His strong, warm hand is directly on my skin. He squeezes, and I immediately want to press the entire length of my body against his. 
 
    God, he’s confusing. 
 
    We get off at the penthouse. I’ve been here once before, after a night of being interrogated by the police. The same night Rica told me to wear the power-sucking amulet. But it’s a blur, and we stayed on the bottom level where the Consillium offices are. As Nikolai and Alexis lead me up the internal staircase, I take in my surroundings with fresh eyes. It’s a beautiful three-story apartment, in classic modern style, reeking of privilege. The second floor opens out to a spacious living room, directly off an open-plan kitchen. There’s one more level, but here is where Alexis and Nikolai both kick off their shoes at the entrance. Watching Nikolai pad barefoot through the carpeted space makes me ache with longing for something I’m not even sure I want. 
 
    After a brief hesitation I take my shoes off too, wishing I was the kind of person who got pedicures. Alexis picks up a decanter of amber liquid and three tumblers and gestures out to the balcony. Nikolai falls in behind him. For a father and son who can’t spend much time together, living in different cities for the most part, they are incredibly in sync with each other. I don’t sense any mental traffic between the two; it’s just they’re very alike. They are both casually dressed and have kind of messy hair, but somehow manage to look groomed and put together. I tug at my shirt—I feel both underdressed and outclassed. 
 
    We take seats outside and sip whiskey—it must be expensive because it doesn’t taste totally gross—and look out over the lake. The lights from the buildings surrounding the lake twinkle, and I miss my Lakeview Hills runs. I’ve hardly been there since I moved from home—probably because that’s where both Chris and Cedric died. 
 
    “So,” Alexis says after a while, “it’s a shame our first encounter was so dramatic. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. And to be honest, I forget Rica and I look so much alike.” 
 
    “What’s with all the twins, by the way?” 
 
    The Armandi brothers, the Maxwells, and of course, the Falcone sisters. 
 
    “They are common in Lucans,” Alexis says. “We aren’t sure why, but they occur at a much higher rate than in humans.” 
 
    When I was eleven years old, there was nothing I wanted more in the world than to be an identical twin. Now, hearing this, it seems even more unfair I missed out on the twin gene. 
 
    “Tamzin.” Alexis puts down his glass on the small table between the three of us and leans forward. “I would like to formally apologize, on behalf of the Consillium, for the actions of Rica, my brother. His engagement of three Enforcers was unsanctioned, extreme, and—” 
 
    “Ultimately pointless?” I can’t help myself. 
 
    Alexis nods. “Still. I am, we, are sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I can’t deny that to hear this from him—a sincere apology—feels good. 
 
    “And I know it wasn’t your fault, Rica sending those Enforcers after you, but it’s had a negative effect on the Consillium, on the unity of our community. Strangely enough, it’s been divisive. Some people think Enforcers were too harsh, while others seem to think Rica was entirely justified and shouldn’t be punished at all. The issue is dividing us, and this is of great concern.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry that having assassins sent after me has been so divisive.” 
 
    Alexis sighs. “I know, as I said, it’s not your fault, but I do need to ask something of you.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    “Please, for the sake of the Consillium community, I would be grateful if you didn’t talk about the events that transpired last month. And especially, to not encourage this anti-Consillium sentiment. It’s the last thing we need. We’ve actually had members leave the community recently, to go Rogue. This doesn’t necessarily mean they’re going to cause trouble for us; being Rogue doesn’t immediately mean a desire to wreak havoc, but it does mean less Lucans within our community. Fewer members means we are weaker. Vulnerable.” 
 
    A surge of guilt rockets through me. But I haven’t done anything. And it’s a bit hypocritical of them to ask me to protect the Consillium when no one seems interested in protecting me. He’s convincing, Alexis Armandi, with his warm assurances and kind tone, but it doesn’t change what happened. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Alexis?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    There’s something I need to know. Something that’s been festering. 
 
    “What about the amulet?” To my right, Nikolai tenses. “Was getting me to wear the amulet a sanctioned activity?” 
 
    Rica had told me it was used to control volatility and that the Cursus bloodline had always been trouble. I’d wondered if this approach was the Consillium’s, or his own personal way of dealing with strong women. 
 
    Alexis holds my gaze and nods. “I suspect the way Rica handled it, the timing, the way he presented it to you, was not ideal, but yes, the silver amulet is a method we employ when there’s an issue of…” 
 
    I lean forward, curious to hear how Alexis describes this issue. 
 
    “Volatility… and when the good of the Lucan community is threatened.” 
 
    I sit back. “Apparently my great grandmother Tessa had to wear it too.” 
 
    Alexis nods. 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “What I mean is, how many men have had to wear the amulet? It’s not exactly the most masculine thing I’ve ever seen. Are you telling me Lucan males have put that pretty thing around their necks and let it suck all their power?” 
 
    “There are alternatives to the necklace, but yes, men have worn it.” His voice hardens. 
 
    “Okay, so how many have had to wear silver to control their volatility.” I use air quotes. “How many men, compared to how many women?” 
 
    His eyes flicker. “I don’t have that kind of information at my fingertips.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Tamzin.” Nikolai places a gentle hand on my arm. “I understand how you feel about the amulet. Alexis does too. But going backward, to the amulet, won’t help.” 
 
    I bristle against him for a second, then relax. I don’t want to think about the amulet anymore either. 
 
    “Okay, what about the current problem. Rica is missing.” 
 
    Alexis glances at Nikolai. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to tell you sooner, Tamzin. The intention was to tell you much earlier, but you wouldn’t meet with me.” 
 
    “Why can’t you find him?” 
 
    “Marcus assures me he’s doing everything he can to find him, but Rica is a resourceful man. He knows how we work, and in his liaison position he’s had business in many different countries, so he has contacts unknown to us in many locations.” 
 
    I fold my arms across my chest. The words sound right, but they don’t appease me. At all. 
 
    “We all want to move on from this,” Alexis continues. “We wish it’d never happened, that you, Dana and Vincent didn’t have to go through what you did.” 
 
    “I get it. It’s more convenient to not have to deal with the ugliness, and it would be better for your image if no one found out a senior Consillium Principali went psycho, or that I defeated three of your big bad Enforcers.” 
 
    “Consider it from a bigger perspective, Tamzin. If Lucans, and especially Rogues, don’t believe we have the power to deliver consequences, it would cause big problems for all of us. And that’s exactly what’s happening right now.” 
 
    “The rise in Rogue attacks,” I say dully. 
 
    Alexis nods. “We believe the stories about you and the Enforcers are stirring them up, giving them reason to think they don’t need to follow the rules.” 
 
    “You want me to say it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “We aren’t asking you to lie, just don’t broadcast it if possible.” 
 
    “You think I go around crowing about what happened?” Tears spring into my eyes, so I turn away and look out over the lake. “Trust me, I don’t.” 
 
    “But I heard the Enforcers were mentioned at a… fight club recently?” 
 
    “Yes, they were,” I say, turning back, my eyes flicking between the two of them. “But it was Gordon who brought it up. He told the whole crowd about it. Not me.” 
 
    “He did?” Alexis’s face darkens. “How many were there?” 
 
    “About a hundred.” 
 
    Alexis and Nikolai exchange glances. 
 
    “I was not aware of this. Excuse me, I need to make a phone call.” Alexis nods to us both, enters the living room and closes the sliding patio doors behind him. 
 
    I stare out over the water until I feel Nikolai’s hand cover mine. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I lift and drop my shoulders, unable to commit to an emotion. 
 
    “It probably seems like we’re blaming you for the actions of others, again.” 
 
    There’s a lump in my throat and a wobble in my chin. I nod. 
 
    “We’re not, we’re just trying to find the best way forward through all of this.” 
 
    Finally, I turn to him to meet his eyes. “The thing is, Nikolai, I don’t know if I can put it behind me until I know what happened to Rica. I need some closure, or something.” 
 
    Nikolai nods, swallowing. “I should tell you something, in the interests of being open. I don’t want us to lie to each other. Tamzin, the night Rica disappeared... it was me who told Madison he was at the dockyards.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I stand up, the patio chair scraping backward with a screech. 
 
    “But, Tamzin, she didn’t help him escape. She got him out of the chains, got him home, and came to find me. She had no idea what he’d done, Tamzin, and when we got back to her place, he was gone.” 
 
    “That’s what she told you, anyway, and now, he’s in Spain, having a great time.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s in Spain?” 
 
    “Because,” I falter, then lift my chin, “Parsons looked up his bank records. He bought a ticket to Spain that night.” 
 
    Nikolai stands, his jaw working. “Detective Parsons? You went to the police?” He blows out a gust of air. “Tamzin, it’s as if you’re trying to find ways to put the Consillium in difficult positions. Is that what you’re doing?” 
 
    “You’re blaming me for the fallout?” I spit. “Rica was the one who did all this. And as far as I can tell, you aren’t doing anything about it.” 
 
    MASON TOSSES ME a bottle of water from the fridge. “Here.” He climbs back into bed. I sit up to drink it, resting against the headboard. 
 
    “So, I caught up with Madison earlier.” He rolls his eyes. “Family thing… and all she wanted to do was complain about you.” 
 
    I turn to him. “What’s her problem?” 
 
    Mason grins. “She’s got such a hard-on for the Consillium, anything that threatens it is bad. She thinks you’re a threat, and, well, you can see where she’s coming from on that one.” 
 
    “What was she saying about me?” I say, my voice flat. 
 
    “According to this book she’s reading, you’re a warrior killer. It’s like your destiny. It’s in your blood.” 
 
    An icy chill washes over my shoulders. “What book?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but she was reading up about the Legend of the Cursus Ultimatum.” Mason nudges me playfully. Among Mason’s attributes, being a good read of the room is not one of them. 
 
    I sit up. Is it one of the books in the series Dana talked about? 
 
    “Where’s the book? Can I see it?” 
 
    “Uh, with Madison, I guess, but I doubt she’ll give it to you.” 
 
    “Where did it come from, what does it say?” 
 
    “All I know is that the Cursus Ultimatum, you, are supposed to forge your own path, and become a warrior killer, so—” 
 
    “Can you stop calling me a warrior killer please?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger.” 
 
    I eye Mason for a second, then throw back the covers and jump out of bed. 
 
    “Where’re you going?” 
 
    “For a run. You can do whatever. Stay or go, I don’t care.” 
 
    Turning to shield myself from Mason’s hurt expression, I throw on running gear and slam the door behind me. What do I care what Madison thinks of me? I should ignore that stupid book. 
 
    But it’s hard to ignore a label like warrior killer, especially when I’ve been wondering exactly the same thing. It’s like hearing a rumor about yourself that you worry is true. As if someone had plucked something out of your nightmares and wrote it down for all the world to see. 
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    As the sun drops in the sky, my anxiety rises to meet it. 
 
    I’m already late. Right now I’m supposed to be having dinner with Dana and Vincent at his place, a two-bedroom in a low-rise retro building uptown, but I’m finding it hard to leave my apartment. 
 
    But I’d promised Dana I’d go, and I can’t put this off forever. 
 
    When he opens the door, it’s just like last time. It’s Vincent, but it’s not. But no one else has mentioned Vincent’s weirdness. Am I imagining it? 
 
    When he pulls me into a hug, when I am physically connected to him, I know I was right to be worried. 
 
    He’s a mass of spiraling darkness. 
 
    Voids of black interspersed with streaks of light. 
 
    Madness masked by a thin weave of sanity. 
 
    I stumble backward, crashing into the door. Dana appears behind Vincent. She’s dressed for a night in, with a light, oversized tank over leggings, minimal makeup, and her hair in a messy topknot. The neutral expression of her face creases into a frown when she sees me clutching the doorframe. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she says. 
 
    Vincent steps toward me, his brows knitting together in confusion. His facial expression seems outwardly normal, but somehow bizarre. There’s no meaning there. His eyes are blank… soulless. I take another step back and shake my head. He looks like Vincent, and he smells like Vincent, but he’s not the same. 
 
    “I-I’ve got to go,” I stammer. 
 
    “Tamzin?” Dana repeats. 
 
    I ignore her and run out to the elevator bay, jabbing at the buttons. When one doesn’t come straight away, I take the stairs, leaping down three at a time, big ungainly strides. Cedric was the one who tortured his mind, but I put him there. If it wasn’t for me and that stupid amulet, Vincent wouldn’t be the freaky shell of a man he is now. 
 
    Dana catches up with me outside, yanking at my arm, so I turn around. 
 
    “What’s going on? Why did you leave?” 
 
    I fold my arms and chew my lip. “It’s Vincent. Don’t you think… something is… off?” 
 
    Dana makes an irritated sound. “What’d you expect? He went through this massive ordeal and spent a month in a coma. Did you expect him to pop out of it and be like let’s party?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “You’re still dealing with guilt over what happened.” Dana locks eyes with me. 
 
    “It’s not about that.” My voice drops to a whisper. “You really don’t think Vincent seems different, that there might be something wrong with him?” 
 
    “No. I don’t. He’s recovering, Tamzin. God. Not everything has to be a big drama, you know? You don’t have to turn everything into some life-or-death freak show.” Dana paces in front of me, gathering steam. “You’ve been through a lot, yes, but so have other people.” 
 
    Her pent-up frustration is leaking out. The last month has been hard on her. 
 
    “You tend to make everything all about you, Tamzin, you know that? And to make everything harder than it has to be.” 
 
    “Dana—” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair, and it’s hard and it sucks, and yeah, you’ve gone through some pretty intense shit, but so has everyone, and sometimes it isn’t about you, and you need to shut up and not make it worse.” 
 
    “I honestly think he’s changed.” 
 
    “For chrissakes, could you act like a grown-up for once? Could you just suck up your own drama for one second and be there for someone else? This is why we didn’t tell you about Rica.” 
 
    Dana’s words land like blows. 
 
    “You knew that Rica was missing?” 
 
    “Yes. Okay? I did. And I don’t regret it, because if you knew, you would’ve gone crazy and done something stupid.” 
 
    Wow. 
 
    A couple emerge from the darkness, walk awkwardly past us and disappear into the building. 
 
    “Maybe—” 
 
    “No. You know what? You should go. Go, and come back when you’re prepared to listen and be supportive.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Leave,” she hisses. 
 
    Reeling, I wait for her to take it all back, to say she’s sorry for overreacting, for lying to me, and to bring me back into the fold, but she doesn’t. She turns and re-enters to the building. After a few seconds, the security sensor lights go out and I’m left there, alone in the dark. 
 
    WALKING WEST, I don’t know where to go, what to do. 
 
    I don’t want to go to the lake, I might bump into Nikolai or Alexis, and I can’t deal with the energy and chaos of downtown right now. 
 
    Nowhere to go and no one on my side. 
 
    Ruby and Nikolai have made it clear they’re only interested in protecting the Consillium, and now I find out even Dana was lying to me. And I can’t stop thinking about Vincent and his blank eyes. To me he was different. Was it because I know what he went through with Cedric? Because I got that glimpse into his tortured soul? Or am I projecting my own torment onto him? 
 
    Is there something wrong with him, or something wrong with me? 
 
    A cry of pain reaches me from somewhere further west. I stop. Another, louder cry and with it the coppery pang of blood. Increasing my pace, I try to pinpoint the precise location of distress, moving further west, nearing the base of the bridge. Here, near the bridge abutment, I know I’m close. There’s a weird scent nearby. Lucan, but something off… something different. 
 
    Here I go again, looking for ways to turn something into weirdness. Maybe Dana is right. Maybe it’s me, creating dramas out of nothing, turning everything into a freak show. 
 
    But when I take a few more steps and see the Lucan I smelt a few moments ago, I know this isn’t me overreacting. Whether there’s something wrong with Vincent or something wrong with me might still be up for debate, but there’s most definitely something wrong with the snarling Lucan in front of me. 
 
    He’s like a rabid dog. His eyes are wild, crazed, and bright yellow. White flecks foam at the corner of his mouth, and he’s groaning, rasping, panting as he advances on a terrified man, homeless by the looks of it, with a scraggy beard and a dirty face. Blood drips down his arm, a nasty gash visible through his torn shirt. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    The rabid Lucan whips his head to me, and I take slow steps to the left, pulling his attention away from the homeless man, who whimpers as he stumbles away into the darkness. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I whisper to him, but he doesn’t respond, snarling again instead. Is he capable of speech? 
 
    He lunges at me, swiping at my face like he has claws. I can feel other people, probably other homeless, in the vicinity, hiding, or maybe sleeping in the shadows. I need to shut this guy down, and fast. He surges toward me again and covers my body with his, circling his arms around my own, pinning them to my sides. 
 
    Jesus, he’s strong. 
 
    It’s as if he has the full moon bloodlust of several Lucans. 
 
    With a burst of power, I break free from his grasp and step forward to elbow him on the jaw. His head kicks back and he staggers with the momentum. I follow with a right cross, using enough force to knock him out. He staggers again and falls backward, but when I draw close he springs up, eyes gleaming, raising his fists. 
 
    And that’s when, from deep within my core, where the pit of fire lives, an eternal flame just waiting to be stoked ignites. 
 
    I drop down to a crouch, but a flash of red and blue flickers in my peripheral vision. The police. I need to get out of here. He swings at my head, a wild punch that I dodge easily, and I step forward to knee him in the stomach. This drives the breath from him and sends him to the ground. I run past him, further into the darkness but closer to the bridge abutment. A grunt from behind gives me one second to brace myself before he lands on my back and I go down, his hands around my neck. I wrench his fingers away from my throat and lift his arms, rolling us both over so I can scrabble up. A moment later, he’s up too. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I pant. “I don’t want to fight you.” 
 
    But this is a lie. 
 
    I want to unleash myself on him, to let myself feel the rage, to match the wildness in his eyes, to lose myself in a primal battle to the death. 
 
    He lunges for my throat again, but I block him, lashing out with powerful, ruthless crosses to both sides of his jaw, finishing with a punch that lands squarely on his nose. There’s a pop and blood gushes out. He howls, stepping backward. I climb up the verge and continue upward, using the nicks and grooves as well as the ridges and layers of concrete in the bridge as foot and handholds. He follows. With wind whipping around me and cars whizzing past only a few feet away, I jump up to the ledge that traverses the entire length of the bridge and start walking. 
 
    I’ve got to get away from him. If I keep fighting him, I know how it’s going to end. 
 
    But he follows me. 
 
    When he’s only a few feet behind me, I turn to face him. If I push him into oncoming traffic, surely it would end this. He’d be hurt, but he wouldn’t be dead, and I wouldn’t have killed him. 
 
    In the distance, I hear the wail of a siren and whirring blades of a helicopter. Great, just what this needs, a police spotlight. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” I cry. “Why won’t you stop?” 
 
    He snarls, his eyes burning yellow as he steps forward. I edge back. We’re now right at the edge of the railing, in the pedestrian path along the edge. 
 
    “Stop, please.” 
 
    He springs forward, lunging for my neck. In the next moment, I’ve got my hands on either side of his head, and without conscious thought, relying purely on action and reaction, I twist his head sharply to the right and snap his neck. 
 
    He crumples to the ground, and I fall to my knees. 
 
    Police sirens scream at me. A spotlight sweeps across the bridge, dangerously close to where I am. To my left and right red and blue police lights advance. I crawl over to the edge and look down. The water below ripples and sways. They can’t catch me here with a dead body at my feet... with evidence of my most recent murder. I pull myself up and stand at the edge, looking down at the churning mass of water below. I don’t have a choice. 
 
    I step off into nothingness. 
 
    The impact of the water hits me like a Mac truck, and for about thirty seconds I lose motor function. Pain rockets through me as I drift down like a statue, my hair streaming around my face, eyes open but blind in the murky green darkness. The water accepts me, cradles me, the current rocking me gently, left and right. There are no noises, no smells, and no thoughts down here. It’s so peaceful. Maybe I could stay here forever. What do I have waiting for me on the surface in the real world? 
 
    Consillium lies. 
 
    Consequences and confrontations. 
 
    Nightmares. 
 
    Questions about who I am and why I do the things I do. 
 
    My lungs burn, but it feels good. 
 
    Dana thinks I make everything worse, and she’s right. I make things more complicated, mess things up, and make decisions that get people hurt. And worse. 
 
    I’m so sick of carrying it, the worry and the guilt. I’m desperate to be free of it. 
 
    So why don’t I let it go? 
 
    I could stop wondering whether I belong in the Consillium, and accept I don’t. 
 
    Just as my brain fogs over, my legs kick into action, propelling me toward the surface. A few seconds later, I break through and take one huge gasping breath of air. The wail of sirens and a police helicopter overhead greet me, but the searchlights aren’t directed toward the water—all attention is focused on the bridge. I tread water for a moment, looking up at the commotion above me. Then my legs kick again and I swim, a slow overarm crawl, to the shore. Dripping wet, standing at the waterfront, looking back at the bridge, everything is clear. 
 
    There’s no need to torment myself. I can release myself from them, and them from me, and I can be free. I can roam around, doing whatever I want, not worrying about consequences or whys. I can reject the Consillium. They don’t want me, clearly, and I can’t see anything I want from them. 
 
    I am a warrior killer. 
 
    I am Rogue. 
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    Downtown, in an area straddling the shopping and industrial districts, I trace my glass around the ring of moisture on the smooth black surface of the bar, letting the amber liquid swirl close to the lip so that it almost spills, but not quite. 
 
    The outside of this club, “Spike”, hadn’t looked like much—a three-story converted warehouse that needed a paint job—but the two burly guys standing outside with earpieces and the dull throb of bass told me what I could find inside, so here I am. It’s just past ten, and the after-work drinkers are being replaced by much shinier looking clubbers. 
 
    Hair sleek, makeup fierce, attitude bad, I shrug away attempts at conversation, preferring to listen, watch, and judge from a distance, delving in and out as I choose. As the bartender glides from customer to customer, mixing, pouring, smiling, I tune in and out of the mental chatter. Brief windows into the minds of humanity. Some thoughts I catch as they float past, others I snatch, inspired by an interesting face or an unusual aura. The thoughts that force themselves into my awareness, as if battering down a door, I push away. They’re never good. 
 
    The pickup attempts become more aggressive as the night wears on. I begin needing to use physical rebukes, and I’m starting to hope that someone pushes me too far. What am I even doing here? Just wasting time, and space, so far. 
 
    I stand. 
 
    “Not leaving, are you, babe? I thought you and I could hangout.” 
 
    The owner, Levi—mid-thirties, designer hair, and actually wearing sunglasses—had sidled up to me as soon as I’d arrived. He’d given me his card, bought me a drink, and squeezed my ass. 
 
    What is this, the eighties? 
 
    For a moment anger had sizzled under the surface, but I let him go. For now. Instead, I’d gone back to my drink and looked him up online. Turns out, he’s the youngest son of the greediest asshat on the planet, and this club is his newest venture. Sounds about right. 
 
    “So, a drink?” he presses. 
 
    “Not this time,” I say. 
 
    “Come back anytime, babe. Standing invitation.” 
 
    I nod. “Sure.” 
 
    As if. 
 
    In one motion, I knock back the rest of my drink. I don’t like the taste, but I like the way it burns my throat. 
 
    I MEANDER THROUGH deserted streets until I find a building that has a good view of the city, positioned so that I can see across the water. 
 
    On the roof, I smooth a few stray strands of hair away from my eyes and lift my face to the sky. Taking big gulps of air, I inhale everything the city has to offer—the pretty skyline clouded by pollution, beautiful buildings scarred with graffiti, evergreen trees dwarfed by skyscrapers, kindness ruined by greed. Chaos and excitement, good and evil, pleasure and pain. 
 
    I soak it all up, taking it all in. 
 
    This is my city, my life, and I’m going to do whatever the hell I want. 
 
    For the twenty-four hours immediately after my bridge jump, I’d stayed holed up in my apartment like a fugitive, waiting for repercussions, as if my decision to go Rogue had changed something fundamental in the ether. I’d festered over what it actually means—to be Rogue—until I came to a realization. I’ve been unshackled from Consillium chains. I’ve got superpowers and no rules to follow. The possibilities are endless.  
 
    Lifting my arms toward the stars, I take a breath and say, “I am Rogue.” 
 
    My words disappear into the noise of the city. 
 
    I clear my throat, take a wider stance, plant my hands on my hips, and say it again, louder. “I’m Rogue.” 
 
    “All right already, we heard you.” 
 
    Startled, I cast my eyes down to see two figures emerging from the darkness below. With all my attention focused on my proclamation to the world, I’d failed to pick up on unfamiliar Lucan scents as they approached. 
 
    Lucan. 
 
    Rogue? 
 
    In one easy motion, I step off the edge to drop down to the ground, landing ten or so feet away from where they stand. She’s wearing ripped jeans, combat boots, and a basic white tank accessorized with chunky metal jewelry. Glittering blue eyeshadow contrasts her skin and clashes with her bright red lipstick, but it totally works. Her hair is braided tightly on one side and pulled up into a crazy ponytail on the other. Again, it totally works, and in an instant, I have a middle-grade desire for her to like me, to think I’m cool, as well as a Lucan urge to kick her ass and show her I’m stronger. 
 
    The guy, with powerful shoulders and a vacant expression, nods at me, eyes flicking over my body as his lips lift in a lewd smile. Hmm. Not sure about her sidekick. He smells like trouble. 
 
    He takes a menacing step forward, and the atmosphere drops. 
 
    My muscles tense. My hands ball into fists. 
 
    He lunges, swings, and I duck, jabbing him in the mouth and slamming my foot into the side of his leg, sending him to the ground. She darts forward with a one-two, right-left combo, and actually lands one of them. My head jerks back, but I recover quickly and smash my fist into her jaw. She skids backward, losing her balance from the momentum, and falls on her ass. Her eyes flare with anger, but she takes a breath and smiles. “They weren’t kidding.” 
 
    “About what?” I say, my eyes switching from her to the guy on his knees at my left. He gets to his feet, glowering at me. He’s not done.  
 
    “You’re Tamzin, right?” she says, holding her hand up to the guy, telling him to back off. 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “Some guy told me.” She shrugs as she gets to her feet. “I don’t know, word gets around. When you take down three Consillium Enforcers…” 
 
    She’s got attitude, but her tone is admiring. 
 
    Giving me a lengthy once-over, she says, “They pissed you off, huh?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “So, it’s true about the Enforcers?” I nod. She tilts her head. “And you’re Rogue now.” I nod again. She smiles. “All good with me. I’m Kaylee, and he’s Torrin.” 
 
    I guess the fight is over. 
 
    “What are you up to tonight?” Kaylee says while Torrin touches his lip and eyes me warily. 
 
    “Not much. I’m kinda new to… this.” I spread my hands, as if us standing here outside a building is a life choice. I guess in a way it is. 
 
    Kaylee arches her eyebrow. “Let’s see what we can find.” 
 
    Torrin grunts, his face screwing up into an ugly smile. 
 
    Rogue fun, at least according to Kaylee and Torrin, turns out to be acting like an asshole in various locations around the city. Torrin lifts a bottle of tequila from a liquor store, Kaylee punches a hot-dog vendor because he had the nerve to ask for payment, and I guess we all liberated those wallets from the tourists who made the mistake of asking for directions. 
 
    When Torrin advances on a couple huddled together on the curb looking at their phones, I pull him back. 
 
    “Hey. What about a club?” 
 
    If tonight is going to be about aimlessly terrorizing random members of the public, I know somewhere we could go. 
 
    I have a standing invitation, after all. 
 
    THIRTY FEET ABOVE the cluster of smokers standing outside the back entrance to Spike, I release my grip from the edge of the roof and land lightly on the small, fenced window ledge outside the top floor. 
 
    “Come on.” I stand to one side so Kaylee can also drop down next to me. Torrin, acting as lookout on the street below, is shuffling his feet moodily and looking up at us with way too much frequency. Idiot. 
 
    Before sliding open the window, I pause, checking for nosy parkers, but the smokers continue to drag on cigarettes as if they’re a life source, oblivious to us. From inside the management office on the top floor, there isn’t a peep. The small but flashily decorated office is empty. 
 
    I nod to Kaylee. We’re clear. 
 
    Inside, Kaylee does a lap of the office as I slide into the cool, sleek leather of the chair behind the desk. In the drawer to the right is a flask of whiskey, or something similar, and in the other drawer, which I busted open a few seconds ago, is a gun. I close the drawer and lean back in the chair, bobbing slightly as the top-notch suspension cradles me, the soft leather melding with my skin. This is what comfort feels like. The throb of bass rises up underneath me in a steady rhythm as I look around the office. Maybe this is something I could do—be a nightclub owner. Create a place to hang out that isn’t pretentious, just mellow and cool. Like The Public House, but for Rogues. Then again, I’ve heard running a bar is hard. 
 
    I return my attention to my surroundings. Kaylee is going through the bookshelf mounted along the length of the right side of the office. She stops and sighs with irritation. “Thought there might be something good here.” She eyes me, her mouth pursed into an annoyed pout. “What now?” 
 
    I shrug. My plan only got as far as seeing if we could break in. Kaylee stalks across to the other side of the room and continues searching for something interesting. 
 
    On the desk in front of me sits a laptop. It’s dormant, the screen dark, but when I tap the keyboard it comes to life and takes me straight to what Levi was previously looking at—some sort of closed-circuit system with cameras behind the bar, on the dance floor, and—uh-oh, no, Levi, you didn’t. 
 
    He did. 
 
    The bathrooms. 
 
    Footsteps ascend the stairs. I slam shut the laptop and vault out of the chair. 
 
    Kaylee and I lock eyes. Hers gleam with excitement. I hold up one finger to say there’s only one person, and she nods, creeping across the room to stand behind the door. I move back into the shadows on the other side. 
 
    Levi enters alone, swinging shut the door with his foot, fiddling with his phone as he strides toward the desk. Kaylee steps up behind him and slams her elbow into the side of his head. We both watch him go down with a loud thump. Damn. Was that loud enough to be heard downstairs? 
 
    After a beat, more footsteps thump up the stairs. 
 
    “Two this time,” Kaylee says. 
 
    We take positions on either side of the door. 
 
    The footsteps get closer. Two men are right outside the door. 
 
    Drawn guns precede them into the room. They’re both large, bulky, and dressed in black. I yank the arm of the one closest to me so that he stumbles further into the room. Kaylee jumps out from behind the door and steps up to him as he regains his balance. The other one swings his gun around, but he’s too slow. I grab it, twist sharply to wrench it out of his meaty paw, and deliver a knockout blow to his jaw. His friend joins him on the floor a second later, courtesy of a left cross from Kaylee. 
 
    “Too easy,” she says, stepping over him. “Should we boost?” 
 
    I cast my eyes around the room and nod towards the open door and stairs leading down to the club. “I kinda like this song.” I tilt my head. “Up for a dance?” 
 
    Kaylee grins. 
 
    Downstairs, only a few seconds after we’ve exited the stairwell, two large men with earpieces scuttle past. 
 
    “But I want to visit the ladies first.” I nod at the washroom door. “Keep an eye out, will you?” 
 
    Keeping my head down, I climb up the stalls to where the first camera is nestled in the corner and punch it to smithereens. I repeat this for the other one, wash my bloody hands in the sink, and check my makeup. I gather a waiting Kaylee outside the washrooms and stalk to the dance floor. 
 
    I’m free and it feels so good. 
 
    WE END UP in a small bar on the east side. 
 
    It’s cute and funky without trying too hard. The lighting is warm and low. There are booths and cozy little tables, what sounds like alt-country is playing at a good volume, and the menu—written up on a chalkboard behind the bar—is just the right blend of normal food and interesting fusion-style surprises. Someone has put a lot of thought into this place, and I think it’s the guy sitting at the end of the bar doing paperwork. Jet-black hair, strong, handsome features, and Lucan. 
 
    “Champagne!” I declare to the bartender, throwing my arms wide. 
 
    “Tequila,” Torrin grunts, slamming both hands on the counter. “The bottle.” 
 
    He’s still sulking from being left outside the nightclub. We’d stayed for two drinks and two dances, and by the time we collected him outside, he was picking fights with people waiting in line. 
 
    The bartender’s eyes narrow with apprehension and shift across to the Lucan sitting at the end of the bar, who nods to indicate he should fulfil Torrin’s request. His black hair glinting under the overhead light, he turns his gaze from Torrin to Kaylee to me and back to Torrin. Slowly, he stands and moves into the back room. 
 
    Torrin grabs the tumbler and the bottle from the bartender’s shaking hand, fills the glass to the brim, throws it back, and fills it again, shifting from side to side, unspent adrenaline buzzing around him like a cloud of flies. Out of nowhere, he hurls the glass across the bar, so that it smashes against the far wall. Kaylee laughs. The bartender lurches backward, almost crouching, his eyes searching for the Lucan who’s still in the back room. 
 
    Kaylee picks up a menu and traces a lazy finger down the list, tilting her head as she considers the options. “I’m thinking either a New Take on Nachos, or Wild West Wings.” 
 
    I smile nervously. 
 
    Torrin grabs the bottle and turns his back to the bar, leaning against it as he slurps back nearly a quarter. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and lets his gaze settle on me, wearing something between a leer and a scowl. 
 
    The door opens. 
 
    It’s Madison Maxwell. 
 
    I’m not super surprised the owner called for Consillium backup, but it doesn’t stop the awful sensation sliding over me. 
 
    She’s not alone—Nikolai and Ruby are with her. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    My first outing as a Rogue, and I run into them. 
 
    When they see me, they all stop just inside the door. Three pairs of eyes flick from me to my new Rogue buddies and then back to me, each conveying different messages. Nikolai’s face wears shock, Ruby’s disgust, and Madison, unsurprisingly, outrage. They seem to know who Kaylee and Torrin are and what me being here means. 
 
    “Shall we go outside?” Nikolai steps forward. “I think Abdul”—he nods at the bar owner— “would appreciate it if we didn’t destroy his bar.” His voice is low, angry. 
 
    “Yes, I would.” Abdul glares at Torrin. 
 
    Kaylee says, “I don’t want to go outside.” Her eyes flick from Nikolai, to me, and narrow.  
 
    I hold up a hand to Nikolai and turn back to Kaylee. “Hey, can you give me a few minutes? I’ll catch up with you later?” 
 
    “What’s up with this? I thought you said—” 
 
    “They’re friends of mine. We need to settle something.” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    Kaylee is right. Used to be friends is a better description. “From my old life.” 
 
    Both Ruby and Nikolai flinch. 
 
    “Whatever. I can help you settle this.” 
 
    “Look, not this time, okay?” I switch conversation mode. “I’ve got a plan, and I don’t want them on our backs.” 
 
    Kaylee eyes me for a long second, but then nods. 
 
    “We’ll catch up in a couple of days and I’ll tell you all about it then.” 
 
    Nikolai watches our silent exchange, muscles working in his jaw and fire burning in his eyes. 
 
    “Fine.” Kaylee steps across to the bar where Torrin is guzzling tequila, grabs his arm and drags him toward the door. He lets out a grunt of complaint, but seems appeased a second later when he realizes he’s still holding the bottle of tequila. 
 
    Abdul takes a step toward me, his fists clenched. I turn to him. “I’m just going to talk to them, okay?” 
 
    “Just talk?” Ruby spits. She throws her hand out toward the door, indicating Kaylee and Torrin. “Tell me this it’s not true.” 
 
    This is going to be rough. I brace myself. “Look—” 
 
    “Is it?” Ruby demands. “Are you… have you… gone Rogue?” she whispers. 
 
    I take a breath, shoot a glance at Nikolai, and nod. 
 
    Ruby lunges at me, and Madison—I’m surprised to see—holds her back. “No, Rubes, not like this.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s a pretty decent reaction,” I say. My voice is glib, and my stance is casual, but seeing Ruby so mad at me hits me where it hurts. Luckily, Madison is here to remind me of the sanctimonious hypocrisy of the Consillium Principali. 
 
    “Violence is never our first response, Ruby,” she preaches. “First we inform and educate.” 
 
    “From what I can tell, the Consillium uses violence whenever it suits them.” 
 
    Nikolai says, “That’s not true, Tamzin, and I wish you’d stop attacking the Consillium at every opportunity.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t if they didn’t attack me.” 
 
    “The Consillium is not attacking you,” Nikolai says, his voice controlled and even but straining with intensity. “Have you really turned your back on us?” 
 
    “It’s for the best. I don’t fit into the Consillium. It doesn’t work for me. This is who I am, and—” 
 
    “How could you,” Ruby interrupts, her face contorting with emotion. Nikolai puts his arm around her shoulder and glowers at me with contempt. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Tam?” Ruby continues. “I know things have been intense, but to go Rogue? Don’t we mean anything to you?” She shakes her head. “Obviously not.” 
 
    I can’t take this anymore. I push past them and stalk out to follow Kaylee and Torrin into the inky embrace of the night. 
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    Slouched in the driver’s seat, I plant my bare left foot on the dashboard, slurp on my supersized soda, and turn up the aircon. 
 
    Smoothing away a bead of sweat on my forehead, I pull up my sunglasses to check my makeup isn’t in clumps and streaks down my face. My eyes are thick and heavy with false lashes and eyeliner atop the lids, and I have foundation, a touch of rouge, and lip gloss to complete my shield. It’s a little after five o’clock, and I’m illegally parked outside a gleaming building in the financial district, watching people emerge from workplaces and bustle up and down the street as I wait. The radio buzzes at me with an annoying song, so I change it, landing on a news and weather update. 
 
    “…the top story this hour, police have confirmed two more victims of random violence in the central west area. One, a twenty-six-year-old male is in the hospital in stable condition, but the other, a forty-five-year-old female, has died. Since the start of summer, there have been seven separate attacks, but this is the second fatality. Last week a thirty-seven-year-old male was found with his neck broken on the bridge. The police won’t say yet whether the fatality is related to the downtown attacks, but the most popular theory to date is that it is related to gang initiation activity. City officials are considering enforcing a curfew, unless the situation improves. More at six.” 
 
    I switch it off. 
 
    Outside the car, swarms of people go about their business, beetling around the city with purpose, carrying out the tasks of their lives, oblivious, for the most part, to each other and to me. It feels as if I’m invisible. Harry Potter made invisibility cloaks seem cool, but it’s not so great when you can’t take it off. In the last couple of days, I’ve only spoken to shop clerks and the people lucky enough to serve or deliver me food. Today I haven’t spoken at all. Does my voice still even work? 
 
    But I’m seeing Mason tonight, and my no-nightmare run continues, so there’s that. 
 
    I jerk upright. My target has shown up. 
 
    A shorter-than-average, suit-clad man pushes through the revolving doors of the building I’m waiting outside of. I shove my soda cup into the holder and fumble to put on my flip-flops, wishing I had thought through my choice of footwear a bit more. 
 
    He’s striding down the street, but once I get his scent it’s easy to keep track of him. His phone remains clamped to his ear for the entire duration of his three-block walk to a nice-looking deli in the Plaza. He goes inside, and I hover, waiting, next to a newsstand. As I stand there, my focus scattered for the moment, I get the strange feeling someone is watching me. I whirl around, scanning my surroundings, but I can’t see or feel anything unusual. I’m being paranoid. Obviously. 
 
    After a few minutes, my target emerges with a bag of food and checks his wrist—the first time he did this I thought it was his watch, but it’s a pedometer—and retraces his steps back to the office. I pull my phone out of the pocket of my cutoffs and note down the date, time, and location. Stepping back into the flow of pedestrian traffic as I shove the notebook back into my pocket, I walk straight into an angry-looking executive-type guy in a well-cut charcoal business suit. 
 
    “Jesus! Watch where you’re going,” he barks at me. Then, under his breath but still audible he adds, “Silly bitch.” 
 
    My head lifts, my eyes deaden, and my mouth sets in a grim line as I turn to follow him. Sweaty, grumpy faces pass by me in succession, people tugging at neckties, collars, or shirts, wiping sweat from brows and makeup from under eyes. It’s like walking through soup—sweat gathers and pools everywhere—but I keep on him. I don’t know what I’m doing exactly, but I’ve got to do something with the fiery anger spitting and sparking within me, and I can’t see any better recipient than the asshole I’m following. And I’m Rogue now, aren’t I? 
 
    I can do whatever I want. 
 
    When he stops in front of an ATM machine, I line up behind him and zero my energy into his mental traffic. He thinks about his PIN as he enters it, and I pull out my phone again to record it. I step out of the line as he’s pocketing his wallet, wait a couple of seconds, and continue following him. My flip-flops make loud clacking noises, but he doesn’t notice. He marches down the street in a straight line, expecting other people to get out of his way. 
 
    After another block, he turns abruptly and jogs down a short flight of steps, disappearing into a building with Bar written in red neon in the window. I slip in after him and find a seat in the corner to wait. It’s a divey place, doesn’t seem his style at all, but when he takes off his wedding ring and stands to warmly greet a lithe redhead, it all makes sense. Half an hour and two shots of tequila chased with two Heinekens later—these two mean business—he finally heads to the washrooms. I get there just in time to head another guy off at the door. 
 
    “Sorry, closed for ten minutes—vomit everywhere.” 
 
    Inside, he’s alone, standing at the urinal, one hand against the wall, one holding his junk. Making sure no part of me has any risk of touching the urinal, I quickly wind my arm around his throat and yank it back as I push against his lower back with my other hand, a position I know is uncomfortable. 
 
    “Hey Dickweed. You know it’s not cool to call women bitches, right?” 
 
    “W-what… who… you can’t…” His line of pee sputters and disappears. 
 
    But I’ve got zero interest in talking to this guy, even if it’s to lecture him about being an asshole, so I pluck his wallet from his back pocket, release my arm from around his neck, place my hand against the back of his head, and slam it into the wall once, twice. He crumples face first into the urinal, and I leave him there for a couple of seconds before yanking him up by his shirt collar and letting him drop to the floor. I won’t let him drown in his own urine. 
 
    I’m not a monster. 
 
    A FEW HOURS later, Dana shows up at my apartment, slamming open the door without knocking, her tornado of anger barreling into me as I sit innocently on the couch. 
 
    “You’ve gone Rogue?” 
 
    There’s nothing wrong with Lucan gossip channels. 
 
    “Are you freaking kidding me? What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “What do you care?” 
 
    “For chrissakes, Tamzin. We have one fight and you do this?” 
 
    “And you say I think everything is about me.” 
 
    As Dana and I stare at each other, Mrs. Coletti appears at the door. 
 
    “Is everything okay in here?” Mrs. Coletti attempts a concerned smile but doesn’t quite pull it off. She’s mostly a crotchety nosy parker. 
 
    “Oh, hi Mrs. Coletti.” I stand and go to the door. “Yes, everything is fine. It’s just my aunt, Dana, has a bit of a temper.” 
 
    “You little—” Dana hisses. 
 
    “But thanks for checking on me.” 
 
    “Keep it down, would you, dear?” 
 
    “Sure.” I walk past Dana to shut the door. 
 
    Dana drops down into the armchair facing the couch and sighs. Tamzin,” her voice softens, “what’s going on? You aren’t serious, are you? What’s this supposed to achieve?” 
 
    “I want them to admit their screwed-up systems are the reason for what happened.” 
 
    “Tamzin, what happened with Rica was messed up, and there are things wrong with the Consillium as an institution, but the good outweighs the bad. Going Rogue isn’t going to improve anything.” 
 
    “I don’t belong in the Consillium community. I never have. I’m better off on my own. This is who I am. The messes I make, the things I am capable of, the things I do, it’s for the best.” 
 
    “Goddammit!” Dana stands and steps toward me. “What you’re doing has consequences. As usual, you aren’t thinking this through. Stop playing at this Rogue stuff.” 
 
    “I’m not playing. This is meant to be.” 
 
    “Are you honestly trying to tell me this is it? You’re going to run around town doing illegal and immoral things?” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    “Well, if you’re Rogue and you’re cutting off ties with the Consillium, you’re cutting off ties with me.” 
 
    I stare at her, shocked. “You’d do that?” 
 
    “It’s not me doing it, Tamzin. It’s you. Actions have consequences. Take responsibility for once.” 
 
    “It’s hard when everyone around you is lying to you and pretending it’s because they want to protect you. I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me about Rica. Instead of protecting me, why don’t you treat me like a grown-up and let me make my own decisions?” 
 
    “Okay, when you act like a grown-up, I will.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. Good one.” 
 
    Dana sighs. “This isn’t you, Tamzin. Why’re you doing this?” 
 
    “But it is me. It’s foretold.” I’m unable to keep the childish sing-song tone out of my voice. “According to the prophecy, I’m supposed to be a warrior killer, don’t you know?” 
 
    Dana eyeballs me, demanding an explanation. 
 
    “It was in some book Madison has. An ancient text. Part of being the Cursus Ultimatum is that I’m a killer.” 
 
    “Where’s this book? I’ve never read that.” 
 
    “What, and you’ve read all the books in the world?” 
 
    “Tamzin!” 
 
    “I don’t know. Madison has it, I guess.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll go find it myself. But in the meantime, will you cut out all this childish crap?” 
 
    Childish? She thinks I’m throwing some sort of temper tantrum, that I’m not serious about this. 
 
    “You should leave.” 
 
    MASON ARRIVES AT around nine, dressed to go out, wearing a fitted black Hugo Boss suit that matches my fitted, black silk, sleeveless dress. 
 
    I admire him for a few seconds before telling him we’re staying in tonight. When he called earlier, I’d suggested we go to Pisces—a nice seafood restaurant on the waterfront—but he should know about my Rogue status before we go out in public. 
 
    He leans down to brush his lips against my cheek, pausing for a microsecond before straightening. 
 
    “I’ve got to tell you something,” I say, going to the kitchen to get the champagne I bought earlier. 
 
    Mason eyes me under his lashes. 
 
    I hope he doesn’t freak out. I hope I haven’t completely misjudged the situation. I’d miss Mason if he wasn’t around. Especially now. 
 
    “Let’s go over by the window.” I hand Mason the bottle and pick up the champagne flutes with one hand. With the other, I lead him over to where I’ve dragged two armchairs and a small table under the window. The beautiful night sky streams in right next to us. 
 
    “This is nice,” Mason says, popping the cork off the champagne and filling our glasses. “Dressed up all nice like this, even if we aren’t going out. We should… do this more often...” He swallows. 
 
    “You might not say that when you hear what I have to tell you.” 
 
    “Lay it on me.” 
 
    “I, uh… I’ve gone Rogue.” 
 
    Mason’s eyes widen. Then he smiles. 
 
    “Wait, you already knew.” 
 
    “Madison couldn’t wait to tell me. But it’s all good with me.” 
 
    I didn’t expect him to look quite this pleased, but maybe it’s another way to piss off his sister. 
 
    “Are you sure? I mean, you’re still part of the Consillium community.” 
 
    “Yeah, and?” Mason’s eyes question mine. 
 
    “So, I totally get it—” 
 
    “If I want to stop hanging out with you?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s more like, you aren’t allowed, right? I mean, it’s Consillium against Rogues, isn’t it?” 
 
    “For some, sure.” 
 
    “And for you?” 
 
    Mason leans forward. “You do whatever you need to do. I’m into it. Don’t worry about me. And no, I don’t want to stop hanging out with you.” His eyes burn as he clinks his champagne flute against mine. 
 
    I knew he liked to push the rules, but I get it properly now. Mason only exists within the Consillium community because it’s easier than being Rogue. 
 
    “They can be pretty hypocritical,” Mason adds. “And totally anal about the rules.” 
 
    Maybe Mason is my kindred spirit. 
 
    My phone rings. It’s Gwyneth. Crap. This is the second time she’s called. 
 
    “Who’s calling?” 
 
    “This woman, Gwyneth. I met her the other day. She’s not Rogue, but she’s pissed at the Consillium Principali too. And she has some inside information.” 
 
    I’m not sure why I’m trying to make her sound more impressive than she is. The one thing I took away from our meeting was she isn’t capable of doing much to change anything. 
 
    “And… what?” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “Is she one of those Lucans who complain about the Consillium because they think it’s unfair?” 
 
    “Like me, you mean?” 
 
    “No. I mean like, ‘poor me, my life is hard because of the way Consillium does things.’” 
 
    “So, exactly like me.” 
 
    “They sent assassins after you. Without a trial. You actually had something unfair happen. Some Lucans think others get better opportunities and unfair advantages, and blah, blah. They can’t accept they need to work hard to get the things they want in life.” 
 
    “Work hard, like the way you do?” 
 
    Mason is silent, wisely choosing to not respond to this comment, and I eye him. I’ve never been less attracted to him than I am right now, and I’m surprised he’s reacting like this. I’d have thought he understood people who aren’t totally on board with the way the Principali does things. 
 
    “Tamzin—” 
 
    My phone lights up with another call. 
 
    Parsons. 
 
    “Do you have news about Rica?” I answer. Mason’s eyes widen in surprise. 
 
    There’s an annoyed tsk on the other end. “Hello Miss Walker, how are you? Me? Oh, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    “Youth today… honestly.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    “But since I’m not tasking myself with changing the downward trajectory of this generation, I’ll get to it. I presume you heard about the bridge murder?” 
 
    My stomach clenches uncomfortably. “Of course.” 
 
    “Eye witnesses say there were two people on the bridge that night.” 
 
    “There were?” I say innocently. “But where did the second person go?” 
 
    “That’s the question. But you know the interesting bit?” 
 
    I shake my head, even though he can’t see me. 
 
    “The witnesses have described a woman at the scene. Young. Tall, athletic, and brunette.” 
 
    Whatever happened to people minding their own business? 
 
    “Well, that narrows it down, doesn’t it? I mean… gosh. Case solved, right?” 
 
    “Why do I have a sense of déjà vu, Miss Walker?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a tumor,” I say, but instantly regret it. There’s a loaded silence at the end of the phone. “Sorry. Uh, I don’t know, and I’m actually in the middle of something so I can’t talk.” I hang up. 
 
    Mason’s eyes land me on me, heavy. “Why’re you asking him about Rica?” 
 
    “I want to know where he went.” 
 
    His eyes traverse my face, his mouth tugging up in indecision. Is Mason quite as anti-Consillium as he makes out? Maybe all that talk is for my benefit. 
 
    “So, that was you at the bridge?” Mason asks instead. 
 
    I fiddle with the stem of my glass. “He came at me and wouldn’t stop. He was like, crazed or something, Mason. It was weird.” 
 
    “Hey, if an aggro Rogue comes at you, what can you do?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod slowly, but as I do, an uneasy feeling crawls over me. Because that wasn’t a normal Rogue attack. It was something more. I’m sure of it. There was something wrong with that Lucan. 
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    The basement carpark is relatively small, servicing only the building above, but there are still three levels. Luckily, this is not my first time here, and I know to go straight to level B1. Now that I’m not bound by rules I’m free to exact revenge however I want. And until I find a way to deal with the failures of the Consillium Principali, there are other people who deserve my wrath. 
 
    Standing in the northeast corner, I don’t have to wait for long. After ten minutes the elevator doors to my left open and there he is, short but standing like he owns the place, with his face twisted into a stressed-out scowl—exactly how he usually looks. I’ve been following him for a week now, and right on schedule, here he is, at a little after seven o’clock, leaving the office. He gets here before seven in the morning—a longer day than Dad puts in, but it’s still no excuse. 
 
    He takes quick, choppy steps to his car, and I scan the surrounding area. We’re alone. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I call with the sweetest voice I can muster, jogging over to his car. My face is covered with heavy makeup, my hair with a baseball cap, and sunglasses to shield my eyes. I’ve never met him, but I thought I should cover up in case I ever do. I’m hoping I look more like an incognito celebrity than a mugger. “Sir? Can you help me?” 
 
    Looking irritated, he deactivates his car alarm and throws his briefcase on the back seat. “What do you want?” 
 
    “It’s Mr. Price, isn’t it?” 
 
    He stares at me. “Yes.” 
 
    I punch him in the face. 
 
    He staggers back against the car, and I catch him, holding him up with my arm pressed against his chest. 
 
    “So, tell me, Mr. Price. What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” 
 
    “P-pardon?” He coughs, a bubble of blood escaping from between his lips with the effort. 
 
    “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” 
 
    And just like that, it pops it into his head. Clear as day, all the sordid details tumble into his brain. I don’t want to access this kind of information, but I will if I have to. 
 
    I tsk, shaking my head. “That’s pretty bad, Mr. Price. I gotta say.” 
 
    “Huh?” His forehead crinkles. 
 
    Reaching up on my tiptoes, I assess the lines and sun spots on his forehead. “You know… you should stay out of the sun, or use more sunscreen.” 
 
    “What do you want?” He wheezes. 
 
    “Okay, listen. I’m gonna lay it out for you.” I push my forearm against his throat. “You’re a dick. At work, at least. I mean, you probably are at home too, that kind of personality trait tends to be inescapable, but let’s just focus on your behavior at work for now. You’re a bully, and you don’t treat your employees well. So, I’m going to make you a deal. If you stop being a dick, I won’t come back and beat the crap out of you. Plus… an added bonus, today only… I won’t tell everyone about that night in New York. Okay?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “New York? The hotel? Room… 1702?” I shake my head with disgust. 
 
    “How?” His eyes are wide with confusion. 
 
    I switch my grip to wrap my fingers around his throat and squeeze. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I promise.” He wheezes. 
 
    “You say that, but… I don’t want to have to come back here again.” A punch to his stomach drops him to his knees. “Or visit your family in your lovely home on Oakwood Terrace.” A knee to his kidneys. I step back. “Nothing but sunshine and pleasantries for your employees from now on, okay? No screwing them over by—” I stop. Mr. Price is bent over, gasping. “You get it. Have a nice night.” I’m about to go, but I turn back. “Oh, one more thing. What’s your ATM PIN?” 
 
    He looks at me, his face bloody, his eyes cloudy, but still, it works. He mentally recites his PIN number, and I pull out my phone to record the details before leaning down and yanking his wallet out of his pocket. 
 
    As I stalk out of the carpark, I’m so busy reliving the satisfaction of watching Dad’s boss squirm, I don’t see Parsons until I actually slam right into him. 
 
    “Oomph.” He staggers backward. 
 
    “Oh God, sorry. What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Is that blood?” he asks once he’s recovered and regained his balance. He picks up my hand, and I pull it away. 
 
    “What, is it illegal to bleed?” I step backward. 
 
    How is Parsons here at this precise moment? 
 
    “Your blood or someone else’s?” He looks back toward the door to the carpark. 
 
    “Gotta go.” I break into a jog straight away, and even though I can no longer see him, the horrified look on Parsons’s face won’t leave me. 
 
    I STAY WITHIN the confines of my apartment for the rest of the day. 
 
    At the time, I thought Price deserved the retribution I’d dished up, but now I can’t shake off the tension in my shoulders. I take agitated steps from one end of the living room to the window and pause there to glare out at the awakening lights of the city before turning and retracing my steps to the other side of my apartment. I pound the boxing bag for a few minutes, but I need to run, to move forward through space, to feel air streaming through my hair, cooling, refreshing, and cleansing me. 
 
    An hour later, I’ve rid myself of the worst of it. My shoulders no longer hum like a tightly drawn guitar string, but I’m not done. I switch directions so I’m heading toward the lake. I know I’m tempting fate—I’m bound to run into Nikolai—but I want to. I need... a confrontation, a fight, something. 
 
    Sure enough, after two laps of the lake, Nikolai shows up. 
 
    “You’re doing damage to the Consillium, Tamzin, is that what you want?” He paces in front of me, hands on hips. He’s been running too, and judging by the amount of sweat on his shirt, for a while. The angry waves pulsating off him reach me as sparks of ignition—but igniting what? Anger, definitely, but more than that. Standing this close to him, his scent heightened by exercise, my body urges me closer, and I obey, inching forward. 
 
    But it doesn’t change anything. 
 
    “How could one Lucan do so much damage to the almighty Consillium, huh?” 
 
    “The Rogues think you’re some sort of inspiration. They know about the Enforcers.” 
 
    “And whose fault is the Enforcers?” 
 
    As usual, there’s no response to this question. 
 
    “I thought so. The Consillium sent Enforcers after me, and I did what I had to do. The fallout from that’s on the Consillium.” 
 
    Nikolai sighs, shaking his head. “I wish it didn’t happen, but it was Rica who sent the Enforcers after you.” 
 
    “But you know what I don’t get, Nikolai? How come the Consillium, who has access to all these resources and information and networks, can’t find him?” 
 
    Nikolai doesn’t say anything, his jaw working. We stare at each other, eyes locked. Is Nikolai asking himself those same questions? 
 
    “You’ve wondered about it too, haven’t you?” I say, my voice softer. 
 
    “Tamzin.” Nikolai takes a step toward me. I lean in to his closeness, savoring the smell of his deodorant mingled with his sweat. “Our sources tell us you’re now seen as some sort of anti-Consillium figurehead. At the very least, can’t you correct them? Get it out there that you aren’t?” 
 
    I step back, wracked with disappointment. 
 
    What did I want him to say? 
 
    “Maybe I am,” I whisper. “Maybe a Rogue figurehead is exactly what I should be.” 
 
    ““Why are you doing this? It’s a big deal, don’t you get that? Going Rogue has meaning… it’s a betrayal.” 
 
    No, it’s a solution. It’s a way for me to exist in this world without tearing myself apart. 
 
    “Please, Tamzin,” he says, real pain in his voice. “I don’t want it to be like this. Going Rogue… is not the way. And it’s not too late.” 
 
    “It didn’t work, me being in the Consillium.” 
 
    “There are problems, yes, but they can be worked out.” 
 
    I wait for something more, for him to offer an explanation of how it could work, but there’s nothing. 
 
    “It’s not just me, you know. The Consillium has done things to other Lucans. They aren’t going to put up with it forever.” 
 
    “Put up with what exactly?” 
 
    “The unfairness of your rules.” 
 
    “My rules?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Nikolai sighs. “Even if you’re right about the rules, this isn’t the way.” 
 
    “You know what? I think it is. And this is where we’re at, Nikolai. I’m Rogue, you’re Consillium.” 
 
    Nikolai blows out angry air. “Are you even helping people still? It was the good thing about your rebellion, Tamzin. It was the bit that made me have faith in you. That even made me question the Consillium’s rules. That you were breaking them to help people… and I would’ve thought since you got what you wanted, to separate from the Consillium, you would at least still be doing that.” 
 
    “Got what I wanted?” I turn back. “Yeah, totally. Three assassins sent after me, nearly kill me, hunted by a serial killer, my boyfriend murdered? Yeah, I got what I wanted. Thanks. That was a blast.” 
 
    “So, what, this is the answer?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not.” 
 
    His eyes burn into mine for what feels like a whole minute before he says quietly, “I’m glad we worked this out now.” 
 
    I frown. “Worked what out?” 
 
    “I’m Consillium. You’re Rogue. Saved us time and heartache, right?” 
 
    My heart contracts, reeling from this blow, but as he continues to stare at me, anger rises up and overtakes the hurt. 
 
    “Yeah, totally. Now you and Madison can get together. Much simpler right? Unwaveringly loyal to the Consillium, so loyal she’s blinkered to the nuances of a situation. She’s perfect for you.” 
 
    Nikolai’s fists are clenched. His voice is low and almost bitter, as he says, “Makes sense… we’re both Consillium, both with notable Lucan lineage. Our paths are already connected. She’s the obvious choice. So, thank you for clearing all of this up for me. Have a nice life, Tamzin.” 
 
    I watch him stalk away, my whole body vibrating. 
 
   


  
 

 14 
 
    Cutting across two lanes of traffic and giving the finger to the motorist who honked at me, I change radio stations, trying to find something more upbeat. 
 
    I jiggle against my seat belt as if I need to use the bathroom, and increase pressure on the gas pedal, hoping there aren’t cops waiting in some sneaky spot to catch speedsters. 
 
    Tonight I’m meeting Gwyneth’s daughter, and I’m desperate for her to be awesome. To be my new best friend. To be… something. It’s starting to feel as if I’m stumbling around a lonely dark tunnel, and a bit of light would be great. 
 
    Piper hasn’t responded to my last couple of messages, which I’m worried has something to do with her new D-bag boyfriend Kyle. My old Lucan friends are no longer options—obviously—and I can’t even get hold of Mason. Since I’m not in the mood for misdemeanors, Kaylee and Torrin are out. So earlier, when Gwyneth called, I’d only hesitated for a moment before agreeing to come over for dinner. 
 
    Gwyneth and her daughter Samantha live in a small two-bedroom unit with enough clutter to suggest one of them has hoarder tendencies. 
 
    “Thanks for having me.” I hand Gwyneth a loaf of Turkish sesame bread. According to Seinfeld, bread is something you can bring to dinner. 
 
    Gwyneth flutters around nervously, repeating herself as she introduces me to Samantha, who is a replica of her mother. Blonde, soft looking, she also looks like some sort of maiden from the olden days. She shakes my hand, brimming with scattered, nervous energy. She’s older than me, but seems younger somehow, as if she’s led a sheltered life and doesn’t know much about the world. 
 
    Straight away it’s obvious Samantha is not the solution to my problems. 
 
    Gwyneth serves a classic shepherd’s pie, which, while maybe a little hot for this weather—I’m sweating from the first bite—is delicious. While we eat, I talk about my family and what school I went to, and Gwyneth shares similar stories about herself and Samantha. By the time we get to dessert, Samantha has barely said two words, so I nearly fall off my chair when Gwyneth announces that Samantha wants to be an actress. 
 
    Gwyneth also tells me she’s been aware of unfair practices in the Consillium for years—preferential treatment, loose interpretations of rules for certain individuals, etc.—but it wasn’t until she heard what happened to me that she knew it was a real opportunity to get things going. 
 
    At Samantha’s prompting, I tell my story about the Enforcers and about being the Cursus Ultimatum—although not the part about being a deadly killer—and Samantha says I’m amazing, a real inspiration, but the whole thing is such a disappointment it’s all I can do not to jump on the table and scream out my frustration. 
 
    I’d gotten the impression all Lucans were enigmatic, powerful and charismatic individuals. And while Gwyn and Sam still have that Lucan vibe, never in a million years would you call them charismatic. At least compared to Dana, Alexis, Nikolai, and Ruby. What was I expecting? To find a group of a hundred kick-ass Lucans lurking behind the scenes who were ready to stand up with me against the Consillium’s unfair rules? 
 
    Yes, I think I was. 
 
    “Can I ask a personal question?” I say. Gwyneth and Samantha glance at each other, as if conferring, then back to me. 
 
    “I’m curious about your father,” I say to Samantha. “Human or Lucan?” 
 
    “Lucan,” Gwyneth and Samantha say at the same time. 
 
    I get the feeling they spend a lot of time together. 
 
    With a bit of probing, the story comes out. Gwyneth had an affair with a married senior Principali and got pregnant. It was a secret, and still is. He agreed to pay a small stipend to look after Samantha as long as Gwyneth kept him out of it. Gwyneth knew there was no point in pursuing it or demanding more, and they’ve lived their whole lives under the threat of severe consequences if they ever tell their secret. Even when he cut them off financially a few years ago, they had no way to fight back. Not without repercussions. 
 
    “That was before,” I say, my voice low, bristling with anger. “Now you know someone who isn’t afraid to get dirty and is strong enough to face up to him.” 
 
    “Tamzin, thank you, but there’s power in physical strength, and there’s power in the sense of the ability to make things happen in the world. I was hoping we could find a way to, I don’t know… shed some light on the Consillium’s power structure and practices.” 
 
    When Gwyneth takes our plates to the kitchen, Samantha clears her throat, meeting my eyes shyly. “I wanted to tell you…” She pauses, looking even more like her mother in her uncertainty. “I’m going Rogue too.” 
 
    “Um… okay, why?” 
 
    “If you’re Rogue, then I’m Rogue.” 
 
    “Samantha… I, uh…” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. It shouldn’t matter, should it? Maybe I should be pleased even, but it feels almost as if I’m corrupting an innocent young mind. 
 
    “Should we both go Rogue?” Gwyneth says anxiously, returning to the living room. 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Why does this feel like the wrong move? 
 
    “Tamzin, you’re the way forward for us. What should we do?” 
 
    Yikes. 
 
    I don’t feel old enough or qualified enough for this. 
 
    “Don’t do anything for now. I’ll let you know.” 
 
    What am I trying to do here? 
 
    THE DESK SERGEANT at the central city police station once again greets me with a judgmental once-over. Today I’m wearing tight blue jeans and a floaty singlet because I miss wearing jeans and today it’s a tiny bit cooler. 
 
    What outfit would she be happy with? 
 
    “You want to see Parsons?” she says. I nod, leaning on the counter. “And it’s Miss Walker, right?” I nod again. “Come with me.” She deposits me outside his door after rapping once and saying, “We’ve got Miss Walker here to see you. Again.” 
 
    Parsons is standing behind his desk fussing with a file. He looks up when I enter, but only briefly. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you know, you’re on my go-see list for today.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    He puts down the file and regards me. “But what brings you by?” 
 
    One of the reasons I came here today is to assure Parsons I’m okay and he shouldn’t worry. Whether this is true I’m not totally sure, but I want him to believe it so he stops worrying. And I need him off my back. I can’t have him, or anyone, following me. Not with my secret—or my lifestyle. 
 
    “Okay, listen, the murder on the bridge you asked me about the other night. I wanted to tell you I was with my… um… friend Mason that night, okay? All night. So you can rule me out of your enquiries.” 
 
    I’ve already gotten Mason to say he will be my alibi, because even if the bridge murder was me, the other ones weren’t, so that piece of information isn’t going to help him solve the downtown attacks. 
 
    Parson stops what he’s doing and picks up his notepad. “Mason… surname?” 
 
    “Maxwell.” 
 
    He writes it down. 
 
    Tapping his pen on his notepad, Parsons looks at me. His right eye twitches.  
 
    “Mason Maxwell, huh? Any relation to Madison Maxwell?” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “Brother and sister,” I admit. 
 
    “So, you think Madison is the one who helped the guy who helped the Campus Crawler, and you’re schtupping her brother? What kind of group do you run with?” 
 
    “A close-knit one.” 
 
    “Ha.” A bark of laughter, but without much humor. “You make life interesting, I’ll give you that, Miss Walker.” 
 
    I shrug, as if to say, I try. 
 
    The next moment, out of nowhere, the vibe changes. “Have a seat.” He gestures to the chair across from him. We both sit. 
 
    “What’s up?” I keep my tone light, but I’m bracing myself. 
 
    “There was another attack in the downtown area last night.” 
 
    He drops a photo in front of me, a man with blood encrusted over half his face, a painfully swollen eye, and a split lip. This feels familiar, in an awful, gut-sinking, stomach-clenching way. Parsons and I have been here before, sitting across from each other over crime scene photographs. 
 
    The second photo is of a woman, around thirty, with a nasty cut down the side of her face. Her eyes are wide and blank—the look of someone who’s been terrorized. I push it away. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “We got the guy.” 
 
    “Good on you. So, what does this have to do with me?” 
 
    “He, the assailant, mentioned a name.” Parsons raises his eyes to meet mine. “You want to guess what name?” 
 
    “No,” I squeak. 
 
    “Yours.” 
 
    “He actually said Tamzin Walker?” 
 
    Parsons tilts his head. “Well, no, just Tamzin, but still…” 
 
    I spread my hands, as if saying exactly, but meanwhile my insides are churning. I take a breath. “What did he say? About this, uh, Tamzin person.” 
 
    “Nothing coherent.” He shakes his head. “He was definitely high, probably on crystal meth, and rambling… talking about enforcers, or some such thing.” 
 
    “Uh…” I clear my throat. “Weird.” 
 
    He drops a file on the desk in front of me. It lands on top of the photos with a bang. Parson’s mangled fingernails—chewing pens obviously isn’t enough—point to a mug shot. 
 
    “Never seen him before.” This is the truth. “What’s his name?” 
 
    Parsons squints at me. “We don’t know.” 
 
    “So… what do you want from me?” 
 
    Parsons shakes his head and takes a big breath, holding for a few seconds before exhaling. “Don’t leave town. When I get an ID on this guy, I’m gonna want to talk to you again.” 
 
    “Sure.” I stand. 
 
    “Miss Walker?” 
 
    I turn back. 
 
    “I’m here if you need me, okay? If you need help getting out of something, or anything… call me. Please.” Concern is etched all over his face. “You’re a good kid who’s caught up in something bad.” He leans forward. “Let me help you.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m fine,” I croak. 
 
    ALEXIS IS WAITING for me outside my apartment. Great, more parental figures giving me a hard time. 
 
    “There’s a good Italian place around the corner,” he says. 
 
    I fold my arms across my chest and plant my feet. “Oh, an early dinner? What a great idea, Alexis,” I say facetiously, but when he turns and strides down the street, I follow. 
 
    Across a red and white checked tablecloth, he eyes me warily. 
 
    “What’s your plan, Tamzin?” 
 
    “I thought minestrone soup, then the linguine.” 
 
    “I’m serious. Is this it? Your life is going to be wandering around, hanging out with loser Rogues in bars, causing trouble?” 
 
    I thought he would be angrier, but he seems baffled. 
 
    “So, you’re already chasing me up for going Rogue, but you’re still clueless about Rica’s whereabouts. Interesting.” 
 
    “Your obsession with Rica is tiresome.” 
 
    “I agree, and it makes a pretty stark comparison to your lack of interest.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal. If we can have a civilized conversation about you being Rogue, then we can have a conversation about Rica afterwards.” 
 
    “Fine.” I nod. 
 
    The waiter arrives at the table, bustling nervously in the wake of these ripples of tension as he takes our orders. 
 
    “I need you to take this anti-Consillium figurehead situation seriously. Nikolai informed me you know about it, but you don’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation. We’ve had a few Consillium members leave us as a result of…” 
 
    I wait, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “They heard about the Enforcers.” 
 
    “How do you know? Did they fill out feedback forms?” 
 
    An irritated sound escapes from the back of his throat. 
 
    “How is it my fault Lucans are reacting like that?” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Tamzin, but you must be able to appreciate that if Rogues see you as some sort of role model, it could unite them. Against us.” 
 
    “I’m Rogue now. Don’t you mean, it would unite us against you?” 
 
    “I don’t believe you’re Rogue, Tamzin. Not deep down. You’re one of us.” 
 
    I can’t speak. To have Alexis tell me I’m one of them is… unexpectedly powerful. 
 
    “And there’s an indication there might be something behind the increase in their activity. Something more than just random attacks.” 
 
    “Something like what?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet. But please, consider what I said.” 
 
    I cross my arms. 
 
    His voice softens. “Tamzin, you should know, if this isn’t resolved soon, Marcus himself will come over.” 
 
    “The head of the London Consillium is coming over to tell me off?” 
 
    “Or something,” Alexis says, his jaw clenched, his eyes dark. “He’s not known for his relaxed attitude, Tamzin. You don’t want to have to deal with Marcus, trust me.” 
 
    The waiter arrives with our entrees. Alexis smiles at him. “Thank you.” The waiter bows and backs away. 
 
    I’m starting with soup served with a crusty loaf, and Alexis has opted for a tomato and mozzarella salad with prosciutto and ciabatta. 
 
    “Okay, let’s say I’ll take it under advisement,” I say, my mouth already full. “Now it’s your turn. If Marcus can take the time to come over here to discipline me, he must have time to find Rica, right?” 
 
    “We want to find him just as much as you do, Tamzin,” he says, but there’s a pulse before he adds, “Marcus assures me he’s dedicated to bringing Rica to justice to be held accountable.” 
 
    There’s another stronger flicker from Alexis. 
 
    “What’re you doing to find him?” 
 
    “Marcus is keeping me out of the specifics... Rica is my brother, after all.” 
 
    Alexis seems flustered, and I’m not sure what’s going on here, but it doesn’t even matter. It’s the same old story. Secrets and lies. I drop my spoon and sit back, eyeing him. I send out an uninvited mind probe, just a little one. His eyes flare, a warning. I send another. I want the truth. Alexis slams his hand down on the table. 
 
    “Tamzin. I’ve afforded you a level of respect and I expect the same. Like I said, I don’t believe you’re Rogue, not in your soul, so I’ll be patient, give you the benefit of the doubt, but you should know others will not be so indulgent. If you want to be Rogue, fine. But you make damn sure that’s what you want, because you’ll find once you reach a certain point and certain people are involved, there’s no going back.” 
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    An hour ago, I met Kaylee and Torrin at the edge of Millionaire’s Mile—the wealthiest suburb in the city. Homes go for tens of millions of dollars, and they have security to match, but we aren’t being greedy. We’re going for one of the more modest ones, which has the added bonus of gaps in security. Their first mistake is assuming no one will be able to scale the side of the building where security is weakest, and their second, that intruders will be intimidated by guards of the canine variety. 
 
    The three of us are piled into my small car, waiting. Torrin is spread out over the back seat but somehow managing to fill up the entire car, breathing loudly and adding a grunt for every tenth inhale. 
 
    I’ve been counting. 
 
    We’ve been here a while. 
 
    “Didn’t anyone ever teach you how to breathe through your nose, Torrin?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    In the rearview mirror, Torrin’s confused eyes flick from mine to Kaylee’s. 
 
    Kaylee is grinning. Tonight she’s wearing a jumpsuit—like a prison one, but black and stylish—and her hair’s in two French braids, snaking down the back of her head. Her hoop earrings are so large they’re almost a safety hazard. 
 
    “Why do you hang out with him?” 
 
    “He’s easy. He does what he’s told.” 
 
    I look out the window to check on the status of our targets. 
 
    Kaylee had bugged me about the mysterious plan I mentioned to get her to leave Abdul’s bar, and this is what I came up with. All going well, the owners of that house will be going out any minute now, giving us the chance for a bit of light thievery. It’d only taken two days of hanging out around the neighborhood wearing Lulu Lemon and drinking smoothies before I had the opportunity to “bump” into the lady of the house. I had read her mind, using a few pointed verbal prompts about her plans for the week, and gotten the information I needed. If they are out of the house then no one gets hurt, and they can obviously afford to part with a bit of cash. 
 
    “Hey, so that was an interesting text yesterday,” Kaylee says. 
 
    “Huh?” I frown. 
 
    Kaylee stares at me for a moment before a knowing look crosses her face. “I get it.” She nods, tapping her finger to her nose. “Everything’s still on the down low.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Just then, the wrought iron gates swing open to let out a sleek Mercedes. 
 
    “This is it,” Kaylee says, jumping out of the car. “Masks on, let’s go.” 
 
    I have no choice but to yank down my balaclava and launch myself out of the car too. We sprint across the road in the darkness behind the lights of the car, slipping inside the property as the gate swings shut. There are cameras, but we’re too fast to be anything but a blur. 
 
    We creep across the lawn, met halfway by three at first excited, then puzzled, and finally submissive Rottweilers. 
 
    “Good doggy.” I pat one’s head and it whines, puzzled by my scent. The dogs actually trot along beside us like canine minions as we continue our way across the lawn, then heel obediently to watch us scale up the side of the house. When the police review the footage, they’ll think they’re dealing with a new team of thieves who boast a unique combination of dog training and climbing skills. 
 
    We get through the windows of the second floor and end up in a small office-slash-den room. 
 
    “What’s the plan?’ Kaylee says. 
 
    I shrug. “Just have a look around and take what you like. But don’t take too long, okay?” 
 
    We split up. 
 
    I wander down the hall and pass a home gym and a couple of bedrooms, one of which is clearly the master bedroom. Can I bring myself to steal from someone I’ve met, had a conversation with? 
 
    A cry breaks through the silence. 
 
    I run out to the hall, and I’m hit by the intense odor of acute fear and the pungent stink of primal urge. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    The voice is young, female, and terrified. 
 
    Someone is home—no wonder no alarms went off. 
 
    I sprint along the length of the hallway. At the far end, inside a room on the left, I find Torrin looming over a bed in which a girl, fifteen at the most, is cowering, her face contorted with fear, headphones dangling from her neck. Panic spirals from her in a mass of tangled tendrils that destroy me. I’m horrified to realize it excites Torrin. 
 
    “Stop,” I roar, springing forward. Torrin turns, eyes blazing yellow, holding out his arm to block me. I grab his wrist with my right hand and slam the heel of my left palm into his shoulder. There’s a sickening pop, and he hollers with rage, but still I grab him by the shoulders and fling him across the room. He lands on the dresser, scattering makeup and hair products as he falls to the floor unconscious. 
 
    The girl stares at me, eyes saucers of fear. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, backing out of the room, holding up my hands in placation. “So… sorry.” 
 
    My whole body shaking, I grab Torrin’s arm and yank him out, dragging him down the hall behind me, where I meet Kaylee. “We’ve got to get out of here. This is all wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m done anyway,” she says, pulling on a backpack. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “He thought taking whatever you want included something in the teenage girl variety.” 
 
    “Shit, someone was home?” Kaylee says, but waves her hand as if she doesn’t care. She grabs Torrin’s other arm, and we both drag him down the stairs, leaving via the lower level. We throw his inert form over the gate and climb after him. As soon as I land on the grass outside, I run away from them, crossing the road to my car. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? 
 
    “Hey!” Kaylee calls. “You can’t leave us here.” 
 
    I start the engine. 
 
    Oh, yes I can. 
 
    Sirens wail in the distance. 
 
    What have I done? 
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    Rush hour is long gone, so I step on the gas as soon as I pull out on the highway. 
 
    I wish I had a convertible, but I make do with all the windows open and the wind roaring around me. It’s chaotic and loud and turbulent, and it’s the only thing stopping me from totally losing my shit. I can’t believe what just happened, what I was a part of. It doesn’t matter I stopped Torrin; that girl will probably be traumatized forever. 
 
    I’m going to be sick. 
 
    Leaning my head out of the window, I gulp at the air, trying to breathe, trying to stop the rising tide of nausea. 
 
    I’m on the highway heading west with no destination in mind. 
 
    A rumble vibrates through the car as a massive eighteen-wheeler truck comes up behind me. The driver must be pushing metal to be advancing on me this quickly. He beeps in a long, loud, deep foghorn blast as he passes me, grinning and waving until he makes a lewd gesture with his tongue and fingers, his eyes wide with delight. When he puts his indicator on and pulls off the highway at the next exit, I find myself following. Less than a mile later, he pulls into a truck stop and I do too. It has a convenience store, a motel, and a bar. The truck driver gets out and lumbers into the bar. 
 
    Inside it’s like every truck stop dive bar I’ve ever seen in a movie or TV show, with pool tables, neon, plaid, denim, facial hair, beer, whiskey, ignorance and arrogance everywhere, and it’s exactly what I’m looking for. The trucker I followed here crosses to the far side, joining friends, but I stop at the bar. It’s sticky and covered in peanut shells. The bartender, a heavyset man who seems burdened by life, waits for my order with a bored expression. I ask for a beer—I doubt they serve anything else here and I don’t want to draw attention to myself… yet. He pushes it at me, zero interest in whether I’m of age or not, and I pick it up. Deciding it’s too gross to sit at the bar, I walk to a table, the foam from the sloppy pour sloshing over my hand. The table is in the corner near the door and half hidden by pinball machines. I want to keep to the background for a while, getting my bearings so I can work out what I’m going to do next. 
 
    “Y’all good here?” A waitress wiping tables pauses next to me. She has a kind face, but she’s wearing what looks like stage makeup and a uniform at least a size too small. “You want to order some food?” 
 
    I don’t think I can eat, and from the odors wafting out of the kitchen the health inspector hasn’t been by recently. 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Sure, hun. Let me know if you change your mind.” 
 
    On her way back to the bar, one of the truckers at the pool table wearing a red baseball cap stands in front of her, using his ten-inch advantage to loom over her. 
 
    “I told you to keep the beer coming, and we’re nearly out, aren’t we, fellas?” 
 
    His two friends nod, leaning against the pool table as if they own the place. 
 
    The waitress, cowering under him, nods nervously. “Sure thing.” She ducks away and moves to the bar, returning a minute later with another pitcher of beer. 
 
    One of the truckers leaning against the pool table hangs over her as she sets down the beer with a smile that’s more of a grimace. 
 
    “You know… you lose a few pounds and you and I can get friendly.” 
 
    This is from a guy whose shirt is straining against the magnitude of his beer belly, the buttons threatening to pop at any moment. 
 
    She smiles weakly—she gets paid in tips after all—and moves away, but fear radiates from her like a bloom of color. 
 
    “I’d need a few more beers first,” another guy says. “Did you see the mole on her face?” 
 
    “Face down, ass up, who cares?” 
 
    And they aren’t even trying to keep their voices down. They want her to hear this. They want her to feel judged, to feel insecure, and to fear them. They want this because it makes them feel more powerful. 
 
    There’s less than a dozen people in here, mostly truckers from the looks of it, except for a beige-clad couple two tables down from me. They must be here on a pit stop, probably staying at the motel en route to somewhere else. I down my beer, which is pretty disgusting, but—when in Rome—and go over to the tourists. 
 
    “Hey, hi there.” They look up with nervous expectation. “I’d finish up and leave if I were you.” 
 
    Already apprehensive, they glance from me to the truckers and stand, motioning to the waitress. She comes over and collects their cash, shooting a nervous glance at me. I guess she’s got enough experience to recognize a troublemaker when she sees one. 
 
    I saunter over to the jukebox nestled in the corner, dark and quiet. “Hmm, what to choose,” I mutter to myself, tapping my fingers against the glass display case. Something with a beat. Something poppy. Something that’ll piss them off. As I ponder my selection I notice the waitress on her way back to the kitchen, encountering the red-hatted trucker guy again, who has already finished his beer. 
 
    “Hey.” The drunken slur is becoming more pronounced. He plants his hand on the wall and leans in, his face less than a foot from hers, his chest pushing forward, trapping her there. 
 
    “How about you and I go somewhere a little quieter? Out back.” 
 
    No, please no, the waitress thinks, shrinking back. “I’ve got to work,” she says, her lip wobbling with a scared smile, while she thinks, not again. 
 
    I turn to look at the bartender, studiously wiping the bench with his eyes fixed in the opposite direction. He lets this happen? 
 
    “Steve doesn’t mind if I borrow you for a sec, do you, Steve?” the trucker calls out to the bartender who, still not looking in their direction, shrugs. 
 
    “Please, I need to…” The waitress gestures helplessly at the tables beyond the girth of the trucker. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you need to do.” He moves his face even closer to her, only inches away, his lip pulling back and his eyes narrowing. “Shut your pie hole and come with me.” He grabs her by the elbow. 
 
    The atmosphere drops as the stink of testosterone rises. My muscles tremble in anticipation. 
 
    I press play. 
 
    From the opening line—It’s Britney, bitch—I get the reaction I’m after. 
 
    “What is this shit?” the beer-bellied guy says, whipping his head to me. 
 
    I just smile as I walk toward them, enjoying their infuriated glares. 
 
    “Hey, turn it off!” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “He said turn it off.” This from the red-hatted guy, who has pushed himself away from the waitress so he can step up to me, shoving his face, ugly with malice, toward mine. “You dumb slut.” 
 
    I punch him in the throat. 
 
    He goes down on one knee. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Whore,” he gasps, like a dumbass. 
 
    I slam my fist into his face. He falls backward, but I grab his shirt and yank him up again. “Get up, you piece of crap.” I shove my index finger in his face. “I’m not done with you.” 
 
    His friend with the belly lurches toward me. “You stupid—” 
 
    But my hand is already around his throat. 
 
    The third guy smashes a chair over my back. 
 
    “That escalated quickly,” I say, whirling around to elbow him in the face before turning back to knee the guy in front of me in the stomach, letting him drop to the floor. I can feel the room reacting, the four other truckers rallying into action, emerging from corners of the bar. 
 
    Good. Three won’t be enough to quench this thirst. 
 
    Red Hat staggers to his feet, shaking with anger. He swings his meaty paw at me, which I block easily. Filled with the frustration and helplessness of every woman who has been physically intimidated or assaulted by someone like Torrin—or this meathead—I slam my fist into his nose, again and again, until it turns into a pulpy mess. 
 
    “Do you know why this is happening?” I lean over him so my spittle reaches his face. “Because it’s time you found out what it’s like to feel powerless, to be helpless against someone stronger than you.” I drive my fist into his jaw, relishing in the satisfying pop as it breaks. I drag him up by his collar so I can finish him off with a kick to the balls hard enough to hopefully stop him procreating. 
 
    “Not fun, is it?” 
 
    I step back and survey the room. 
 
    “Who’s next?” 
 
    WITH A BLOODY face and a rumbling stomach, I let myself into my apartment. 
 
    Upstairs, I skip the shower and go straight to the kitchen to pull my friend out of the freezer and pour a double, bringing it along with a maxi bag of chips and a tray of ice over to the couch. I wrap ice in a tea towel and hold it against my right hand, sipping from my drink with my left. In the process of breaking a jaw, I’m pretty sure I broke most of the bones in my hand. But in a couple of hours, my hand will be as good as new. 
 
    The vodka seeps into my system, numbing and distracting me. When there’s a rap on the door, I don’t bother to check who it is, instead peeling myself off the couch to open it, still holding the glass and the bruises on my face and shoulder on full display. 
 
    Parsons reels backward, taking in my appearance, his head shaking slowly. “What happened?” His voice is a shocked whisper. 
 
    Damn, why couldn’t he have shown up tomorrow? I would’ve healed by then. 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’m training.” I lean against the doorframe. 
 
    “For…?” 
 
    “To be a boxer.” 
 
    “Where? Who with? Give me names.” 
 
    “Or else what? You’ll arrest me for working out?” 
 
    His eyes flick to my glass. “I could arrest you for underage drinking.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. I could lodge a complaint for police harassment. Isn’t it a bit late to be visiting?” 
 
    We stand there in a stalemate until Parsons says, “I’m worried about you, Tamzin.” 
 
    His use of my first name is jarring. 
 
    I soften. “You know what? I’m kind of worried about you too.” 
 
    His eyes flicker, but he doesn’t respond, and I want to read his mind to know what is wrong with him, as much as I never want to be burdened with this information. 
 
    “Don’t be,” I say eventually. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sure as hell don’t look fine. What’re you caught up in?” 
 
    “Are you following me, Detective Parsons?” 
 
    “Why on earth would I do that?” 
 
    We keep eyeing each other until Parsons steps backward, shaking his head in defeat. “I’m here if you need me, okay? If you need help getting out of something, or anything… call me. Please.” 
 
    Tears spring into my eyes as I shut the door. 
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    I can barely tolerate being inside my own skin. 
 
    Did last night really happen? I can’t believe what I was nearly a part of. The trucker fight I can live with, but the home invasion? I shudder. I can’t shake the memory of that girl’s terrified face. It crawls over my skin, into my pores, and no amount of showering and scouring will wash it off. 
 
    When Mason arrives at my place a little after nine, I throw myself into his arms. He reciprocates immediately, wrapping himself around me. 
 
    “Tighter. Squeeze me tighter,” I say into his shoulder. 
 
    We stay like this for nearly a minute until he pulls back to study me. “I’ve hardly seen you lately.” 
 
    “Yeah, just stuff. You know. Being Rogue.” I attempt a smile, but fail. 
 
    “You wanna talk about it?” 
 
    I shake my head, dropping my head to bury my face in his shoulder. 
 
    “It was the right decision, Tam. Don’t worry about it.” Mason strokes the back of my head. 
 
    Was it? 
 
    “Hey, let’s get dinner, make a night of it.” He pulls back to look at me. “We could go to The Grill downtown, and there’s a new club opening on Jackson. I’ve got us on the guest list but we have to get there by midnight.” 
 
    “Or what? They take us off the list?” 
 
    Mason shrugs. “You keen?” 
 
    “Dinner, sure. Not sure about a club, though. I’m feeling crappy.” 
 
    “Whatsup?” 
 
    I raise then drop my shoulders, opening and closing my mouth. I can’t talk about it yet. 
 
    “You need a distraction.” He strokes the side of my face. 
 
    He’s right. If I stay here, all I’ll do is fester over last night. “Okay, fine. Let me get changed though, okay?” 
 
    “Sure, just don’t take hours. Maybe keep your makeup to Def Con 4 tonight.” 
 
    With a dirty look as my parting gift, I stalk into the bathroom. I thought Mason liked my makeup. When I emerge half an hour later, full foundation and blush, smoky eyes and false eyelashes—I’ll decide how much crap to cake onto my face, thank you very much—Mason has plugged my iPod into the stereo and “Redbone” is flowing from the speakers. He glances at my makeup, the corner of his mouth tugging up in a smile as he says, “No makeup tonight, then?” 
 
    “No… I decided to go for the fresh-faced look.” 
 
    “Mmm, yes, I see. Dewy.” 
 
    I follow him into the kitchen, where he’s putting the finishing touches on a cocktail. 
 
    “What’s this?” I lean into him, resting my chin on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve made martinis.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to try one of those.” I don’t tell him this is mostly because I like the glasses they are served in, and this is why I even have a martini set. Mason has the shaker and two of the so far unused martini glasses sitting on the bench. 
 
    “I’ll warn you, it’s a bit of an acquired taste,” Mason says, shaking and stirring. “Here you go.” He pours them out and hands one to me before winding one arm around my waist and pulling me close, holding his glass to one side to plant a kiss on my nose. 
 
    I study him from under my lashes, tucking a strand of his messy hair behind his ear. We sway together, moving in sync to the music. There are so many things I could and should be talking to him about, but for now I just want to enjoy this feeling. 
 
    Of not being alone. 
 
    Of being with someone who wants to be with me. 
 
    Of existing in a moment without the jagged edges of pain, frustration, or rage. 
 
    AFTER DINNER, WE walk down Jackson at a brisk pace. Mason is taking this midnight deadline seriously, until suddenly he stops and pulls out his cigarettes. 
 
    “Make up your mind. Are we late or not?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” he says, checking his phone. “It’s just… I want you to meet a couple of friends of mine.” Mason averts his eyes, seeming self-conscious, and dips his head to his lighter. I take a moment to admire him, wearing jeans and a fitted T-shirt, looking casual but stylish with the cut, material, and even the colors all demonstrating how clothes should be made and worn. 
 
    As I’m standing there, I’m sure I can feel the weight of someone’s heavy gaze on me, but when I scan the faces around us, no one seems to be paying attention. I take a second to send my senses out further, but there’s nothing. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    I shake my head. When did I get so paranoid? “Let’s go.” 
 
    We resume walking. Halfway down the next block, I pick up on two, no, three Lucan scents. These I’m not imagining—a second later, they come into view crossing at the lights, instantly recognizable by the graceful loping strides all Lucans seem to take, regardless of size or shape. 
 
    “Mason?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. I got them.” 
 
    “Familiar?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    In my belly, something flips and rises, waking up. 
 
    They head left toward the Plaza, the busiest part of the restaurant district on a Saturday night. A lot of people converge there to eat dinner, to go clubbing, or to take romantic strolls along the waterfront. 
 
    “Rogues, right?” 
 
    Mason nods. “I think so.” 
 
    I take Mason’s hand and lead him across the road, going in the same direction as them. 
 
    “Hey Tamzin?” Once we’ve crossed the road, Mason stops and tugs at my hand. Uncertainty bunches the small muscles of his face as his eyes search and plead with mine. “Let’s ignore it this time.” 
 
    A bellow of aggression pierces through the night, followed by a shriek of fear and a thunderous crash. I let go of his hand and walk as fast as my heels will let me toward the sound. At the next corner, leading onto the Plaza, a coffee cart has been overturned and groups of people are looking around, bewildered. 
 
    The route the Rogues took is immediately obvious—overturned patio tables, broken glass and scared faces. As they progress along the waterfront crowds of people are parting to let them through, swarming outwards, pressing up against buildings so they’re beyond the reach of the troublesome trio. 
 
    “We can’t let them carry on like this,” I say, turning to Mason, who has followed me but trails a few feet behind. 
 
    “They’re just having a bit of fun. It’s not our problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re Rogue, remember?” 
 
    I stare at him. 
 
    Suddenly, male voices shout, challenging. This was bound to happen. The Rogues have encountered a group of guys with enough testosterone to try to stop them. But all these people… this is going to get messy. I break into a run. An unruly mob is gathering momentum, at least twenty people swarming in a pulsing mass of shoving, punching, pulling, and yelling bodies. I go straight up to the nearest Rogue, who turns, one hand still around some guy’s throat and a gormless smile for me. I twist his arm away and slam the heel of my hand into his chest, sending him rocketing to the ground. A few feet to my right, a female Rogue is punching two guys in the face like she’s working over two boxing bags at the same time. I knee her in the kidney, and when she turns to me, rage contorting her face, I crack her on the jaw, sending her to the ground. 
 
    The third Rogue is further away, brawling in a twisted mass of bodies. I move toward him, throwing my attention behind me to check the two Rogues are following me. They are. Good. 
 
    Wrenching the brawling guys off the third Rogue, I wrap my arm around his neck and pull him backward until we’re free from the crowd. I drop him to the ground, and checking all three Rogues are now in tow I turn and jog away, leading them away from the throng. The police can deal with the human fighters. 
 
    When we reach a deserted carpark a quarter mile away I turn to face them, my arms and legs trembling. Fronting up to the Rogues in this proximity without the distracting mob of angry humans intensifies the surges barreling through my body. 
 
    The first Rogue is a mean-looking guy, rangy, wiry, and hard. The second is a woman, cut from steel, and the third looks like a thug. All muscle and no brain, violence flaring in his eyes. 
 
    The woman says, “Hello, Tamzin.” Her eyes glint with her smile. 
 
    You’d think it’d be cool to be some sort of celebrity, but it’s not. Not in this way. I don’t bother asking how she knows me; someone obviously sent out a memo. 
 
    “Why’d you spoil the fun?” the wiry guy says, gesturing back out to the angry mob. “It’s just getting going,” he adds, slowly moving around to flank me. 
 
    My eyes follow him. 
 
    Breathing shallows, heart rate increases, temperature rises. 
 
    “Why didn’t you join in? He said you’d be here, showing us how it’s done.” 
 
    He said I’d be here? 
 
    “Everyone freeze.” 
 
    Oh no. No, no, no. 
 
    Parsons stands at the entrance, pointing his gun at us, his mouth set in a grim line. In an instant, the rage is sucked from my body. Adrenaline now fuels dread and panic. This can’t be happening. 
 
     “Backup is coming, Tamzin. Any minute now. Who are these people?” 
 
    “It’s fine. This is nothing.” I try to make my voice sound normal. “Go back and help with the crowd.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Are you kidding?” 
 
    The female Rogue inches toward Parsons, spreading our little group out, creating a bigger target for Parsons, making it harder to keep under control. He swings his gun from Rogue to Rogue. The large dumb one next to me doesn’t move, but excitement and energy race through his bloodstream. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” Parsons barks at the woman, and she stops, but only for a second before moving again, the smile on her face growing with each step. She’s toying with him. Unless he happens to be holding a gun filled with silver bullets, all it’s going to do is slow her down. Or piss her off. 
 
    “Stop. You don’t want him,” I say to her. 
 
    Moving behind me, the rangy Rogue is preparing to launch at me. 
 
    Fuck. What do I do? 
 
    “Please, get out of here,” I say to Parsons. “Just turn and run. I’ve got this.” 
 
    She steps forward, a sudden motion, and Parsons swings his gun around to her. “I said stop.” But she keeps on toward him, slow but unrelenting. 
 
    Parsons shoots, the sound a crack of intensity piercing the night. Her shoulder jerks back and she snarls, but keeps advancing. 
 
    Background noise drops away as the Rogue behind me leaps onto my back and the one in front of me lurches forward. I have no choice but to react. With white-hot focus, I strike with precision, grace, and power. 
 
    Ten seconds is all it takes to get them off me. 
 
    Ten seconds is all I need to render them all unconscious. 
 
    But ten seconds is too long. 
 
    Parsons is lying in a crumpled heap on the ground. 
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    The hospital lights glare at me. 
 
    My ass is numb, I’ve been sitting on this plastic imitation of a chair for so long. I’m too afraid to move, and I don’t even know why. Standing to stretch finally, I raise my arms above my head, moving my torso side to side, and click my back, twisting to the right then the left. 
 
    I cast my mind into the room behind me. 
 
    Nothing. No thoughts. But he’s alive at least. 
 
    Further down the hall a nurse sits at reception chewing on a wad of gum, the phone clamped to her ear, eyes flicking around the room without purpose. They land on me but shift away as another nurse, briskly moving and harassed-looking, strides past me to enter the room. She’s a new face; the shift must have changed. I go to follow her, but she shuts the door, giving me a look. I convinced the other one to let me stay, sit out here through the night, but they won’t let me inside. Parson’s only family, a sister, lives in another city, and they haven’t been able to reach her. And where’s his partner right now? Why isn’t she here? 
 
    Why wasn’t she there. 
 
    But would that have changed anything? Maybe there would be two people lying in hospital beds right now. 
 
    I pace outside the room, my hands clenching into fists with restlessness. I feel so useless. And alone. My phone was damaged in the brawl so I don’t even know if Mason has been trying to get a hold of me. What the hell happened to him? Did he get caught up in the fight? Did he help? Did he slink away, or should I be worried about him too? Something tells me I should be pissed, but I don’t want to explore that right now. I can’t. 
 
    The nurse comes back out and gives me a sympathetic smile. “You should go home and get some sleep. They’ve given him drugs to knock him out. He won’t be awake for hours, and visiting times don’t start until nine.” 
 
    I gulp. “What is his… uh… how does he look? Is he going to make it?” 
 
    “It’s too early to say, love.” She looks around before continuing—she’s not supposed to be telling me this. “He has serious injuries, internal bleeding. We just have to wait and see.” She pats my hand and moves into the next room, but I catch her last thought before she leaves. 
 
    But this kind of trauma could finish him off with his condition. 
 
    His condition. I knew it. 
 
    HALF AN HOUR later I leave, desperate for a shower and the sanctity of my apartment. 
 
    I’d intended to keep waiting until visiting hours, but sitting still I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Pacing the hospital corridors I’d drawn too much attention from staff, making them worry whether they should be calling security, so I’d left, promising myself I’d come back soon. I still don’t know what his condition is exactly, but I know it’s serious and there’s a good chance he won’t make it. 
 
    The first inkling of dawn is beginning to show its face as I set off for home on foot—my wallet was also lost in the brawl. With my heart heavy and soul dark, I’m so distracted that I get halfway home before I notice I’m being followed. 
 
    I slow down, taking time to tune into who it is. The information comes to me in pieces of sensory input. Lucan. Unfamiliar. Rogue. He’s about fifty feet behind me, following as I take a shortcut through a cluster of streets that house a mixture of clothing stores—closed at this hour—and industrial buildings. When I get to an alcove, a strip of pavement between two buildings and away from the streetlights and cars on the road, I stop and turn to face him, anticipatory heat rising. 
 
    He takes slow steps toward me. “I heard about you.” 
 
    I sigh, holding up my hand. “What did you hear exactly?” 
 
    “You took out three Consillium Enforcers and three fighters at a fight club last moon.” He squints at me, less than ten feet away now, swaying from side to side, readying himself. Instinctively, I shift from side to side too, mimicking his action as my muscles begin to flex. 
 
    “It’s going to be interesting, I’ll say that.” His eyes gleam. “We’ve got some exciting times coming up, don’t we?” 
 
    “We”—I gesture from him to me— “haven’t got anything coming up except me kicking your ass.” 
 
    He chuckles. “We may be fighting side by side soon enough, but I couldn’t resist a little taste of what you’ve got.” 
 
    Fighting side by side? This guy has an overactive imagination. He’s created his own little fantasy world. 
 
    “If you heard stories about me, what’re you doing here? What makes you think you can take me out by yourself?” 
 
    He spreads his hands. “Well, pretty little lady, I wanted to know for myself, and you didn’t face them at the same time, did you?” 
 
    I stop moving. “What is it with this little lady thing? I’m taller than average and athletic. I’m not a little lady.” Lethargic grief is fast disappearing, being replaced by pulses of heat and anger. 
 
    He laughs and I smile. I need a way to release the tension now buzzing around my body like subatomic particles on speed. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll show you how ladylike I am.” 
 
    “You’re so easy to get fired up. That’ll be useful in the fight.” 
 
    “The fight?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    And with that, I’ve had enough. I plunge myself into his mind. No warning, no questions, nothing. I just do it. He staggers backward, eyes wide with shock. I step toward him, entering his mind deeper. 
 
    “Stop,” he cries. 
 
    But I don’t. I plunder through his head, casting away thoughts, memories, and emotions, ignoring the pain I know he feels, until I find the information I want. 
 
    I step back, my eyes gleaming as he drops down, one knee on the ground, rubbing his head, trying to temper his breathing. 
 
    The Rogues are planning something. Some sort of fight. This guy doesn’t have any details; he just gets texts with information or instructions. The downtown attacks, the increase in Rogue activity, they aren’t random. They’re on purpose. 
 
    And he thinks I’m involved. 
 
    He staggers to stand as I step toward him, about to go in one more time, but he blurts, “Enough!” and lunges at me, desperate to stop my mind invasion. 
 
    Fine. He’s told me all he knows anyway. 
 
    I find out the hard way—by taking two blows to the head—that he’s a kickboxer and roundhouse kicks are his specialty, but he’s no match for me, and he knows it too, deep down. But with the fire in his eyes, he’s not ready to accept it, not yet. 
 
    It descends into savagery quickly, both of us lunging and swinging viciously at each other. He rasps with exertion, and I pant with excitement. Blood streams down the side of his head, and it trickles from my mouth, bleeding from a cut inside my cheek. We grapple, a frenzied struggle, and I can feel myself slipping away into the ether. Something else is taking over. 
 
    I grab the collar of his shirt and raise my other hand, gathering energy into my fist before delivering a crushing blow to the side of his head. He goes limp, and I let him drop to the ground. I run the rest of the way to my apartment, trying to shed the remaining adrenaline. Everything is spiraling into such a mess. The home invasion, Parsons being in the hospital, and now I find out the downtown Rogue attacks aren’t as random as we thought. Worse, my name has been linked to them. 
 
    But my torment isn’t over, because as I open the doors to my building, something isn’t right. 
 
    At the foot of the internal stairs of my building, in a tiny bundle of material, left there like a neglected parcel or like a dead bird from a psycho cat, is Mrs. Coletti. Her gray curls peek out from under her hat—the one she wears when she goes out to the morning market—and her stockinged legs are tucked up under her. I bend down and pull the lapels of her coat down. 
 
    Her neck is broken. 
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    Parked outside my parents’ house I sit, staring straight ahead. 
 
    Paralyzed. 
 
    A warm red glow rises from behind the hills, signaling the start of the day and contrasting the dark cloud hanging over my head. It burdens me with crushing guilt, dulling my thought processes. I don’t remember making the decision to get in my car, but here I am. 
 
    The back door opens and Dad emerges. My whole body tenses but I remain staring straight ahead. I can feel rather than see him. 
 
    He stands at the door, waiting. 
 
    I can’t bring myself to turn my head. 
 
    Finally he moves, taking slow steps toward me. 
 
    I touch my hand to my cheek where it’s tender. Is there a bruise? I turn so it’s not visible to Dad. 
 
    “Tamzin? Everything okay?” He leans down into the window. 
 
    “Um, yeah.” I grip the wheel until I see the state of my hands—my weapons—puffy and guilty and caked with dried blood. I drop them to my lap. 
 
    “You coming inside? Breakfast?” 
 
    I glance at Dad but look away. 
 
    “No, I, uh, was going to pick something up… but I remember Dana has it… and I have to be somewhere.” 
 
    I start the car. Dad straightens. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to come inside?” 
 
    I swallow and shake my head. 
 
    I can’t be my father’s daughter right now. I don’t know how. I don’t know how to reconcile these two parts of my identity. 
 
    “See you.” I pull away. 
 
    DANA OPENS THE door even before I can knock, wearing pajamas and her face rumpled with sleep and worry. “Tamzin?” 
 
    “It’s my fault, Dana,” I say, finally releasing the tears I’ve been holding back for hours. 
 
    “Hey, shh.” She pulls me into a hug as she eases me inside, shutting the door. 
 
    She deposits me on the couch and goes into the kitchen to make tea. I hug my legs against me, waiting for… relief? Resting my head on my knees I try to stem the next flood of tears threatening behind my eyes. I don’t know what happened to Mrs. Coletti, but there’s no way it’s not related to me somehow. And Parsons. He was there because of me, no question. He followed me, and he tried to protect me from them. He tried to protect me. He had no chance. Damn him and his stubborn nosiness. 
 
    Dana hands me a steaming mug and I cradle it against my chest. It’s too hot, almost burning my skin, but I don’t care. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Parsons is in hospital, and Mrs. Coletti is dead. And it’s my fault, Dana. I’m a warrior killer. The prophecy legend thing is right. That’s who I am.” 
 
    “Wait.” She holds up her hand. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you to tell you... you’re not.” 
 
    I’d ignored Dana’s calls over the past couple of days, assuming she wanted to yell at me some more. 
 
    “But it makes sense. I killed that Lucan on the bridge. That was me, Dana, I did it. And when I fight, that’s exactly what I feel like.” 
 
    “Tamzin, fighting makes everyone feel like a warrior killer. It’s not your destiny, okay? Madison is full of shit.” 
 
    I hiccup, eyeing Dana through blurry eyes. “She is?” 
 
    Dana goes to the bookcase, pulls out a leather-bound book and holds it up to show me. It’s the original one that had the stuff about the Legend of the Cursus Ultimatum. She then goes over to her desk and picks up a second book that looks just like the first. 
 
    “That’s the book? I’m surprised Madison gave it to you.” 
 
    “No, she said she didn’t know anything about it.” She flicks through the pages. “Jakob couriered it over from London.” 
 
    We both freeze. Dana shoots me a guilty look. 
 
    “You’re in contact with Jakob?” 
 
    Jakob is Dana’s ex-boyfriend from when she lived in London. Their relationship was fiery and their breakup was legendary. 
 
    “He’s in London. Grandma Tessa’s stuff is in London. I needed her books to help with Vincent so I got in contact with him. It was the logical solution.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Tam, do you want to talk about Jakob or do you want me to tell you what the book says?” 
 
    Both, I want to say, both, but it’s a rhetorical question, so I wave my hand at the book, indicating she should carry on. Meanwhile, my mind is racing. How long has Dana been in contact with her ex, and what does it mean? Long enough for a few books to be sent across the Atlantic. Is all forgiven now? And what about Vincent? I don’t blame her, but still, it seems like a big deal. 
 
    Dana holds up the two books. “So, see how these look the same?” I nod. “They do appear to be part of a series. I think there’s a third, but I don’t know where it is. It wasn’t in the stuff that Jakob sent. And you know what else? I don’t think Madison was lying when she told me she didn’t know about the book. I get the impression these aren’t exactly easy to come by.” 
 
    “She was just messing with me?” 
 
    “It doesn’t even matter, Tamzin, because there’s nothing in here about you being a warrior killer.” 
 
    “Really? Nothing?” 
 
    “I translated it myself.” Dana’s eyes are shining with pleasure. “It says the Cursus Ultimatum is going to be a leader. A harbinger of change.” 
 
    “It does?” I wipe the back of my hand under my nose. “A leader instead of a killer?” I yawn. 
 
    Dana eyes me. “Coffee or sleep?” 
 
    “Coffee. I want to hear this.” 
 
    “Okay. You take a shower”—Dana gestures at my clothes, which I forgot are bloody—“and I’ll take care of coffee and breakfast.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, with scrambled eggs on toast and Dana’s largest mug filled with coffee in front of me, Dana returns to her explanation. 
 
    “Okay, so, translations are not an exact science, especially when there’s doubt as to even the precise language of the original text. Different dialects, different regions—” 
 
    “Etc., etc.,” I say. 
 
     “What I got from the text is the Cursus Ultimatum is supposed to be a harbinger of change, of a revolution.” 
 
    “What kind of revolution?” 
 
    “It doesn’t say. I get the sense there’s more in a third book.” Dana looks off into the distance, her eyes gleaming. “I should try and find it, or maybe there are other texts that talk about it?” She’s practically panting with excitement. 
 
    “So that’s all you have?” 
 
    “Yeah, but, Tam, the point is, you’re not destined to be a killer. It says a time will come, amongst a period of turmoil, when a new era will begin, instigated by a figure of change.” She looks pleased with herself, or maybe she’s proud. “And I think that’s you, Tam. Instigating change! So, it doesn’t change how strong you are, or, uh, how good you are at fighting and killing, but it doesn’t mean that’s all you’ve got to offer.” 
 
    “I’m not a warrior killer,” I repeat. 
 
    Dana, who has put down her food to clutch the book to her chest like her prized possession, nods, the bun on top of her head wobbling with her enthusiasm. “Why don’t we go through the texts again, really delve in and nut out what they say. I can show you exactly how I went about translating.” 
 
    “Um, Dana?” I gently take the book from her. “Maybe later.” 
 
    Finally, after all the crap of the last few weeks, I’ve got something to be happy about. I’m not a warrior killer. I’m a harbinger of change. 
 
    But changing what? 
 
    Dana’s phone rings. Her faces darkens when she sees the display. “Hang on.” She goes into her bedroom to take the call. I busy myself taking our dishes into the kitchen. I can hear that it’s Vincent on the phone, and even though I’m curious, I actively tune out of their conversation. I have a feeling it’s not a good one. 
 
    A few moments later, after I’ve returned to the couch, there’s crashing from the kitchen. Nothing too violent, just your standard dish-smashing scenario. When Dana emerges, she’s carrying a fresh cup of coffee and wearing a somber expression. She’s also changed into a dark red maxi dress, and with it flowing out behind her she looks like a grieving heroine. I guess in a way she is. 
 
    “He’s been disappearing a lot. Vague errands, canceling plans, not following through on promises,” she explains as she sits. “I don’t know if he just needs some space, or…” She sighs. “He’s been having issues with his memory.” There’s a wobble in her voice, and I throw my arms around her. She leans into the hug, her sadness and worry transferring to me. 
 
    She takes a big breath. “I’ve been trying to pretend he’s the same, or that he’ll get better… but you’re right, Tamzin. He’s different.” She breaks off, pulling away from me to look off into the distance. “I don’t know in what way though… you know?” Her eyes meet mine and I nod. “Or how to fix him, but there might be a solution in those books.” Leaning against the back of the couch, she takes a sip of coffee looking toward the window. 
 
    I don’t know what to say. She said her relationship with him was casual and then she pretended she was okay with the whole coma thing, but what’s going on with Vincent might be destroying her a little, day by day. 
 
    “Hey Dana?” 
 
    She turns back to me, her expression melancholic. 
 
    “I’m sorry. It was a mistake. Going Rogue… all of it. It was just too much, the guilt, the crap from the Consillium, knowing people were lying to me. But it was definitely a mistake.” 
 
    Dana nods, a rueful smile crossing her face. “Tam, I’m sorry too. For being so intense when you went Rogue. I should have made you talk to me properly about what was going on. I mean, I still think you overreacted but I shouldn’t have said those things.” 
 
    As we finish our coffee, I tell Dana most of what has gone on in the past couple of weeks, but I can’t bring myself to tell her about the home invasion. Nor can I form the words necessary to tell her I force-read that Rogue’s mind, or what I learned from my mental assault. I need more time to process, to figure out what I’m going to do. 
 
    “So, do you want to re-join the Consillium?” 
 
    Alexis was right, I’m not one of them, a Rogue, and I don’t know where I stand, exactly—the Consillium doesn’t feel like the friendliest place for me—but I do know I don’t want to live in a city where immoral superhuman beings feel like they can roam around doing whatever the hell they want. 
 
    “Um… well, I get that I was wrong. I get why the Consillium exists and the Principali has rules.” 
 
    Dana nods. “You’re so new to this, Tam. You haven’t met that many Lucans and you’re surrounded by Consillium Principali, so it’s hard for you to see the big picture. What it’s like out there in the normal world.” 
 
    “The normal world?” 
 
    “Outside this intense Consillium environment. Plus, you’ve gotten a warped idea of the Consillium, understandably, but the Consillium isn’t all about Principali rules, Enforcers, Rogues, and fighting. It’s about having a community. And Lucans hold positions of power everywhere—in business and sporting industries, as well as the arts and the media. It’s a network. One that can be useful. You haven’t seen that and you haven’t seen the other side. Not properly. A lot of Lucans have trouble controlling themselves and need the threat of serious consequences to keep them in line. You don’t know what’s out there, Tam, what some of them are like.” 
 
    I nod, but it’s a lie, because I do know what’s out there. And even though I’ve faced Enforcers and fought Rogues, I hadn’t known—properly—why Lucans need rules and consequences until I met Torrin. Going Rogue was a mistake, and it feels good to have made up with Dana, but my problems aren’t over, because the Rogues are planning something and they seem to think I’m part of it. 
 
    So, what am I going to do? 
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    The cloud hanging over my head pulses and shifts, constantly changing in weight and quality, it’s pitch and timbre moving from heavy and menacing to light and playful. I’m not a warrior killer; I’m a harbinger of change. 
 
    But what does it mean for me and the things I’ve done? 
 
    And how do I make it right? 
 
    When I open the main door to my building, there’s no police tape anywhere, no sign anything happened here. My neighbor Cinnamon—I only know him by his stage name—is at the mailboxes. 
 
    “Darling, you look dreadful.” 
 
    “I’ve had a rough couple of nights.” 
 
    “Not as bad as Mrs. Coletti. Did you hear?” Cinnamon makes a face. 
 
    We’ve spoken a few times, Cinnamon and I—we keep the same hours—but this is the first time we’ve met during the day. 
 
    “What happened?” I pretend I don’t know. For all anyone knows, this is the first time I’ve been home in two days. 
 
    “She fell down the stairs and broke her neck. Silly thing. Why she didn’t take the elevator.” He shakes his head. “She was a pain, always going on about the noise my heels made in the hallway, but underneath she was a sweetie.” 
 
    Sweetie is a stretch, but maybe Cinnamon is right. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe she did fall down the stairs and it had nothing to do with me at all. 
 
    “But those assholes are already showing her apartment. It hasn’t even been cleared out yet.” He gestures at the real estate agent sign sitting next to the door. “Can you believe it?” He tsks. “Later, hun.” He click-clacks his way out of the building. 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    I check my mailbox, finding 100 percent junk mail, and glance at the stairs. I can’t bring myself to step over the spot where Mrs. Coletti died so I turn toward the elevator bay. 
 
    A small, cherubic, dark-haired stranger is waiting outside the elevators. I join her, and she glances at me, her mouth pursing up into a small smile. When we get in she presses level four. She must be here about Mrs. Coletti’s apartment. 
 
    “Is this a nice building to live in?” she asks as the elevator kicks into action. It’s an old building, which I love, but the elevator must be the slowest one on the planet. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I like it. I actually live on level four as well. You’re here about the apartment?” 
 
    She nods, looking shy. “Although it’s kind of pointless. I can’t afford to live on my own, and I don’t want to sign a lease. I’m new in the city and I guess I’m not totally sure if it’s going to work out yet.” 
 
    As she talks, her round eyes flick around the elevator and she plays with her hands, her large tote pressed to her side. She seems quiet, sweet, and unassuming… and I can’t afford to live on my own either, not if I don’t have casino winnings or other illegal activities to pay for utilities and food. I promised Dana I’d play by the rules, and while my rent is already covered, none of the other stuff is. Sure, I have a secret identity, but now that I’m going to be on my best behavior at all times, it won’t be a problem. 
 
    “Hey, this is totally random, but I live on four and I need a roommate.” 
 
    Her eyes light up. “Really? Could I have a look? I mean, I have an appointment with the realtor but—” 
 
    “Swing by afterwards. I’m 4-D, the last one down the hall.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    On the door to my apartment is a note from Mason. 
 
    Call me when you get a new phone. Sorry we got separated the other night. Hope you’re OK. xx M 
 
    I crumple it up. 
 
    Lame. 
 
    Inside, I race around cleaning up. I haven’t been home in a while and I figure I’ve got about ten minutes before she gets rid of the agent and shows up here. The spare room has become a sort of laundry slash second wardrobe, so I gather up all the clothes and dump them on my bed. There’s a slightly weird smell in here but maybe I can only smell it with my Lucan nose? I give the place a good dose of air freshener anyway. 
 
    Half an hour later and still no visitor, I settle on the couch with an episode of Killjoys, but only ten minutes in I hear quiet steps approach and a timid knock on the door. 
 
    “Sorry it took so long; the agent went on and on.” She gives me a small smile. 
 
    “No worries.” I gesture for her to come into the apartment. “So, I guess the first thing, you’ll see in a second, it’s open-plan, including my bedroom, but I would get a screen or something. And the spare room is kinda small, but the price would reflect that. Oh, and I guess the other big thing is I’m a night owl, so—” 
 
    “That’s perfect. I am too, and I’m quiet. I’m a graduate student so I would spend a lot of time studying in my room or at the library, so you would get to keep most of this space to yourself.” 
 
    An image of Mason languidly strolling through the apartment wearing only his Calvins flashes into my mind. I push it away. A roommate would’ve been a serious damper on our relationship. It’s just as well we aren’t hanging out anymore. I don’t want to hear what he has to say about that night at the waterfront. None of it makes sense, and I have enough going on already. 
 
     “It’s such a cool space,” she says, her eyes wide and bright as she wanders around. 
 
    “Yeah. Have a look around. The room is over there. I’ll make coffee.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    She’s wearing a large, knee-length cardigan—which makes me sweat just looking at the thick woolen material—jeans and ballet slippers. Her hair, I notice as she passes by me, looks weird. I think she’s wearing a wig. 
 
    When she joins me on the couch, I’ve set up the coffee on the table. 
 
    “Thanks.” She takes a sip without adding milk or sugar—I’m impressed, but then again, she’s a grad student—while her eyes continue to flick around the apartment. Her gaze lands on my workout corner. 
 
    “You’re totally welcome to use it if you want.” 
 
    “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary.” She gives me a self-deprecatory smile, “I’m not athletic. I get my endorphin rush from books.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever.” 
 
    Her eyes continue moving around the living room, stopping on the gumball machine sitting on the mantelpiece. She turns to me with a question in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s a silly thing… a present from my dad when I was kid.” Unexpectedly, tears well up. I blink, but they aren’t going away. It’s more than Dad, I know. It’s Parsons and Mrs. Coletti and… everything. 
 
    “Oh, is he—?” 
 
    “No, he’s fine. We just… we’re not talking right now, and it… uh… sucks.” 
 
    She nods, eyes wide with empathy. “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    And I find, bizarrely, since she’s a virtual stranger, that I do. 
 
    I talk about my estrangement from Mom and Dad, but a lot of other stuff comes tumbling out. I don’t break any rules or spill any secrets, and it feels good to admit to someone that I’m a bit shaky right now. 
 
    Zoe, her name is, agrees to move in next week. 
 
    Hopefully by then the mess that is my life will be sorted out. 
 
    THE SAME NURSE from my first visit to the hospital smiles, nodding in recognition as her eyes scan my face. “A bit of a rough time at the moment, hun?” 
 
    She has no idea. 
 
    “Listen, if you’re quiet and don’t tire him out, you can go in, okay? He’s groggy but awake.” She smiles at me. 
 
    “Thanks.” I stand. “How’s he doing… apart from the new injuries? Do you know whether…” 
 
    The nurse gives me a kind smile. “It’s hard to know, hun. These things work in mysterious ways. He’s not looking good, but sometimes it’s the patients who surprise you.” 
 
    Pausing with my hand on the doorknob to gather strength, I deliver two abrupt raps on the door. 
 
    He turns his head to see who it is, inhaling sharply with the effort. “You,” he croaks. “Come here.” 
 
    A breathing tube is in his nose, pressing against his cheeks and disappearing behind his ears. More tubes wind down his arm. His skin is a yellowy-gray color I didn’t think existed in nature. Smudges of purple accent his eyes, and his lips are white, dry. His blood pressure is low, and I can hear how weakly his heart is pumping. 
 
    At least it’s beating. 
 
    The lump in my throat grows until it’s painful to swallow. 
 
    With hesitant steps—what am I doing here—I cross the room and sit down at the chair next to his bed. There’s a sippy cup of water on the bedside table, so for something to do I lift it up. “Water?” 
 
    Parsons licks his lips and opens his mouth to receive the straw. His Adam’s apple moves up and down twice before he lets his head fall back on the pillow. I want him to keep drinking. He looks so pallid and dehydrated I want to gulp back gallons of water myself. 
 
    “Parsons, I…” 
 
    “Shush.” He waves a limp hand. “I’m not a well man,” he croaks. 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Not being dramatic. I have—” He breaks off and swallows. 
 
    “Why were you there, at the Plaza?” I interrupt. I can’t handle hearing what awful condition he has—not right now. But I know the answer to my own question. He was following me, so I ask, “Where was your partner?” 
 
    “Off duty,” he croaks. His voice is raspy, painful to even listen to. “Been trying to get hold of you…” He stops, swallows again. “Rica—” He stops, shakes his head, his eyes watering. 
 
    My stomach contracts. A vice around my organs. 
 
    He opens his mouth again, but only emits a dry, painful sounding cough. 
 
    “Parsons,” I whisper, leaning closer. “This is going to sound weird, but can you do something for me? Instead of trying to speak, can you, uh…” I turn to double check no one is lurking near the door. “Can you think about what you are trying to tell me?” 
 
    He frowns, searches my eyes, swallows again, and nods. 
 
    Rica used his credit card in the city the day before the fight at the Plaza. He was a no-show on that flight to Spain. He had a ticket but he never showed. He never went to Spain. I think he’s been here the whole time. 
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    “Where did he use his credit card?” 
 
    Parsons opens his mouth, licks his lips. 
 
    “Just think it.” 
 
    He eyes me warily but does as I ask. 
 
    A bodega on Edison East. Far end. 
 
    “And since then? Do you know where he is now?” 
 
    Parsons shakes his head. 
 
    But this means Rica might have been right here in the city this whole time. 
 
    Parsons squeezes my hand with his dry papery skin, forcing me to bring my attention back to him. How? he asks. 
 
    In the weighty silence he coughs, his shoulders jumping up with the effort, his face creasing in pain. “I saw you fight…” He swallows. Pain radiates from him as if leaking out. “No injuries…” He closes his eyes. “I have to know—” 
 
    A tear slides down my face. Now it’s my turn to shush him. 
 
    I take a big breath and tell him my secret. 
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    The clock clicks over to 4:00 a.m. 
 
    I throw off the covers. Trying to sleep is pointless. I’m almost gasping with the need to put my plan into action. It’s a way to put right some of the damage I’ve done. I pound on the boxing bag and do a YouTube yoga routine. I feel a little better but I’m still so amped. I have to be outside. I need to run. 
 
    The crisp predawn air is a balm for my heated skin, the soothing rhythm of pounding pavement a salve for my angst. I’m not Rogue, I never should have gone Rogue, and now it might be too late. Looking back, it seems like such a childish move, like a kid hurling its toys out of its cot, or overturning a board game and ruining it for everyone else because things weren’t going their way. 
 
    Going Rogue was a mistake and I need to tell Alexis and the others, but first I need to find out what’s happening, maybe even stop it. If I can make it right, maybe then they’ll forgive me. 
 
    I’M REGRETTING the maxi-sized soda now that I’m trapped in my car. 
 
    In full stealth mode—heavy makeup, baseball cap, sunglasses—I’m parked outside the bodega where Rica used his card a few weeks ago. Earlier today I’d driven down this part of the street slowly, checking for other bodegas. Luckily there’s only one. Now, two hours into my stakeout and a liter of soda in me, I can’t sit here much longer or my bladder might burst. 
 
    I’ve been using my Lucan senses to scan the area for mental traffic that could be related to Rica. Nothing so far. A nice-looking Lucan couple live in the building to my left and two others have walked past my car, but apart from that, nothing. I should’ve known this would be pointless. One credit card transaction over the course of three weeks? It was obviously a mistake that Rica won’t be repeating. 
 
    Time for Plan B. 
 
    GWYNETH AND SAMANTHA eye me, both a little skeptical, and I can’t blame them—I haven’t been in touch since we had dinner. They probably thought I’d bailed on them. And they’d be right. But now, I need them. Or at least I need Gwyneth because she’s the Consillium accountant, the one who pays credit card bills, sorts out bank accounts, etcetera. 
 
    “What’s up, Tamzin?” Samantha says. 
 
    Smiling, I hold up the tray of coffee and donuts I brought to go with my apologies, explanations and requests. 
 
    After telling them about Rica, explaining why I’m no longer Rogue, and about the credit card clue, Gwyneth agrees to help. 
 
    “Rica must have a source of money. Maybe he’s been using other Consillium accounts?” I say. 
 
    Gwyneth nods and goes over to a desk in the corner of the small apartment and starts up her laptop. The coffee is finished and we’re halfway through the donuts when Gwyneth turns to me with an apologetic expression. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tamzin, his Consillium-issued credit card has been dormant since the bodega charge and I can’t find any way to tell whether any of the other bank accounts have been used by Rica.” 
 
    “Dammit.” I stride across the room but bump into a footstool and a stack of magazines, so I stop pacing. “These Rogue attacks… Rica being in town. It isn’t a coincidence. No way. It’s got to be connected. I’ve got to shut Rica down and stop whatever’s going on with the Rogues.” 
 
    “So, what’re you going to do? How’re you going to find out?” Samantha says from her perch on the couch. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    I nod. “Plan C.” 
 
    KAYLEE’S IN a bad mood. It’s obvious from the moment she bangs into the subway station, slapping her feet loudly against the concrete with a scowl on her face and Torrin in tow. 
 
    She nods at me, a cursory greeting which I return but keep leaning against the wall on the southern platform as she walks further down, pacing back and forth with her headphones on. They’re half an hour late, and I had a speech about other people’s time prepared, downloaded directly from Dana, but now’s not the time. 
 
    Kaylee comes to stop in front of me, yanks down her earphones and crosses her arms. My fan club has clearly lost a member. “What happened the other night? You totally bailed on us.” 
 
    “Uh… I had something urgent to take care of. Sorry.” 
 
    Kaylee’s nose wrinkles. “Is it still happening, or what?” 
 
    “Yes, totally.” 
 
    Is what happening? 
 
    “It’s been quiet recently, though, huh?” 
 
    Kaylee’s eyebrows knit together. “What do you mean? I don’t get why you’re being so cryptic with me.” She blows out an irritated gust of air. I raise my shoulders. I have no clue what to say. She tilts her head. “You can tell me, you know. You can trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you?” 
 
    “With the information. You don’t need to worry about me spilling the beans too early.” 
 
    I swallow. “Yeah, I know, I, uh…” What can I say? “I want to check the information is being communicated properly.” 
 
    Kaylee squints at me. “Huh?” 
 
    Torrin is off to one side swinging a large stick he must have picked up at the park. 
 
    I turn back to Kaylee, who continues to regard me, and I so want to force read her mind, find out what she’s thinking, but if I do she’ll be more suspicious. And if she doesn’t know anything concrete yet, like that other guy, I’ll have blown my cover. 
 
    Shit. How do I get her to tell me what’s going on? 
 
    Kaylee stops her pacing and says, “I’m in the mood for ice cream.” 
 
    From her tone, she doesn’t want to hit the frozen gelato stand in the Plaza. 
 
    “What does getting ice cream mean?” I ask Torrin. 
 
    “She needs to cool down, let off steam.” 
 
    “How does Kaylee let off steam?” I ask, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Abruptly, she turns and walks toward the exit. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We emerge from the subway station. 
 
    “So. These must be, like, your new besties, huh?” Ruby’s voice rings out, loud and clear from across the road. 
 
    Oh no. Why, Universe? Why? 
 
    Ruby is carrying a plastic bag full of basic groceries from the corner store she’s just emerged from. Duh, Tamzin. You’re in her neighborhood. 
 
    “Ruby, listen.” 
 
    Ruby glares at me. 
 
    Kaylee is staring at me. If I keep talking to Ruby telepathically, she’ll be suspicious, so I don’t say anything else. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I say, my chest tight. I so desperately want to tell her I’m back on her side now and this is all part of my plan, but Ruby’s hostility toward me is helping Kaylee trust me. If I tell Ruby I’m undercover and she gives me away, I’ve got no hope of finding out what Kaylee knows. 
 
    With a disgusted expression, Ruby turns and walks away. 
 
    “Come on.” Kaylee leads us toward the east side of the city. 
 
    “Where’re we going?” 
 
    If I thought I was any sort of leader in this group, I was kidding myself. 
 
    “Back to see a friend.” 
 
    We turn down a street on the right and my stomach sinks as I recognize the bar on the corner. Abdul’s bar. The one where we saw Nikolai, Ruby, and Madison during my first outing as Rogue. 
 
    “Kaylee…” 
 
    “What? Do you have shares in this place or something? What do you care?” 
 
    With heavy limbs and a sick feeling, I follow her inside. 
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    Dana loops her hand into my elbow as we enter the Armandi’s apartment building. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Tam. Be honest, sincere, don’t give him attitude, and Alexis will forgive you.” 
 
    Yes, but what about Ruby? What about Nikolai? 
 
    My plan to save the day failed. Completely and utterly. I have no clue where Rica is, Abdul’s bar got wrecked, and I don’t even have any more information because after finally force-reading her mind I discovered Kaylee, like the other guy, doesn’t know anything concrete. Plus, Ruby saw me hanging with Rogues again so now I might be even more firmly linked to whatever they’re planning. 
 
    “Hey, so how’s Parsons?” Dana says as we wait for the elevator. I’d told her about my hospital visit… right up to the bit where I blabbed our massive secret to him. 
 
    I gulp and shake my head. “He’s alive, but… I don’t know. I think it’s cancer. We didn’t get into the specifics but it’s terminal.” I gulp. 
 
    When the elevator opens at the first level, I cast interested eyes around the first-level Consillium offices as we walk further inside. The last time I was on this level—after I’d been arrested—it was in a blurry, sleep-deprived haze. The main area, open plan with several desks, looks like a bachelor pad and an office had a baby. The desks are black and sleek, as is all the office equipment. There are lamps on each of the desks, modern art on the wall, and a kitchen with a state-of-the-art coffee maker, which I wouldn’t mind taking home. 
 
    Several doors lead off this main area, of which the two on the right are closed. They look extra solid, as if reinforced. The other two consist of the office—the very one where I had my first meeting with Rica—and a conference room, which I am horrified to see is full. Alexis, Nikolai, Madison and Ruby are here, as well as Gordon—the ex-Principali from the fight club—plus two guys I’ve never seen before. 
 
    Ruby is giving me a ferocious glare, Nikolai is looking at his hands and Madison is eyeing me with triumphant anticipation. 
 
    “Alexis, can we talk, uh, in private?” 
 
    “If you like, but it may be better to do this all in one go. Get it over with.” 
 
    Ugh. Really? 
 
    “He’s right, Tam,” Dana says, standing behind me, squeezing my elbow. 
 
    “Okay, well.” I twist my hands and shift my feet. “So the first thing is… I’m not Rogue any more, and I’m sorry. It was a bad idea, and I get there are reasons for rules. The Consillium is needed. I get it now.” 
 
    Alexis regards me, his jaw working in a way that reminds me of Nikolai. 
 
    “And I want to help, to get the word out I’m not Rogue. I’m not a figurehead and I’ll work really hard to let the Rogues know I’m not anti-Consillium. Because… they’re planning something… I don’t know what, but it’s happening soon.” 
 
    “Bit late for this, Tamzin,” Madison spits, unable to contain herself any longer. 
 
    “Madison,” Alexis cautions. 
 
    “She should know what she’s done.” 
 
    “What I’ve done?” 
 
    Alexis holds up his hand to stop Madison talking. “We are aware the Rogues are up to something, that this recent Rogue activity is more than random acts of rebellion. We have reason to believe they are planning a large fight of some kind. We don’t have the details yet but it may be a substantial number.” Alexis takes a breath, looking at me with disappointed eyes. “This is why your stint as Rogue was so damaging, Tamzin. One of the core advantages the Consillium community have over the Rogues is that we’re a group, we pool our resources and our strength, and against the might of a group, a single Rogue or even a handful of Rogues have no chance. But en masse? With some organization, some agreement, with some leadership, even if it’s only a figurehead, they become a real threat.” 
 
    I take a step backward, breathless. I feel as if I’m being blamed for something that’s only a small part my fault. My actions were within a bigger situation, but I’m being singled out as the reason everything has gone wrong. 
 
    Then again, in the short time I was Rogue a lot of damage had been done. Going Rogue was my choice and it was a bad one, so now I have to do my best to make things right. 
 
    “I’m not Rogue anymore. I promise.” 
 
    “I saw you with them, with Rogues, just yesterday,” Ruby says, her voice low, bitter. She turns to Alexis. “How can we trust her?” 
 
    “That wasn’t what it looked like. I was trying to get information. I heard something might be going down and I wanted to find out so I could tell you.” 
 
    Ruby eyes me and looks away. 
 
    “And?” Madison says into the silence. 
 
    “I didn’t… uh… they didn’t know anything.” 
 
    “Ha! Whatever, Tamzin, we know what you’re up to.” 
 
    “Madison,” Alexis cautions again. 
 
    “Honestly, I want to find out what is going on and help stop it. Because… I found out Rica is here, in the city. He has been this whole time.” 
 
    “He is?” Alexis’s voice is a shocked hiss. 
 
    “He never went to Spain, and he used his credit card a few weeks ago. I think he’s the one who has been riling up the Rogues. I think he’s responsible for the downtown attacks.” 
 
    “Your story is almost correct,” Madison snipes. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Dana and I exchange glances. 
 
    “From what we’ve been told, it is in fact you who is behind the unification of the Rogues,” Alexis says. 
 
    “So I guess you and Rica are working together,” Madison adds. 
 
    I snort. “Are you kidding me? Have you met me? I’ve been obsessed with bringing Rica to justice this whole time.” I turn to Alexis. “Come on!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a clever ruse,” Madison continues. “So we wouldn’t catch on.” 
 
    “You don’t actually believe this, do you?” I say to Alexis, my stomach twisting with unease. “I’ve been undercover, trying to figure out what is going on.” 
 
    “Undercover?” Madison says. “You expect us to believe this whole time you’ve been acting as a spy?” 
 
    “Well, no. Not the whole time, only recently. After I stopped being Rogue. After I worked out what they are capable of.” I risk a glance at Nikolai, who finally meets my eyes with a piercing, loaded stare, and I have to look away. 
 
    Alexis sighs. “Tamzin, while I’m personally glad to hear you’ve seen the error of your ways, it’s already out of my hands.” He looks sad. “Marcus believes there’s truth to it, and he’s on his way over now. When he arrives in a couple of days, you will face judgement for your crimes against the Consillium and for your role in the uprising. There will be a Tribunal.” 
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    At the all-day brunch place on Fifth the waitress takes our breakfast-in-the-middle-of-the-afternoon order, and Dana settles back against the leather of the booth, sipping her coffee while she finishes her code-cracker puzzle. 
 
    “Hey Dana, you know what I love?” 
 
    She doesn’t look up. “What.” 
 
    “Having to face judgement by the Consillium Principali. It’s super fun.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it—it happens on a pretty regular basis,” Dana says dryly as she looks up, putting down her pen and using both hands to grasp her coffee. 
 
    “I mean, why would I even agree to it? They can’t make me go.” 
 
    “No, they can’t, but you heard Alexis. You’re going to face judgement whether you’re there or not. If you’re there, you can at least plead your case.” 
 
    “And what punishment could they possibly dish out?” 
 
    “It all depends on whether you want to be part of the Consillium community or not.” Dana waits, but I don’t say anything. “And you’ve already proven you’re hard to punish, but, Tamzin, you should take this seriously. You’re strong yes, but you’re not indestructible. You’ve faced Enforcers, but that’s not the only option. It’s more of an old-school tradition. There are quicker and easier ways to injure or even kill Lucans, even strong ones like you.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as injecting silver directly into your bloodstream.” 
 
    Yikes. 
 
    “Dana, you believe me, don’t you? I’m not working with the Rogues, and I’m not part of these downtown attacks?” 
 
    Dana rolls her eyes. “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Okay, good.” I blow out a relieved gust of air. “So, if I go, what’s going to happen? Do I need to prepare? What exactly is a Tribunal?” 
 
    “It means trial. They hear your side of the story and decide on your punishment.” 
 
    “Have you met Marcus? When you were in London?” 
 
    “No, but Vincent has. Apparently he’s old school and kind of ruthless. As one story goes, Marcus overheard a senior Principali complaining about him over drinks, but just normal kind of ‘my boss made me work late’ kind of stuff, and Marcus shipped him off to a post in Russia for his disloyalty.” 
 
    “He sounds like a peach.” 
 
    I’m about to ask for an update on Vincent but Dana preempts me by holding up her hand. No Vincent talk right now. 
 
    “I’d go and force read another Rogue’s mind to find out what’s happening,” I say, “but they don’t seem to know anything. It’s a smart move of Rica’s, keeping them in the dark.” 
 
    Dana regards me over her coffee. “How many people know you can do that?” 
 
    “Jump into Lucan minds whenever I want? Umm, not many. Why?” 
 
    “It’s going to make some people uncomfortable, Tamzin. That sort of power.” 
 
    “Maybe. But should I still do it? Just in case I can find something else out? I feel bad about this, my role in the Rogue stuff.” 
 
    Just as these words leave my mouth, I notice Madison striding up to our table, brimming with self-righteousness. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you feel bad about this,” she says, her voice squeaky and bitter. Mason trails behind her, miserable. “It’s your fault all this is happening.” 
 
    “You can’t blame me for what other people do, Madison.” 
 
    “I can blame you for whatever I want.” 
 
    “Hey.” Mason raises his hand, placatory, nodding at Dana before returning his eyes to me, searching, assessing the damage. 
 
    “Oh, so you are alive then,” I say sarcastically to Mason. 
 
    “I tried calling, and I stopped by, but… can we talk?” 
 
    “We should work out who gets custody of this place,” I say. “I don’t want to keep bumping into you. Either of you.” 
 
    Mason winces. 
 
    “They need to get rid of you, Tamzin. Permanently,” Madison says, scowling. “It would solve this problem. Show the Rogues who is boss and get rid of you, their leader, once and for all.” 
 
    After a shocked silence, Mason says, “Madison, that’s intense.” 
 
    “Is it? Do we even know for sure she isn’t still Rogue? I don’t believe you when you say you’re not behind all this.” Madison leans on the table, bringing her pointy, angry little face closer to mine. 
 
    Mason looks even more miserable. 
 
    “I’m not Rogue anymore, Madison.” 
 
    “That’s what you say, but we obviously can’t trust you—” 
 
    “Enough.” Dana stands up. “You”—she points at Madison— “you’re done. Get out.” 
 
    I love angry Dana—when it’s not directed at me—and it would be so good to see Dana unleash on Madison. But Madison is no dummy because she takes a step backward. 
 
    “Fine. But you will be judged, Tamzin. You will pay for causing all these problems, for threatening the Consillium. You’ll see. Marcus is coming. He’ll be here tomorrow, and then… you’ll see.” 
 
    Mason casts one more apologetic glance at me and follows his sister out. 
 
    “That was fun,” I say sarcastically. Dana eyes me over her coffee. I fiddle with my cup. “Thank you for getting rid of Madison,” I say. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    The waitress delivers our food—Dana went for waffles whereas I opted for bacon, eggs, tomatoes and mushrooms on whole-wheat—and drops our check on the table. 
 
    Dana slides it over to me and picks up the syrup. 
 
    THE NEXT DAY I stay in bed, wallowing in the inertia that’s engulfed me since last night. Staring at my laptop screen with glazed eyes, I make sure I blink intermittently so they don’t dry out. I know I should be trying to fix the mess I’m in but right now I can’t even get out of bed, let alone do anything productive. 
 
    I went back to see Parsons in the hospital yesterday afternoon but he was asleep, and the nurse on duty—much more of a stickler for the rules than the other one—refused to let me in to see him. I wish I could go check on that poor girl who was almost assaulted because I introduced Torrin into her family home, but I can’t bring myself to go anywhere near that house. And Rica is in the city, stirring up trouble for me, spreading rumors that I’m the one who’s behind the Rogue attacks, which is working. And I don’t even blame them. I’d made my opinion about the Consillium pretty clear, so to call me an anti-Consillium figurehead is pretty spot-on. 
 
    “Ugh!” I yell at my ceiling. 
 
    Finally sick of looking at the four walls of my bedroom, and needing to pee, I pull myself out of bed and head to the bathroom. After a shower, I slop through to the kitchen wearing an oversized T-shirt, and with still-wet hair I grab the leftover takeout from the fridge and plonk myself down on the couch. 
 
    A forkful of fried rice halfway to my mouth, I stop and sit up. Someone is walking down the hall toward my apartment. They aren’t Lucan, but they are familiar. I run lightly over to the door and check the peephole for visual confirmation. 
 
    Mom. 
 
    Distorted through the convex lens, she looks left, right, and at a piece of paper in her hand. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    She knocks on the door, and I lean with my forehead pressed against it, my heart racing. 
 
    “Tamzin? I can hear you breathing.” 
 
    Whoops. 
 
    “Open the door,” she says, using her most authoritative Mom voice. 
 
    I’m powerless. 
 
    She strides into the apartment and looks around with wide eyes, taking in the leather furniture, the spacious open-plan layout and the expensive workout gear in the corner, contrasted with the food cartons on the table and the pile of clothes at the foot of my bed. I follow her, seeing my life through her eyes, aware of how it looks both dysfunctional and alien. She keeps pacing for nearly a minute, even going into the bathroom and the spare room, shaking her head. Finally, she stops and turns to me. 
 
    “So, you’re living here, not with Piper. Obviously. Since you moved out of Dana’s? Tamzin, how the hell can you afford this place?” 
 
    “I have a roommate. How’d you know where I live?” 
 
    “Tamzin?” Mom’s tone warns me to answer the question. 
 
    “I didn’t want to tell you because…” Lies close to the truth are the most believable of all. “It involves gambling.” 
 
    Mom’s eyes widen, then narrow. “No. There’s something else going on… underneath all of this, underneath everything that’s gone on over the past few months. It involves Dana—that I know—but the rest?” She takes a breath and meets my eyes. “I was hoping you would tell me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s your choice.” 
 
    “Your father thinks something is up too, you know. It’s not just your awful mother trying to make your life miserable.” Her eyes well up. 
 
    Come on, Mom, no fair. 
 
    And if only I could go back, be part of the Walker family again. Tolerate Mom’s judgement and attitude, but revel in the warmth of Dad’s kindness. I would be part of something real again. But that’s not possible. 
 
    “Are you still seeing… Nikolai?” 
 
    “No.” At least I can be honest about this. 
 
    Just then, with the worst possible timing ever, there’s a thump at the door. 
 
    “Hey sexy,” Mason calls out. “Time to get naked.” 
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    What is he doing here? After that scene in the diner, how could he possibly think we’re going to hookup? 
 
    I stare at Mom, wide-eyed. She crosses her arms and lifts her eyebrows. 
 
    “Tamzin?” Mason calls again, another thump. 
 
    Mom releases her right hand to gesture at the door. “I think someone wants to see you.” 
 
    When I open it, Mason lurches forward with a lopsided grin. His eyes are bright and he smells like booze, which explains his misguided visit. 
 
    “It’s not a good time, Mason.” 
 
    “Why not?” He peers past me, and when he sees Mom, a goofy smile breaks out across his face. “You must be Mrs. Walker. Well, I can see where Tamzin gets her looks.” 
 
    “This is the new one, is it?” Mom says dryly. 
 
    I eye Mason. If I say he’s not my boyfriend, Mom will wonder why he was talking about getting naked. There’s no way I’m explaining friends with benefits to my mother. 
 
    “Mom, this is Mason Maxwell. And sorry about this, he had a special occasion today. He was celebrating, ah…” I pause, hoping Mason picks up on the cue. 
 
    “My grandfather’s 70th birthday. Mom, Dad, my twin sister and I joined Grandfather and Grandmother for a family lunch at Pisces.” Mason is pulling it together. 
 
    “Twins?” Mom says with a smile. “We have twins in our family.” 
 
    My head whips around to her. “We do?” 
 
    “The waiters kept pouring wine,” Mason continues, gesturing broadly, seeming to be enjoying his own story. He shakes his head, as if it was out of his control. 
 
    “And what do your parents do?” 
 
    “Mom, that’s so old school.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Mason is gracious. “They own a consulting firm. I work there with them. Family business, you know.” He tilts his head with a boyish grin. He’s totally pulling this Mom-charmer act off. His answers, slurred as they are, are ones Mom is okay with hearing. 
 
    “Well, I won’t interrupt your… er… plans. Nice to meet you, Mason.” She moves past me, pausing to lean into me before she walks out the door. “But this isn’t over, Tamzin. I want answers. Soon.” 
 
    “Moms love me,” Mason says, collapsing on the couch, seeming drunker. “Woah, those last few shots are catching up with me.” 
 
    “Mason. Get up. You can’t stay.” 
 
    There’s another noise outside the door. 
 
    A second later, Zoe peeks her head around the door. She picked up her key this morning and has already moved in her only possessions—two suitcases and the smallest collection of toiletries I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Hi?” Mason sits up, bleary and confused. 
 
    “Mason, this is my new roommate, Zoe.” 
 
    She wraps her cardigan around her as she enters, bunching her shoulders inward. “Hi.” 
 
    “Uh… hi.” 
 
    Zoe’s totally changed the vibe in here. Mason was probably expecting to be able to sweet talk his way out of the dog house. Now, he has an audience. 
 
    “You have a roommate?” 
 
    “Can’t keep playing the system. Not Rogue anymore, remember? No more casino visits. I’m playing by the rules. And not everybody has cushy jobs with their parents.” 
 
    Mason recoils at my burn. 
 
    “I’ve got studying to do,” Zoe says, backing out of the living room. She closes her door with a quiet click. 
 
    “Tam, we need to talk,” Mason says. There’s a heavy, worried line between his brows and his shoulders are tight with tension. All of his goofy drunkenness has disappeared and now he seems melancholic. I know he cares about me, but the distressed vibes shooting out from him are more intense than I would have thought. 
 
    “You’re mad I disappeared. I get it. But I did try to help… but you disappeared and the cops showed up.” 
 
    My stomach lurches and swirls. What Mason is saying might be true, but there’s something deeper there, darker. Something I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know about. 
 
    “Look, let’s just forget that night ever happened.” 
 
    “Sure.” Mason brightens. “Yeah, we can get past it and—” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “Look, Mason… you’re fun to hang with, but I don’t need people in my life who encourage me to break the rules. I need someone who has my back. And I’m not totally sure you do… or it doesn’t feel like you do, at the moment, and I don’t know how I feel about this… us… so, you should go.” 
 
    The pain on his face hits me pretty hard, but something isn’t right with us and I can’t deal with more drama right now. I need him to back off for a little bit until my world stops spinning. 
 
    “I never meant… You have to know, I was thinking about you.” 
 
    What? I stare into his eyes, an almost irresistible urge to read his mind battling against my new found moral compass. No. I’m not doing that stuff anymore. 
 
    “I care about you, Tam,” he blurts, but I’m already walking to the door. 
 
    “Please go.” 
 
    He turns back, halfway out, taking a breath as he tucks his hair behind his ears, but he doesn’t say anything. His shoulders drop, slumping forward as he carries on, disappearing around the corner. 
 
    TEN MINUTES AFTER he’s gone, Zoe opens her door and peeks out. I pat the couch. She kicks off her shoes and settles on the couch next to me. 
 
    “Are you okay? You seem down.” 
 
    Very astute, my new roommate. Perhaps not the best idea in the world to have an intelligent and perceptive roommate when you have a massive secret, but I don’t regret asking her to move in. There’s something about Zoe that comforts me, makes me feel as if I can tell her anything. And while I’m not going to, it’s nice to have someone at home asking how you are. 
 
    “Is he the bf? Or maybe the ex?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Thinking about Mason makes me sad. I thought we were only hanging out casually, but turns out there might have been something more underneath. “What about you? Single?” 
 
    “Not a lot of time for relationships with grad school. And the people in my program… I don’t know… they’re kind of weird. Not people I would date.” 
 
    “What do you study?” 
 
    “Oh… uh… medieval, uh, politics.” 
 
    “That’s a thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know it’s a pretty bizarre topic. And heaps of real-life application, right? Ha-ha.” 
 
    Zoe is nervous, and it’s weirding me out. Is she lying? But I’m not going to check. She’s my roommate, and I’m playing by the rules. Plus, I like her and I want to respect her right to her own thoughts. Maybe she’s studying something she’s embarrassed about. She’ll probably open up when she feels more comfortable. Not everyone wants to blab all their drama straight away—like I’ve been doing. 
 
    “So, you’ve lived here your whole life?” Zoe says into the silence. 
 
    “Yeah. What about you? You’re new to the city, right? Where’re you from?” 
 
    “The east coast.” 
 
    “So, you moved across the country on your own, just for grad school?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Zoe nods. 
 
    “And you didn’t know anyone here already?” Zoe shakes her head. “Must be hard. Making new friends,” I say, realizing at the same time how true this is, how important good friends are, especially kindred spirits, ones who share something special with you. How did I get so good at screwing up my own precious friendships? 
 
    “Listen, sorry to take off, but I’ve got to go see someone.” I grab my keys and phone. “But I’ll catch you later, okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Zoe says, but a small frown flits across her face. Almost like she’s disappointed with herself. “Later.” 
 
    FIRST, I GO to Abdul’s bar and hand him a wad of cash. I’d taken it out of the account of that random dude whose face I’d introduced to the urinal a while ago. I can’t return it so I might as well use it for good. Abdul shoots me a suspicious look but takes the cash with a nod. 
 
    Next, I go to Barracuda, bracing myself before I open the door. Ruby works here full time, and since she isn’t at her tiny studio apartment a couple of blocks away, I figure the odds of finding her here are pretty good. 
 
    Inside, I’m greeted by the smell of stale alcohol and cleaning products. The manager is cutting lime and lemon wedges behind the bar. 
 
    “Hey Todd. Is Ruby here?” 
 
    “Tamzin. Haven’t see you around in a while. How are things?” 
 
    “Uh, okay. But I do need to talk to Ruby. Just for a sec?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll get her.” He moves toward the back room. “Come back and visit properly one night soon though, okay?” 
 
    Before Todd even gets to the door, Ruby comes barreling out. 
 
    “Hey Rubes, Tamzin—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Can you give us a sec, Todd?” she says, marching toward me, eyes blazing. 
 
    Todd nods, easing past Ruby into the backroom. 
 
    She falters, changing trajectory so she ends up behind the bar instead, putting a physical barrier between us. For me or her, though? She grabs the knife from the chopping board, angrily chops at a lemon for a moment, then thrusts the blade in my direction. “How dare you. What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Ruby… I want us to… Can’t we be friends?” 
 
    She tightens her grip on the knife as her eyes shoot scorching anger at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ruby. Everything was a mess, and there was this book, saying I was a warrior killer—” Ruby frowns. “And I made a dumb decision. I had a bad moment, but—” 
 
    “A bad moment? Screw you, Tamzin. You can’t jump in and out of the Consillium, tune in and out of a community, in and out of your family, expecting people to keep up with all your crazy U-turns and changes of heart. You took an oath. You pressed blood against skin… my skin… and you swore. Consillium is a family, and you can’t pick and choose when you’re going to be part of that family.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Get out. Or I’ll call the police.” She jabs the knife in my direction. A pointless threat, we both know, but delivered with enough passion that it lands. 
 
    “I’m going, I’m going.” Holding up my hands in surrender, I retrace my steps until I’m back on the street with the rest of the world. 
 
    Well, that sucked. 
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    Marcus arrived this morning. The Tribunal begins at midnight. 
 
    Madison and Nikolai show up at my apartment at a quarter to twelve to escort me to the Consillium offices. Zoe, thankfully, is at the library. Madison and Nikolai aren’t going to be blabbing my secrets to her, but they still bring a distinct whiff of drama with them, and I don’t want her to freak and move out. 
 
    Even before I open the door, I can feel Madison’s smug smile. She’s loving this. 
 
    I ignore her and hold out my wrists to Nikolai, as if to say cuff me. Nikolai shakes his head, but there’s a hint of sympathy to his expression. 
 
    “You should take this seriously.” 
 
    “Trust me, I do. It’s just my way of—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Tonight you’ll be facing the Saxthornes, as well as Marcus,” Madison says. 
 
    “The Saxthornes?” 
 
    She steps toward me, elbowing Nikolai out of the way as she raises her chin to intone in a pompous manner, “They are aides to the head of the London Consillium. Second only to Marcus. Normally they run Tribunals themselves. That Marcus is here at all is a testament to how serious this is.” She sounds triumphant. 
 
    I turn to Nikolai. “You get your rocks off to this stuff?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Tamzin.” 
 
    Madison’s eyes narrow. “Cut it out, you two. Nikolai, you shouldn’t be colluding with her. We’re here on official business, remember?” 
 
    “Having a conversation means we’re colluding? Exaggerate much?” 
 
    “Ugh. Shut up!” Madison actually stamps her foot. 
 
    “Okay, fine. Let’s get this over with.” I toss my hair flippantly and stalk past Madison as if this is a pesky inconvenience, but my stomach is a bag of snakes. 
 
    Dana meets us outside the Armandi building. She’s wearing a fitted black pant suit with ankle boots, and her hair is in an I mean business bun. She looks like my lawyer, and while she’s just my support person, the mere sight of her, projecting this kickass vibe, is super reassuring. 
 
    Alexis greets us at the elevator. “I expected Vincent to come with you,” he says, kissing Dana on the cheek. “I’ve only seen him once in the last few weeks.” 
 
    Dana raises and drops her shoulders. 
 
    “Do we have a problem?” 
 
    “We might.” Dana nods. 
 
    “Let’s talk later.” 
 
    In the conference room of the Consillium offices, two men—older, burly chests, short hair, full lips, and small eyes—sit at either side of the head of the table. They’re twins, and—what a shock—they’re dudes. The Consillium is a patriarchal system so I shouldn’t be surprised none of the Principali are female. 
 
    Alexis tells me to stand at the far end of the table, opposite the Saxthornes and the empty chair for Marcus. 
 
    I feel him arrive, a throb of pressure as he sweeps past me. The room swells with the addition of his energy. In person Marcus seems older than when I met him on skype. He lifts his chin to regard me, his eyes glittering. This is a man who has utter confidence in his right to be wherever he is, and Gwyneth’s comment about the difference between physical power and the power to make things happen pops into my head. I totally get it. Even though I’m stronger than him, he wields the might and resource of the Consillium. Still, he came all the way over here to tell me off, so at least I know I’ve got the power to stir things up. 
 
    But I already knew that. 
 
    Alexis gestures at me. “I present Tamzin Walker, of the Cursus bloodline. She came willingly to answer your questions. She’s cooperating with the Tribunal procedures in full.” Alexis glances at me as if to make sure I’m going to play nice. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m going to be good.” 
 
    Marcus drops his head once to acknowledge my presence. There’s a glint to his eye I can’t quite read, but it seems as if he’s enjoying this. 
 
    “I believe you have already met Marcus, Tamzin, at least informally?” 
 
    I clear my throat. “Yes.” 
 
    “And this is Dana Andrews,” Alexis continues, “Tamzin’s aunt and support person. You may already know each other?” 
 
    “As Tessa’s granddaughter only,” Marcus says, his mouth pulling up briefly. Is that his idea of a smile? Geez. The Consillium Principali could do with training in the basics of normal social interactions. 
 
    Madison and Nikolai move into the room and stand against the back wall. 
 
    “I am joined by Byron and Brinley Saxthorne, my aides,” Marcus says, his voice loud and strong. 
 
    “Let’s all sit down and get the procedures underway, shall we?” Brinley Saxthorne says. “No need to stand on ceremony.” 
 
    Byron, on the left, regards me with cold eyes. He has yet to speak. 
 
    Alexis pulls out a chair for me, and I sit. Dana takes a seat to my right, and Alexis moves around the table to sit halfway down the table, like a physical representation—or maybe a subconscious reflection—of where he stands on the Tamzin versus the Consillium problem. Nikolai and Madison remain standing at the back. 
 
    “It was with great disappointment and displeasure to learn that you, Tamzin, were once again in the firing line for your actions,” Marcus begins. 
 
    “Marcus, my apologies,” Alexis says, clearing his throat. “Before we begin, you should know Tamzin came to us before we had issued the notice of a Tribunal to formally renounce her Rogue ways and to tell us what she knows about the Rogue activity and Rica. She knows her stint as a Rogue was a mistake, and I do believe you’ll find she was not working with Rica and had no part in his plan, whatever it turns out to be.” 
 
    “The purpose of the Tribunal is to decide this matter. You will not make such decisions before we have even begun.” Marcus’s voice is low but still commanding. “And at the very least, she will acknowledge and atone for her actions.” He turns to me. “You’re lucky you’re not already shackled in silver.” 
 
    “Dammit, Marcus,” Alexis barks. “She’s nineteen years old. She Became only a few months ago.” 
 
    My head, along with everyone else’s in the room, swivels to Alexis. I can’t help but smile. 
 
    Marcus eyes me with disbelief, suppressed rage creating lines in his forehead. 
 
    “Alexis, I believe it is necessary for you to recuse yourself from these proceedings. You’re no longer impartial. The Saxthornes and I will carry on without you—” Marcus is interrupted by the sound of the intercom buzzing in the foyer. We all turn to the door. 
 
    Nikolai strides out to answer it with Madison in tow. We all hear Mason identify himself through the intercom, and after a pause Nikolai buzzes him up. The elevator springs into action. 
 
    “Mason Maxwell?” Marcus says to Alexis. His surprise is obvious. “You weren’t expecting him, were you?” 
 
    Alexis shakes his head, looking perplexed. Meanwhile, the snakes in my stomach are writhing. What is Mason doing here? 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” Madison’s voice squeaks, echoing my question. 
 
    Mason doesn’t answer her, instead lurching into the conference room, almost staggering. His eyes are bright and his expression troubled. Nervous, scattered energy shoots from him as he comes to face Alexis across the table, but the most powerful thing he’s projecting right now, strongest of all, is guilt. 
 
    His eyes flick to mine as he says, “I’m sorry,” and returns to Alexis. “You need to know. It’s happening soon. I don’t know when exactly, but soon.” Mason is breathless, fidgeting, desperate to offload. 
 
    The atmosphere in the room is rising, slowly but surely. 
 
    “Yes, we’re aware,” Alexis says, his voice low and wary. 
 
    “No, you’re not. It’s not just Rogues banding together to create trouble. It’s bigger than that. It’s an uprising.” 
 
    “An uprising? Against… what, us? The Consillium?” Marcus’s eyes are like steel. 
 
    Mason nods, his mouth turned downward. “They don’t want to follow the rules anymore. The plan is to overthrow the Consillium.” 
 
    The room is silent, a weighty absence of noise, until Madison steps forward. 
 
    “Mason?” Her voice wobbles. He turns to her, but doesn’t respond. “Mason!” she says again, this time almost screeching as she pitches herself forward. Her voice drops down again to an anguished whisper as she says, “How do you know?” She approaches him slowly, warily, hands raised, like she’s pleading with him. Mason shakes his head. He doesn’t say anything aloud but he’s obviously communicating with her. Madison turns a deathly shade of pale. Her hand trembles with emotion as it goes to her mouth, before she stumbles, staggering backward. Dana catches her and eases her into a chair. 
 
    “Yes, Mason.” Marcus’s eyes narrow. “How have you come into this information?” 
 
    Mason casts an anguished look in my direction, and a cascade of ice washes over my shoulders. 
 
    It’s all so clear. Rica is the one behind the uprising and he’s been using me to gain support, to gather momentum. And while Madison might have been the one who got Rica out of those chains, Mason is the one who has been helping him, feeding him information about me this whole time. 
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    The room is foggy with shocked inertia, but I’m consumed by the fiery energy of anger. “You shit. You total shit.” I try to lunge at Mason but Dana stands and blocks him from me. 
 
    “Not helpful.” 
 
    “Why, Mason?” I ask. “Why would you help Rica stage an uprising?” 
 
    “Yes, Mason, why?” Madison says, stepping forward, pushing past Dana to stand next to Mason. Madison and I have never been on the same page about anything before, but we sure are now. 
 
    “Mads—” 
 
    “Don’t,” she gasps. As much as I don’t like Madison, this is painful to watch. Mason fed information about me to Rica and lied to my face, but I’d given him reason to think I might support the Rogue uprising. For Madison, Mason has betrayed everything she stands for, and he knew it all along. 
 
    “Everyone, please. Take your seats,” Alexis adds. Marcus shoots him a glance, as if to say, this is my show. Alexis looks back, holding Marcus’s gaze for a second before nodding, bowing slightly. 
 
    Looking incredibly frail, Madison grips the edge of the table, then returns to the back of the room, next to Nikolai. 
 
    Marcus stares at Mason, his jaw working. 
 
    Pulses of energy push at me from behind—Nikolai—and the tension in the room grows with every second. The Saxthorne brothers remain silent and still, watching and waiting for an explanation. 
 
    I sit down, numb. Mostly. Did part of me, deep down, know Mason was up to something? The way he was instantly on board with me going Rogue, the way he was acting that night we went out—insisting we go to a certain place at a certain time. It had been weird. Forced. Had he been trying to take me to Rica? This had been stored in my brain, but I hadn’t wanted to push it, to explore it, because I had needed Mason to be on my side. 
 
    “Rica is coordinating everything.” Mason sounds resigned. “He’s been riling up the Rogues, getting them to attack, spreading the word. He’s been using Tamzin—you already know—as a figurehead. He’s been saying she beat three Enforcers and she no longer follows Consillium rule. That she’s against them, uh, us, now… and she herself is rising up against the Consillium. He’s been recruiting Rogues to join the fight. To take the Consillium down. The main event is happening soon. Only days away.” 
 
    “And what exactly is the main event?” Alexis asks, his voice hard. 
 
    “A few groups of Rogues are going to attack somewhere. The idea is to separate the Consillium, to get you to split up.” 
 
    “Divide and conquer. Smart,” says Brinley Saxthorne. “And you don’t know where?” 
 
    “Central city is all I know.” 
 
    Mason looks tired, exhausted even. The cost of keeping this secret has been high, but there’s going to a greater price to pay for this betrayal of the Consillium. 
 
    “And what’s meant by attack, exactly?” Brinley inquires. 
 
    Mason shakes his head. “Rica stopped talking to me, telling me stuff. I think he realized—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was compromised.” Mason lifts his eyes to meet mine. They’re filled with vulnerability and apology. Nobody asks how he was compromised so I guess it’s obvious. Sure enough, the weight of the room’s attention lands on me. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean I was involved,” I say. 
 
    “She wasn’t,” Mason says earnestly. “She never was. That’s why I’m here. To tell you what I know, but also, Tam wasn’t working with him. He made it seem like she was, but she never knew. He set up the brawl at the Plaza but instead of joining in she helped shut it down.” 
 
    Marcus flicks his eyes from Mason to me, back to Mason again, his jaw clenched. 
 
    “And you don’t know the rest of the plan?” Brinley says to Mason. 
 
    “Just that Rica is going to tell you the fight locations just before they happen.” 
 
    “Why on earth would he give away that advantage?” 
 
    “So that we show up,” Dana says. 
 
    “Precisely,” Alexis agrees. “In order for this to work, Consillium Principali and fighters loyal to the Principali have to show up for the fight. Otherwise it would be Rogues against humans, and normal human police would intervene. And that wouldn’t achieve his objective.” 
 
    “To get rid of Consillium Principali,” Brinley says. 
 
    “And then, when the West Coast falls, he’ll try further afield?” Alexis asks. 
 
    Mason nods. “Yeah, that’s the plan, and that’s everything I know.” He slumps in his chair. 
 
    “And you expect us to believe you,” Marcus says. His voice is even but his nostrils are flaring. He’s working hard to control himself. “Mason?” 
 
    He lifts his shoulders and looks down. I stare at him for a moment, then push into his thoughts. He turns to me, eyes wide, his brow creasing with discomfort. It’s an invasion, I know, but I need to be sure. I push deeper, and Mason brings his hands to his head, his brow furrowed with the intrusion. 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” I say after a few seconds. “That’s all he knows.” 
 
    “And you know this because…?” Brinley looks from me to Mason. 
 
    Whoops. 
 
    “I believe,” Marcus says, mouth set in a line, “Tamzin is capable of reading minds without consent.” He shakes his head but looks pleased, almost knowing. 
 
    Both Saxthornes turn to me in creepy unison. 
 
    A heavy moment follows. I look at my hands. 
 
    “But why?” Nikolai’s voice cuts through the silence. “Why is Rica trying to overthrow the Consillium? The Consillium has been his whole life.” He looks at Alexis, Marcus and the Saxthorne brothers for answers, but nobody speaks. “Why not face a Tribunal, atone for his actions, and move on?” 
 
    “He hired a serial killer,” I say. “He sat back and watched while Cedric murdered innocent people in this city, and then Rica sent him to kill me.” My stomach churns. “Are you saying he’d be able to atone?” 
 
    “Hearsay,” Byron says. “Rica would be facing the charge of administering a harsh punishment without a Tribunal.” 
 
    Blood pounds in my ears. He’s right. Rica would be able to argue he had no idea Cedric was the Crawler when he engaged him as an Enforcer. 
 
    Alexis holds his hand out to me—a placatory gesture? —and sighs. “He must believe it’s not an option. Or maybe he’s wanted this all along? I don’t know. But it isn’t his style to hide in the shadows.” 
 
    Marcus stands. “Is the containment room on this level?” he asks. Alexis nods. “Please install Mason inside. I need to consider our next move. We’ll take our leave for the moment and return to the hotel.” 
 
    Marcus has a suite at the Imperial uptown. Not even this beautiful apartment—fitted out with guest rooms on the third floor—is good enough for the head of the London Consillium apparently. 
 
    “When I return I’ll question Mason myself. And as for you”—Marcus stabs his finger in my direction— “the Tribunal will recommence at an appropriate time. We obviously need to address the matter of the Rogue uprising first.” 
 
    “Nikolai, please see them out and make sure they have everything they need—access cards, etc.,” Alexis says. Nikolai nods and leads Marcus and the Saxthorne brothers out of the room. Alexis goes to the office next door and gets a set of keys from his desk. I watch from the conference room doorway as he leads Mason, not resisting at all, to one of the closed doors. He unlocks it, pushes the heavy door open and ushers Mason inside. 
 
    “Alexis, can I, uh, would it be possible…?” I can’t seem to say the words, but Alexis seems to understand. He gestures with his hand that I should enter, and pulls the door shut behind us. I tense for a moment—have I been tricked? —but he doesn’t lock it. 
 
    The room is basic but still looks plush, with expensive furnishings and even an ensuite. Mason, eyes downcast, sits on the bed. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he says. 
 
    “Shut up.” I take another step inside the room. “You laid in bed next to me, Mason, and lied through your teeth.” 
 
     When he looks up, his are eyes wet and the blue is even more crystalline. 
 
    “Why, Mason? Why’d you do it?” 
 
    His brow wrinkles and then his face crumples. 
 
    “Because I thought it would be better. Because Rica was convincing. I got caught up in the idea of how good it would be without the Consillium. I was sick of Madison lording it over me, telling me what to do… being second best. I thought we shouldn’t have to answer to them. And I thought you would be into it. Rica said, once you had a chance to meet, for him to explain, you’d understand.” 
 
    “Understand what exactly?” 
 
    Mason shakes his head. “You have the same goal? I guess I didn’t think about it too hard.” 
 
    “When, Mason? When did you start spying on me for Rica?” 
 
    “I wasn’t spying,” he protests, but shakes his head and sighs deeply. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I nod to myself. “From the beginning.” My insides twist. “It wasn’t a coincidence running into you, was it? The first time we hung out?” Mason shakes his head. “It was all because Rica wanted to keep tabs on me.” 
 
    “He said he was worried. That what happened wasn’t fair, and he was following standard procedures. And, c’mon, you thought so too, Tamzin. You can’t blame me for thinking this is what you wanted. Or at least that you might want to hear about what really happened.” His earnest blue eyes plead with me. 
 
    “How did you get involved in this?” 
 
    “I was dropping something off at Madison’s place that night, after she got Rica away from the dockyards, and he was there. Madison had gone to find Nikolai or Vincent, I guess, and Rica told me some stuff was going down with the Consillium.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know if he made it all up on the spot or he’d already thought of his story, but it was convincing. I helped him find somewhere to hide, to lay low—until we could work it all out, he said.” 
 
    “And you stayed in constant contact, telling him what I was doing? Encouraging me to go Rogue?” 
 
    Mason looks down again. “I should have stopped it ages ago, Tamzin. I need you to understand.” 
 
    I do, sort of. Mason’s maybe even more sheltered than I am, growing up in a Consillium environment, protected by wealth, and only ever on the outskirts of trouble, bending rules in small inconsequential ways just to feel like he could, that he was in charge of his own life. Rebelling against his lineage by not joining the Consillium Principali had been his first step, but ultimately it hadn’t been enough. And maybe I had encouraged him with all my anti-Consillium talk. It was probably easy for Rica to brainwash him into working with him. Still, he betrayed me, and it hurts. 
 
    “That’s enough.” Alexis re-enters the room and motions for me to leave. 
 
    Mason looks up for one final piercing moment of eye contact before Alexis locks the door with a loud click. 
 
    ALEXIS AND I return to the conference room where Dana and Nikolai are conversing in muted tones. Madison sits in the corner, looking off into space, her face white and drawn with shock. 
 
    “We need to call on all the senior Consillium members in the area,” Alexis says, “those we know are unwaveringly loyal, ex-Principali, good fighters. Can you make a list?” he addresses Nikolai. “And we need to summon any available Enforcers, those close enough to get here in a couple of days.” 
 
    Nikolai nods, but says, “Shouldn’t Marcus be involved in this?” 
 
    “I’m in charge of the West Coast, for now at least, and the East Coast is next. My regions are under threat. I will be leading the defense.” Alexis’s eyes flash. 
 
    Marcus won’t be impressed. He’s clearly not the type to hand over the reins easily, especially to Alexis. But for Alexis, his own brother is trying to take down the Consillium, so he probably feels at least a bit of personal responsibility. Maybe he and Madison should start a support group. Traitorous Siblings Anonymous. As if thinking the same thing, Alexis turns to Madison, huddled in the corner, arms wrapped around herself, still in shock, but he turns away again. 
 
    “Damn, I wish Vincent was here. Dana, can you get hold of him?” 
 
    “I can try calling him, but he’s been AWOL. He isn’t talking to me pretty much at all anymore.” 
 
    “Troubling.” Alexis nods. “But please try.” 
 
    Dana pulls out her phone and steps out of the conference room. A few seconds later she’s back. “No answer.” She slides her phone back into her pocket. “So all we know is Rogues are going to kick off fights in two locations at some point in the near future. How do we plan for that?” 
 
    Alexis shakes his head. “We have to rally the troops and be ready to react.” 
 
    “Yeah, see, the thing is,” Dana continues, “I can’t help but wonder whether this is part of the plan. We don’t have much time, but just enough—” 
 
    “To draw as many loyal Consillium members to the fight as possible. Principali or those who have been picked for their loyalty or their fighting ability.” Alexis sucks in a breath, standing to pace the room. “But it’s not as if I can’t call on them for help. Even if we know it’s a trap.” Alexis rubs his jaw, looking very much like Nikolai’s father in this moment. 
 
    “It’s kind of brilliant,” Dana says. 
 
    “Rica is an intelligent man with a chip on his shoulder who has let petty jealousies grow and fester,” Alexis says, looking off into the distance. “He always had that side to him, but over the last few years it’s turned ugly. He must have nursed the sense of being hard done by, mistreated somehow, or that he wasn’t given what was owed to him.” 
 
    “So this is revenge on the Consillium, for… what, exactly?” Dana says. 
 
    “Yeah, what does he have to be bitter about?” I say. 
 
    Alexis shakes his head. “Nothing. It’s utterly ridiculous. He’s had every advantage.” 
 
    “His only disadvantage was being your brother,” Nikolai says quietly. 
 
    Alexis’s head whips around to Nikolai. 
 
    “I’m not blaming you, but he’s lived in your shadow his whole life.” 
 
    Dana and I exchange glances. 
 
    Across the room, Madison lets out a whimper. Nikolai, nearest to her, bends down and grips her shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Madison shakes her head. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t.” She rocks back and forth. 
 
    “Perhaps some tea?” Dana says. 
 
    “Would you?” Nikolai says. 
 
    I follow Dana into the kitchen and lean against the fridge as she fills the kettle with water and rummages in the cupboard for mugs. 
 
    “You okay?” Dana asks, pausing with a container of chamomile tea in her hand. “About Mason? Did you have you any idea?” 
 
    I shake my head but also shrug. “Looking back, I can see the clues, but no, not really. He had me fooled.” 
 
    Dana turns to face me properly. “Only about Rica though, right? He obviously cares about you. That’s why he’s here now.” 
 
    “I guess.” I push myself off the fridge. “I don’t want to think about Mason right now.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “If Rica’s trying to take down the Consillium, does this mean his vendetta against me is over?” 
 
    Dana tilts her head. “I don’t think the two are mutually exclusive, even if you aren’t officially aligned with the Consillium at the moment.” 
 
    The water in the kettle gets louder as it begins to boil. 
 
    It doesn’t even matter. 
 
    Rica is staging an uprising in my name, and I’m going to stop him. 
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    On top of the T Tower, I look out over the city. 
 
    The Saxthornes called this morning to inform me the Tribunal will go ahead today or tomorrow. Despite the imminent threat of the Rogue uprising, they still have time to tell me off, apparently, and I should consider myself on call. It doesn’t seem fair I’m facing judgement again, but maybe it is. This uprising is Rica’s doing, but I went Rogue. I put him in a position where he was able to use me to his advantage, and that’s on me. So, even with the Tribunal hanging over my head, I know who I’ll be fighting against when this all kicks off. 
 
    I sure as hell don’t want Rogues running free around my city. 
 
    Night is falling, allowing the twinkling lights of the city to emerge. I relish the wind whipping around me as I soak up the energy from the hubbub below. I’ve missed being up here. It’s only been a few weeks, but still. It feels good, like home. It feels amazing right up until the moment I detect the presence of someone else. 
 
    I’ve been followed up here. My breath coming faster, I cast my senses outward and soon I have my answer. 
 
    Vincent. 
 
    I turn to greet him as he appears over the edge. “How did you…?” 
 
    “I caught your scent and followed you up.” 
 
    He shifts his weight forward slightly, a small movement but ultimately a threatening one. Tensing my quads, I transfer my own weight to the balls of my feet. Vincent’s apartment is uptown and The Public House is several blocks away, so his being here right now purely by coincidence, is hard to believe. 
 
    I cross my arms, waiting to hear what he has to say, but he doesn’t speak, just stares at me, eerily still. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Dana or Alexis?” I say finally. 
 
    “No. The Consillium community is no longer safe for me.” 
 
    “What do you mean? There’s some stuff going down, you should—” 
 
    “Tamzin.” 
 
    We stand, facing each other squarely, but ten feet apart; his left cheek is illuminated by red neon, casting weird shadows over the rest of his face. 
 
    “The Consillium isn’t safe for you either.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I can’t give you all the details now, but you have to know, they aren’t interested in protecting you. They have their own motives.” 
 
    “How do you know? You’ve been AWOL for ages.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how I know.” 
 
    Vincent takes a step closer. 
 
    My body involuntarily jerks back. 
 
    “Why isn’t it safe?” 
 
    “You’re too powerful, too hard to control, and you represent change.” 
 
    Sucking in oxygen, I try to think. I turn from Vincent and walk to the edge, loose stone crunching under my feet. I need more air, even though torrents already whip through my hair. I need more space, even though beyond me is a vast black expanse. 
 
    He clearly doesn’t trust the Consillium, and he’s all but disappeared from our lives, so why should I believe him? I turn back. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth. You need to know.” 
 
    Every fiber of my body is telling me something is off, wrong, but Dana’s translation said the same thing. I represent change. 
 
    “Vincent, the Rogues are rebelling. They’re planning an uprising. Led by Rica. He’s back in the city and he’s behind all the Rogue attacks. They’re trying to take down the Consillium.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything; he barely reacts. He just blinks once, twice, his eyes flicking left, then right. 
 
    “Hello? Do you read me? Vincent, do you care at all?” 
 
    I’m glad Dana isn’t here to see him like this; it’s upsetting enough for me. It’s as if someone has sucked the essence of Vincent out of his body, leaving the outside intact but nothing inside. 
 
    “I’m guessing you won’t be standing with the Consillium during the fight?” 
 
    Vincent shakes his head. “And you should stay out of it too, Tamzin. This uprising, the fight, it’s not safe.” He swings his leg and disappears over the edge. “Believe me.” 
 
    I don’t know what to believe anymore. 
 
    IN THE CONFERENCE room of the Armandi penthouse I stand in front of the Saxthorne brothers. I was summoned here twenty minutes ago, which suits me just fine because I have some questions of my own. 
 
    Marcus has left for London to check on Europe, but he’s coming back, they assure me, and they have the go-ahead to start initial proceedings. Byron is seated, eyes downcast, but Brinley stands, clasping his hands behind his back. 
 
    “What are you hiding from me?” I ask. 
 
    I can’t trust Vincent anymore, but his warnings about the Consillium not being safe hit home. 
 
    “Miss Walker, you must appreciate—” Brinley starts, but Byron interrupts him. 
 
    “Decisions made by the Consillium Principali are not subject to explanation.” 
 
    “How convenient. What a modern, transparent system you have.” 
 
    Byron stands abruptly and thrusts his face close to mine, his eyes cold. “Your impudence will not be tolerated.” 
 
    Brinley is clearly the calm, reasonable brother, and Byron the asshole. Are all Lucan twins like this? One angel and one devil? 
 
    Alexis bursts into the room. He looks from me to the Saxthornes. “Dammit. Why are you questioning her on her own? You know she’s at least entitled to her support person.” 
 
    I eye the Saxthornes. Sneaky. 
 
    “Miss Walker is of the opinion she’s in a position to be questioning us,” Byron says, his voice cold and calm. 
 
    “And while I’m asking questions, when is Mason’s Tribunal?” I say to the Saxthornes. 
 
    “Mason is serving time in the containment room,” Brinley says. 
 
    “See, I didn’t know I had options. Sign me up for the containment room, boys. I’d rather hang out in that nice little pad too. Catch up on my reading.” 
 
    “Actually,” Byron says, his eyes shifting, “Miss Walker has a point.” 
 
    “I do?” I recoil at his sudden change in tack. 
 
    “We called you here to give you a chance to show your commitment to the Consillium, to show you’re serious about where your loyalties lie.” 
 
    This feels like a trick. 
 
    “We will remove Mason from the containment room so we can question him and decide on his punishment. You will then be able to take his place.” 
 
    “And the Tribunal?” 
 
    “Will go ahead after the uprising has been dealt with. Your time in the room is an act of faith, of contrition, repentance.” 
 
    Byron smiles at me with benevolence. I don’t buy it for a second. 
 
    “You have a choice, Miss Walker, you can either serve time in the containment room, or you can wear this until the completion of the Tribunal.” He takes something out of his pocket. “If you wish to make amends with the Consillium, you will select one of these two options.” He places a small wooden box on the desk. 
 
    You have got to be kidding me. I take a step back, gritting my teeth, clenching my fists. I know what boxes like this hold. 
 
    Alexis glances down at the table, his jaw working, and before I can speak, he pulls himself up taller and says, “Neither.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Byron says. 
 
    “We need to unite, to present a unified front against the Rogues. She’s our strongest fighter and she knows going Rogue was a mistake. She’s already faced far more than she should have. As far as I’m concerned, the Tribunal will not go ahead, and we’re not going to hamstring ourselves by making her wear silver or sit in that room while the very fabric of our society is threatened.” 
 
    “Well, Alexis, it’s not up to you.” Byron’s voice is as smooth and deadly as a snake. 
 
    There’s no love lost between Alexis and Byron either. 
 
    Brinley holds up his hands in a mediatory way. “Alexis, Byron, perhaps we can discuss this, reasonably, when Marcus returns.” 
 
    “Action needs to be taken now,” Byron says, his eyes flashing. “Alexis, you know we have this authority. To defy me is to defy Marcus,” he warns. “After the uprising is dealt with, Tamzin will face judgement and she will atone. We are being decent enough to offer her a choice of how she starts that process. We’re giving her a chance to show us where her loyalties lie.” 
 
    “But in both cases, I still have to face a Tribunal and further punishment, right? And Mason doesn’t?” 
 
    “He’s been more than helpful. We would not know of Rica’s plan unless he came to us,” Byron says. “We believe he’s learned his lesson.” 
 
    “And I haven’t? I’ve vowed to help you in whatever way I can.” The hypocrisy makes me tremble. “I had a momentary lapse in judgement. An honest mistake. An honest reaction to an awful situation I was in, which was because of the Consillium, by the way.” 
 
    “Enough.” Byron slams his hand on the table. “You misunderstand your role in this organization, Miss Walker. This is not up for discussion. It’s not up to you to decide the protocols we follow. We will do what we see fit.” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “The containment room or the silver amulet?” Byron hisses, stepping toward me. “You must pick one.” 
 
    I lift my chin, push back my shoulders and narrow my eyes. “You’re going to make me? You want to try? I dare you.” 
 
    Alexis places a gentle yet cautionary hand on my arm. “Tamzin, I think we’re done here.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I back out of the room. “I think we might be.” 
 
    I SLIDE INTO a booth, ignoring the waitress’s grimace at my sweaty face and clothes. 
 
    I’d needed to spend a ferocious twenty minutes sprinting around the lake before I was calm enough to come here, be around people. 
 
    Dana takes a seat across from me. Her long hair is braided into a side plait and she’s wearing a seventies style wide-legged jumpsuit that she’s 100 percent pulling off, so she’s glamming up our booth enough for both of us. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me. It’s too much to talk about over the phone.” 
 
    “Did you mean it? You’re done? It’s an option, you know, you could stay out of it, the whole Consillium versus Rogues thing,” Dana says. 
 
    I blow out an irritated gust of air. “The Saxthornes brought up a lot of stuff. All these selective rules and bogus judgements. And I cannot believe they brought another amulet into the mix, because that went so well the last time.” 
 
    “But Alexis stood up for you, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, he did. He said the Tribunal isn’t going ahead, and I appreciate that, but who knows what happens when Marcus gets back.” I fiddle with the edge of the large laminated menu. “I get why we need the Consillium, I do, it’s just… it’s not good enough. Alexis is great, but overall? It needs to be better, you know? It just needs to be… better.” 
 
    Dana nods. “This was always Grandma Tessa’s problem too. She went through something similar. At least once. She didn’t have quite as much attitude as you do.” Dana raises one eyebrow. “But then, she wasn’t the Cursus Ultimatum,” she adds in a teasing voice. 
 
    What would’ve it been like to be part of Tessa and Dana’s life back then? The pang of missing out is acute. Especially now, with my situation up in the air, not being sure about where I stand with the Consillium. 
 
    “Hey, how are you feeling about the Vincent news?” 
 
    When I’d told her what he said, she didn’t know what to make of it either. 
 
    “Are you guys Donesville?” 
 
    Dana sighs and sips her coffee, shrugging before she puts down her cup. “I found a healer in Mexico who might be able to help him, and he point blank refused. And that was more than a week ago. So let’s say I’m Donesville and leave it at that.” 
 
    The waitress returns and fills up our coffee again. I wait until she’s gone. 
 
    “For real?” I say after a while. “You’re over?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do about Vincent.” Dana shakes her head, looking miserable. “But let’s talk about your decision. Will you stand with the Consillium or not?” 
 
    Alexis has already made sure Dana is fighting with them, she’s even one of his team leaders, but he hasn’t asked me if I will stand with them against the Rogues. How could he, after what the Saxthornes said? Still, I feel like I need to prove myself, that I’m not Rogue, and to make up for my role in the uprising, even if it was completely unintentional. 
 
    And underneath all that noble, rational stuff, there’s also the other thing. 
 
    “You want to face off against Rica, don’t you?” Dana says, interrupting and voicing my thoughts. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I get it, Tamzin, but there’s a big difference between having to kill to save yourself and going out with the intention of murdering for the wrongs they’ve done in the past. Killing Rica isn’t necessarily going to give you the closure you want.” 
 
    “So, what will?” 
 
    Dana shakes her head and sighs. “You could do what everyone else does and see a therapist. Talk through your issues.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “A Lucan therapist.” 
 
    “We have those?” 
 
    “Of course. And you have to ask yourself, is this still about Rica? Or is it about something more?” 
 
    “Like…?” 
 
    “Coming to terms with what happened to you and working out what you want. Whether you’re with the Consillium or not is one of the questions. What you want to do with your life is another. Maybe they’re related, maybe they’re not.” 
 
    I eye Dana. “So wise. Maybe you could be my therapist.” 
 
    “Noooo… no, no, no.” 
 
    “So that’s a no, then?” I grin. 
 
    But she’s right, because while part of me wants retribution and revenge, what I need more is to get closure and move on. And maybe it isn’t about Rica anymore. I need to figure out if I can forgive the Consillium and get on with my life. 
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    Nikolai meets me outside the elevator with storm clouds in his eyes. 
 
    “Bad news?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    I’d festered for a whole day thinking about where I stood with the Consillium and what I should do about the uprising. No closer to a decision, I’d come here to talk to Alexis, but now, seeing Nikolai’s expression, it’s forgotten. 
 
    Alexis is standing in the office at the window, hands on hips, looking out over the lake. There’s both tension and resignation in his posture. 
 
    Turning, he says, “Tamzin, hello.” 
 
    I look from Alexis’s ashen face to Nikolai’s, a mirror of his father’s. “What’s up?” 
 
    “The London Consillium has abandoned us,” Nikolai says. 
 
    “What?” My voice is a shocked whisper. 
 
    “Marcus is not coming back, and I don’t know where the Saxthorne brothers are. Yesterday they returned here to stay in the third-level guest suite, but I haven’t seen them all day.” 
 
    “They must have gone back to London too,” Nikolai says. 
 
    “Marcus—London—has issued an edict to all Principali in the western sector saying everyone needs to be ready in their own regions. The uprising is imminent and we all need to stand our ground. He’s sending over three Enforcers to help us, but no senior Principali. And we can’t expect help from other regions.” 
 
    “Why would they do that do you?” 
 
    “Marcus said he believes the Rogues may be planning uprisings in other locations, and we can’t leave any region exposed. Each must be ready to fight their own uprising.” 
 
    “But Rica coordinated this uprising using me and word of mouth to communicate with local Rogues to get them on side, right?” 
 
    “We believe so.” 
 
    “It seems pretty unlikely he’s mustered a global uprising.” 
 
    “Marcus may have information we’re not privy to.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that, do you?” Nikolai says. “We all know what’s happening here. Marcus is protecting himself. He wants to see what happens here before doing anything. He’s hoping we’ll quash the uprising and he won’t have to do anything.” 
 
    “It’s important for the head office to remain intact. If London falls, we’re all done for.” 
 
    “But if the West Coast falls? Everything is hunky dory?” I say. 
 
    “I won’t deny this is a setback,” Alexis concedes, lifting his chin. 
 
    “What about the East Coast? Can you get help from there?” I ask. 
 
    “I’ve reached out to a few I know I can trust, but if we fail here, the East Coast will be next, so we need to keep a solid presence there, just in case.” 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Nikolai says, his voice cold and angry. I look at him in surprise. I’ve never heard him curse before. He falls quiet, his shoulders rising and falling, his fists and jaw clenched. 
 
    “What about just not showing up?” I say. “They can’t take you out if you don’t show up to fight, so then—” 
 
    “Then people—humans—will die.” 
 
    “So what’re you going to do?” My voice isn’t louder than a whisper. 
 
    “We have a small but strong group of trusted Consillium members to fight.” 
 
    “But you don’t know how many Rogues there will be.” 
 
    He glances at Nikolai. “We’re hoping we aren’t outnumbered. There can’t be that many Rogues in the city prepared to fight. A lot of them resist any sort of organized activity.” 
 
    I turn to Nikolai, angry energy still pulsating from his direction, but my attention is pulled out, beyond this office. There’s a scent. Just a trace, but unmistakable. 
 
    The aroma of death. 
 
    “Can’t you guys smell that?” 
 
    As soon as I step outside the office, it becomes obvious where the smell is coming from. 
 
    The containment room. 
 
    Oh no, Mason. 
 
    When I cast my mind inside, I can’t sense anything. The room is empty—of life, at least. 
 
    “Alexis?” 
 
    He’s already pulling out his keys, striding past me to unlock the door. Inside, lying in crumpled heaps that belie their size, are both Saxthorne brothers. 
 
    Silver bullets to the brain. 
 
    Mason has gone. 
 
    “Did he escape?” My voice squeaks. “But how?” 
 
    “No, Tamzin. I hadn’t the chance to tell you. The Saxthornes released him last night.” 
 
    “This must have happened last night too. We left the Saxthornes here to go out for a late dinner,” Nikolai says, staring at their bodies. 
 
    “Rica must have been watching the offices.” Alexis nods. “I believe this may be it. The Rogue uprising may be tonight. It’s the first of the full moon cycle.” 
 
    Nikolai suddenly turns to Alexis, his face ashen. “The armory.” 
 
    Alexis lurches out of the room and unlocks the door to the next room. I’m about to ask what the armory is, but when Alexis pushes the heavy door open—this one is reinforced too—it’s obvious. Cases filled with weapons are on the right-hand side, a row of books on the left, and against the far wall is an iron safe. 
 
    “He didn’t take the weapons?” I say, stepping further into the room as Nikolai walks to the other side to stand in front of the safe. 
 
    “Not those weapons,” Alexis says as Nikolai pulls at the door to the safe. It swings open to bare its empty insides. 
 
    “What was in there?” I ask. 
 
    “Silver bullets.” 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    “Can’t you get more?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Alexis says, his face gray and his voice tense. “We have to make them. You can’t just buy them from the gun store.” 
 
    “They’re expensive and take a while,” Nikolai adds. “Plus, we avoid guns. They’re a last resort because they’re loud and messy and silver bullets raise questions for police and forensics. We had this stash as a backup for emergencies.” 
 
    “Like this emergency, you mean?” 
 
    Alexis stands back, his hands raised to his head. 
 
    “So, Rica is raising a Rogue army and he has all your silver bullets,” I say into the silence. “Neat.” 
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    Alexis stays on the first level to gather the troops, and Nikolai and I go upstairs. Nikolai makes coffee; I pace the living room uselessly. 
 
    “But what if there are way more Rogues than Consillium fighters?” 
 
    Nikolai stops still and meets my eyes. “Then it’s going to be a harder battle than we thought and we’re going to have to hope we have better fighters.” 
 
    “But what about the guns and silver bullets? Won’t the Rogues just be able to pick off the Consillium fighters?” 
 
    “Rica’s likely to keep them for himself. He wouldn’t give Rogues that kind of power. They’re too unpredictable and possibly just as likely to use them on Rica.” 
 
    “Is Rica a good shot?” I say, swallowing. 
 
    Nikolai’s eyes meet mine. In his silence I know the answer. 
 
    Rica is about to attack with a bunch of Rogues, the Consillium doesn’t have the support they expected, and he has their silver bullets. If I thought I had a choice in whether I was fighting, I was wrong. I can’t leave them, not like this. Not when I know how strong I am and how much help I would be. This is too important. I’ve seen firsthand what happens when Rogues think they can do whatever they want. 
 
    Nikolai hands me a cup of coffee and we move through to the living room. 
 
    Maybe it’s the intensity of the situation, the anticipation of the uprising, but I want, no, I need to explain. To make him understand the last few weeks, and why I went Rogue. 
 
    “Have you heard about the Legend of the Cursus Ultimatum?” I blurt. 
 
    Nikolai hesitates, his eyes clouded with conflict, but nods. “Only recently.” 
 
    “At first we thought it meant—” I break off. It’s pretty lame to boast you might be the most powerful Lucan to exist. 
 
    “I’m aware of it, yes,” Nikolai says, saving me. 
 
    “Right. But then I heard it meant I was a warrior killer, but Dana translated the text and it turns out it doesn’t necessarily mean that. It means I’m going to be a powerful leader and I’m going to bring about change. To make things better, I hope.” 
 
    Nikolai nods and raises his eyebrows, waiting for me to continue. 
 
    “So, I wanted to tell you, I wanted to explain. About going Rogue. The reason was…” How do I put this into words? “I haven’t been doing so well with everything that’s happened, and I thought the legend meant it was my destiny to kill, and with the Enforcers and Chris and Rica… it’s been eating me up, you know? And going Rogue, it seemed like… a solution. But I know it’s not, and I’m so sorry if I hurt you. It was a bad decision, and… I’m sorry.” 
 
    I look up to meet his eyes, greeny-hazel and smoldering like a fire on slow burn. 
 
    He nods slowly. “I forget sometimes everything you’ve been through, because you’re so strong. And maybe because I’ve been raised with the Consillium, because it’s everything I know, my world, I’ve been unable to see the truth… but, Tamzin, I’m starting to see.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The Consillium is flawed. The way we do things isn’t always fair. Mason was ordered to spend time in the containment room, but you were supposed to face a Tribunal.” 
 
    I’ve been avoiding thinking about Mason. Where is he now? Is he holed up with Rica fine-tuning their plan, or is he on the run, hiding from everyone. Is he even still alive? He betrayed me, but I still care. I’m not sure Mason ever did anything except get led along and do what he thought was right. He was just a trusting patsy right from the beginning. 
 
    “I can see things in the Consillium need to change,” Nikolai continues. “You’ve opened my eyes. You’ve been opening my eyes almost from the first day we met.” 
 
    I’m nodding, agreeing with him, thrilled he gets it but at the same time buzzing over my own realization. Maybe my destiny is to change the Consillium. Amidst a period of turmoil, a leader will emerge, a figure of change. Maybe this is the reason I’ve been railing against the Consillium all this time, because it’s my destiny to change it. My purpose. To get rid of all the stupid unfair rules and make it better. 
 
    Nikolai looks out through the patio doors into the distance. “My mother didn’t raise me to stand by and contribute to a dysfunctional system like the Consillium seems to be now, and I owe it to her to try to change that.” 
 
    I study the side of his face, watching his jaw clench. The few times he’s mentioned his mother, it’s always with such utter sadness, and without asking, I know she’s dead. 
 
    “What happened to her, Nikolai?” 
 
    “Rogues.” He looks down, his voice full of pain, his dark lashes resting against his upper cheekbones. “They killed her in front of me.” 
 
    My chest squeezes. “Oh, God. Nikolai, I’m so sorry.” I take a step toward him, but footsteps sound on the stairs, jolting both of us and breaking the spell. 
 
    Alexis and Dana enter the living room. After a beat, Nikolai goes to his father in the kitchen. I hover with uncertainty then take a seat on the couch next to Dana. 
 
    “I made coffee,” Nikolai says to Alexis. 
 
    “Good. We’ll be more comfortable up here. We can take turns sleeping while we wait,” Alexis says. “I don’t know how this is going to play out, but we need to be ready.” 
 
    “Did you know Nikolai’s mother was killed by Rogues?” I ask Dana. 
 
    “Yeah. It happened a long time ago, nearly ten years, but sad, huh.” 
 
    So this is what Nikolai meant when he said going Rogue had meaning for people. I wish he’d told me why it had meaning back then, but maybe that would’ve made everything worse. 
 
    Over the next half an hour, seven other Lucans trudge into the apartment. Among them is Gordon, my friend from the fight club, who squints and glares at me. He’s not my friend. And Ruby. When she turns to me, her face is like a mask. Her eyes slide off me as soon as they meet mine. She used to be my friend. 
 
    With tense energy from this many Lucans in one room, I could take off, so I go out to the balcony where I can still hear Alexis, but I’ve at least got some sort of barrier between me and the mass of energy pressing and rattling against the glass, trying to get at me. 
 
    The glances thrown my way are mostly hostile. Alexis trusts me, but they don’t. 
 
    “You’re my leaders,” Alexis begins. “Hand-picked by me for your loyalty and your strength or fighting ability. I have a further group of fighters ready. Once we know more I’ll assign a leader to each location and a team of fighters.” 
 
    There are nods and murmurs of assent. 
 
    “Are you going to be a location leader, Dana?” 
 
    “Shh. I don’t know, and I’m trying to listen. What’re you doing out there?” 
 
    “The vibe in there’s too ampy for me.” 
 
    Dana casts an apprehensive look in my direction but turns her attention back to Alexis. 
 
    “We’ve talked strategy, in general, but we can’t decide what we’re going to do precisely until we know more about how they’re going to attack. The first anyone hears anything, let me know. I suspect Rica will contact me directly, but just in case. Nikolai, you’re on all media channels, okay?” 
 
    Nikolai nods. 
 
    “Hey, Nikolai, I’ll help you,” I tell him, my nose pressed up against the glass of the patio door. Nikolai’s eyes flick over to me, and despite the gravity of the situation, he brings his hand up to his mouth to suppress a smile. 
 
    “I have a question, Alexis.” 
 
    “Yes, Pedro?” 
 
    I’ve seen him once before, here, when I came to tell them about Rica being in the city and that the Rogue attacks weren’t random, but we’ve never spoken. 
 
    “What’s she doing here?” He doesn’t point at me, or even incline his head in my direction, but he doesn’t need to for everyone to know who he means. 
 
    I open the door and step inside. “I’m here to fight. To help. I’ll do everything I can. I’ll stop them single-handedly if I have to.” 
 
    “And we’re supposed to trust her all of a sudden? Is it worth the risk?” 
 
    “Pedro, the rumors about her are true,” Gordon says, standing to speak, his voice low but clear. “Tamzin took out three of the Consillium’s deadliest Enforcers. Alexis believes she’s with us, not the Rogues, and we have to trust our leader. And I can tell you from personal experience, I sure as hell don’t want to be fighting against her. Taking a blow from her is like getting hit by a car.” 
 
    Maybe Gordon isn’t so bad after all. 
 
    THE GROUP SCATTERS throughout the three-level apartment. 
 
    With our coffee topped up Nikolai and I go out to the patio. I want to ask him about his mother, or at least apologize for going Rogue, again, but Nikolai immediately starts pointing out various Lucans inside, giving me the lowdown on Alexis’s group of leaders. 
 
    “You already know Gordon. He used to be Consillium Principali, the West Coast Head, about twenty years ago.” 
 
    “Who’s that with the shaved head?” 
 
    She’s pacing with determination in one corner. She’s small—relatively—but still looks powerful. 
 
    “Frankie. She’s the fastest Lucan you will ever see and she’s really smart.” 
 
    I take in her delicate features, her caramel skin and her wide eyes. She turns to us, picking up on the attention, and nods to Nikolai, a pretty incline of her head. There’s something overly familiar about the gesture, and I wonder if she’s more to Nikolai than just a Consillium fighter. 
 
    “Did you two, uh…?” 
 
    Nikolai eyes me. “We dated briefly, yes. Before Kirsten.” He turns back to the room. “And that’s Jacinta,” he continues, pointing to a large woman dominating the northeast corner of the living room. She’s over six feet tall and has long black hair pulled up into a high ponytail. A scar drips down the side of her face. “People call her Jazz, and she’s the toughest Lucan you will ever meet.” 
 
    “How have I never seen her before?” 
 
    “Uh, she travels a lot. She just came back from Guatemala. She’s—” 
 
    “An Enforcer?” This stirs up some weird feelings. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “They’re still on their way, I believe. They’ll join us once they get here.” 
 
    “They’d better hurry.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s Elijah,” Nikolai continues. “He’s a marksman.” 
 
    “I thought no guns.” 
 
    “No. But he has silver-tipped arrows.” 
 
    “Cool. And the one with Pedro?” 
 
    “Ivan. He and Pedro are both junior Consillium Principali, like me.” 
 
    As we assess the room, Gordon tosses a vicious look at Jazz, who returns the favor, lifting her head as her nostrils flare. 
 
    “Woah,” I say. 
 
    “Their beef goes way back. I don’t know the details. It’s amazing that my father got them to work together.” 
 
    “Hey, what about Madison?’ 
 
    Nikolai looks troubled. “We’re in contact. She feels responsible for what Mason did, and she’s out looking for him. She thinks she should’ve known, or that she did know, deep down, and she ignored the signals.” 
 
    “Is she fighting with us?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know. I hope so—you don’t want to get between Madison and her knives in a fight.” 
 
    Alexis opens the patio door. “Could I have a word, Tamzin?” 
 
    I nod. It’s as if I’ve been called to the principal’s office. 
 
    “Actually, Nikolai, you too, please.” 
 
    We go downstairs to Alexis’s office. I notice the Saxthorne bodies have been removed from the containment room. 
 
    We take seats as Alexis shuts the door and settles into his chair. 
 
    “Nikolai, when the fights start you will stay here to run point, to guard these offices as a final frontier.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “This isn’t open for discussion. That’s your role in this fight. You aren’t merely another Consillium fighter, Nikolai, you’re my son, and there’s a risk Rica will use it against us. You will have a vital part to play in this battle even if you’re not on the ground. Make peace with this decision and prepare yourself.” 
 
    Nikolai sits back in his chair, an exasperated sound escaping his lips. Alexis continues as if he doesn’t noticed. 
 
    “Now, Tamzin, we’ve not yet properly discussed your position, and by that I mean within the Consillium. You’re here now, of course, but with everything that’s happened, I can’t assume you’re standing with us. From my perspective, to have someone with your skills and strength on our side would be extremely valuable. What I’m asking—” 
 
    “I’ll fight with you, Alexis,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. 
 
    Being here, part of the team, trying to stop the uprising, is important to me, to be surrounded by people with a common goal and something important to do. I want this. I want to be part of the Consillium, but things need to change first. 
 
    And I’m the harbinger of change, after all. 
 
    “But?” he prompts. 
 
    “The stuff that happened to me? Wasn’t cool, and even though I know I didn’t act the right way all the time, the Consillium… well, it needs to be better, Alexis. I get that I shouldn’t blame the entire Consillium for Rica, or individual members who are, ah, less than friendly, but when bad seeds are in positions of power, it affects everything. The systems are messed up, at least some of them. You must see.” 
 
    “Indeed, the events of these past few days suggest we need to take a good look at the way we do things, but right now we have to deal with the uprising. The Rogues, they want mayhem, anarchy and the right to give into any primal or lustful whim. And we can’t have that. We have to stop them.” 
 
    I nod, breathless with excitement, with this feeling of achievement, of making something happen. 
 
    “I agree, Alexis. So, I’ll stand with you, the Consillium, to fight against the Rogues. On one condition.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Dana?” 
 
    She’s been eavesdropping on our conversation, just beyond the door, this whole time. “Can you come in?” 
 
    Her head appears around the door. “Oh, hey there.” She gives us a sheepish smile. 
 
    “So, when all this is over, I want Dana to have a special role in the Consillium. I want her to go over the Consillium rules, and like, policies and stuff, and find the messed-up ones and fix them. And I don’t know if there’s an official rule that only dudes can be Principali, but it needs to change.” 
 
    “Tamzin, I don’t know if—” Dana says. 
 
    “Dana, we need to do this. The Consillium needs this. And I can’t do it on my own. You’d be so good at it, and you’d even enjoy it, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Dana concedes a nod. “Probably, yes.” 
 
    We both turn to Alexis, who sighs. “It’s not going to be easy. There’ll be a lot of resistance to this. All of it. Shining a light on policies, suggesting changes.” 
 
    “And by the stroppy Cursus women, no less,” Dana adds. 
 
    “But I agree with you, Tamzin. We need to take a good look at how we do some things. So, I can promise you I will help and I will do everything in my power to make this happen, but you should be prepared for a fight… a different kind, and in some ways a much more difficult fight.” 
 
    I fold my arms across my chest. “Bring it on, I say.” 
 
    Alexis nods. “Well then, it’s a deal.” 
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    Nothing happens on the first night except the heat wave breaks. 
 
    Dark storm clouds gather in an angry mass over the city, and finally, thankfully, heavy drops of rain fill the skies. 
 
    We all stay at the Consillium offices overnight but at dawn Alexis sends us home to get sleep. The uprising is unlikely to happen in the daytime and almost certainly not early in the morning. 
 
    But I can’t sleep. 
 
    Dana’s right. This isn’t about revenge on Rica anymore. I want to be part of the Consillium. I want to show them what I’m capable of and to work toward building something better. 
 
    When Zoe enters the living room where I’m pounding the life out of my boxing bag she says, “I’m making tea. You want some?” 
 
    I’m pretty sure Zoe thinks I’m having a breakdown, or some sort of exercise-based psychotic episode. Although, I get the impression she thinks any form of exercise is psychotic. 
 
    “It’s a special brew. It’ll help relax you.” 
 
    “You noticed, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” Zoe moves around the kitchen while I wrap a sweat towel around my neck and stretch out my shoulders. “What’s got you bothered?” 
 
    “Oh, um… family stuff.” 
 
    Close enough. 
 
    “Yeah. They can do that.” 
 
    Outside, darkness falls and the moon is becoming visible. In an instant all the tension I’d pounded out with the boxing bag bunches up into my shoulders again. Tonight is the height of the full moon, and every cell in my body can feel it. 
 
    “Here,” Zoe says, handing me a mug of weird smelling tea. “Drink this.” 
 
    With a speculative sniff, I take a hesitant sip. “It’s not too bad.” 
 
    “It works. It’ll take about twenty minutes to properly kick in, but honestly, it’s so relaxing.” 
 
    “You’re super into this tea stuff, huh?” We take seats on the couch. “So how’s it going? Been hitting the books hard?” 
 
    “Oh… um… yeah, I’ve had deadlines.” She rolls her eyes and looks away, fiddling with the ends of her hair. 
 
    Dammit, why does it seem like she’s lying to me. When I ask her about school, she gets so weird and evasive. What’s she hiding? Screw it. I cast my mind out to her, reach inside, but… nothing. 
 
    There’s nothing there. 
 
    It’s a white haze. It’s as if she has no brain function. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Trying to contain my shock, I place my tea on the table with a shaking hand and stand up. “Um… thanks for the tea, but I’ve got to get going. I’m, uh, going to Dana’s to hang tonight.” 
 
    I zip into my room to grab a change of clothes. 
 
    “Tamzin, wait.” Zoe stands, stepping toward me as I re-emerge into the living room, but I scramble toward the door, picking up my keys and phone on the way. 
 
    “I’ll see you later, okay?” I say and jettison myself downstairs, away from the question of why I couldn’t read Zoe’s mind. 
 
    I SPEND THE afternoon at Dana’s, avoiding Zoe and going over fighting techniques. 
 
    She teaches me a couple of new tricks—she’s been doing this for nearly twenty years, I realize, watching her pull off a particularly tricky maneuver with her nunchakus. Zoe calls a couple of times, but I send them straight to voice mail. I get an inquisitive look from Dana but I wave it off. I’ll deal with the Zoe weirdness after the uprising. 
 
    Just before sundown we drive to the Armandi’s. We’re the last to arrive, and while Nikolai greets us at the elevator, Alexis is gathering everyone into the conference room. We all file inside, some taking seats, some remaining standing. I stay positioned near the door. Like before, having this many Lucans in one room all ramping up to fight, is way too buzzy for me. 
 
    “Rica has made contact,” Alexis says, raising his phone to show us the display. “He’s sent me a text, calling us out. Threatening mayhem and destruction if we don’t respond.” 
 
    “Where’s the fight?” Gordon says. 
 
    Alexis pulls a whiteboard down next to the large video screen taking up half of one wall. We all watch as he uncaps a whiteboard marker and writes three locations on the board. The city library, the Paramount Theater and Barrington Park. When I read the last location, I flinch. Does Rica know that’s where Cedric the Crawler left one of his victims for me to find? 
 
    Frankie, nearest to me but sitting at the table, opens her laptop and starts typing, her fingers moving incredibly fast across the keyboard. Looking over her shoulder I see she’s accessing the CCTV closest to each of the sites. She must have hacked in or something. I stare at the side of her face, impressed and intimidated until her eyes flick to mine. She gives me the briefest of smiles. 
 
    “Why those places?” Gordon asks. 
 
    Alexis studies the board for a moment. “Because they’re in public. Rica knows we’ll be doing everything we can to minimize exposure. With secluded locations he doesn’t have as much leverage. This gives him the upper hand because there’s a threat of harm to civilians, as well as exposing us and who we are. This ensures we show up to the fight.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, as everyone in the room studies the board, Alexis continues. “Right. We need three teams to go to each of these locations. Myself Gordon and Dana will lead up one team each. Once you have your location, Nikolai will give you the contact details of your team of fighters. From then, it’s up to you to liaise with them, okay? He has their phone numbers. First up, Dana, I want Ruby and Ivan with you, and I want you—” 
 
    “Can we take the library?” Dana’s eyes flash. “They will not be ruining that beautiful library.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Nikolai slides a sheet of paper over to Dana, and she gets out her phone. 
 
    “Can you keep Madison in the loop?” Alexis adds. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Ruby says. 
 
    Alexis nods. “Right. Gordon, I want Pedro and Frankie on your team. You take the Paramount.” 
 
    “Righto.” 
 
    “I’m going to take the lead at Barrington Park and I want Jazz and Elijah with me. It’s a large space and much harder to control. I’ll also be the point man on the ground for everyone. Nikolai, you and I will keep in contact.” Nikolai nods. “Remember everyone,” Alexis continues, “we are the Consillium. What separates us from them is civility. We protect where possible. We do not harm if we can help it. Murder is our last resort, not the first move in our playbook. If you have to, yes, take them down, but first, try to incapacitate them another way.” 
 
    Gordon shakes his head, his mouth working with frustration. 
 
    “Minimizing risk of exposure is still a key objective, so you don’t want to get caught at the scene. Ruby and Ivan have offered their apartments as a place to go and hide if necessary. Nikolai, please text everyone their addresses.” Nikolai nods. “Ruby, Ivan, if you could stop by your places on the way to your location and make sure people can get in?” 
 
    Ruby and Ivan nod. 
 
    “Does anyone have any questions?” 
 
    “Alexis?” Frankie says. “Except for Barrington Park, where the CCTV system is down already for some reason, I’ve hacked into the CCTV for the other two locations, and I’m recording, so I can set up a loop for when the fight starts. Whoever monitors them won’t be any the wiser.” 
 
    Alexis shakes his head, a smile spreading over his face. “Nice one, Frankie.” 
 
    Dana stands and goes over to the board. “This bugs me.” She turns to face the group. “Rica knows what he’s planning, right? He knows how many Rogues he’s got showing up at each location. And he’s smart enough to figure all you can do is split up your team evenly. So, what’s to stop him from sending a whole mass to one place, wiping out the crew there, and moving onto the next?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing what he’s doing.” Alexis shakes his head. 
 
    It could be because Frankie’s sitting near me, messing around with the CCTV cameras, but an idea pops into my head straight away. 
 
    “Hey, uh…” I raise my hand, as if I’m at school. I drop it and step forward, clearing my throat. “What if we set up live streams from our phones at each location, so someone here, Nikolai, I guess, can coordinate where to send fighters?” 
 
    “Brilliant, Tamzin,” Alexis says. “As long as we can keep those streams private.” 
 
    Frankie is already tapping away. “I’m setting up a closed group right now. I’ll add all the team leaders here, but we should decide now who’ll stream at each location and who’ll keep their phone with them so Nikolai can get hold of you if he needs to divert fighters.” 
 
    “Good job, Frankie,” Dana says. 
 
    Alexis turns to the rest of the group. “Do not fool yourself—we’re walking into a battle. You will need to call on all your skills and training, and more.” 
 
    The atmosphere becomes weighty as the seriousness of the situation settles in. Something is building. The fighters are ramping up, rising to meet the imminent challenge. I shift from side to side. 
 
    “But this, right here, is a historic moment,” Alexis continues. “We’re being tested. Everything we stand for, civility, humanity, peace, is being challenged. We will not let our species descend into animalistic chaos. Whatever happens, this day will be remembered. And I say, let’s make this the day we quashed the Rogue uprising.” 
 
    A collective cheer rises from the group. 
 
    “You should be at your location at least fifteen minutes early.” Alexis makes eye contact with each of us. “You have one hour. Prepare yourselves.” 
 
    The room becomes a buzz of activity as everyone jumps into action, going back upstairs to retrieve bags, or moving out into the open-plan area to buckle weapons onto belts, slide spare knives into boots or tuck metal rods into jacket pockets. I’m jostled with the others as they move out into the open-plan office area. 
 
    “Dana, we didn’t BYO weapons.” 
 
    Across the other side of the conference room she lifts her head to make eye contact. “I know. Awkward.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, the armory still has stuff. Get the key off Alexis.” 
 
    Alexis is still inside the conference room, talking with Gordon, but when I make eye contact, he moves toward me. 
 
    “Or you could,” Dana says. 
 
    “Tamzin?” He beckons for me to follow him into his office. Dana falls into step right behind me. 
 
    “You haven’t assigned me to a team,” I say, taking a seat. “I assume I’m with Dana?” 
 
    “No. You will run point with Nikolai. To coordinate and liaise with the leaders on the ground, making sure we’ve got the resources where we need them.” 
 
    “You don’t want me in the fight itself?” 
 
    Alexis takes a breath. “In one of his texts Rica said he couldn’t wait to see you, Tamzin, and he has a special surprise for you.” 
 
    “It’s probably a silver bullet,” Dana says. 
 
    “Yeah, I doubt he means a weekend getaway.” 
 
    “I’m grateful you’re helping, standing with us, Tamzin, but I can’t send you out there. Beyond issues with your safety, if our defenses fail and Rica comes to the Consillium offices, at least you will be here. Plus, it will be harder for him to pull surprises or shoot you from a distance.” 
 
    “It’s just smack talk. I can beat him. No sweat, he’s got no chance.” 
 
    “Tamzin, are you listening? Properly?” Dana says. “Rica has silver bullets. This, or at least part of it, could be about you, about getting revenge. Do you get how much danger you’re in?” 
 
    I jut out my chin. “A train couldn’t take me down. I am the—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Dana barks. “The Cursus Ultimatum isn’t immortal. If Rica gets a silver bullet into your brain or into your heart, you will die.” 
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    As soon as Frankie has the CCTV on a loop showing the same ten minutes of boring activity to whoever might be watching, she leaves and only Nikolai and I remain. 
 
    Neither of us are happy about being stuck here while the others go out to fight, and we’re both pacing the office, creating a palpable atmosphere of tension. But while Nikolai is a ball of pure frustration, the thoughts and feelings zipping around my internal highway are not so straightforward. There’s a part inside of me straining at the leash, hammering with excitement at the thought of fighting Rogues and facing Rica, and this scares me. 
 
    The tenth time we pass each other, I grab his arm. 
 
    “Nikolai.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he made me stay here.” 
 
    “You must get it, though. He probably can’t do a good job fighting and leading his teams if he’s worried about you.” 
 
    Nikolai nods and looks down. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. But we’re not useless. We’re playing an important part in this and we need to be ready. So, let’s make sure we are.” 
 
    Frankie has left her iPad connected so that once the team leaders set up their stream, each of the three fights will be available for us to watch on the screen in the conference room. While we wait for the teams to connect, we discuss whether Rica is going to attack the Consillium offices at some point. We agree it’s likely. 
 
    Apart from the balconies on levels two and three, the only way into the apartment is via the elevator or the emergency stairs. Here, on the first level, we’ll hear the elevator arrive, so we can position ourselves with weapons from the armory at either side of the elevator doors and ambush Rica as soon as he steps out. In the event he chooses to use the emergency stairs, we place a heavy filing cabinet across the door so we’ll hear someone trying to open the door. The balcony doors have been locked but they are an unlikely entry point because the exterior of the building is completely smooth—even Lucans can’t scale them—until you get to the second floor of the penthouse. 
 
    With our plan in place, we return to the conference room. 
 
    “Coffee?” Nikolai asks. 
 
    I nod enthusiastically, but in front of us Gordon’s face has appeared, filling one of the screens. “You guys read me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Nikolai says. 
 
    Gordon attaches the phone to something against the wall, leans back, and gives us the thumbs up before jumping to the ground. The feed shows us the lobby of the theater with a few people milling around—half seeming to be normal theater-goers, the rest Gordon’s team. The Rogues haven’t shown up yet. Gordon is directing people outside, telling them who knows what—anything to get them away from danger. 
 
    Another screen flickers into action. It’s Dana at the library. She glances around surreptitiously, the phone rocking and bucking as she climbs. I suppress a laugh as I imagine looking up from studying or reading to see a grown woman climbing up a bookcase in the library. They probably think she’s doing a selfie challenge. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispers into the camera. “All good?” 
 
    “Yep,” I say. 
 
    “No action yet.” 
 
    “Take care, okay?” 
 
    She nods and disappears as she climbs back down, coming back into view as she walks across the library floor. Like at the theater, I can see a mix of humans and Lucans, but all the Lucans are our Consillium fighters. 
 
    Next, Elijah joins the group, securing his phone on the edge of the maintenance building he climbed on top of so he can take out Rogues from above. The phone, positioned a little higher up and behind him, shows him settling into a crouched position on the edge of the building. 
 
    Even though we’re not physically there, my heart rate is climbing and my muscles are responding as if I’m about to fight. 
 
    “Hey, we should turn off the sound so we can hear what’s going on in this building, right?” 
 
    Nikolai nods and adjusts the iPad. A second later, it’s just the sound of us breathing, scratching, and shuffling. Without audio from the feeds, tension slips out, and I breathe a little easier. But then, at almost exactly the same time, the fights kick off in each location. 
 
    The uprising begins. 
 
    Things start off well. There are more Rogues, but the Consillium fighters are more skilled. The lack of sound creates a weird sense of detachment, as if we’re watching footage of a fight that’s already happened, but still, my heart won’t stop racing. I grasp Nikolai’s hand, and we stand there in front of the screen, riveted, our eyes flicking from feed to feed. 
 
    The main lobby of the Paramount has become a frenzy of activity, with the remaining visitors, who hadn’t been moved along before the fight started, pushing and shoving to get away from the brawling bodies. But soon they are gone and only Lucans remain. The fight is pretty evenly matched so far. Gordon clearly has a lot of experience and skill, and Frankie is as fast as Nikolai said. 
 
    In the library, Ruby and Ivan shepherd out the remaining readers and staff members, who at first resist but are convinced when a stack of books is pushed to the ground by one of the Rogues. Dana is already kicking ass on the second level, dealing—extremely efficiently—with any Rogues that get past Ruby, who’s near the entrance. There are three more levels not visible from the camera. Dana must have the rest of the team waiting up there in case Rogues get past her. Since we can’t see them, we just have to hope those sections are under control as well. 
 
    At Barrington Park I can’t see any bystanders, but it’s not late enough for the park to be so empty, and Alexis isn’t visible in the feed so maybe he’s clearing everyone out of harm’s way. 
 
    “Is it just me, or are there a lot of Rogues at the park?” I say, watching the screen. 
 
    But it doesn’t seem to matter because Jazz and Elijah are taking them out brutally and efficiently in their trademark ways. Jazz is on the ground in the center of the melee, using brute strength to punch, kick, and head-butt them to the ground. Elijah is picking off Rogues with silent and lethal precision. But then, as he fells two more with two perfectly aimed arrows to the heart, a Rogue creeps up behind him. He’s so focused on his next target that he doesn’t see her. I grip Nikolai’s arm as he fumbles in his pocket for his phone, trying to scroll down to Elijah’s number to call him, warn him, but it’s too late. The Rogue throws her arm around his neck and yanks him backward. They disappear, no longer visible from this angle. Nikolai and I look at each other. He shakes his head. 
 
    “There will be casualties. We have to prepare ourselves.” 
 
    Jazz, seeming to be aware of a shift in the atmosphere, looks up to where Elijah is supposed to be, then down again, her mouth set in an angry line. And she’s going to need the anger, because more Rogues are advancing from the east and as well as the west. She lets out a roar, yells something to her fighters and charges off. They are seriously outnumbered, but I wouldn’t want to be in front of Jazz right now. 
 
    “Where’s Alexis? Should we send someone to Barrington Park?” 
 
    Nikolai eyes the feeds, his mouth set in a tense line as he types out a message. “He must be on the other side.” His thumb moves over his phone. “I’ve asked if I should send more. Let’s wait a few more minutes. Not many are going to get past Jazz, and we have to see what we’re working with at the other locations.” 
 
    In all three, bodies litter the ground, but I can’t tell if they are dead or alive, or even human or Lucan. I don’t know if anyone is trying to merely incapacitate the Rogues; everyone is fighting for survival. 
 
    A blur of motion pulls our attention to the feed from the Paramount, where the screen is filled once again with Gordon’s face, a cruel slash across his left eye. Blood still flows from the wound. We’ve got no sound but we don’t need it. His message is as clear as day. 
 
    He’s calling for help. 
 
    Frankie is still fighting, but Pedro is dead, along with two others, and four more Rogues have just shown up. 
 
    Nikolai turns to me. “I’ve got to go, Tamzin. I have to help. I can’t sit here and watch them get slaughtered. I am junior Consillium Principali; this is my job.” 
 
    We lock eyes. 
 
    A moment of stillness. 
 
    Neither of us pretend we hadn’t known one of us could end up getting drawn into the fight. Or that we wouldn’t hesitate in accepting the challenge. 
 
    It’s who we are. 
 
    “I’ll come too.” 
 
    “No, we need you here. Watch the feeds. If it looks like anyone can spare any fighters, send them to the Paramount. And keep an eye on Barrington Park.” 
 
    He spends a minute packing a bag with weapons from the armory, but leaves some just in case. I follow him out to the small lobby area, and we stand there, awkwardly, waiting for the elevator. 
 
    “Tamzin?” he says, at exactly the same time I say, “Nikolai?” 
 
    We turn to each other, eyes searching, and he pulls me into his arms. The long, lean, hard lines of his body press up against mine. 
 
    It feels like a return to somewhere I’ve never been. 
 
    I pull back and gaze into his eyes, the moment hanging suspended in time. 
 
    “Come back.” 
 
    LESS THAN A minute after Nikolai has left, all the monitors go blank. 
 
    “No!” I cry. My fingers stab and swipe the iPad uselessly. Is it a problem here, or there? They all went out at the same time, it has to be here. My heart pounding, I turn the tablet off and on again and reset the Wi-Fi. I wait in breathless anticipation until one by one the screens flicker and crackle with sound as they come back online. 
 
    “Oh, thank God.” 
 
    Maybe it’s because I had a break from watching the screen, but now that the feeds are back up, I see something new. At each location, one Rogue is standing to one side with their phone up to their ear, watching and listening—as if they’re casually taking a call while waiting in line for coffee. My heart is thumping. Rica must be doing the same thing as we are. He’s keeping tabs on the fights so he knows where to send more Rogues to do the most damage. I watch for a moment, amazed at how calm they are, how content they seem to be to merely stand there, but it doesn’t matter why they’re on their best behavior. What’s important is Rica must know the Rogues are winning at the Paramount and might be taking over at Barrington Park. Does this mean he’ll send more to finish them off? Nikolai is on his way to the Paramount. 
 
    When my phone rings, I’m so on edge it almost jumps out of my hand. 
 
    Gwyneth. 
 
    I send it to voice mail and return to the screens. 
 
    What should I do? 
 
    The intercom buzzes. 
 
    A wave of adrenaline rushes through me so intense it makes me vibrate. 
 
    Someone is here—someone who doesn’t have a keycard. 
 
    In the small lobby outside the elevator I press the intercom button to answer. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Consillium Principali. East Coast.” 
 
    I step back, my eyes flicking from the intercom to the elevator to the stairs. It might be a trap, but it might be help. I can’t turn him away. With a shaking hand, I buzz him up. The elevator springs into action. From the pot plant next to the elevator doors, I grab the knife we stashed there and wait, the blade raised, ready to bring it down as soon as the doors open. As the elevator clacks into place and dings its arrival, I pick up on their scents—three of them—but no Rica. 
 
    The doors slide open. 
 
    “East Coast Principali,” a voice calls. “Here to help Alexis.” 
 
    Staying where I am, knife raised, I cast my mind into the elevator, searching for something to confirm their identity, but I can’t get much without a visual connection. 
 
    I edge around to face the open doors, knife still raised. A man with cropped dark hair, wary eyes and broad shoulders stands at the front. He’s holding up his hands in surrender. Even with his youthful Lucan looks, he seems weathered, as if he knows what it’s like to work hard or to live rough. To his left and right stand two women, replicas of each other, with jet-black hair pulled up into high ponytails, cheekbones cut from glass, and sculpted eyebrows. More twins. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I say, annoyed to hear a wobble in my voice. “Don’t resist what I do, okay?” I say as I gently dip into each of their minds. A minute later, I step back. They are telling the truth. The man eyes me, rubbing his forehead. 
 
    “I’m Tamzin.” 
 
    “I know.” His eyes flick to mine, then away. It’s not the friendliest look I’ve ever received. 
 
    Good start. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    He takes a breath. “Consillium Principali. From the—” 
 
    “You don’t go by anything shorter?” 
 
    After a beat, he says, “Dillon… Rodriguez. These are the Chans.” They nod. He peers into the office behind me. “So, how’s it looking?” 
 
    “Not great. Come with me.” I lead the way to the conference room. “Weren’t you told to stay put by Marcus?” 
 
    “I owe Alexis. A lot. The way I see it, if Rogues take the West Coast, then we’re next. Now, the bad news is, we’re the only reinforcements… but the good news?” He pulls out the gun holstered to his leg. “We have silver bullets.” 
 
    From the screen, there’s a crackle of static. “Nikolai? Tamzin?” 
 
    We all turn to see Alexis peering into the phone camera. 
 
    “Look who just showed up,” I say. 
 
    “Boss?” Dillon plants himself in front of the screen, thrusting out his chest and his jaw. 
 
    The relief on Alexis’s face makes me wince. “Good to see you, Dillon.” 
 
    “Samuel is looking after the East Coast, but I’ve brought my two best fighters.” He gestures to the twins who nod at the screen, standing to attention like they’ve had military training. 
 
    “Alexis?” I say. “Rica has Rogues feeding him information from each site.” I point this out to Dillon on the screens. 
 
    “So he knows where to send more.” Alexis nods. “What do the other locations look like?” 
 
    “The fight at the library is virtually over,” I say, examining the feeds. Don’t mess with Dana and her books. “But the Paramount? Not so good. How’s the park?” 
 
    “We could use backup too. Where’s Nikolai?” 
 
    I take a breath. “Uh, he went to help Gordon at the Paramount.” 
 
    “Boss? We have silver bullets. We can split up and back up the park and the Paramount.” 
 
    Alexis nods. “Do it. Tamzin has the addresses if you’re not familiar.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Dillon says with a curt nod. 
 
    Alexis nods and disappears. Dillon unclips ammunition from his cargo pants. I turn to the twins, standing next to me like soldiers. 
 
    “So,” I say, my eyes flicking from one identical face to the other, “which one of you is evil?” 
 
    AFTER THEY LEAVE, I stay in the conference room watching the feeds, checking no more Rogues show up at the library. If that fight is over, I can send Dana and her team to the park and the Paramount. 
 
    In my back pocket my phone buzzes with a text. Gwyneth, and this time she gets my attention. Rica used his credit card yesterday. He’s staying at the Continental Hotel and she was able to confirm with the front desk he’s staying in room 809. If he’s coordinating the attacks, maybe he’s there right now, doing just that. But why is he now openly using his credit card? Is he no longer worried about revealing his location? 
 
    When my phone beeps again, I think it’s going to be Gwyneth with more information, but it’s not. The name on the display is the last I expected to see. 
 
    Mason. 
 
    It sends a pang of hope through my heart. 
 
    Until I read the text. 
 
    Mason: I’m at the Continental Hotel. I need to see you. 
 
    I don’t believe Mason sent that message, not for one second. 
 
    It’s Rica. 
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    Inside the lobby of the Continental a chair smashes through the window. 
 
    Any doubts about whether I was walking into another fight are gone. 
 
    “Hey.” I hustle a trio of bewildered middle-aged guests back out through the large revolving doors of the front entrance. “No. Go, and don’t come back until it’s safe.” 
 
    Despite the lack of people milling around the lobby, the atmosphere is heady and chaotic, and my body is thrumming with anticipation. 
 
    Only a few guests remain, scurrying across the lobby to the elevators, and where’s the staff? Did Rogues already take them out? I count five Rogues within my eye line and at least two more inside the bar to my left, throwing chairs to warm up. Based on the sounds coming from the other side of the lobby, across this main concourse, there are more in the building. 
 
    “Dammit, Tamzin, you said you wouldn’t come,” Dana says, entering the lobby through the main door, sliding her phone into her pocket as she strides toward me. Ruby, right behind her, nods in my direction. 
 
    Before I left the Consillium offices, I’d told Dana and Ruby to come here because I knew Rica had to be attempting some sort of ambush, even if it didn’t turn out to be another full-blown fight. Now, as I survey the scene in front of me, it might have been stupid to keep this from Alexis, or even to check what sort of backup Dana would bring. As far as I can tell, it’s just her and Ruby. They both bear evidence of injuries, but most of the blood on their clothes looks like it was applied externally. Dana is projecting a major Ripley-in-Aliens vibe, even without a machine gun, and Ruby is a compact powerhouse of intensity. I suspect both of them have been kicked around enough to be seriously pissed. Good. 
 
    “Just spoke to Alexis,” Dana says, ducking as a bottle of something whizzes out of the restaurant past her head. “The Paramount and Barrington Park are both under control.” Her eyes land on mine. “Nikolai is fine.” I nod, a tightness in my chest lifting. “But police are at both scenes now, so they have to get out of there.” 
 
    “So, the uprising is over? Apart from here, I mean?” 
 
    Dana allows a smile to cross her face. “Yep. We did it.” Ruby comes to stand next us and gives Dana a high-five. 
 
    “Except…” I gesture at the group of Rogues across the far side. “Where’s the rest of your team?” 
 
    “Two dead, two injured and one deserted, but we’ve got one more coming.” Dana’s eyes flash. She looks around the lobby, assessing the damage. “Any sign of you know who?” 
 
    “Nope. But I’m sure he’ll show up at some point.” 
 
    “What’ve we got?” Ruby asks. 
 
    “Okay, from what I can tell—” I pause, watching as two more Rogues walk through the revolving doors. “—at least twelve.” 
 
    “Four each, no problem,” Ruby says. 
 
    I can’t tell if she’s joking. 
 
    “Make that three each,” someone says. 
 
    Madison. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” I say. 
 
    She raises her small, pointy chin. “I stand for the Maxwells.” 
 
    The ferocity burning in her eyes, I feel sorry for the first Rogue she fights. 
 
    “Any weapons? We kind of used all ours,” Dana says, turning back to me. 
 
    “That I can help you with.” I slide off and unzip my backpack as Dana surveys the room. At the moment, the Rogues are still having fun—reveling in property damage—but they could get motivated at any moment. 
 
    “Check it out.” I show off what I brought from the armory. Two pairs of nunchakus, two sets of metal rods, two smoke bombs and enough silver knives to suit any occasion. 
 
    “Nice,” Dana says. Her phone rings. We all freeze. “Unknown number.” Dana looks from me to Ruby to Madison. 
 
    “You’ve got to answer it,” Ruby says. 
 
    She nods. “I know.” She takes the call. “Dana Andrews,” she says, her voice grave as she eyeballs me, like here goes nothing. “What? No, the timetable goes up on the website next week. How did you even get this number? Speak to your academic counselor.” She hangs up and shoves her phone in her pocket with an irritated shake of her head. “Undergrads.” 
 
    In an instant, the atmosphere changes. 
 
    All around us the Rogues have stopped messing around. They fix their gazes on us as they advance. 
 
    “Ladies? Are we ready?” Dana stands, gripping the nunchakus. 
 
    Madison nods, a knife in each hand, her mouth in a tight line. 
 
    Ruby says, “Hell, yes.” 
 
    At that moment three more Rogues enter through the main entrance. At the front, is Kaylee. She eyes me, standing with Dana, Ruby and Madison, and grins. “I knew it,” she says, “and I’m kinda glad.” 
 
    With two metal rods gripped in hand and eyes flashing, heart pumping, muscles flexing, I stride toward her. “Let’s go to war.” 
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    Five Rogues lie at my feet. 
 
    I crouch, breathing heavily, one hand on the ground to steady myself. With every punch I throw, something is released into my bloodstream and it swirls inside, gathering momentum, already starting to eddy out of control. I suck in air slowly, carefully, forcing myself to calm down. 
 
    Trying to distract myself from the thrill of violence and mayhem, I scan the room to check on the others. Closest to me is Madison, with one Rogue lying, throat slit, on the ground near her feet while she pummels another one, smashing relentlessly at his face. A third Rogue emerges from the restaurant behind her, and for a second I think she doesn’t sense him until she—in one clean motion—stops punching, slides a knife from her leg holster and flings it at him. It lodges deep in his chest, directly in his heart. She smiles. Madison is playing for keeps. 
 
    To my right, Ruby is dealing to two Rogues, flipping and somersaulting as she fights. She looks like a gymnast with an anger-management problem. 
 
    She looks incredible. 
 
    Dana is furthest away, across the concourse, whirling nunchakus with lethal precision and power. I’ve never seen her in an actual fight before—I only got snippets from the live feed at the library—and I’m mesmerized. So much power in every punch and kick, and the flawless technique she uses to deliver her brutal blows. I swell with pride. She’s so badass. 
 
    Dana shoves a Rogue through the window, and at the same time Ruby throws one into a glass sculpture. 
 
    “At least we’re keeping things low-key,” I say under my breath. 
 
    Two Rogues who were inside the restaurant are now heading my way. I greet them with a smile. They break into a run at the same time, splitting off so one is flanking my left and the other my right. I grip the rods, holding them at either side of my body, waiting until they get close enough, then strike out at one while holding up my left forearm to block the blow I know is coming from the other. I get another few punches in before the one on the right knees me in the thigh and buckles my leg. I thrust to my left and right as I go down, slamming the metal rods into their stomachs. I use a backhanded blow to the jaw of the one on the left to knock him out and then turn, gathering momentum as I whirl around, to deliver a knockout punch to the other. 
 
    I stand over them, trying to control my breathing, rough and ragged, until something makes me turn. 
 
    A preternatural sense. 
 
    Fear slides down my back and grips my insides. 
 
    Thirty feet away, Dana is gripping the throat of one Rogue as she kicks another one in the chest. Her back is to a large Rogue looming up behind her with a machete. 
 
    I’d know that inane, cruel expression anywhere. 
 
    Torrin. 
 
    Oh God, does he think she’s me? 
 
    “Dana,” I scream. “Behind you.” 
 
    She turns. 
 
    My heart beats, one pulse. 
 
    I blink. 
 
    A strand of hair wisps at my temple and a muscle twitches in my eye. 
 
    Time stands still as Torrin brings the knife down. 
 
    But before the blade makes contact with Dana’s neck, Madison appears out of nowhere. She thrusts herself in between Dana and Torrin. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her voice is strong and clear, but it does nothing to stop the blade sweeping toward her. The cruel blade slices through Madison’s left shoulder and her arm dangles limply, uselessly at her side. She goes down on both knees, grunting in pain, but brings her right hand up, a dagger clutched in her fist, and slams the knife between Torrin’s legs. He folds over, bellowing, as Madison staggers to her feet, pain ravaging the features of her face. As Torrin pulls up, lifting his knife again, she plunges her blade deep into his heart just as he does the same to her. 
 
    Dana, finally freed from the two Rogues, catches Madison as she falls. Torrin crashes to the floor, a pool of blood swelling around him. 
 
    Dana is safe, but for Madison it’s too late. 
 
    My legs are numb, but I urge them into action, forcing them to take me over to where Madison lies in her own growing pool of blood. I drop down to kneel next to her as Dana stands to face another Rogue rushing toward us. 
 
    “For the Maxwells,” Madison whispers as her eyes close. 
 
    Red and blue flickers from outside the lobby doors. 
 
    “Dana, we’ve got to wrap this up. Police are here.” 
 
    “No shit,” she pants, standing up and whirling her nunchakus as she charges toward the Rogue. Ruby appears next to her. They both look tired, their movements getting sluggish, clumsy with exhaustion. But they’re moments away from finishing this. I stand to help them. 
 
    Just then, the piercing heat of a silver bullet rips through my torso, inches away from my heart. 
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    With pain screeching through my upper body, I look frantically around the lobby. 
 
    Carnage surrounds me, as do motionless bodies, but I know my not-so-mystery shooter is here somewhere. A motion in my peripheral vision pulls my attention to the left. The door to the stairwell, across the far side, is slowly closing. 
 
    I stand, wincing. 
 
    “Tamzin?” Dana calls. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lie. The pain doesn’t come from the piece of metal tearing through my flesh. It’s the silver burning like fire and pulsating with toxic energy. 
 
    “Tamzin! We gotta get out of here.” Dana holds up the two smoke bombs. “I’ve got our cover sorted.” 
 
    But I’m already halfway across the lobby, knives of pain slashing at my side with every step I take. 
 
    “Tamzin, no.” 
 
    “Dana, I have to. This has to end.” 
 
    I slip through the door to the stairwell. I don’t need any sensory clues to know where he went. Room 809. Taking three stairs at a time, I press my hand against my side, as if this might alleviate the intense throb from the bullet lodged somewhere underneath my right ribcage. I can feel the poison already working through my system. 
 
    On level eight I yank open the stairwell door and stride down the corridor. This could be a trap, but I’m beyond caring. I raise my leg and kick in the door. The room is empty but there’s a light on in the bathroom. I approach the door, no caution needed, because the smell drifting out tells me what I’m about to find. 
 
    Death. 
 
    Rica is in the bathtub, taking a bath in his own blood. 
 
    His blank eyes stare at me, his face gray and drawn, looking lined and old. Any handsomeness, cruel or otherwise, had disappeared with his life. 
 
    I drop to my knees at the edge of the tub and stare at this raw and brutal image, this blunt and savage reminder, that we—even Lucans—are just flesh and bones, meat and blood. Terminal from the start. 
 
    Is this what I wanted all along? 
 
    It can’t be. I don’t feel satisfied. I don’t feel anything, except hollow. Is it because I don’t know who took this vengeance, or because it wasn’t me? 
 
    Or because this wasn’t about Rica. 
 
    He was the face of my dysfunction, of my trauma, and sure he messed with me and my life, but in the end, it was bigger than him. And now that I’m fighting with the Consillium against the Rogues, I realize I’m fighting for community, for the kind of society I want to live within and the kind of life I want. And that’s what is important. 
 
    As I sit staring at Rica’s face, his features becoming meaningless shapes in front of me, something occurs to me. 
 
    He’s been dead for many hours, possibly a whole day. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I shake my head to regain focus and stand, moving slowly and carefully so I don’t touch anything. I backtrack out of the bathroom and cast my eyes around the main bedroom. It can’t have been Rica coordinating the uprising, because he was already dead when the fight started. 
 
    So who? 
 
    And where are they now? 
 
    With a start, I realize the extra door on the far side isn’t a closet; it’s another room, and while the stench of Rica’s death fills my nostrils, I can still tell that someone is in there. 
 
    And I know who it is. 
 
    My heart sinks. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I cross the room and open the door. 
 
    “Tam…,” Mason wheezes. He’s slumped against the bed, facing the door. 
 
    A silver bullet in his chest. 
 
    “Mason.” 
 
    I drop to the ground by his side to check his wound. I can feel the silver lacing his system with toxic heat from here. His eyes are clouded with pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t.” I stroke the side of his face. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that it would be like this. I thought…” 
 
    I push his hair out of his eyes as a tear slides down my face. “I know, I know.” 
 
    And I do. 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance…,” he continues. “We could have been something, don’t you think?” 
 
    Tears flowing freely now, I nod. 
 
    “Where have you been, Mason? Why did you come here?” 
 
    “I thought… he said he would fix it.” 
 
    Fix it? 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Not Rica… anymore.” 
 
    Clearly. 
 
    He gulps, swallows. “Tell Madison,” he croaks. I wait. “Tell her I’m sorry.” 
 
    The venomous silver is filling his body, blurring his eyes, taking his life. 
 
    “Who did this to you?” I stroke his beautiful face, wondering if I can do anything to save him, knowing I can’t. 
 
    “Not… Rica.” 
 
    His eyes close. 
 
    For a moment, mine close too, and I let my chin drop to my chest, my head too heavy to hold up. This is a bad day for the Maxwell legacy. 
 
    Tears rain down my cheeks. I let them flow, but this isn’t over and I need to put my emotions aside for the time being and focus. 
 
    Pain shoots through my torso, reminding me of my own bullet. I clasp my side and try to control my breathing. From the hallway outside the sound of soft murmurings reach me. Worried guests, most likely, and they’ve probably called the police—who are already downstairs. 
 
    I have to get out of here. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mason.” I place a soft kiss on his bloodless lips. 
 
    Grief, lying low in the pit of my stomach, dissipates as the heat of rage makes its ascent. Who did this? Who is responsible for all this death and carnage? 
 
    My phone buzzes with a text. The display tells me, with cruel digital bluntness, that it’s Mason. 
 
    Obviously, it’s not. 
 
    Mason: Consillium offices. Now. 
 
    I’m already out on the balcony, looking for ways out of this damn hotel. 
 
    I SWIPE MYSELF into the building with Nikolai’s keycard and head straight to the elevator. 
 
    The door pings open. Inside, two Rogues are waiting for me. 
 
    Eyes glinting, muscles bunching, lips curling. 
 
    “Hiya, fellas,” I say. Neither of them react. “What, not Keanu fans? Come on… who doesn’t love the Matrix?” 
 
    One moves his jaw idly, working over a wad of gum while he eyeballs me. 
 
    “Hang on.” I study them, standing in front of me with composed professional attention. Ready but relaxed. Calm and calculating. “You guys aren’t Rogues, are you?” 
 
    The one chewing gum lifts his chin. “Does it matter?” 
 
    Adrenaline swells. The bullet in my side is forgotten. “Nope.” 
 
    I step inside the elevator and slam my fist into the throat of the closest one. The other surges forward as the doors slide shut behind me. 
 
    THE FIRST FLOOR of the apartment is deathly silent. Quieter than empty. 
 
    I move forward, the bullet in my side burning as the damage grows. Taking on those two in the elevator was necessary, but it’s as if the fight dislodged the bullet and now it’s continuing its journey deeper inside me. I smooth out my breathing, trying to get my brain to lie to my body that everything’s okay. 
 
    There’s a thump from upstairs. 
 
    Moving slowly, protecting my side, I creep to the base of the stairs. In a flash of motion, a figure appears at the top of the stairwell, his face creased into a smile. 
 
    “Hello, Tamzin.” 
 
    Marcus. 
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    Shock creeps over my shoulders, immobilizing me, wiping the breath from my lungs. 
 
    Marcus? 
 
    His lip curls into a sneer as he raises the gun. 
 
    I leap up the stairs. 
 
    The silencer hisses, and I lurch to the side, but I’m not fast enough. A bullet lodges in my thigh, deep in the muscle, somewhere near my femur bone. I stagger against the railing. A growl erupts from my throat. Marcus steps backward, raising the gun again, but I’m already barreling up the remaining steps. The momentum propels me forward, and I step into the pain to gather all my power into my arm and slam the heel of my palm into his chest. He rockets backward into the living room. As he pulls himself up, I launch myself forward again, my leg now screaming, burning with white heat. I grab the arm holding the gun and smash it into the wall, slamming my fist into his chin and then his exposed ribs. The gun drops, falling silently onto the carpet. He collapses forward and I step back, gasping. 
 
    The silver in my system is a cold hand gripping my lungs. 
 
    Marcus lurches forward and jabs me in the stomach, close to the bullet wound. 
 
    “Arrgh,” I grunt. 
 
    The bullet throbs in time with my heartbeat. 
 
    Again he strikes, another punch to my side. I crumple backward to the ground. He follows through, diving forward, but I bring my legs up and propel him over my head. He lands on the ground behind me with a crash. I scramble up but he’s half a second ahead of me. His fingers close around my throat and he lifts me off the ground until I, gritting my teeth through the throbbing ache, slam both my hands into either side of his head. He yowls and releases his grip but shakes off the blow immediately and knees me in my left thigh. The red stain tells him where to strike. My leg buckles and I go down, but I land a vicious blow to his belly as I fall. 
 
    “Oomph.” He collapses forward. 
 
    We’re both crouched on the ground, panting as we regard each other. 
 
    An unspoken truce, a moment’s respite. 
 
    I tilt my head. “You’re in good shape for someone your age,” I say as I straighten, winded. “But without these”—I gesture to my bullet wounds— “you’d already be dead.” 
 
    He stands, also breathless. “They’re going to kill you, you know.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I caress the spot where the bullet entered my leg. “But not before I take you down.” 
 
    He lunges, slamming his fist into my chin. 
 
    Once again, I’m on the ground. 
 
    The pain from the silver is nauseating, messing with my focus, seriously reducing my chances of survival. Marcus leaps over me to enter the kitchen. As I scramble up, a knife whizzes past my head. I duck. Another one grazes my arm. I dive forward, reaching the doorway before he can release the third in his hand. I kick out with my uninjured leg and the knife clatters to the floor. He retreats a couple of steps, and I advance, jabbing at him, his head jerking back as I land two, three blows to his face. His hand, scrabbling on the kitchen counter, finds a frying pan. In the next moment, my cheekbone meets cast iron. The blow doubles my vision, shaking my foundation. 
 
    When I look up, he’s across the room, picking the gun off the floor. Before I can get to him, he gets off another shot. It hits my left shoulder. 
 
    “Stop. Fucking. Shooting me. Face me without a gun.” 
 
    “You’re the Cursus Ultimatum.” His voice is cold. “I’m no fool.” 
 
    He shoots, but I jerk back just in time. Again, he raises the gun. This time there’s only a hollow click. He’s out of bullets. He raises surprised eyes to me. 
 
    “Someone’s not counting.” 
 
    Marcus is strong and a skilled fighter, but he’s no gunman. Neither am I, but I re-watched Deadpool a few weeks ago. I know to count bullets. 
 
    He growls in anger, his hand fumbling in his pocket for more ammo as he runs up the internal staircase to the third floor. At the south end, tucked to the left, a door labelled Roof Access swings shut. Clutching my shoulder, I follow him, panting, my lungs tightening as fresh toxins leak from the bullet into my body, my blood and my brain. 
 
    When I emerge into the dark, stormy night, Marcus is already at the far side of the roof. Having successfully reloaded, he faces me with a triumphant smile. 
 
    “Isn’t it about time for that chat?” I wince and stumble as I cross the roof. It feels as if the three bullets are tunneling through my insides, trying to meet up in the middle. 
 
    “Chat?” 
 
    “When you tell me about your evil plan, how and why you did all this.” 
 
    Marcus spreads his hands, the gun dangling loosely from his fingers. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    I inch forward, even this small movement sending darts of pain through my entire body. Marcus steps back, making sure there’s at least ten feet between us. 
 
    “What happened to Rica? Did you kill him?” 
 
    “Oh, you found him, did you?” 
 
    “He used his credit card. I knew he was staying in 809.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the crafty one.” 
 
    “But, you know what I don’t get? Why would Rica use his credit card in the same hotel where the final fight was going down? It puts him at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    A slow smile creeps across Marcus’s face. “You’re no dummy, are you, Tamzin?” 
 
    “You set him up. You used his card to book the room, lured him there, and then you killed him. And he’s clearly been dead for a while, so it must have been you coordinating the uprising.” I shake my head, sick with disbelief. “Why? You’re the head of the Consillium.” 
 
    “It’s all your fault, Tamzin. When you bested those three Enforcers, it cast everything we do into doubt. Word got out to the community. They were starting to question our leadership. Rogues were starting to think we were no longer a threat.” 
 
    “So, you needed a massive fight to show everyone you could deal out punishment? You created an uprising just so you could crush it?” 
 
    “The intention was not for such a large fight.” Marcus shakes his head, tsking. “But it gave me the opportunity to get rid of certain individuals. Clean house, so to speak.” 
 
    “You’re talking about me, right? But why text Alexis, pretending to be Rica, to say you had a surprise for me? You must have known Alexis wouldn’t send me out into the fight after that.” 
 
    “I needed to control where you were. I wanted you here, out of the way, until I was ready for you to go to the Continental. That”—he gestures at the bullet in my side— “was supposed to be a kill shot.” 
 
    The wound throbs. 
 
    “It all got so messy.” Marcus sighs. “You were supposed to either be sitting in the containment room waiting for me to find the right opportunity, or wearing silver.” 
 
    “So, all that stuff about me repenting was Byron trying to get me out of the way, or make sure I was weak so you could take me out?” 
 
    “Yes. Or at the very least, make you angry enough to renounce the Consillium, again.” Marcus rolls his eyes. “But I’ve learned plans change, and one has to be flexible in these situations. Roll with the punches, so to speak. And I couldn’t have you out in the fight, protecting my other target. You seem to have formed quite a bond with him.” 
 
    “Alexis.” I nod as it hits me. “Because Alexis was challenging you, right? Because he’s popular, and the Armandi lineage is a threat to you, your position?” I’m guessing here, but Marcus is nodding. 
 
    “And what about Mason? Was he part of your spring clean?” I hiss. 
 
    “Mason was… both a blessing and a curse. It was dumb luck he came along that night. He was able to help Rica hide in the city and report on your status. But then…” Marcus’s eyes narrow with malice. “It was irritating, to say the least, when he grew a conscience.” 
 
    “You didn’t think he’d tell, did you?” I whisper, realizing the truth. “Never in a million years did you think party-boy Mason would sacrifice himself for someone else. For me.” I choke back a sob. “He ruined the surprise, didn’t he? And then Alexis rallied the troops, and you had a bigger fight on your hands, and everyone knew Rica was involved.” 
 
    “Yes, and we all know Rica wouldn’t have gone down with the ship, so…” 
 
    “So, you had to kill him.” 
 
    I clutch my side. The silver is killing me. 
 
    “And I was right to do so.” His eyes level with mine as he raises the gun. “Because it turns out Rica planned to double-cross me. I didn’t know about the fight at the Continental until this afternoon. It was supposed to be where we coordinated the uprising—I told Rica I paid cash for the room and used a fake name, of course—but he had planned for those Rogues to show up himself. And of course, he killed Byron and Brinley.” Marcus pauses, eyes cast upward as he thinks to himself. “Maybe he was trying to overthrow the Consillium for real. Or maybe it was a power grab. Maybe he thought by then you and Alexis would be out of the way and he had only me to take out. Then he could blame all of this on me.” 
 
    “So, the original plan was to get the Rogues riled up to the point they staged a small coup, which you could crush, show off the might of the Consillium, and get rid of me and Alexis in the process?” 
 
    Marcus nods. “Very good, Tamzin. You’re paying attention.” 
 
    “What about the Code of the Consillium, Marcus, isn’t it your number-one priority? To make sure we aren’t exposed? Good job.” 
 
    My brain is foggy, clouded with toxins from the silver, and Marcus is splitting into two as my vision blurs. I take a breath and reach deep inside for more strength, from somewhere, to keep going. But until when? No one knows where we are, everyone is out there fighting, or hiding. It’s just me and Marcus. And this ends tonight. 
 
    “Needless to say, things escalated. As I said, the Rogues at the Continental were Rica’s doing, but regardless, if Mason hadn’t fallen for you… felt the need to stand up for you and expose Rica, Alexis wouldn’t have had as much time to mount a defense and the fight would have been much smaller. I would have been able to execute Alexis and you, nice and easy, all done.” Marcus massages the left side of his jaw, already darkening with a bruise. 
 
    “All of this has been about getting rid of me.” I nod as it dawns on me. “It was you who ordered the Enforcers in the beginning, wasn’t it.” 
 
    Marcus nods slowly. “Rica was already unpopular, and senior Principali believed it was he who had engaged the Enforcers without following proper procedures. So I went along with this, pretending to look for him and bring him to justice, make him face the consequences. Meanwhile, he hid out in the city and we hatched this plan. Once this Rogue uprising failed and you were identified as the instigator, he could emerge as a hero. He’d have to face some sort of Tribunal himself, of course, a formality, but everything would be back to the way it’s supposed to be.” Marcus pauses. “It would have worked out perfectly.” 
 
    Marcus eyes me, and I eye the gun. 
 
    “This whole time, Rica was just following orders?” 
 
    “Your mere existence seemed to be some sort of red flag for him, but Rica’s problem was more with your great grandmother Tessa, than you. She made a fool of him all those years ago, and I suspect he never got over it. And then you show up, looking like her and acting like her. He was all too happy to come down on you hard. But yes, it was at my instruction.” He tsks to himself. “You know… I suspected our normal Enforcers wouldn’t be enough to end you, but we thought it was worth a try.” 
 
    “Worth a try?” 
 
    Marcus has turned my life upside down, and he’s talking about it like he decided to change the color of his Twitter account. When people described Marcus as ruthless, they weren’t doing him justice. Psychopath, springs to mind. 
 
    I press my hand against my side, trying to stop the burning, pulsing pain. 
 
    “But why am I a threat to you, Marcus? Why all of this to take me out? Because I’m strong?” 
 
    “You’re the Cursus Ultimatum, Tamzin, and I know things. I have sources. You have to be stopped.” 
 
    “Stopped? What do you think I’m going to do, exactly?” 
 
    He takes a breath, contemplating his answer. I suck in oxygen, trying to stabilize myself, to find strength and focus. The night air, even with the weight of humidity, feels like an elixir, but it’s not enough to stop the poison rampaging through my body. 
 
    “You’re going to change everything.” 
 
    Dark, heavy rainclouds, loaded with promise, press down on me. 
 
    “How’s Vincent by the way?” Marcus continues. “I hear he’s… not quite himself. Cedric got to him, didn’t he? He ruined Vincent that night.” 
 
    With a cry of rage, I launch myself at him, but the silver bullets are like nets wrapped around my muscles, and by the time I reach him, cold metal is pressed against my forehead. A slow, succulent smile spreads across his face as he relishes this moment, choosing and savoring his words. 
 
    “Vincent was a shame. I always liked him,” Marcus says, keeping the pressure of the gun on my forehead. “Cedric, that lunatic, I knew he had certain, let’s call them, proclivities, but he was the one most likely to get the job done.” Marcus breaks off, looking thoughtful. “He was rather taken with you. He wrote me, you know, an actual letter. Talking about your potential.” Marcus shakes his head as if musing over what could have been. “Shame we’ll never find out for sure.” 
 
    He pushes the barrel against my forehead, but I’m no longer thinking about the gun and the silver bullets bearing my name. I’m thinking about Cedric. I’m thinking about that night on Lakeview Hills when he told me about my power. That night, he showed me what he could do with his mind, but I fought back. 
 
    Relief washes through me, and I smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Reminding me of something.” 
 
    Power and purpose. Pure and sweet, it spirals through me, and with clenched fists I gather it, channeling it into my mind. I focus my attention on his trigger finger. His hand trembles. I close my eyes and go deeper, imagine being inside his mind, taking control of the motor signals between his brain and limbs. The pressure of the gun lifts, and I open my eyes. A bead of sweat rolls down Marcus’s temple. A twitch of confusion in his eyes. I push harder. His eyes roll back inside his head. He makes a choking sound, but it’s not his airflow he should be worried about. He turns the gun toward his own head, eyes bulging from the effort of fighting my commands. A gasp escapes his lips as the barrel of the gun makes contact with his temple. 
 
    “How—” 
 
    “I’m just accessing my potential, Marcus.” 
 
    Helicopter blades beat from above and the wail of sirens rise up from below. Pain eats away at my cells like acid burning through plastic. 
 
    “You said I’m going to change everything, and you’re right. I’m the harbinger of change, and the first thing I’m going to change is you. The Consillium needs new leadership.” 
 
    “Don’t. You can’t.” 
 
    “I can. And it was you who did this. You made me a killer.” 
 
    “You’re deluding yourself,” he gasps. “It’s in you, Tamzin, deep within your core, waiting for an opportunity to be released.” 
 
    I flinch, but recover. “No. You turned me into what I am. You want someone to blame? Blame yourself.” 
 
    The hiss of the gunshot is a scream in the night. 
 
    He falls backward, and so do I. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Alexis and Dana swept into the Consillium offices. 
 
    The rooms were dark and quiet except for a faint hum coming from the conference room. 
 
    “Tamzin?” Dana called, throwing on the light switch. “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Have you tried calling her?” Alexis asked, pulling out his phone. 
 
    “No answer.” 
 
    On the second level, they took in the scene of destruction before them. Blood spattered the walls and carpet, the dining room table was overturned, two chairs were broken and a lamp had been smashed. 
 
    “We don’t need to ask where the fight ended up,” Dana said. “And Tamzin was involved, this is her blood.” There’s a wobble to her voice. “But who was she fighting? It must have been Rica, but I can’t sense him. Can you?” 
 
    Alexis shook his head. “No, I don’t think he’s been here.” He ascended the stairwell to the third floor. “Dana?” he called, eyeing a trail of blood. “They went up to the roof.” 
 
    A minute later, Alexis stood looking down at Marcus, lying in a pool of his own blood, a hole blasted in his forehead. The gun rested a couple of feet from his right hand. 
 
    “Holy crap, Marcus?” Dana said. “Surely he didn’t shoot himself?” 
 
    “And was he involved in the uprising?” Alexis shook his head. 
 
    “This doesn’t make sense.” Dana moved away to pace the length of the roof, checking the ground below each of the four sides. “I don’t get it, Alexis. Tamzin was definitely here. I can smell her scent. This is her blood.” She pointed to a spatter of droplets near Marcus. 
 
    “So where the hell is she now?” 
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Want more? Book III of The Lucan Trilogy – Ultimatum – is available here. For a taste, keep reading… 
 
   


  
 

 Ultimatum: Chapter 1 
 
    I’m crouched by the door, my clothes covered in blood. 
 
    The windows to my right are shielded by ugly gray curtains. Outside, traffic sweeps past in a continuous roar. I must be near the highway. Facing me are twin single beds that both look like they’ve been slept in recently. Across the room there’s a kitchenette beside a closed door, which I guess is the bathroom. Next to the large TV mounted on the wall is a chair, lying on its side. 
 
    Where am I and what am I doing here? 
 
    Moving gingerly, I straighten and take a couple of steps to the window to pull back the curtains. An ugly pink sign tells me at I’m at The Splendor Inn. It’s vaguely familiar and I was right about the highway, I can see it from here. 
 
    A dull ache throbs from my ribcage, left shoulder and right thigh. There is no mystery as to the reason for this pain, the memory of Marcus shooting me with silver bullets is all too vivid. But when I reach under my clothes to probe the tender areas, my wounds have been dressed. 
 
    Someone has removed the bullets. 
 
    Still moving carefully, I cross the room and open the bathroom door. Spilling out of the wastebasket under the basin are wads of bloody cotton wool and used dressings. I turn back to the main room. Sitting on the credenza under the TV is a small black bag I didn’t notice at first. It looks like it might hold makeup or toiletries but inside the main pouch is sterile solution, tweezers, more cotton wool, a suture kit, and over-the-counter pain medication. A first aid kit. I touch my hand to my torso, able to feel the dressing under my tank. 
 
    Part of what happened here is as clear as day, but the rest is a mystery. 
 
    I right the chair in the corner and sit on it, my head buzzing with questions. The full moon ended last night, I can feel its departure, the absence of its pull. Which means I have more than 24 hours unaccounted for. After being on the rooftop with Marcus—no memory holes there—it’s a total blank, but the remnants of raw emotion and volatility still course through my body, making me tremble with unease. 
 
    I look down at the red stains on my clothes. Some are from my fight with the Rogues and the blood on my right leg came from when Marcus shot me, but why is my left leg also soaked in blood? I reach down and finger the material. It’s been slashed two, no, three times. Did this happen during the Rogue fight without me noticing? There’s one slice above the knee, another three or four inches higher, and one more above. They seem too even, too measured to have happened during a fight. The streaks of dried blood covering my right arm suggest another injury I can’t remember. I look around the room again, as if there might be some clues hidden within this ugly décor. 
 
    How did I get here? Someone must have brought me but where are they now? I’m alive and I’m bullet-free, but I can’t shake the feeling something bad happened here. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a wave of fatigue rushes through my body, forcing me to stagger to the closest bed, my knees almost buckling as my body lands on the worn mattress. I have unanswered questions, but more urgent is the need for sleep. 
 
    IT IS AFTERNOON when I wake, ravenous and barely rested, having only been able to catch snatches of sleep in between tossing and turning, images and memories pulling and clawing at me for attention. 
 
    In the kitchenette area I’m thrilled to discover a full two-liter bottle of water in the little fridge as well as a bunch of ready-made meals. This is not your average motel room setup. No, someone was prepared to stay here for a few days. The question is, were they counting on me being here too, or was it unexpected? I check the cupboards and find more water and a bunch of junk food. Almost salivating, I grab a maxi-sized bag of chips and tear it open. I shove a handful into my mouth then put one of the meals into the microwave. I lean against the wall and chug back nearly a liter of water before continuing to munch on chip after chip, hand to mouth with methodical precision. 
 
    Feeling less shaky as calories enter my bloodstream, I survey the room again. From this angle I can see something tucked behind the credenza underneath the TV, next to where the chair was overturned. I push myself off the wall and walk over. When I see what it is, and what’s next to it, I draw back with a sharp intake of breath. It’s a bundle of rope… and there’s blood on the carpet. Spatters, then a soaked circle, then more spatters leading to the door. It was hard to see at first, with the swirly red, gray and black pattern of the carpet, but now it’s obvious. 
 
    Hesitantly, I crouch down to get closer. The blood is mostly mine, but not all of it. Whoever else was here with me, at some point they were bleeding too. 
 
    With the microwave still whirring, I cross the room to the bathroom. In addition to the blood-stained dressings there is a tube of Dove Extra Fresh men’s shower gel sitting in the shower, and an empty Red Vine wrapper on the floor near the vanity. The microwave dings. Just as I’m about to leave the bathroom, I notice that the small window above the toilet is open. I stand on the toilet seat and push my head through. This room is on the ground floor and the window is big enough for a not-very-large person to climb out. 
 
    Is that what happened? 
 
    My stomach curls. 
 
    I go back to the kitchenette and pull out the ready meal. Plastic fork in hand, I settle on the bed and try to think as I shovel the gooey, meaty, cheesy food into my mouth. Someone got those silver bullets out of me and saved my life. 
 
    But what else happened?  
 
    AFTER I HAVE demolished two ready meals and the entire bag of chips, I remove my dressings—my wounds have healed and the bandages are starting to itch—and sit on one of the beds. 
 
    Night is falling, and sparks of memory—raw, dark and murky, more sensation than image—flood through me, confronting me with suggestions of awful truths I don’t want to know. Did the Rogue uprising and my rooftop showdown with Marcus really happen the night before last? Parts of the fight are a blur while others play in lurid detail. Three memories are competing for attention in a sadistic, tortuous loop. Marcus’s wide eyes, as I used my mind to make him send a silver bullet directly into his brain; Rica, in the bathroom of room 809 at the Continental hotel, lying in a pool of his own blood like a forgotten bag of meat; and Mason, slumped on the floor with a silver bullet in his chest, taking his last breath. 
 
    Tears slide down my cheeks, dripping into my nose as I drop my head into my hands. Mason will never lie beside me in bed again. I’ll never feel him fitted against my body, smelling like aftershave and cigarette smoke. He’ll never make me laugh with exasperation. We only dated for a couple of short months, maybe you couldn’t even call it dating, hung out, whatever. I still felt something for him. I still care he’s dead. It doesn’t matter Mason put himself in the firing line by being Rica’s sidekick then confessing it all to the Consillium. He didn’t deserve to die. I lie back on the bed and pull the covers up around me. I bring my knees to my chest to curl into a ball and let the steady rhythm of my tears rock me to sleep. 
 
    I WAKE BEFORE dawn. 
 
    Sick of the sight of these four walls and the hidden memories they contain, I venture outside. I don’t have a phone—I’ve already searched the room—and I don’t know how I’m getting home. I still need to figure out where I am. There are a few cars parked outside rooms but it’s still dark and no one else is up yet. There’s a dim light coming from the reception so if I went over there I could probably ring a bell to get service. But I have no clue if this room is paid for and I won’t be checking out in any official way. I sneak past the office, just in case someone is there, and walk down a small throughway to another carpark. 
 
    I stop in my tracks. No wonder I recognized the name of the motel. It’s the truck stop where I started that fight after the failed home invasion. While I was Rogue. Where I beat up six truckers. Did I come here by myself? I couldn’t have, not the state I was in. 
 
    So who brought me here and why? 
 
    I WAIT FOR a break in traffic then jog across the road to my apartment building. 
 
    I’m here courtesy of the kindness of strangers. One strange but kind old lady, to be exact. She’d pulled in to buy something from the small store near the truck stop and had spotted me hovering nervously to one side. She didn’t even seem to notice the state of me, she was only worried about a young lady on her own in this dangerous world. She might be right about that, regardless of whether this young lady has supernatural abilities or not. 
 
    The sidewalk is full of people going about their business. Amid the self-involved chaos of downtown, my torn and bloody clothes aren’t worthy of so much as a second glance—it’s one of the reasons I love my neighborhood. Outside the main door I pull out my keys—the zip pocket in the side is one of the reasons I love these pants. But, I sigh as I run my hands against the slashed material, they’ve lived their last life now. 
 
    I walk up the stairs with slow determined steps. When I reach the fourth floor I pause. Someone’s sitting outside my apartment, his back against the door, asleep. Beautiful, timeless, somehow graceful even as he slumbers. 
 
    “Nikolai.” 
 
    He startles and jumps up, his body teeming with tension. He stares at me without speaking, his eyes burning into mine. His brow creases with emotion as he jolts into action, covering the distance between us in just a few strides. 
 
    “Thank God.” He scoops me up, one strong arm around my waist and the other around my shoulders, gathering me into him as he buries his head in my neck. His voice catches as he says, “You’re alive.” 
 
    WE SIT ON the couch, both clutching bottles of water. 
 
    “The uprising failed. Everything worked out fine,” Nikolai repeats. “Dana, Ruby and Alexis… are all okay.” 
 
    I nod slowly, still shaky and numb. Maybe I’m not totally healed after all. Maybe it’s the traces of silver still running through my bloodstream, but now that I’m back in my normal environment, the magnitude of the past few days is swarming over me, shocking me into immobility. Did I really kill the head of the London Consillium and wake up in a motel room with no memory of what happened, except the sense it was something bad? 
 
    “There were casualties, as you know.” Nikolai looks down. “Pedro, Gordon, Elijah, a few other fighters, and… both Maxwells.” Nikolai’s eyes flick to mine. “You know about Mason?” 
 
    I nod again, a slow drop of my chin. 
 
    “And Rica?” 
 
    Again, I nod. 
 
    “Tamzin, now’s probably not the time, but Dillon is at the office and you should probably go talk to him soon.” 
 
    “Dillon?” 
 
    “He’s head of the West Coast. At least, for now.” 
 
    I’ve only met Dillon once, briefly, when he’d shown up at the Consillium offices at the last minute to help stop the Rogue uprising. He used to be Alexis’s second in command on the east coast and seems like a good guy, but he’d been instantly wary of me. Maybe because the first thing I did was send out an uninvited mind probe to check who he was. 
 
    “What does he want to talk to me about?” 
 
    “What happened on the roof, with Marcus,” Nikolai pauses, “you were there, right?” 
 
    He already knows I was, I can tell. He’s just being polite. 
 
    My throat is tight. “Yes.” I fiddle with my water bottle. “But I can’t, Nikolai. Not yet. Is that okay?” 
 
    “I understand.” His gaze lands on me. He’s got the self-restraint not to barrage me with questions but he obviously wants to know. “Can you tell me where you’ve been?” 
 
    “Yeah, uh… after everything, I needed to get away, so… I went to a motel. To just… for some time, alone.” 
 
    Nikolai nods, his eyes staying on me. “So maybe tomorrow, you could come to the office and talk to Dillon?” 
 
    Tomorrow? But what about the 48 hour hibernation I’m already planning, in which I sleep, eat and don’t leave my apartment? 
 
    “What if I tell you, and you can tell Dillon and Alexis.” 
 
    “That’d be fine,” Nikolai says, his voice encouraging. “My father is in London, by the way. He’s taken over from Marcus. At least, for now. He’s the acting head of London, of the whole western sector.” 
 
    “Good for him,” I say. 
 
    I’ve always liked Alexis. Even when I was in trouble with the Consillium, it still sort of felt like he was on my side. 
 
    Nikolai nods, smiling. “So, after the Continental, you went back to the Consillium offices…?” 
 
    “Yes.” I take a breath. Time to get this over with. “Okay, here’s what I know. Here’s the whole scoop. It was Marcus and Rica. They were working together, this whole time. They set up the uprising together, but it was actually Marcus, from the beginning. He started everything. He told Rica to send Enforcers after me, he knew Cedric the Crawler was crazy, by the way… he knew he had proclivities.” I use air quotes, but that’s exactly what Marcus said on the rooftop. “Marcus knew where Rica was the whole time after he escaped and was supposedly on the run. They hatched the plan together, and the whole point of the uprising was to get rid of me, and Alexis—cos he’s competition for Marcus—but also to show the Consillium was still… uh, mighty.” I take a breath. “And Marcus killed Rica. At the Continental. I found him. The whole thing, the Rogue uprising, got bigger than Marcus planned, because Mason spilled the beans,” I swallow, “and outed Rica. And so Marcus thought he couldn’t trust him anymore and he got rid of him, and Mason,” I swallow, “because he knew too much… oh, and it was me who killed Marcus. On the roof. I, uh, killed him.” 
 
    I look down so I don’t have to wear the wide-eyed expression on Nikolai’s face. 
 
    “Tamzin,” Nikolai says, leaning forward, but I hold up my hand. If he touches me or says something nice, I will cry. 
 
    “Bit of a shocker, huh?” I say. “Plot twist!” 
 
    Nikolai nods. “When Alexis and Dana found Marcus on the roof and discovered he never went back to London, they did suspect,” he says. “But it’s good to hear the whole story.” His eyes bore into mine. Is he asking if that is the whole story, or is he just trying to reassure me? 
 
    “Thank you, Tamzin. For telling me.” 
 
    “No problem,” I say in a stupid jokey voice, trying to convince myself everything is light and breezy and I didn’t just admit to killing the head of the London Consillium. 
 
    “I have to get back to the office, there’s a call scheduled with my father.” He stands to leave. “Okay, I’ll let you… ” Nikolai’s hand waves down the length of my body. 
 
    I drop my gaze, remembering only now my clothes are ripped and bloody, and I haven’t looked in a mirror for days. I pat at my face and my hair, and shoot a panicked look at Nikolai. His mouth tugs upwards, then mine does too. 
 
    “Wow. I must look…” I run my tongue around my teeth. Oh my God. When was the last time I brushed my teeth? I raise a hand to my mouth and take a step backward, edging sideways toward the bathroom. Nikolai suppresses a smile as he watches me, then moves to the door. 
 
    “Wait, Nikolai?” He turns back. “I’m one hundred percent with the Consillium now, for sure.” 
 
    During the ride back here, replaying everything that’d happened during the night of the uprising, I realized it didn’t matter that it had been the head of the London Consillium who’d been plotting against me this whole time. It had felt so good to be with a team fighting for something important. The Consillium community is where I want to be, and now that Alexis is in charge, things are going to be even better. 
 
    “Just in case there was any doubt.” 
 
    “There’s not,” Nikolai says, crossing the room to me. I close my mouth and hold my breath. He takes my hand and pulls it toward his chest and covers it with both of his—incredibly strong and warm. “I was really worried about you,” he says softly. He’s so close the heat from his body reaches mine. “I have to go now, but can we get together soon? Just us?” 
 
    I swallow the nervous lump in my throat and nod. 
 
    OUTSIDE DANA’S APARTMENT building, I hesitate. 
 
    My hibernation plan is still a go, I just have to see Dana first and let her know I’m okay. She’ll kill me otherwise. Or worse, she’ll show up at my apartment and yank me out of bed. I stand at the entrance, readying myself to go upstairs. I bailed on Dana at the fight and left her to face the police. Everything turned out fine, but what if she’s angry and I get angry back? As I stare up at the building, chewing the inside of my lip as if that will help, a weird feeling crawls over my shoulders. Almost as if someone is watching me. I shake it off. I’m still on edge. 
 
    Dana’s door swings open before I get a chance to knock. She pulls me inside and hugs me for a full minute, her energy alternating from relieved to angry, but it doesn’t ignite anything in me beyond tiny reactionary sparks. She lets me go and pulls back to look at me. Her long hair is pulled up into a loose ponytail and she’s wearing gray sweats with a black tank, but still managing to look like she has just finished a photo shoot for Workout magazine. When I wear gray sweats people offer to buy me a hot meal. 
 
    “You should’ve called.” 
 
    “With what? My imaginary phone? From a nonexistent pay phone?” 
 
    The second option isn’t entirely true, I’d seen a payphone outside the motel. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but—” 
 
    “Hey, whose is this?” There’s a man’s jacket hanging on the hook behind the door. 
 
    “Dillon’s been staying here.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he stay at the Armandi’s?” 
 
    “He feels weird living and working in the same place so he’s going to find his own apartment. He’ll probably be here a while since he’s the acting head, since Vincent…” Dana trails off. 
 
    Vincent didn’t formally step down from his position, but no one’s deluded enough to think he might show up wondering why Dillon has taken over. 
 
    “So, Vincent’s still…” 
 
    Dana shakes her head. 
 
    Vincent’s been weird since he woke up from the coma Cedric put him in, and instead of recovering he got stranger and stranger, withdrawing from his normal activities and from the Consillium community altogether. He didn’t fight with the Consillium against the Rogues, and the last thing he said to me was the Consillium wasn’t a safe place for me anymore. For either of us. Since it turned they were trying to take me out, Vincent was right, and I wouldn’t mind talking to him. He might have some inside information. 
 
    “Vincent hasn’t even been in touch with Ruby?” 
 
    “She says no.” Dana’s gaze levels on mine. “So.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what happened and where you’ve been?” 
 
    Tension presses on my shoulders. Can I bring myself to tell her? 
 
    “Can we go eat? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Sure.” She studies my face again. “You’re sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I nod, but am I? 
 
    It’s normal to feel wildness and volatility during the full moon cycle, but now, a couple of days afterward, even with the sensation that my brain is wrapped in cotton wool, I can still feel it thrumming just below the surface. 
 
    I don’t feel entirely in control of myself. 
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