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			For my whip-smart, goofball son, whose devotion to cheese remains unparalleled in its fervency. He’s the real-life hero of his own story, and I’m ridiculously proud of him.
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			Prologue

			20 years ago

			As the door to the hallway opened, Gwen Wexloff looked up from the waiting room’s picked-over refreshments table with significant reluctance. Even a well-funded academy like Delphi offered very few celebratory cheese platters, in her experience. And since she was graduating soon and understood all too well the limited nature of her own oracular talent, she figured their appearances in her life were shortly going to devolve from rare to nonexistent.

			Gather ye cubes of Colby-jack—such a speckly crowd-pleaser of a cheese!—while ye may, and so forth.

			At the sight of the stranger in the doorway, however, she abruptly straightened, donned her most winning smile, and did her best to radiate the air of someone who definitely hadn’t been poised to wrap the final remaining slivers of Brie in a napkin and tuck them in her thrift-store tote.

			From the looks of the demon’s slick black suit, he was an emissary from the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council, despite his seeming youth. Not part of the oracle verification panel in the adjoining room, though, since those panelists were currently evaluating Matilda Tinley’s staggeringly powerful visions. Because the testing proceeded alphabetically, Gwen would be both the next and final newly minted eighteen-year-old getting verified at Delphi Academy this month. Also the worst. By far.

			But at least her caboose status had left her alone with the cheese…until now.

			The demon was lingering silently in the doorway, dark brows drawn in seeming confusion as he scanned her, then the otherwise-empty waiting room, then her again.

			As she walked over to him, she studied him right back.

			Apart from the small, curved horns half-buried in his thick brown hair, he appeared more elfin than demonic. Most demon males around his apparent age were pretty boys, their dazzling looks camouflaging their calculating natures, rather than slim, nondescript twentysomethings of unremarkable height and angular features. That said: The demon’s suit hugged him like a best friend, his eyes were weary but sharp, and he radiated authority.

			He might not look like an average demon, and he might not be much older than her, but her instincts told her he contained more power within him than most observers might suspect. And apparently he wasn’t much of a talker.

			Despite his continued silence and scrutiny, she didn’t let her smile flag.

			“You must be part of the SERC inspection task force.” As usual, the headmaster had warned students to be on their best behavior during the yearly inspection, both to discourage the Council’s interference in school matters and to justify the funding they granted to Delphi. “I’d be happy to help direct you wherever you meant to go.”

			He paused before answering. “I meant to come here.”

			Maybe he’d been sent to interview her because his pickings were otherwise slim? By this point in the evening, almost all her classmates would have returned to their dorms or the leisure-oriented areas of the campus hours ago.

			Honestly, a distraction from her worry over her upcoming test would be welcome.

			“In that case…” She waved him inside, and after another instant of hesitation, he closed the door behind himself and followed her to the faux-leather two-seater couch near the refreshments table. “Please, make yourself comfortable. Would you like anything to eat or drink? Maybe a slice of melon or some grapes? I can make a plate for you.”

			She hovered near the table as he sat, hoping he wouldn’t spot those half-melted slivers of—

			“I suppose I’d like some Brie,” he said to her dismay, his voice quiet but clear. “Thank you very much.”

			Her shoulders slumped slightly. “Sure!”

			As she reached for a fresh paper plate, though, he cleared his throat. “Upon second thought, I believe I’d enjoy the melon more.”

			“It would be my pleasure,” she told him with all sincerity, and began loading up his plate with the honeydew she loathed. “Anyway, you probably want to hear about my experiences at the school?”

			“I…yes. Whatever you’re comfortable telling me.” He accepted the overloaded, sagging plate and a fork with murmured gratitude. “I’m Hugh, by the way. A representative from SERC, as you surmised.”

			“Gwen. Lovely to meet you.” She claimed the last two pieces of Brie for herself with only a small twinge of guilt. From the looks of him, he could easily afford all the bloomy-rind deliciousness he might desire. “I’m happy to chat about whatever you’d like.”

			Other than her plan to squirrel away any remaining cheese cubes inside her purse, anyway.

			The couch squeaked as she settled beside him, and she took a sip of her ginger ale as she discreetly inhaled his faint, pleasantly smoky scent. Wow, his body really radiated heat up close. She’d heard that about demons. Never experienced it personally before now, though.

			“Okay, so. The teachers are fantastic and incredibly patient. Especially Ms. Carr in the Prophetic Skills Department, who…” she began.

			As she rambled, he ate his melon and asked occasional follow-up questions, his brown eyes intent on her. He didn’t fidget. Didn’t look away.

			He listened to her as if she were…well, important. Which she wasn’t, but feeling otherwise—if only for a fleeting minute with a stranger—was glorious. Under his steady, patient gaze, with his proximity warming her entire right side, her tension gradually eased, and her smile turned entirely genuine.

			He was cute. Solemn and not much of a talker, but cute.

			Did demons ever date humans? More specifically, would a demon powerful enough to represent SERC at such a young age ever consider asking out an oracular lightweight like her?

			Her common sense said no. But when he angled himself to face her more directly and his knee bumped hers, he didn’t move away. Neither did she. And even through his suit pants and her leggings, that bare inch of contact hitched her breath and sent pleasant tingles up her spine.

			After several minutes, she began wrapping things up. “Anyway, all of us really like having individual rooms in our dorm, even if we have to share bathroom facilities.”

			Gwen especially appreciated the lack of a roommate, given her sibling-packed, overcrowded bedroom back home…not to mention her utter failure to make friends at the academy.

			Oracles were notoriously competitive—everyone wanted the best-paid, most perk-filled positions available after graduation—and standoffish. After all, too much camaraderie could persuade them to let down their guard and let critical, proprietary information slip. And shared information was wasted information, useless in building an oracle’s reputation or earning their keep with their eventual employer, who invariably preferred to be the sole entity benefiting from said information.

			Besides, Gwen had long ago earned her reputation at the academy as an oracular dud. Having to share a room with someone who clearly—and accurately—considered her an inferior seer, too underpowered to bother befriending or even acknowledging, would have hurt even more than her current isolation.

			“I’m so grateful to SERC for its generous funding, and I hope you pass that along to the councilors.” Exactly the sentiment her headmaster had urged students to share with the inspectors, and also her personal truth. “Is there anything specific you’d like to ask me?”

			“Yes.” Head tilted, he regarded her solemnly. “Although I get the sense you’re leaving out anything that might be considered unpleasant.”

			She had to laugh. “You’re a SERC official, Hugh. Under the circumstances, can you blame me?”

			“No, I can’t.” His eyes crinkled appealingly in answering amusement. “But…are you happy here at the academy? Is there anything you’d change?”

			Other than the negligible amount of talent she possessed and her utter loneliness? Neither of which he nor SERC could remedy with increased funding or by fiat?

			Her smile faltered. “Well…”

			No matter how patiently he might wait for her answer, he didn’t care about her personal problems. Why would he? Why would anyone?

			As long as he was asking, though, she shouldn’t lose this singular opportunity to argue for at least one important change at Delphi. Even though haranguing a SERC official required far more boldness than she typically possessed and wouldn’t please the headmaster either.

			But it was important, so she gathered her nerve and did the right thing.

			“I’m fine. Besides, I’m leaving the academy soon, so my happiness or lack thereof is unimportant.” When he frowned and opened his mouth to respond, she simply kept speaking. “I do have a suggestion for the Council, however.”

			He didn’t look happy about her dodge, but he let it go. “Yes?”

			“As you know, SERC prohibits outsiders from visiting the campus and disallows most travel to and from the academy for both students and faculty during the school year. For good reason.”

			Everyone—government agencies, corporations, wealthy elites—wanted a seer of their own, since having an oracle’s predictive capabilities at one’s disposal generally led to big money. Many of those who couldn’t bid highly enough to claim the most talented Delphi Academy graduates would, if given the opportunity, gladly abduct those students instead. So would numerous criminal gangs, human or otherwise, both for profit reasons and to prevent prophecies of their future schemes.

			Unlike most other Enhanced designations, oracles’ power didn’t give them any good means of self-defense. They couldn’t place wards on their dorm rooms or incinerate their enemies or even read the thoughts of would-be abductors. Before graduation, then, their protection lay almost entirely in Delphi’s strict protocols and careful guardianship of its students.

			As the pitch-black joke at school went: What do you call a seer with a known address? Amber. Short for Amber Alert.

			High walls and armed guards surrounded the Delphi Academy campus, and even students’ families weren’t told its exact location. When attendees left for winter or summer holidays, they did so in secrecy, using false names. And immediately after graduation, the vast majority of seers traveled straight from their successful verification tests to their new workplaces…and disappeared from public sight entirely. Their names might appear in eventual news articles about thwarted catastrophes or unlikely investments that made billions, but those stories would feature no information that could potentially lead to the responsible oracles’ locations.

			“I fully understand the need for tight security. Here’s the thing, though.” When she laid a hand on Hugh’s forearm, his dark suit’s sleeve was warmer than a blanket plucked fresh from the dryer. “I realize demons don’t get sick, but humans do.”

			“Yes.” His dark brows had beetled again. “From what I understand, SERC funds an acute-care medical facility on this campus to address that very issue.”

			She squeezed his arm soothingly. “Which I appreciate, but that’s not my point.”

			His nod encouraged her to make that point, so she sucked in a deep breath and spoke plainly. “I don’t think you or most Supernaturals understand how unpleasant and frightening illness can be or the intense loneliness of feeling terrible without loved ones near. Even with a clinic close at hand.”

			When Matilda’s cough had turned to pneumonia last month, Gwen had ventured into the infirmary, despite knowing that her presence might not be welcome. She’d found her classmate crying for her mother—whose petition to visit her daughter had just been denied.

			“When students have anything more serious than a cold, either families should be allowed access or we should be sent to a secure medical facility outside Delphi where they can see us.” Gwen’s voice wobbled, but she laid out her opinions without apology. “Also, if our family or friends are seriously ill or injured, students and faculty should be able to leave campus. When Ms. Carr’s grandfather was dying a few years back, she couldn’t even say goodbye.”

			Gwen’s own parents couldn’t have afforded either the time off needed to travel to Delphi or the expense required to bring her home. But the changes would help others, which was good enough for her.

			Hugh didn’t withdraw in stiff affront at her temerity, as she’d half expected him to do. If anything, he leaned in even closer. So close that the faint brush of his minty breath against her face raised goose bumps.

			“All right.” When his lips pursed in thought, her gaze lingered there. “What should SERC do about their legitimate safety concerns, then?”

			It didn’t sound like a challenge. More an invitation to explain her thoughts further.

			She foundered for a moment, unused to anyone actually soliciting her opinion and uncertain how security logistics actually worked. Only—hadn’t her civics class recently discussed the absurdly expensive new building that housed the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council’s offices?

			“I don’t know. But if SERC can figure out how to secure their own headquarters, they can figure out how to secure this campus and its inhabitants more humanely,” she told him. “If they care enough to try.”

			“Fair enough.” His head dipped in a little nod. “I’ll raise the concern with my contacts on the Council and see what can be done.”

			She blinked at him. “Really?”

			He didn’t intend to question her ability to fully comprehend such fraught matters? Or simply make a show of listening before patting her on the head and dismissing her complaint as soon as he left this waiting room?

			“I suspect you’re right.” His forehead creased as he considered the issue. “Some of the councilors are functionally immortal. All the others have access to expensive, high-powered healing spells, so even the Enhanced humans within SERC may not recall how it felt to be sick and alone. And since there are no oracles presently on staff at SERC, no one there grapples with the sort of isolation that you and your classmates experience.”

			His free hand settled over hers for a fleeting moment, so lightly it was more a hot breeze than actual weight. “I’m sorry that they—we—haven’t had the empathy to fully understand your position before now. I’m grateful for your willingness to share the issue with me.”

			Would it be weird and embarrassing and creepy if she kissed him for saying all that?

			Yeah. Probably. Darn it.

			She nudged his knee with hers instead. “I’m grateful that you listened. Also that you did have enough empathy to care. As a thank-you, please accept the final two pieces of Brie from the cheese platter.”

			He’d earned that Brie. He should have it.

			When she plucked her plate from the side table and offered its contents to him, though, he lifted a hand in refusal. “You should either eat it here or take it with you, Gwen. For that matter, you should bring the remaining food from the platter back to your dorm, since you’re the final student facing the panel tonight. Otherwise, it’ll simply go to waste.”

			Well, who was she to argue? Especially when that’d been her plan all along?

			After one final, happy squeeze of his slim, hot forearm, she leapt to her feet, returned to the refreshments table, and began loading up her first napkin.

			“Um…” He hesitated. “So…what’s—what’s your favorite type of cheese?”

			She beamed at him over her shoulder. “What an excellent question!”

			“I…” His expression had turned a bit dazed. “Thank you?”

			“I mean, the problem is that I’ve had so little exposure to the truly great cheeses of the world. Right now, Brie is my favorite, although the cafeteria served French onion soup once and apparently put Gruyère on top, and that was incredible. So maybe Gruyère?” She thought for another moment as she piled cheddar cubes into a second napkin. “But it’s hard to know what I’d love most without experiencing all the types that exist. The book I’m reading right now, Curdled by Emme de Savoie, is set at a cheesemongers’ boarding school in Paris, and I’m learning about all sorts of different, delicious-sounding varieties.”

			“The novel’s title is Curdled?”

			“It’s a cheese reference,” she offered helpfully, then wanted to smack herself. “As you no doubt realized. Anyway, it’s the first book in de Savoie’s epic Dark Cheesemonger Tales series.”

			She hesitated, waiting for him to cut her off or change the subject.

			When he simply waited for her to continue, a wash of pleased warmth brought another smile to her lips as she readied a final napkin. “So…yeah. The story starts when the school’s top scholarship student, an American named Bree, is found dead in a pool of Velveeta. Authorities say it was an accident, but Bree’s closest friend, Mimi, thinks someone murdered Bree because of academic or romantic jealousy. Or even class-based resentment, since most of the other students are wealthy, and—”

			“The Velveeta might be a taunting reference to Bree’s relative poverty.” He sounded intrigued. “Or her nationality. Perhaps that might incite resentment too.”

			“Exactly.” Her smile growing, she snagged her tote from the floor by the couch and prepared to fill it with fromage. “Mimi—short for Mimolette—is one of the few other Americans and scholarship students at the academy. Once she starts investigating, she finds out that Rémy, the guy Bree was dating, is actually a vampire, so that complicates things, as does her growing attraction to him. And the fact that she’s poised to become the killer’s next target.”

			“Because of her status as a scholarship student, her Americanness, her investigation, or her involvement with the vampire ex.” Hugh ticked off the possibilities on his pale fingers. “Depending on Mimi’s grades, academic jealousy could be a motive too.”

			“Yes!” Gwen exclaimed, and opened her bag carefully. The zipper tended to jump its tracks if she tugged too hard. “In the chapter I’m reading now, she gets invited to a campus party and has a drink, then wakes up surrounded by masked kidnappers carrying Cheez Whiz containers, and I have no idea what’s going to happen next. Suffocation by Whiz? Initiation into one of the fromage-based sororities? Sordid sexual rituals involving processed cheese spread?”

			Honestly, Gwen was kind of rooting for the sordid rituals. The sex ed classes at Delphi Academy had been disappointingly clinical. Curdled, on the other hand, promised to contain a delightful amount of debauchery.

			After making an odd sort of choking sound, Hugh had begun to cough behind her.

			She tucked her napkins inside her tote and twisted to check on him. “Are you okay?”

			“F-fine.” He waved off her concern. “Just, uh, allergies.”

			“I’m sorry.” Her nose crinkled. “Maybe some water might help?”

			“I certainly hope so,” he said fervently.

			Maybe because she had the school library’s brick-like copy of Curdled in her bag right now, the zipper balked when she tried to secure it again.

			“Crap.” Digging past spare tampons and hair elastics, a bottle of generic Tylenol, the book, the cheeses, and a foldable comb, she unearthed the main problem. “Here. Hold this, please?”

			She shoved the item in his hand, and he stared down at it.

			“One second.” Hastily, she reconfigured the contents of her tote. “Okay. I think everything will fit now.”

			He didn’t seem to hear her.

			“This is”—he ducked his dark head to peer more closely at the item cupped in his hand—“what appears to be wedges of Swiss and Brie driving a convertible.”

			“Yup.” She plucked the plastic figurine from his palm. “It was a birthday present from my younger brother. You get the joke, right?”

			Absolute mystification had creased Hugh’s forehead. “What joke?”

			“ ‘Cheeses Take the Wheel’?”

			If anything, his frown deepened.

			Eager for him to understand and appreciate the gift, she pushed the tiny button on the side of the convertible, and a tinny-sounding plea for Swiss cheese salvation began playing.

			After several moments, he said, “Yes. The cheeses are controlling the automobile via the steering wheel.”

			Apparently SERC-affiliated demons didn’t keep up with popular music.

			The figurine’s sound promptly slowed to an excruciating low drone before dying entirely. She deposited the malfunctioning tchotchke into her tote with a shrug. And luckily, her zipper cooperated this time when she closed up the bag.

			He’d angled himself on the sofa to better watch her. “You have a brother?”

			“Two.” She settled down next to him again, placing the bag at her feet. “And one sister.”

			The lingering creases across his forehead smoothed, and his lips curved in a smile of startling sweetness. “I have a sister too. My twin, Eloise.”

			“You two are close?”

			If so, she was glad for them both. Because her parents couldn’t afford unnecessary travel costs, Gwen hadn’t seen her own siblings in over two years, not even for summer or winter breaks.

			As he nodded, they both shifted minutely on the couch—and suddenly, his knee was nudging hers again. Neither of them looked down, but neither of them edged away either.

			Antsy with nervous anticipation, she tugged at the hem of her slightly-too-small dress and tried unsuccessfully to suppress the flush prickling her cheeks and ears. Only to jerk in startlement when his hand caught at hers.

			Gently, he clasped her wrist and turned her palm upward. “That looks painful.”

			Together, they studied the scabbed slice wound there and the reddened skin around its edges. The unmistakable physical evidence of her many blood offerings to the prophetic Powers.

			At the reminder of what would be happening soon in the echoing auditorium just beyond this cozy waiting room, some of her effervescent excitement went flat. “My family really needs my test to go well today, so I’ve been practicing a lot at night on my own.”

			Not because she didn’t understand how to prompt her visions. Because she’d desperately needed a big revelation that she could sneakily substitute for one of her normal, piddling prophecies during the verification test. The main result: Her hand hurt even more than normal.

			She had diddly-squat. Her test tonight would be disastrous, both for her and everyone she loved, unless something unexpected happened.

			Hugh’s thumb lingered over her pulse, and something about that careful, hot touch helped calm her resurgent anxiety. “I’m sorry.”

			“Me too.” Impulsively, she twisted her wrist within his loose grasp and took his hand in hers. “But at least meeting you has helped distract me from what’s about to happen. Thank you.”

			He inclined his head, lips pressed tightly together. Then paused for a long time, brows pinched with some unknown worry, before speaking again.

			“Are you…” Carefully, so carefully, his fingers laced through hers. “Are you, um, particularly close to anyone here at the academy?”

			Who knew if she’d ever see Hugh again? What did she have to lose, anyway?

			“No.” Drumming up every ounce of her courage, she asked her own question in return. “Were you trying to ask whether I’m dating anyone? Because I’m not. Are you?”

			He shook his head, amber eyes aglow with cautious hope.

			“Would you—” She gulped over a chalk-dry throat and forced out the words. “Would you like to go on a date with me?”

			He hesitated for a worrisomely long time before answering.

			“I…” His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard too. “Gwen, you should know that—”

			Without warning, the door to the auditorium burst open, and a slim brunette demon came barreling inside the waiting room. “There you are!”

			A casual flick of the interloper’s booted foot slammed the door behind her. And even though her jaunty demeanor and easy grin provided a stark contrast to Hugh’s solemnity, the unmissable physical resemblance between the two demons immediately told Gwen who’d just entered the room.

			The same angular features that made Hugh so strikingly attractive had rendered his sister undeniably pretty. Eloise’s brown hair, the same shade as her brother’s, flowed over her shoulders in a glossy umber river. The same brown eyes evaluated Gwen with the same sharp intensity, even if Hugh’s twin was nearly chortling with inexplicable glee as she made her study.

			“The previous test is done. After we take a quick break, it’s your turn,” she said. “You’re Gwendolen Wexloff, right?”

			“Yes?” Gwen hadn’t meant to make that a question. “You’re on the verification panel?”

			Oh, gods and goddesses, her time was almost up…and her privacy with Hugh was gone.

			“Yep, sure am. Lovely to meet you. I’m Eloise Blacke, Hugh’s favorite—and only—sister.” Eloise sauntered over to Hugh, who’d let go of Gwen’s hand and stood to greet his twin. “I couldn’t resist coming to see what was happening right next door.”

			Gwen cringed. The panel had overheard her chatting with Hugh? How embarrassing.

			“El, don’t,” he warned his sister, even as his arm lifted to allow her to cuddle close.

			She looped her own arms around his waist and gave him a good squeeze. “I’m so happy for you, Hugh.”

			If fraternal looks could kill, Eloise would have burned to ash right then and there.

			She probably didn’t even notice, though, because her attention had returned to the lone human in the room. “Have you met many demons before, Gwen?”

			“Not…not up close?” Dammit, she really needed to start making definitive, firm statements. “Sometimes they’ve been guest speakers at the school.”

			“In that case, you may not know one of the most interesting tidbits about us.” Her smile as warm as the summer sun, she regarded Gwen with seeming delight. “Legend says that we recognize our other half—or our other two-thirds or three-quarters, depending on whether there’s polyamory involved—immediately. Isn’t that fascinating?”

			Streaks of ruddy color darkened Hugh’s high cheekbones, but he didn’t deny the claim. Silently, he stared down at his polished black shoes, the stiffness of his shoulders evident even through his suit jacket.

			Was Eloise…wait. Why would she share that bit of lore, except to indicate that Gwen might be his “other half”? But how could Eloise possibly know that when she hadn’t even been in the room with her brother?

			She was just teasing Hugh. Giving him a hard time in front of his possible crush, as mandated by ancient sibling tradition.

			For a moment, though, Gwen let herself dream. Let herself picture a future that included a demon with solemn brown eyes, satiny skin that radiated bone-melting heat, and the sort of careful kindness and attentiveness that could cocoon her from the world’s hurts for a lifetime.

			Eloise’s elbow nudged her brother’s side, and he nodded to himself and raised his head. Met Gwen’s searching, wondering gaze with his own.

			“Your invitation earlier, before my sister arrived…” He cleared his throat. “Gwen, it would be my honor and privilege to—”

			The speaker high on the wall crackled to life. “Gwendolen Wexloff, please report to the testing room. Our guests are waiting.”

			That sharp-toned announcement from the headmaster wasn’t a reminder. It was a reprimand. Apparently the panelists had grown tired of waiting for Eloise to escort Gwen to the auditorium, which…wasn’t good.

			She’d tried so hard to make a good first impression, with her best outfit and her neatest braid and even that dollar-store lipstick she’d found last week, and now they’d think she didn’t mind inconveniencing them.

			Frankly, though, they’d inconvenienced her too. What had Hugh been poised to say?

			Whatever he’d intended, he now turned his attention to the headmaster’s statement.

			He spoke clearly and loudly. “Today’s testing is scheduled to last another half hour. The proceedings are in no way delayed. Ms. Wexloff will arrive shortly.”

			After receiving that calm but pointed rebuke, the headmaster paused. “Very well, Mr. Blacke.”

			The speaker went silent once more, and Gwen peered at Hugh, entirely befuddled.

			How had the headmaster recognized the other male’s voice so easily and quickly? And why had he deferred to Hugh’s authority concerning the verification panel, which wasn’t even in the young demon’s purview?

			She rose to her feet and grabbed her tote, dread and confusion roiling her stomach.

			“I need to go.” Loath to let their nascent connection slip away without a fight, though, she cast him a pleading glance. “Look, Hugh, maybe we can talk more after my test? If you wait here or out in the hallway until I’m done—”

			“I…” He didn’t quite meet her gaze. “I’m on the panel, Gwen. I’m coming with you.”

			Shock rooted Gwen in place. “What?”

			“You didn’t tell her?” Smile collapsing in on itself, Eloise shifted out from under his arm and regarded her twin with disappointment. “Hugh…”

			He shifted his weight, his tone turning more formal as he addressed Gwen. “Since you’re today’s last candidate, I felt it best to personally escort you into the auditorium.”

			“Ah,” she said, as if she understood his reasoning. Although she didn’t.

			If he’d only intended to escort her, why had he missed Matilda’s test to do so? Couldn’t he simply have arrived between tests? And why the hells hadn’t he told her who and what he was instead of allowing her to think he was one of the inspectors? Had he been trying to catch her off guard for some reason?

			Did he want to find out ahead of time whether or not she contained sufficient power for the panelists to verify? Or whether she planned to cheat them somehow?

			He’d held her freaking hand. If she didn’t know better, she’d think the headmaster and the Council had concocted a weird honeypot scheme for her. Why go to all that bother, though, for someone with such limited importance as Gwendolen Wexloff? Did they resent the money they’d wasted on an oracular dud all these years that much?

			Before condemning Hugh as the Mata Hari of SERC, she wanted to be sure. “Did you deliberately lead me to believe you were one of the inspectors rather than a panelist in hopes I might tell you things I’d otherwise keep to myself?”

			“Yes.” He hesitated. “I—yes. That’s correct.”

			She stared hard at him, all the flustered warmth of her burgeoning attraction cooling into chilly disappointment.

			He met her eyes. Stared back at her with intent attention, as if silently taking her measure. Then his shoulders dropped. With a silent sigh, he gave another tiny nod.

			“We should go.” He spoke without inflection, seemingly unmoved by both his sister’s scowl and Gwen’s stricken, confused anger. “The panel is, in fact, waiting.”

			In a crisp movement, he swiveled on his heel and led the way toward the door.

			She obediently followed in his wake, even as mingled betrayal and anxiety threatened to buckle her knees beneath her. Her short-trimmed fingernails bit into her scabbed palms hard enough to sting.

			Hugh Blacke isn’t important now except as a panelist, she told herself. Worry about what’s about to happen in that auditorium, not your hurt feelings.

			Gods and goddesses knew, she had plenty of cause for dread there. She needed a damn miracle, pronto. Without one…

			She couldn’t bear to think about the consequences.

			“Ms. Wexloff.” Hugh paused in the doorway, his sharp jaw working. “This test doesn’t require any feats of memory or ingenuity. Simply prophesize in your accustomed manner, and all will be well.”

			He spoke to the door, not her, and his neutral tone obscured whether his comments were meant to be comforting or merely factual. Either way, they didn’t ease her hurt and resentment or change her awful situation.

			If she prophesized in her usual manner, all would not be well. Not for her.

			And worse than that: not for her family either.

			

			—

			Half an hour later, Hugh, Eloise, and the other panelists filed out of the auditorium. The door clicked shut behind them.

			Gwen sat alone under the spotlight and wept, her sobs echoing in the empty room.

			And when she finally left to call her family and confess her failure, she was sure of only one thing in this godsforsaken universe: From now until the day she fucking died, she’d avoid anything and anyone that would remind her of the catastrophic decisions she’d made in this auditorium. Hugh might have offered himself as a future resource before leaving, but his stilted, pro forma offer had been pointless. She would never, ever voluntarily see or speak to him or any member of that panel again.

			That much, at least, she knew.

			No prophecy necessary.
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			Present day

			Dawn hadn’t yet brightened the horizon when the taxi Gwen and her two troll companions, Lorraine and Kip, had hired approached Georgetown on New Year’s Day. Given the lack of sirens and police presence, she had to assume that word of the bloodshed over the past several days hadn’t yet spread to this area, even though Georgetown wasn’t far from the very neighborhood where that bloodshed had occurred.

			I.e., the Containment Zone. Her home.

			The Zone had been established over two decades ago in response to the first zombie outbreak at the secret governmental facility in northern Virginia where the creatures had been accidentally created. When a combination of human and Supernatural forces had countered the onslaught and driven the zombies back into their original underground compound, the government hadn’t chosen to bomb the compound into oblivion. Instead, in hopes that they might find a future—no doubt horrifying—use for the misbegotten creatures, authorities had simply walled off the area.

			They’d constructed four concentric stone rings of protection around the facility. Gates and drawbridges provided access through those walls and over the moats for Zone residents like Gwen and her friends, who were either foolish enough to voluntarily stay or too poor to leave.

			And several days ago, all communications systems had been disabled within the Zone, the gates through the inner walls had been opened, the drawbridges had been lowered, and the zombies had been freed from their compound and allowed to roam unhindered through the CZ. Countless residents had been slaughtered before Gwen and her companions had lured the creatures to a booby-trapped spot last night and eliminated the threat once and for all.

			During that entire time, the outermost wall—Wall Four—had remained firmly shut. It was the only reason zombies hadn’t overrun the entire DC region, although no one outside the Zone knew as much—except, of course, the perpetrators who’d engineered the disaster.

			Gwen and her companions had just broken through Wall Four in hopes of rectifying that matter. Despite their fear that public knowledge of the zombie breach and its cause would lead to a global war and unimaginable carnage.

			Their destination: a luxury apartment complex. Specifically, the luxury apartment complex where Hugh Blacke evidently lived.

			Her assigned task: Once their taxi driver brought them to the designated drop-off spot, she’d have to gain entrance to the building, get Hugh to meet with her, and then explain the situation and persuade him to trust her, for the sake of all human and Supernatural existence…despite her history with him.

			Fuck. Her. Life.

			“Need anything else to eat before you go?” Kip poked his head between the front seats of the SUV and peered at Gwen, who’d occupied herself during the brief ride by snacking on nuts and taking cautious sips of water. “I think we have a few Wagyu sliders left, and I’m getting a bit hungry myself. We could share ’em.”

			He’d already devoured an entire medium-rare prime rib inside the dilapidated SUV. Cocaine-addled hummingbirds probably envied that dude’s metabolism—and she envied his utter lack of nausea.

			“Yeah.” Lorrie drummed her gleaming nails on the ripped faux-leather seats. “Um, about the burgers.”

			Kip leaned over to search their insulated bags of food. He came up empty-handed.

			“You finished off the sliders?” Aggrievement creasing his handsome face, he punched his cousin in the arm. “Bro, what the hell? We were supposed to split them!”

			Gwen hoped they didn’t destroy the aging cab, which they’d flagged down not far outside the Containment Zone. Sure, trolls possessed famously cheery baseline dispositions. But at over eight feet tall, with sturdy, muscular frames and astoundingly long limbs, they could inflict serious damage when they got too animated. Or angry. Or hungry.

			Or worst of all: hangry.

			Some of their famed clumsiness was a front, but not all of it.

			“I got peckish.” Lorrie sniffed haughtily. “And you took too long inside the condo.”

			Before leaving the Zone, they’d driven to the cousins’ shared residence in Lorrie’s own ginormous, newer-model SUV. Kip had gone hunting for supplies inside the condo and left Lorrie alone with the trolls’ seemingly inexhaustible food bags.

			The temptation had clearly proven too much for her. And to be fair, Kip’s errand truly had taken far longer than anticipated.

			“I was getting the costume for G—” At that point, he apparently remembered their need to remain anonymous. Cutting himself off, he pointed at Gwen instead. “I was getting things for her! It’s not my fault our Halloween stuff had been packed away for the winter!”

			“Don’t play innocent with me, dude.” Lorrie rounded on him. “You were eating the last of our truffle-infused scalloped potatoes, you dick. I smell it on your breath!”

			So did Gwen, regrettably. Until approximately six weeks ago, she’d loved that distinctive, earthy aroma. Dreamed of scraping together enough cash for some truffle Brie, or—if she won the freaking lottery—a wedge of Moliterno al Tartufo. As with coffee, though, the scent of something she’d once adored now turned her stomach.

			At least their elderly cabdriver, an exceedingly tolerant werewolf wearing a Grateful Dead tee, apparently preferred energy drinks to coffee as a source of caffeine, wore no cologne, accepted cash, and asked no questions, for which Gwen thanked all the gods and goddesses above.

			“Troll cousin, my ass. More like a truffle hound cousin,” Kip muttered. “Gonna start calling you a Lagotto Romagnolo and sell you to the Italians.”

			For that, Lorrie elbowed him in the gut. He hunched over on himself, gagging.

			Gwen carefully put down her almonds, breathed shallowly, and did her best not to gag along with him.

			Their long-suffering driver heaved a long-suffering sigh.

			“Sorry, sir.” Lorrie’s apology sounded sincere, and she spoke to Gwen next. “Sorry, hon. Didn’t mean for your stomach to become collateral damage. You okay?”

			That was a hard question to answer.

			Physically, she was doing fine. In fact, for a pregnant oracle who’d just barely escaped a clutch of brain-slurping zombies before having an unexpected, apocalyptic vision poleax her into extended unconsciousness, she was feeling remarkably good. The healing efforts of Sabrina, their witch friend, during the night had eased the worst of Gwen’s headache and nausea, although tension and fatigue—and her troll companions’ shenanigans—were quickly resurrecting those woes.

			Emotionally, however? She’d certainly had better days. Given her failure to contribute anything of consequence to last night’s battle against the zombies, her terrifying uncertainty regarding the apocalyptic vision she’d unwillingly experienced, her utter unpreparedness for what she was about to do, and the immense gravity and humiliating nature of the task, she was choosing to congratulate herself for continuing to function rather than huddling in a corner and gibbering quietly.

			And sartorially speaking? Well, she was dressed like Guy Fieri, so…she would classify her current aesthetic state as unfortunate. Especially since she was wearing a troll’s attire, and even her generous frame swam in all the endless fabric. But as long as the enormous flame-bedecked bowling shirt and cargo shorts—or the spiky, bleached-out wig and oversized sunglasses—didn’t entirely fall off at an inopportune moment, she should remain incognito, which was a key component of this early-morning plan.

			The conspirators who’d caused the zombie breach had cut off access to and communications from the Zone so that they alone could determine when and how word of the breach spread. They wouldn’t welcome news that several residents had broken through Wall Four and were heading to the home of a SERC councilor to tell him the truth about that breach. If the trio’s identities and plans were discovered, their lives would no doubt be forfeit, so Gwen, Kip, and Lorrie had ensured no one could recognize them.

			Still, she hadn’t seen Hugh Blacke in over two decades, and their last encounter had left her devastated and sobbing. She’d prefer to arrive at his apartment disguised as a confident, glamorous woman of obvious success and importance.

			Instead, she was reappearing in his life as the ersatz Mayor of Flavortown. Her only comfort: At least she’d refused to wear Kip’s stick-on goatee.

			The SUV slowed to a halt across the street from a very fancy-looking, well-lit apartment building. Complete with a uniformed doorman stationed out front, his posture alert as he watched their cab.

			No surprise there. Nothing was ever easy in Gwen’s experience.

			“I’m good,” she said to Lorrie, then unbuckled her belt, heaved open her door, and clambered down from the SUV.

			She thanked the driver, but she didn’t offer him any of her newly acquired cash. If she delayed her departure another second, she’d lose her nerve. Besides, the trolls could easily pay for the ride with the money they’d also received from Max, their infuriating but surprisingly helpful vampire ally.

			“Good luck, Gwen,” the cousins chorused before wrestling over who got to carry the insulated bag of leftovers outside, thus ensuring easy access to its delicious contents.

			“Thanks.” Gwen summoned both her resolve and her inner Food Network star. “I’m Guy Fieri, and we’re rolling out.”

			A firm push of her hand, and the cab’s passenger door thumped shut. Determinedly, she crossed the street to the apartment complex and its alert doorman, who was already studying her with understandable suspicion.

			The building wasn’t especially tall—five floors, maybe—but it was impeccably maintained and landscaped. Aside from the entry lobby, no light shone through any of the enormous windows generously dotting the cream-colored brick exterior. At this hour, if she somehow managed to reach the demon’s apartment, she’d be waking him from a sound sleep, which wouldn’t improve her odds of success.

			Didn’t matter. Shyness and trepidation be damned, she marched up to the entryway without hesitation, because they were running out of time to avert catastrophe.

			The twentysomething doorman’s posture straightened still further as she approached. Plastering her most reassuring smile across her face, she halted directly in front of him. Then slapped a hand atop her sliding wig so momentum didn’t fling it from her head.

			“Excuse me…” A quick glance at his name tag helped her out. “Excuse me, Haziq. I was hoping to talk to one of the residents of this building. Councilor Hugh Blacke? It’s an emergency.”

			Against her own better judgment, she’d followed the demon’s life from afar over the years.

			When they’d first met, he’d been a twentysomething law student, one trusted enough by the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council to serve as an oracle verification panelist. Or so she’d eventually discovered, once it was far too late to prevent her hurt feelings and injured dignity. After participating in the most humiliating moment of her entire life, he’d gone on to have a very successful, very public life. Summa cum laude in law school. A decade working at his high-prestige family firm, Blackes, before he’d left to pursue politics. Five years—and counting—as a SERC councilor. He’d already been reelected once, and all signs pointed to his being voted into office again by the Supernatural and Enhanced community next year.

			She’d cast her ballot for him. Both times.

			In the twenty years following their last encounter, he’d earned a reputation as an intelligent, no-nonsense enforcer of rules. Unbending, almost to a fault, but honorable. His political power remained on the rise, so he was expected to chair the Council at some point in the not-so-distant future.

			The main reason she’d voted for him, though?

			Shortly after her verification test, the rules governing Delphi Academy had changed.

			Sick students and faculty could suddenly choose to recover at a well-guarded private medical facility outside the campus, where their loved ones could provide succor. Family emergencies had elicited prompt permission for students and faculty to leave the campus, accompanied by school-provided security. And every prophetic skills classroom began to stock basic healing spells, ones strong enough to mend the painful slices left by students’ athames across their palms.

			Gwen knew exactly who’d prompted those changes.

			Hugh might have deceived her—probably at the demand of his SERC supervisors at the time, which was why she’d forgiven him long ago—and he might have refused to grant her a second verification test after her first one went so disastrously wrong, but he’d also listened to her and acted on her concerns, precisely as he’d promised. That was enough to earn her vote…and also to cause her to seek him out when she needed someone powerful and discreet to help save the world.

			Despite Max’s vampiric SERC ties, he hadn’t been able to find Hugh’s phone number or his personal email. Just his physical address. Even if she’d had the councilor’s other contact information, though, her story was one best told in person if she hoped to convey its urgency and maintain its secrecy—and maybe even convince him to believe it.

			This was her best and only shot at reaching the demon and securing his assistance quickly. And as far as the poor doorman knew, she was just some rando in sunglasses and a gargantuan Guy Fieri costume rolling up to a bougie apartment building at four in the morning, requesting the attention of one of the most powerful politicians in the country.

			“I’m sorry,” the young man said politely but firmly. “Talking to Councilor Blacke won’t be possible.”

			Haziq didn’t sound sorry in the slightest. She couldn’t blame him.

			“Could you at least tell him I’m here?” Even though she couldn’t give her name, she could definitely offer an unmistakable clue to her identity in a message. “If you do, and he doesn’t want to meet with me, I’ll leave. I promise.”

			What she and the trolls would do then—where they could turn—she had no clue. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. Coming up with good ideas on the fly or under pressure had never been a notable skill of hers, as her history with Councilor Blacke would confirm.

			“I’m sorry,” the doorman repeated, then placed himself directly in front of the door, arms akimbo, leaving zero room for her to sprint past him. “No.”

			Unable to summon a persuasive reason for him to change his mind, she stared blankly at his name tag and tried to think. Haziq. Haziq. That name sounded so familiar, but…why?

			Wait. Hadn’t Gwen’s neighbor mentioned a nephew named Haziq who worked as a doorman at some fancy apartment building? Mentioning the connection would probably reveal far too much about Gwen’s identity, but if she didn’t take the risk…well, she guessed she’d be dead soon enough anyway.

			She had to try. “Are you Farhanah’s nephew?”

			“Yes.” The young man’s thick brows drew together. “You know my aunt?”

			Gwen nodded. “I live on the same street, four buildings down from her.”

			Distantly, she noted the roar of the taxi driving away and the muffled squabbling of two very hungry trolls attempting in vain to be discreet.

			After a quick glance in her companions’ direction, the doorman exhaled heavily. “We lost contact with her days ago. Since the Containment Zone entry door is malfunctioning, we can’t visit to check on her either. Do you know whether she’s okay?”

			Last Gwen had seen, Farhanah had been safely tucked away in her attic, where her zombie escape room was stocked with ample supplies. Hopefully the sweet human woman hadn’t ventured downstairs before Max and Sabrina had eradicated the last of the creatures, but Gwen couldn’t swear to that.

			“Telecommunications have been down for everyone in the Zone. When I visited her two days ago, though, she was fine.” The most honest answer Gwen could give him. Clearing her throat, she added the necessary falsehood. “Uh, the entry door started working for just a minute, and my friends and I managed to get out. But then it closed again. Sorry.”

			Even she could hear the uncertain waver in her words. Jeez, she sucked at lying.

			“Who are you?” Haziq’s eyes narrowed on her. “If you truly know my aunt, tell me something specific about her.”

			There was no point prevaricating. All Gwen could do was avoid using her legal name and hope her utter insignificance in the Supernatural and Enhanced world would benefit her for once.

			“I’m the oracle she hires every so often.” Biting her lip, Gwen thought back to the previous month. “In our last session, the Power revealed that her roof would leak in new places during the next rainstorm and irreparably damage her cookbook collection.”

			After the vision had concluded, Farhanah had proudly, charmingly bragged about her close-knit family—including her favorite unmarried nephew. Then she’d inquired as to Gwen’s exact age, relationship status, and desire to bear children. At which point, Gwen had beat a hasty retreat, because she wasn’t ready to share her status as a single mother-to-be with clients. Much less explain that her baby daddy, Vic, had signed away all his parental rights and was no longer in her life.

			“After your prophecy, she finally told us about her roof issues.” Haziq’s arms dropped to his sides, and his tense posture visibly relaxed. “We patched a few bad spots the next morning.”

			“Good.” Gwen had hoped her vision was revealing not an inevitable outcome, but simply what would happen if remedial action weren’t taken. “Did that fix the problem?”

			Somewhere in a shadowed doorway down the street, a far-too-loud throat-clearing drifted their way. The trolls, who were growing impatient. Which, okay, fair enough, but she was pursuing her only available path forward, so they needed to shut it.

			“There hasn’t been a visible leak since, even on rainy days.” The young man’s face softened. “Under one of the patched spots, there’s a shelf where Auntie Farhanah keeps a cookbook passed down from her grandmother. If that got ruined, she’d be devastated.”

			Like most of Gwen’s clients, Farhanah didn’t have much cash to spare. She did, however, have a new knitting habit and a substantial yarn stash accumulated via recent thrift store visits. Right this second, Gwen was wearing a very pretty, very lumpy sweater beneath her oversized bowling shirt. The matching hat and gloves—equally pretty, equally lumpy—had been deposited in the trolls’ bags of supplies.

			All Farhanah’s work. All gifted in exchange for occasional prophecies, despite Gwen’s protest that her piddling visions weren’t worth the time and effort required to knit the items.

			“I’m so glad your aunt’s family heirloom survived unscathed,” Gwen said sincerely. “Farhanah’s a kind lady.”

			For the first time, Haziq smiled. “She says the same about you.”

			With that smile? If he was single, it was because he’d chosen to be. Wowza.

			“Um…” Gwen wasn’t sure how to broach the topic of Hugh Blacke again. “I don’t suppose…”

			Haziq’s forehead crinkled in thought. Then, before she managed to find the right words, he dug out a notepad and pen from somewhere in his uniform and offered both to her.

			“Write your note,” he said decisively. “I’ll make sure Councilor Blacke receives it right away, although I can’t promise he’ll agree to talk with you.”

			“Oh, my goodness.” Sheer relief turned her knees to baked Camembert, and she blinked back grateful tears as she accepted the writing supplies. “Thank you so, so much, Haziq.”

			Bracing the notepad on the brick wall beside the entryway, she jotted down the only message that might convince a sleepy SERC councilor to leave his bed at four in the morning and speak to someone of zero importance whom he hadn’t seen in two decades:

			
				Twenty years ago, you said to contact you if anything changed. It has. The park’s power has figuratively gone out, dino chomping is in progress, and you need to know.

				P.S. I’m not lying this time.

			

			She didn’t sign her name. Given their history and her infamy within the Supernatural and Enhanced human communities, she shouldn’t need to.

			At her verification test two decades before, when her blood offering to the prophetic Powers had only elicited the most inconsequential of visions—not enough to earn her a job or even guarantee simple verification—she’d panicked under the pitiless auditorium spotlight. Desperate not to fail her family or humiliate herself in front of the cute demon who’d deceived her, she’d blurted out the most apocalyptic prediction imaginable.

			Unfortunately, that prediction had been a total fabrication. Even more unfortunately, the most recent movie night at her dorm had featured Jurassic Park.

			Somehow, for some godsforsaken reason, her eighteen-year-old brain had prompted her to recount the film’s entire plot like a prophecy, as if a hungry T. rex were poised to menace Jeff Goldblum and devour unsuspecting porta-potty inhabitants at that very moment. She’d watched herself ruin her entire future from a weird sort of mental remove, horror stricken but unable to intervene.

			Her cockamamie, obviously false prophecy had made her the laughingstock of SERC in an instant and destroyed her reputation as an oracle before she’d even graduated from Delphi Academy.

			Hugh Blacke would remember that particular verification test, whether or not he remembered their waiting-room encounter beforehand. He would remember her.

			When Haziq left to ferry the folded note she’d written, the trolls remained in their distant doorway. As they’d explained earlier, their presence at her side would ensure her safety—but it might also dissuade potential helpers.

			“Our size and strength intimidate common humans,” Lorrie had matter-of-factly told Gwen after braking at a stoplight, in between hurried bites of squid-ink pasta with sea urchin. “And since Kip and I stopped buying glamours after trolls’ existence became public knowledge, we can’t pretend to be humans too. Besides, other Supernaturals consider us dimwits, so the councilor wouldn’t consider our explanation of events credible.”

			Kip had chimed in through a mouthful of butter-poached lobster. “Hoist by our own incredibly clever petard.”

			A mere forty-eight hours ago, Gwen too had been convinced that trolls were extremely jolly, incredibly clumsy, not overly bright giants…rather than extremely jolly, somewhat clumsy, cunning giants. Who, by strategically deploying their reputation, managed to stay out of interspecies politics and smite their enemies with impunity.

			After all, how could they be blamed for any bloodshed? Trolls wouldn’t hurt a fly shifter, according to common belief—and due to being so very klutzy, they couldn’t help the occasional inadvertent murder or maiming, right?

			They’d been trolling—ha—everyone for centuries. Very cleverly, as Kip noted. Also very inconveniently, since all that trolling meant they couldn’t serve as believable emissaries of apocalyptic information now.

			If she made it up to Hugh Blacke’s apartment, she’d have to go alone.

			That was a big if, however.

			Five minutes later, Haziq reappeared through the lobby’s massive glass windows, and Gwen held her breath as he hustled back toward his assigned front-door post.

			When he finally arrived, he opened the door wide for Gwen. “The councilor will see you in his apartment.”

			She bit her lip. Braced her still-wobbly knees.

			Then she stepped inside.
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			At first glance, Hugh Blacke could have been almost any human man Gwen knew. Any man who’d been awakened out of a sound sleep, anyway.

			His thick brown hair stuck up in spiky patches on one side of his head, and the shadows beneath his heavy-lidded eyes betrayed his fatigue. He was still wearing his pajama pants and a pair of comfy-looking socks.

			Small horns peeked out from his rumpled hair, though. Also, he lived in a damn penthouse, and even a plebe like Gwen could spot the expensive fabric and impeccable fit of those pants and his Henley. And while he might look tired, his scrutiny of her as she stood in his apartment’s foyer was just as sharp and thorough as she remembered from twenty years before.

			Then, of course, there was the gargantuan self-portrait. It took up almost an entire wall of the anteroom. Most human men didn’t have one of those either.

			Despite the urgency of her task, she couldn’t stop herself from staring at it.

			“Wow.” She regarded the oversized, spotlit painting. “That’s really…something.”

			Above the slicked-back hair of Hugh Blacke’s massive painted head, two flapping ravens held an unfurled, curling-edged banner aloft. It read SEMPER RECTIOR.

			Semper meant “always.” She knew that much. But what could rectior be?

			Always…rectums? Was that his motto?

			Plastering a hand over her mouth, she covered an inappropriate giggle with a fake cough.

			Faint color burnished the actual, in-person demon’s angular cheekbones. After clearing his throat, he nodded at the portrait and offered a seemingly reluctant explanation.

			“The Blacke family motto is ‘Always more right.’ ” He paused. “Rectior can also be interpreted as ‘more proper’ or ‘more honest.’ ”

			Clearly more humble wasn’t another alternate meaning.

			When she stepped closer, the painting’s other details struck her eye. The slim-fitting black suit, with jet—or onyx—buttons, over a glowing-white shirt. The mirror-shined black Oxfords. The razor-sharp tips of his horns, which didn’t actually match the blunt-edged reality.

			In one hand he gripped a thick book. Something about laws. In the other…

			“Are you holding a scepter?” Tipping her head, she considered the item. “Like, a symbol of monarchical rule?”

			Because that would be quite a statement. Yikes.

			“Yes,” he brusquely confirmed, even as she spotted a bizarro iteration of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel fresco on the lofty ceiling overhead. One featuring an unrealistically ripped iteration of Hugh Blacke instead of Adam.

			When she slipped off her sunglasses and took a step closer, squinting to make out all the details, the councilor loudly cleared his throat. “Ms. Wexloff.”

			Oh, yeah. Her mission.

			“Councilor Blacke.” She swiveled to face him once more, tucked her sunglasses in her pocket, and offered a nod of acknowledgment. Then had to nudge her wig back in place. “Thank you for seeing me.”

			“Hugh, please.” Despite the pretty manners, it was an order. Not a suggestion. “Tell me what brought you here.”

			Normally, she’d never, ever confront anyone like this. Especially not someone who’d hurt her feelings and watched her utterly humiliate herself. But fear and frustration had pushed her past her normal reticence, and she was too tired to be embarrassed, so she licked her cold, chapped lips and got to work.

			“According to the best, most reliable information you’ve been given,” she asked, “what do you believe is currently happening in the Containment Zone?”

			He rocked back on his socked heels, his dark brows furrowed. “The Zone entry gate malfunctioned several days ago, and various telecommunications systems are currently offline too due to maintenance issues. That’s all I know.”

			She raised her brows, willing him to see the oddness of it all. “An entire population of people—common humans, Enhanced humans, and Supernaturals alike—has been incommunicado for days. Why hasn’t there been a full-scale response? Helicopters doing surveillance or carrying volunteers to check on residents? Supply and medication drops?”

			“We were told that the situation didn’t constitute an immediate emergency.” His mouth had compressed into a troubled line. “Most employees who’d normally coordinate our response are off for the holidays, but last I heard, both common human and SERC response teams were working on the problem.”

			With effort, she kept her voice firm. “Who told you that?”

			He plucked his cell from the foyer’s sleek console table, tapped the screen a few times, and scrolled through his messages. “The common human government’s Zone admin department issued a bulletin.”

			“You should have made further inquiries. You’re a Council representative, and you have constituents in the Zone.” Including me, she added silently. “To be fair, though, even people in Zone C, where I live, assumed at first that the main gate had malfunctioned, because that happens all the time. Which it shouldn’t, since we pay our taxes like everyone else. We might be poor, but we’re still citizens. We still matter.”

			“If you live inside the Zone and the gate isn’t working, how did you—” He cut himself off as the rest of her words registered. “Wait. You assumed at first? Is the official understanding of the situation incorrect or incomplete in some fashion?”

			She couldn’t help it. She began laughing hysterically, because yes. Oh, yes, his official understanding of the situation was very, very incomplete.

			“Ms. Wexloff.” He reached out a hand. Let it drop again. “Ms. Wexloff, are you well?”

			“Gwen,” she corrected once she could speak intelligibly again. “And forgive me, but saying that the official account of what’s happened in the Containment Zone over the last several days is incomplete is a vast understatement. So vast it could curb-stomp our entire solar system.”

			That intent stare landed on her again. Lingered, as if he were painstakingly evaluating her very soul and determining its worth. And honestly? She got why he might hesitate to encourage the breathless rantings of a low-rent oracle in Guy Fieri drag whom he’d personally witnessed lying like the world’s cheapest, most cheese-obsessed rug.

			“Listen, I know you have no reason to believe me,” she began, “but—”

			He held up a hand, palm out, and she fell silent.

			In a single, controlled movement, he twisted to set aside his cell. Then he turned back to her and stepped nearer. Less than an arm’s length away. This time, when the weight of his undivided attention settled upon her, she had to brace herself under its impact with a hand against his winter-white wall.

			Angular features and intelligent brown eyes. A faint, pleasant smoky smell. The quiet soughs of his breathing. Bone-melting demonic warmth radiating from his body, noticeable even at a slight distance.

			He filled her senses entirely, and his close presence seemed to envelop and cocoon her, shutting out their surroundings and the distant clamor of her many worries.

			She blinked at him, dizzied. Rapt.

			The past twenty years had changed him, further sharpening the angles of his face and transforming his youthful slightness and elfin-prince looks into something more dangerous. His narrow frame now held the lean austerity and unforgiving power of a whip. His mane of straight, sleep-mussed hair contained a few glints of silver. As his thick, neat beard and the squint lines at the corners of his eyes demonstrated, he was no longer a smooth-faced boy.

			Even if she’d met him on a crowded city street, though, rather than in his own foyer, those changes wouldn’t have stopped her from recognizing him immediately. Maybe because demons aged somewhat more slowly than humans, so his outer transformation had been more superficial than hers. Or maybe because his presence during the worst moment of her life had marked her so indelibly, she’d be able to identify him until her last breath.

			There were some things she hadn’t fully appreciated back then, however. The exact shade of his irises, for example. Amber, the same rich hue as the smoked honey she’d always imagined drizzling over a lavender-infused wheel of goat cheese. And his scent…well, she’d known that he smelled like smoke, of course. But twenty years ago, a single whiff hadn’t reminded her of s’mores over a campfire. Hadn’t transported her back to the lone camping trip she’d ever taken with her Maryland friends before she’d been transferred to Delphi Academy.

			She leaned harder against the wall, the welcome heat of his proximity and his apartment draining the strength from her weary limbs.

			“Gwen.” A pause. “Gwen, are you well?”

			Vaguely, she understood that this wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get her attention. And he was still speaking, but concentrating on his actual words was impossible.

			He said something about sitting down. His light, startlingly hot grip on her cold elbow stung her skin even through her oversized bowling shirt and lumpy sweater, and she didn’t care. All she wanted to do was snuggle closer and rest against his walking, talking, fancy-pajama-pants-wearing heating pad of a body until her energy returned.

			“I’m fine. Just really tired,” she murmured. “You’re so warm. Feels nice.”

			Their progress toward…somewhere…halted for a moment before resuming.

			When cushions nudged against the backs of her thighs, her weak knees gave way, and she collapsed into his sofa’s overly firm embrace. With a flick of his hands, he settled a velvety throw over her, and she closed her eyes for just one moment.

			By the time she opened them again, a steaming cup of tea and an ornate plate of crackers had appeared on the marble-topped table at her side, and she could think clearly again.

			“I’m so sorry.” Dread coiling in her gut, she forced herself to sit upright. “How long did I rest?”

			Several weeks ago, for the first time in her life, she’d begun taking regular micro-naps. But in this case, it was more like the micro-nap had taken her. At the worst possible time too.

			“Not long. Less than ten minutes.” He was seated in a nearby chair, waiting silently, without any obvious sign of impatience. “Are you feeling better?”

			From the flaming heat of her face, it’d probably turned redder than her hair, which was great. Just absolutely fantastic. Nothing said you can trust me, I’m a competent human who totally knows what critical, possibly illegal activities of worldwide import need to happen next more than randomly falling asleep on a guy, then becoming a human beefsteak tomato.

			“Um…yes. I’m good.” She smothered a yawn with her palm and tipped her head toward the side table. “Thank you for the snack.”

			His assessing gaze scanned her from wig to booted toes. “I wasn’t certain what else to do. If you’d remained asleep much longer, I’d have called for medical assistance.”

			An understandable, responsible instinct, but thank the gods and goddesses he hadn’t drawn that kind of attention to her and her compatriots.

			Avoiding his eyes, she tucked the blanket more tightly around herself and took a polite sip of tea. Herbal. Gingery. Perfect. Next, she nibbled on the corner of a cracker. Rosemary. Crunchy little flecks of sea salt. Also perfect.

			All that perfection was frankly aggravating, given the way her entire life continued to unravel around her, skein by skein. But she had no more time to wallow in mortification, so she met that smoked-honey gaze and got on with things. “Thank you for helping me. I apologize for my lack of decorum in the vicinity of…”

			No, that would be rude. Her brain-to-mouth filter really needed to stop malfunctioning in his presence before her carelessness scuttled her entire mission.

			Even though, above the room’s marble fireplace, an actual freaking coat of arms graced the wall. The plaque was enormous and intricate and featured a smug-looking inky-hued raven toward the top, because apparently his family took the whole “Blacke” thing very literally.

			The raven wore a top hat and monocle. Of course.

			“Your lack of decorum in the vicinity of…what?” His expression was oddly knowing. “Go on, Gwen. Whatever you were thinking, I won’t take offense.”

			Dammit. He’d realized she was going to say something disrespectful?

			Sadly, she was a terrible liar, as he already knew. There was no point in prevarication.

			“In the vicinity of the bougiest pajama pants imaginable.” The words were so hurried they were barely intelligible. “But I need to explain—”

			“The bougiest…?” His head immediately dipped, and he frowned down at his pants. “They’re plain gray.”

			That was a total dodge. “If they’re not cashmere, I’ll eat my boots.”

			Which was saying something. She needed those boots. Had gotten them resoled twice in exchange for free prophetic sessions, because buying a decent-quality new pair would wipe out far too much of her rainy-day savings.

			The demon didn’t argue her point, so yep. Cashmere pajama pants. Non-eaten boots.

			“We’ve veered off topic.” Straightening in her seat, she braced herself. “Please let me explain what’s happening in the Zone. Why I’m here.”

			There was no more time to fritter away. She needed to plead her case—and she could only hope his reputation for shrewdness and discretion was well-earned, because his response to her story would likely determine the rest of her life.

			Including its length.
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			“Let me ask you something,” Gwen said to Hugh. “Are you beholden to the fae in any way, other than as your constituents and coworkers on the Council?”

			She didn’t know of any personal ties or bargains, but a low-level oracle wasn’t exactly privy to private information about someone as exalted as Hugh Blacke.

			At her mention of the fae, his brows rose in surprise. “I haven’t made any bargains, if that’s what you’re asking. I do work closely with at least one half-fae and consider her a trusted and friendly colleague, but I wouldn’t say I’m beholden to her.”

			That would have to be good enough. She could only hope he wasn’t lying.

			“Okay, then. Here’s what you need to know.” Bracing herself against the sofa’s rolled arm, she began her tale. “Two days after Christmas, there was another breach in Wall One, and the zombies escaped.”

			Shock whitened the demon’s face. “What? I had no…How did that news not—” Swiftly, he produced his phone from the pocket of his pajama pants and began tapping out a message. “I need to alert the Council.”

			“No.” Lurching to her feet, she snatched the cell out of his hand. “The breach is resolved. The zombies are all dead. I swear it on my life. Please let me finish before speaking to anyone.”

			Hiding the device behind her back, aghast at her own uncharacteristic audacity, she met his challenging stare and waited for what he’d do next. After several seconds, he reluctantly nodded his permission to continue, his mouth pressed into a tight, bloodless line.

			Hurriedly, before he could change his mind, she continued. “Almost immediately after the breach, all power, internet, and phone service throughout the Containment Zone stopped functioning. The outermost wall”—Wall Four—“sealed shut while the doors through Walls Two and Three opened and the drawbridges over the moats came down and remained that way. Thus giving the zombies easy access to the entire CZ, without any safe means of communicating the threat to anyone either inside or outside the Zone.”

			His baseline neutral expression had collapsed into horror. He was clutching the arms of his chair with white-knuckled force, practically vibrating with the need to act. To help, if she read him correctly.

			“As you may or may not know”—she sat on the sofa again, because her knees remained wobblier than she would’ve preferred, and placed his phone on the marble table—“former SERC official Max Boucher lives in Zone A. He and his human neighbor Edie Brandstrup investigated the breach site and discovered a ragged hole in the containment wall with clear toolmarks, a makeshift bridge spanning the moat outside the wall, and two decapitated human guards who’d obviously been attacked by zombies.”

			The demon almost—but not quite—controlled his wince. Maybe because of the guards’ deaths. More likely because he understood the implications of what Max and Edie had seen.

			The marks and the bridge meant that the zombies hadn’t broken out on their own, since the government-created supersoldiers hadn’t been able to use tools, climb, or swim since their last, disastrous dose of serum approximately twenty-five years before.

			The inescapable conclusion: For the second time since the zombies had inadvertently been created, sabotage had set them free.

			“Max and Edie might have suspected another group of human activists, like in the First Breach”—over twenty years ago now—“if they hadn’t spotted tiny burn marks on the guards and smelled brimstone.”

			At that, Hugh sucked in a sharp breath, but he still didn’t interrupt.

			“Even though the burns and sulfur smell pointed to demonic involvement, Edie noticed bruised circles around the guards’ wrists and ankles.” Another sip of tea moistened Gwen’s far-too-dry throat. “Near their bodies, the soil surrounding tree roots had been disturbed, and several branches overhead were sagging. And when Max smelled the bruises, he detected the rapidly fading scent of rotting roses.”

			Hugh’s nostrils flared.

			Yeah. They both knew what Max’s discovery indicated.

			Fae involvement.

			Starting around puberty, Enhanced humans and Supernaturals could generally identify one another through various species-specific mechanisms—and for vampires, that recognition relied on scent. The more powerful the vampire, the more acute their sense of smell. A vampire of Max’s age and dominance would be able to distinguish fading scent evidence long after another species, or even lesser vampires, would cease noticing anything unusual.

			That evidence could reveal a great deal, since each Supernatural species had a certain olfactory profile that intensified unpleasantly if they engaged in violence. Demons’ mellow campfire scent transformed into brimstone if they turned their victims inside out or burned them alive. Vampires’ sharp, piney smell would turn to iron if they ripped out their prey’s throat.

			And the delicate floral aroma of the fae became rotting, fetid roses if they killed.

			Max wouldn’t have confused that scent with any other smell on the planet. Unfortunately, though, all remaining olfactory evidence of fae violence at the breach site would be gone by now. Literally no one alive could either prove or disprove what he’d sensed there.

			There was one more bit of circumstantial evidence she could offer, however.

			“Also…” Time to find out whether Hugh had learned the fae’s most closely guarded secret. “The deceased guards looked elderly. Well past retirement age. Does that mean anything to you?”

			Even two short days ago, she wouldn’t have understood how the guards’ appearance might implicate the fae in their deaths. Frankly, she’d preferred that state of ignorance.

			Hugh’s chest rose and fell on a silent sigh, and his unhappy gaze met hers. “I didn’t know guards had been stationed near the zombie compound. If they were called in because of an imminent threat, I was given no information about that threat. But if Maxime Boucher’s observations about their remains can be believed—”

			“And Edie’s,” Gwen pointed out. “She may be a common human, but she still counts.”

			“—the rings of bruises he—rather, they—spotted could indicate fae involvement, even apart from the scent evidence at the scene. Fae have been known to manacle victims with branches and roots, using their power over trees and the earth.” He hesitated. “As far as the guards’ elderly appearance…”

			When he didn’t continue, she filled in what he wasn’t saying. “Before the zombies attacked the guards and ate their brains, the fae could have fed on the humans’ remaining lifespans. Since victims immediately age the same amount of time taken by the fae, the guards would look elderly no matter how old they really were.”

			Learning that the fae, who naturally died at around the same age as humans, could actually consume a human’s lifespan—either a year or two at a time or all at once—had horrified Gwen almost as much as her first glimpse of zombies outside her home.

			The zombies couldn’t help what they’d become, after all. But any fae who chose to extend their own existence at the expense of an innocent human’s life had no such excuse. Especially since a human year apparently only bought a week or two of fae longevity, so those attempting to cheat death preferred to feed on children for greatest efficiency, rather than continually gorging themselves on hapless human adults.

			According to Max? Some fae did both.

			Not all. Not even most. But enough.

			SERC preferred to portray Supernaturals and the Enhanced as harmless and unthreatening, though, to avoid wholesale war with humans. Officials who learned the secret were ordered to keep it to themselves, while a clandestine branch of the Council hunted down and dispatched any fae credibly accused of feeding on a human’s lifespan.

			Hugh’s forehead knotted. “Max told you.”

			“Yes.” To battle a hint of renewed nausea, she ate half a cracker and sipped more of her tea. “Based on the evidence they gathered at the breach site, Max and Edie concluded that the fae had restrained the guards and consumed their lifespans, caused the breach, and then set the scene to frame demons by creating small burn marks and saturating the area with the smell of brimstone. Which was a problem, obviously, but Max and Edie’s immediate priority was to stop the zombies before the creatures could reach the outside world, to save thousands or even millions of potential victims.”

			“Something here’s not adding up.” His brows drew together. “Obviously, I agree that the zombies needed to be stopped before leaving the Zone. But why didn’t Maxime or his human companion—Edie—break through Wall Four to alert the authorities and demand assistance? And why did they dismiss the possibility that demons and the fae might have chosen to cooperate as conspirators?”

			“I’ll explain why they exonerated demons in just a minute. In answer to your first question, though, if the authorities had descended on the breach site, they would have immediately blamed your species for the disaster and bloodshed, no matter what Max tried to tell them.” Her stomach churned as her mind replayed the traumatic vision she’d experienced. “And we both know what would have happened then.”

			His hand dropped to his lap. Curled into a loose fist. “After the zombies were eliminated, demons would have been the next target of violence. Acts of vengeance by the government, outraged common humans, or both.”

			“It wouldn’t have stopped there.”

			“No.” Weary resignation filled his voice. “There are too many common humans, both in the government and in everyday life, who distrust Supernaturals and would welcome any reason to slaughter all of us. Enhanced humans would be considered fair game too, most likely. Because of your cooperation with Supernaturals and because your power makes common humans fear you.”

			Her own power was too scant to inspire fear, but she agreed with his overall point. He simply hadn’t taken that point to its inevitable conclusion yet.

			She’d help him get there. “Even if the blame got rightfully pinned on the fae, there would be bloodshed. Maybe outright civil war.”

			As he considered her words, she distracted herself from her worry by studying the sofa’s upholstery. She’d assumed the pattern was abstract, but nope. It was ravens. Wearing crowns. Each with a single wing tip tucked inside its waistcoat à la Napoléon.

			Clearly he’d installed the entire My Family Is the Greatest accessory line at Rich People Lowe’s. It was fortunate that he hadn’t gotten into, say, clowns instead. She could only imagine the horrifying frescoes that would have resulted.

			“So Max and Edie didn’t want word of the breach to leave the Zone,” Hugh said.

			Gwen nodded and raised her gaze to his. “They gathered up a few Zone residents, including me, to help fight the zombies. We hoped to stop the creatures before the fae conspirators opened up Wall Four and let them out into the wider world, if that was the intended endgame, and before SERC and the government finally came to check on us and discovered the breach.”

			“A very dangerous plan.” His jaw worked. “But it evidently worked, from what you said earlier. All zombies have now been killed?”

			“Yes.”

			He accepted her answer without evident distrust. “This happened…when?”

			“We battled the zombies last night.” Sighing, she waved a dismissive hand. “Well, I didn’t do much. They did it. Max, Edie, two trolls, a couple of other Enhanced humans, and a troop of half-fae Girl Explorers.”

			As they’d prepared to confront the zombies, misery at her utter uselessness had left her near tears. She couldn’t fight worth a damn. Even worse: With the continued existence of humanity at stake, her most helpful prophetic guidance had involved wayward craft supplies.

			She’d wished—pleaded with the gods and goddesses—for enough power to truly help.

			Then her wish had come true, and if she’d felt terrible before? Terrible was nothing compared to how she felt now.

			Hugh exhaled slowly. “No wonder you’re exhausted.”

			“Yes.” And the current state of her oven—bunned—had only added to the fatigue of an intensely frightening and sleepless night. “Now, let me circle back to why we excluded demons as the breach’s perpetrators.”

			He nodded, listening attentively.

			“Before the battle, our group had decided that once the zombies were gone, we needed to contact a trustworthy representative of the common human government.”

			“Because a SERC official might be part of the ostensible fae conspiracy.”

			“Yes.” She’d let that ostensible slide. For now. “But there was a problem with our plan.”

			His fingertips scritched absently through his beard. “You don’t have sufficient knowledge of common human governmental officials, so you couldn’t figure out whom best to contact?”

			“No.” She paused. “Well, yes. But not just that.”

			Here it was. The most unbelievable part of her entire story, even after all her wild-eyed talk of zombie escapes and pitched battles for humanity in the dead of night.

			“Toward the very end of the battle, I apparently cried out and fell to the ground unconscious.” The mere memory chilled her anew. “My nose bled profusely. I twitched. No amount of noise roused me.”

			In her final breath before unconsciousness, channeling so much power had felt like dying. Like her body was too fragile a vessel to survive the onslaught and she would crack into a million jagged, unrecoverable pieces, an oracular Humpty-Dumpty who’d finally reached the top of her personal wall and barely lived long enough to regret it.

			She had no idea why she’d experienced such a massive vision after a lifetime of piddling predictions. Didn’t know if it might happen again or if she could actually believe what the Power had told her. Couldn’t even say whether such physically and mentally traumatic visions might harm her unborn baby.

			But there had been no time to see a SERC-trained doctor. When it came to saving the world, she had one job and one job only: getting Councilor Hugh Blacke on their side. She was damn well going to do that job, come what may.

			At her latest revelation, he’d jerked ramrod straight in his chair, and his sharp eyes scanned her from top to toe. Searching for physical evidence to confirm her tale, no doubt. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t find any. Sabby had done too good a job healing Gwen, and Gwen had done a too-thorough job of cleaning herself. Apart from the visible exhaustion he’d already noted, he wouldn’t spot any signs of last night’s trauma.

			“For the first time in my life, I didn’t have to perform a ritual or hear the petitioner’s supplication before having a vision. I didn’t have to reach for power. It came to me—forced itself on me—like it or not.” And she hadn’t liked it. She fervently hoped nothing similar ever happened to her again, in fact. “I remained unconscious for almost an hour. And when I woke up, I recalled what I’d seen. It was…apocalyptic.”

			There had been other visions too, teeming at the edges of her beleaguered brain, waiting for her attention. But this prophecy had been the most pressing and important by far, and so it alone had spooled through her mind as she’d twitched and bled.

			At the memory of everything she’d witnessed, everything she’d experienced, she faltered, unable to translate the horror into calm, rational words.

			“Gwen.” Hugh had leapt to his feet, all the elegant angles of his face stark and jutting by lamplight. “If you require medical attention, tell me. Now.”

			It wasn’t a polite request. It was a demand.

			“I…” What? Why wasn’t he focused on the issue of actual importance here? “No. I’m fine. Just tired, like I said.”

			“But—” he began.

			“In my vision, I saw open warfare sparked by the zombie breach. A massive battle fought across our entire continent. An alliance of fae and common humans in uniform using military weaponry to slaughter all other Supernaturals and Enhanced humans. Demons fought on our side, not with the fae.”

			Slowly, his mouth closed.

			“Even with their help, we’ll lose that battle,” she added, and tried not to think of the burning pyres of bodies. “Badly.”

			“Based on your vision, then…” After a minute of thought, he spoke carefully, his face paler than the wall behind him. “You and your compatriots believe there may be a conspiracy between a splinter faction of the fae and at least some members of the common human government, and those conspirators planned and executed the breach with the intention of touching off a wider war.”

			“Yes.” Good. His agile mind had jumped to the correct conclusions without her needing to lead him there. “And we don’t know enough to eliminate any human officials from suspicion. If we went to the wrong person for help, the information would go nowhere, and—”

			“Your life would be forfeit.” A vein pulsed faintly at his temple. “All our lives, theoretically.”

			She chose to ignore his damning choice of adverb, barreling onward regardless. “We realized that we needed the assistance of a SERC official instead. Someone not beholden to either the fae or the common human government. Someone powerful enough to take decisive action but discreet enough to avoid alerting the conspirators to our suspicions. Also…”

			She didn’t want to say it. The elephant in this luxurious, ridiculous room was trumpeting loudly enough to deafen them both, though, so—

			“Also someone who might believe you when you explained your apocalyptic vision,” he said for her. “Which makes your decision to come here tonight…interesting.”

			She laid out her reasoning unapologetically. “Because of our personal history, I knew you’d be disinclined to trust my story. Back then, though, you said to let you know if anything changed in regard to my prophetic abilities, and something most certainly has. You might have rejected my plea for a second verification test—”

			A faint, fleeting wince creased his features.

			“—but you were scrupulously fair in your verdict.” He hadn’t been actively unkind either, in contrast with most of the other panelists. If the rules had allowed him to give her another chance, she honestly believed he’d have done so. “Unlike everyone else I could think of, I figured you might be willing to hear me out. To keep your word to me, if for no other reason.”

			Maybe because of those scant minutes they’d spent together before the test too. Even after two decades, a demon with his reputation for faultless honesty and moral rectitude might still harbor guilt over his deception that day. Or if the connection she’d experienced in the waiting room hadn’t been entirely one-sided, she hoped the lingering warmth of that encounter might sway him toward her side, however infinitesimally.

			His nostrils flared in a heavy exhalation. “What, specifically, are you asking me to do?”

			He hadn’t said whether or not he believed what she’d told him, but she forged ahead regardless, because she had no backup plan. No real hope that didn’t reside in this apartment.

			“We’d like you to use your SERC ties and authority to quietly investigate the breach, uncover the identities of the conspirators, and inform SERC and the common human government of your findings. Whichever officials you consider trustworthy and least likely to overreact, make rash decisions, or leak information.”

			“Hmmm.” He waited a moment before speaking again. “Why are you here, though? Why not send someone with a less…blemished reputation, or at least someone who doesn’t look half dead already? Why aren’t you at home, resting?”

			Ouch. “Max is busy nursing Edie, who got terribly injured by a zombie. The others weren’t good options either, for various reasons.”

			They’d worried that the common humans’ testimony might not hold much weight with a demon. The half-fae Girl Explorers’ ages and the trolls’ reputation as dunces would count against their own credibility. And while her wife remained so ill, Sabrina refused to leave the Zone.

			Before Gwen and the trolls had left Sabby’s house, though, the witch had promised to meet them by Wall One at dawn for their next task: tampering with the breach site. By then, she hopefully would have regained enough of her witchy power for the job. They couldn’t wait any longer than that, because an unknown clock was already ticking down the minutes.

			Sooner or later, the conspirators would either alert the authorities about the breach or arrive in the Zone themselves and loudly, falsely proclaim demons to be the guilty species—which meant all planted evidence of demonic guilt had to disappear, stat. Also any real evidence of fae perfidy Sabrina might find, since that too could touch off an apocalyptic war with common humans. And New Year’s Day was dawning within an hour, so Sabby, Gwen, and the trolls all needed to head to the breach site soon to start tampering while they still could.

			Hugh too, if he chose to believe her and assist their efforts.

			Gwen wasn’t especially optimistic about that. “I’m sorry to hurry you, but I really need to know your verdict. Do you believe me?”

			He hesitated. A bad sign.

			“I believe in your good intentions,” he finally said, his tone as neutral as the last time he’d passed judgment upon her, twenty years before. “I believe that you believe what you’ve told me. But that doesn’t mean you, Max, or Edie accurately interpreted recent events and your vision. And even if everything you’ve just told me is correct and you’ve drawn all the right conclusions, I’m not convinced that what you want me to do is the best course of action. I’d rather alert SERC to the breach and assist you through official means instead.”

			That was exactly what Max had predicted Hugh would say.

			He may be our best shot at getting the help we need, but he’ll resist working outside the system, the vampire had warned Gwen just before she and the trolls had left in Lorrie’s SUV. He lives by policies and procedures, and he’ll most likely die by them too. As will everyone else if he can’t extract his head from his own ass.

			Hugh could live however he wanted, and he could die that way too. Only, she didn’t want to die with him. She didn’t want her unborn child to die either, and she certainly didn’t want her friends and neighbors and everyone else to die as well.

			She wasn’t giving up.

			“The trolls are waiting outside. Please talk to them first before making any definite decisions.” She met his dark eyes and held them stubbornly, even though her instincts were screaming for her to bow her head and slink away in shamed defeat. “As your constituents, they deserve a fair hearing too.”

			There. That should appeal to his sense of duty.

			His frown only intensified. “Will they repeat the same story you just told me?”

			“Yes.” And that was a good thing, right? Further proof of her trustworthiness?

			Apparently not, because he reached for his cell on the marble side table. “Then their hearing can wait until more urgent matters have been resolved. Namely, coordinating immediate assistance in the Containment Zone, then getting you seen by a doctor.”

			“No.” She leapt from her seat, shaking and desperate, and grabbed his forearm. “Listen to me, Hugh. I know you want to help through official channels, but please, for the love of all the gods and goddesses, wait. Come with us to the breach site and see it for yourself. Talk to the trolls and my witch friend. After all that, if you still think we’re wrong about what happened, you can contact your SERC colleagues and raise the alarm then.”

			He didn’t put down his phone, but he didn’t shake her off either.

			Beneath the soft Henley, his skin radiated heat like a stove, and she let that warmth soak into her dread-chilled bones. Let it bolster her as she continued to fight for what was right.

			“There’s no immediate danger now.” She shook his arm slightly in emphasis. “The zombies are all dead, and one or two more hours won’t make or break the emergency response. You can afford to get all the information before making any decisions. Especially since the wrong one could lead to an apocalypse.”

			His eyes bored into hers as if he could see down to the depths of her terrified soul, and she hoped he could. Hoped he could plainly spot her sincerity and her gut-deep fear, because she didn’t know how else to convince him to believe and help her.

			“That vision terrified me, Hugh,” she whispered. “Please.”

			His expression changed then. He sucked in a sharp breath, and his brow tightly furrowed.

			She waited, but he didn’t explain his odd reaction.

			“If you’ll drink more tea and rest in my car,” he eventually said instead, “I’ll drive you and the trolls to the site.”

			Holy crap.

			She’d done it. Somehow—against all odds—she’d successfully recruited Councilor Hugh Blacke’s assistance. Temporarily, at least.

			Giddy with relief, she smiled up at him. “Deal.”

			For some reason, her smile seemed to make him frown even harder. Gwen didn’t care, because she’d completed her mission.

			“All right, then.” She glanced around herself, wondering where he kept his clothing. “Since we don’t want anyone but Haziq to suspect you’re not still snoring peacefully in your bed, you’ll need a disguise too.”

			His chest rose and fell on a sigh. “Oh, no.”

			“Oh, yes.”
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			“Icertainly hope I don’t get pulled over for my license plates.” Hugh kept his eyes firmly on the road as he drove his small black hybrid toward the outermost wall of the Containment Zone, stubbornly maintaining the exact speed limit despite Kip’s protests. “I’ve never received a ticket, and I don’t intend to begin a collection now.”

			Before the group’s departure from his apartment building, the trolls had ignored Hugh’s own protests and enthusiastically smeared semi-frozen mud over his plates. Enough to obscure the numbers and letters for cameras and eyewitnesses. Enough that a monsoon might be required to remove it all.

			Hugh’s discontent over that strategic maneuver remained palpable. Also audible. Repeatedly audible.

			At his words, loud snickers erupted from the back of the car, where Lorraine and Kip were currently folded up in their seats like oversized pretzels. Also consuming oversized pretzels, fittingly enough, while Gwen sipped the tea Hugh had poured into an insulated mug for her and munched on more rosemary crackers.

			“One measly ticket?” Kip snorted. “That’s nothing, mini-demon-dude. Just wait till we get to the carjacking portion of today’s proceedings.”

			The hybrid swerved slightly in its lane. “What?”

			Oh, for Pete’s sake.

			“Kip, I realize the irony of what I’m about to say,” Gwen began, “but please don’t troll the very important, very powerful councilor who agreed to—”

			“After that, we’ll execute our planned heist of America’s strategic cheese reserve.” Lorrie’s voice dripped with glee. “We have plane tickets for Missouri and plans to steal a billion pounds of excess Swiss from limestone quarries underneath Springfield, and you’re coming with us, bro.”

			Right now, Gwen would have given everything she owned to disappear into a cheese cave forever, in Missouri or wherever that cave might happen to be. Sure, she didn’t have much to offer as payment, but she liked to imagine that certified affineurs—people trained in the cheese-aging process—took some sort of dairy-centric Hippocratic oath requiring them to provide shelter and succor to needy, extremely tired fromage enthusiasts.

			“I don’t…” As Hugh grappled with Lorrie’s assertion, the car slowed to a crawl. “What are you talking about?”

			“Don’t listen to them.” Gwen reached over from the passenger seat and patted the arm of Hugh’s leather jacket. “The government cheese reserve hasn’t been a thing for decades, and even back then, it was mostly American cheese. No one’s risking jail for that.”

			Hugh shot her a suspicious glance. “What about the carjacking?”

			“As far as I know, that won’t be necessary.” She paused. “No promises, though.”

			His brows snapped together. “I would never—”

			“Maybe you should have Kip and Lorrie explain what’s been happening in the Zone in their own words?” Her encouraging smile kept drooping around the edges, because this drive was not going well. “I won’t interrupt or try to influence them in any way.”

			“And everyone knows we’re terrible liars,” Lorrie cheerfully added around a mouthful of half-chewed pretzel. “So you can totally trust whatever we tell you, Councilor-bro.”

			At that blatant falsehood, Gwen choked on her mouthful of peppermint tea.

			“Better?” Hugh asked when she’d finished coughing, and she nodded. “Why don’t you rest while your companions give me their statements?”

			His sentence might’ve been structured like a question, but it wasn’t one. Instead, it was a reminder of the bargain they’d reached and what she’d promised in return for his cooperation. There was no mistaking that intractable tone or the demand in his words.

			Fine. Gods and goddesses knew she needed all the rest she could get.

			Positioning the lap strap of the seat belt under her belly, she settled herself more comfortably in her heated seat. As the trolls began their tale, she let her eyelids slip shut at long last and promptly fell into oblivion.

			Some indefinite amount of time later, she woke up alone in the blessedly warm car. The engine was off, but apparently Hugh was using the hybrid’s battery to keep the heat running for her.

			Dimly illuminated by the first glimmers of dawn, a towering stretch of Wall Four stood just ahead. Before today, she’d have called that wall impenetrable. Only it clearly wasn’t, since the trolls and Hugh were busy positioning and securing a ladder below a large, ragged hole blasted through the thick stone barrier.

			That hole had been magicked into existence roughly three hours ago by one of Sabby’s friends, a startlingly powerful fortysomething witch in a motorized wheelchair who’d wisely chosen to do the job, accept her payment, and immediately leave without asking any awkward questions. It was the same hole Gwen and the trolls had used to exit the Zone earlier that morning, via that same ladder, which they’d left hidden behind some nearby bushes.

			Second by second, as darkness retreated and daylight advanced, the trio by the wall became increasingly visible, and oh, gods and goddesses, she’d almost forgotten her favorite part of this entire morning. Better than the heated seats, better than the rosemary crackers, even better than the goat Gouda the trolls had kindly set aside for her as a snack.

			Helplessly, she stared at Hugh again, the same way she had the first time she’d witnessed the utter, unexpected majesty of Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, in his impromptu disguise. According to his brusque explanation, the whole getup had been a long-ago Halloween gift from his twin sister, Eloise, and was his only available costume. He’d reluctantly unearthed it, tags still attached, from the depths of his closet.

			Ten minutes later, he’d emerged from his bedroom suite a changed demon. His unruly dark hair had been gelled into a smooth pompadour, his dark honey eyes lined thickly with kohl. That wasn’t the best part, though.

			True to his reputation, when he did something—however reluctantly—he apparently did it right.

			Against all reason and everything she knew about starchy, rule-bound Hugh Blacke, he was wearing a freaking crop top. Sleeveless. Skintight. Asymmetrical. Black, with white buttons running down the front—and also down the sides of his matching black pants.

			His abdomen was pale and taut.

			She couldn’t seem to look away. Couldn’t seem to think clearly.

			Without a word, he’d pulled on heeled leather boots and an oversized silver-studded leather jacket, and that was when she’d finally recognized the homage. His beard had thrown her off for a minute—a thin mustache would have been more accurate—and the shockingly carnal appeal of his narrow frame had fogged her poor beleaguered brain, but now she knew exactly who his sister had hoped he would be for Halloween.

			Punch-drunk with fatigue and delight, she’d produced her best falsetto. “You don’t have to be byoooo-ti-ful—”

			“No,” he’d said.

			She’d obediently zipped her lips. But because she couldn’t help herself, she’d kept sneaking glances at her own personal Prince—fresh from his iconic “Kiss” video—as they’d taken a circuitous, camera-avoiding route around the back of his apartment building, gathered the trolls, muddied his license plates, and piled into his car. Just as she was staring now from the discreet dimness of his passenger seat.

			With the ladder carefully secured, Hugh turned on his heel and headed back toward the vehicle. His eyes met hers directly through the windshield. Cheeks aflame, she swiftly averted her gaze and hoped like hells that he hadn’t noticed her ogling.

			In a flustered rush, she pushed open the car door and hoisted herself to her feet, stretching as she cast a quick glance around. A thick stand of bare-branched oaks and poplars stood between the nearest street and his vehicle, and he’d tied a large snowy-white handkerchief around his side mirror as if to indicate that his car had merely broken down at that particular spot. Far off the road, behind the trees. Directly in front of a large hole in the notoriously impermeable security wall. Which would now have a ladder propped beneath it.

			Yeah, that handkerchief wouldn’t fool a toddler. But it was an endearing attempt at subterfuge from a male who didn’t seem to have much recent experience in the art. Hopefully Sabrina’s friend would come quickly to repair the damage once they were done using the opening she’d created.

			In the chill air, each breath exited his mouth in a puff of seeming smoke as he drew near. Very fitting for a demon.

			“Hey.” Even her most hushed whisper created a tiny cloud of her own. “Thanks for letting me rest.”

			“Thank you for resting.” His butt flexed distractingly in his tight black pants as he leaned inside her passenger door and stretched out an arm to turn off the car. “The trolls have all your supplies. Are you able to climb the ladder?”

			She barely managed to look away from his ass before he reemerged with his keys, quietly closed the door behind him, and locked the vehicle. “Sure.”

			She didn’t love heights, and lingering dizziness might throw off her balance a bit, but if she moved cautiously, she’d be fine. Probably.

			A lower hole would’ve been blessedly easier to access, and Max and Sabby were almost entirely certain they’d killed all the zombies. Gwen and the trolls had asked Sabby’s witch friend to create an aperture higher up on the wall, though, just in case. If any stragglers existed, the creatures’ inability to use a ladder would stop them from taking advantage of the hole and wreaking bloody havoc on the North American continent.

			It had been the right decision, without question. Still: Climbing through the hole had sucked the first time, and Gwen figured it would suck just as much this time too.

			The pale, rising light of near dawn illuminated the path to the wall, but she still tripped over a fallen branch in her haste. Before she could fall, though, Hugh was there, his hot, strong hands gripping her shoulders to keep her upright.

			“Thanks,” she said breathlessly.

			He merely nodded. Then he stretched an arm behind her, close enough to her back that his body heat bled through her sweater and warmed her own skin, and paused in silent question.

			Gratefully, she accepted the offer of continued support. As soon as her arm slipped around his waist, his circled her shoulders like the world’s most delicious-smelling weighted blanket and guided her onward.

			“The trolls don’t even need the ladder.” When she shivered in the wintry morning chill, he eased her even closer. So close that her hip pressed firmly against his and her breath hitched in involuntary reaction. “They can just haul themselves through the hole. And I assume you’ll teleport to the other side?”

			She’d never witnessed the phenomenon in person, but she’d learned about that particular demonic talent at school. Their inborn ability to rearrange the atoms of living creatures, which allowed them to turn their enemies inside out, also let them easily transport themselves anywhere they wanted to go. Transporting others, though, evidently sapped a great deal of their power, so she wasn’t expecting a ride through the wall from Hugh. Alas.

			He didn’t answer her question for a few strides. “I’m a half-demon, with a human father. I can’t teleport.”

			His brusque tone discouraged further inquiries, so she didn’t offer any.

			As Gwen and Hugh approached the wall, the trolls leapt skyward, easily boosted themselves through the hole, and dropped down to the other side, squabbling all the while about whether Wagyu beef was an acceptable alternative to Kobe beef for less-special occasions.

			During a brief break in the argument, Lorrie shouted from the other side of the wall, “We’ve got the ladder set up on this side too! And if something goes wrong, we’ll help get you down safely, oracle-bro. No worries!”

			“Thanks!” Gwen called back, hopefully at a more moderate volume.

			Slowly, with what seemed like reluctance, Hugh dropped his arm from around her shoulders. His gentle palm at the small of her back urged her toward the ladder.

			After doffing her wig and sunglasses, she turned away from him to shove both items down inside her capacious bra for safekeeping. Took a deep breath for courage. Then, placing her feet and hands carefully, began making her way up the rungs.

			“You’re doing great.” He’d positioned himself at the base of the ladder to keep her safe, and his quiet voice contained a surprising amount of warmth. “Take your time.”

			The first part was easy enough. By the time her head reached the bottom of the hole, she could see the outstretched hands of both trolls, who were hovering expectantly on the other side of the thick stone wall. But next came the hard bit: getting off the ladder and through the jagged hole, with its uneven surface and rocky crags, so high in the air. What if she miscalculated and—

			“I’m holding the ladder steady, Gwen.” The utter calm of Hugh’s voice soothed the worst of her burgeoning anxiety. “Crawl through, and your companions will take care of the rest.”

			She refused to humiliate herself in front of him a second time. Third time?

			So she clambered off the ladder and into the hole.

			

			—

			On Gwen’s first trip through the wall, she’d somehow emerged uninjured. This time, the jagged stone under her hands and knees promptly sliced into her already-sore palms, then ripped through her oversized cargo shorts and thin leggings to skin her knees. But she was used to ignoring pain, and soon enough, Kip and Lorraine were half carrying, half guiding her down the next ladder and onto the narrow strip of gravel between the wide moat and the wall.

			If she squinted in the right direction, Gwen could spot the lone drawbridge that allowed access across the moat. At this distance, it looked remarkably small. Also still horizontal. And unless something had changed in the past several hours, Lorrie’s SUV should be parked on that bridge, the front bumper almost touching the enormous access door that separated the Containment Zone from the outside world.

			As she and the trolls had confirmed overnight, the breach conspirators had somehow lowered that drawbridge and every other drawbridge within the Zone, allowing free movement across the protective moats. They’d also opened all the wall access doors…with one key exception. The door through Wall Four had remained firmly shut for days. The zombies wouldn’t have been able to exit the Zone even if they hadn’t all been killed.

			Whether that would have remained true for long, though, no one knew. The closed door might have been a technical malfunction, soon to be corrected. Or maybe the conspirators had simply wanted the zombies to be fully fed and at maximum strength before they were unleashed on the greater populace.

			Either way, leaving the Zone had required that magicked hole in Wall Four. But the rest of the journey to and from the breach site had been significantly more straightforward.

			The trolls didn’t bother helping Hugh as he followed Gwen through the hole and down the ladder, although she kept an eye on him until she was certain he was safe. And once Gwen had placed her wig and sunglasses in one of the group’s supply bags, the cousins hefted those bags with ease and turned toward the drawbridge.

			Kip paused after only a single step, however. Obviously remembering their earlier trip from the SUV to the wall, he offered his elbow to Gwen.

			As they’d discovered, the gravel strip ringing the moat truly did become very narrow at points, and her balance wasn’t exactly foolproof at the moment. Not given her fatigue and occasional lightheadedness. Last time, before Kip had begun assisting her, she’d stumbled on the gravel while putting on her warmest winter jacket and dropped it in the moat. Lorrie had fished it out again, sure, but it wouldn’t be usable until it dried.

			“I’ve got her.” Without warning, a strong leather-clad arm settled over her shoulders and tugged her close to a hot body. “Assuming that Gwen wants my assistance, that is.”

			Her startled gaze swung toward the demon who’d unexpectedly appeared at her side.

			Wait. Why was Hugh glaring at Kip?

			Didn’t matter. They needed to get moving, and she was more than happy to cuddle up next to a sexy furnace and his too-flattering crop top.

			“You’re sweet, Kip,” she told the enormous troll as she slung her left arm around Hugh’s waist once more. “Thank you for the offer of support, but I think I’m covered. Hugh will help me.”

			“You sure?” He grinned down at her, his teeth startlingly white in the dim morning. “I welcome any excuse to embrace you, Gwen-my-love!”

			That was bullcrap, so she shook her head at him. His grin only widened in response before he began sauntering after Lorrie.

			The tension stiffening Hugh’s frame relaxed. Until, that is, she reached down to reclaim her still-sopping, frost-stiffened jacket from the spot where she’d abandoned it earlier.

			Frowning, he immediately removed it from her grasp.

			“I can carry my jacket,” she protested as they started walking, even though her fingers were already half-numb with cold and holding wet clothing would only compound the problem. Hugh might be plenty warm against her side, but his body heat didn’t reach her extremities.

			His own leather jacket was still open in front, his abdomen bare to the blustery breeze. Between demons’ naturally higher body temperature and thicker skin, maybe he didn’t feel the cold. He certainly didn’t look cold. In fact, he looked…well…

			Hot. Far too hot for her comfort.

			“Your hands are bleeding.” It was a flat, factual pronouncement, and Hugh made no move to return the jacket.

			Giving up, she resigned herself to her continued status as the group’s albatross.

			“My hands often bleed.” She fisted those stinging, red-splotched hands. “Unavoidable hazard of the oracle job.”

			Not entirely true. The strongest oracles didn’t need to cut themselves to access their abilities. That said, those oracles often experienced nosebleeds during or after their prophecies, because power always exacted a price. One way or another.

			Her own nose had bled badly during her unexpected apocalyptic vision, but she was trying not to think about the implications of that development right now.

			“—superior vessel for osetra caviar is clearly melba toast,” Kip declared a few yards ahead of them, far too loudly for discretion. “Not blini.”

			“You might as well smear your caviar on cardboard,” Lorrie sneered over her shoulder.

			Her cousin gasped. “You’re a philistine, bro!”

			“Gwen…” Hugh spoke over the trolls. “Your knees are cut too.”

			Well, yes, but stinging knees were the least of her problems. “Sabby will help with that at the breach site. I’ve also got a few bandages tucked away in my tote bag.”

			Powerful oracles usually had enough time between visions to recover completely or had access to healing spells. But those oracles had acquired wealthy patrons and shared visions of sufficient import to justify the wait or expense. Gwen’s clientele often paid with goods or favors instead of money, because they had far more kindness than cash. If she wanted to eat or pay rent, she had to prophesize every day. Sometimes several times a day. During each session, her sliced palm would scab over, but it would still hurt—and it would keep hurting until she cut it open again.

			So, yeah, she carried bandages with her. Always. Just in case she flexed her hand the wrong way and her perennial wound opened wide once more.

			“And that bag is…?” The patience in the demon’s tone sounded strained.

			“In Lorrie’s car.” They hadn’t wanted to carry any identification with them on their mission, for obvious reasons. “We’ll be there soon.”

			And in the meantime, screw it. She was freaking freezing. If she got blood on her hand-knit gifts, so be it. Farhanah would forgive her.

			“I’ll be right back.” Slipping out from under Hugh’s arm, she jogged ahead to dig through the bags swinging from Lorrie’s shoulder. Upon unearthing her knitwear, Gwen promptly stretched the slightly-too-small, pom-pom-adorned cap over her hair and pulled on her lumpy mittens, then waited for Hugh to catch up.

			Immediately, he pulled her into the shelter of his body once more, and she blew out a pleased breath as they continued walking along the gravel together.

			“Lorrie.” They’d almost reached the drawbridge before he spoke again, this time to their troll companion. “Will I have time to change before you drive us to the breach site?”

			Hugh wanted to remove his crop top? Already?

			An involuntary sound of protest escaped Gwen’s disobedient mouth. Horrified, she faked a coughing fit, hoping against hope that the whipping wind and crunch of gravel underfoot had covered her telltale noise.

			Hugh slowed, his fingers clasping her upper arm more securely. “Are you well, Gwen?”

			“Fine.” Embarrassed by her untimely lust for a sitting SERC councilor but otherwise unharmed. “Thank you for asking.”

			“Glad you’re good, mini-oracle,” Lorrie said. “As far as changing clothes: No can do, dude. We have no idea when the conspirators might arrive to pin the blame on demons, so there’s no time for delay.”

			Oh, thank goodness.

			Lorrie tossed Hugh a smirk. “Sorry to just leave you standing, alone in a world that’s so cold.”

			“I’m not alone,” Hugh pointed out. “And I’m walking, not standing.”

			“Picky, picky.” Kip’s head tipped to the side. “Would you say he’s just like my mother, cuz?”

			“Never satisfied,” she confirmed.

			The demon’s sigh was barely audible over the cousins’ snickering. Gwen tried to keep a straight face, with limited success.

			They reached the drawbridge shortly thereafter, and Gwen separated from Hugh with a small, disappointed sigh of her own. Assisted by his careful boost, she managed to clamber up the embankment and onto the roadway, and the rest of the group followed. Within moments, they’d all stashed their belongings and piled into Lorrie’s SUV. And after a quick U-turn on the Zone’s deserted access road, they were headed for the breach site.

			Since they’d discovered that the back seat exacerbated Gwen’s nausea, Kip had waved her into the front passenger seat. In that spot, a large vent blew blessedly warm air directly onto her, and she basked in the welcome heat for a minute. Then she reached down beneath the dashboard, where she’d shoved her tote bag. As discreetly as possible, she unearthed her stash of prenatal vitamins from the bag’s depths and tossed the pills back with cautious sips of water.

			By all accounts, Hugh was an exceedingly shrewd demon. If they worked together long enough, he’d put together the puzzle pieces and realize she was pregnant. But in the meantime, she was keeping that info to herself. It wasn’t his business, and he didn’t need yet another reason to question her judgment.

			Luckily, the trolls had apparently decided to keep her secret too, and Hugh didn’t ask any questions about the pills she’d just taken. He did, however, lean forward from the back seat to quietly remind her to disinfect and bandage her wounds.

			Sheesh, she’d had no idea demons were such mother hens.

			The rising sun illuminated her first aid efforts as they drove onward. She’d almost finished applying her last bandage by the time they approached Wall Three and the waterway separating Zones C and B. The drawbridge had been lowered over the moat, and the towering door through the wall stood ajar, just like when they’d passed through it hours before.

			Normally, the drawbridge only lowered and the door only opened for one vehicle at a time, after the driver scanned a valid pass. Not many passes were issued, for safety’s sake.

			“I can’t get used to seeing everything wide-open like this.” Lorrie shook her head as the SUV jolted onto the drawbridge. “Those fuckers really wanted the zombies to slaughter the entire Containment Zone population.”

			Gwen tugged at the end of her braid thoughtfully. “I wonder whether the conspirators realize something went wrong with their plan.”

			Surely they hadn’t predicted that Zone residents would battle the creatures and win?

			“They must have some means of surveillance within the Zone.” Kip sounded uncharacteristically grim. “If so, their leaders already know.”

			“What if…” Hugh sounded abstracted. “What if there’s footage from inside the compound that shows demons—either real ones or glamoured conspirators—setting the creatures loose?”

			“Why would you ask that?” Craning her neck, Gwen looked back at him. “There aren’t any cameras inside the compound that still work. Right?”

			If so, wouldn’t the public—or at least Zone residents—know about them?

			“Wrong.” Hugh met her eyes. “The common human government considers the footage confidential.”

			Lorrie’s lips pressed together in a firm, angry line. “Because they don’t want to remind us how they could have killed the zombies long ago but chose to keep endangering us instead.”

			“In hopes they might figure out how to control the creatures again and deploy them as a weapon someday,” Kip finished for her.

			“Correct.” Hugh dipped his chin. “SERC demanded access to the secret footage, however, and got it.”

			The explanation still didn’t clarify things for Gwen. “If that’s true, why haven’t human government or SERC officials responded to the breach already?”

			“I’m not sure the footage is continuously monitored. And my initial question still stands.” Hugh paused for emphasis. “What will you do if someone produces footage implicating demons in the breach?”

			Gwen spread her hands, because there was no good answer. “We’ll deal with any footage if and when we need to. Maybe Max will have some ideas.”

			Hugh didn’t appear entirely satisfied with that plan, but he didn’t belabor the subject.

			“Fair warning, cuz.” Lorrie accelerated toward the next wall’s access point, only a couple of miles ahead. “If you don’t leave me at least half that duck confit you’re eating, I will take the largest, most inflexible Tupperware container we own and shove it straight up your gluttonous troll ass.”

			Hugh winced.

			Unfazed, Kip speared another forkful. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, bro.”
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			Squatting, Hugh peered closely at the two poor guards’ headless bodies. “I see no incontrovertible evidence of fae involvement.”

			The breach site looked exactly how Max and Edie had described it. Wall One now boasted a gaping, ragged hole. An equally ragged but functional bridge crossed the wide moat that encircled the wall. Together, the hole and bridge had allowed the zombies to leave their underground compound and find prey among the Containment Zone residents. Their first victims: those two elderly-looking guards in uniform.

			Gwen was doing her best not to lose the contents of her stomach in response to the sight before her. It wasn’t easy.

			“I understand that, but the fae caused this carnage. You have to believe me.” Gwen swallowed convulsively. “And if you can’t, believe Max and Edie instead.”

			Hugh’s mouth opened as if to debate her declaration, but after he glanced at her face, his lips pressed shut once more.

			Great. She obviously looked just as awful as she felt.

			It wasn’t just the nausea either. An unfamiliar sort of hum kept growing in her skull and buzzing through her veins until she thought the racket might deafen her. She could barely hear the trolls’ defense of Max and Edie’s conclusions through all the gods-awful noise.

			She staggered but didn’t fall. Had no idea why not. It didn’t matter.

			Am I about to pass out? she dimly wondered, then realized the truth.

			This hum actually wasn’t entirely unfamiliar. Just unwelcome and exquisitely painful. Lightning surged through her veins, exactly like last night, expanding with exponential speed and force. Her mouth gaped in a soundless scream, because she couldn’t contain the pressure. Her physical form, the fleshly vessel containing all that terrible power, would rupture if she couldn’t release the—

			Blackness.

			When she returned to her present reality, the Power had left her once more. She tasted iron. The warm wetness on her chin, her cheeks, her neck, was rapidly chilling in the winter air. Each too-fast heartbeat rang in her skull like a gong, and the waves of pain roiled her stomach until she couldn’t…she couldn’t…

			Someone’s warm, careful grip helped her scramble to her hands and knees. Even so, she barely made it in time.

			Over and over, she retched into the brittle brown grass beneath her as the visions she’d just experienced unspooled in her memory. The horror played out behind her scrunched-closed eyelids as she gagged and sobbed helplessly.

			Somehow, her braid wasn’t in the way, she vaguely noted. Somehow, she had a firm, hot chest pressed along her spine and a strong, startlingly warm arm wrapped diagonally across her torso to support her. Somehow, someone was issuing quiet, firm instructions about water and coats and clean, dry cloths and witches’ charms.

			She couldn’t concentrate on any of that. Not through the apocalypse.

			“Hundreds massacred in a single blast,” she managed to gasp between bouts of violent sickness. “Vast burning pyres—”

			“Gwen, shhh.” Hugh’s voice in her ear was low and quiet. “You don’t need to tell us this right—”

			“—of Supernatural and Enhanced human bodies,” she barreled on, because he was wrong. She did need to tell them now, because they needed to act now to prevent what she’d just unwillingly witnessed. “Entire species wiped out. No one left to mourn. Soon. It’s coming soon.”

			Hugh fell silent, but his support didn’t waver.

			The next bit would require complete sentences, because he needed to understand, needed to believe her. So she held very still, and after a few seconds of deep breathing—in through the nose, out through the mouth—the nausea mercifully began to ease.

			“I saw a classified battlefield briefing between a common human general and a fae commander.” Her voice was hoarse, but she spoke slowly. Clearly. “At one point, they referred to a longtime secret pact. They were…” She could hardly bear to say it. “They were laughing at the slaughter.”

			As the general had laughed, he’d kicked the lifeless, ravaged body of a werewolf not even old enough to shift fully. But sharing that horrific act wouldn’t help anyone.

			“Hugh…” The heat of his body sapped her remaining strength. She sagged in his hold and let her throbbing head hang limply. “You have to believe me. Splinter groups within the fae and the human government deliberately caused this tragedy, and you can’t report what happened to the Council yet. You can’t. Not until we’ve erased all the evidence of Supernatural involvement and know who to trust.”

			If he went through official channels right now, details from the scene would inevitably leak, either the demons or fae would be publicly blamed for the bloodshed, and he’d doom millions—entire species—to extinction.

			Their small group needed time to identify the fae and human conspirators. Time to figure out how to stymie those conspirators’ plans and bring them to justice without collateral damage.

			Time he could deny everyone by his insistence on following the rules.

			His slow inhalation pressed his chest against her back. He held her in silence for a long moment before responding.

			“I believe you.” His voice was low, his statement unequivocal. “I won’t contact the Council until I’m sure we’ve removed all evidence of Supernatural involvement in the breach.”

			Tears of profound, abject relief overflowed her aching eyes and dripped to the ground.

			She hadn’t failed millions of innocent victims-to-be. Hadn’t failed her friends and neighbors. Hadn’t failed herself again.

			Maybe Max hadn’t been a fool to send her on this mission after all.

			Hugh’s free hand was braced on the ground, his arm tensed and supporting them both. Grateful, she leaned her temple against his firm biceps and let her eyelids slip shut.

			“You’ve done your job, Gwen.” Gently, with the help of a stricken-looking Lorrie, Hugh eased her onto a blanket spread over the frozen ground. “Now it’s time for me to do mine.”

			

			—

			Someone—someone who almost definitely had small, charming horns atop his pompadoured head—had apparently assigned Lorrie as Gwen’s guardian. The now-cheerful troll had plunked herself down on Gwen’s blanket an hour ago, wet wipes and breath mints in hand, helped clean up all evidence of nosebleeds and nausea, then draped more blankets atop Gwen and urged her to rest. Then she’d consumed an entire whole-roasted snapper stuffed with lemon, garlic, and dill, which had simply…materialized at some point.

			Trolls, man. They had tricks up their sleeve. Also beef Wellingtons.

			“I’ll be here beside you the whole time,” Lorrie had reassured her, as if Gwen wanted the group’s resources wasted on babysitting her rather than tackling the breach site. “Sleep, Gwennie.”

			She genuinely had no other option. Her debilitating vision and subsequent illness had left her utterly drained. And since Sabrina needed to save her energy for today’s tasks, Gwen didn’t intend to ask her witch friend for help this time.

			In between involuntary catnaps, she watched Hugh quietly make his way around the breach site and use his phone to document it. Because, as he’d told them, “We’re tampering with the site to prevent a knee-jerk declaration of war against Supernaturals. When we’re able to share the entire truth with trusted officials, though, we’ll need evidence of what we actually saw here. Once I’m done, I’ll send the photos to a secure site for safekeeping and clear my phone.”

			Although Gwen appreciated his commitment to truth and thoroughness, his adherence to correct procedure meant they hadn’t yet searched inside Wall One for more fake signs of demonic guilt before Sabrina’s arrival. A fact that didn’t appear to impress the witch.

			Despite the dark circles under her coffee-brown eyes, Sabrina’s long ponytail was as sleek as ever, the knife strapped to her thigh gleamed, and she wasted no time before getting started. After her brief check-in with Gwen and the trolls and a round of curt introductions with Hugh, she immediately knelt beside the guards and used her magic to heal the burn marks on their bodies and the faint rings of bruises circling their wrists and ankles.

			As she worked, Hugh strode over to the quilt. His dark gaze scanned the blanket burrito currently encasing Gwen and lingered on her face.

			“You’re fighting to stay awake.” His tone was neutral, the set of his mouth displeased. “Do you not trust Lorrie’s ability to protect you?”

			“Hey!” Lorrie objected, through a mouthful of gougère. “I’m basically a super-sexy killing machine, bro!”

			Gwen raised her head slightly, frowning back at Hugh. “Of course I trust Lorrie.”

			“Then please rest while you still can.” He squatted down beside the blanket, his tight black pants straining in a very distracting way over his firm thighs. “Assuming you also trust the rest of us to do what’s necessary?”

			“Of course I do. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have signed up to fight zombies at their side”—she waved a limp hand toward Lorraine, then returned her attention to Hugh—“or willingly put on a Guy Fieri costume and rolled up to your apartment at oh-dark-hundred this morning.”

			His frown eased. “Good.”

			“Good,” Gwen echoed, and their eyes met and held.

			Lorrie popped her last gougère, studying the two of them with avid interest.

			“I, uh…” Hugh gently smoothed a stray hair back from Gwen’s forehead, then cleared his throat and hastily stood. “I imagine documenting the compound and its grounds will take a while, especially since Kip and I need to avoid the cameras. Removing any evidence of Supernatural involvement will slow us down too.” His pompadour ruffled slightly in the brisk breeze. “You have time for a real nap.”

			“I’ll keep watching over you, Gwennie-my-sweet.” Lorrie swallowed the last gougère. “And speaking of watching out: When you’re inside the compound, don’t forget to check for any stray zombies that didn’t get the we’re-leaving-now memo, mini-Councilor-bro.”

			At that, Gwen sat bolt upright. Why the hells hadn’t she thought of that?

			“There’s no need to worry,” Hugh hastily told them. “Kip will be with me, and we’ll watch each other’s backs. I’m not letting him bring any food, so he won’t be distracted.”

			Kip’s indignant cry drifted over from the wall. “Fuck you too, dude!”

			“Probably for the best.” Gwen did her best to radiate unconflicted, I-totally-believe-you-won’t-get-your-brains-slurped vibes. “Just…be careful, okay? Both of you. Please.”

			“We will.” Hugh’s sigh puffed out in a little cloud, and he visibly braced himself. “All right, then. Once more unto the very literal breach. Time to tamper with more evidence, despite the various laws, regulations, and ethical guidelines forbidding that exact course of action.”

			He was clearly unhappy about his task—and to be fair, a politician who genuinely cared about ethics constituted a near-miraculous anomaly. Under most circumstances, his commitment to honesty would only help his constituents.

			Not in these circumstances, though. And at his age, he should already know that rules and justice didn’t always demand the same actions or work toward the same outcome.

			Between her thumb and forefinger, Lorrie played a tiny imaginary violin for him.

			“I know removing evidence bothers you.” Against Gwen’s express wishes, her drooping eyelids drifted shut, although she managed to finish speaking. “But you’re working to save millions of innocents, Hugh. Try to remember that.”

			The blankets atop her shifted, as if someone was straightening them and tucking them a bit tighter around her. She couldn’t seem to open her eyes to find out for sure.

			“I will,” Hugh said, and she was asleep before the quiet shush of his receding footsteps faded into the wind.
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			After Sabrina had erased all evidence of Supernatural involvement in the breach—at least all the evidence outside Wall One—she insisted on treating Gwen’s wounds and magically easing the worst of her exhaustion. Gwen’s repeated protests didn’t sway her in the slightest.

			“If you’re going to make it through the next few days, you can’t be lying semicomatose and bleeding on the ground.” The worry and warmth in the witch’s dark eyes belied her matter-of-fact tone, and she laid a cool palm over Gwen’s forehead. “I have just enough energy to speed your healing process. Don’t fret.”

			Within moments, tingles percolated through Gwen’s entire body, and the fierce stinging of her knees and hands faded to a dull itch as her various cuts scabbed over.

			“That’s better.” With a tired-sounding sigh, Sabrina removed her palm and thumped down beside Gwen and Lorrie on the quilt. “You still need rest, but you should be able to function now.”

			Gwen blinked away tears of mingled gratitude and shame. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” Sabby leaned closer, her dark ponytail swinging between them, and lowered her voice to a bare whisper. “I didn’t sense any permanent damage to you or the baby, but you should still see a SERC doctor as soon as possible.”

			“Trust me.” Lorrie’s words were barely intelligible through a mouthful of fresh baguette. “Mini-demon-bro won’t let her avoid medical intervention for long. That dude is already one hundred percent—”

			“Zero zombies inside!” Kip emerged from Wall One, immediately followed by Hugh. “I could’ve been eating the whole damn time if it weren’t for our mini-despot demon.”

			Lorrie shook her head. “Such injustice.”

			Hugh’s impassive expression didn’t change, but Gwen would’ve bet the scant balance of her checking account that he was resisting a heartfelt eye roll. He and his companion reached the quilt and halted at its edge, surveying the people—beings—and items arrayed upon the fabric. Hugh’s shoulders dropped a fraction at whatever he’d spotted, while gathering outrage clouded Kip’s broad brow.

			“Hey.” The troll scowled at Lorrie. “What the—”

			“A thousand apologies, my good cousin.” Lorrie held up a prettily spiraling tan-and-white shell, which she’d recently emptied with her tiny silver fork. “If only I’d remembered to save you some of the delicious garlic-herb-buttered escargot I just finished eating. Alas.”

			When Kip stamped his sizable foot, birds in the surrounding trees twittered and took flight. “You knew I was saving those snails as a special post-dealing-with-mini-demon-and-the-stick-up-his-tiny-ass treat!”

			Hugh’s brows beetled, and he peered over his shoulder at his own backside. Instead of reassuring him as to his butt’s perfection and very alluring—albeit subtle—curves, Gwen rolled her lips between her teeth and bit down hard.

			Lorrie grinned at her fuming cousin and curled her fingertips inward in a beckoning taunt. “Come at me, bro.”

			As Kip screeched and launched himself toward Lorrie, Gwen and Sabrina quickly exited the blanket and fled to a safer location.

			Hugh followed the two women to the tree line. “Inside the wall, neither Kip nor I spotted any additional signs of Supernatural culpability in the breach. Unless there’s video footage from the compound’s interior, I think we’re set in there. You two took care of the physical evidence on the guards?”

			“Sabrina did,” Gwen corrected. “I rested, and then she treated me. See?” She held up her hands, palms out, then extended her legs one at a time. “No more bleeding.”

			Hugh nodded, satisfaction softening the harsh line of his mouth. “Good.”

			“I healed all the burn marks on the guards, as well as the bruising around their wrists and ankles, but we obviously still have to deal with the s—” Sabrina cut herself off, her expression turning distant. “I think Starla’s trying to talk to me.”

			Her brows snapped together, and she sucked in a huge breath and fell silent.

			Worry prickling her skin, Gwen quietly explained the situation to Hugh. “Sabrina’s wife, Starla, is an Enhanced human telepath.”

			Star was also extremely ill and homebound, so she wouldn’t voluntarily expend the energy required for long-distance communication unless the situation was dire.

			Sabrina’s coppery-brown skin paled, and she swiveled abruptly to face Hugh and Gwen. Still listening to her wife, she stabbed a finger in the air and mouthed something Gwen couldn’t make out.

			Apparently Hugh understood it, though, because he immediately strode over to the trolls and got them separated in an instant. He and Kip appeared to be having an intense conversation of some sort. Hugh kept shaking his head while the troll nodded insistently.

			In the distance, a low rumble began vibrating through the air, growing louder by the moment. More birds flew away.

			“Military helicopters are on the way.” Sabrina’s dark eyes blazed with urgency. “At least three of them, according to Starla. I’m sorry, but I have to go. She crossed into Zone A so I could hear her, and she can’t make it back home alone. She’s not fit to drive.”

			“Go,” Gwen told her friend despite her utter confusion and anxiety. “Take care of your wife. It’s better if the authorities don’t know your identity anyway.”

			Lorrie reappeared at Gwen’s side, quickly followed by Hugh and Kip.

			“Sabby needs to leave.” Gwen slung her tote bag over her shoulder and braced herself for whatever came next. “Should all of us go with her?”

			Grim determination weighted Hugh’s words. “Kip and I need to disguise the last clear indication of demonic involvement. Afterward, I’ll stay to control the official narrative and make sure we didn’t miss any other planted evidence. But you and Lorrie can go.”

			“Mini-oracle’s absence would undercut our story,” Kip pointed out.

			Gwen didn’t understand—what indication? what story?—but there was no time to ask.

			“I have to leave.” Sabrina glanced quickly at her car, keys already in her hand. “If you’re coming with me, come now.”

			Fleeing would feel like the rankest form of cowardice. Especially since Gwen’s continued presence would apparently be helpful for reasons she didn’t yet comprehend.

			“I’m staying,” she told everyone.

			Hugh’s jaw worked, but he didn’t argue.

			“I have a feeling I know what Kip and Hugh are going to do, and there’s no way I’m missing that.” Lorrie plopped back down on the quilt. “Thanks for the offer, though, Sabby.”

			“If your wife has sufficient strength, please ask her to contact Max Boucher and have him come to the breach site immediately,” Hugh said to Sabrina. “We’ll need him.”

			“Will do.” Sabrina gave Gwen a swift hug, then bent down to embrace Lorrie too. “Be smart, and be safe.”

			Then she was gone. Her car disappeared into the distance just as the first camo-painted helicopters appeared above Wall Two and beelined in their direction.

			“I don’t know what explanation you’re going to offer the authorities,” Gwen told Hugh and Kip. “But good luck.”

			“Yeah.” Lorrie snickered. “Especially to you, Hugh. If you fight my cousin, you’re gonna need it.”

			Gwen reared back. “What?”

			“Brimstone.” Hugh didn’t say more, and he didn’t need to.

			Gwen’s harsh exhalation curled in front of her like smoke. “Oh, crap. I totally forgot about that.”

			After an hour or two spent near Wall One, her nose had grown accustomed to the telltale scent of demonic violence, the final planted sign of the species’ guilt. The officials would have noted the smell right away, though—and then promptly blamed demons for the breach.

			Since Sabrina couldn’t muster the power necessary to remove the scent from the entire site, the group had hoped the smell would dissipate naturally before government officials arrived. That hadn’t happened, so the breach site’s sulfurous stench required a plausible alternative explanation.

			Lorrie was right. Hugh would need all the help he could get. He’d need medical assistance too if Kip wasn’t cautious.

			She tipped her chin high to meet the troll’s eyes. “Please be careful.” As a sop to Hugh’s pride, she added, “Both of you.”

			“Here goes nothing,” the highly unhappy-looking demon muttered, and shed his leather jacket, leaving his upper body covered only by his tight black crop top.

			Well, Gwen thought, at least he’s going to look great in the emergency room.

			

			—

			By the time four military helicopters landed nearby and began disgorging uniformed troops and besuited officials, the lopsided battle of troll versus demon had just begun.

			Gwen’s heartbeat echoed in her ears, almost drowning out the slowing thump of the helicopter rotors. All she could do was stand frozen on the quilt, speechless with dread, and avoid eye contact with anyone brandishing a firearm or wearing epaulets while she watched the impromptu performance.

			“The human woman is mine!” Kip bellowed. “All mine!”

			Oh, damn. Gwen had a terrible feeling that she knew exactly what the cover story involved and why her presence might help sell it. But even with her here, who would actually believe it?

			Kip launched a meaty fist at the much-smaller demon, the swing wide and showy. The punch barely clipped Hugh’s jaw, as far as Gwen could tell, but Hugh staggered backward and cried out in dramatic agony—just a split second too late.

			Gwen scrubbed her face with her palms, hiding her expression.

			“Um…” The demon cleared his throat and planted his feet, fists on his hips. “Never! She’ll never be yours! Because she’s mine! Even though she very much remains her own person as well, with full sovereignty over her own body and choices!”

			“Amazing.” Lorrie crunched on a steaming handful of herbed popcorn. “Such passion.”

			With a shout, Hugh rushed toward his opponent, who obligingly ducked his head to meet the blow. The troll then roared his own displeasure, stumbled, and landed with a resounding thump on his butt, thus making himself much more easily reachable for Hugh.

			Even to Gwen’s untrained eyes, this was a disastrously bad imitation of a fight.

			“Should I be saying something?” she whispered to Lorrie. “Reacting somehow?”

			Lorrie’s broad shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Probably.”

			“Stop, you two!” When the fighters didn’t react, Gwen cupped her hands around her mouth and tried again. “Physical violence is never the answer, except in extremely select circumstances! And these are not the aforementioned extremely select circumstances!”

			Hugh gave her a subtle shake of his head—did he want her to stay out of it, or was he merely commenting on her lackluster advice?—then turned his attention back to the troll he was ostensibly battling.

			Giving up, she plunked herself down beside Lorrie, who offered the bowl of popcorn. Gwen took a buttery handful with a murmured thank-you and began munching anxiously.

			Most of the helicopters’ troops were now swarming across the makeshift bridge and through the hole in Wall One, streaming into the compound with weapons drawn. The half dozen or so officials, however, headed for the brawl occurring near the tree line.

			No one had arrested or shot Gwen and her companions yet. That was a good sign, right?

			“Holy fuck.” Tanielle Beech, the first and only fae who’d ever served as SERC’s chair, gaped at the spectacle as she halted beside Gwen and Lorrie’s quilt. The slight unearthly glow of her skin surrounded her like a pale halo. “What the hells is Blacke, of all creatures, doing here?”

			Was she part of the conspiracy? Or simply a councilor doing her job?

			“Excellent question, Beech.” A slickly handsome white-haired demon—Josiah Goodling, another SERC rep—arrived ringside next, a frown creasing his patrician features, his horn tips sharp as blades. “And why is Hugh fighting a godsforsaken troll?”

			Hugh would never live this moment down—assuming the gathered officials even believed the story currently being staged for their benefit. After all, why in the world would an extremely good-looking troll and Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, physically fight over a thirtysomething dud of an oracle in lumpy knitwear?

			“Should we break it up?” the demon inquired after a pause. “Or begin interviewing”—he tipped his head toward Lorrie and Gwen without looking directly at them—“those two?”

			The fae shook her head. “They aren’t going anywhere, and I’m interested to see what happens. Let the brawl play out.”

			The councilors spoke as if Gwen and Lorrie were either unable to hear them, too dim to understand the conversation, or so completely unimportant that their presence didn’t necessitate direct acknowledgment.

			“Very well.” The demon didn’t sound happy about the decision. “From what we saw in the helicopter, the acute zombie-related danger seems to have passed anyway.”

			Gwen cringed and swallowed her popcorn over a dust-dry throat.

			She and her compatriots had assumed the authorities would break up the unconvincing fight right away, not settle in to observe it. If the battle seemed staged, they’d begin to wonder why. And if they thought about that a little, they might reach a correct, utterly disastrous conclusion, and then where would Gwen and her friends be?

			Either in jail or dead. Sooner rather than later.

			Kip clearly understood that too. Gwen could actually spot the exact moment he decided to amp up the theatrics and evoke a more convincing performance from his scene partner.

			The troll yanked his sweater over his head, baring his broad chest, and spread his brawny arms, as if inviting Hugh to come at him. When he spoke again, he’d raised his voice to a bellow.

			“You think she wants your tiny ass?” Kip’s scornful laugh rang across the small clearing. “She probably can’t even find it, despite those tight pants of yours.”

			The urge to hide her face again nearly overwhelmed Gwen. Instead of cowering, though, she shot a reproving frown toward one of the common human officials nearby. The one who’d chuckled at the insult to Hugh, the sound low and mean.

			The tall woman wore a highly decorated military uniform—was she a general?—and had her thick, graying hair cut into a conservative jaw-length bob. She was watching the proceedings with every sign of enjoyment, a dark-clad assistant lingering just behind her, near her elbow.

			She paid Gwen zero attention. Probably for the best.

			“Our little oracle’s not settling for a puny twig of a demon, bro.” Kip wasn’t done yet. “Not when she could have a big, strong troll in her bed.”

			More laughter bubbled from the gathered crowd of officials. They leaned in closer, rapt.

			Faint color now burnished Hugh’s angular cheekbones too, and his harsh exhalation created far more vapor than before. It surrounded his mouth like smoke, lingering in the air.

			His voice had turned gravelly. “Don’t speak about her like that.”

			A faint, fresh waft of sulfur permeated the air at his words, and both Gwen and Lorrie exhaled quietly in relief.

			Still seated on the frozen brown grass, Kip flattened his hand over his eyes as he scanned their surroundings and the ring of onlookers. “Who’s going to stop me?”

			The reek of sulfur intensified, and Hugh’s jaw worked. The lean muscles of his upper arms flexed and released, then flexed again.

			“You might as well admit it, bro. You can’t hurt me. Not even when I’m here, within easy reach.” Kip spread his arms, the very picture of unconcern. “You’re too much of a coward, with too big a stick up your minuscule, unimpressive butt. No wonder she doesn’t want you.”

			Hugh made a weird growly sound and sort of…pawed the ground. Like a pompadoured bull in a crop top.

			“Bawk-bawk-bawk,” Kip taunted Hugh, flapping his massive arms like wings.

			With a guttural shout, Hugh reared back and punched Kip using the full force of his whip-tight body.

			Embers floated through the air and sputtered to black atop the grass and the nearby bodies of the poor guards, while the suffocating stench of brimstone drenched the site. Hugh’s breath steamed in great dragon-like puffs, and his body faintly smoked.

			The troll laughed and wiped his bloody nose with the back of his wrist before standing.

			“Kick that demon’s minuscule but remarkably tight ass!” Catching Gwen’s incredulous stare, Lorrie shrugged. “I have eyes too, bro.”

			Then the two males flew at each other, and the fight was truly on.
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			The battle ended in a draw several minutes later, after Hugh proved unable to break Kip’s headlock but somehow managed to land a vicious backward kick to his opponent’s—apparently very large, apparently very sensitive—testicles.

			It was a surprisingly ungentlemanly move, but it worked.

			With a choked whimper, Kip collapsed on the brown grass, curling up like an oversized shrimp and protectively clutching his balls. Hugh celebrated his triumph with a wordless shout, neck tendons taut, fists clenched as his sweat-dampened chest heaved with each harsh breath.

			If she didn’t know better, Gwen might even have called the emotion in his roar sincere.

			Then he stalked in her direction, all bruises and blood and salty skin. Frozen in bewilderment, she simply stared up at him as he approached. And when he reached down and swept her to her feet with surprising strength, she didn’t resist. Wasn’t even tempted to.

			After Kip’s doubled-over surrender, Hugh’s sulfurous stench had faded into a strong but pleasant smoky smell. Gwen’s gasp dragged the scent deep into her lungs as he firmly hauled her against his slim, battered body.

			The heat of that body in the battle’s immediate aftermath verged on uncomfortable. Or at least it would have if she weren’t so freaking cold. Under the circumstances, though, she only pressed closer, because he felt astoundingly good wrapped around her—and not just because of his welcome warmth.

			One long hand flattened on her lower back, and she instinctively arched to press against it as an electric jolt traveled up her spine. His other hand carefully gripped her nape under her rumpled braid. He bent low, as if poised to drag his open mouth up her neck, and spoke a single word—a single question—into her ear.

			His voice was a hoarse thread of sound. “Yes?”

			Was he asking permission to keep hugging her? To kiss her? To consummate their fictional love in front of assorted onlookers?

			If she liked, she could tell herself that her response was prompted solely by the need for a persuasive performance in front of skeptical critics. But she’d forgotten councilors and troops and trolls. If asked, couldn’t have recalled her age or recited her address.

			His name, though—that was emblazoned on her every thought. And whatever he wanted from her right now, her answer was the same.

			“Hugh.” Instinctively, her fingers buried themselves in his thick, soft hair and curled tight, trapping him close. “Yes.”

			With the lightest possible tug on her braid, he tipped her head back.

			Then he kissed her.

			He tasted like salted caramel on the verge of scorching. All sweetness and saline, with a hint of that telltale smoke. His lips glided and clung softly, beguilingly, to her own, and she willingly opened them for more.

			When his tongue slid along her lower lip, an electric bolt of heat detonated between her legs. His mouth captured her small, raw sound of pleasure, drinking it down as he glided his splayed hand slowly up her back and patiently, meticulously destroyed her.

			A throat cleared. Very loudly and much too close.

			Gwen startled, but Hugh didn’t end the embrace right away. Instead, he rubbed her back soothingly, even as his kiss gentled to a sweet, chaste press of lips. When he finally lifted his head, he looked only at her. Not at his SERC colleagues, who hovered impatiently nearby.

			Okay? he mouthed, and she nodded. But if she counted the sorry state of her common sense, that was a damn lie.

			She’d cast aside all her foolish dreams at eighteen years old, so she should have no trouble acknowledging the truth: He didn’t want her. He was pretending. Again.

			But gods and goddesses above, that kiss had felt real. As real as anything she’d ever experienced. And this wasn’t the best time to indulge silly fantasies, but here she was. Indulging.

			When he helped her back down onto the quilt, she accepted his assistance and thanked him for it. Agreed when he urged her to sit and rest while he dealt with the other councilors. Offered to treat his many wounds and accepted his polite refusal in an equally polite fashion.

			Then, once he’d turned to address his colleagues, she licked her swollen lips to taste him one more time. Because evidently one foolish, furtive dream had survived the past twenty years, despite her best efforts.

			His name was Hugh Blacke. He was now her fake demon boyfriend, and she was far too likely to fall for him when she really, really shouldn’t.

			In short, she was screwed. Not in the fun way either.

			

			—

			Idle for the moment, Gwen sat on her quilt and shamelessly eavesdropped.

			Frankly, there was a lot happening. At the order of their commander—Blair Herka, the military officer with the graying bob who was, in fact, a general—troops had begun to reemerge from inside Wall One, where they evidently hadn’t located any zombies or damning evidence. They were now fanning out to widen the search and help any Zone residents in need.

			Kip was icing his abused testicles with the frozen packs he’d been using to keep his gelato cool. Eleni Wongel, a vampire councilor who’d eagerly volunteered to interview the bare-chested troll, was providing him succor of the flirting variety between queries. Lorrie lingered nearby, happily devouring Kip’s gelato as she waited for her own interview. Her account of events, like Gwen’s, didn’t seem to be a high priority for the gathered officials.

			Then there was Hugh.

			Hugh, who periodically turned to check on Gwen’s continued well-being while Tanielle Beech, the SERC chair, questioned him.

			Hugh, whose crop top had been torn irreparably down the center by Kip’s massive fist. The troops should play “Taps” for that top. Its service to the world had earned the distinction.

			Hugh, who’d kissed her. Although she’d recovered her common sense at some point and was doing her best not to think about that.

			“When—” He mopped at his bloody nose with the pristine white handkerchief provided by his fellow demon councilor and apparent mentor, Josiah Goodling. “When did you finally hear about the situation inside the Zone? And how?”

			He was questioning his colleagues fully as much as they were questioning him. Their willingness to let him do so, even under these circumstances, told Gwen a great deal about his growing power and pristine reputation on the Council. She could only hope his tawdry display of fisticuffs and passionate smoochery wouldn’t lessen that power or ruin that enviable reputation.

			“An unidentified Zone resident launched a jerry-rigged drone over Wall Four shortly after dawn this morning and managed to alert authorities as to the breach.” Councilor Beech’s pointed ear tips twitched. “We contacted the common human government, requested military support, and came as soon as we got the news. Far too late to do much good, of course.”

			Goodling sighed and dragged a hand through his snowy-white hair, between his horns. “We’d been told the Zone was experiencing a simple communications and infrastructure glitch, which was being handled by the appropriate authorities. Now that we know the truth, my people have been hunting for the source of that information. It was theoretically sent by an official who doesn’t actually exist, from a governmental email address that’s no longer in service. So far, at least, my investigators have reached a dead end.”

			Gwen chewed thoughtfully on a handful of now-cold popcorn.

			Drones had never been permitted in the Zone. Officials had designated the entire area restricted airspace, probably because they didn’t want footage of the zombies to circulate and remind constituents of the continuing threat.

			So, had a resident truly snuck drone components through the Zone’s entry checkpoint? Or had one of the conspirators decided to launch the next phase of their plans and made up a fictional resident, complete with a fictional drone?

			“That’s the sum of our very limited information.” Goodling’s silver hair ruffled in the wind when he offered Hugh an encouraging nod. “Now tell us what you know, lad.”

			Before Hugh could say anything, the SERC chair raised a long, slim, imperious finger. “You can begin by explaining how you got here, Blacke. We spoke only yesterday at SERC headquarters, and there’s been no access to the Zone for days. Even if your entry had been freely permitted, I’m struggling to understand why you’d visit a place like this, wearing something like that.”

			She scanned Hugh’s clothing, her lip curled in distaste. To his credit, Hugh didn’t flinch or even fasten his leather jacket to cover his naked chest. Instead, shoulders back, blood still oozing from his nose, he met the fae’s judgmental gaze with his one good eye and…

			Yeah. He really wasn’t good at lying. Like, at all.

			“Ummm…” He paused. For at least five seconds too long. “Uh, yes, Councilor Beech, I suppose it does seem…out of character, as it were…for me to be here. But I got…well, concerned, I guess…when several days passed and I couldn’t get in touch with my, uh, my…”

			He hesitated, his Semper rectior instincts clearly troubling him. But as Caesar himself might have told the demon, it was too late. The moment Hugh threw a punch at Kip in a crop top as various SERC councilors watched, the Rubicon had most definitely been crossed.

			And if that hadn’t done the trick, his tongue in Gwen’s mouth definitely had.

			“I’m his girlfriend,” she announced for him, because she couldn’t stand it any longer.

			Beech and Goodling turned to stare at her with evident surprise, and she couldn’t figure out why. Did they imagine her incapable of contributing to the discussion? Or had they truly not understood that she must be the human woman Hugh had been very ostentatiously fighting over, even after he’d swept her into a heated embrace and Frenched her?

			Withering under the officials’ scrutiny, she gave them a weak smile and a tiny, pathetic little wave from her spot on the quilt.

			“Yes. Gwen is my girlfriend.” This time, Hugh didn’t falter over the designation. It was a firm statement, and it drew the other councilors’ attention back to him. “I had a friend teleport me into the Zone this morning to check on her, since there was no other usable means of communication.”

			“I don’t…” Beech’s pale brows drew together. “How did you even meet someone like…” After a pregnant—ha!—pause, she rephrased. “How did you even meet her?”

			After Gwen’s involuntary glance down at her lumpy sweater, torn leggings, and oversized cargo shorts, she had to acknowledge the justice of Beech’s question. A wealthy, powerful demon like Hugh would normally never encounter a human of such utter insignificance. Not up close, anyway.

			“As I’m sure you can already tell, Gwen is an oracle.” Hugh’s frown had deepened, and his stance widened. “We’ve known each other for over twenty years, ever since I participated in her verification panel at Delphi Academy.”

			“Gwen…” The SERC chair peered at her more closely, clearly searching her memory. When she finally put the pieces together, she abruptly straightened and gaped at Hugh in open shock. “Gwendolen Wexloff?”

			“Yes,” Hugh confirmed nonchalantly, as if her name weren’t infamous in SERC circles.

			“And you’ve been in touch all that time?” Josiah Goodling regarded his protégé with avuncular concern. “I had no idea.”

			“No. We didn’t stay in contact afterward.” Hugh’s temporary burst of confidence visibly faded, and he shifted his weight. “But we, uh, reencountered each other a few weeks ago at…” His gaze lowered to the tips of his heeled boots. “At, um, karaoke?”

			Oh, no. That was…that was very bad.

			Understandably, Goodling’s concern had turned to outright befuddlement. “At…karaoke? You?”

			“How fascinating.” Tanielle Beech’s eyes had narrowed on her younger colleague. “Which bar were you visiting?”

			There was no possible way Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, would trek into the Containment Zone for karaoke night at Hole in the Wall, the Zone’s macabrely named dive bar.

			“That place in Georgetown,” Gwen hastily interjected, before Hugh either gave up and confessed everything or spun another, even more implausible tale. “You, uh…you know the one. With all the…” What would a bougie karaoke bar in Georgetown even look like? “With all the velvet. And the carved wood. And the cocktails with, um…”

			What was the fanciest possible drink component? Absinthe?

			No. She wanted to increase the believability of their cover story, not ape a cabaret dancer on the verge of insanity in belle epoque Paris.

			“Elderflower?” Should she have said gold leaf instead? Too late now. Besides, she clearly wasn’t the sort of oracle who could afford to sprinkle inert precious metals over her alcohol. “Yes. Elderflower.”

			It was the best she could do.

			“Elderflower,” the SERC chair repeated slowly, looking even more dubious.

			“I was there for a friend’s bachelorette party and recognized Hugh up on stage.” Gwen warmed to her tale, imagining a spotlit Hugh at the microphone, rumpled and a little sloppy from one too many elderflower drinks, holding court with his electric performance. “He sang ‘Kiss,’ of course. That’s why he’s dressed like Prince. He knows I can’t resist those tight pants.”

			That part, at least, was true, although she mentally played the bugle for his lost crop top.

			“Hmmm.” Councilor Beech folded long, slim arms over her chest. “Is that correct, Blacke?”

			“Uh…” Hugh swallowed. “I—”

			“Pray don’t encourage the demon, Beech.” Max Boucher, arrogant vamp that he was, rolled his eyes as he swept theatrically into the clearing. “If I hear the story of these two fated lovers’ reunion even once more, sheer boredom may force me to tear out his throat.”

			Gwen slumped over her bowl of popcorn, weak with relief. “Hey, Max.”

			“Maxime Boucher!” Beech regarded the long-lost vampire with evident astonishment. “I thought I’d never see you again this side of the veil!”

			“Frankly, I’d hoped never to see you again,” Josiah Goodling muttered, his genial expression souring.

			Gwen imagined any good, rule-abiding demon would find Max a trial. If forced to spend more than five minutes with the vampire, Hugh would probably frown hard enough to do himself permanent injury.

			“Boucher.” Hugh inclined his head in acknowledgment. “A pleasure, as always.”

			A nice touch, that as always. To Gwen’s best knowledge, Hugh and Max hadn’t seen each other in decades, if they’d ever actually met before.

			“If only I could say the same.” Max eyed Hugh’s studded black jacket, rendering judgment with a displeased sniff. “If you must dress like Prince, Blacke, at least attempt to do so with panache. Even in leather, you’re somehow exuding all the raw sexual magnetism of a mid-level HR manager giving a lackluster performance review.”

			Well, that wasn’t fair. Gwen had very personally, very intimately experienced the raw sexual magnetism of Hugh’s outfit. She wrinkled her nose at Max, who winked back at her.

			Unfair or not, the insult had effectively distracted Beech and Goodling. The SERC chair was chuckling at the insult to Hugh, while the elder demon tutted disapprovingly at Max. Neither had resumed picking apart the far-fetched tale of Gwen’s romance with their fellow councilor.

			“When I wear black leather…” Max indicated his own stylish hooded jacket. “Females weep in thwarted lust. Males swoon. Nonbinary onlookers rend their clothing in helpless need.”

			Just to be sure, Gwen ran a knuckle over her cheek to confirm its dryness. Hugh scowled at her, then turned back to Max as the vampire took control of the gathering.

			“I know everything that happened here.” Max swept a dramatic arm, indicating the breach site. “After I explain, you’re welcome to ask any questions you may still have.”

			He proceeded to share a highly edited, extremely gripping account of the previous few days, in which a band of plucky, brave Zone residents—their exact identities unspecified—gathered to battle and defeat the newly freed zombies before the Zone’s entry gate began functioning once more and loosed apocalyptic destruction on the hapless outside world.

			True enough, as far as it went.

			Beech and Goodling hung on every word, rapt, while Hugh glanced discreetly between his own leather jacket and Max’s leather hoodie, his brow beetled.

			Max wrapped up the triumphant tale, smug satisfaction oozing from every perfect pore. “Once we had the remaining zombies trapped, we killed them all. I can’t swear that there aren’t any strays still left alive, but if so, we haven’t spotted any.” He hitched a thumb toward the site of the previous night’s battle. “I can show you the creatures’ remains if your troops haven’t already discovered the trench.”

			For all her evident appreciation of Max’s performance, Beech remained skeptical. “If what you’re telling us is true, where are your compatriots in battle?”

			“Most had homes and families to return to, but you’re looking at three of them.” Max indicated the trolls and Gwen. “We managed to get their worst injuries addressed, although Gwen still bears a few cuts and bruises. Little oracle, why don’t you show them?”

			Ah. He’d noticed her half-healed wounds and decided to take advantage of them.

			Obediently, she unwound herself from all her blankets and rolled up her sleeves and leggings to display the scabbed areas on her elbows and knees. Beech and Goodling approached the quilt to inspect her unimpressive battle wounds, coming far too close for her comfort.

			She didn’t trust them. Both councilors radiated immense power, and she didn’t know whether they were inclined to use that power for good. Sure, Goodling had been nice to his protégé, but he and Beech had both chosen to treat her like an unimportant nonentity, so…

			Yeah. She didn’t want either of them near her.

			“Gwen is cold.” Hugh’s firm tone drew everyone’s attention. “If you need further evidence of her injuries, we can take photos of them once she’s in a warmer location.”

			Beech could have overruled her younger colleague, but she didn’t. Both councilors immediately backed off.

			Gwen shot Hugh a grateful smile and covered up again.

			“By the time I arrived this morning, the battle had already been won.” Hugh took several large steps away from her quilt, and the others followed automatically. “But everyone I’ve encountered and everything I’ve seen has confirmed Boucher’s story.”

			Goodling tipped his head, his handsome face creased in thought. “Do you have any theories as to what—or who—caused the breach?”

			“Yes, we do have a theory.” Luckily, Max swooped in to answer before Hugh could muster another unpersuasive lie. “As best we can tell, the zombies must have somehow evolved in secret and used the compound’s abandoned tools to break out on their own.”

			There should be no way to prove otherwise. Or so Gwen fervently hoped.

			Sadly, that hope died with Tanielle Beech’s next words.

			“And yet,” she said, drawing out each word, “we have footage from the compound that implicates an outside group.”

			“Oh?” Hugh tipped his head, as if abstractly interested. As if what she said next couldn’t doom their apocalypse-aversion efforts. “Who?”

			“Demons,” Beech declared. “Demons freed the zombies.”
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			Councilor Goodling had sucked in a harsh, shocked breath at Beech’s revelation, while Max and Hugh regarded the SERC chair with identical stony expressions.

			Gwen bit her lip and hunched over her bent knees, overcome by despair. She and her friends had no way to counteract video evidence, and—oh, gods and goddesses—how were they going to avert an interspecies war now?

			Hugh cast a quick glance her way and caught her eye. It’s okay, he mouthed, and she tried her best to believe him.

			“Unfortunately, we didn’t discover the footage until this morning.” Beech’s voice was flat. “The employee in charge of monitoring the cameras took an extended winter holiday and didn’t designate a replacement monitor. As of this morning, he’s—”

			From the cold rage in the SERC chair’s unearthly sea-green eyes and the way her long fingers curled into pale fists, Gwen half expected her to say dead by my own hands.

			She wouldn’t want Tanielle Beech for an enemy. Not if she could possibly help it.

			“—no longer working for SERC,” Beech finished.

			Whew.

			Still, Gwen had to wonder: Was the fae genuinely angry at her employee’s lapse? Or had she arranged that gap in monitoring herself in service to a terrible, terrifying conspiracy?

			“Why didn’t you inform me about this supposed footage earlier, Beech?” Josiah Goodling’s question rang through the clearing, dripping with indignation. “I would have had my staff check the video for tampering, because no demon would ever—”

			“The footage is fake. Has to be.” Max sounded bored. “Even if it looks real.”

			Beech rounded on him. “How could you possibly know that? You’ve been hiding away in your cave of misanthropic solitude for over two decades, Boucher, and you have no fucking clue about the interspecies dynamics currently at play.”

			“Before his arrival”—Max indicated Hugh—“there was no identifiable brimstone scent at this breach site. No one turned inside out. No burns. And even common humans can purchase a fae glamour, Beech. With enough money, anyone can look like anything, as you well know. My lengthy absence from SERC’s utterly delightful politics hasn’t changed that.”

			Unlike Hugh, Max clearly had no problem lying. While she might find that talent troubling in other contexts, right now Gwen loved him for it.

			“Thank you,” Goodling said with emphasis. “I’m telling you, Beech, demons aren’t to blame here. We’re being framed.”

			Hugh stood among the other Supernaturals, quiet and still, and observed his colleagues. Gwen doubted they even registered the intensity of his scrutiny.

			“To my vast displeasure, I’m afraid I must agree with Goodling.” Max gave a delicate shudder, as if disgusted at himself. “The only unchanging marker of a perpetrator’s species is scent, and again, I didn’t smell demons here prior to Blacke’s heroics. Only the creatures themselves. Common humans too, of course. I assumed that scent came from the guards, but now I’m wondering—”

			“Did common human activists glamour themselves as demons and free the zombies for a second time?” Apparently asking questions didn’t trigger Hugh’s discomfort the same way telling outright falsehoods did, because he interrupted Max with smooth confidence. “And if so, what was their end goal? Did they hope to provoke an interspecies war?”

			“It’s a damn good thing I reached the site in time to gather the lingering scent spoor. Otherwise, we might have believed the false footage.” Max turned on his booted heel to face Tanielle Beech. “I imagine the guilty humans are long dead by now, overrun by the very zombies they freed. I can attempt to track them, though, if you’d like?”

			“If your services are required, I’ll let you know.” Beech directed her attention to her left, a fierce scowl carving deep lines into her narrow face. “Blacke. Do you believe Boucher’s explanation of events?”

			Apparently the SERC chair had, in fact, noticed Hugh’s intense watchfulness. Noticed and wanted to hear the demon’s evaluation of whatever he’d seen.

			This time, Hugh didn’t hesitate or stumble. “Yes.”

			“Not that you asked, but so do I.” Goodling bestowed a fulminating glare on the SERC chair. “Humans, not demons, are to blame for this catastrophe. After Hugh and his companions have departed, you and I need to talk, Beech.”

			“Fine.” Beech irritably waved that off. “Boucher, the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council would like to thank you and everyone else who bravely battled the zombie horde. We’ll be contacting you shortly for a list of their names so we can take their official statements. In the meantime, however, I’m asking you and your compatriots to vacate the area. Immediately.”

			“Very well.” Max raised his voice, directing it somewhere behind Gwen. “Lorrie my sweet, we need to go. Finish up your cherries jubilee. Kip, you’ll have to seduce Councilor Wongel via French desserts some other time. Pack up your skillet, mon frère.” He caught Gwen’s eye. “Little oracle, our resident troll Casanova won’t listen to me. Please prevent him from initiating sexual congress before a platoon of intrigued soldiers.”

			By the time she managed to wrestle Kip and Councilor Wongel apart, Hugh was deep in conversation with Goodling. She didn’t want to interrupt, but the SERC chair had very firmly ordered them to leave as soon as possible, so she inched closer. Only to stop short when she overheard the very personal nature of the demons’ discussion.

			“—shocked to see you caught up in an incident like this.” Goodling raked an agitated hand through his hair once more. “Are you okay, son?”

			“I am, but the events of the last several days have understandably distressed my…” Hugh cleared his throat. “My lovely girlfriend. I’ll need to take a temporary leave of absence from my SERC duties to care for her. Hopefully no more than a week, but I can’t swear to that.”

			The final length of that absence would no doubt depend on how his investigation into the human-fae conspiracy proceeded. In the meantime, she could definitely exude debilitating anxiety and exhaustion.

			Goodling’s silver brows rose. “An entire week during such a fraught moment? Doesn’t she have other resources she could employ for her comfort in your absence?”

			In other words: She should suck it up while Hugh focused on more important things than her mental health.

			“As Gwen’s partner, it’s both my privilege and my heartfelt desire to be her primary support in times of need.” The words were formal yet shockingly romantic, their tone bland yet immovable. “I’ll virtually attend any urgent update meetings. Otherwise, however, I’ll be unavailable. I’ll submit the appropriate paperwork shortly.”

			The elder demon took a moment to process that flower-festooned stone wall of a response before speaking again. “I’m also surprised—and pleased, of course—to see you with someone again. It’s been a long time.”

			Gwen’s ears perked, since she hadn’t heard any gossip about Hugh’s love life over the last two decades. He seemed like someone who’d keep his private life just that. Private.

			“I am, however, startled to discover the object of your affections,” Goodling continued, after several awkward moments of silence. “A failed oracle? Truly? Hugh, please think of your family and your own future. We both know you could do much b—”

			Gwen barely had time to cringe in red-cheeked mortification before Hugh cut him off.

			“My companions and I were told to leave,” he told his mentor. “We need to go.”

			“But—” the elder demon protested.

			“Good day, Josiah. I’ll be in touch.” Hugh dismissed Goodling with a perfunctory nod, then walked immediately toward Gwen and took her arm, his grip gentle but supportive. “There you are. Have you prevented Kip’s indecency charge–in–progress?”

			A breezy reply required some struggle, but Gwen eventually managed.

			“With difficulty,” she said. “I had to wave an herb-crusted rack of lamb over my head to distract him, but he and Lorrie are waiting for us near her SUV.”

			As Hugh led her toward the road, she lowered her voice to a faint whisper. “I wish I were a more believable fake girlfriend for someone like you. That conversation must have been so embarrassing. I’m sorry.”

			“I’m not embarrassed, Gwen, and you owe me no apologies.” His response was quiet but firm. “Indeed, I should be apologizing to you for not ending the conversation before your feelings were injured.”

			Gwen blinked, startled out of her lingering humiliation.

			“You realized I was close enough to overhear your conversation?” She could have sworn she’d stayed out of his direct line of sight. “And how did you know he hurt my feelings?”

			“In answer to your first question: Yes.” His lips quirking in a wry smile, he lightly stroked the knuckles of his free hand over the apple of her flaming cheek. “In answer to your second question: Your face is very expressive.”

			Oh, gods. If her face was that expressive, he definitely knew she was planning to touch herself to the memory of him in a skintight crop top.

			Despite the utter humiliation of that prospect, despite knowing that he was merely pantomiming affection for observers again, she couldn’t help herself. She leaned into his hand, because it was strong and steady. Because even the smallest whisper of affection from such a reserved, restrained man felt like a shout of devotion, and she wanted to bask in its glory and forget its falseness for one fleeting moment.

			When his hand finally fell away, her foolish heart sank too. Flustered, unsure what to do or say, she made a show of looking around the breach site for any items they might have left behind. Unexpectedly, she found herself making direct eye contact with Blair Herka.

			Halfway across the clearing, the general was watching the two of them leave. At least until Josiah Goodling approached her to say something.

			After one last sidelong glance at Hugh and Gwen, she turned to the demon.

			“Instead of teleporting, I’ll join you in the helicopter, General.” Goodling’s words drifted to Gwen on a brisk snap of wind. “We can determine our next steps along the way.”

			She didn’t envy either of them. SERC officials and the common human government would now have to tackle a mountain of difficult tasks: Making certain no stray zombies had survived. Dealing with the dead creatures’ remains. Alerting all Zone residents that the danger had passed. Repairing the Zone’s communications networks. And worst of all, gathering and identifying the creatures’ human and Supernatural victims—then locating and contacting any next of kin.

			Gwen’s next inhalation shook, and her vision blurred.

			So many living beings killed in service to some selfish, evil power grab. The thought of all the neighbors she might never see again…

			“Gwen?” Hugh’s clasp of her arm tightened slightly. “Are you okay?”

			Not really. She was grieving and processing trauma of various sorts. She was exhausted. And although it was the least important issue at hand, she absolutely hated knowing that Hugh’s mentor disapproved of her. Even if Hugh wasn’t truly her boyfriend and never would be.

			“It’s just been a long week.” Not a complete rendering of her present emotional state, but true enough. “Anyway, Max wants us all to meet at his home to discuss our next steps.”

			Lorrie’s SUV had appeared through the trees, only a few strides away. On the brittle, brown grass beside the vehicle, Lorrie and Kip appeared to be wrestling over a gently steaming tagine of mysterious provenance.

			“We should drive to—” Hugh began.

			With a triumphant shout, Lorrie grabbed hold of her cousin’s cold-stiffened nipples and twisted viciously. Kip cried out and doubled over, arms now crossed protectively over his bare chest.

			“Karma’s a bitch, and so are you, bro.” Lorrie stood over him, arms akimbo. “That’s my merguez sausage stew. Hands off if you want your nips to stay on.”

			Still groaning piteously, Kip raised both middle fingers.

			Hugh shook his head. “As I was about to say, we should drive to Max’s residence immediately. As soon as Kip recovers from his, uh…”

			The demon paused, searching for the right words.

			“Purple nurples,” Gwen supplied.

			“His purple nurples,” Hugh finished, and—still shaking his head—ushered Gwen into the front passenger seat of Lorrie’s car.
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			“Stop fussing, Gaston.” The outline of her supine body barely visible under the mountain of cashmere throws Max had already piled atop her, Edie pushed away her boyfriend’s latest offering. “The next thousand-dollar blanket you put on me, I’m using as a napkin when I eat my buffalo wings.”

			At the moment, Edie—a common human woman of uncommon spirit, determination, and kindness, in Gwen’s view—was lying on an elaborate satin chaise, of the sort one might find in Versailles. Hells, maybe it truly had come from the Sun King’s furniture collection, given Max’s French background and indeterminate but very advanced age.

			Either way, Edie didn’t appear at all overawed by the luxury surrounding her or the powerful vampire at her side. Who was, in fact, fussing over her.

			“Buffalo wings?” Outrage creased Max’s broad forehead. “You wouldn’t.”

			“You know I would.”

			“Dammit, Edie,” he complained.

			As the couple continued to bicker happily, Gwen snuck another curious glance around the library where she and everyone else had settled.

			After Max had greeted his visitors on the sagging front porch of his dilapidated 1960s ranch house, he’d led them to a hidden elevator that ushered them deep beneath the earth’s surface. That elevator had opened into this room: a lovely, cozy library, with stained-glass lamps that cast a soft glow over honey-toned antique wood and silk upholstery.

			The only off note: a gorgeous, thick rug on the floor whose numerous rusty stains indicated significant bloodshed. Probably Max’s rather than Edie’s, since she wouldn’t have survived such wholesale exsanguination.

			Gwen figured he simply hadn’t had time to replace it yet, given the disruption of recent events. And by recent events, she meant the zombie breach, of course—but also his acquisition of a stubborn common human girlfriend who was still recovering from her own life-threatening injuries. She’d come so close to dying, in fact, that she’d actually chatted with a reaper, who’d arrived in expectation of guiding Edie to whatever afterlife destination Death and the Fates had considered suitable for her.

			With most of the newly dead, that destination—for good or ill—was apparently quite straightforward. In a few cases, however, an argument could be made for various outcomes. Whereupon a reaper would accompany their charge to the Realm Below, the ancestral domain of Death and the Fates, and into a courtroom where an assigned demon lawyer would argue on behalf of their recently deceased client.

			From what Gwen knew about Edie, she figured the common human’s eventual afterlife wouldn’t require a trial and would contain only good things. Assuming Max let her die at all. Which he probably wouldn’t, based on what Gwen had overheard several hours ago.

			She was doing her best not to envy that kind of devoted love.

			Without warning, Hugh rose from where he sat beside her on a gracefully curved settee, walked over to the chaise, and collected the blanket rejected by Edie. Shaking it out, he silently offered it to Gwen. She accepted it with a mouthed thank you and smiled up at him as he protectively tucked the blanket’s luxuriously soft folds around her.

			The only thing that would make this moment better? If Hugh’s bare chest and arms weren’t covered by a thick black sweater. Unfortunately, though, everyone had been given time to wash up and change after Sabrina had done some basic healing on Hugh and Kip. By the time Hugh had emerged from Max’s palatial marble bathroom, all traces of Prince had disappeared…other than a bit of eyeliner the demon had missed.

			She hoped he didn’t notice it anytime soon.

			When he sat again, his left hip and firm leg pressed tightly to hers. Even through the blanket, the heat of his body rivaled the fire in the library’s hearth.

			She shivered. Not from cold.

			“Apologies.” His gaze caught hers. Held. “If you wish, I can move farther—”

			He tensed as if to rise, and she caught his arm and kept him in place.

			“No.” Her throat had gone Mojave dry. “Please stay where you are.”

			The corner of his mouth twitched. “You’re certain?”

			“Definitely.” Too tired for shame, she let herself lean infinitesimally into the unyielding support of his slim, strong frame. “You’re so warm.”

			For some reason, his face dropped a little. “Ah. Very well.”

			Clearing his throat, he directed his attention across the library, where their host and his girlfriend were still arguing.

			At that point, Sabrina lost her already-strained patience and interrupted the drama.

			“For fuck’s sake.” Sitting up straight in her brocade armchair, the witch pointed at Edie. “She’ll be fine, you overbearing mother hen of a vamp. I’ve checked her over multiple times, as you know. She just needs rest. And I need to get back to my wife, so—”

			“Is everyone still squabbling over Sir Edes-a-lot’s buffalo wings?” Lorrie appeared in the doorway, closely followed by Kip. Pleased satisfaction shone bright in the cousins’ matching grins, and an unidentified orangish-red smear marred Lorrie’s left cheek. “If so, crisis averted. We ate them, along with everything else in the fridge. You’re welcome.”

			Gwen’s stomach rumbled longingly, and Hugh frowned at the trolls. Then he stood again in one decisive movement and left the library for reasons unknown.

			As she stared after the demon, oddly bereft, Max rounded on the troll cousins.

			His menacing tone prickled the hair at the nape of Gwen’s neck. “You ate all the food I specifically procured for Edie’s recovery?”

			Normally, he’d realize he was being trolled—by, yes, trolls—before losing his shit. The vampire was still too frantic about his beloved’s health to recognize that, though.

			Someone had to intervene.

			“Kip.” Gwen rubbed her forehead tiredly. “Please tell Max that you and Lorrie didn’t eat everything.”

			“You’re a spoilsport, Gwen-my-love,” Kip accused affectionately.

			She simply raised her eyebrows at him.

			“Fine. Be that way.” The troll turned to Max. “We didn’t eat everything. Most things, yes. Everything, no.”

			“Eighty percent of your refrigerator’s contents, max.” Lorrie beamed. “Hey! ‘Max’! Nice!”

			Max subsided, his fists uncurling, and Edie reached out a hand to tug him down onto the chaise. He perched on the edge beside her, grumpiness still creasing his far-too-handsome features. Even so, he lifted her hand to his mouth for a soft, loving kiss.

			Hugh reentered the room, a food-filled rectangular glass storage dish clasped in his capable hands. Along the way to the settee, he offered both trolls a reproving headshake.

			“They didn’t quite eat everything.” He handed the warm dish to Gwen along with a cloth napkin, a fork, and a bottle of sparkling mineral water. “This is parmesan polenta, according to the label on the lid. Topped with thyme-butter-sautéed chanterelles and roasted chicken.”

			“Oh, dear heavens, that looks and smells incredible.” She beamed up at him in gratitude. “Thank you, Hugh.”

			His shoulders subtly straightened. “It was no bother.”

			She wanted it so, so much. Before she took her first bite, though, she caught her host’s eye and raised her brows in question. Because if Edie needed the meal—

			“You’re fine. I can easily procure more food.” Max flipped over his hand in a graceful gesture, inviting her to eat. “Bon appétit, little oracle. Share with the demon if you must.”

			When Gwen offered Hugh the container he’d just placed in her hands, he waved it off and settled beside her again. And this time, they were pressed so closely together that he had to sling his arm over the back of the settee, tantalizingly near her shoulders, to accommodate their new proximity.

			She smiled down at her polenta, gentle warmth heating her cheeks, and began eating.

			“We’ve wasted enough time.” Sabrina’s voice was sharp enough to carve Gwen’s roast chicken. “Let’s get to the point of this gathering.”

			“Agreed.” Hugh’s own tone had turned authoritative. “We need to determine our next steps now, before the conspirators have a chance to regroup.”

			“Do you think we managed to stop whatever they meant to do?” Gwen had been wondering that all morning. “I mean, I hope so, but I’m not certain.”

			“They were clearly counting on physical and scent evidence to point toward demonic guilt, and all that evidence was either removed or contaminated beyond repair before the officials’ arrival.” Max absently stroked a soothing hand along Edie’s hip over her mountain of blankets, and her eyelids drifted shut. “Then, of course, there’s the video footage. That was probably meant to be the coup de grâce, but Blacke and I showed up and blunted the fatal blow.”

			Hugh inclined his head. “They couldn’t have expected either of us to become involved in the official investigation. I may not be universally loved, but my judgment is respected. Despite Boucher’s, uh”—he hesitated—“colorful reputation and long absence from SERC circles, so is his. Our insistence that demons couldn’t be blamed for the breach should hold sway.”

			“Especially since Blacke and I weren’t connected in any way before now. We aren’t known allies.” Max gave an extremely Gallic shrug. “If anything, we’re naturally antipathetic toward each other.”

			Hugh’s nod that time was a touch too fervent for politeness.

			“That gives our agreement in the matter more weight.” Max tilted his head to indicate his sleeping beloved and spoke more quietly. “Let’s keep our voices down, yes?”

			Everyone nodded.

			“What if…” Lorrie fished out the last truffle from a silk-ruffled box. “What if the conspirators publicly release the video of demons freeing all the zombies?”

			“Boucher and I will find a way to”—Hugh crooked his fingers—“prove that the footage is doctored, and we’ll publicize that finding heavily.”

			He didn’t sound happy about that, but he did sound determined.

			“I have a few national media connections I could use, as necessary.” Max’s pretty-boy features hardened with matching resolve. “The culprits might still push the demon-blame angle, but it’s not the sort of slam dunk case that would prompt an interspecies war anymore.” He hesitated. “I hope.”

			All that was good, but…

			Gwen rested her fork in the glass container of polenta. “The conspirators might have other plans already in progress, ones we haven’t discovered yet. And if they don’t now, they will soon.”

			“You’re right.” Hugh didn’t sound happy about his agreement. “They were willing to kill the entire Containment Zone population to achieve their goals. They won’t stop with one attempt.”

			“What, precisely, is their endgame?” Sabrina shifted restlessly in her chair, polished fingertips drumming on the upholstered arms. “Figuring that out would help us predict and prevent the next horrible incident.”

			“We could use SERC’s assistance in determining the conspirators’ overall goal.” Max’s fatigue had carved brackets around his pressed-thin mouth. “But without sufficient evidence, we’ll never get the councilors to act. Unless they’ve changed significantly in my absence, no one will willingly move against the fae or our ostensible allies in the human government without incontrovertible proof of their guilt.”

			“Then getting that proof has to be our new priority.” Lorrie looked around interestedly. “Who, pray tell, is going to spearhead our evidence-gathering efforts?”

			Gwen ticked off the requirements on her fingers, because they all knew where this was going. “We need someone with enough time to devote to the investigation. Someone with power and discretion. Someone trusted and respected by SERC councilors.”

			Inevitably, they all turned to Hugh.

			His frown’s intensity ratcheted up to eleven, but he didn’t reject the leadership role the group had just bestowed upon him.

			“I’ll take the lead in our investigation.” He paused for emphasis. “On one condition.”

			“Oh?” Max tucked a blanket more tightly around Edie. “Do tell, Blacke.”

			“Gwen stays with me,” Hugh declared.
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			Startled, Gwen twisted her neck to stare up at Hugh. He intercepted her stare and held it unapologetically, his angular face taut with tension.

			“Shocker,” Lorrie whispered far too loudly to her cousin, who snickered in response.

			Sabrina snorted. “Oh, Starla’s going to love hearing about this.”

			Max’s arms folded across his broad chest, and he raised a brow at the demon. “Explain your reasoning, Blacke.”

			For another moment, Hugh’s sharp brown gaze clung to hers, and her chest tightened with something that could have been either dread or excitement. Then he turned toward the vampire, and she could breathe freely again.

			“For the purposes of my investigation, I need to know about the content of any future visions she might have without delay, and I don’t want her left alone. She’s been far too helpless during her recent prophecies.” His words as bland as unsalted oatmeal, Hugh laid out his reasoning. “I have a guest room in my apartment, so the solution seems obvious.”

			Max’s tone was knowing. “I imagine it does.”

			Hugh pressed his lips together and said nothing more.

			“Are you okay staying with him, Gwen-my-sweet?” Lorrie tipped her head toward Hugh. “Because if you’re not, we’ll figure something else out.”

			Playing the uncultured country mouse to Hugh’s sophisticated town mouse in his my-family-is-the-greatest penthouse might prove a bit uncomfortable, and her proximity to his power might draw the attention of some very hungry, very dangerous cats. But…as pathetic as it might sound, she’d take any excuse to feed her growing fascination with quiet, upright, steadfast Councilor Hugh Douglas Blacke, Esquire.

			“I’m fine with that plan.” Gwen offered Lorrie a smile of gratitude, then caught Hugh’s eye. “We’ll just need to stop by my apartment first so I can pack a few things.”

			“Of course.” Hugh’s tense thigh relaxed against hers, and his brown irises warmed to liquid honey. “If Lorrie is willing to take us there, we can go after this meeting.”

			Lorrie nodded agreeably. “After I drop Kip off at our condo, I’ll bring you two to Gwennie’s apartment. I’ll run some errands while she packs, then come back to take you to your car.”

			“Hey, demon-bro. I have the best idea ev—” Kip began.

			“Do not forget, Councilor Blacke.” All amusement had fled Max’s expression. “Your investigation needs to remain unknown to the conspirators. They must continue to believe that your presence at their crime scene was an accident. More importantly, they must continue to believe that Gwendolen’s presence was an accident.”

			“I understand.” Hugh spoke the words like a vow. “I won’t fail her.”

			Gwen waved off that concern. “I’ll be fine. Besides, Hugh is the more important—”

			The vampire didn’t spare her a glance. “Our little oracle is human. A moment of distraction, of overly cautious dithering, and the fae could consume her remaining lifespan. She’d drop at your feet, withered and still, and never draw breath again. You’d have to bury her in the cold earth, demon. Preside over her funeral, knowing you were its cause.”

			Well, damn.

			Gwen closed her eyes and inhaled shakily, trying desperately not to picture it. Failing.

			Absolute silence blanketed the room. Beside her, Hugh’s body might have been fresh obsidian, as hard and sharp and hot as magma. His arm lowered firmly onto her shoulders and tightened, dragging her tight to his side.

			His searing embrace banished the tremors of fear chilling her to the marrow, and she huddled even closer to him.

			“Holy fuck.” Sabrina spoke at last, her voice hoarse, and Gwen opened her eyes again. “Vamp, you don’t need to—”

			Max continued, pitiless. “And that’s only one of thousands of ways her fragile body could break beyond repair within a single heartbeat.”

			The vampire raised his hand-painted porcelain cup high, its gracefully curved edges translucent before the glow of the fireplace’s licking flames. Then he dashed it violently upon the marble hearth. The impact smashed the priceless cup into thousands of pieces, and they fell to the floor in a tinkling shower of razor-sharp shards.

			Everyone except the vampire and the demon gasped. At their preternatural stillness, some ancient instinct tucked deep in Gwen’s primeval brain chittered with fear.

			“Remember this moment, demon.” The remains of the cup glittered in the firelight, but Max’s pitch-black stare remained fixed to Hugh. “Remember and take care.”

			“I will.” Hugh’s assurance to the vampire didn’t sound like a mere vow anymore. It sounded like a blood oath, one whose violation would drag him screaming into the Realm Below.

			“Good,” Max said, and that sounded like a threat of annihilation.

			Gwen was definitely not hungry anymore. Her hand trembling, she set her glass container down on the marble table to her left with a quiet click.

			More silence.

			“So, uh…yeah.” Kip gave a little cough. “If…whatever that was…is done now, I have an extremely helpful suggestion.”

			Gwen couldn’t claim complete understanding of the confrontation she’d just witnessed either. She did know that a vampire of Max’s power, age, and arrogance would detest handing over authority to someone with whom he wasn’t exhaustively familiar. The fundamental differences between himself and Hugh would only exacerbate his natural wariness.

			And above all else: Max had just watched his human beloved narrowly escape a horrible death mere hours ago. Gwen figured he was a bit touchy when it came to the safety of human females in his orbit right now, even if a random oracle obviously meant far, far less to him than Edie.

			Hugh’s intensity, on the other hand, she didn’t comprehend at all. Maybe he simply didn’t appreciate the challenge to his protective abilities by another powerful male?

			Whatever his reasoning, the demon finally dismissed Max after one last confrontational clash of stares and turned toward Kip instead.

			“The answer is no.” Hugh’s declaration was unequivocal. “You and Lorrie can’t stay in my apartment too.”

			“But we’d be extra protection for Gwennie!” Lorrie hesitated a beat too long. “For you as well, I suppose.”

			“A very generous proposal.” Hugh gave her a closemouthed smile so polite it somehow rounded the corner to offensive. “I suppose your offer has nothing to do with the unplumbed contents of my refrigerator and pantry.”

			“Nada. Zilch.” Kip dismissed that possibility with a flick of his wrist. “And it definitely has nothing to do with Georgetown’s endless, exciting restaurant delivery possibilities.”

			“Give it up, Kip.” Sabrina had stood and donned her puffer jacket. “Two random trolls staying in Blacke’s apartment would only raise questions about the whole girlfriend cover story.”

			“I imagine the conspirators might keep an eye on me for at least a few days to make certain my presence at the breach site was accidental,” Hugh agreed. “I don’t want anyone to suspect Gwen’s new prophetic power, and her sudden acquisition of two very large, very strong bodyguards could tip off observers.”

			“Well.” Lorrie preened at the reference to her strength. “Can’t argue with that, I suppose. I am deliciously huge and enviably powerful.”

			“As the Brits would say, we’re both absolute units.” Kip kissed his own enormous flexed biceps. “But you promise to call if you could use backup, mini-demon-bro and Gwen-my-love?”

			“We will,” Gwen promised for both of them.

			“I’m going.” Sabrina headed for the elevator. “Keep me updated and let me know if you need help. And make sure that list of witnesses for the authorities contains entirely fake names, aside from those of you who met the officials at the breach site.”

			Gwen nodded. “There won’t be any record of your interference with the conspirators’ plans.”

			When the authorities searched for the listed witnesses and came up empty, Max would no doubt feign shock that their compatriots supposedly hadn’t shared their real names—and claim they must have worn disguises that rendered them utterly unidentifiable.

			Gwen added, “Also, please tell Starla that I’ll be visiting her as soon as possible and bringing a pan of her favorite brownies with me.”

			“Will do.” Sabrina stepped into the elevator car. “Thanks, Gwennie.”

			“Give Star my love,” Lorrie told her, echoed by Kip.

			“Be careful, witch, and keep in close contact.” Max watched the elevator doors close, then surveyed his remaining visitors. “That goes for the rest of you too. You know where to find me.”

			“Is that your subtle way of saying we should leave?” Kip blinked at him mournfully, his mouth full of candied pecans from the vampire’s pantry. “How rude.”

			“Then I suppose I have nothing to lose by further impoliteness.” Max smiled coldly, revealing fangs sharp enough to puncture steel. “Once Gwen is done eating, get out.”

			“I’m full,” Gwen said, and it wasn’t a total lie. “We should go.”

			Hugh nodded in agreement, but Max had already dismissed them from his attention. Bending over Edie, he gently roused her and eased her upright. She leaned heavily against his side, eyes still closed, as he slowly guided her to his bedroom.

			The vampire didn’t look back, clearly—and mistakenly—expecting his orders to be followed forthwith.

			Lorrie levered herself upright and punched Hugh in the arm hard enough to make him stagger. “Fine, mini-demon-bro. We won’t stay in your apartment. But you’d better be good to her, or else I’ll twist your head from your tiny, hot body like a Ken doll.”

			“He will,” Gwen answered, because she could see that words had failed him.

			Kip tossed back another handful of sugar-crusted pecans. “Seconded. Let me know if you need me to murder him, Gwennie.”

			“Uh…” Gwen hesitated. “Thank you?”

			With a subtle sigh, Hugh rested a light hand at the small of her back, nudged her toward the elevator, and pushed its discreet call button.

			“Hey, Lorrie.” Gwen glanced over her shoulder as the elevator car began its descent from ground level. “You promised to help my neighbor Horst change his smoke detector batteries. Can you do that while I’m packing?”

			“So he doesn’t take a header off his ladder.” The troll nodded. “I’ll check on all your other elderly neighbors too while I’m there.”

			Gwen smiled at her. “You’re the best.”

			“Yep. Sure am.” Lorrie turned back to her cousin. “Hey, cuz, did you see the small-batch frozen custard in mini-vamp’s freezer?”

			Kip grinned and leapt to his feet. “Saffron, rose water, and pistachio, bay-bee.”

			“We’ll bring it with us,” Lorrie declared. “Kip, help me look for other flavors and pack up our leftovers. Gwennie, we’ll be there in a jiffy.”

			The two trolls sauntered in the direction of the kitchen. Gwen and Hugh entered the elevator instead, rose to the earth’s surface, retraced their path to Max’s broken front door, emerged into a dazzlingly bright, bitterly cold day—and headed toward a very uncertain future.

			

			—

			Fifteen minutes later, as Lorrie crossed the still-open drawbridge leading to Zone C, Gwen snuck another glance at the demon in the SUV’s back seat.

			Even though she’d gone to his apartment that very morning and pleaded for his help, she still couldn’t quite believe that she was sitting in the same vehicle as Councilor Hugh Blacke, of all beings. Sure, whenever his name had appeared in the news or on a ballot, she’d indulged her urge to internet-stalk him for a few minutes. Otherwise, though, she hadn’t thought much about him or the entire humiliating incident at Delphi Academy for…the last decade, maybe?

			With one notable exception.

			Six weeks ago, she’d celebrated her thirty-eighth birthday. And something about the twenty-year anniversary of the worst moment of her life—at the time, anyway; last night’s battle had forever changed that particular designation—had screwed with her head.

			For the first time in forever, she’d imagined the future she might’ve had if she’d been granted even a modicum of oracular power. Considered her frugal, unimportant life, full of endless piddling predictions, unhealed cuts on her palm, and a never-ending hustle for income.

			Alone in her kitchen that night, she’d flexed her hand to feel the sharp sting. She’d remembered.

			Then she’d dug a guy’s number out of her trash.

			Because her birthday was simply another workday, she’d met with Vic, a first-time client, earlier that afternoon. He was a neighbor’s casual friend, newly unemployed and eager for prophetic guidance before a job interview. He’d flirted with her. Made her feel pretty.

			He’d also made it clear that he only wanted a quick fuck. Still, she’d called him. Distracted herself from her emotions with her body and his.

			The condom had broken. A few weeks later, a plus sign had appeared on her pregnancy test.

			She’d thought hard about an abortion. But she’d always wanted children and didn’t figure she’d get another shot, given her age and circumstances, so she’d made an appointment with an obstetrician instead. Vic had signed away his rights. Gwen’s neighbor Maneet had promised to help with childcare, just as she did for her own daughter, in exchange for weekly prophetic sessions.

			So here Gwen was. Pregnant. Single. Humming with unfamiliar power. Terrified for herself, the child growing within her, and everyone else in this godsforsaken world.

			Hugh Blacke was now privy to yet another awful moment in her life.

			Except for when he was actively kissing her for an audience, he still wasn’t the world’s most expressive individual. This time, though—unlike two decades ago—she was smart enough to recognize his kindness when she saw it. Back then, it had revealed itself via an intervention with her headmaster, advice intended to offer comfort, and a fair hearing. Now it was a thermal bottle of herbal tea. Crackers. A blanket. A supportive arm across her back and an invitation to stay with him for her safety.

			His presence in this SUV, despite his better judgment.

			“We should arrive at your apartment momentarily.” Squinting against the late-morning glare, he met her eyes. “Are you well?”

			“I am,” she told him, and for the moment she truly was.

			She was also grateful. No matter what happened next, she’d remain so.
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			“I’m sorry,” Gwen called out from behind the flimsy screen that separated her bedroom from the rest of the apartment. “I know things are a bit sparse in my refrigerator. I definitely have some cheese. Maybe grapes too?”

			Somehow, when they’d decided Hugh would accompany her to her home, she hadn’t actually pictured having him there.

			The apartment was neat, of course, and cheerfully decorated. But tiny. Oh, so tiny. Not to mention threadbare and mismatched, because she got all her furnishings secondhand. The contrast to his own sprawling, neoclassical apartment couldn’t have been starker.

			Upon their arrival, she’d played the bountiful hostess and encouraged him to grab a snack while she packed. But if generic saltines and canned peaches didn’t strike his fancy, he was pretty much out of luck in her tiny pantry, because she couldn’t see him preparing oatmeal, ramen, or boxed mac and cheese on her two-burner stove.

			Her ancient, avocado-green refrigerator wouldn’t offer him much either. Last week, she’d received a pan of homemade lasagna and some brownies as payment for prophesizing, but those were long gone, so…his options were limited. Embarrassingly so.

			The refrigerator door required some force to open, and it gave its distinctive rattle as he wrenched it ajar. She stilled, holding her breath as she waited for his reaction.

			There was an extended, problematic silence.

			“This is”—he cleared his throat—“a great deal of cheddar.”

			Her cheeks burned, but she did her best to sound unbothered. “Have as much as you’d like!”

			As much as you’d like would probably mean none, because why in the world would he consume store-brand cheddar when he probably owned a freaking girolle and created gorgeous Tête de Moine rosettes on the daily? Wasn’t that what all rich people—demons, rather—did?

			Speaking of cheese…

			“You don’t happen to watch Curdled, do you?” She threw a couple of sweaters into a duct-taped duffel bag. “The new, holiday-themed season came out this week after we’d already lost power here. I don’t want spoilers, but…” One more bra should be enough, right? “All right, I do kind of want spoilers. My actual life provides me with plenty of suspense at the moment. I don’t need my cheese-themed drama series to give me more.”

			“Someone adapted those books for television?” He sounded surprised. “I had no idea.”

			Frankly, she was equally surprised. “You’ve read them?”

			“A long time ago.” A lengthy pause. “You may not remember, but you told me about the first novel in the series. Before your test. I, uh…wanted to learn more.”

			She rocked back on her heels, startled. “Oh.”

			He’d thought about that waiting-room conversation after they’d parted? Somehow she’d imagined that he would dismiss the encounter as just another work task dutifully completed. That his memory of it would be erased by the wholesale ignominy of what happened afterward.

			But apparently her description of her all-time favorite book had intrigued him a whole heck of a lot, which was kind of nice to hear.

			“Um…yes.” Pleased, she smiled down at her sweaters. “Yes, the Dark Cheesemonger Tales were recently adapted into a high-budget prestige television series, at long last. Although they changed a lot of storylines from the books, which I don’t necessarily love.”

			When he didn’t say more, she kept packing. Okay, two pairs of leggings—

			Unexpectedly, he spoke up again. “We should watch the new season together.”

			“Uh…” Her fingers hovered uncertainly over a pair of handknitted socks. “You don’t really want to do that. Why would you?”

			He had much more important things to fill his time. Laws. Justice. Weird, grandiose frescoes featuring his seminude family.

			“I mean, the books are definitely better than the show,” Gwen added. “Also much more accurate as far as how affinage works. And sometimes the show’s dialogue isn’t the greatest. During one of the sorority’s orgies, this girl told her partner to—and I quote—‘flip me like a fresh cheddar whose moisture needs to be distributed evenly.’ ”

			Gwen paused. “To be fair, though, that actually was a good representation of affinage. And apparently her new position helped matters, given”—how quickly she came while getting railed face down on an improbably giant wheel of Brie de Meaux—“the, uh, available evidence, so perhaps I’m being overly judgmental.”

			“I do want to watch the show with you.” He sounded sincere. “Very much.”

			Her nose wrinkled. “You’re sure?”

			“Yes.” The refrigerator door closed with a muffled thud, and her couch emitted the series of squeaks that meant someone had dared to perch upon its aged cushions. “Would you rather I didn’t?”

			If she wasn’t mistaken, he sounded the tiniest bit…hurt.

			“Of course I’d love your company.” Her smile returned. Widened. “And if you’re into that kind of thing, I can introduce you to my favorite social media influencer too. He’s really into the show’s Gothic Fromagerie aesthetic. When he reacts to the episodes, he wears knit turtlenecks beneath his leather apron and has one of those ironic mustaches—”

			A peremptory knock rattled the thin entry door to the apartment, and she jumped.

			Oh, gods. It was far too soon for Lorrie’s return. Had the government arrived to take Gwen’s extremely false statement? Or—worse—had some of the conspirators somehow figured out what was happening and decided to eliminate everyone who’d interfered with their plans?

			Dread knotting her stomach, she emerged from behind the screen and headed for the entry.

			“It’s okay, Gwen.” Before she could reach the door, Hugh’s warm hands on her shoulders gently but firmly set her behind him. “Other than Lorrie, were you expecting any visitors?”

			She shook her head, her rapid pulse echoing in her ears. “My next-door neighbor, Maneet, stayed outside the Zone with her family for the holidays, and I don’t know who else—”

			“Gwen!” The door rocked under another authoritative thump. “It’s Farhanah!”

			Hugh looked back at her, brows raised in question.

			“Okay. We’re good.” The uneasy roil of her belly eased, and she set down her bag on the living room rug. “That’s Haziq’s aunt, one of my clients. I don’t know why she’s here, but I should answer the door. She’ll worry otherwise.”

			His smoked-honey gaze searched her face. “Why don’t you rest for a moment? I can greet her.”

			Normally, she’d insist on doing it herself, but her hands were still shaking. So were her knees. Without further ado, she waved him forward and dropped down onto the couch, then promptly flinched at its familiar chorus of squeaks.

			After flipping the dead bolt and sliding the security chain free, he braced his feet and cracked the door just wide enough to see the woman on the other side.

			“Who are you?” Haziq’s aunt sounded suspicious. “This is Gwen’s apartment.”

			“Yes, I know.” Polite but unapologetic, he continued blocking the door. “My name is Hugh Blacke. May I help you?”

			“Hugh Blacke? That sounds so…wait.” The older woman harrumphed. “Are you that SERC councilor with a stick up his ass?”

			“So I’ve been told,” he said blandly. “Recently, even.”

			Her sniff contained an entire thriving universe of disdain. “Useless, the lot of you.”

			As a fellow taxpaying Zone resident, Gwen understood Farhanah’s anger. Even at the best of times, SERC and the common human government woefully neglected the Containment Zone. Now they’d allowed zombies to slaughter countless Zone inhabitants without giving those inhabitants any warning or any means of communication with the outside world. Farhanah, Gwen, and everyone else had gone without official assistance for days. Days.

			Still, Hugh was risking his reputation—maybe even risking his life—to help now that he understood the situation. He might not be perfect, but he certainly wasn’t useless. And if he did, in fact, have a stick up his very fine ass, it suited him quite well.

			“Councilor Blacke is trying his best, Farhanah.” Cheeks flaming at the insult to him, Gwen got to her unsteady feet and joined the demon at the door. “I’m so glad to see that you’re safe and sound. Hugh, if you could step aside?”

			She tugged the door from his grip and let Farhanah inside. Still eyeing the demon balefully, Haziq’s aunt smoothed her handsewn tunic over her hips and followed Gwen back to the couch. Hugh stationed himself behind them, his stance alert.

			“Can I offer you a drink? Some, uh…” Gwen mentally ran through her current food supplies again and once more came up nearly empty. “Cheese and crackers, maybe?”

			“I’m fine, dear. But thank you for offering.” Without further ceremony, the older woman launched into her tale. “Gwen, a soldier knocked on my door a few minutes ago. According to her, the danger is probably past, although we’re supposed to keep an eye out for any stray creatures their patrols might have missed. They don’t know when telecommunications or Zone access will be restored. Hopefully soon.”

			Haziq’s aunt patted Gwen’s knee with a raw-knuckled hand. “I asked whether anyone had visited your apartment building yet to share the news. She said they hadn’t, and since they were taking a lunch break, it might be another hour or two. So I came over to tell you myself.”

			Gwen’s smile turned genuine. “That was very kind of you. Thank you, Farhanah.”

			The other woman dismissed Gwen’s gratitude with an eloquent flick of her wrist, then tucked a silver-streaked strand of hair back into her thick, dark bun. “I just hope we can all leave the Zone soon, or at least contact our families. My nephew must be out of his mind with worry.”

			Oh, damn. The next time Haziq talked to his aunt, he might mention meeting Farhanah’s oracle neighbor. Outside a SERC councilor’s apartment building in Georgetown at roughly four in the morning. While access to the Containment Zone was still theoretically impossible.

			And if he or Farhanah shared that information with the wrong person…

			Disaster. Utter disaster.

			“I, uh…” Gwen bit her lip. “I actually met Haziq. Last night.”

			“What? In Georgetown?” Farhanah’s golden-brown forehead crinkled. “How is that possible? The entry gate hasn’t been open for days.”

			Gods and goddesses above, Gwen hoped all the lying would stop soon. “It began working again, very briefly. I got lucky with my timing and happened to get out. I went to see…” Her head tipped toward Hugh, who watched her performance impassively. “Haziq works at the councilor’s apartment building, which is where I met him. He’s just as lovely as you always said, Farhanah.”

			The other woman’s skeptical frown transformed into a proud beam. “He’s an excellent young man. Smart. Hardworking. Extremely handsome too. You agree?”

			“Definitely.” Now came the most delicate part of this discussion. “Listen, Farhanah. Could you possibly keep my visit with the councilor a secret? I don’t imagine you’ll be asked about it, but if you are, maybe you could claim not to know anything?”

			Farhanah twisted to aim a fierce scowl at Hugh, her graceful fingers curling into claws. “You’re ashamed to publicly acknowledge her? What kind of no-good creature”—she spat out the words like dirt from her mouth—“would take advantage of a sweet girl like Gwen and refuse to claim her in the light of day?”

			Gwen’s ears should have burst into flame. She cast an agonized glance toward Hugh, unsure whether to counter the other woman’s misconceptions.

			His own cheekbones burnished a vivid pink, he raised a staying palm. “Ma’am, I believe you’ve misunderstood—”

			“Haziq would never forsake you in such a cowardly fashion, Gwen.” Farhanah turned back to her neighbor, her dark eyes narrowed consideringly. “When we’re able to leave the Zone once more, perhaps you could join me and my nephew in a celebratory meal?”

			Wow. Even Gwen’s supposed late-night frolics with demons hadn’t diverted the older woman’s matchmaking efforts. Which was very open-minded of Farhanah, but…

			“I, uh…” Helplessly, Gwen looked to Hugh for assistance again. “Thank you for the invitation, but I don’t…think that’s a good idea?”

			He mouthed something she couldn’t make out, his expression stony. She frowned at him, confused, and he repeated himself more slowly. Do you want Haziq?

			Gwen’s tiny headshake and diverted attention apparently alerted Farhanah that an unspoken conversation was occurring.

			“Why are you here, Councilor?” Rising to her feet, she swiveled to glower directly at the interloper in her midst. “It’s daylight now, and you have an emergency to belatedly address. Shouldn’t you be working?”

			With long, unhurried strides, he rounded the couch and stopped beside Gwen. Then, to her shock, he gently tugged her into his arms for the second time that morning, pressing her tight against him with one lazy hand stroking up and down her spine. At the roaring heat of his slim, strong body, the tenderness of his touch, she sagged with pleasure, melting into his side.

			“Indeed I should. But I wanted to personally escort my girlfriend”—his possessive emphasis on that phrase hitched Gwen’s breath—“back here to pack, since she’s living with me for the foreseeable future. Publicly.”

			For once, he’d managed to lie without stumbling. Progress!

			He pressed a light, sweet kiss to the crown of Gwen’s head before continuing to address a visibly mollified Farhanah. “This is a fraught moment, politically. There may be media attention or other unfriendly eyes upon me and those in my orbit. We simply want to keep Gwen’s late-night visit to ourselves in hopes of protecting her privacy. Not because I intend to keep her presence in my life a secret.”

			Gwen rushed to affirm his cover story. “I even met several of Hugh’s SERC councilor colleagues earlier today, Farhanah, including the chair—”

			“Tanielle Beech?” The older woman tapped the upper tips of her ears. “The fae female?”

			“Yes. She and the others were…not especially welcoming.” Gwen’s nose wrinkled in unhappy reminiscence. “Given what they already think of me, I’d rather not have them discover that I made a, um…booty call…to their colleague.”

			Upon her use of the term booty call, a faint choking sound came from Hugh. She patted his chest apologetically, then nuzzled closer to his very soft sweater. His arms tightened around her in response, forming the world’s warmest, safest cage, and she sighed happily.

			Farhanah exhaled slowly. “I’ve heard how the fae can be. I don’t know if you remember this, Gwen, but my daughter works as a secretary for the county clerk’s office. She’s had to deal with a particularly problematic fae male recently. Very demanding and secretive, according to Rania. She’s been complaining about his calls for months.”

			Hugh asked the question before Gwen could. “Why did he contact the county clerk’s office?”

			“I shouldn’t tell you this, but…” Farhanah lowered her voice to a near whisper. “His company is buying up abandoned Zone properties. He mentioned something about building their new headquarters here because of our cheap land, despite the logistical challenges.”

			Before this past week, the Zone had already contained plenty of derelict properties. And since many of the current Zone residents had no doubt died tragically during the zombie breach, their homes would now become available for purchase too. Probably at rock-bottom prices, at least until the authorities made certain all zombies were dead and tore down the area’s protective walls. Once those walls were gone, though…

			Well, the Zone would become a huge swath of available real estate just outside DC, and whoever owned property there would make another, more figurative, killing.

			Had the fae splinter group loosed zombies on the Zone residents in a horrifying yet relatively straightforward quest for inexpensive real estate, then? But if that were the case, why did Gwen keep having visions of open, wide-scale warfare? And why would the conspirators’ plans require a pact with a faction of the common human government?

			“What else did the fae tell your daughter?” Hugh asked, as if idly curious.

			Farhanah didn’t know much more, but she had a lot to say about it. While she spoke and Hugh nodded, Gwen allowed her thoughts to wander toward her latest problem-to-be.

			As had just now occurred to her, her rent would undoubtedly skyrocket as soon as the Zone’s walls came down—and where she’d go then, she had absolutely no idea.

			But, hey, if I die soon, I’ll never have to deal with that. Silver lining!

			“Gwen, I almost forgot again.” Farhanah’s attention returned to her neighbor. “My sister—Haziq’s mother—started renovating her kitchen last week, and she and her husband intend to install one of those built-in microwaves. Which means they’ll be selling their old one even though it’s fully functional.”

			Gwen brightened. “I can’t get mine off the popcorn setting.”

			“So I remembered,” Farhanah informed her with endearing self-satisfaction. “Would you like theirs?”

			Gwen hesitated, her excitement waning. “How much do they want for it?”

			“They’re willing to give it to you in exchange for prophetic sessions.” Farhanah’s lips pursed. “I tried to convince them one would be enough, but it’s a nice microwave.”

			What would be a reasonable trade? “Would they accept three sessions?”

			“It’s not that nice a microwave.” The other woman crinkled her nose. “Two will be plenty.”

			Gwen resisted the urge to pump a fist. “Then yes, please, I’d love to have it!”

			“Good.” Farhanah smiled, pleased. “I’ll have them drive it over once the Zone opens back up.”

			“When they do, could they possibly bring a drill with them?” Gwen’s head tipped, indicating the apartment to her left. “Ashika needs to secure her new bookcase to the wall so her kids can’t tip it over and get smushed. It’ll only take a minute, I promise.”

			Farhanah dismissed Gwen’s assurance with a graceful wave of her hand. “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

			Another thought occurred to Gwen. “If your sister happens to be replacing her refrigerator too, can you please ask whether she’d be willing to give her old one to the family across the hall? Theirs is on the fritz, and it’s urgent. I’d be happy to offer as many sessions as your sister wants in payment.”

			Her neighbor’s sobs had drifted through the thin apartment walls a few nights ago, so Gwen had whipped up enough Swiss Miss to share, paid a visit, and found out what was happening.

			She leaned in close and whispered to Farhanah, “Monica’s breast milk keeps spoiling. She can’t go to work if her baby has nothing to eat, and she can’t afford to miss another shift.”

			Barry was working too, but without Monica’s income, they’d end up in a shelter again.

			“I’ll ask,” Farhanah promised.

			Before the two women could continue their conversation, Hugh tugged gently on the end of Gwen’s braid. “My apologies for interrupting, but you and I should leave shortly. Are you done packing…” He hesitated, eyeing her cautiously. “Um…babycakes?”

			Her full-body cringe of absolute horror prompted him to try again.

			“Sugar pie?” Upon viewing her expression, he hastily made another attempt. “Er…honey-bunny?”

			If she didn’t accept one of his awful suggestions, they’d be here all day. Reluctantly, she nodded in permission.

			“Oh, goodness.” Farhanah clasped her hands at her chest and smiled warmly at them, evidently won over by Hugh’s appalling choice of endearment. “Honey-bunny! That’s so cute!”

			His amber gaze met Gwen’s, and a faint, wry smile tipped his lips. Sorry, he mouthed, and she only shrugged in response.

			In all honesty, she’d forgive Hugh Blacke far worse than a terrible pet name. Sooner or later, he was probably going to figure that out.

			Knowing her luck?

			Probably sooner.
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			Gwen sat on Hugh’s very nice sofa and blinked tiredly down at the latest listing on her phone’s Crumble app: Morbier, a mild semisoft cow’s milk cheese boasting a distinctive horizontal line of ash that split the wheel in half. Did she want to eat that?

			Yes. Obviously. She swiped right, and apparently most other Crumble devotees agreed with that decision, because a cheerful jangling sound heralded additional points in her Cheese Wheel of Fortune.

			Under the circumstances, it was hard to drum up her usual level of excitement about the victory. She slumped against the sofa’s back cushions, rubbing her eyes.

			They’d only made it to Hugh’s apartment a few minutes ago, far later than expected. After confirming that Sabrina’s witch friend had fixed the hole in Wall Four and removed the inner ladder, Lorrie had settled her passengers into her SUV once more and joined the extremely long line of cars jostling to exit the Containment Zone. As they’d waited, the three of them had discussed Farhanah’s revelations—they all agreed that the breach probably hadn’t been prompted by simple greed for real estate—before Lorrie tuned her radio to the local NPR station.

			Within minutes, the host had interrupted the station’s regular programming to share breaking news of a zombie breach. The official governmental and SERC explanation for that breach: sabotage by common human agitators with unclear motives. Investigators believed all the perpetrators had been killed by the zombies they’d loosed upon the Zone, alongside far too many innocent residents.

			Hugh, Lorrie, and Gwen had exhaled in simultaneous, heartfelt relief. After that report, waiting patiently in traffic had become far easier despite their mutual fatigue.

			Officials had finally gotten the Zone’s doors and drawbridges operating normally by the time Lorrie’s vehicle approached Wall Four, although several dozen soldiers stood at attention near the access point, just in case they might need to dispatch any zombie stragglers. One swipe of the troll’s identification card, and the three of them had finally been able to reenter the outside world and head to Hugh’s car, which had remained seemingly undisturbed.

			After Lorrie had secured the second ladder to her SUV’s roof and departed with a final cheerful honk, Hugh had driven himself and Gwen to his apartment building. Upon their arrival, they’d chatted briefly with Haziq and asked him to keep her late-night visit to Hugh private. The young doorman had politely agreed in a tone that nevertheless communicated a very clear duh. Then, at long last, she and Hugh had taken the elevator to his penthouse, where he’d settled her on the couch, told her to eat or use whatever she wanted in his home, and left to make up his guest room for her.

			Right now, she only wanted two things: internet access and a few free, quiet moments to gather her thoughts. Even if she couldn’t quite concentrate on her favorite app.

			Absently, she scanned the next offering. A pecorino cheese called casu martzu. And normally she’d look up further details before choosing either NO WHEY or LOOKS GOUDA TO ME, but she was too tired for Wikipedia.

			She swiped right on casu martzu. Then startled at the app’s blare of sirens and watched helplessly as all the points in her Cheese Wheel of Fortune—accumulated over months of swiping! months!—drained away to nothing.

			Holy shit, what the actual fuck was casu martzu?

			One quick browser search later, she got it. Oh, did she ever. So much so that her stomach was churning, on the verge of open revolt at the mere description of that cheese. When Hugh reentered his living room, she was taking deep breaths and doing her best not to picture anyone eating such a cursed creation.

			Still, she couldn’t resist sharing some of her terrible new knowledge.

			“Hey. Fun fact.” She had to swallow hard. “Did you know that maggot larvae can jump up to six inches when disturbed?”

			“I…” He trailed to a halt, a stark line carved between his dark brows. “No, I didn’t know that. Did you…did you see something in my home that made you—”

			“No, no.” She smiled weakly at him. “It’s a cheese thing.”

			That revelation only deepened his frown.

			“I see,” he said, in the cautious tone of someone who did not, in fact, see.

			She sighed, nodding to her phone. “I should have swiped left.”

			“Ah.” He paused, and Gwen could spot the exact moment he decided not to pursue clarification of that statement. “I’ve emptied several drawers and made the bed in the guest room, if you’d like to unpack and rest for a while. I’ll fix us some lunch in the meantime.”

			“Thank you very much.” A thought occurred to her, and she tipped her head as she studied him. “I’m surprised you don’t have a live-in housekeeper for tasks like that. Is today their day off?”

			“I don’t have a housekeeper.” He crossed the room and sank down on the sofa beside her. “I purchased a spell from a very talented witch, one that keeps the apartment clean and dishes washed. The same spell Max uses, in fact. I recognized her work when we visited his home. All other housework—tidying, cooking, laundry, and so forth—I do myself.”

			At her questioning glance, he lifted a shoulder. “I like my privacy, and I want to keep my home life simple.”

			He’d angled himself to face her, and his knee nudged her thigh. That shared spot of warmth glowed hotter than the cozy blaze he’d built in the hearth.

			Reflected flames turned his eyes from amber to pure fire and flickered against the smooth surface of his small horns. His tongue discreetly wet his lips, and her pulse stuttered.

			He stilled, watching her closely.

			She wanted to stroke those curved horns and find out how sensitive they might be. Wanted to scratch her nails through his beard, test her teeth against his angular jaw, and watch his lips part in carnal reaction. Wanted to strip off his cashmere sweater and ogle the stretch of pale, firm flesh that Prince’s crop top had bared.

			She wanted to lick him there. Flick her tongue into his navel. Then move downward until she discovered firsthand all the ways demons might differ from human men. According to Cosmo, their naturally thicker skin did excellent things for their stamina in bed, but she couldn’t confirm that claim. Yet.

			Her stare lifted from his lap—gods, how embarrassing—and met his.

			If she’d offended him with her wandering gaze, she saw no sign of it. Instead, his inhalation hitched as he studied her expression, and his fingers flexed on the sofa cushion.

			She’d really like to know how those long, slim fingers would feel stroking between her legs and sliding inside her.

			Pressing her thighs together, she looked away and shifted uncomfortably on the sofa, because wow. Pregnancy had definitely revved her engines to maximum, huh?

			Unfortunately, though, she couldn’t act on all her unprecedented lust. Not without a clear indication of reciprocal desire from him. Besides, who had time for sex and intimacy during the possible end of the world?

			Focus, woman.

			Recalling their most recent topic of conversation took longer than she cared to admit, but she finally managed.

			“You like a simple home,” she paraphrased. “Okay.”

			Involuntarily, her eyes strayed toward the fresco overhead.

			“Yes. I see the contradiction.” His chest rose and fell on a silent sigh. “I needed to move closer to SERC headquarters, and this apartment became available while I was on a lengthy tour of various regional offices. The decor was a bit dated, so my parents offered to coordinate the renovations. By the time I returned, I had been gifted all new furniture and…” His speaking gaze touched on the coat of arms above the fireplace and the fresco before returning to her. “The rest of it.”

			That explained a lot. “You didn’t want to offend them by changing everything.”

			His knee nudged harder against her thigh as he shifted on the sofa, and she wished every molecule of her being weren’t straining toward that bare inch of connection between them.

			“I also didn’t want to waste their money and effort. I may not love all the choices they made, but my home’s interior design doesn’t matter to me. Not as much as it does to them, anyway.” A faint tic appeared in his jaw. “They’re…very concerned about appearances.”

			And yet, his home’s decor did seem to matter to him. Enough that Councilor Impassive became visibly uncomfortable discussing it. Although maybe that discomfort stemmed from her rudeness in drawing attention to the issue?

			Either way, his parents had created a home suited to their own preferences and pretensions rather than one suited to the apartment’s actual owner. Their son.

			She instinctively disliked them for it.

			“I imagine…” How to say this delicately? “I imagine what happened earlier today won’t please them.”

			“Josiah is a longtime family friend. He’s undoubtedly offered them a full report on the damage to my reputation and the Blacke family name.” He shot a glance toward his phone, which he’d placed on the coffee table earlier. “I expect to hear their concerns shortly.”

			She shrank back into the cushions, mortified anew. “I’m so sorry our supposed relationship will damage your reputation, Hugh.”

			“Gwen, no.” His pleasantly smoky scent filled her senses as he leaned in closer. “Don’t apologize, and please forget the conversation with Josiah you overheard earlier.”

			Easier said than done. Still, she nodded, because he was clearly distressed by her distress. “Sure. No problem.”

			His hand covered hers on the sofa cushion, hot and strong, and she stifled a gasp at the unexpectedly bold gesture. At the bolt of electricity that lit her from the inside out, radiating from that new point of contact.

			“When I said my parents would express concern about my reputation, I wasn’t talking about you.” His free hand hovered for a moment, then settled, featherlight, on her face. He cupped her cheek, directing her dazed attention away from their now-interlaced fingers and back to his intent stare. “I was referring to my participation in an extremely public brawl. With a troll roughly twice my size, whom I subdued via an unsporting and merciless kick to his genitals.”

			That might be true as far as it went, but—“I’m sure they’ll also have opinions about your involvement with an underpowered oracle from the Zone.”

			If Councilor Goodling’s reaction was any indication, they’d dispatch a very classy raven-bedecked SWAT team to remove her from their son’s exalted presence, stat. Especially if they saw how closely she and Hugh were sitting now. How linked their bodies had become, even if every spot of connection could still be considered innocent.

			Her desires weren’t innocent, though. And given the molten heat in his gaze, she was beginning to wonder whether his thoughts had stolen down the same shadowy, pleasure-drenched lanes as hers.

			“If they do, that’s their concern. Not mine.” His thumb slowly slid over her cheek, and she leaned into the tender touch. “Not yours either, Gwen. Trust me.”

			As if she had any other choice, despite their history together.

			He might prefer to look before he leapt, but he’d still jumped for her. Repeatedly. And when he wasn’t risking his life and reputation based on her notoriously unreliable word, he’d been trying to care for her as best he could. Even though he had no idea she was pregnant.

			Gods, what was he going to think about her pregnancy?

			“I do trust you,” she whispered, and that foolish admission was only one of countless reasons she was terrified out of her mind. “Hugh, I…”

			No. Now wasn’t the time. If they survived their mission, she’d tell him about the baby then.

			Her tiny headshake settled her cheek more firmly into his palm. “Never mind.”

			“What about your family?” His eyes searched hers. “What do you intend to tell them about what’s happening?”

			A demon in close contact with his own family might not understand her situation, but she supposed she could try to explain regardless.

			“I love my family,” she told him. “I want to be clear about that.”

			His gaze sharpened on her. “And they love you back, I would hope?”

			He’d caught that omission, huh?

			“In their way, yes.” A very distant and bewildered way, full of unexpressed disappointment, sure, but what family was perfect? “You have to understand, Hugh. I was born well before the Battle for Containment and the grand entrance of Supernatural and Enhanced humans onto the world stage. Common humans didn’t realize that the genetic lottery could bring them an Enhanced child, however rarely. I didn’t even know I was an oracle until elementary school, when the usual dragnet gathered me up.”

			Before the Battle for Containment, Enhanced kids had understandably puzzled or alarmed common human parents, who didn’t comprehend or necessarily believe in their children’s growing powers. In response to that issue, and in one of the few pre-SERC examples of cooperation among different Enhanced adult communities, a plan to locate and support those children had been created back in the eighties.

			Trusted witches would visit elementary schools disguised as motivational speakers and/or crime-fighting dogs in trench coats. In between exhorting the student body to resist drugs and narc on their peers and playing some extremely awkward basketball in the school gym, the witches would cast spells to detect any Enhanced children and classify their talents. And once those children had been given an official Enhanced designation, they’d receive invitations to various prestigious, all-expenses-paid, year-round boarding schools for “gifted” students, each of which secretly aligned with a certain power.

			Gwen’s parents had been startled, to the say the least, to hear of her supposed genius. “We had no idea you were so smart, Gwennie,” they’d told her in pleased bafflement, then gladly packed up her few belongings and sent her to Delphi Academy in Atlanta.

			Even at the best of times, her mom and dad could barely scrape together enough money to feed their large family. In their view, her departure to Delphi was a total win-win situation: one less mouth to feed for them, a brighter future for her.

			At the academy, she’d first experienced comfortable warmth in winter and a full belly. She’d discovered and practiced her own oracular power. She’d been introduced to the Supernatural and Enhanced world. But with all that privilege had come significant drawbacks: her loneliness and isolation in such a power-obsessed institution.

			And, of course, her newfound distance—both literal and figurative—from her family.

			“I grew up in western Maryland,” she told Hugh. “Once I moved to Atlanta and began attending Delphi Academy, my parents couldn’t afford to bring me back often, so it was hard to stay close to everyone. Especially given all the secrecy. Until the Battle for Containment, when I was fourteen, I wasn’t even allowed to tell them the truth about my own power.”

			His forefinger smoothed a wisp of hair back from her temple, and the careful tenderness of his touch drenched something long parched inside her heart. “Did you move back with them after graduation?”

			“For a year.” The most miserable year of her life. “But I couldn’t pull my weight financially, and it was…challenging…to be the only openly Enhanced human in my hometown.”

			Her family’s neighbors had resented her decade of privilege in Atlanta, and then—after her first couple of prophetic sessions—derided her visions as utterly useless. Perhaps out of envy and desperation-fueled bitterness, but their motivations didn’t matter when she couldn’t find paying clients. Or even anyone willing to barter for her abilities.

			Her parents couldn’t afford to support her. Two of her three siblings openly shared their neighbors’ bitterness regarding her cushy childhood.

			She started looking for other options. At first casually, then with growing desperation.

			At nineteen, not long after the Containment Zone’s First Breach, she’d first heard about the dramatic drop in real estate prices there. No one wanted to live where zombies might once again slaughter everyone in horrific fashion, and all the poor murdered Zone residents had left behind a glut of empty homes and apartments.

			That cursed bull’s-eye of bloodshed in northern Virginia was maybe the one place in America with such low rental costs near such an enormous population center. If she couldn’t find clients within the Zone, she could always venture into the DC area, and surely at least a few of the strangers there might find some worth in what little she could offer them?

			“I moved to Zone C about nineteen years ago, and I’ve lived there ever since.” When she lifted a shoulder, it trapped his hand against her jaw. Like an unconventional hug. “Just like when I was at Delphi Academy, living so far away makes staying in close contact with my family difficult. So no, other than reassuring them as to my safety”—since news of the second breach was surely spreading across the nation even now—“I don’t intend to tell them anything, and they certainly won’t ask.”

			Once a year, a birthday card arrived in the mail from her mom, and her parents and siblings called her on Christmas and New Year’s. Otherwise, her contact with them was limited to infrequent texts and social media posts, and she’d stopped hoping for more long ago.

			“I’m sorry.” He dropped his right arm and clasped both her hands in his, his grip sure and hot and protective, and she held on tight. “Familial relationships can be difficult, I know.”

			Her lips quirked. “Well, even if we were closer, it’s not as if I would just hop on a call and tell them all about a conspiracy-in-progress, then detail our secret plans to derail that conspiracy.”

			The lines at the corners of his eyes deepened with his amused expression. “Fair point.”

			His thumb idly traced the curving lines on her palm and brushed against the pulse in her wrist, and if she didn’t distract herself with logistics and plotting, she was going to tackle him on that bougie sofa and defile it permanently.

			“Speaking of our secret plans…” Oh, gods, what were those plans again? She could barely manage to think over the lust-drunk buzz in her brain. “Who, if anyone, can you consult about the conspiracy? We don’t know who can be trusted within the human government. Even in SERC circles, almost anyone you talk to might be tied to the fae in some unknown way.”

			The haziness of his gaze sharpened at that. “Good question.”

			She couldn’t help it. She wiggled the tiniest bit in delight at the praise, and he actually grinned as he raised her hand to his lips for a quick kiss.

			Her heart turned over at the gesture—and even more so at the sight of him.

			While frowning, he possessed a cool sort of angular elegance. But when he smiled like that? Dear heavens. His pale moon abruptly transformed into the midday sun, blazing with warmth and light.

			“I don’t know how it’s possible,” he murmured, face still creased in an affectionate smile, “but you’re even more adorable now than you were at eighteen.”

			Hugh Blacke didn’t need demonic power to turn her inside out and set her aflame. A simple smile and a single compliment had done the trick, no molecular manipulation necessary. She swayed toward him, unable to resist his draw any longer.

			Sudden sultry heat blasted from his lean body as he slowly lowered his head, his intent gaze lingering on her mouth.

			Her lips parted as his head tipped to just the right angle. Their noses softly brushed.

			And when his apartment’s doorbell rang, the two of them nearly knocked foreheads.

			“Who…” Breathless, witless, she drew back and stared toward the entry in confusion. “Who could that be?”

			Hugh stood with clear reluctance. “The answer to your earlier question.”

			“Huh?” She blinked at him. “What earlier question?”

			She’d been speaking? Why, when she could have been kissing Hugh instead?

			“Our investigation is a need-to-know operation, obviously.” He headed for the door. “The fewer participants the better. With one exception: Thora Creekwood. I asked her to visit here this afternoon.”

			Who the hells was Thora Creekwood? And why had she arrived right when Gwen was finally about to make out with Hugh for real?

			With a sigh, Gwen rose from the couch too.

			“Gods, I need cheese,” she muttered, and followed Hugh to greet the smooch-blocker.
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			Thora Creekwood, as it turned out, was a gorgeous half-fae, half-human Hugh employed as an informant. A stunningly statuesque SERC spy whose crucial work helped the entire world.

			From what Max had told Gwen and their zombie-battling neighbors earlier that week, many fae disliked cooperating with humans and other Supernaturals. As did many vampires and a not-insignificant proportion of all other species. It wasn’t an unusual sentiment. But among a small, secretive faction of powerful fae, that resentment had hardened into resolve. Determined to wield the power they considered rightfully theirs, they wanted out from under SERC’s thumb by any means necessary. Including—maybe even especially—violence.

			Because SERC didn’t want to fracture their uneasy peace with common humans, those problematic fae circles weren’t common knowledge, even among other Supernaturals. The Council might silently dispatch assassins to track down and eliminate any fae credibly accused of crimes against humans, but publicly, they made no mention of the insurrectionist ferment. Especially since the head of the Council, Tanielle Beech, could apparently get touchy about any accusations against members of her species that weren’t accompanied by large amounts of unimpeachable proof. None of her fellow councilors wanted to make enemies of the cunning, powerful fae elites either, unless there was absolutely no other choice.

			Nevertheless, Hugh had been tasked with keeping a discreet eye on their ranks, and he’d secretly recruited Thora to help with the job, unbeknownst to even his colleagues.

			From what Gwen gathered, his informant had begun insinuating herself into extremist fae groups about a year ago. Her knowledge of those groups was more crucial than ever, since Hugh and Gwen needed to build an airtight case for urgent action. The now-vanished evidence at the breach site and Gwen’s visions—however unmistakably those visions pointed to an alliance of fae insurrectionists and common human traitors as the cause of the breach—wouldn’t be enough for anyone else in SERC to risk potential fae wrath and commit the resources necessary to dismantle the conspirators’ organization before the next horrible incident.

			And of course, even if someone did believe Gwen and Hugh, however that official chose to address the urgent problem could spark a worldwide conflagration of common human violence against all Supernaturals and Enhanced humans. But that was a problem for the future.

			For now, they needed Thora’s help to gather necessary proof of the fae insurrectionists’ perfidy in the zombie breach, because she was apparently an exemplary spy. Shrewd, discreet, nimble, and utterly trusted.

			Basically, the antithesis of Gwen. What Delphi Academy’s eleventh-grade English teacher would have called Gwen’s literary foil.

			Gwen didn’t like to admit it, but she would probably have given in to temptation and disliked the Charles Darnay to her Sydney Carton—if there had been a single iota of arrogance in the other woman’s manner. But while the half-fae wasn’t exactly warm, her cool professionalism both signaled her utter commitment to her work and extended to her interactions with Hugh.

			“I heard nothing about a fae plan to free the zombies.” Thora’s lips were pressed tight in displeasure at Hugh’s account of recent events. “Perhaps I haven’t yet been fully accepted by the leaders of the splinter group. I’m almost certain they consider me a full fae who’s sympathetic to their cause, but…”

			“But they’re a suspicious lot,” Hugh finished for her.

			Unexpectedly, the spy directed her attention across the living room to where Gwen had curled up in a slightly-too-firm armchair. “I wholeheartedly apologize for my failure to prevent the breach and its tragic consequences for you and your community, Ms. Wexloff.”

			Startled, Gwen sat up straighter.

			“Please, call me Gwen.” Well, how was she supposed to resent the other woman now? “And please don’t blame yourself. You didn’t free the zombies, and you would have prevented the breach if you could have. You’re risking your life every day to infiltrate the splinter group we suspect is responsible. No one could ask for more.”

			That group had allowed zombies to slaughter untold numbers of Containment Zone residents already. And if they realized they’d welcomed a spy into their ranks? Torturing that spy for information and disposing of her afterward wouldn’t bother them much.

			All gratitude to Thora, because Gwen’s bravery didn’t extend far enough to volunteer for such a precarious high-wire act. Even Hugh couldn’t take the sort of risks his informant did, given his utter inability to lie convincingly.

			The other woman’s lips quirked in a faint, wry smile. “That’s generous of you, Gwen—although you might be surprised by SERC’s willingness to, in fact, ask for more. And please, call me Thora.”

			Given the identity of Thora’s direct supervisor, that meant Hugh was asking her for more. Gwen directed a narrow-eyed glare his way, and he hastily changed the subject.

			“While you continue monitoring your contacts, Thora, I’ll propose a one-on-one meeting with Beech tomorrow. I need to offer her my official report on today’s incident.” His neatly trimmed nails scritched through his beard as he considered how to tackle the SERC chair. “Perhaps I can dig up some information on her fellow fae that she hasn’t seen fit to share before now. I was also wondering whether I should talk to Aldis, since he…”

			The conversation continued for hours longer, full of names Gwen didn’t recognize and details her exhausted brain couldn’t retain. There was nothing she could add to the discussion, so she eventually untangled herself from her blanket and heaved herself upright. Time for bed.

			“Be careful, Thora, and good luck. It was lovely meeting you.” Gwen’s back popped as she stretched. “Hugh, I’ll see you tomorrow. If you need me in the meantime, just wake me up.”

			He stood too. “I can escort you to your room.”

			“I’m fine.” Gwen waved him away, unwilling to further interrupt such an important meeting. “Good night, all.”

			She shuffled off to bed while the other two discussed how to save the world. Luckily, she was tired enough that she had no opportunity to dwell on the contrast before falling asleep.

			She did, however, have plenty of time for nightmares.

			

			—

			Around midnight, Gwen gave up on sleep, turned on the bedside lamp, and grabbed her phone with hands trembling from her latest bad dream.

			Stuffing a pillow behind her back, she propped herself against the bed’s tufted black-velvet headboard. Salt still stung her eyes, and she squinted blearily at her cell’s display as she accessed the relevant streaming service.

			“Last season on Curdled—” the narrator intoned just as a knock sounded on her door.

			A tap of her finger paused the new season’s first episode. “Yes?”

			To her credit, she’d managed a very calm, in-control reply. But then she hiccupped. Loudly. Which probably gave away far too much about her current state of mind.

			“Gwen.” Hugh’s urgent voice was muffled through the thick, heavy door. “Are you ill? Did you have another vision?”

			“Nope!” she called back with faux cheer. “I’m good! Thanks, Hugh!”

			A long pause. “Please don’t lie to me.”

			Dammit. How did he know? The stupid, betraying hiccup?

			“I didn’t…” Shamed, she exhaled shakily. “Well, yes, I did lie to you just now. But I will be good, so it was basically the truth.”

			“Ah.” He took that in for a moment. “May I come in?”

			She set her phone on the bedside table. “Sure.”

			The paneled black-walnut door swung open silently. As Hugh entered the room, she could somehow feel the heavy warmth of his regard. It rested like a weighted blanket over her fear-chilled frame, silent comfort in a dark, difficult night.

			He didn’t say a word. He simply walked toward her as she blinked at him in the soft lamplit glow, too worn out and worried to even attempt predicting what he might do next.

			The mattress shifted as he climbed onto the bed beside her. An instant later, he was seated against the headboard too, his left hip pressed to her right through the covers. Her clenched muscles softened in the intense heat radiating from his body, and she stifled a relieved sigh as her residual tremors eased to stillness.

			“So.” He laced his fingers through hers, resting their joined hands atop his thigh. “Bad dreams?”

			“Yeah.” No point in prevaricating, given the pile of crumpled, waterlogged tissues on the bedside table. “How did you know I was up?”

			His thumb rubbed over hers. “I saw the light under your door.”

			For some reason, that didn’t sound like the truth to her, but she couldn’t see why he’d lie.

			“Is Thora still here?” Who knew how long their meetings usually ran? “If so, I’m sorry to have disturbed you both.”

			“She left hours ago. Not long after you went to bed. Gwen…” His tone was patient. Warm. “What do you need from me right now?”

			“Um…nothing?” Sadly, he couldn’t change the traumatic events of her past week, and he was already doing his best to avert the worldwide catastrophe her mind kept obsessively replaying whenever she closed her eyes. “Although I appreciate your concern.”

			“Let me rephrase.” He sounded out the words slowly, cautiously, as if gauging her reaction to each one before attempting the next. “What would make you happier or more comfortable right now? Whether or not you think I can or should provide those things?”

			She sniffled a little. “I guess…maybe more tissues? I ran out.”

			He reached over to the other bedside table and plucked a new box from the drawer, then handed the tissues over and accepted her thanks with a nod. “What else?”

			Her throat ached from all that silent crying, now that she considered the matter. “I could use some water?”

			He squeezed her fingers a final time, then climbed off the bed, left the room, and returned after a minute with a chilled water bottle. Anywhere his hand had touched, the bottle’s glass had become clear, its fog of condensation turning to scattered water droplets against the heat of his skin. When he handed the bottle over, she echoed the outline of his hand with her own, chasing the last fleeting hints of warmth he’d left behind.

			“Thank you.” She lifted the bottle to her mouth. Tipped back her chin and drank.

			His shadowed gaze caught hers as she swallowed. Clung for a long, heady moment.

			When she licked her lips, he exhaled. Hard.

			Then he shook himself a little. “You didn’t eat much dinner. Are you hungry?”

			Very. But she shook her head anyway, because she had no desire to leave the bed.

			“Why don’t I get you some cheese?” he promptly asked, as if she’d nodded instead. “I could bring you a plate here, if you’d like.”

			Oh, that sounded like heaven. Too bad it wasn’t happening.

			“You don’t have cheese in your fridge.” She’d checked earlier. Thoroughly and disappointedly. “Thanks anyway, though.”

			“I do now.” He exited the room again, only to reappear a minute later bearing a marble platter of various waxed paper–wrapped wedges, along with more of those fancy crackers he’d offered her earlier, tiny jars of jam, utensils, and cloth napkins. “Haziq assisted me in my selection.”

			Hugh had arranged for her to get cheese? Somehow, in the midst of chaos and fistfights and meetings, he’d procured her favorite food?

			Oh, gods. Sniffling anew, she plucked a fistful of tissues from her fresh box.

			“Gwen?” Quiet footsteps approached the bed. “Are you…all right?”

			“I’m good.” She blotted her cheeks and spoke with all the heartfelt affection she felt for him in that moment. “That was very kind. Thank you, Hugh, and please thank Haziq too.”

			“I will.” She could feel him hovering nearby, unsure what to do. “And you’re welcome. It was my pleasure.” Another long pause. “Shall we eat and watch the show together until you feel able to sleep once more?”

			She smiled at him. Patted the mattress to her right. “Yes. As long as you promise to give me a chunk of any Gruyère you might have procured. Also any Stilton. And cheddar.”

			Along with all the other pasteurized or hard cheeses he might have on offer, since those were the ones she could safely eat while pregnant. Not that he knew that…yet.

			“Very well.” The corners of his mouth lifted. After carefully laying the tray on the bedside table, he climbed back onto the high mattress. Sat close enough for thigh-to-thigh contact once more despite the impressive width of the bed. “Let’s find out what’s happening to Mimi this season. The series may have diverged from the books, but surely no successful show would kill off its main character?”

			“Tell that to Sean Bean,” she told him, her heart considerably lighter than before.

			They both served themselves cheese and accompaniments on delicate porcelain plates and settled in to watch the show. The narrator began her recap of the previous season.

			When Hugh stretched an arm across Gwen’s shoulders, she snuggled closer. When her belly couldn’t contain even one more morsel of cheese, he set the tray aside. And when she dozed off only halfway through the first episode, still slumped against his heat-soaked shoulder, she didn’t remember a single dream.
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			An indeterminate amount of time later, gentle hands eased Gwen down onto a pile of lavender-scented pillows, and she sighed drowsily and shifted onto her side. Then reached out, flailing until she caught one of those hot hands in hers.

			“Hugh.” Muffled by a mountain of down, her sleep-slurred voice was barely audible. “Where’re you going?”

			He didn’t fight her hold. “I’m letting you rest undisturbed.”

			“Stay.” Her jaw cracked with an enormous yawn, and she tugged him closer to the bed. “Please. Sleep here.”

			“You want…” A faint throat-clearing. “You want me to hold you?”

			“Yes.” Waking more fully, she frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Unless you don’t want to. Actually, don’t worry about—”

			“Shhh, Gwen.” He was already rounding the bed and returning to his side of the mattress. “It’s fine. Close your eyes again, honey.”

			He lifted the covers and slipped under them, still fully clothed. Then he turned to face her, opening his arms in clear invitation. Gladly, she accepted the unspoken offer. And once she’d inched her way across the wide, plush mattress, those slim, strong arms carefully closed around her body and eased it against his.

			She curled into him, content. Her head settled on his shoulder, and his chin lightly rested on her crown. Her top leg bent and draped over both of his, her toes wiggling in pleasure at the instant blast of warmth. One of his palms cupped her ample hip while the other stroked slow circles between her shoulder blades.

			He was a heated blanket that hugged her back, all gentle hands, satiny skin, and firm muscle through cashmere.

			When she sighed happily, his sleepy chuckle in response vibrated through her.

			“Adorable,” he murmured, and she didn’t even argue. “Now go back to sleep, Gwen.”

			She wanted to. She would have. Except, paradoxically, the very totality of her comfort in his embrace seemed to have left her wide-awake. Because she was more than a little freaked-out by just how good it felt. Just how much she wanted to let her hands wander. Just how crestfallen and sad she’d be to return to her own cold, lonely bed once all this hubbub ended.

			Assuming she survived said hubbub, anyway.

			Her eyelids popped open without her permission.

			Oh, fuck. Was she the Sean Bean of this particular screenplay?

			One does not simply walk into a wide-reaching apocalyptic conspiracy involving powerful government officials and beings that could kill you without thinking twice, Sean informed her, tiredly rubbing his forehead in frustration at her abject ignorance.

			Well, damn. Sean Bean was right.

			“You’re not sleeping,” Hugh informed her, his breath ruffling her hair.

			“Guilty as charged, Councilor.” She rubbed the tip of her nose against his cotton-covered collarbone and breathed in his soothing scent. “What tipped you off?”

			“You appear to be experiencing rigor mortis even though you’re still alive.” His fingers trailed down her now-stiff spine, then hesitated. “Do you want me to leave? I can—”

			Her arm across his ribs tightened, keeping him in place. “It’s not you. You’re perfect. I’m just…worried.” Somehow, the darkness made dismissing her fears harder and confessing them easier. “About the world. About my neighbors. About you. About me too, I guess.”

			He didn’t offer facile comfort. Didn’t try to tell her she shouldn’t worry and had no cause for fear. Instead, he took in what she’d said and kept stroking her back.

			“I’m worried about you as well,” he eventually said. “For more reasons than you realize.”

			She raised her head from his shoulder to meet his eyes in silent question.

			“I’m surveilling insurrectionist fae splinter groups, yes, but I’m also coordinating other investigations.” He hesitated, then continued with seeming reluctance. “One of those investigations involves the recent disappearance of many powerful oracles.”

			She gaped at him, shocked.

			“Holy shit. I had no idea.” She hadn’t heard even the faintest rumor about possible kidnappings. “Are they…”

			She didn’t want to say it.

			“We have no evidence that they’ve been killed but also no evidence of their current location or continued survival.” Tension had pulled his own muscles taut. “We also have no idea how their abductors located so many of them. Their whereabouts are restricted information, as you know. And you haven’t heard about their disappearance because of the customary secrecy surrounding their lives with their employers, along with the sensitive nature of our investigation. That said, we’ve individually warned all other prominent oracles to increase their level of personal protection.”

			His eyes were dark and solemn with worry, his face creased with fatigue.

			“I imagine their employers are frantic to safeguard their remaining cash cows.” She bit her lip, setting aside her reflexive cynicism when it came to prophetic workplaces. “And I imagine the missing oracles’ loved ones are terrified.”

			“Most aren’t especially close to their families, for all the reasons you might suspect,” Hugh said, and Gwen nodded in understanding. “And very few oracles marry or even date, given their limited access to potential partners. But yes. Our office still receives countless frantic calls from loved ones desperate for updates.”

			Gwen sucked in a harsh breath as a new thought occurred to her. “Could our conspirators have caused the oracles’ disappearance too? Because they’re trying to ensure their plans aren’t accidentally foretold?”

			“This morning, after you first told me about the breach…” He spoke slowly. “Yes. I considered that possibility. Frankly, it’s the most plausible theory yet for what’s been happening. We’d been speculating about a possible serial killer targeting seers, but that explanation never quite convinced me. We certainly never found any real evidence to support it.”

			She’d been wondering earlier why he’d taken her wild-eyed claims so seriously despite their history together. Now she knew. “So that’s why you were willing to hear me out. Not to mention throw on a Prince costume and climb through a giant hole in Wall Four, all before sunrise.”

			“That was one of my reasons,” he corrected, but didn’t elaborate. “Gwen, I think you may have overlooked why I’m sharing this particular bit of confidential information with you.”

			“I don’t…” Her brow furrowed. “Oh. Oh.”

			In her first years after leaving Delphi, when her guilt over her family’s continued poverty had threatened to drag her into despair, she’d sometimes found comfort in her ability—almost unheard-of for an oracle—to live in the open. And even Gwen tried to protect herself as best she could. Not everyone understood the extremely limited utility of her visions, and there was no point in tempting the Fates.

			The Zone’s security measures had kept her safe from would-be abductors living outside Wall Four. That still left everyone living inside, so she didn’t advertise her address or see clients in her own apartment. She suspected that her neighbors also discouraged any untoward interest in her location, although no one had admitted as much.

			But those casual safety arrangements would only suffice for a prophetic weakling. Shit, she hadn’t even considered—

			“For reasons yet to be determined, it appears you too are now a very powerful oracle.” His lips formed a thin, tight line. “And while that shift in your abilities isn’t widely known, you’re still a prophet publicly associated with the failure of the conspirators’ plot to blame the zombie breach on demons.”

			She understood his point. Unfortunately. “They’ll be paying close attention to me, at least for a while, to confirm that I ended up at the breach site by chance, not because of a vision.”

			His bearded jaw twitched. “And if they suspect one of your prophecies helped stymie their scheme…”

			“I might disappear as well,” she finished for him.

			Fucking fantastic. Yet another reason to regret her belated acquisition of the power she’d always longed to possess.

			A shudder of dread racked her body, and his strong hands tightened on her. Pulled her deeper into his embrace as she laid her spinning head back on his shoulder.

			“No wonder you insisted that I stay with you.” Another mysterious decision of his, hereby explained. “With so many strangers crawling around the Containment Zone and so many residents already missing and dead, I could vanish very, very easily there. The conspirators could simply say I’d been attacked by a stray zombie they’d discovered too late, and my body got misplaced or added to a mass grave.”

			The heat of his body ratcheted higher with every word she spoke into his neck. “That’s not happening, Gwen.”

			He’d used the same hard tone with Max earlier. As if each syllable were a blood oath.

			“No, it’s not. Because you took me in, like the dutiful councilor you are.” Was she basically a stray waif to him? That was a deflating thought. “Thank you.”

			“I don’t want gratitude.” His hand slid up her back to clasp the back of her neck. “I just needed you to understand the situation so you can display appropriate caution.”

			“Does Max know?”

			Based on the vampire’s earlier intensity regarding her safety, she was guessing he did. Another reaction that made a lot more sense now, given additional context.

			“He shouldn’t, but he has informants within SERC. I suspect he may have heard about the disappearances.” Hugh sounded resigned to that particular leak within his organization. “Either way, I’ll need to discuss the situation with him, because he’s my backup. If something happens to me, he’ll have to step in and protect you in my stead.”

			Gwen curled in on herself at the thought of Hugh dead…because of her. Because she’d pinpointed him as their group’s best possible resource and recruited his help without thinking about the risk to his safety.

			Her overtired, overanxious brain ticked through the list of ways demons could die. Their thick, smooth skin was essentially impermeable, and they were immune to disease. They’d eventually perish of old age, however. And before then—if she remembered correctly, and she wasn’t sure she did—they could be killed by extreme cold, drowning, or asphyxiation.

			His murder might require more effort than hers, but he wasn’t invulnerable. And how much did his half-human biology decrease his survival odds?

			“—him tomorrow.” Hugh was still speaking, still rubbing her stiff neck, even as she agonized over his possible death. “That said, I don’t have official leave to share the information with anyone outside my office. With the exception of Boucher, please keep everything I’ve told you between the two of us, Gwen.”

			Despite her gut-clenching fear, she brightened at that.

			He trusted her to keep his secrets? And cared about her continued survival enough to risk his job and flout the very strict rules of government confidentiality?

			Hugh squeezed her nape gently. “Gwen?”

			“Of course,” she managed belatedly. “I won’t tell anyone but him. I promise.”

			“Thank you.” His warm lips rested for a moment on the crown of her head, his kiss an island of heat blooming atop her hair. “I’m sorry to discuss something so troubling when you’re already struggling to rest. I simply worried that you might sleep past my departure for my meeting with Councilor Beech tomorrow, and I wanted you to exercise caution in my absence. If you leave the apartment, please ask Kip, Lorrie, Max, or Sabrina to accompany you.”

			New realms of anxiety: hereby unlocked. “No problem.”

			He kissed her hair again, the gesture tender and lamentably chaste.

			She needed more.

			And as long as they might both perish at any minute, shouldn’t she carpe diem? Especially if her particular diem included Hugh’s tempting mouth, which Thora’s arrival had so disappointingly stopped Gwen from seizing mere hours ago?

			Just punch-drunk enough to be brave, she raised her head from his shoulder and met his molten-amber gaze. She held her breath and leaned forward, her heartbeat echoing in her eyes—and when he didn’t move away, she closed that final inch of distance between them.

			Her eyelashes fluttered shut as her lips brushed against his, butterfly soft, in yearning, tentative exploration. Once, then again, before she let herself press harder. Let her mouth part. Let her tongue flick across the smooth surface of his lower lip.

			His breathing halted, his body flaming hot and utterly still.

			Then he jerked as if in startlement before turning his head away from hers, and she regretted every single one of her life choices.

			Oh, gods, he didn’t want her. Not like she wanted him.

			When she tried to put distance between them, though, he held her tightly against him, unwilling to let her squirm away in abject humiliation. Giving up, she hid her red-hot face against his equally hot shoulder and waited in miserable silence for what would no doubt be a crushing response to her presumption.

			He took a minute to speak. When he did, his voice was hoarse.

			“Never doubt that I want you.” He spoke quietly into her flaming ear, and her toes curled at the bolt of sensation. “Far too much, given the circumstances.”

			Her heart actually fluttered in her foolish chest.

			The joy of the improbable revelation trickled through her veins like warm honey, turning her languid against him. Only…wait.

			“ ‘Far too much’? What does that mean?” Her head popped up, and if he hadn’t jerked away just in time, her skull would have broken his nose. “What circumstances?”

			“Gwen, I insisted that you come home with me.” The strained patience in his tone didn’t seem directed at her. More their current state of affairs. “You’re relying on my assistance for both your immediate and long-term survival. I don’t want you to feel obligated to allow unwanted intimacy, and I don’t want to take advantage of a very fraught situation in which you have so few options and so little control.”

			That was a very honorable answer to her question. Which shouldn’t surprise her, given what she knew of his ethical code, but somehow it still did. In her experience, powerful beings didn’t fret much about the concerns of someone like her.

			And if he genuinely wanted her too…if the qualms he’d mentioned were the only things holding him back…

			Draping herself more fully over him, she propped her chin atop her stacked hands on his chest. “So…you want me to have choices? That’s why you pulled away from me?”

			Her breasts had flattened—as much as they could, anyway—against his firm chest. No matter how thick his skin might be, he couldn’t possibly miss the poke of her stiff nipples. Just in case he needed another hint, though, she slid her leg between his.

			Against her hip, she was pretty sure she now had some firsthand knowledge of male demon anatomy. The newfound information seemed very promising.

			Her smile widened. So did his pupils.

			“Essentially, yes,” he said after a long, lust-laden pause. Those smoked-honey eyes had gone hazy, his voice husky. “Choices unconstrained by obligation or forced proximity.”

			With a subtle, frustrated shake of his head, he loosened his hold on her. Fought his own instincts, even as she undermined his control.

			For a demon councilor with a stick up his very fine ass, he was surprisingly endearing.

			“In that case…” Bracing herself with a hand on the mattress, she rose above him. “I choose you. Freely. For no other reason than my own desires.”

			She kissed him again. Softly. Slowly. Because his determination to preserve her self-sovereignty deserved tenderness, and she wanted to savor this moment of intoxicating sweetness.

			He tasted like quince paste. Smelled like a crackling campfire on a chilly night with friends. Cradled her in his arms like she—of all people!—was precious.

			His beard brushed against her overheated skin like raw silk, and the satiny pads of his fingertips settled on her jaw, five distinct spots of tingling heat. They directed the angle of her head with the faintest possible pressure so their mouths aligned more fully, and she gladly acquiesced. The more closeness, the better.

			Their leisurely kisses stretched out like taffy in the hushed night. She had no idea how long his lips clung to hers, all heady warmth and controlled yearning and soft sips, until she lost patience. Until the shift of her thighs against his turned restless. Until her tongue skimmed along his bottom lip once more and flicked inside to taste him, devour him, because she didn’t want control. Not his, not hers. And if that meant they rushed, so be it.

			His breath hitched, and that iron control of his melted in the sudden conflagration.

			With startling ease, he flipped them both over. Settled firmly between her parted thighs on the mattress, bracing himself on both elbows, and reclaimed her mouth with shocking fierceness. His tongue was hot and agile, twirling around hers until dizzy bursts of pleasure detonated between her legs, and—

			It was definitely, definitely forked. How had she never realized that before?

			His chest heaved with each harsh inhalation, and she clutched at his back, his arms, his hair, for purchase in the maelstrom. His horns fit perfectly in her palms, smooth and hard.

			Fumbling in her hurry, she released them and hooked her fingers into the back of his pajama pants’ waistband instead, and—

			His hand slid between them and inside her own pajama pants. Coasted over her belly and paused right above the spot where she really, really wanted that hand to go.

			“Yes?” The question was urgent, his face flushed.

			“Yes,” she breathed, then immediately gasped when those hot, agile fingers combed through her hair and slowly stroked her apart.

			Her fists dropped from his pants, falling limply to the mattress as he explored her with characteristic thoroughness. His satiny fingertips slipped through her growing slickness. Caressed gently, testing which spots made her twitch and which ones prompted a helpless moan.

			When he rubbed her vulva between careful knuckles, she arched toward him. And when he circled the sensitive entrance to her body with his thumb, dipping inside her the tiniest, teasing bit, her hands flew to his horns again and held on tight.

			The heat of his touch, the pleasure of it, dizzied her, and he watched her lose herself to him. Studied each flicker of her lids and each time her mouth dropped open at some new flick of his fingertips.

			Bracing her feet on the mattress, she lifted to meet him. To demand more.

			“Here,” he murmured. “Does that feel good?”

			She nodded frantically. “Please, Hugh. Just—oh.”

			His hot fingers were so blessedly long as they sank inside her. So blessedly knowing as they curved and pressed, even as his thumb finally—finally—skimmed tender loops around her clit.

			“Pretty Gwen.” His tongue swirled over her earlobe, hot enough to sting beautifully. “Can you come for me, do you think?”

			She choked on a laugh. “I don’t…don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

			Even though it had been a problem many, many times in her past. But now—

			A sudden rush of heat washed over her clit, liquid warmth teasing her to madness. The wave licked over her, then retreated. Returned. Again and again.

			She gasped and writhed, overcome by the unfamiliar sensation, the shocking pleasure.

			It had to be Hugh. She’d never felt anything like—

			His thumb slid over her clit too. Massaged her there in a subtle rocking motion, even as that sinuous flood of heat lapped back and forth in relentless incitement. A third finger circled and stroked her entrance before sliding inside, stretching and filling her, and—

			She cried out, far too loudly, as white-hot conflagrations ignited behind her squeezed-shut eyelids. Sobbing, she cracked into a million sparkling pieces in his arms as her climax racked through her.

			He spoke against her mouth, his voice raw. “There you are. Take your pleasure.”

			Her body pulsed against and around his still-stroking fingers, and he drank her moans from her parted lips as she arched and trembled. Those steady laps of inexplicable heat over her clit coaxed each twitch from her swollen flesh until—an eternity later—all the taut, needy tension in her limbs transformed into lax, satisfied heaviness.

			As she relaxed, his touch turned light and soothing. The heat over her clit faded to cozy warmth, and his fingers slipped out of her. He didn’t remove his hand entirely, though. Didn’t impatiently direct her own hand or mouth to the very obvious, very insistent erection tenting his cashmere pajama pants.

			Instead, he molded his palm between her thighs. Cupped her there gently as her body calmed. And when her eyelids fluttered open, he was watching her with a look she’d never seen on anyone’s face before. Not directed at her, anyway.

			Solemnity. Longing, maybe.

			Reverence, she’d say, if she didn’t know better.

			“You are so lovely, Gwen.” His free hand cupped her cheek, and he pressed the softest possible kiss on her mouth. “Thank you.”

			Her eyes kept closing against her will, but she managed a sleepy smile for him. “I should be the one giving thanks. Hugh, let me…”

			With heavy arms, she reached for the waist of his pajama pants again, intending to push them down and give him the same pleasure he’d freely, generously offered her.

			Instead, in a flurry of movement she couldn’t quite follow, he repositioned them both. The next thing she knew, he was lying flat on his back, his slim, strong arms tugging her against his side once more. After resettling her head on his chest, he pulled the covers up to her neck.

			Once he’d arranged them both to his satisfaction, his chin nudged against her crown, and his even, slow breathing ruffled her hair. She hoped his delicious campfire scent settled into the strands forever so she could always revisit this glowing firefly of a moment. This one fleeting instant when everything was soft and warm and bright and nothing hurt.

			“Going to return the favor in just a minute,” she murmured, and he pressed a kiss to her head without comment.

			The next thing she knew, it was morning. She was alone, retching and bleeding and terrified.

			And then Hugh’s apartment was on fire.
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			At some point, a chill replaced the glorious warmth Gwen had huddled against all night.

			Then the nightmares came.

			And then…

			Oh, gods, too much power poured through her. So much her body couldn’t contain it all without damage, and copper coated the back of her throat. The flood filled her to bursting. Every cell strained toward utter destruction, until—

			The same scorched, corpse-strewn battlefield filled Gwen’s vision. The same enormous, carelessly piled pyres of bodies sent plumes of roiling, greasy smoke toward the same fast-moving clouds, and the same stench of burned flesh choked the air. The same secret meeting of the battle’s fae leader and his unlikely ally, a common human general, began.

			She watched their discussion from a different spot, though. Much closer than before. No more than ten feet to their rear.

			They mentioned their secret pact. They laughed at the weakness of their foes.

			Still laughing, the general reared back and kicked the small, motionless body of a young werewolf. In careless malice. In utter disregard for the loss of some family’s child, for the snuffing of a sentient life, for an entire future that the blank-eyed werewolf pup would never experience now.

			The human walked away, his uniform crisp, his stride jaunty.

			And the fae leader, he—

			He looked back at her. Then smiled slowly, his satisfied grin stretching grotesquely wide.

			“Why, hello, darling. There you are.” He inclined his head, a courtly gesture of mocking politeness. “I’m on my way.”

			His wings, the same tarnished-silver hue as his hair, snapped open, and he was gone.

			The rush of power diminished slowly, moment by moment. Dimly, she grew aware of her physical body. Of her sobs of helpless grief and fear echoing in some unknown room.

			Once she was back to full consciousness, she knew what was going to happen next. By sheer chance, she managed to grab a discreet bedside trash can before her stomach entirely revolted. Every time she thought she was finished and pushed herself upright, though, coppery warmth slipped down the back of her throat, choking her and causing her to heave once more. And when she lurched forward again, hanging her head over her makeshift bucket, blood splattered all over Hugh’s pristine monogrammed sheets.

			Miserable beyond words, she only sobbed harder at the sight.

			Had the fae leader truly seen her? Or was her vision a simple portent of looming danger? A warning that her identity would become known if she didn’t exercise more caution?

			But how was that possible when oracles couldn’t predict their own futures?

			Once her stomach settled, she blearily raised her head from the trash can and forced herself to crawl out of bed, wash up, and change the sheets with trembling hands. It was still early when she finished, so she weakly pulled on a fresh set of pajamas and collapsed atop the mattress once more.

			She lay there for a long time, wide-awake, doing her best not to think about her vision or its implications. Her extreme fatigue eventually overcame her fears, though, and she dropped back into blessedly dreamless and gloriously deep slumber.

			Hours later, she abruptly woke again for reasons she couldn’t immediately pinpoint.

			Then her nose twitched, and she coughed a little.

			What was that smell? Hugh’s usual scent was a cozy campsite blaze, but this was…

			She raised her head from the pillow and finally noticed the obvious.

			Holy fuck, his apartment was on fire. Faint tendrils of smoke curled around the top edges of the guest room door and hovered near the coffered ceiling even though no alarms had sounded.

			There was no way in hells Hugh would fail to ensure his smoke detectors functioned correctly. The fire couldn’t be an accident.

			Still weak from her earlier vision, she rolled off the bed and landed hard on the floor, her legs collapsing beneath her. Fine. Better air down there anyway. Her stomach roiling with renewed queasiness, she shuffled on her hands and knees toward the door, which was so far away. For someone moving as slowly as she was, too far away. But she kept doggedly crawling, every limb shaking, because no way those battlefield assholes were going to win, not if she had anything—

			Footsteps. Loud. Rapid.

			Oh, shit, that fae fucker had said he was on his way. She had no weapons. Nowhere to hide. No way to overpower him in her current state of helplessness.

			The door burst open, slamming against the wall, and she jerked and gasped and began coughing helplessly in the sudden rush of smoke. It stung her eyes, obscuring the identity of whoever was rushing toward her, shouting something.

			“No!” She thrust out her palms as he neared, as if that could possibly ward him off. “Leave me alone!”

			The intruder halted mere inches from her huddled form. “Gwen?”

			Haziq. That was Haziq, frantic and wide-eyed, staring down at her. Squatting and tugging at her with strong hands, doing his best to help her stand.

			She staggered to her feet with his assistance, and his iron bar of an arm across her back helped support her and lead her out of the bedroom. As they hobbled toward salvation, she spared one glance backward. Through the thick, gathering smoke, the flames flaring and licking upward from Hugh’s living room couch at the far end of the apartment were barely visible. But his home’s cozy temperature had turned to sauna-like heat, the stench of burning chemicals singed her nose, and the crackle of fire couldn’t be mistaken.

			Together, she and Haziq stumbled out of the smoke-filled apartment. As soon as they surged through the discreet door to the emergency stairs, her ears sort of…popped. In a heartbeat, that ominous crackle disappeared beneath a near-deafening avalanche of sound. Every other smoke alarm in the building seemed to be functioning just fine, if the earsplitting clamor served as any indication. Hugh’s noise insulation must be excellent. Maybe too excellent.

			No other apartment appeared to be ablaze either, from what she could tell on their halting journey down the stairs. But if the fire was allowed to spread much longer, who knew?

			At long last, she and Haziq emerged into the crisp winter air, where sirens from approaching fire engines had finally begun wailing in the distance. Hugh’s neighbors stood in shell-shocked clusters across the street, some of them complaining of the early-morning inconvenience, others calling insurance companies or family members on their cell phones.

			A preschooler shrieked in the arms of her grim-faced father.

			“Gods, I was…I was so scared.” Haziq gulped, his young face drawn in remembered horror, his solid arm shaking now that they were safe. “I didn’t—I didn’t know how bad it was, but everyone else was out, and the fire trucks hadn’t arrived yet. I knew you were still in there, and I couldn’t just…”

			At a safe distance from the apartment, he helped ease Gwen down to the curb. She looked up at him, tried to gather sufficient words to thank him for saving her life, and burst into tears instead.

			Before she even had time to become embarrassed at her utter lack of control, he sat down beside her. Took her in his arms again.

			And as he held her carefully, respectfully, they cried together.

			

			—

			Fifteen minutes later, Haziq was giving his statement to someone in uniform. The blaze seemed to have been extinguished, although it was hard to tell from the outside. Firefighters continued swarming the building, their trucks parked directly in front of the structure. More and more police vehicles, sirens set to full blast, arrived by the minute.

			Human paramedics had separately checked Gwen and Haziq for smoke inhalation issues. The whispered revelation of her pregnancy had caused concern, but she’d eventually been given the go-ahead to skip the hospital. So had he.

			Afterward, she’d answered various officials’ questions. And then, with the heroic doorman’s help, she’d gladly moved away from the epicenter of the tumult. The tiny little park across and down the road from Hugh’s apartment boasted a prettily carved wooden bench, and she slumped there numbly, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

			Waiting. For what, she didn’t know.

			Hugh might still be in a do-not-disturb meeting with the SERC chair. Even if he had been disturbed—news of arson in a councilor’s apartment would surely spread fast—getting from SERC headquarters to here would take time.

			She hadn’t escaped with her cell. It was no doubt waterlogged now, along with her tote, her identification, and everything else she’d packed only yesterday. Someone would probably lend her a phone to call Max or Sabby, but…

			That would require getting up. Talking to someone.

			She didn’t have the energy for that. Better to stare into space and be afraid.

			Then Hugh’s little hybrid appeared at the end of the street, traveling at a speed not recommended for a residential zone. Once he neared his building’s grounds, he didn’t scan his resident’s ID and wait for the complex’s wrought-iron gate to open, allowing him access to the parking lot. Instead, he steered directly toward the cordoned-off area in front of the building, outside of which all the residents and rubberneckers had gathered. The car jolted to a halt as close to the teeming crowds as possible, directly in front of a no-parking sign.

			With vague interest, she watched him lurch out of his car and slam the door behind him.

			His head whipped back and forth as he scanned the crowds. Once he spotted Haziq, he didn’t walk to the other male. He sprinted. Interrupting Haziq’s interview-in-progress, he said something to both the official and the doorman, and Haziq pointed toward the park. Toward her.

			Hugh’s eyes met hers, and even from this distance, she could see him exhale. See his shoulders lower. Still, he didn’t waste any time jogging to her, and his grim expression didn’t alter. When police officers stepped in his path and attempted to waylay him, when neighbors called his name and reached for his sleeve to catch his attention, he simply dodged them and kept moving. As he approached, his stare encompassed her from head to toe, lingering on her undoubtedly pale, wan face.

			She blinked at him, unable to process any of it.

			He arrived at her side, breathless. Hauled her up and into his taut, radiator-hot arms without apology, squeezing her so hard she squeaked. Pressed a hard, claiming kiss on her smoke-scented hair and waved over Haziq, whose interview was apparently now finished.

			“Come on.” A second breath-stealing squeeze. Then, at Hugh’s direction, the two males positioned themselves to support her on either side and herded her toward his car. “I’m taking you both to the hospital.”

			As her mouth opened, he silenced her with another fierce kiss to her temple.

			“No arguments. I mean it, Gwen,” he told her with such stony, stern conviction, her lips clamped shut again.

			His urgency and affection didn’t feel like a show put on for observers. More the natural continuation of their previous evening together, in bed and out. As he bundled her carefully but efficiently into his car, all she could do was hope that her instincts weren’t misleading her. Because if she let herself believe in the truth of her seeming connection to Hugh…

			It would be far too easy to fall for him. Although maybe that was just the smoke inhalation talking.

			Luckily, the nearest hospital boasted a Supernatural and Enhanced wing alongside its well-regarded common human emergency department. After Hugh initiated a low-voiced, very intense-looking conversation with the emergency department’s admittance nurse and offered his identification and credit card, Haziq was promptly taken back to an exam room. At that point, Hugh basically shoved Gwen into a wheelchair and set a new land speed record on his way to the specialized wing. More firm, quiet conversation and identification-brandishing ensued.

			Moments later, a scrubs-clad werewolf doctor appeared at Gwen’s side, introduced himself, and led the way to her own exam room. Without further discussion, Hugh pushed her wheelchair down the long hall at a swift clip, apparently intent on accompanying her inside.

			At the room’s entrance, she finally balked. “Hugh, I appreciate your concern. But I want a private exam, please.”

			The doctor’s head turned, and his scrutiny of the SERC councilor turned assessing.

			“Not because he caused any of this,” she assured the doctor, which didn’t seem to help matters at all. “I’m just a bit shy.”

			True. But also, she intended to make absolutely sure that all her recent trauma and smoke inhalation hadn’t harmed her unborn child, and she had no desire to announce her pregnancy to Hugh under such fraught circumstances and in such a public place.

			“Ah. Of course.” Recovering a sliver of his normal calm poise, Hugh released her wheelchair handles. “My apologies. I’ll remain in the waiting room.”

			She tried her best to smile at him. “I’ll be fine, Hugh. I know you have more important things to do.”

			He’d need to deal with the aftermath of his apartment fire. Also resume his interrupted meeting with the SERC chair and determine the architects of a world-ending conspiracy. Those tasks took precedence over waiting around for her, and not by a little either.

			Hugh’s brow beetled.

			“On the contrary,” he said evenly, with great precision. “I do not, in fact, have more important things to do.”

			He didn’t want to leave her unprotected. Which was very chivalrous of him, but…as she’d said, he had other priorities. Not to mention other options.

			“You can call Max.” She racked her exhausted brain, and her last few functional synapses did their best to fire in response. “Or…uh, Kip and Lorrie. Even Sabrina. They can get me out of here once I’m finished.”

			“I’ll call to update them.” His entire body had visibly stiffened, and his expression had turned impassive. “From the waiting room. Where I’ll remain until you’re discharged from this facility.”

			“We have a VIP area down the hall, Councilor Blacke,” the doctor offered as he claimed her wheelchair handles for himself, his own intensity having ratcheted downward at Hugh’s willingness to give her privacy. “Nurse Childress will show you the way and get you settled.”

			“Thank you.” Hugh inclined his head. “I appreciate the offer, as well as your promptness in assessing Ms. Wexloff.”

			After one last solemn scan of her pajama-clad form and dip of his head, he began to turn away. Was that…was that hurt crinkling the corners of his bleak amber eyes?

			“Hugh.” Gwen stretched out a hand. “Wait. Please.”

			When he immediately retraced his steps, took that beseeching hand, and gently squeezed her fingers, she sighed in relief and squeezed back. And when she tugged at him pleadingly, he bent low without protest.

			“I want you here,” she whispered in his ear. “I just feel terrible about wasting your time.”

			His expression softened.

			“Time spent with you or for you is no waste, Gwen.” He raised her hand and pressed a brief, sweet kiss to her knuckles. “Take as long as you need. I’ll be here when you’re done.”

			After that, she let him leave without further protest. Once the door to the exam room had shut behind her, she eyed the doctor carefully. “We’re covered by doctor-patient confidentiality and HIPAA, correct? Whatever I tell you, you can’t tell anyone else?”

			The werewolf tilted his head, studying her carefully.

			“Within certain limits,” he said, and explained those limits.

			For the doctor to truly help her, she needed to tell him about her nosebleeds and nausea. Not just explain the symptoms, but specify what was causing her such physical upheaval. Which would mean telling him about her pregnancy—and also the newfound power of her recent visions. Even though any outsider knowledge of the latter could prove highly dangerous.

			From what he was saying, however, physician-patient privilege wouldn’t allow him to share that knowledge. No matter what questions various officials or conspirators might ask him.

			“Thank you for explaining.” With his help, she heaved herself onto the exam table and lay down gratefully. “In that case, let me tell you everything that’s been happening.”

			Everything not involving either zombies or conspiracies, anyway. Hopefully that would be enough.
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			The doctor wheeled over to his laptop. Took copious notes as she spoke, his bushy eyebrows twitching when she described the body-racking intensity—but not the actual content—of her recent visions. No doubt accustomed to oracles’ typical secretiveness, he didn’t press for details about what she’d witnessed.

			“Well, then.” At the end of her soliloquy, he slapped his knees and got to his feet. “Let’s see what’s happening, shall we?”

			As he took her temperature in her ear, she finally got to ask the question that had been preoccupying her since New Year’s Eve. “Could my pregnancy have caused my power to ramp up so drastically? Because I can’t think of any other reason for the sudden change.”

			Maybe her offspring-in-progress was the world’s most gifted oracle and had somehow lent her all this unearned power? Even though Enhanced humans famously failed to pass down their powers to their kids almost one hundred percent of the time?

			The doctor immediately shook his head. “No. There’s no evidentiary support for that theory in any known study of oracles and pregnancy. Your power is your own, Ms. Wexloff, not your unborn child’s.”

			In that case, she was stumped.

			As he continued the exam, the werewolf asked more questions of his own. About her medical history, her family’s health, her level of physical activity, other standard lifestyle-related questions, and so on. No, she didn’t smoke. No, she didn’t take drugs. No, she didn’t drink regularly. Not even elderflower cocktails.

			That unprompted addendum caused the doctor to blink owlishly at her for a few moments through his smudged glasses.

			After completing his preliminary exam, he immediately got to work ordering various tests and hooking her up to an IV. Apparently she was dehydrated, which didn’t come as an enormous surprise, given all her vomiting. He then called in a lab-coated witch for magical scans and post-vision healing. And several hours later, she woke from a nap to a relatively clean bill of health for herself and her baby. Also some very surprising news.

			She squinted sleepily at the doctor. “Are you certain? All this time, that’s why my visions were so inconsequential?”

			“It’s my best guess, and I think it’s a good one.” He dragged his hand through his hair for the umpteenth time, rumpling it beyond repair, and his glasses slipped down the bridge of his nose. “Your nausea and nosebleeds should respond to standard preventative pre-vision measures or ameliorative post-vision treatments for high-powered oracles, none of which are dangerous for your unborn child. If your condition deteriorates in any way, however, or the usual treatments don’t suffice, or if you experience new symptoms, call or come back immediately. There are other tests we could run, as necessary.”

			After checking that she wished to be released into Hugh’s care, he wheeled her back out to the SERC councilor, who was waiting for her in the world’s most chichi hospital lounge.

			Was that a three-piece orchestra playing in the far corner? Really?

			Once the doctor’s discussion with the room’s attendant had cleared her plebeian presence in this exclusive space, he rolled her farther inside the lounge. As soon as Hugh caught sight of her, he thrust aside his laptop, sprang up from his brocade couch, and dodged various tuxedo-clad, canapé-bearing servers on his way to her side. She extended a hand, and he claimed it immediately in his own.

			He looked from her to the doctor and back again. “Everything okay?”

			“I’ll let Ms. Wexloff explain as much or as little as she cares to,” the werewolf said dryly. “I suspect she’d prefer to do so in a place with more privacy than this upper-crust abomination.”

			Gwen snorted, and he actually cracked a smile.

			The doctor accepted her heartfelt thank-you with surprising—albeit gruff—graciousness. When Hugh offered his own gratitude, though, the werewolf irritably waved it off and strode away, muttering something about leftover stewed squirrel.

			Then Hugh tucked a blanket around her with careful, tender hands and pushed her out to his car. It was parked, naturally, in a gated VIP lot, because of course it was.

			She could barely hold herself back until they were both safely inside.

			“How’s—” she began as soon as his door closed.

			“What did the doctor say?” Hugh asked at the exact same moment, then paused. “If you’re willing to share that information with me.”

			“Of course I am.” Most of it, anyway. “I’m perfectly fine. I have no ill effects from my smoke inhalation and absolutely no burns. But before I tell you the rest, how’s Haziq?”

			“Resting comfortably at home, with a clean bill of health.” Hugh started his car and efficiently ticked off the arrangements he’d made while backing out of his parking space. “I contacted his supervisor to sing his praises and inquire how I could best subsidize a significant raise for him. And since he left his phone at work in all the commotion, I also called his parents while he was still being examined so they wouldn’t see the news and worry. At his request.”

			He pulled up to the metal gate guarding the lot. “And now, what did—”

			“Is your apartment at all salvageable?” When she hadn’t been sleeping, answering the doctor’s questions, or freaking out about various other issues, she’d been agonizing over the damage to his property and the rest of the building. “I hope the fire didn’t spread to the other apartments.”

			“It didn’t.” His response was a tad brusque. “If my neighbors haven’t already been allowed back into their homes, they will be shortly, and insurance will cover any smoke or water damage. And now, can you please—”

			“But what about all your stuff?” She was wringing her hands as they waited for the gate to finish opening, which she only realized when his own hot hand settled soothingly over hers. “I didn’t see everything clearly, but I know your couch was on fire, and—”

			“Again, I have insurance.” His lips quirked, and he took a right out of the VIP lot. “Also a valid excuse to change my apartment’s interior design aesthetic.”

			At that excellent point, she subsided into her seat. “Are you sure you didn’t lose anything irreplaceable?”

			“I’m sure, Gwen.” He lifted her hand to his mouth, the brush of his lips blessedly warm against her chilled skin. “The only irreplaceable element in my apartment is safe and sound. Or so I’m told, albeit without further details. Despite my repeated efforts at learning those details.”

			Her brow crinkled. “Surely the apartment manager could go inside and check on whatever it is. Or if—”

			“Gwen.”

			“—the premises are still considered unsafe, maybe a firefighter—”

			“Gwen.”

			“What?” She looked around them. They’d stopped at the traffic light marking the exit from the hospital’s property, and she didn’t see or hear anything amiss. “Is something wrong?”

			“Honey…” He shook his head, bewildered amusement creasing his forehead. “I’m referring to you. You’re the irreplaceable element. Of course you are.”

			“Oh.” She wiggled happily in her seat, and her ears stung with pleased, embarrassed heat. “Really?”

			“Really.” Another brush of his lips, and then he set her hand in her lap and turned onto the busy highway. “So please, for the love of all that’s good in this troubled world, tell me whatever you feel comfortable sharing about your doctor’s conclusions. Did he have any explanation for your extended unconsciousness during recent visions? Or your post-vision nausea and nosebleeds?”

			Her health was his priority? Not his truncated meeting with the SERC chair or his damaged apartment? Or even her account of what had caused the fire, whose dubious origin was surely being investigated at this very moment?

			That was…that was very unexpected. Also very…

			Nice was too pale a word for the feeling.

			Sometimes, when she finally got home after a late-night meeting with a client in winter, and her very bones seemed to shake with the cold, she cranked the temperature of her small shower’s spray as high as it would go, then stepped inside and just…stood there. Wasted water and the electricity required to heat it. Let the steaming cascade pour over her head and course down her body until she was pink and blotchy and shuddering in relief.

			The sting in her palm would fade away beneath the sheer animal comfort of the hot water. Her worries would retreat under the ceaseless stream, and she’d feel good. Mind quiet. Body content. Heart and soul eased, if only for a minute or two.

			That. That was how she felt now, despite every concern that should take precedence.

			“Um…” She ducked her head, suddenly shy. “The doctor said my unresponsiveness during my latest visions and my nosebleeds and nausea afterward are standard for oracles my age with…uh, a certain level of power.”

			A very significant level, according to him. The highest tier, in fact. According to him, such oracles continued channeling more and more power with each vision until their late forties or early fifties, and their aging bodies inevitably began to protest at some point. Since powerful, post-verification seers led such shadowy, secretive lives, she’d had zero clue.

			Given that context, the doctor hadn’t been overly concerned by her recent prophetic side effects, especially once he’d seemingly pinpointed the cause of her sudden, vast leap in ability.

			“Based on how a standard post-vision healing by the witch doctor eased my symptoms, he thinks wearing a basic anti-nausea charm and having a mild healing spell handy for future nosebleeds and headaches should take care of those issues.” She lifted a shoulder. “There’s not much they can do about the unconsciousness bit. I’ll try not to loiter around sharp objects and hard floors if at all possible.”

			“That’s it?” Hugh’s grip on the wheel tightened. “When it comes to your unpredictable bouts of insensibility, that mangy werewolf couldn’t provide any guidance more helpful than ‘maybe don’t juggle knives over a concrete slab’?”

			From Hugh, that was a surprising level of sarcasm. Unwarranted, of course, but funny.

			“Well…” Here was the bit she’d been itching to share. “If he’s right, I could ratchet my visions back down to where they used to be. Under certain circumstances. Eventually.”

			“ ‘Certain circumstances’?” Hugh repeated. “Does that mean he found an explanation for why you’re suddenly a top-tier oracle, complete with all the attendant risks and side effects?”

			All of the side effects except wealth, she thought wryly.

			“He thinks…” Suddenly she didn’t want to say it after all. Not when it would highlight the vast, humiliating chasm separating their lives to this point. “He thinks I’m suddenly much more powerful because…”

			The car rocked to a stop as Hugh braked uncharacteristically hard at a red light.

			“Because what?” He rounded on her, eyes wide and wild with impatience. “Because what, Gwen?”

			“Because…I started taking vitamins.” Her nose wrinkled in embarrassment. “Recently. For, um, the first time ever.”

			Normal prenatal multivitamins, but also other ones. From what her obstetrician and now the werewolf had told her, her body just didn’t seem to process iron or vitamins B₁₂ and D well. So she’d been prescribed supplements, which she’d been faithfully taking since her first obstetric visit.

			Before her pregnancy, she’d never undergone such comprehensive testing. Back in Maryland, her parents had lacked health insurance and struggled to pay for even the most urgent medical care. Devoting a paycheck to wellness screenings for seemingly healthy children would never have occurred to them. And while Delphi had provided acute care, the presumption was that routine checkups and preventative care would occur at the students’ homes.

			As an adult, she’d echoed her parents’ choices for exactly the same reasons. And so, for almost four decades, she’d remained Gwendolen Wexloff, the world’s most underpowered oracle. Infamous in Supernatural and Enhanced circles. A disappointment to everyone, including herself. All because she wasn’t taking a freaking multivitamin.

			What a terrible, pointless waste of her inborn abilities, not to mention her family’s potential earnings. That said: The more cataclysmic visions she suffered and the more closely she considered the actual lives of powerful oracles, the less she truly wanted the designation.

			“Vitamins?” Hugh was staring at her, jaw slightly agape. “Really?”

			She nodded. “Apparently my power is unusually sensitive to certain nutrients.”

			He scratched thoughtfully at his beard. “Well, damn. That’s a surprise.”

			“You can say that again.”

			“Well, damn.” As the light turned green, Hugh’s lips quirked, and he turned to face the road. “That’s a surprise.”

			When she laughed, so did he. And when he reached for her hand, she laced their fingers together without even thinking about it. As if she were confident in her own worth. As if she deserved the attention and desire of a being like Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire.

			As if, at long last, reality had given way to her most secret, foolish dreams.
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			Now that Gwen was feeling less like sunbaked garbage, she could better relish the inherent hotness of Hugh’s arrival at his apartment complex earlier that day.

			The way he’d broken the speed limit to get to her. His illegal choice of parking spot. The stern, decisive manner in which he’d hauled Haziq and Gwen to the hospital.

			The only thing that could have made his arrival hotter?

			If he’d been wearing a crop top at the time. Shit, that would’ve been amazing.

			“Gwen.” Silence. “Gwen.”

			Jolted out of her pleasant reverie, she sat up straight. “What’s going on?”

			“Please tell me what happened in the apartment.” He stopped at another light. “I know you gave a report at the scene, but I also know you probably had to redact a few things. Besides, I want to hear the story directly from you.”

			“Okay. So.” She angled herself toward him. “I had another vision, but I managed to get back to sleep afterward. When I woke up again, I immediately smelled smoke.”

			Explaining everything that came next didn’t take much time. She was just wrapping up the story when her now-rested mind resurfaced a detail she’d almost forgotten. One she hadn’t shared with the common human officer who’d taken her official statement.

			“Wait. I just remembered something.” She laid an urgent hand on his forearm. “When Haziq and I opened the exit door to the stairs and stepped through, it felt like surfacing from underwater for some reason. My ears kind of…popped? And then I could suddenly hear the building alarms. They were incredibly loud. So loud I couldn’t believe how quiet your apartment had been, even with malfunctioning smoke detectors. It was like we were in a bubble, and then, as soon as we stumbled through the door…”

			“It popped. Like your ears.” Hugh’s knuckles jutted on the steering wheel, white and tense. “I owe you an apology.”

			Mystified, she beetled her brows at him. “For what?”

			“Not protecting you.” Self-condemnation freighted each word. “Despite all my promises.”

			Pursing her lips, she shook her head at him. “No. Don’t be foolish.”

			Wait. Had she just called Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, foolish? Her? The two-bit oracle who’d tried to pass off Jurassic freaking Park as a genuine vision?

			Yes. Yes, she had. And she wasn’t finished either. “You did protect me. You are protecting me. There was absolutely no reason to believe I wouldn’t be safe in your apartment.”

			His glance toward her contained nothing but warmth.

			“That’s a kind thing to say.” When he returned his attention to the road, the grim set to his mouth returned. “Also misguided, however. You weren’t safe, Gwen.”

			Before she could muster her next set of arguments, he continued. “As far as the silence within the apartment and that ‘popping’ sensation upon your exit…what you experienced sounds like a witch’s noise-cancellation spell activated within the warded bounds of my home. It can’t have been placed before my departure early this morning. I would have noticed.”

			There was only one reasonable conclusion. “The fire couldn’t have been an accident.”

			“No.” His anger manifested as a hot draft in the car, a desert wind contained entirely within a small Toyota hybrid. “Given the actuarial risk inherent in approving policies for demons, my homeowner’s insurance required the installation of an extremely thorough heat-responsive sprinkler system and mandates a monthly test of the numerous alarms within my apartment. The smoke detectors and my sprinkler system were perfectly functional. They should have activated.”

			“Someone got inside your wards.” The best money could buy, presumably. “Then set a noise-cancellation spell and tampered with your alarms. How?”

			“I don’t know.” The car slowed as they neared a waterfront park. “I had the wards set in place the day I purchased the apartment, and I’ve had no issues with security in the meantime.”

			“Do they prevent teleportation too?” If not, that would be a huge oversight for a demon, so she’d guess his answer was—

			“Yes.” With a twist of his wrist, he neatly maneuvered the car into a roadside parking spot near the park. “I’d originally intended to head directly to my apartment building and gather any of your salvageable belongings that can be removed from the site. But let’s stop here for a minute first so we can talk in private. Unless you’re still feeling unwell?”

			His reference to his own home as the site confused her until she considered what was probably happening there right now. An investigation into the fire’s causes. A search for evidence, which would surely encompass all the items she’d brought into the apartment.

			“I’m fine,” she repeated for what felt like the thousandth time. “What do you want to talk about?”

			He shut off the engine, then twisted in his seat until he was angled toward her and took her hand. “I’d like to hear about the vision you were having before you woke up. Just in case what you saw points us in a particular direction or away from a particular direction.”

			She obliged—and by the time she finished describing how the fae male had looked back at her and what he’d said, worry had carved deep lines across Hugh’s pale forehead.

			“In one sense, your greater proximity to the conspirators in your vision was a boon.” He spoke slowly. “Identifying the two males would certainly open new avenues in our investigation. We’ll look at photos of possible fae conspirators later today. Also human generals who might fit the description of the man you saw.”

			There was clearly a but coming—and she knew what concern they both shared.

			“I’d be happy to do that.” After a fraught pause, she forced herself to say it. “Hugh, my interaction with the fae in my vision disturbs me. I’d like to think that my oracular power was simply warning me about the fire, using him to symbolize the urgent threat to my welfare. Since oracles don’t prophesize about their own futures, though, that seems unlikely.”

			A fresh waft of heat drifted through the car, and his hand tightened on hers. “I agree.”

			“So maybe…” Gods, even after that IV of fluids, she could barely swallow over her dry throat. “Maybe he really saw me, then. But I don’t know how that’s even possible.”

			“Neither do I.” He dragged his free hand through his hair, rumpling its careful order. “The most powerful fae tend to keep their secrets well hidden, however. And one of those secrets could be their ability to somehow connect to oracles in their visions.”

			“In fairness, most Supernaturals and Enhanced humans prefer to hide certain talents and vulnerabilities too. Given our, uh”—blood-soaked—“fraught interspecies histories, we’re not the most trusting souls.”

			“You’re correct, obviously.” More agitated than she’d ever seen him, he was now emitting enough heat to rival Atlanta in July. “But only the fae were fucking talking to you in your vision. Shit, Gwen.”

			“If they can connect to seers during our prophecies…” She swallowed again. “Could they pinpoint our locations using that connection? Would that help to explain what happened to those missing oracles?”

			He nodded, mouth set in a grim line.

			“And if he truly saw me today…” Her anxious mind replayed the instant when he’d smiled at her with such horrifying glee, and her exhalation shook. “I imagine his willingness to show me his face so close-up isn’t a good sign.”

			Hugh’s agreement was curt. “No. It’s not.”

			That willingness implied she wouldn’t live long enough to identify him to authorities. Or—best-case scenario—that he knew enough about her tattered reputation to assume no one would take her word if she attempted to report him as a culprit in an apocalyptic conspiracy.

			“Whatever you were thinking just now…” Hugh leaned forward. Brushed a gentle fingertip over the drooping corner of her mouth. “It made you sad as well as afraid.”

			Her face must express her emotions more clearly than she’d realized. “Even if I testified in front of a truthseeker about what I’ve been seeing, no one would believe me.”

			“Your friends believe you, Gwen.” His expression softened, and he smoothed a straggling bit of hair away from her temple. “And so do I.”

			Her eyes stung with tired tears. “I don’t understand why you do.”

			He didn’t answer for a long time. Simply watched his palm smooth down the coppery length of her disheveled braid, his fingertips lingering to pluck at the ribbon securing its end.

			“You’re an honorable person,” he said finally, and it didn’t sound like a lie, but…there was still something guarded about the statement. “Even twenty years ago, I could tell you didn’t mean any harm. You lied out of love and desperation, and you hated every moment of it.”

			He was right, of course, but—“How did you know that?”

			His cell phone, resting face up on the storage recess below the dashboard, buzzed loudly into the silence. Once, then again.

			With a glance downward, he checked the name on his screen. Then he blew out a breath, dropped his hand from her hair, and reached for the phone.

			“Sorry. I need to take this. Josiah promised to update me about the investigation into the fire.” His forefinger paused above the green circle. “I’ll put the call on speaker so you can hear what’s going on. Officially, though, you shouldn’t be part of this conversation, so please don’t say anything. Also, if the conversation moves on to subjects that don’t involve you or your safety, I’ll take the phone off speaker. Okay?”

			She nodded, pleased by the gesture of trust, and he answered the call.

			“Josiah.” His voice was professional but warm. “Thank you for calling. What’s happening?”

			“I just received the preliminary report.” Goodling’s own voice sounded hushed, as if he were trying not to be overheard. “It’s…not promising, son.”

			Hugh didn’t visibly react. “ ‘Not promising’ in what sense?”

			The elder councilor hesitated. “The investigators concluded that the fire originated inside your apartment, which we already knew. The smoke alarms had all been deliberately disabled, along with the sprinkler system. A witch’s spell had rendered the building’s own alarms inaudible within the apartment.” Another pause. “The investigation indicated a demon perpetrator. They discovered no signs of outside intrusion.”

			Gwen’s lips parted in shock. If she was interpreting his words correctly…

			“They think I set the fire,” Hugh stated flatly, “and left Gwen there to die.”

			She plastered both hands over her mouth, stifling a horrified gasp.

			Goodling didn’t contradict Hugh’s conclusion. “They’re speculating as to whether you’ve become unstable, and your public display of fisticuffs with a troll yesterday isn’t helping matters. There’s been talk about whether the Blacke clan might have…well, a family affliction.”

			Hugh’s jaw had turned to stone. “Because of Eloise.”

			The cheerful twin sister who’d chatted happily with Gwen in that Delphi waiting room and given Hugh his Prince outfit? What did she have to do with any of this?

			The older male gave a genteel grunt of affirmation. “And, Hugh, the reason they think you might have become unstable…it’s unfortunate. Your girlfriend…”

			Hugh’s finger hovered over the speaker icon. Evidently he didn’t want her to suffer through any slights Goodling might unknowingly utter in her hearing, and Gwen was glad for that. The distaste and displeasure in the older demon’s voice were insult enough, honestly.

			“Josiah—” Hugh began.

			Goodling spoke right over him. “They think her pregnancy tipped you over some emotional edge.”

			Absolute, suffocating silence descended on the car, and Gwen froze in utter shock.

			How had they accessed her medical records? Wasn’t that illegal?

			And what in the world would Hugh think of her now?
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			Gwen couldn’t look at Hugh. She lurched forward, propped her elbows against the gleaming dashboard, and buried her entire face in her hands.

			Still, his stare seared the side of her head like a flamethrower. Or maybe that was just her imagination combined with the incinerating heat of her utter humiliation.

			“Please explain to me, Josiah.” By all rights, the utter chill of Hugh’s tone should have transformed the sweltering car into a refrigerator. “Why would the investigators think that?”

			Goodling sounded highly reluctant to answer the question. “The going assumption is that you’re either unwilling to have a child or unwilling to have someone like her as that child’s mother.”

			“And they believe I tried to solve that ostensible problem by killing her in a fire”—those five words emerged with particular icy precision—“as she slept?”

			“Correct.” Goodling didn’t sound overly saddened by the prospect. “Unfortunately, I’ve been unable to establish an alibi for you. As surveillance within SERC headquarters indicates, you left the building between meetings, shortly before the time investigators believe the fire began.”

			Where had he gone? Because she knew to the marrow of her bones that he hadn’t visited his apartment for oracle-murdering purposes, no matter what his colleagues believed.

			The ever-rising temperature in the car revealed the volcanic intensity of Hugh’s emotion, but his voice remained entirely calm. “I was meeting an informant.”

			The sensation of eyes boring into her head had ceased at some point, and she snuck a glance his way. He was staring through the windshield now, his expression as hard as the cobblestones on the sidewalk.

			She didn’t know which she feared more: Hugh refusing to ever look at her again or Hugh directing that expression at her. Both would hurt far, far too much.

			“Where?” Josiah asked. “Perhaps there’s video evidence of your presence there during the time in question.”

			“I can’t say.” Exactly the response Gwen would have predicted. “Sharing that information would endanger my informant’s safety.”

			“Do you have any cameras within your apartment, then? Security footage that might reveal the presence and identity of another culprit?” Goodling sounded worried. “Without proof of an intrusion, convincing the investigators of your innocence might be difficult.”

			“No. It’s easy to tamper with video or buy a glamour, so I invested in foolproof wards instead.” Hugh’s jaw ticced. “Theoretically foolproof wards.”

			Josiah paused. “Do you have any other proof of your innocence?”

			Hugh wasn’t guilty. Of course he wasn’t. But someone had certainly gone to a lot of trouble to make it look like he was. And maybe his past history of rectitude would save him, or maybe he could somehow provide an alibi that didn’t compromise Thora’s identity. But if not…he could lose his reputation and his job. Maybe even his freedom.

			Because of her.

			Her stomach roiled violently, and she clamped a hand on the passenger door, poised to fling it open. He glanced her way then. Mouthed, Are you well?

			A very polite query. But he didn’t reach out to touch her, and his eyes were distant.

			She nodded, bereft.

			“I have no exonerating evidence to offer right now.” Hugh was still watching her, brow creased. “To be clear, though, Josiah, I do want at least one child. And I would never seriously date anyone I wouldn’t want as my child’s mother.”

			Too bad he wasn’t actually dating Gwen. What they’d done the previous night didn’t count. That was sex, not courting. And even if it did count, he wanted a mother for his own child. Not the offspring of Gwen and some Zone rando with unfortunate condom technique.

			The car’s windows had all fogged over. With a hunched shoulder, she blocked Hugh’s view of the tiny heart she traced with her fingertip on the window closest to her. A droplet of water trailed like blood from the small shape, which seemed a poor omen.

			She drew a line through the heart. Another. Until it was obliterated from sight.

			“But that’s not the crucial point here.” Hugh was still speaking, his voice measured and precise. “Do you believe the speculation about my possible guilt, Josiah? Do the others? Or is this simply grist for the SERC mill and predictable schadenfreude at seeing a killjoy colleague taken down a notch?”

			“I don’t believe any of it, son,” the older demon declared stoutly. “The others aren’t convinced of your guilt, but…there are doubts. I suspect you’ll be called into headquarters for a very unpleasant interview in the near future.”

			How could Hugh’s colleagues ever suspect him of something so heinous? And was there any way for her to help him? Should she remove herself from his orbit?

			Before she could decide what was best, the two males exchanged brief goodbyes, and the call ended. After a deep, fortifying breath, she turned to face forward again. Hugh had directed his own attention back to the roadside, mouth pressed into a tight, grim line.

			After a long, fraught pause, he spoke to the windshield, watching her response in the reflection. “The werewolf at the hospital said you were in good health. I assume that assessment took your pregnancy into account?” When she nodded, her throat too tight for words, he asked more questions. “Was he concerned about the health of your baby?”

			She shook her head.

			“A standard anti-nausea amulet and minor healing spell should still mitigate the physical effects of your visions without harming you or your child?”

			Another nod.

			“Hmmm.” When he spoke again, his tone remained scrupulously neutral. “I was meeting with Thora for an update when I received news of the fire.”

			Exactly as Gwen had suspected.

			“At your request, she can confirm my whereabouts to you, but I hope…” He hesitated, fists clenched on his lean, strong thighs. “I hope you don’t think I caused the fire.”

			“What?” Her head whipped in his direction so fast her neck hurt. “No! Of course not! Not even for a single moment!”

			He inclined his own head, and the latest blast of sere desert wind inside the car faded to a fitful, hot breeze. And then…he fell silent again, brows still beetled in thought.

			He wasn’t going to ask her anything else about her pregnancy? In the face of other, more existential issues, she supposed her uterus and its current inhabitant possessed only limited importance, but…his disinterest didn’t bode well for their budding connection.

			Fine. She’d known from the start that he wouldn’t understand about the pregnancy. If he didn’t want to talk about it more than he already had, she wouldn’t belabor the topic either.

			“Do you think the fire was a genuine attempt to kill me? Either because I’m supposedly your girlfriend, because I helped thwart the conspirators’ plans, or because I’m a newly powerful oracle?” She plucked restlessly at the edge of her sweater. “Although that last bit’s not something any outsider should know.”

			Since someone had accessed her medical records and learned about her pregnancy, however, she supposed the information she’d given the doctor earlier today might have been compromised too.

			When Hugh didn’t bother responding, she swallowed her hurt and kept talking. “Or do you think the entire point of the fire was to frame you, impugn your credibility, and make you less able to interfere in the conspirators’ future operations?”

			More silence.

			“I really am very sorry about the apartment,” she ventured, but he simply waved that off.

			She couldn’t stand it any longer. If he was so furious that he wouldn’t even talk to her, she should wrap up this shit show and move along. Even if that meant addressing the topic they’d both prefer to avoid, one final time.

			“I’m also sorry I didn’t tell you I was pregnant.” There. It was done. “Under the circumstances, I should probably stay with someone else. My continued proximity is clearly endangering you.”

			He was shaking his head before she even finished speaking. “No.”

			That was it. Nothing more.

			“No?” Entirely out of patience, aching with hurt, she flung her hands in the air and rounded on him. “Why not? You’re clearly angry with me, so—”

			“I’m angry, yes,” he interrupted. “With you?”

			She waited.

			“Not…” His hesitation lasted several beats too long. “Not necessarily.”

			She raised her eyebrows. Glared at him until he sighed in defeat and turned to face her.

			He spoke slowly at first, his voice low and rough with emotion. “I’m frustrated because I’ve been fighting to redeem my family’s reputation for the past decade, and now all that time and effort feels like an utter waste. But—”

			“I’m so sorry.” Her momentary bravado had curdled into shame, and she curled up as small as possible in her seat. “That’s because of me, and—”

			“It’s not your fault, Gwen. Not even one particle of blame belongs to you. And as I was about to say, the fire’s consequences for me and my family are the least of my current concerns.”

			Potential criminal charges were the least of his concerns? How was that even possible?

			“I may be frustrated about the hit to the Blacke reputation. But I’m furious that”—he ticked the reasons off on his fingers, starting with his forefinger—“you’ve been targeted in such a deliberate manner, in my own godsdamn home, for reasons we don’t fully understand yet.” Middle finger. “You’re pregnant but didn’t tell me, so I failed to take care of you adequately.” Ring finger. “The father of your unborn child is nowhere to be found and hasn’t helped you during your time of need.” He paused, mid-tick, over his littlest finger. “Or maybe he is in your life still, and I just didn’t know?”

			That prospect didn’t appear to make Hugh any happier. It also explained why he’d been so careful not to touch her since the revelation of her pregnancy.

			He considered the issue for another moment, then shook his head. “No. If he were in your life, you wouldn’t have allowed me the liberties you did last night. So he’s an irresponsible asshole, and you deserve far better.”

			Liberties? What person under the age of eighty, however wealthy and pretentious, actually used the word liberties?

			She had to stifle a snort, even as she fought back tears of relief.

			He knew her—trusted her—enough to understand that she’d never cheat on anyone. And he wasn’t judging her for the pregnancy. If she understood him correctly, he was mostly upset that he hadn’t been able to protect and coddle her even more assiduously than he already had, which was…

			Wow.

			She really wanted to kiss him. And she would, as soon as she explained herself.

			The story didn’t actually take long to share. The twenty-year anniversary of the worst moment of her life. The broken condom. The positive pregnancy test. Vic’s decision to sign away all his parental rights.

			“Gwen…” With the issue of possible infidelity apparently settled in his mind, Hugh reached for her hand at long last. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			The uncomfortable heat of the car had subsided to a gentle warmth, but his fingers were hot as they intertwined with hers.

			“Yesterday morning, I rolled up to your apartment before dawn and demanded an audience even though you hadn’t seen me in over two decades.” She held on tight, willing him to understand. “With all our lives on the line, I needed you to believe what I told you and follow my lead without doubting my judgment. Especially since I’d lied to you a whole heck of a lot during our last encounter, so my integrity was already very much in question.”

			He shook his head. “A broken condom says nothing about your judgment. It’s a simple accident whose consequences you’re handling as best you know how.”

			Every overtired bone in her body seemed to sag in relief at that firm declaration.

			“What happened twenty years ago wasn’t an issue of missing integrity or bad judgment either.” A brief pause. “Well. To be fair, if you were going to lie, you should have predicted something that would happen long in the future, in hopes of possibly earning a paycheck in the meantime.”

			Her gratitude fading fast, she frowned at him. “Yes. I realize that.”

			“Also, you shouldn’t have chosen to recount the plot of a worldwide blockbuster movie involving famously extinct animals and several internationally famous movie stars.”

			Her frown turned into a scowl. “Yes. I know. Must we truly relitigate the least shining moment of my existence right now, Hugh? Because—”

			He was still rolling along, apparently unaware of her growing irritation. “So there were some judgment issues there, obviously.”

			Her stare should have turned him to stone, Medusa-style.

			“But here’s the thing, Gwen.” He refocused on her, seemingly unaffected. “None of those issues brought your essential goodness of character into question. You acted out of desperation, not a desire to harm anyone. I know that. I’ve always known that.”

			So he’d told her earlier too. Which raised the same question as before: Why? Why had he believed in her good intentions, even back then?

			“In fact,” he added, “I’ve often wondered whether you subconsciously chose such an unbelievable tale because you did not, in fact, wish to mislead anyone.”

			Often wondered implied that he’d thought about her frequently in the intervening years, which felt good. He also raised an excellent point. One that, amid all her self-flagellation, she’d never considered before.

			“You think I sabotaged myself?”

			“Perhaps?” His shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Like I said, Gwen, you absolutely hated lying. And if we’d believed your story, you would’ve been forced to continue hiding the truth. Maybe some subconscious part of you refused that potential future and guided your words that day.”

			That possibility was something she’d have to consider later. For now, though, they had more urgent matters to discuss—and she was still stuck on his conversation with Goodling.

			“If you don’t mind explaining…” She squeezed his fingers. “What does your sister have to do with our current circumstances?”

			According to Gwen’s internet-stalking forays over the years, both he and his sister had joined their parents’ law firm after passing the bar. Occasionally there had been references to Eloise serving as counsel for some industrial or tech behemoth, but then…

			Nothing. About a decade ago, all mentions of her had vanished.

			At the time, Gwen hadn’t thought much about the absence. From what little she knew about high-powered demon-owned firms like Blackes, they valued discretion and privacy for both themselves and their clients. Human and Supernatural elites might rely on the firm’s work, but average citizens might never hear individual lawyers’ names.

			Now, though, Gwen had a bad, bad feeling about that black hole of information about Eloise.

			“Ah, yes.” A bitter smile tipped his mouth, and the warmth in his gaze chilled to bleak resignation. “Our Blacke ‘family affliction.’ ”

			She had no desire to make an already-difficult day even harder for him. “Forget that I asked, Hugh. It’s okay.”

			“Apparently my family history has impacted our investigation, so you should know.” His nostrils flared with his exhalation. “Besides, it’s not truly a secret. Even my parents and Josiah couldn’t keep such a lurid, sensational incident entirely private. I’m certain everyone at SERC headquarters knows. Most prominent demons and business execs too.”

			She met Hugh’s grim stare. Braced herself.

			“Ten years ago, Eloise drafted a confidential contract for one of her corporate clients. Its terms led to countless human deaths, and she found out that her client had known those deaths would occur before signing the agreement. She…well.” His hand tightened convulsively around Gwen’s. “One article that my parents managed to kill before publication was titled ‘Demon Lawyer Goes Scorched-Earth.’ I thought that was clever. Eloise would have appreciated it too.”

			Would have? That phrasing choice didn’t bode well.

			“She set fire to the CEO’s office.” The words might have been widgets in a factory line, produced without fanfare or emotion. “It was a Sunday. He and his fixer were alone in that wing of the building for a secret meeting, and she confronted them. According to both men, she was poised to either burn them alive or turn them inside out. Before she could act, though, a witch on the corporation’s security staff appeared and…” His throat bobbed. “And froze her to death.”

			He’d lost his sister in a horrible way, and now his colleagues were using that history to tar him as a possible arsonist too?

			“I’m so sorry,” Gwen whispered, unable to think of anything wise or helpful to say.

			“Me too, Gwen.” Hugh’s face might have belonged to a stone monolith. “Me too.”
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			The story of Hugh’s twin sister dampened any lingering good cheer that might have remained after Josiah’s terrible phone call. Rather than commencing a leisurely make-out session, as Gwen would have preferred, they instead hashed out where to go next.

			Not to his apartment. That much was now clear. Even if their personal possessions had survived the blaze intact, even if the premises were no longer a restricted area for investigation, even if the space remained structurally sound and safe to visit, the rumored accusations against Hugh meant he might be removed from the premises and forcibly brought to SERC headquarters for interrogation.

			Once officially summoned by SERC, he intended to answer the call and defend himself—but on his own time and of his own volition and only after ensuring Gwen’s safety. And since they also wanted to avoid making her whereabouts publicly known…

			They weren’t in hiding, per se. But they weren’t not hiding either.

			Under those circumstances, there was only one obvious place to go next: Max’s lair. It might not feature an official guest room, but it was basically an underground fortress, and not even SERC officials knew its location.

			One quick phone call to the grumpy-sounding vampire later, Gwen and Hugh were headed back toward the Containment Zone. To their mutual relief, Hugh’s ID card still worked at the Zone entry gate. The guards stationed there didn’t descend on the car and seize him. And less than an hour later, Gwen was happily ensconced in Max’s über-modern kitchen, eating her body weight in gourmet cheese at his ginormous island.

			After greeting his guests with mingled irritation and old-world graciousness, their host had reminded them that he didn’t have a guest room, so they’d need to stay in the only available semiprivate space containing a makeshift bed. Then he’d deposited a stack of clean linens and one of Edie’s spare nightshirts on his library’s couch and promptly returned to his bedroom to cluck over his girlfriend. Hugh sat on the stool next to Gwen’s in the kitchen, bent over their borrowed tablet as he worked on…something. Probably checking with his various contacts about the conspiracy and getting the latest information about the fire.

			The entire home was blessedly quiet. Warm and safe, freshly showered, her stomach full, Gwen polished off one last sliver of membrillo-topped aged Gouda and slumped over the white marble countertop, contemplating a nap.

			Hugh tapped the screen one last time. “There. Your antinausea amulet and healing spell should arrive later today. The witch who created them is a trusted supplier, and I’m having the items delivered through unconventional means to preserve our privacy.”

			He’d been sourcing medical assistance for her instead of doing his actual work? And gods and goddesses above, how much had his selected items cost?

			Overcome by guilt and anxiety—and possibly by the volume of all that glorious cheese in her belly—she propped her elbows on the table, covered her face with her hands, and groaned.

			“Gwen?” His stool screeched, and a hot, gentle hand clasped her arm. “Are you well? Is your head hurting again?”

			“No, I—” she began.

			“I was worried that preeclampsia might be causing some of your headaches, so I did some quick research. As it turns out, you’re not far enough along in your pregnancy for that.” His lips rested against the crown of her head for a brief, sweet moment. “You’ll still require particular care and a great deal of rest, however. Especially since you’re…”

			He hesitated.

			“Go ahead and say it.” Her sigh hurt her chest. “I’m what?”

			“Well…” His hand cupped her nape and gave it a comforting squeeze. “The official designation is ‘a pregnant person of advanced maternal age.’ ”

			She groaned again, and his thumb stroked her neck in a soothing arc.

			“At least it’s better than the term they used to use,” he offered helpfully. “That was even more insulting.”

			Morbid curiosity compelled her to ask. “What was it?”

			“Well…” He seemed to realize his mistake then, but it was too late. “Um…‘geriatric pregnancy.’ ”

			Motherfucker. Now utterly dispirited, she let her elbows slide out to the sides so that her hands-covered face rested directly on the island.

			“Is your head hurting that much?” The warm sympathy in his question almost salved her bruised ego. Almost. “I can go out to get a healing spell now, Gwen, if you need one.”

			She rubbed her tired eyes. “My head’s not hurting. I’m just very unhappy about all the time and money you’re spending on my care and unsure if I can pay you back without entirely bankrupting myself. That’s assuming you’ll let me pay you back, which you probably won’t.”

			“Correct.” His hand stroked over her hair and down her braid in a tender, affectionate gesture. “I’m glad we’re in agreement on that.”

			“I’m also worried about our current situation. Annoyingly fatigued too.” She scowled into the dark privacy of her hands. “Not to mention geriatric.”

			“I see,” he said, his tone cautious.

			As his long fingers carded through the ragged ends of her braid, they brushed against her back. Each tiny touch was a small island of heat and pleasure, sending ripples outward.

			When her breath hitched, his fingers stilled.

			“I’m sorry.” A brief silence. “If it’s any consolation, my day has been terrible too. I’ve spent most of it terrified for your well-being, and I’d really like to hold you. Would that be acceptable?”

			She was already pushing her stool back from the island. “More than acceptable. Welcome.”

			“Where are you—” His brow cleared. “Apparently we’re moving to the couch.”

			“Apparently we are,” she said, and essentially dove headfirst into its slightly-too-firm cushions, because he might want to hold her, but she needed to be held.

			As soon as he sat beside her and opened his arms, she flung herself into his embrace with a shuddering sigh of relief. He was so blessedly warm, his long, narrow hands so blessedly tender as they stroked down the length of her braid again and cradled the back of her head. She pressed her face into his neck, greedily inhaling his smoky, woodsy scent.

			His bearded chin nestled into the hair at her crown, and at the easing of so much terrible tension, both of them slumped into the sofa. Into each other.

			“If you hadn’t escaped the fire, I don’t like to imagine what I would have done, Gwen,” he whispered. “Probably proved my colleagues right. Become another Blacke twin lost to violent rage.”

			She stilled in his arms, shocked. Did he really care about her that much?

			“You’re safe now, though, and I intend to keep you that way.” His pulse faintly throbbed against her mouth, and she resisted a growing desire to lick him there. “I started researching prenatal classes, incidentally. People don’t usually attend those until about thirty weeks or so, but it’s good to be prepared. Do you have a birth plan in place?”

			“Uh…” Successfully distracted from licking-related urges, Gwen blinked into his neck. “No. Not yet.”

			“We can work on that later if you’d like. I’ve also begun compiling a list of baby supplies that are top rated for safety and reliability. When you get a chance, you can check them over yourself.”

			Just how much research had he been doing while she’d eaten her cheese? Holy crap.

			“Um…thank you?” She searched for the right words, loath to discourage his very sweet efforts but also entirely unready to make those sorts of decisions amid a possible apocalypse. “Perhaps we should wait a few—”

			His new burner phone rang atop the kitchen island. Once, then a second time.

			“Only a very limited circle of contacts has access to that number.” Hugh exhaled heavily. “I’d better pick up.”

			He kissed the top of her head again, then gently set her aside and rose to take the call.

			“Sabrina?” A long pause. “Yes. Let me get Gwen on the line. Hold on.”

			He brought the phone over to the couch and put it on speaker as he sat again.

			“Is everything okay, Sabby?” Gwen leaned in closer to the microphone. “Do you need help with Starla?”

			“Thanks, Gwen, but we’re fine. Star just needs time to recover from all the crap that happened this week. Hopefully before the next wave of crap hits.” The witch’s voice was gravelly with exhaustion. “How are you doing? I heard about the fire, and I got worried.”

			“I’m good,” Gwen told her. “Hugh brought me to the hospital, where I got a clean bill of health. So did the baby, for that matter.”

			“He found out, huh?” Sabby sounded intrigued but quickly got back on track. “If you’re okay, then let me cut to the chase: A few minutes ago, I got a call from a witch friend who wants to remain anonymous. According to her, she supplied and set a soundproofing spell earlier today for an unfamiliar demon who claimed to be Councilor Blacke’s friend. Because Blacke was busy at work, the friend had offered to procure the spell on the councilor’s behalf and oversee its immediate installation.”

			Well, that confirmed Hugh’s earlier speculation about the pop Gwen had experienced upon leaving the apartment.

			“Your witch friend didn’t question the demon’s story?” Hugh sounded thoughtful rather than accusing. “Even though there was no direct confirmation from me, the actual homeowner?”

			“Since setting the spell required bypassing various security measures to access the apartment’s interior, and the demon performed those bypasses without hesitation, she believed you’d given him permission. Also, I think she was somewhat overawed by the request to assist such a famous, powerful leader in the SERC community and didn’t want to second-guess her good fortune.”

			Sabby very clearly would not have shared her friend’s wonder and gratitude.

			“When she heard about the fire, though, she panicked and came to see me for advice.” Concern inflected Sabrina’s voice. “I told her to find someplace else to stay immediately. Preferably somewhere no one would look for her, because as far as we know, she’s the only one able to identify the demon who ordered the spell.”

			Gwen broke in. “I agree that your friend may want to lie low for the time being. But I’m guessing her customer was glamoured, Sabby.”

			“Good point.” Sabrina sighed. “They’d be a fool not to disguise themselves, knowing that they’d be implicated in arson and attempted murder if identified.”

			“Also—and please forgive my bluntness—if they’d showed your friend their true face, she’d probably be dead already.” Hugh’s brow was creased in thought. “Nevertheless, please have her check the photos of possible demon perpetrators I’ll send along shortly.”

			“Of course. She’s eager to help in any way she reasonably can.” Sabrina’s tone softened. “She also wanted to pass along a sincere apology to you and Gwen. When she set the spell, she didn’t know it was a malicious request, but she regrets both her lack of due diligence and the harm done to both of you.”

			“Please tell her not to worry,” Gwen said. “We’re fine.”

			“If she looks over the photos, that’s apology enough for me,” Hugh affirmed.

			“I guess having a fancy title and a stick up your butt doesn’t necessarily mean you’re a total asshole.” Sabrina’s observation sounded contemplative. “Good to know. Okay, you two. Keep me updated and be careful. Love you, Gwennie. Cautiously tolerate you, Blacke.”

			She hung up before either Gwen or Hugh could utter a single word of farewell.

			Hugh set the phone down on the glass coffee table, a wry smile tipping his mouth. “I’m not sure we’ll rush to recruit her for SERC’s diplomatic corps.”

			Gwen snorted. “No. I imagine not. And speaking of SERC—how did your conversation with Councilor Beech go?”

			Hugh had hoped that the SERC chair might possess yet-untapped knowledge about the faction of conspirators within her species. Gwen, on the other hand, had been wondering whether the councilor might possibly be a conspirator herself.

			“As far as I can tell, she’s unaware of any specific insurrectionist plots within her native community.” Hugh lifted his arm in invitation, and Gwen gladly rested her head against his chest. “She also described fae discontent with SERC rule as scattered in nature and ultimately toothless. With seeming sincerity.”

			“Not to mention questionable judgment,” Gwen muttered into his very soft sweater.

			“Correct.” He huffed out an amused sound, then tugged lightly at the end of her braid. “Listen, Gwen. I know you need a nap, but I was hoping you might have sufficient energy to do something with me first.”

			She raised her head slightly, no longer sleepy in the slightest. If he was suggesting what she hoped he was, she’d willingly—nay, eagerly—delay her nap as long as necessary.

			“Do you think we could look at photos of common human generals and known fae agitators before you rest?” He gestured toward his tablet. “If you recognized one or both of the males in your vision, that would hasten our investigation a great deal.”

			Oh. Goodbye, sexual satisfaction. Hello, fright-tinged tedium.

			She deflated. “Yeah. Sure.”

			The conspiracy needed to be her top priority, of course. A little afternoon canoodling would have to wait for better times.

			“Are you certain? You seem…” He craned his neck to study her face, smushed as it was into his chest. “Disappointed?”

			“I’m just really a fan of”—your hand between my thighs—“naps.”

			“I see,” he said, in the tone that always meant I do not, in fact, see.

			Back during her childhood, whenever people had speculated about which roles they’d serve in an apocalypse, she’d always privately concluded that she’d die quickly. Because of her inadequate strength and stamina, she’d assumed, not to mention her general lack of useful skills. The fact that she’d survived the recent zombie breach was a testament to both pure chance and her apartment building’s ladder-accessible attic escape room. But the apocalypse wasn’t over, sadly, and now the main reason for her inevitable early demise had finally become clear.

			Poor, foolish Gwen, her neighbors would say at her gravesite. She was too horny to live.

			“Let’s look at the photos,” she told him, resigned. “Naps can wait.”

			

			—

			Two interminable, orgasm-free hours later, Gwen finally hit pay dirt.

			“That’s him.” Her ragged fingernail tapped the tablet screen. “That’s the human general.”

			The one who’d kicked the werewolf child. She shivered, chilled anew at the memory.

			With careful hands, Hugh tucked a cloud-soft throw more tightly around her hips and thighs. Then he reclaimed the tablet and narrowed his eyes at the photo currently on display.

			“I’m not familiar with this officer.” His lips tightened into a determined hyphen. “Let me make a few calls.”

			Micah Cartwright, as they shortly discovered, served as a general in the common human army. And as of earlier that day, he was nowhere to be found. Not in his office. Not in his home alongside his frantic wife. Not even in the condo belonging to his bewildered mistress, whose identity and location they uncovered a half hour into their search.

			The general would be ordered to SERC headquarters upon his reappearance. Gwen wasn’t holding her breath for that, and neither was Hugh.

			They’d begun checking into Cartwright’s associates, but the need for secrecy hindered both their speed and the tools they could use to investigate. If they didn’t unearth a better lead soon, she might have to start deliberately prompting more horrible visions, because the ones she’d already suffered through clearly hadn’t helped enough.

			“Well…” Stymied, Hugh set aside his phone. “I believe this answers the question of whether the fae in your prophecy actually saw you.”

			After a moment of thought, she nodded. “Because he must have warned his compatriot.”

			“Who’s now in hiding and/or glamoured and thus unavailable for questioning.”

			“Or”—she cringed—“dead, to prevent the discovery of the fae’s identity.”

			A fate that she would most likely share if that smiling monster ever got his hands on her.

			When he gripped her throat and snatched her lifespan for his own, would she realize what was happening? Or would it seem like simply another horrible nightmare or racking vision? In her final moments, what regrets would she have? How scared would she be?

			“Gwen.” A deep line had formed between Hugh’s dark brows as he studied her. “You’ve done more than enough for now. Why don’t you rest?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t think I could sleep.”

			“What would help with that, do you think?” His glance touched on her half-empty, rapidly cooling mug of herbal tea and the small, nearly untouched bowl of mixed nuts beside it. “More cheese?”

			No one could say he wasn’t a fast learner. For her next meal, though, she really needed to eat something curdless.

			And luckily, she had another source of joy to tap. “I’ll stream Curdled on the tablet if you can spare it for a while.”

			“I’ll join you if you don’t mind,” Hugh said to her surprise. “I can’t do much more until I receive updates from various contacts.”

			“Of course I don’t mind!” Delighted beyond reason, she beamed and wiggled closer to him on the couch. “If anything confuses you, just speak up. I’m more than happy to explain stuff.”

			And so she did, for two glorious, hour-long episodes. Even when he asked why the giant wheel of Brie in the sorority’s hidden rituals chamber possessed twin divots, conjoined and evocatively rounded, in the thin outer rind.

			“Ass marks,” she’d succinctly told him, and the tips of his ears had turned pink. “If you look closely, you can also see the hand and knee indentations farther off to the side. Also, at one point, I think another frat guy was actually banging the Brie while waiting for his turn? So there’s probably a penis hole somewhere too.”

			Damn, why couldn’t she think of the right term?

			Oh, yeah. “ ‘Paste-humping,’ I think they call it. Or ‘going full Swiss.’ ”

			He uttered a single cautious syllable in response. “Ah.”

			By that point, they’d both stretched out full-length on their sides, with his arms wrapped protectively around her from behind as they watched the tablet propped on the coffee table.

			His body temperature, as was typical for demons, already ran hot. But after her discussion of the characters’ sexual shenanigans? She might as well have flipped a heated blanket to maximum. She snuggled closer—and discovered that Hugh’s power boost didn’t entirely stem from embarrassment.

			That? That was an erection. Apparently his libido didn’t understand the stakes in their current situation either.

			When a tertiary character got tragically crushed by an enormous wedge of Parmigiano-Reggiano, Hugh’s skin immediately cooled to more normal temperatures. The following scene, however, brought the heat once more.

			“I understand that cheese can have probiotic qualities.” When he cleared his throat, the sound vibrated pleasantly through her body. “But aren’t they being a bit…direct in its application?”

			Half-hidden behind wooden shelves of Appenzeller cheese wheels, Rémy had his Chaource-filled hand beneath Mimi’s skirt as they passionately kissed. He was doing…something down there. Something vigorous, which Mimi appeared to be wholeheartedly enjoying. Something resembling, unless Gwen missed her guess, what Hugh had done to her own cheese cave the previous evening.

			Minus the actual cheese. That was an important difference.

			The mold in the rind might have been deliberately cultivated, but it was still freaking mold. Then again, maybe Mimi would never have another yeast infection. Who knew?

			“Curdled: advancing cheese science one fingering at a time,” she murmured, and Hugh actually snorted.

			Minute by minute, he relaxed even more. By the end of the second episode, he had opinions about the series’s storyline. Ones he freely shared with a great deal of enthusiasm.

			“I don’t trust Rémy,” he announced. “That vampire is entirely too cagey about his secret fraternity cheese rituals and what exactly happened between him and Bree in their final, Münster-fueled argument. Besides, Mimi deserves far better than a hurried bloomy-rind hand job in a cave, and I don’t understand why she hasn’t realized that.”

			She turned her face into his biceps and faked a cough, trying her best not to laugh.

			“What?” Reaching out, Hugh paused the show. “I know you’re amused, Gwen. What are you thinking?”

			Her faux cough had been surprisingly convincing. So how the heck did he know she was trying not to laugh at him? For that matter, how did he always seem to know how she was feeling? Even as far back as twenty years ago?

			The truth hit her like a sucker punch, and she gasped aloud.

			“What?” Stretching his arm over his head, he switched on the lamp beside the sofa to see her more clearly. “Are you—Gwen, what’s wrong?”

			“Your human half. Of course.” Wide-eyed, she stared blankly at the motionless tablet screen. “You’re an empath. Oh, my gods and goddesses, you’re an empath.”
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			When Hugh’s entire body stiffened behind hers, Gwen knew she was right.

			His arms loosened slightly around her as she flopped over to face him, then tightened again once she’d resettled.

			“You’ve had your secrets revealed to me against your will. I suppose I can offer another of mine in recompense.” He exhaled slowly. “You’re correct. I’m a weak empath. So was my sister.”

			Gwen didn’t understand his resigned tone, and she didn’t understand how he and his sister could share their empath talent. The odds of half-human fraternal twins both having Enhanced powers was infinitesimal enough. But the same ability?

			Evidently sensing Gwen’s confusion over that point, he clarified, “We’re identical twins. Eloise transitioned in her early teens.”

			“Got it.” Speaking his sister’s name seemed to dispirit him, and Gwen cupped his cheek in a mute attempt at comfort. “So that’s how you knew how much I hated lying at the verification test.”

			“Yes.” His beard pleasantly abraded her hand as he nodded. “I could also sense your desperate need for help when you arrived at my apartment yesterday.”

			That new knowledge went a long way toward explaining why he hadn’t immediately dismissed an improbable, wild-eyed story told by an infamous liar. “Thank you for telling me.”

			“I’m glad you know. Just…” His exhalation ruffled her hair. “Please don’t tell anyone else about my ability. My parents have tried their best to keep it hidden.”

			She took her best guess as to why. “They don’t want anyone reminded of your half-human background?”

			He laughed, the sound bitter and sharp. “No, they definitely do not.”

			When he fell silent, she stroked her thumb over his angular cheekbone and waited him out. Because she might not share his empathic ability, but she could still tell when someone she cared about needed to talk.

			He began haltingly. “My father, Timothy Dealey, was born into a chaotic human family of money-strapped liars and grifters. After graduating from high school, he cut off all contact with them and worked his way through college and law school. That’s where he met my mother, Marlee.”

			Which brought them to the question Gwen had been asking herself since he’d first shared his parents’ disparate backgrounds. “Did he know she was a demon? Did she tell him?”

			Before the Battle for Containment, confessing the existence of Supernaturals to a common human would have been a death sentence for Marlee if anyone had ever found out. But not confessing would have involved so much secrecy, Gwen couldn’t even imagine how it would’ve worked.

			“She was glamoured as a human the entire time they courted, and so was her family whenever he met them.” Against the edge of her hand, his jaw hardened. “They heartily disapproved of him, and he assumed it was because of his lack of social and financial resources. That accounted for part of their displeasure, obviously—”

			Obviously. Gwen suppressed an eye roll.

			“—but not all of it. They were—and are—anti-human chauvinists who believed their daughter was dating, then marrying, beneath her station. What they didn’t understand was that he agreed with them.” Hugh gave an unamused huff at the irony. “He changed his name to hers upon their marriage for just that reason. And he’s spent the past five decades becoming the most successful, most upright member of the Blacke clan, both before and after he knew the rest of them were demons.”

			“To prove himself worthy of the name.” When Hugh dipped his chin in affirmation, Gwen asked the obvious question. “When did he find out the truth about your mother and her family?”

			“Not until the Battle for Containment, when Eloise and I were nineteen.”

			She gaped at him, flabbergasted. “She kept the secret even after giving birth to children with horns on their heads? How?”

			“She didn’t allow him in the delivery room,” Hugh explained. “My sister and I were glamoured from birth and able to pass as full humans. We remained in disguise until Mom finally confessed everything.”

			Hugh and his sister had endured almost two decades spent concealing who they really were, even from their own father. Gwen tried to imagine that. Couldn’t.

			“In front of her family, we didn’t need our glamours, of course.” A soundless sigh raised and lowered his chest. “Since they and most of their cronies despised our father’s background, though, she told us never to mention the Enhanced ability our half-human genetics had given us. Not to the Blacke clan. Not to anyone.”

			In reality, then, he and his sister hadn’t ever been allowed to be fully themselves—except with each other. “That sounds…lonely.”

			“Eloise hated every moment spent hiding crucial parts of her identity.” The corners of his mouth quirked downward. “Once she realized she was a girl, she said if she had to be glamoured at all, she should at least be able to present as her real gender. But my mother discouraged that too, so it took a few years for El to transition. And even then, she still loathed the human ruse. She told me she’d already spent far too much time pretending to be something she wasn’t, and she shouldn’t have to playact with her own father.”

			Aching for his sister, Gwen shook her head. “That must have been so hard.”

			“As soon as Mom confessed, Eloise never donned another glamour.” Hugh’s pride in his sister glowed in his eyes. “Not even to reassure her human clients.”

			One notable perspective had been missing from Hugh’s account of events. “How did you feel about being in disguise all that time?”

			A deep crease bisected his brow. “I didn’t love it, but…it didn’t bother me the same way. I just wanted to keep the family peace. If that meant being glamoured around the clock, so be it.”

			A diplomat, even as a child.

			She eased her calf between his. Hugged him tighter as she asked her next question. “Once your mother confessed, how did your father react to the news?”

			“He was thrilled. Proud of how powerful his wife truly was and how she’d flouted the conventions of high demon society to have him. Even more determined to prove she hadn’t made a mistake in marrying him.” His fingers flexed against Gwen’s hip, then relaxed again. “He began glamouring himself as a demon, and he agreed that Eloise and I should keep our empath abilities a secret. If it were up to my parents, all demons currently alive would forget that the Blacke family tree ever included a human branch.”

			When Gwen imagined an ambitious human man who’d grown up in utter chaos and probably hated every moment of it, she kind of got why Hugh’s father had been attracted to the law and a high-society demon. Why he’d been desperate to fit into her lofty social and professional circles, both before and after discovering her true identity. But that didn’t give him an excuse to impose his own obsessions on his children.

			Gwen couldn’t seem to summon any warm feelings toward either Timothy or Marlee. And despite all the familial context Hugh had just given her, she still found it difficult to understand why he’d confessed his very useful Enhanced ability to her without even the slightest hint of joy or pride. As if he and his twin were embarrassingly good at foosball instead of possessing the talent to read others’ emotions.

			“Demonic reputation aside, though, surely being an empath is a benefit to you?” Gwen studied Hugh curiously. “Doesn’t the ability to sense your constituents’ and colleagues’ emotions help guide your decisions?”

			To her shock, he shook his head. “I didn’t and don’t use my ability that way.”

			Utterly bewildered, she blinked at him. “Why in the world not?”

			She’d spent a lifetime encouraging and leveraging every infinitesimal scrap of talent she possessed, all in hopes of creating even a minimally sustainable existence for herself. Against that backdrop, his cavalier dismissal of his own unearned power—however slight—and his unwillingness to employ it for good felt like a careless, disfiguring splash of paint over the canvas. Like an obscenity.

			She lowered her hand from his face and leaned away from him, distancing herself as far as she could without toppling off the couch or ending their embrace entirely.

			“Both my parents are lawyers, Gwen.” The line carved between Hugh’s brows had deepened as he watched her subtly separate herself from him. “Our family’s official motto might be Semper rectior, but the unofficial one is ‘Feelings don’t change facts.’ As far back as I can remember, my mother and father emphasized rationality over emotion when dealing with others.”

			She halted her slow retreat, considering whether her failure to take his parents’ profession into account had been unfair.

			For centuries, demon lawyers had brokered high-stakes agreements among Supernaturals and Enhanced humans. While glamoured, they’d done the same for the wealthiest and most powerful common humans too. Even she, in all her unexalted lack of glory, had heard about those lawyers’ infamously complete adherence to and ruthless enforcement of the letter of the law. Feelings and extenuating circumstances be damned.

			Still, Hugh was no longer a child. He didn’t even practice law himself anymore, so—

			“It disturbed me.” The words were stark, his eyes faintly pleading. “As a child, when I flexed my talent and read my parents’ emotions or the emotions of anyone in their social and professional circles, I’d have nightmares afterward.”

			Shocked by such a private, pained admission from such a reserved man, she froze.

			“There was very little warmth, even in my parents. Very little empathy. In the face of others’ pain, they and everyone in their orbit typically felt nothing.” The memory of it left his expression stricken. “The only emotions I sensed from them were deeply unpleasant. Rage. Disdain. Arrogance. Greed. At some point, I stopped reading anyone but my sister, because I didn’t want to know, Gwen. I didn’t want to know how little they cared about everyone else and how single-mindedly devoted they were to their own selfish desires.”

			She edged closer to him again. “Didn’t your parents care about you and Eloise?”

			Ambivalence knitted his forehead. “My parents love each other. But from what I could sense as a child, they considered my sister and me to be extensions of themselves. Possessions or tools rather than beings whose individuality and happiness they should want to cultivate.”

			With the pad of her thumb, she tried to smooth that deep vertical slash between his brows, but it wasn’t going anywhere.

			He leaned into her touch, still talking. “Around the age of eight, I began trying to disrupt my emotional connection to our parents and their friends and colleagues, using distraction or physical pain or whatever seemed to work. Eventually, I managed to sever that connection almost entirely.”

			Gwen winced, guilt stricken. “I’m so sorry.”

			How could she have judged him for not using a talent that had brought him such pain? How could she have expected him to behave differently under the circumstances?

			“No, Gwen.” He huffed out a short, wry laugh. “I’m not asking for pity or apologies. I just want you to understand why I didn’t employ my talent as widely as I’m now realizing I should have or cultivate it as assiduously as my sister did.”

			She smoothed a dark eyebrow she’d accidentally rumpled. “Eloise didn’t shut down her connection to others’ emotions the same way you did?”

			“Just the opposite. She worked to make it stronger. For better or worse.” His jaw worked. “She was always more social than me, so she found friends outside my parents’ community. According to her, most demons were actually friendly and warm. Just not the ones Mom and Dad knew.”

			Reassuring to hear, since Gwen had encountered very few demons in her life before now—and those surrounding Hugh seemed pretty uniformly terrible.

			An earlier point had caught her attention, though. “Why do you say ‘or worse’?”

			That had been a loaded phrase if she’d ever heard one. So freighted with emotion it should have sagged under its own weight.

			Hugh didn’t hesitate. “Because in the end, her empathy killed her.”

		

	
		
			[image: ] 21 [image: ]

			“For all Eloise’s righteous defiance and defense of her individuality,” Hugh told Gwen, “she still loved our parents. Still wanted them to be proud. So as soon as we passed the bar, we both joined the family firm and began drafting contracts for billionaires and absurdly wealthy corporations.”

			That didn’t sound like something either twin would enjoy, even given Hugh’s more duty-bound and rule-abiding temperament.

			“The work could be…uncomfortable.” Hugh shifted restlessly. “Too many times, the opposing party was vulnerable in some way. In desperate need of money for their own survival, coerced into signing, or simply too unknowledgeable to understand what they were agreeing to. Without drawing undue attention to my actions, I tried to prevent my clients from taking advantage of that vulnerability, but I didn’t always succeed. Didn’t even usually succeed.”

			He blew out a hard breath. “And if I disliked those occasions, Eloise hated them. She also hated that her clients flagrantly broke both SERC and common human law but were never punished, while the opposing parties suffered for far less cause. So she started devoting most of her attention to her personal life instead of work. She married a colleague, Roarke. And…” His mouth twisted. “Without telling our parents, she made contact with our father’s estranged family.”

			Ah, yes. The aforementioned lying grifters. Their entrance into the tale didn’t bode well.

			“Dad didn’t lie. They were, in fact, chaotic criminals, and they pretended affection while wringing her dry emotionally and financially.” Hugh’s distress had turned his skin scorching, and Gwen kicked aside the blanket tangled near their feet. “She wanted their false love so badly, it took years for her to cut them off.”

			Gwen frowned. “Her empath ability didn’t save her?”

			That was one of the most useful parts of the talent—being able to tell when others’ emotions didn’t match their words. Sure, truthseekers could determine lies with more precision, but shouldn’t Eloise’s ability have given her some warning?

			“She didn’t want to believe what her ability was telling her.” His expression darkened further. “I was worried about her, so I researched my father’s family and shared what I found.”

			“She didn’t believe that either?”

			He shook his head. “She called me overly cynical and cautious. Told me I’d cut myself off so completely from my human heritage, I couldn’t understand the complexities of their lives and emotions. And she was probably right. But so was I.”

			Stark grief for his sister’s loss roughened his voice. “Eloise was a shining beacon, Gwen. Funny, kind, loving. Only someone without a heart could possibly stand to break hers, but my father’s family did it without remorse. And they weren’t alone. She didn’t know it yet, but her new husband had already begun sleeping with his administrative assistant.”

			“Oh, no.” Gwen cringed in sympathy for his sister—and discreetly nudged her braid away from her neck, because the heat of his anger was making her sweat. “That’s awful, obviously, but it’s also so banal. Like a cliché of conscienceless men with wealth and power.”

			“I think part of El hated that cliché as much as the actual adultery.” A deepening flush burnished the thick, smooth skin over his cheekbones. “Roarke confessed the affair and left her. And since infidelity is quite common in higher demon circles, his admission of cheating didn’t hurt his social or professional standing. He left Blackes with his new wife to found his own firm and took his many clients with him.”

			Hugh’s hands on Gwen were gentle, his memory-clouded eyes hard. “After a while, El’s grief turned to rage. Against her ex-husband. Against high demon society. Against our judicial system. She told me all our rigid rules were both arbitrary and unevenly, unfairly applied. They bound the helpless but not the powerful, and they did so by design, not by accident.”

			“Well, she wasn’t wrong about that,” Gwen couldn’t help saying.

			“I know. I know.” He blew out a hard breath. “I didn’t argue, because I couldn’t. And I was angry for her sake too, but I didn’t know how to make things better.” His every muscle strained with tension. “Then came that final, awful contract ten years ago. Those senseless human deaths. The fire. Then her senseless death.”

			Gwen hoped being frozen to death didn’t hurt. And whatever afterlife assignment his sister had received, Gwen wished her peace, as well as all the love Eloise had offered others and been denied in return.

			“In the end, all the warmth in her huge heart went cold.” His face twisted in anguish. “Just like the rest of our hearts, she’d probably have said.”

			“Hugh.” She framed his hot, pained face in her hands, willing him to think past his obvious guilt. “She loved you, and she could feel your emotions. Do you honestly think she’d have ever called your heart cold?”

			His lips trembled briefly, and he pressed them tightly together. “Probably not.”

			She raised a challenging eyebrow. “Probably?”

			“Definitely,” he conceded reluctantly. “She definitely wouldn’t have said that about me.”

			Gwen couldn’t contain her skepticism on another point either. “The CEO and his fixer…do you believe she truly would have turned them inside out like they claimed?”

			“I don’t know.” He turned his face into Gwen’s palm with a tired sigh. “If so, she never intended to survive the encounter. For half-demons, the enormous outlay of power would kill us on the spot.”

			In that moment, perhaps it was a price she’d been willing to pay. Which was a horrifically sad thought to entertain, even without knowing Eloise.

			“Was she taken…” Gwen bit her lip and tried again. “Were you able to…”

			What was the politest way to ask whether his sister’s reaper had immediately shuffled Eloise off to whatever afterlife the Fates had mandated? Or whether that reaper had instead escorted his sister to the Realm Below, where a demon lawyer would teleport into Death’s courtroom and argue her case before an afterlife judge?

			That courtroom constituted the only semipublic area of the Realm. Otherwise, its fathomless, unmapped expanse was accessible only to Death and the Fates, who ruled sovereign over the territory, punished intrusions in grisly fashion, and employed an unknown number of workers to process the courtroom’s decisions and track the destinations chosen for the dead.

			As the old saying went, you had to die or apply to see the Realm for yourself.

			That said, most deaths didn’t actually require all the administrative bother of a trial there. Appropriate final destinations for the dead were usually clear, with no need for lawyers. Depending on what Hugh’s sister had actually done in her final, grief- and rage-filled moments, though, a just afterlife assignment might not have been quite so clear. And if a trial had been held, maybe Hugh had been able to argue his sister’s case? See her one last time?

			“Eloise was brought to the Realm Below,” Hugh said, somehow deciphering what Gwen couldn’t quite bring herself to ask. “I wanted to represent her, but my lack of teleportation ability meant I couldn’t. Our mother argued her case instead, and my sister’s sentence was redacted. Even Mom doesn’t know where Eloise went or what’s happening to her.”

			Given his clear adoration for his sister, that uncertainty must eat at him daily.

			“I’m so sorry.” Gwen smoothed a rumpled bit of his beard. “Were you tempted to leave the firm then?”

			“I couldn’t resign.” His voice sounded uncertain, though, as if he were now questioning his decision of a decade before. “Between the departure of Roarke’s clients and the fresh stains on our family’s reputation, Blackes struggled for a long time, and I felt partially responsible for those struggles.”

			Mystified, she stared at him. “Why?”

			“My parents said I should have realized what was happening with Eloise and intervened before she reached the breaking point, and…” He sighed. “They were right. Although their failing business was the least disastrous consequence of my neglect by far.”

			“You stayed out of guilt.” However misplaced, she very carefully didn’t add.

			“I paid penance where I could.” Pain soaked every syllable of the simple statement. “It took five years of endless, meticulous work before Blackes’s most important clients returned.”

			“And once the business stabilized, you felt able to leave,” she concluded.

			“To my great relief.” He laid a hand over hers, pressing her palm tighter to his cheek. “After my sister’s death, I couldn’t unsee the injustices in my work, and I couldn’t unsee Eloise. Everywhere I went in the office, her ghost was there too.”

			He hesitated. “I know Josiah has been an ass, and I’m very sorry, Gwen. If he doesn’t do better when it comes to you, I’ll cut ties with him. I would have already done so, except…in the aftermath of my sister’s death, he was our only family friend who stayed loyal. And once the firm’s finances had stabilized, he encouraged me to run for election as a SERC councilor.”

			At least Gwen could give the elder demon credit for that much. Because yes, Josiah truly had been an ass toward her, and he seemed unlikely to un-ass himself in the immediate future. She believed Hugh’s promise to part ways with his mentor if the other demon didn’t reform, though. Just as she believed Hugh’s declaration that his election to SERC had been a great relief to him.

			But she also remembered the news coverage of his campaign’s victory party five years ago. The trays of champagne to toast the new councilor. The orchestra. The grand ballroom filled with supporters in elegant dresses and dark, boring suits.

			In one of the photos, Hugh had been standing on the far edge of the dais, nearly out of the frame, surveying the crowd. No champagne in his hand, no smile on his face. Utterly alone.

			When she’d seen that photo, she’d wondered for the first time whether his life might actually be emptier and less fulfilling than hers, despite all the pomp and wealth and power surrounding him. And now she had a pretty good sense of what he might have been thinking in that moment. Of whom he might have been thinking.

			She spoke quietly. “You must miss Eloise terribly.”

			“Every day. Every minute. I…” His mouth worked. “I love her like—”

			He swallowed audibly. Corrected himself. “I loved her like my own heartbeat, and now I have to live with the knowledge that I didn’t help her when she needed me most.”

			“You tried your best,” Gwen told him, but he just shook his head.

			“Sometimes I trick myself into thinking I can sense her here, just like always.” He took Gwen’s hand and laid it on the exact center of his chest, where his demon’s heart steadily beat beneath his sweater. “I imagine that I can feel her love for me and that she’s happy again.”

			His lips curved in a wry, sad smile. “A nice bit of self-delusion, isn’t it?”

			If that delusion provided him comfort, Gwen was glad for it.

			She flattened her palm over his heart. “How many others can you sense here?”

			It couldn’t be many, after decades of suppressing his native empath talent.

			He didn’t answer her question directly. Instead, he leaned forward and pressed a warm, lingering kiss to the center of her forehead. “As I told you earlier, Gwen, I can sense you. Even though it shouldn’t be possible.”

			Her brows beetled. “What does that mean?”

			What could be more natural than an empath’s ability to sense the emotions of someone literally intertwined with him?

			“My talent shouldn’t apply to you. It should never have applied to you.” His voice was hoarse and low. “When we first met, I’d already deadened my connection to everyone but Eloise. I could only sense others if I consciously tried, which I never did. But I could feel you.”

			His heart thudded an inhuman rhythm against her palm, strong and syncopated. His unshielded emotion shone in his molten stare, and she basked in the light, radiant.

			“Even from an entirely different room, even though we’d never met, even though I wasn’t trying to sense anyone or anything, I could feel you.” He shook his head in seeming disbelief. “I had to seek you out, to see you as soon as possible, because I’d never experienced anything like that before, and I never have since.”

			Sudden understanding widened her eyes. “Is that why you came to see me in the waiting room instead of attending the test before mine?”

			All these years, she’d assumed he’d been sent to her by SERC in some sort of weird honeypot scheme, but she’d been wrong. He might have deceived her as to his full identity, but not in hopes of catching her out in a falsehood or proving her unworthiness as an oracle.

			He’d simply needed to find her. Needed to figure out who she was and why he could sense her.

			“Yes.” His hand covered hers over his heart. “And yesterday, as soon as Haziq woke me, I knew you were nearby before he said a single word. I recognized you.” Another disbelieving headshake. “Even though I can barely sense any flickers of emotion at all these days on the very rare occasions when I try—and only from people I’ve known for decades.”

			His free hand coasted over the generous curve of her hip through her new nightshirt, and she nearly dissolved into a puddle of need against his tense, hot body.

			“You can’t imagine how shocking that sensation was, Gwen.” His gaze searched hers. “Or how stunned I am every time I can sense you so strongly. With such immediacy.”

			From the wonderment in his tone, he seemed to consider that a good thing. “What do you think it means that your talent always responded to me?”

			She wouldn’t let herself think of what Eloise had said that day in the waiting room. Wouldn’t let herself imagine being Hugh’s other half, even for a moment.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “But it’s the greatest gift of my life.”

			Wow. That was…quite a claim. One whose generosity she wished she could justify.

			His stern gaze caught hers. Lingered.

			“I know how hard your time at Delphi must have been, given the nature of your visions at the time.” He didn’t let her flinch away, his thumb on her chin gently directing her gaze back to his. “But when I saw you in that waiting room, you still radiated such warmth and charm and humor despite your anxiety over your upcoming test. And when I asked you what you’d change about the academy, you advocated for your teachers and classmates rather than for yourself.”

			“Anyone would have—” she began, but he wasn’t done yet.

			“You’re pregnant and not a trained fighter.” With uncharacteristic rudeness, he didn’t even acknowledge her attempted interjection. “Nevertheless, when your community came under threat, you joined the battle against that threat and put your life on the line to save your neighbors. Shortly thereafter, you climbed through a hole in Wall Four, donned a horrendous spiky wig, dragged yourself to the apartment of the demon who’d presided over an absolutely terrible moment in your life, and demanded that he help your compatriots, however great your misgivings and exhaustion must have been.”

			Truthfully, she had been quite tired. She’d give Hugh that much.

			If he didn’t wrap up this overenthusiastic appraisal of her supposed virtues soon, however, she was simply going to melt under the immense heat of her embarrassment.

			“Your friends and neighbors obviously love you, and you help their daily lives in ways you don’t seem to recognize or sufficiently value.” When she scoffed, he raised a chiding brow. “From what I hear, you’re the glue holding that community together and making certain everyone cooperates to survive whatever hardships may come their way.”

			“That’s not…” She frowned at him. “Who said that?”

			A self-satisfied smile played at the edges of his mouth. “I talked to Kip and Lorrie while you were sleeping in my car. I also conversed with Haziq last night while I was arranging for your cheese delivery. He’s heard a great deal about you from his aunt.”

			Gwen waved that off. “He shouldn’t believe a word she says, and neither should you. Farhanah’s just trying to matchmake.”

			This time, both his brows rose. “So if I talked to your neighbors—Ashika and Monica, correct?—they’d disagree with Farhanah’s assessment?”

			“No, because they’re kind.”

			“So are you.” The pad of his thumb glided over her jaw, and his gaze swept over her face with rapt, heated attention. “You’re also lovely as a sunrise, but that’s just a bonus.”

			With that one look, that one quiet remark, the intimacy of their conversation abruptly got channeled in a new direction. And thank goodness for the shift, because she couldn’t handle any more sincere but entirely unearned compliments.

			His thigh nudged higher between her legs, and her body melted into his.

			“If you can sense my emotions…” She sucked in a shaky breath. “Then you know, Hugh. When we’re together like this, you have to know.”

			His clasp on her hip tightened, turning possessive. “How you feel?”

			She nodded absently, fixated on the quick flick of his tongue as he wet his lips.

			“Maybe not everything.” His internal furnace had been stoked again. When she shuddered in pleasure at the searing heat of his skin, he hitched her even closer. “But enough.”

			“Then why didn’t you touch me sooner?” She didn’t mean to complain, but her pregnancy hormones were driving this train now. Toot-toot, all aboard. “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you in that glorious crop top.”

			His lips curved into a small, wry grin. “I feel obliged to point out that touching you didn’t actually take me very long. You arrived at my door yesterday morning, honey. Less than twenty-four hours later, we were in bed together and I had my hand inside your pajama pants.”

			A blunt line of firm, hot pressure had formed against her hip. His own evidence of need.

			“That said, feelings aren’t consent, and not all desire is welcome or voluntary.” High color glazed his angular cheekbones, a contrast to his cool, steady words. “Until and unless we clearly establish permission for me to touch you under specific, predetermined circumstances, your emotions cannot and do not offer me any additional physical or emotional rights.”

			“That’s…” She had to smile too. “That’s a very lawyerly way to put things, Hugh, but yes. You’re right. I retract my objection, Councilor.”

			“Your emotions have given me a great deal of hope, though. Even if I haven’t always acted on them. Also…” He pressed a brief, firm stamp of a kiss on her mouth. “Also a great deal of joy, because I return them.”

			She beamed at him, pleased. “Really?”

			“Really.” His thumb swept a repeated arc over her hip, slow and mesmerizing. “I liked you even back at the academy, Gwen. I was attracted to you. I simply thought you’d never want to see me again after what happened during the test.”

			“Part of me didn’t want to,” she had to admit. “But that changed after a while. I’d see your name in the news, and I’d wonder how you were. Whether you ever thought of me.”

			“I never would have guessed that, Gwen.” Sincerity lit his melting-amber gaze. “I couldn’t imagine a universe where you’d want to date the demon who’d refused to bend the rules and offer you a second chance. But believe me, I wish I’d known.”

			Now that they understood each other better, wasting this rare, quiet moment of privacy and peace would be a travesty, would it not?

			“Let me be clear, Hugh. If we ever find ourselves alone and on a comfortable piece of furniture”—she paused to reconsider that stipulation—“or even a well-padded rug, and you can sense that I want you?”

			He was holding his breath as he waited for her to finish. Holding her body plastered to his. Holding her stare too.

			“I’m all yours, Hugh,” she told him. “You have blanket permission to touch.”

			It was a bald, unadorned declaration of her desires—and with anyone else, admitting something so private would embarrass her. Leave her red-faced and fighting the urge to hide herself away and protect her tender feelings.

			But she didn’t need to be an empath to recognize Hugh’s reciprocal desire. She trusted him to be careful with her heart and her body, whether or not she could logically justify having such faith in him. And if she was wrong about him? If he disappointed her?

			Well, she probably wouldn’t live long enough to regret her misguided choices.

			“I have blanket permission to touch?” When she nodded, he released her hand. Slowly trailed his knuckles down her throat and across her flushed upper chest, his eyes still on hers. “To kiss?”

			“Yes.” She barely recognized her own voice, low and breathless with want. “Please.”

			His head bent, his open mouth dragging up her throat, and she trembled against him.

			“May I lick?” Each word was pure heat against her sensitive, shivering skin. “Bite?”

			She tangled her fingers in his thick, soft hair. “Whatever you want to do. However you want to do it. As long as I can touch and kiss and lick and bite too.”

			“Matching blanket permission is…” His tongue flicked against the crook of her neck, and the edge of his teeth grazed the goose bump–raised flesh there. “Hereby granted.”

			“Oh, good,” she said, then grabbed hold of his horns and rolled on top.
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			Unfortunately, the trolls arrived before she even got her greedy hands on that tight ass of his. Hells, she’d barely slipped her fingertips under the hem of Hugh’s cashmere sweater when Kip and Lorrie burst out of Max’s cozy library, yelling so loudly that Gwen and Hugh involuntarily jerked in surprise and headbutted each other.

			Hugh was lucky she didn’t accidentally bite off his hot, agile tongue. As was she, because that tongue seemed very promising.

			“Gwendolen!” Kip bellowed, barreling down the hall. “It is I, Kipworth the Brave, combatant for your hand and rightful recipient of your love! Also the rightful recipient of your leftovers, should you have any available!”

			“We come bearing gifts!” Lorrie shouted next. “And should you choose to reward our Herculean labors with gourmet French cuisine, we shall gladly accept!”

			“I wanted pupusas,” Kip complained.

			Lorrie didn’t waver. “Suck it up, bro. Pupusas are for winners, and you got your nuts kicked into your throat by a mini-demon with a tiny, hot ass.”

			“Sorry,” Hugh murmured, and pressed a sweet kiss to the sore spot on Gwen’s forehead before easing out from underneath her on the couch. “I asked them to bring us a few things, and apparently they’re done shopping. But…Gwen?”

			She still lay sprawled and needy on the sofa, still too lust dazed to easily adjust to her sudden change of fortunes. At least until Kip, now rummaging through the refrigerator, loudly demanded water from artesian aquifers as recompense for his wounded pride and battered balls—whereupon she hastily sat up and tugged at her pajama top until it lay flat again.

			“Yes?” she asked breathlessly.

			Each word quiet and deliberate, Hugh told her, “The next time we have privacy and a soft surface, I want your thighs wrapped around my neck.”

			It was the horniest thing a male had ever uttered in her presence, spoken by a demon with literal horns. Very fitting. Also very heartening.

			“What a strange coincidence.” She grinned at him, all her disappointed aggrievement shifting to anticipation. “I want that too.”

			“Excellent,” he said, and went to greet the trolls.

			

			—

			Sorting through all the items the trolls had brought took a long time. There was an anti-nausea amulet on a sturdy leather cord, which Gwen immediately and gratefully slipped over her head. A healing spell contained within a decorative pomander. An extra outfit for Hugh. Fuzzy socks, slip-on shoes, boots, and several changes of soft, warm clothing for Gwen.

			Hugh sat beside her on the couch and watched as she riffled happily through the packages. “Anything else you might need, simply text to Lorrie. She and Kip will bring it to you as soon as possible.”

			“Thank you so, so much.” Gwen set down a deliciously fleecy pair of sweatpants. “I don’t suppose I could—”

			“No.” He frowned at her. “I don’t want reimbursement.”

			Under other circumstances, she’d wrangle with him over that peremptory statement, but she honestly had no idea how much the witchwork and garments might have cost—not to mention the endless bottles of vitamins he’d apparently ordered. She doubted she could pay him back, in all honesty.

			So instead of arguing, she simply smiled at him. “Thank you, Hugh.”

			He glanced toward the kitchen, where the trolls had momentarily paused an increasingly vicious battle over a banh mi sandwich to spy on the couch dwellers. Then toward the home’s short hallway, where Max was just now emerging from his bedroom, no doubt motivated by abject fear for the continued safety of his cabinetry, and was eyeing all his guests askance.

			Staid, reserved Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, simply shrugged, leaned forward, and planted a brief, soft kiss on her lips. “You’re more than welcome. Honey-bunny.”

			When she stuck her tongue out at him, he actually winked at her.

			His phone dinged. Once, then again.

			When he glanced at its screen, his smile faded. “It seems I’ve been summoned to SERC headquarters for questioning, as predicted.”

			“Can you ask them to wait for morning?” She clasped her hands together to stop them from shaking. “Or refuse to go?”

			Would they simply ask him for a more detailed statement? Or did they intend to arrest their colleague despite the circumstantial nature of the evidence against him?

			“Unfortunately, no.” Hugh rose to his feet. “Any attempt at avoidance would only increase their suspicions.”

			“Blacke is right,” Max called over his shoulder as he forcibly separated the squabbling trolls. “Much as it pains me to admit that.”

			When Gwen stood too, the exhaustion from a very difficult day left her knees wobbly. “You’ll be careful? And call me with an update as soon as you can?”

			Assuming you’re not using your lone allowed phone call on a criminal lawyer instead, she very carefully didn’t say.

			His arms opened, and she flung herself into them.

			“I’ll be careful.” He nuzzled her crown with his bearded chin, then planted a kiss there. “Aren’t I always?”

			“Well…” Gwen thought back to the fight with Kip. “Not really?”

			His huff of amusement ruffled her hair. “I blame any recent misbehavior on the trolls. They’re a terrible influence.”

			“Thanks, bro!” Lorrie called out from the kitchen, where she was now devouring an herbed leg of lamb with tzatziki sauce. “We try!”

			One more tender squeeze and one last, soft kiss on Gwen’s mouth later, Hugh exited into Max’s library elevator. Unable to maintain any pretense of good cheer in his absence, Gwen chatted with the trolls and Max for only a few minutes before leaving to take a shower and her long-awaited nap. Only to lie awake for over an hour on the library couch, worrying about what might be happening to Hugh at that very moment. Listening for the distinctive rattle and thunk of the elevator in motion, which would indicate his return.

			Then she slept, emotionally and physically exhausted. And thank goodness, she woke hours later to the pleasant scent of smoke and the sight of Hugh’s shadowed face as he bent toward her for a sweet, short kiss.

			“You’re here,” she sleepily mumbled, and struggled to sit up. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.” His strong arm around her back helped ease her upright. “And yes, I am definitely here. In the too, too solid flesh.”

			“What?” Her nose crinkled as her muddled brain struggled to process his words. “Why would you want to be a liquid? Or a gas?”

			“There’s also the plasma state, don’t forget. And that was a Shakespeare reference. Hamlet.” He paused. “I realize that I’m not helping my cause, should I wish to contradict the trolls’ opinion of me as a pretentious bore.”

			“Probably not.” Relieved beyond words that he was back, un-imprisoned, and able to participate in displays of unprovoked pedantry, she heaved herself into his open arms. “Oh, gods and goddesses, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

			His hand clasped her nape warmly, urging her face against his neck as his chin nestled into its usual spot on her crown. “I can feel that.”

			She squeezed him fiercely. “What happened?”

			“The council questioned me.” His body had tensed slightly. “There’s no direct proof that I set my own apartment on fire, so unless new evidence comes to light, I’ll face no charges.”

			From the extreme neutrality of his tone, she had to assume that his description of events was leaving out a lot, and she wanted to hear the whole truth. Not a sanitized Kidz Bop version thereof.

			“I repeat.” She raised her head far enough to meet his eyes. “What happened, Hugh?”

			With a sigh, he switched on a table lamp. “I was hoping to spare you the details. Not because I don’t trust you,” he quickly specified, “but because you’re already grappling with too many worries at the moment. I have no desire to add more.”

			Squinting against the glare of the lamp, she simply waited.

			Resigned to defeat, he sat beside her on the sofa, gathered her back into his arms, and described the barely veiled glee of some of his colleagues, the ones who resented his strict adherence to the Council’s rules. The open agitation of his mentor, Josiah. Beech’s eventual call for a vote and pronouncement of the unanimous—if reluctant, in some cases—verdict: Hugh was free to go. The SERC chair had also officially granted Hugh an indefinite leave of absence to deal with the tangled mess of his previously pristine life.

			No part of that explanation seemed to bother Hugh much. So why was he so tense?

			“Did something else happen?” Gwen tried to sort through the possibilities. “Did you get bad news from Thora, or…?”

			All at once, the stiff scaffolding of his posture seemed to collapse, and he sagged into her embrace. “My mother and father waylaid me after the meeting.”

			“I imagine they were…” Total assholes? Terrible parents? So shallow I could barely dip a toe in them? “Concerned.”

			He ducked his head to rest it lightly against her shoulder. “Not so much concerned. More…displeased. Alarmed. Angry.”

			“At you?” Now she was the one vibrating with tension. Protectively, she cupped her hand over the back of his skull and glared at the gilded mirror over the fireplace. “Because you’ve done nothing wrong, and if they don’t see that, they’re the disappointments. Not you.”

			Scooting back against the sofa’s support, she silently urged him to rest his body more fully against hers. With a sigh, he let her bear some of his weight. Leaned into her, his angular frame cushioned by her softness.

			His voice low and quiet, he recounted that conversation too. Not all of it, she suspected, but enough. He described his parents’ utter shock at his unprecedented scandal. Their agitation at the prospect of lost clients and lost social standing. Their anger at his refusal to redeem the Blacke family’s reputation by casting Gwen aside.

			At that part of the story, she had to interrupt. “Hugh, listen. If it would make things easier on you, I can keep my distance while you continue your investigation.”

			Because she might be falling for him, but that didn’t give her the right to ruin his relationship with his parents or upend his entire life. In fact, it made her even more loath to hurt him.

			“It’s too late now.” He didn’t sound sorry about that. Just matter-of-fact.

			She pressed her lips tight, her remorse at causing him such trouble battling—and losing against—relief that she didn’t have to leave him. “The damage is already done, I suppose.”

			To her surprise, he actually laughed. “That’s not why it’s too late, Gwen.”

			He straightened, and she watched in the warm light of the lamp as the curve of his mouth flattened. Turned severe.

			She blinked at him, bewildered at his sudden intensity. It thrummed within her, nearly tangible in its force.

			“Fuck my reputation.” He held her gaze steadily, eyes hard and hot. “Fuck my colleagues and parents if they don’t see your worth. Fuck everything and everyone, Gwen, if that means keeping you safe and with me. I can live with scandal. If you got hurt, I couldn’t live with myself.”

			At first, she didn’t even know how to parse such an unequivocal declaration of support and devotion. How could she know, when she’d never experienced anything like it before?

			Then the words slowly sank in, and it felt like stepping into that long-awaited hot shower in winter again. Only this time, the warmth drenched her inside too. Soaked into every parched corner of her being and bloomed, expanded, until she should have glowed with all its joy and heat and might.

			Her hands trembled as she lifted them to his face. “Hugh, I—”

			The internal shaking intensified. Rattled her with its force.

			Far too late, she realized what was happening. What was about to happen.

			Hugh was speaking, his frantic voice barely audible over the tumult. “Gwen, honey—”

			Her chest, her skull, her very soul seemed to crack wide open as power surged through her, and she cried out at the agonizing force. The vision began to unspool, familiar and cold.

			Then Hugh was gone. An eyeblink later, so was she.

			With jarring force, the general’s boot thudded into the helpless, still body of the young werewolf. As always, the uniformed man strode off then, whistling faintly.

			Once the human had vanished into the distance, the fae turned crisply on his heel. Smiled benignly at Gwen. And for the first time, he stepped closer. So close, the reek of rotting roses nearly gagged her.

			“We meet again.” Weak sunlight filtered through the smoke from the funeral pyres and glinted in his tarnished-silver hair. “Hello once more, little human.”

			She couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t react, even when he reached out and flicked the end of her braid with his forefinger. With all the nonchalance of a lazy emperor surveying his latest toy, his expression faintly bored, he fisted the end of her braid and wrapped it around his hand, jerking her head in his direction. He circled his wrist and kept winding, again and again, until her neck strained and her hair should have ripped from its roots.

			If this was a vision—it was, wasn’t it?—she shouldn’t feel anything. But the agony tore through her like a ripsaw regardless, and distant sobs echoed in her ears.

			Still, she could do nothing. Could say nothing.

			With a disapproving tut, he shook his head. Sighed. Released her.

			“Fair warning, darling.” He tapped her nose with his forefinger. Firmly, as if she were a disobedient pet. “You evaded me by seconds in Hugh’s apartment, but that won’t happen twice.”

			Then he snapped his quicksilver wings wide with a showman’s flourish and vanished into the smoke.

			When Gwen swam back toward consciousness, no nausea greeted her return to physical reality. But coppery wetness dripped down her face, down her throat, and her skull could barely contain the sickening jackhammer of her headache.

			She wept helplessly.

			Something—someone—gently but insistently uncurled her fingers. Loosened her pain-tight fists, only to place something cool and round in her palm and close her grip around that instead.

			Moment by moment, her headache eased. The rush of blood from her nose slowed, then ceased entirely. And at some point, Gwen dimly realized where she was, what had happened, and who held her.

			Hugh. Of course. No wonder a sense of marrow-deep comfort had chased away the worst of her fear.

			His hot hand atop hers kept the witch’s pomander clasped safely in her trembling grasp. His throat and chest rumbled with soothing murmurs as he rocked her in his arms. His secure hold reassured her that she was safe. For now, anyway.

			When the physical effects of her vision had vanished, he eased away from her and propped her against the back of the sofa. With a warm, damp washcloth, he dabbed away the blood that crusted her face. Then, setting the cloth aside, he cradled her jaw in his strong hands.

			“Gwen?” His voice was hushed. “How are you feeling?”

			“Um…” She hiccupped and gingerly stretched. Her limbs felt a bit heavy but otherwise fine, and a tentative bounce of her head didn’t produce a single flicker of pain. “Surprisingly good?”

			“Then the amulet and the charm worked as intended.” His slight smile didn’t erase the worry in his amber eyes. “Excellent.”

			“Hugh, the fae saw me again. He told me I barely escaped him before, but it wouldn’t happen again. He…” As she remembered, more wetness spilled down her cheeks. “He hurt me.”

			Hugh stilled. “How?”

			“I don’t know.” She shuddered, sniffling. “It shouldn’t be possible, but—”

			“No, honey.” The heat from his careful clasp of her face, from his sheltering body, abruptly ratcheted to sweltering. “What did he do to you?”

			“Wound my braid around his fist. I thought—” Her breath hitched loudly. Once, then a second time. “I thought he’d tear out my hair, Hugh. Then he tapped me on the nose. Like he was disciplining a dog.”

			Hugh’s nostrils flared with his deep inhalation. “I see.”

			And so did she, once she’d blinked away the tears blurring her vision.

			To her shock, literal smoke wafted gently from his lean frame, lazily curling toward the ceiling. His irises weren’t melting amber, but fiery magma literally glowing with heat. For all the gentleness of his hands on her face, the muscles and tendons in his arms stood taut and ready, poised for violence.

			Their areas of skin-to-skin contact didn’t burn her. Maybe he had enough control over his body heat to prevent that. But she had the definite sense that other internal controls had already slipped from his grasp, at least for the present.

			Right now, his calm didn’t stem from cool rationality or an intellectual regard for fairness. More from his sheer determination to murder whoever had hurt her and confidence in the eventual success of his plan to rend limbs, cleave skulls, and foment absolute mayhem.

			She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if he forfeited his own life in some mad mission to avenge her pain and humiliation. Also, too much more smoke would set off a fire alarm.

			So she redirected all his intensity in a different direction.

			Lurching forward, she grabbed his shoulders, used the momentum of her larger body to push him down onto the sofa’s blood-dappled sheets, and plastered herself atop him. Then she kissed him with all the lust, all the desperate fear and gratitude, in her wide-open heart.

		

	
		
			[image: ] 23 [image: ]

			Hugh’s mouth opened beneath Gwen’s as he tumbled onto his back. The searing heat of his lips stung her tongue, and she didn’t care. She sucked on the tip of his, coaxing him to abandon whatever dark impulses had overtaken him in the aftermath of her vision. Needing him present with her, all that raging heat aimed toward their mutual pleasure instead of violence.

			He moaned into her mouth. Wrapped her in his arms, fingertips sinking into the softness of her hips, her ass, as he yanked her tighter to him. His tongue circled hers, swirling until sparks flew behind her closed eyelids and her thighs shifted restlessly against his, while his greedy palms mapped her with bold possessiveness.

			When he suddenly stilled under her, she ripped her mouth free, panting. “Yes?”

			Blanket permission or no blanket permission, she wouldn’t do anything he didn’t want.

			“Gwen. You…” His throat bobbed in a hard swallow. “You’re well now? Not hurting?”

			“Totally fine.” She rested her hand in the center of his chest, over his demon’s heart. “I’m sure you can feel it.”

			“Good. Then let me…” His palm slipped between their bodies, then down between her thighs. “There you are.”

			That hot, strong hand molded itself with deliberate care to the center of all her want, and she shuddered at the gentle but firm claim. At the bolt of pleasure that hitched her breath and hastened her pulse.

			Unable—unwilling—to resist, she pressed against his hold. Another spike of sensation set her cheeks aflame, and her lips parted.

			“I made you a promise, Gwen.” A light squeeze of his palm, and high color burnished his own cheekbones at the low, needy noise she couldn’t stifle. “And I’m a demon who always, always keeps his word.”

			Before she quite understood what was happening, he’d stood, turned the key to disable the elevator, and returned to tug her new cotton nightgown over her head. Then he tossed a spare blanket atop the thick, soft library rug—freshly cleaned via a spare spell Max had located—and tumbled their entwined bodies down onto the floor. The next thing she knew, he lay flat on the blanketed rug, perpendicular to the sofa, and she…

			Oh, my.

			At his silent urging, her wobbly knees spread wide. His steady hands on her hips hitched her forward until she knelt over his desire-flushed face, entirely bare and open to him. She had just enough time for a single, frantic worry—gods and goddesses above, what if she suffocated an actual SERC councilor due to her untrammeled, immoderate lust?—before…

			As he’d promised, her thighs bracketed his neck as he sucked in a deep, leisurely breath. Inhaled the scent of her slick need. Then blew a hot, teasing stream of air directly at her swelling flesh as she trembled above him.

			“The sofa, Gwen,” he reminded her, his voice muffled, and she instinctively reached out. The silk upholstery was cool in her clutching fingers, the antique wooden frame solid in a world that seemed to sway beneath her with every racing heartbeat.

			He nuzzled into her hair, the light abrasion of his beard a teasing brush of pleasure against her most vulnerable skin. Then his tongue separated her. Licked slowly, exploringly, up the central seam of her body. With the first teasing loop around her clitoris, her breath caught in her chest, her back arched, and her chin tipped toward the ceiling. She couldn’t make a sound, couldn’t think, as that agile, tireless tongue mapped every sensitive spot along her folds and flicked briefly, glancingly, over her clit in occasional forays.

			He could feel her reaction to every lick. She knew it, because any movement of his that lit sparks behind her closed eyelids, he immediately repeated. Patiently, he tested variations with his lips and tongue until she was squirming above him, straining against his steady grip on her hips. But no matter how much she rocked and writhed against the gorgeous friction of that thick, soft beard, he kept her firmly in place against his seeking mouth.

			When his tongue dipped inside her, pressing deeper than even her horniest imaginings could have guessed, swirling in a way she couldn’t even comprehend, she gasped. Loudly.

			Then immediately stiffened at the sound, because oh, gods, this wasn’t her apartment, wasn’t even his apartment, and she didn’t want Max or the trolls to—

			His hand captured hers, prying it from the sofa cushion. Guided it over her own mouth.

			Her damp palm muffled her cries as he resumed fucking her with his tongue, rubbing insistently against the most sensitive spots and circling just inside her entrance. His nose brushed against her clit, and her body twitched around his tongue. A warning that she was finally about to come, thank all the gods and—

			His tongue retreated, and she nearly cried.

			“Hugh.” A hiccupped plea through clamped fingers. “Please.”

			“Shhh,” he soothed, the sound vibrating against her swollen flesh. “I’ve got you, Gwen. Trust me.”

			One of his hands left her hip. Spread her even farther open to him as she shook in need.

			Then he sucked lightly at her clit as two long fingers sank deep inside her in a gorgeous, aching stretch, and her entire body locked in place at the immediate starburst of intense pleasure. Oh, gods and goddesses, it was so fucking good, and she suddenly didn’t want this to end anymore. Not ever. She tried not to breathe, not to move, not to come. But his mouth drew on her clit, tugging coaxingly, his fingers rubbed slowly within her, and his tongue flicked over her even as he sucked, and there was no holding back her orgasm then.

			She shattered in his hands. Against his mouth.

			Her climax flowed through her like a river of heat, and she throbbed in time with the rippling rush, knees buckling as she ground against his tongue, spasmed around his fingers, and sobbed into her palm. His hand on her hip clamped tight, keeping her upright and steady the entire time she pulsed and moaned and pulsed again, coming endlessly at the silent command of his persuasive, careful touch.

			When the throbbing finally began to fade, he slowed his movements and lightened the pressure of his mouth. Still, he teased out every remaining clench of ecstasy her body could offer. And by the time her orgasm had fully left her, she was damp with sweat and liquid with relaxed pleasure.

			Gently, he scooted her backward, then sat up and helped ease her onto the blanket, tucking a pillow beneath her neck. His face was taut and flushed with effort, his chest rising and falling with each rapid breath. His beard gleamed with slickness.

			“I’d normally ask if I pleased you, but…” His knuckles trailed tenderly over her cheek. “I can tell I made you feel good, Gwen, and I’m very glad for that.”

			“That makes two of us.” Her beaming smile stretched her cheeks. “Next time, may I use your horns as a steering wheel?”

			“Of course.” He smoothed her hair back from her temple and smiled back at her. “I welcome any and all guidance. Honey-bunny.”

			She shook her head at him but otherwise lay limp and sated, watching through heavy lids as he stripped off his own clothing. With uncharacteristic carelessness, he tossed the items in every direction. Then had to hurriedly relocate his pants, from which he produced a wrapped condom.

			She had to laugh. “You can’t make me any more pregnant than I already am, Hugh. And I got the full battery of tests at the obstetrician’s office. I’m totally healthy.”

			Most likely, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Full demons were immune to disease, so they didn’t require protection, and that probably held true for Hugh too. Either way, though, they were covered.

			He’d already dropped the condom back onto his discarded pants and was in the midst of shucking his boxer briefs when he glanced over at her, lips curved in wry amusement. “I’m afraid my brain is no longer in charge here, honey. My apologies.”

			When he straightened again, now fully naked, she took him in.

			Pale. Lean. Angular and strong, with surprisingly broad shoulders and dark, sparse hair trailing down to his hard, flushed cock. That cock was long and slim and obviously inhuman, with gently ridged curves corkscrewing along its length, a faintly pointed head, and a steady, visible ripple of movement beating underneath his skin. Some sort of internal pulse, evidently, one she hadn’t noticed previously. Maybe it only occurred when he was fully hard?

			She wanted to feel that throb on her tongue. Against her clit. Deep inside her.

			When he turned to check the lock on the library door, she finally got to admire his subtly rounded ass in all its uncovered glory. Two firm cheeks, with a shadowed cleft between, and…

			“No tail. I’d wondered about that.” Most demons had one, but apparently his human genetics had triumphed over his very fine backside. Unless—“Do you glamour it away?”

			The most expensive ones could make such features intangible as well as invisible. Was he concerned about shocking her delicate human sensibilities?

			“I was born without one.” He approached the blanket, each step deliberate and calm, his cock bobbing slightly between his thighs. “Are you disappointed?”

			She considered the matter. “I don’t think so? I mean, I don’t imagine an extra appendage is ever unwelcome in bed, but its usage would probably be startling the first time.”

			“I wouldn’t know from personal experience.” His lips curved in amusement, he admired her sprawled body in return. “If you feel the desire to experiment, a prehensile tail is only a glamour away. And there are always toys to…er…” He hesitated. “Fill the gap. So to speak.”

			She bit back a snicker at that. “What about your tongue? Is it different from a human’s?”

			Because she could have sworn that it was, although maybe her abject lust had confused her perceptions.

			“It’s glamoured, typically, out of pure habit and for ease of pronunciation, but naturally forked.” He showed her, and sure enough. It was longer than a human tongue and split at the end. “I was wondering whether you’d noticed.”

			The new, faint lisp to his words explained why he might prefer a more human-shaped tongue for daily use. She hated that he might feel the need to glamour himself for the comfort of others, though, or because his mother had trained him to hide his true self.

			“Oh, I definitely noticed. In the best possible way,” she quickly added in response to his concerned brow-furrow. “But, Hugh, please feel free to look any way you want around me. Glamour or no glamour, tail or no tail, split tongue or no split tongue, you’re gorgeous.”

			With effort, she briefly met his hot amber gaze. Then couldn’t stop her eyes from sliding back down over him as she contemplated how his dick would feel inside her. How the heat would change things. The spiraling ridges. That slow, rhythmic, ever-strengthening pulse.

			Slowly, her post-orgasm malaise was transitioning back into lust. Between her legs, she was beginning to ache again.

			The huskiness in her voice would have given away her renewed desire even if he hadn’t already sensed it. Which he definitely had, given the pleased, predatory gleam in his eyes.

			“I’m glad you think so.” He knelt beside her on the blanket. “I intend to show you how gorgeous you are too.”

			“How…” She swallowed over a Sahara-dry throat. “How are you planning to do that?”

			“Thoroughly, Gwen,” he said, and reached for her. “Just like I do everything.”
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			“Wait!” Gwen exclaimed, and Hugh stopped dead. “I want you in my mouth first.”

			She couldn’t wait to feel that steady pulse on her tongue—and from what she’d gathered, very few people did anything for him without wanting something in return. Maybe she couldn’t shower him with jeweled ravens or burnish his social or professional stature, but she could at least give him her body in the least selfish way she knew how.

			She could, to put it bluntly, suck his dick. And given the antinausea amulet still fastened around her neck, doing so wouldn’t even trigger her pregnancy-sensitive gag reflex. Hopefully.

			His brow knitted. “I want to bring you pleasure too, Gwen.”

			“I know,” she told him soothingly, patting his bare, hard thigh. “Rest assured, I’ll enjoy trying to deep-throat you.”

			He exhaled in a violent whoosh, as if she’d punched him in the stomach.

			“I don’t think I’ll vomit on your penis.” Her nose wrinkled as she evaluated the current state of her own stomach. “If I do, please know that I’m extremely sorry.”

			He began laughing helplessly, and the joy in his expression erased years from his face as he collapsed onto the blanket beside her. He might have been in his twenties again, young and untouched by the grief of his lost twin and the demands of a lost family reputation.

			“As…” He bit his twitching lip. “As tempting as your offer sounds, why don’t we wait on that particular act until we’re sure how effective your amulet might be? Especially since we’re in someone else’s home?”

			He made a good point.

			“Rain check?” She glided her palm down the length of his arm, admiring him. Savoring the satiny heat of his thick skin.

			He shivered and grew noticeably hotter under her touch, his laughter dying. “Rain check. But you don’t have to be selfless for my sake, Gwen. Your—”

			“To repeat myself, I believe I’d very much enjoy sucking your dick.”

			His eyes closed briefly, the dick in question throbbed visibly harder, and he had to pause before continuing. “As I was saying: Your pleasure will feed mine, because I’ll feel it. So whatever you want in this moment is genuinely what I want too. I just need you to tell me.”

			Fine, then. Fellatio could wait for another time.

			She thought over her preferences. “I don’t think I have the energy to be on top. Not this time, right after a vision. And I really want to see your face when you come, but when I’ve already had one orgasm, I’m most likely to have another if you’re…” She waved an arm expressively, ears burning with embarrassment. “If you’re, um, behind me.”

			She was not going to use the term doggy style in front of Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire. No freaking way.

			“Got it.” He sounded satisfied. “You can just relax, Gwen. I’ll do the work this time.”

			Propping himself on an elbow, he slowly skated his hand over her round belly. Dragged his knuckles lightly up her inner arm and along her collarbone. Then he carefully, tenderly cupped her breast. His thumb brushed in an arc over the stiff tip of her nipple once, then again.

			He paused, brows drawing together as he studied her face. “You’re not especially sensitive there, are you?”

			No, she wasn’t. He was the first partner who’d ever noticed.

			She shook her head, and he made a thoughtful, humming noise. Then retraced his path down to her stomach and dipped even lower. As she sucked in a shuddering breath, his hot, smooth fingertips slipped back between her legs. Back over her slick, swollen flesh and damp, crisp hair. He watched himself toy with her there, face rapt and taut, eyes glowing with heat while he leisurely explored and experimented, learning what made her squirm and gasp and shamelessly spread her thighs wide for him.

			The pulsing of his dick grew stronger minute by minute, its flush deepening. Touching her, bringing her pleasure, was definitely turning him on too. Just like he’d told her.

			Then his thumbs skimmed over her clit, one after the other, again and again, and she couldn’t watch his reaction anymore, because her own had grown too intense. She squeezed her eyes shut with a helpless moan—only to find his hot palm pressed over her mouth, ensuring her relative silence in the dark, quiet house.

			“Okay?” he murmured.

			She sucked in a breath through her nose and nodded fervently, because oh, heavens, something about his hand over her mouth, keeping her quiet, was really, really, working for her.

			He paused. “More than okay?”

			“Mm-hmmm,” she told his palm, nodding again. “Mmmmm.”

			He left that hand in place and occupied the other between her legs once more. Teased her entrance with a swirling middle finger while his thumb pressed her clit. Rubbed her vulva between his careful knuckles. Dipped inside her and played, paying assiduous attention to every spot that felt good, in the world’s slowest, most delicious finger-fucking.

			“Gods and goddesses, you’re lovely,” he told her, voice raw with sincerity and need.

			She arched and trembled. Rocked her hips and clutched the pillow on either side of her head. Sweated and cried out into his palm.

			Once she was aching and desperate, on the verge of another mind-bending orgasm, his relentless hand finally stilled. With his customary gentle efficiency, he had her face down and comfortably propped on pillows within moments.

			He knelt between her legs. Ran soothing hands along her damp spine and over her ass. Waited patiently.

			Right. He wanted words.

			“Please,” she told the pillow, then turned her face to one side so he could hear her clearly. “Hugh, I need you. Please.”

			That was all he evidently required. In one long, smooth push, he sank inside her, setting every nerve in her body aglow. Oh, shit, that raised spiral on his dick rubbed every sensitive spot she—

			He pulled back to the tip, then surged forward again with deliberate, measured force. The quiet slap of skin against skin filled the room, and the pillow muffled her gasp. With one hand on her hip, he guided her movements and set the rhythm, while his other palm glided over every square inch of her skin he could reach in an endless, admiring caress.

			That touch was a message, one she didn’t require empath abilities to read. He was fucking her—gods, was he fucking her, each firm, ridged stroke a cymbal clash of pleasure she could almost hear—but he was also making love to her. Worshipping her.

			They might not be face-to-face, but he wasn’t thinking of anyone but her. She had no doubt about that. And when she desperately pressed back against him, when she eagerly took his cock inside her over and over, squeezing around him in greedy need, she couldn’t remember any other partner. Didn’t want to have anyone but him in her mind. In her body.

			Within moments, she was ready to come again. Almost. But she couldn’t quite reach between her legs in this position, and—

			Heat lapped over her clit. Retreated. Swirled and teased. Washed over her once more in a sudden surge that echoed another steady, inexorable push of his dick.

			She cried out into the pillow, coming so hard she lost track of anything but the clench of her body around the cock buried deep inside her and the white sparks behind her scrunched-shut eyelids with every relentless flick of heat over her clit.

			Her orgasm lit her like a star and wrung her out like a dishrag, and once it was done, she collapsed into the pillows and probably would have slept then and there. If, that is, Hugh weren’t already maneuvering them both with careful, strong hands.

			Somehow he was now sitting with his back against the sofa, rooted firmly within her once more as she straddled his lap. And she loved seeing his gorgeous sweat-streaked face and the need that hardened his bearded jaw to stone, but this wasn’t going to work.

			“I don’t have the strength to move,” she whispered hoarsely, faintly embarrassed.

			It was an apology but also the honest truth. And he was much stronger than he appeared, but not strong enough to lift her entire weight and fuck himself with her body.

			“Shhh.” He smoothed sweaty hair from her cheek, tucking a fallen strand behind her ear. “You don’t need to, honey.”

			The tendons in his neck strained, and the heat of his body flared to a sweltering, all-encompassing blaze, but he didn’t move a muscle.

			In their stillness, the pulse of his cock, barely perceptible while he was actively fucking her, became an insistent, ever-strengthening throb inside her. It grew and grew in power until each jolt infinitesimally shifted him within her, that subtle raised-corkscrew ridge rubbing against her inner walls in a breath-stealing, incessant caress.

			“Oh.” Her mouth dropped open, and she clutched his shoulders for dear life. “Oh.”

			He dropped his head, and his lips clung sweetly to hers. Nuzzled and sipped and drank down her breathless noises of pleasure as that steady throb coaxed her exhausted body into renewed desire.

			“Do you want to come again?” he rasped raggedly against her mouth.

			“I…oh, gods.” She was squirming against him now, riding the pulse inside her, even though it couldn’t lead anywhere. “I want to, but I don’t think I can.”

			He made a noncommittal humming noise. Then his entire body tensed and flexed, and the throb of his cock intensified even more, until each jolt felt like getting fucked from the inside out. He wasn’t kissing her now, just panting mouth to mouth as she clawed at his shoulders, fisted his horns, and bit her lip in a vain attempt to muffle her moans.

			Then, without warning, he clapped his palm over her mouth again. In a violent, convulsive movement, he suddenly arched back, his face stretched taut in a grimace of ecstatic pleasure as he finally let go of his control and orgasmed within her.

			As he came, the pulsing rhythm of his dick turned faster and even more insistent, and—

			His come. Fuck, she could feel it spilling within her with each throb. Heat lapping at her from the inside, filling her, spreading between them in a slick wash of fire over her quivering vulva and stiff clit as she rocked desperately on his dick, and the sensation abruptly shoved her over the precipice into another climax.

			She actually screamed against his palm, overcome by shocked pleasure. His other hand clutched at her ass and ground her against him, and the direct, physical friction against her clit had her sobbing as her body spasmed endlessly around his still-throbbing, still-spurting cock planted deep inside her.

			Her cheeks were wet with tears by the time she was done coming. His unsteady thumbs wiped away the wetness as he kissed her and whispered to her about how much pleasure she’d given him, how pretty she was, how long he’d fantasized about having her in his arms this way. She huddled against him, trembling and stunned and come-drunk, and soaked up all the open affection in his gravelly voice. She was too tired to kiss him back. Too tired to move off his dick. Too tired to even open her eyes.

			And that was the last thing she remembered before morning.

			

			—

			When Gwen blinked awake again, the fancy antique clock on the fireplace mantel indicated that it was past eight in the morning, Hugh was nowhere to be seen, and she really, really needed to pee. Something she definitely should have done last night before lapsing into orgasm-induced unconsciousness.

			Hopefully that witch’s healing spell also prevented UTIs, because otherwise, she was probably screwed.

			She threw on her nightgown, grabbed more of her new clothing, snuck down the thankfully empty hallway—apparently everyone was gathered in the kitchen, judging from the loud argument happening there—and took care of business, including a brief but hot shower. When she returned to the library, a stack of tissue paper–wrapped items had appeared on the sofa.

			Yours to open, Gwen, read the neat, slanted print on the notecard atop the pile.

			Hugh must have gotten the presents last night, on the way back from his SERC interrogation. The green tissue paper crinkled as she carefully unfolded it to reveal the first gift, which was…oh, my goodness.

			She had to laugh, even as her eyes prickled.

			Baby clothes. He’d given her baby clothes, diminutive and perfect and…well, startlingly business casual in appearance. Miniature polished wing tips. The world’s most adorable dove-gray cable-knit cashmere sweater. Little charcoal knit pants with cuffs and what appeared to be ironed-in, impressively crisp creases in front.

			How had they labeled these in the bougie baby store? The Tiny Lawyer Collection?

			There were organic cotton onesies too. Curved-front bibs imported from Sweden. Sleep sacks made of silk and merino wool. And when she unwrapped the final present—covered in yellow tissue paper and obviously purchased at a different store—her heart pinched in mingled gratitude and grief. Gratitude to him. Grief for him, because she doubted he’d ever received anything like it from his own parents.

			The stuffed giraffe was maybe six inches high and patterned with gentle pastel colors. Its neck flopped over because there was nothing under the fabric that would provide stiffness or structure. Its closed eyes were sweetly stitched curves, its minuscule ears fuzzy cups.

			The giraffe didn’t teach anything. Didn’t play music or rattle. Unlike the other gifts, it wasn’t even particularly fancy. But it was the softest thing she’d ever felt against her stroking fingertips. Pure comfort in stuffed animal form. An offering of tenderness, simply to bring her unborn child joy.

			Her baby wasn’t biologically his. These presents were a message, though, delivered with his customary diplomacy: That fact didn’t bother him one bit.

			And as she cradled that small, soft giraffe in her palm, she knew.

			I want Hugh Blacke as my child’s father, and I want him as my partner.

			Not because he wielded considerable political power and hobnobbed with other beings of international importance. Not because he could afford baby-size wing tips so highly polished she could’ve used them for a darn mirror. Not because he could rock smoky eyeliner and had an ass that begged for a nibble. Not even because he’d given her the three best orgasms of her life last night, although they certainly didn’t hurt his cause.

			His demon’s heart was true, and it was huge, and it had been neglected for far too long. She wanted that heart for her own, to care for and protect, even as he cared for and protected her and her baby in return.

			She couldn’t offer him riches or influence. But she could be his figurative giraffe, bringing him simple softness and comfort when his world grew confusing, cold, and hard. She could offer him a community of well-intentioned, generous friends. She could serve as his sounding board, reminding him of the human stakes in all his decisions when everyone around him pressured him toward expedience or self-interest.

			She could love him unselfishly, the way he deserved. She could allow him to love her in return, because he clearly had untold amounts of frustrated, untapped affection overflowing his soul’s banks, and she was doing her best to believe that she deserved love too.

			Yes, this was too soon. Yes, she was probably being foolish beyond words. Wouldn’t be the first time, although it might be her last, depending on what her immediate future held.

			Didn’t matter. If she was going out, she was going out with love and in love.

			Her fingers curled around the giraffe, holding it tight. Her other hand curved protectively over her belly. She stood straight and tall, strong and ready, and took her first vow since leaving her Girl Explorer troop and heading to Delphi Academy, where she’d learned to doubt the power of her own word and her own worth.

			I’ll go out with love, in love—and fighting all the way down.
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			According to Max, Hugh had left for a confidential meeting while Gwen was taking a shower. When she sent him a quick text from her new burner phone, he immediately responded with brief but sweet reassurances as to his well-being and greetings from Thora. Also an emoji heart, which she suspected was a first for him.

			Kip and Lorrie, who’d slept on the hard living room couch and a makeshift bed on the floor, shared an absurdly huge breakfast with Gwen. And soon after the trolls had departed, Edie shuffled into the kitchen too and wolfed down a large bowl of rainbow-colored cereal as Max hovered protectively.

			Once Edie had eaten her fill, Gwen offered the couple the best thank-you she could for their continuing hospitality: a prophetic session.

			Max declined the offer graciously, but Edie agreed with surprising eagerness. Even after Gwen confessed that she wasn’t sure what might happen when she voluntarily summoned her oracular power again, rather than having it unexpectedly sear through her like a lightning strike.

			Turned out, it felt like a normal session to her. And when she returned to her own senses, the fresh wound on her palm stinging but cauterized black, she clearly remembered what she’d told Edie and the other woman’s response.

			“A new sage-scented oil will cause small lumps in your next soap batch,” Gwen had intoned, “and you will shout ‘motherfucker’ loudly enough to alarm several local squirrels.”

			“Ricing.” Edie had jotted a note to herself. “The perennial bane of soap makers everywhere, along with acceleration, separation, seizing, and discoloration. Also alien brain.”

			“ ‘Alien brain’?” Max had stared at her. “What the fuck?”

			“Shush.” Edie had wagged a finger at him. “Gwen’s telling me important shit.”

			“In your frustration, you will decide to give yourself bangs,” Gwen had added as another vision appeared before her unseeing eyes. “Regrets will be had. Stylists will be called. A striking resemblance to the character of Lloyd in Dumb and Dumber will be noted.”

			Edie sat back in her leather chair. “Oh, damn.”

			A third image had bloomed in Gwen’s mind. “The vampire will soon give you a gift. You will promptly get barbecue sauce on that gift, but—”

			“Sounds about right,” Max had grumbled.

			“—the gray velvet slipcovers will wash clean.”

			Edie’s hands had flown to her mouth. “Oh, gods, Max, did you—”

			“So much for that surprise.” Despite his grousing, he’d smiled at his girlfriend with shocking sweetness. “Happy Not Dying Day, my Edie. Please accept my abiding devotion in the form of a Pottery Barn couch.”

			One final vision had tugged at Gwen’s attention. “You will celebrate the gift’s arrival in ways that will permanently traumatize Sabrina when she visits your home unexpectedly.”

			“Worth it,” Edie had declared, then crawled into Max’s lap and started making out with him.

			After that, the Power had slipped away from Gwen, leaving her slumped on Max’s current, non–Pottery Barn sofa. Since her hosts were otherwise occupied, she didn’t bother asking for a glass of ice water. Instead, she simply sat tiredly and tried to rub away the dull ache in her forehead while Edie and Max Frenched each other with enviable enthusiasm.

			Abruptly, Max rose to his feet, pulling Edie with him. “I believe you need another nap, ma puce. We should—” He cut himself off and glanced to the right, toward his library. “Greetings, Blacke. I didn’t hear you come in.”

			Gwen twisted her neck to look behind herself, and sure enough. Hugh was standing in his socked feet, arms crossed over his chest, resting a shoulder against the hallway’s wall.

			“You’re back!” Suddenly bursting with renewed energy, she leapt to her feet. “Everything okay?”

			He nodded. “Honey, where’s your pomander?”

			“Why? What happened?” Her brows snapped together. “Are you injured?”

			“No.” He frowned back at her, looking nonplussed. “You are.”

			Following his gaze, she glanced down at her palm.

			“Oh, yeah.” Used to the minor, nagging pain after one of her typical prophetic sessions, she hadn’t even thought about the healing spell. “It’s back in the library. I’ll go get it.”

			He raised a hand. “I’ll bring it to you. After I do this.”

			Finally approaching the sofa, he gently clasped her nape in one hot hand, leaned down, and kissed her. Softly and lingeringly, as if Edie weren’t wolf-whistling at them the entire time in the world’s most hypocritical instance of catcalling.

			“I suddenly sympathize with the witch’s trauma,” Max said, sounding pained.

			“Be right back,” Hugh murmured. “Would you like some water?”

			“I…” Her lips still tingling from the sweetness of his kiss, she blinked at him in dazed confusion. “I guess?”

			“Good.” After giving her another, much briefer kiss, he brought her a glass of ice water, then retreated down the hall. And true to his word, when he reappeared a minute later, he came bearing the prettily pierced pomander.

			Sitting beside her, he carefully deposited the sphere into her injured palm. “Hopefully this will help your head too.”

			“Cool it, Gaston.” Despite her boyfriend’s best attempts to initiate another make-out session, Edie pressed a staying hand on his chest and turned to their guests. “Gwen, before my…nap, I need to thank you for sharing your talent with me again. Oracular sessions are normally way out of my financial reach, so this was a treat. Not to mention very useful.”

			Gwen bowed her head. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t do more.”

			Edie made a surprisingly rude sound. “You did plenty, Gwen. Later today, I’ll find a different sage-scented oil to use. I’ll also tape a picture of Jim Carrey with dumb bangs to my computer monitor as a reminder to back away from my scissors when I’m frustrated.”

			“I’ll help you search for your oil.” Max’s sidelong stare at his girlfriend should have come with a PG-13 rating. “Let’s do that now. Privately.”

			“Bye, everyone.” Edie waved at their guests, then slapped Max on the ass and led the way toward the bedroom. “You’re the one who’s going to need oil, vamp. I hope you’re ready.”

			“As Kip always says…” Max’s pace hastened. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

			The two of them disappeared through their bedroom door, which slammed behind them with a decided thunk. Moments later, a room-rattling blast of Sade singing about paradise drifted down the hall.

			Shaking her head ruefully, Gwen angled herself toward Hugh. “What did Thora tell you?”

			“Quite a bit.” Hugh took her uninjured hand in his. “New intelligence seems to indicate that someone within SERC is part of the fae splinter group she’s infiltrated. Perhaps even the group’s leader.”

			“Someone within SERC,” Gwen echoed. “Like a species representative or…?”

			“Worse.” His eyes were clouded with worry. “From what she’s hearing? The insurrectionist might be an actual councilor.”

			Holy shit. That was terrible news.

			She told him what they both knew. “But there’s only one fae on the Council. Does that mean Tanielle Beech, the actual SERC chair, is part of the conspiracy?”

			He blew out a long, slow breath before answering.

			“I don’t know who else would benefit from the slaughter of all non-fae Supernaturals and Enhanced humans. Unless someone on the Council secretly hates their own species and wants their entire lineage wiped off the face of the planet…” His bearded jaw worked. “I have to assume Beech is the plant. But we need proof before making any accusations. Thora’s working to gather evidence, and I set some plans in motion this morning too.”

			He didn’t sound happy about any of it, and for good reason.

			If the chair—privy to all confidential SERC communications unless the sender deliberately excluded her, as Hugh had been doing in recent days, and wielder of incomparable influence with access to nearly infinite funds—was part of the conspiracy, outmaneuvering her could prove impossible.

			“I’m waiting to hear back from a few researchers and informants.” His fingers tightened around hers. “In the meantime…”

			“Yes?” Breath bated, she waited for him to propose returning to the library together.

			“I watched your entire prophetic session just now,” he said to her surprise—and frankly, disappointment. “I came in just after you entered your oracular flow state.”

			Well, that would explain why she hadn’t noticed his arrival. While channeling even limited Power, she retained only the barest thread of her own consciousness.

			She lifted a shoulder, embarrassed. “It was just normal human life stuff. I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

			“You didn’t. And that’s part of what I wanted to say, Gwen. What I tried to tell you last night as well.” He removed the pomander from her now-healed palm and took that hand in his too. “I know you think your smaller visions aren’t valuable, Gwen, but Edie would disagree. I do too.”

			“Thank you.” She huffed out a short, humorless laugh. “That’s very kind.”

			His frown pinned her in place on the sofa. “Not kind. Honest. Do I lie to you, Gwen? Have I given you any reason to doubt my word?”

			“No. But…” Her cheeks aflame, she shifted restlessly. “My normal visions must seem totally inconsequential to you, given the power you wield and observe on a daily basis.”

			Another firm headshake. “On the contrary. Having now seen one of those normal visions, I can very much understand the value of what you do and how you do it.”

			“How I do it?” Her face scrunched in confusion. “With my athame, you mean? After snacking on cheese?”

			A slight, affectionate curve of his mouth replaced his frown. “You do it caringly and with generosity of spirit. You do it without demanding money from those who have none to spare. You do it for the vulnerable, not those who already possess more than enough power.”

			She wasn’t built for compliments. She had no idea how to handle them other than batting them away from herself as swiftly as possible.

			“But…” Her eyes dropped to their joined hands. “Bigger visions—more powerful oracles—can save the world, Hugh.”

			Not that she envied that particular talent and burden anymore, after having wielded it for a mere handful of days.

			“Sometimes, yes, a very powerful vision might help save the world. Offered to the wrong recipient, though, it might also doom the world.” His lips tightened at the grim reminder of all those missing, kidnapped oracles, who even now could be prophesizing for insurrectionists. “And your smaller visions save individual people on a daily basis, which means the world to them. Are you saying they’re all wrong to be grateful, Gwen? Do you claim to know the impact of your prophecies better than their recipients?”

			His stern tone truly did things for her. Things that had her shifting on the sofa again, and not only from discomfort at the admittedly valid points he was making.

			“I’ll gladly address your desire,” he told her, “but not yet. I have one more thing to say first.” His hand on her cheek guided her eyes back to his. “My sister would have liked you. A lot. And the more time we spend together, the easier it becomes to see what Eloise probably knew from the very beginning.”

			“What’s that?” Gwen whispered hoarsely, her sinuses prickling at the colossal compliment he’d just bestowed upon her.

			His thumb skated over her cheekbone in a wash of gentle heat. “You’re respectable in a way the Blacke family never has been, no matter what my parents, Josiah, or anyone else might believe. You embody the meaning of Semper rectior, even if you wear none of its gilt trappings.”

			He wasn’t letting her dismiss his words. And confronted with the stalwart sincerity in that low, solemn voice, her world trembled and subtly reshaped itself beneath her fuzzy-socked feet.

			She’d spent decades convinced of her utter uselessness to the world and those she loved most. But what she’d believed wasn’t actually true, was it? It hadn’t ever been true.

			Her work had assisted the most vulnerable in a way most oracles didn’t and non-oracles couldn’t. She’d made the lives of those in her community a little better every day for decades, exactly as he’d told her. And that wasn’t nothing, was it? Didn’t their lives have meaning?

			If so, didn’t her life have meaning, whether or not she ever channeled a vision of apocalyptic power again?

			Twenty years after leaving Delphi Academy, why was she still judging herself by the standards of the most privileged and powerful rather than her friends and neighbors?

			Her blurry eyes closed, and her breath hitched in a stifled sob. Because the gray pall that had smothered the foolishly persistent, bright joy of her heart for decades…it had thinned with his words. Begun drifting across her horizon under the brisk wind of his conviction, making way for the first beams of sunlight she’d experienced in more years than she could count.

			“Gwen, honey.” His sweeping thumb interrupted the path of a stray droplet. “Please don’t cry.”

			When her saline-tipped eyelashes lifted, water limned her world in rainbows.

			“I’m not sad,” she told him. “Just grateful for you. Grateful to be here with you right now, in this moment. No matter what happens next.”

			“I feel the same, but…” Worry still etched across his brow, he pressed a butterfly-light kiss against her temple. “You’re okay? Truly?”

			“Check here.” She laid her palm over his heart, where her emotions lived within him. “Feel for yourself.”

			Feel how much I love you already, after such a short time. Feel how fast that love grows.

			“I had another vision, by the way.” She sniffled away the last of her tears, because they were running out of time to take advantage of Sade. “One I didn’t tell you about.”

			“You experienced another involuntary prophecy?” Anxiety creased his forehead once more. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine, Hugh.” She patted his chest. “No need to worry.”

			Her reassurance didn’t appear to comfort him. “Did the amulet and pomander work sufficiently? Because their power will diminish after repeated usage, and once that happens, we’ll need to procure replacements for you. I should have done so already, in fact.”

			His cradling hand dropped from her face, and he produced the burner phone from his pocket. Busily, he began tapping out an email.

			Now she was kind of regretting her momentary impulse toward mild mischief.

			“The amulet and pomander are great. Still functioning at full power.” Or so she assumed. It wasn’t as if she had lots of experience with top-of-the-line witchwork. “But—”

			“In that case, what did you see in your vision?” He set down the phone. “Gwen, please tell me that fae didn’t hurt y—”

			“I saw the two of us in bed again.” She paused. “And by ‘the two of us,’ I mean you and me. Not the fae and me, obviously. Sure, he’s hot in a silver fox, James Bond villain kind of way, but he’s also a conscienceless monster. Ugh.”

			Honestly, she’d rather have her hair ripped out of her scalp.

			“Okay?” Hugh sounded confused, and she couldn’t blame him.

			“Anyway.” Refocusing on her objective, she smiled at Hugh as seductively as she knew how. “You and I were all alone, making love with Sade blasting in the background. No mouth covering necessary.”

			“Covering your mouth turns you on,” he pointed out, ever a stickler for details. “And…that doesn’t make sense, Gwen. Oracles can’t see their own futures, unless something about your visions has changed in an entirely unprecedented way.”

			If anything, his frown had deepened. So much for her first-ever attempt at lighthearted seduction.

			She gave it one last shot, fluttering her tear-sticky eyelashes for all she was worth. “Are you going to make my vision come true, Councilor?”

			He ducked his head to peer into her eyes. “Is there something in your—oh.” Abruptly, he straightened, looking surprised but not displeased. “You’re flirting with me?”

			And there it was at long last: comprehension.

			“Badly.” She sighed. “Or so it seems.”

			“I read that pregnancy can cause libido changes,” he said, still sounding thoughtful rather than irresistibly horny.

			“It’s partly pregnancy.” Giving up, she abandoned flirtation in favor of straightforward honesty. “But it’s mostly you. Will you make love with me?”

			“It would be my very literal pleasure.” In a courtly gesture, he helped her stand. “I thought you’d never ask.”

			Was he being deliberately obtuse? Or, as the subtle twinkle in his amber eyes would indicate, was he actually teasing her?

			“For Pete’s sake.” Planting her feet, she glared up at him. “I was trying to ask, but you refused to pick up on my—”

			Then his lips devoured hers in a ravenous kiss, and his hot, strong hands began guiding them both down the hallway to the library. Her half-hearted aggrievement vanished without a trace, transforming in an instant to full-blown lust.

			They stumbled into the library. Kicked the door closed. Temporarily disabled the elevator again in case one of their compatriots unexpectedly decided to pay Max a visit.

			And in the end, Hugh still put his hand over her mouth. Just for the fun of it.

			

			—

			Before Hugh left to go meet with Thora the next morning, he woke Gwen with a light kiss and a hot hand gently stroking her shoulder.

			“I didn’t want to disturb you, but you told me I should say goodbye before I went.” He bent low and gave her another sweet, slow kiss. “Just rest today, Gwen. Max will keep you safe, and you don’t have to do anything but relax and eat Michelin star–worthy takeout and imported cheeses.”

			Sleepily, she turned toward him and nuzzled her face into his hard thigh. “You’re assuming the trolls won’t get to the cheese first.”

			“I have complete faith in your ability to defend your fromage.” His voice was dry, his fingers tender as they smoothed a stray strand of hair off her face. “With prejudice, as necessary.”

			“For AOP Gruyère?” She stretched lazily, yawning. “Yeah. I can take them down.”

			He huffed out an amused breath. “Call me if you need me, if you have a vision, or if anything happens that makes you uneasy.”

			“I’ll be fine.” For someone who hadn’t wanted to disturb her, he was certainly talking a lot. “Don’t worry, Hugh.”

			“Worrying is what I do best. Especially when it comes to you.” He dropped one last kiss on her hair. “Sweet dreams, honey. I’ll be back soon.”

			Love you, she thought absently, already half asleep again. But she didn’t say it, and then he was gone and she was dreaming once more. Sweet dreams, as requested. Happy dreams of a small, loving family and an apartment with a separate refrigerator for cheese.

			Dreams that came to an abrupt end when an odd whooshing sound made Gwen’s eyes open again. Then widen in shock as an unfamiliar female demon teleported directly into Max’s library.

			“There you are,” the elegant, angular demon said, and pressed a small leather pouch into Gwen’s palm. “If I haven’t been led astray, this should prevent any unnecessary fuss.”

			A heartbeat later, Gwen couldn’t move. Couldn’t blink. Couldn’t even force her lungs to expand for air. Panicked and utterly motionless, she stared directly ahead as the clawing need for oxygen darkened the edges of her world.

			An incapacitation spell, technically illegal. Malignant witchwork.

			“It worked.” The dark-haired, pointy-horned demon sounded pleasantly surprised. “I’ll have to be quick about this, then, or you’ll suffocate. He wouldn’t be pleased by that.”

			Efficiently, she stripped the covers off Gwen, yanked the amulet from around her neck, tossed it aside, and patted down Gwen’s bougie new pajamas to check for anything hidden underneath.

			As Gwen’s awareness dimmed, she tried her best to think of Hugh in her final moments. To conjure the comforting heat of his embrace and the sweet solemnity in his dark eyes. But the memory was slipping away from her, trailing into blackness.

			“Very well.” The demon’s painfully tight grip on Gwen’s arm punctured her asphyxiated haze. “Let’s be off.”

			Then the world disappeared, fracturing into nothing as Gwen did the same.
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			The sensation…it was indescribable. Like being ripped apart on the atomic level, only to be smashed back together in an unceremonious instant by a careless toddler.

			Gwen crumpled to her knees in a jarring jolt, but she could breathe again without the leather pouch in her palm. Sucking in desperate gasps of air, she frantically scanned her new surroundings.

			Cold marble floors. Lofty, arched ceilings. No windows. Three armed, masked guards at the lone closed door. An open, expansive space entirely unoccupied, except for a cluster of…

			Were those standard office cubicles in the far corner?

			Where the fuck was she?

			“Why, hello.” The fae from Gwen’s visions emerged in her peripheral vision, approaching in a smooth, leisurely glide. He stepped in front of the teleporter demon and smiled genially down at his petrified captive. “Welcome to the Realm Below, my dear. I feel I should introduce myself, even though we’ve met before.”

			“In my visions,” Gwen whispered, cringing away.

			There was no mistaking him, especially after their last prophetic encounter. Most fae might possess the same pointed ear tips, elongated fingers, prettily feathered wings, and unearthly glow to their skin, but the tarnished-silver shade of his hair and the malicious glee in his bright green eyes couldn’t belong to anyone but the fae of her nightmares.

			Nausea born of terror churned in her stomach, rising up her tight throat.

			“Yes, we met in your visions, which allowed me to track you.” A crafty smile played at the corners of his mouth. “Only the oldest fae gain that ability, and I’m the oldest of us all, since I’ve consumed—well, never mind about that.”

			There was just one horrifying way he could have reached that advanced age. How many human lives had he snuffed out in pursuit of his own immortality?

			He raised an impeccably groomed eyebrow, the gesture mocking and supercilious. “We also met in person, however. Don’t you recognize me?”

			She would have remembered. Surely, she would have recalled seeing—

			“No, of course you don’t. My everyday glamour is far too powerful for even other fae to detect, much less the likes of you.” He extended a hand to help her stand, tsking reproachfully when she jerked away from his touch. “Don’t be rude, human. It doesn’t suit your species.”

			“Why did you…” She trailed off, breathing shallowly. “Why am I here?”

			Had she been taken to prevent her further interference with their conspiracy? To somehow derail Hugh’s own investigative efforts? Or—

			“It seems you’ve belatedly developed some real talent. Congratulations, Gwendolen. Having actual worth must be a vast relief to you.” The fae delivered the jab with aplomb, then added, “That’s the main reason I wanted you here. Although I also look forward to Hugh resuming his normal tedious, rule-bound work, far outside the Containment Zone or any future sites of disruption we might choose. You’re a bad influence on him, my dear.”

			He spoke about Hugh with such disdainful familiarity, as if the two were personally acquainted. And if he was glamoured, her kidnapper’s masculine appearance might be deceptive.

			Had she been abducted by a disguised Tanielle Beech, the SERC chair?

			“Who…” She swallowed convulsively, trying her hardest not to retch. “Who are you?”

			“Anyone I want to be.” He bent in closer, as if sharing a secret. “Very few know about this particular glamour. Only the most powerful fae can fashion its like, it works solely on its creator, and it’s entirely undetectable. I’ve been using mine since SERC’s infernal creation, over two decades ago. If you pay a high enough price, even your scent won’t give you away.”

			Honestly? Once something was priced at more than, say, ten thousand dollars, the amount started sounding like Monopoly money to her. She couldn’t even imagine how much his super-premium, members-only glamour would cost. A million dollars? A billion?

			Maybe he spotted her incomprehension. Or maybe he was just in full-on villain-boast mode and eager to receive due credit for his evil scheming, because he specified: “Creating glamours like mine costs us a good chunk of our natural lifespan. Afterward, we either die young or…” His lips twisted into an ugly smile. “We find other ways to supplement our longevity.”

			He clearly assumed she didn’t know about the fae ability to consume human lifetimes. And since that assumption might benefit her at some point, she didn’t intend to contradict it.

			His face tightened at her seeming lack of reaction. “But perhaps you wish to see the visage I’ve been offering the ignorant world?”

			With a flick of his elongated fae fingers, almost everything about him altered. His hair gleamed bright silver, without any hint of tarnish. The lines bracketing the corners of his mouth and scoring his forehead deepened. His irises darkened to an unremarkable brown, even as his fingers shortened, his skin turned dull and opaque, and his wings vanished. Razor-edged horns peeked out from his swept-back hair.

			The only thing that stayed constant: the malicious pleasure in those dead eyes of his.

			She recognized him. Of course she recognized him.

			“Josiah Goodling.” He swept her a mocking bow. “I would say ‘at your service,’ but that would be a lie. You’re at my service now, darling.”

			To her shame, she sobbed aloud, the sound involuntary and sharp. His grin widened, and those shark’s eyes searched her expression avidly, greedy for more despair. And she hated—hated—allowing him such a humiliating victory over her, but…

			Hugh’s trusted mentor was an evil fae disguised as an avuncular demon friend. And there was only one reason he’d be willing to reveal his alternate identity to her. Only one reason he’d share the secret of his limited-edition, small-batch, artisanal glamour, when its strategic value would plummet if its existence became widely known.

			He must believe there was no risk of that knowledge ever getting back to anyone important. Including—especially—Hugh.

			She wasn’t leaving this place alive.

			Instinctively, she slapped her palm against the base of her neck, searching for the amulet she no longer wore. Then she lurched forward, bent at the waist. Bracing herself with both hands, she threw up all over that cold, hard marble floor.

			He heaved a disgusted sigh. With the peremptory snap of his fingers, the boots of one of his minions approached rapidly and halted at his side.

			“Clean this once she’s done,” he ordered, then directed his next words to her. “Next time, you’ll tidy your own mess, human. Don’t ever make your decision to breed my problem again.”

			Next time. Again. Those word choices implied she had some sort of future, right? That he wasn’t simply going to kill her immediately?

			Clinging to that fraying thread of hope, she rubbed her forearm over her trembling mouth and angled her head to study her surroundings once more. If she intended to escape—and she did—she needed to find a possible exit.

			Other than a few demon-provided descriptions of the Realm Below’s courtroom area, no public documentation of its interior existed. An unknown number of beings might work there, but they weren’t talking.

			As it turned out, this particular expanse of the Realm resembled a slightly shrunken iteration of DC’s Union Station, all neoclassical grandeur, arches, and a soaring, vaulted ceiling. The main incongruities: the lack of windows; the existence of only one visible, guard-protected exit; and the cluster of jarringly modern taupe-brown cubicles in the far corner.

			The cubicles’ openings faced away from her. But she’d bet the entirety of her depleted checking account that they contained the kidnapped oracles whose disappearances Hugh had been investigating.

			Neither he nor those oracles’ employers had been able to track where the seers had vanished to, and no wonder. The Realm was the one place where even the strongest telepaths couldn’t make contact. And while the missing oracles’ absurdly powerful employers held enormous sway over every country on the face of the planet, they had no access to or authority over the domain of Death and the Fates.

			Now, however improbably, Gwen had been taken there as well.

			How the hells had she ended up in this fancy kidnapper’s lair, given the seeming impregnability of Max’s underground home?

			Straightening, she scooted backward on her butt, away from the mess and away from the fae. But she did force herself to meet those unsettling eyes again despite her instincts. “How did you bypass Max’s wards?”

			“Easily.” Goodling waved a careless hand. “Since he didn’t have any.”

			What? Surely someone so protective of his privacy would install the most basic security measure available to…wait.

			Wards—unlike, for instance, basic cleaning spells—could only be activated on-site, so setting them would have meant allowing a witch access to his lair. Rather than sharing his home’s location with an outsider, he’d gambled on no one ever discovering his whereabouts.

			Frustrated comprehension, as well as fear for Max and Edie in their compromised location, had Gwen squeezing her eyes shut. By the time she opened them again, Goodling’s booted underling had cleaned up all evidence of her sickness, then retreated back toward the door.

			“Getting into Hugh’s home was equally simple,” Josiah added. “Even with his wards.”

			Gwen exhaled slowly. “You set the fire.”

			“Obviously.” The fae confessed to the crime with blithe unconcern. “I had one of my pet demons teleport a witch into Hugh’s apartment to set the noise cancellation spell, then spark the blaze and ensure its spread after the witch left.”

			Arson hadn’t been the primary motive for Goodling’s intrusion into Hugh’s home, though, as Gwen now understood. The fae must have intended to kidnap her then too and only failed due to Haziq’s bravery.

			Still, here Gwen was. Totally kidnapped.

			Never give up, she thought, biting back semi-hysterical laughter. You miss one hundred percent of the abductions you don’t undertake.

			“Unfortunately, we tarried too long. Your rescuer arrived before we could remove you from the premises.” Goodling glanced at the dark-haired demon behind him. “But at least the fire provided an excellent opportunity to cast suspicion upon poor Hugh’s sterling reputation for moral rectitude. Just in case he, like Boucher, chose to interfere with my plans again.”

			The female demon’s lips thinned at that, but Goodling didn’t seem to notice. “Luckily, another vision revealed your new hiding place. And here you are!”

			Beaming, he gestured to where Gwen sat on the floor. Then cupped a hand around his mouth as if imparting a secret.

			“This particular minion of mine…” He cast another look of amused derision over his shoulder. “She made a remarkably terrible bargain with me five years ago. But if she tells anyone, her entire family will suffer, so…”

			He raised his shoulders as if to say, What can you do?

			Gwen closed her eyes again, because she knew then. She knew.

			The timing all added up. Almost exactly five years ago, this particular demon would have been desperate to bail out her failing business…and had suddenly experienced an influx of returning clients for unclear reasons. That influx had saved her law firm. It had mended her family’s tattered reputation.

			It had also enabled her son to leave the firm and pursue a career in interspecies politics.

			As soon as Gwen opened her eyes, Goodling waved the female demon forward.

			“Gwendolen Wexloff…” Still grinning in malicious glee, the fae performed an entirely unnecessary introduction. “Please meet Marlee Blacke. Hugh’s mother.”

			

			—

			The good news for Gwen: She now understood how the arsonist had penetrated Hugh’s top-notch wards. Marlee would have known how to bypass those wards, because she and her husband had decorated the interior of the apartment. Afterward, reconfiguring everything to protect his home against his own parents would never have occurred to Hugh.

			The bad news for Gwen: Her lover’s freaking mother had personally abducted her.

			Once Gwen studied the demon more closely, she could spot some resemblance to Hugh in the elegant arcs of Marlee’s cheekbones. The umber hue of her thick hair. The sleek lines of her frame. But her dark eyes shone with sullen resolve rather than thoughtful concern. Her horns pierced the air above her head, sharp enough to wound instead of blunted at the tips. Finally, while Hugh might possess certain stick-up-his-butt qualities, he also radiated warmth. Marlee, on the other hand…

			She might be able to light fires at will, but she exuded subglacial chill.

			Goodling smirked. “I’ll leave you two females to talk while I make the necessary arrangements.”

			He spoke briefly with one of the guards, who headed toward the cubicles while Josiah exited the area’s lone door. All the while, Gwen simply looked at Marlee, picturing Hugh’s devastation if—no, when—he discovered his mother’s perfidy.

			“I had no other choice.” Marlee spoke first, defensiveness freighting every word. “You don’t understand. You couldn’t understand, given who you are and where you came from.”

			She was probably right. Nevertheless, Gwen extended the invitation Marlee clearly hoped to receive. “Tell me anyway.”

			“I imagine Hugh explained about his father.” At Gwen’s nod, the demon told her, “My rightful social status declined when I married a human male, and potential clients didn’t trust Timothy to be as ruthless and detail oriented in his contracts as a demon. Building a new firm with him required far more time and effort than I’d ever imagined.”

			A faint wince creased her narrow, aristocratic face. “At one point, my parents actually had to financially support us to keep up appearances, which deeply injured my husband’s pride. So did all the snubs from our peers. When our firm finally began to thrive, Timothy was…”

			Just another heartless lackey facilitating deadly corporate depredations, from what Hugh told me?

			Gwen bit her lip, willing herself to silence.

			Marlee’s lips curved fondly. “He was so happy that first year we turned a profit. So thrilled that everyone could see his true worth at long last.”

			Gwen could see a few things of her own. First, that Marlee still believed in the demonic social hierarchy despite the challenge her marriage had posed to it. Instead of questioning the importance placed on family reputation or the validity of interspecies bigotry, she’d instead fought for her husband’s assimilation into that hierarchy’s summit and—eventually—attempted to erase any reminder of their children’s humanity.

			Second, she clearly adored her husband. Knowing the puncture to his pride that a damaged reputation or failing business would cause him, she would have been eager to protect that reputation and business. At all costs.

			And third, she’d want to prove to skeptics that she hadn’t made a mistake in marrying a human male, so she’d fiercely safeguarded the family’s reputation to preserve her own pride too.

			Marlee’s mouth worked for a moment. “Then the Eloise…incident…occurred. After five long years of struggling to rebuild our reputation and clientele, Josiah approached me and offered to help restore our firm’s success in exchange for a few teleportation favors and a simple nondisclosure agreement. He claimed he didn’t always have the time or energy to teleport others himself, which made sense to me. And the humiliation was killing Timothy, just as Josiah said, so I made the bargain without knowing who or what our family friend truly was.”

			Before Gwen could summon even an ounce of pity for her, the demon drew herself tall and added, “Even if I’d known, I might have agreed anyway. I needed to save my family.”

			All at once, Gwen’s ability to keep her mouth shut failed her.

			“Not your family.” Gingerly, alert for any dizziness, she stood without assistance. “Your reputation and business.”

			“We are our reputations. We’re demons, not…” Marlee swept a hand up and down, indicating Gwen with a curled lip. “Not humans.”

			That much, at least, Gwen could acknowledge as true.

			Hugh’s mother deflated a little, her tense shoulders dropping a fraction.

			“I don’t love doing this to my son’s girlfriend.” The way Marlee whispered the words, they sounded like a sordid confession. “But my family’s deaths would be the contractual cost of defying Josiah. And now that you’re out of the picture, perhaps Hugh will see reason, date someone more appropriate, and stay out of fae affairs.”

			If she honestly thought Hugh would simply shrug and abandon Gwen—or any lover—to an unknown, most likely grisly fate, Marlee didn’t understand her son at all.

			“Hopefully he can still be saved.” The crease in the demon’s forehead deepened. “He’s useful as a tool for Josiah on the Council, if nothing else, so he may not be killed with the others. Josiah likes his tools.”

			Well, you’d certainly know, Gwen very prudently didn’t say.

			Marlee had finally acknowledged the larger disaster she was facilitating. The worldwide apocalypse poised to descend upon them all, with her assistance. Had the other female actually reasoned through everything that bloodshed would entail, though?

			“As long as you remain useful to Josiah, you’ll probably survive what’s coming.” Gwen stared at Marlee, willing her toward acknowledgment of the obvious. “But what about your husband? Will your usefulness save him too? Or will he die, either in battle or at the hands of a fae hungry for immortality?”

			“I…” Marlee’s expression turned stricken, and her eyes shone with what might have been actual tears. “I don’t know.”

			Gwen was poised to continue pressing that point when the burly, masked guard returned from the cubicles and waved her toward the apparent encampment. When she didn’t move immediately, he snatched her arm in a painful grip and hauled her away. Marlee let her be carted off without protest, and when Gwen glanced over her shoulder, the demon was already gone.

			Once the guard had marched Gwen around the back of the cubicles, he released her arm and pointed to a spot on the end. “That’s yours.”

			As she’d suspected, stringy-haired, drawn-faced oracles occupied half of the dozen or so cubicles shoved into this corner of the enormous room. As if in tacit agreement, they all avoided looking directly at Gwen. Within their assigned compartments, they sat slumped on their thin cots, each graced with a single blanket.

			“Bathroom’s over there.” The guard nodded toward an open doorway. “Cause any trouble, and you’ll lose your daily food allotment. Cause too much trouble, and you’ll lose more than that.” His palm slapped the weapon at his side. “Understood?”

			When she nodded, he left to resume his position at the door.

			Stretching her stiff muscles, she looked around herself again. As far as she could tell, there were no usable escape routes back here, and the room’s lone exit stood across a vast, empty expanse of marble. The guards would easily be able to spot any attempted approach.

			Even if there wasn’t a good way out, though, maybe there was a workable way in. Could anyone find the oracles’ makeshift encampment?

			Would Hugh even try?

			Famously, access to the Realm Below was tightly controlled. Demon defenders could enter the courtroom during afterlife trials, but otherwise, admittance was denied to anyone who wasn’t either working in the Realm’s admin departments or dead. Any trespassers quickly joined the “dead” designation, according to SERC lore, which seemed efficient for all involved.

			The Realm was also reportedly huge beyond imagining, so even if Hugh suspected she was down there—and he had no reason to do so—not only would he have to locate a trustworthy demon to teleport him in to search for her, he also wouldn’t have the first clue where to start the hunt, and he’d be killed if caught.

			Someone like him wouldn’t take that kind of risk, no matter how much he cared about her. She couldn’t even blame him under the circumstances. When a possible apocalypse loomed over everyone on the planet, a demon boasting his contacts and authority had better things to do than personally launch a fruitless quest on behalf of a single kidnapped human.

			He would definitely be investigating her disappearance, though—and if he somehow discovered where she’d been taken, he’d likely send a tracker or two to find her. But those trackers would face the same dangers and unlikely odds as Hugh.

			Unfortunately, Realm employees were unlikely to stumble upon the oracle encampment either. Josiah had surely chosen a remote location within the Realm, so unless someone decided to go wandering and randomly noticed this particular locked room, then decided to break through the door for inexplicable reasons, rescue wouldn’t be coming from that quarter.

			Even Death and the Fates must not know about the flagrant intrusion upon their territory, or else Josiah and his guards would no longer be alive. And if the encampment were discovered, the oracles might be found guilty of trespassing and killed too, despite their unwilling entry into the Realm. Collateral damage.

			Gwen’s main conclusion: Unless one of Josiah’s minions betrayed him, she didn’t foresee leaving this prison anytime soon. But maybe there was some other possibility she wasn’t considering, so she needed more information. As much as she could gather.

			She peeked around the corner of the cubicle encampment just as the third guard—the one who’d threatened her with his weapon—opened the door and left. The remaining two guards secured it behind him, then immediately positioned themselves on either side of the entrance and resumed their watch over the prisoners.

			From that spot, though, they were unable to see inside the cubicle farm and too far away to hear anything short of a shout. For the moment, Gwen and the other oracles should have a modicum of privacy, and she intended to take advantage of the opportunity.

			Gwen returned to the warren of stalls and surveyed her potential allies.

			Even without the guard at her side, they didn’t greet her. Didn’t look up at her or react to her presence in any way. Mostly, they were just sitting, staring blankly at nothing.

			Maybe they’d simply given up all hope. Judging from their haggard appearances, they’d clearly been held captive for a while, and the gods and goddesses alone knew what had happened to them in the meantime.

			The Black woman in a nearby cubicle had her knees curled into her chest as she rocked for comfort. She made brief, glancing eye contact with Gwen before looking away, and something about those deep-brown irises—

			Holy crap, that gaunt-cheeked woman with matted finger coils was Matilda freaking Tinley. The star of Gwen’s graduating class at Delphi Academy, who’d cried when her mother couldn’t visit her in the school infirmary. The girl whose pants Gwen had saved from a period-related mishap and who’d later tossed Gwen a cheese Danish in thanks.

			There could only be one reason Josiah had kept an oracle of Matilda’s fearsome ability alive: because he was using her predictions for his own cause. Otherwise, he’d want to eliminate her swiftly to ensure her visions couldn’t stymie his plans.

			Gwen walked over to Matilda’s cot and dropped to her knees beside it, and the other woman’s rocking immediately stilled.

			“I’m so sorry to see you here, Matilda.” Gwen attempted a reassuring smile, even though her former classmate wouldn’t look directly at her. “Do you remember me?”

			Matilda hesitated a long time before answering.

			“Y-yes.” Her voice sounded rusty. “Why are you here?”

			Gwen pushed aside her instinctive defensiveness. After all, why would kidnappers target an oracle possessing Gwen’s scant power? Unless, of course, her power wasn’t actually so scant after all, but Matilda had no way of knowing that.

			“That’s what I was hoping to find out.” With effort, she kept the friendly smile pasted on her face and tried to radiate trustworthiness. “What do I need to know about this place? What sort of treatment should I expect?”

			Matilda pressed her face against her knees, disguising her expression. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

			Gwen bit her lip and tried again. “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

			“I…” The other oracle raised her head slightly, her brow creased. “No. Of course not. But…thanks, I guess?”

			With that, Matilda lay down and pulled her blanket over her head.

			Gwen spent the rest of the day observing instead of attempting another approach.

			From what she could tell, none of the other oracles seemed to be assisting one another in any way. When everyone received their protein bars—apparently their only sustenance, offered at each meal—a kidnappee who didn’t want to eat handed her bar back to the guards rather than offering it to anyone else. When the lone male oracle had a coughing fit and emptied his allotted water bottle, no one got him a refill. He had to stagger into the bathroom himself, still hacking. And when Matilda began crying under her blanket, her narrow shoulders heaving under the fabric, not a soul offered her comfort.

			Given the highly competitive, hierarchical nature of oracular society and the isolation powerful seers experienced after leaving Delphi, Gwen wasn’t surprised by the lack of solidarity and communication. But because of her own history of powerlessness, she knew a different way of existing.

			She knew how to make genuine friends out of strangers, especially when those strangers were also her neighbors. She knew how people in difficult circumstances could form informal partnerships to stay alive and protect the vulnerable. And she certainly knew how to scrape for survival, powered by determination and community instead of inborn talent.

			Currently, the half dozen oracles in this place might not be cooperating to survive and escape, but that could change. And it would.

			Starting now.
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			Six days later, Gwen woke to the usual screaming.

			As she’d learned at Delphi, powerful oracles tended not to sleep well, even under the best of circumstances. If fresh visions didn’t disturb their slumber, nightmares about previous upsetting visions roused them instead. And these were far from the best of circumstances, since captivity, bright lights, and uncertain fates didn’t make for restful slumber. By this point, most of her compatriots could only manage occasional restless naps.

			Corey in particular had trouble dropping off. When they did manage to doze, night terrors frequently woke them within minutes, and for good reason. Most of the oracles had been stuck in the Realm Below for several weeks, but Corey—poor lamb—had been snatched from their top secret government workplace a month and a half ago. They’d watched all the oracles kidnapped before them disappear, one by one, and now their own power was fading as well.

			The same decline in prophetic ability had apparently happened to all the prisoners sooner or later. Due to the extreme stress of the oracles’ circumstances, fatigue, or maybe their location in the Realm Below, where their connection to their prophetic Power might prove more tenuous than in the world aboveground—no one knew for sure. But there was no avoiding the deterioration, and Corey’s ability had waned the most. Except for Gwen’s, of course, because the chalky protein bars she grudgingly consumed three times a day apparently didn’t contain the vitamins her own Power required.

			Soon she and Corey might disappear too, and they knew it. Thus Corey’s night terrors.

			Gwen threw off her blanket, drunk with fatigue. By the time she stumbled over to Corey’s cot, though, Matilda was already murmuring to them in a low, concerned voice.

			Kneeling on the cot beside them, Gwen opened her arms. Corey, one of the more touch starved of her companions, threw themself into the embrace without hesitation, clinging as hard as their stick-thin arms could manage, their shoulders heaving with near-soundless sobs.

			Matilda patted Gwen’s shoulder in silent gratitude, then rose to refill Corey’s water bottle at the sink before returning to her own cot.

			“Need help, Gwen?” Timon whispered from the next cubicle over, his voice rough with exhaustion. “I could—I could hug them?”

			He didn’t sound entirely certain about that offer, but he was trying, and Gwen appreciated the effort. “Thanks, Timon. I’m good.”

			Gwen rubbed soothing circles between Corey’s shoulder blades until the other oracle calmed. With a murmured thank-you, they gave Gwen a final fierce squeeze, then let her go and lay down again, eyes peeled to the high ceiling above.

			According to the analog clock on the wall, their mandated daily prophetic sessions with Josiah would begin soon. Gwen should rest while she still could, so she collapsed onto her thin cot once more.

			Sleep wouldn’t come, though. Not with her stomach cramped by burgeoning nausea. Not when her brain insisted on buzzing with worry about today’s session.

			In hopes that she and the other oracles might survive or even escape if they cooperated with one another—preferably before Josiah killed any of them—she’d spent the last six days trying to create a community among the captives. The task had proven surprisingly easy. Under other circumstances, perhaps her fellow captives would have maintained old hierarchies and rebuffed her friendly overtures, but weeks of imprisonment had broken them down and rid them of any lingering haughtiness. They were heartbreakingly glad for any kindness she offered them—and once they’d experienced its comfort, willing to offer it to others in turn.

			The oracles who still experienced spontaneous visions required the most care from the group, but they were all scared. They were all dirty. Any captives who couldn’t choke down endless protein bars sometimes went hungry. One of those malnourished seers, Jing-Jing, had suffered an actual seizure after yesterday morning’s prophetic session, and the guards had only supplied a generic healing spell in response, because offering more substantive medical attention would have required bringing an outsider to the hidden encampment. And Gwen kept vomiting and involuntarily falling asleep, although the nosebleeds and headaches had mostly disappeared after her own spontaneous visions had ceased.

			Her efforts had made daily life in the cubicles a bit more bearable for everyone. No amount of cooperation could change their increasing physical and prophetic frailty, though, and no amount of cooperation could save them from Josiah—unless they escaped.

			Too bad they still hadn’t come up with a single feasible plan for that.

			As predicted, the usual guard appeared not long after Gwen had lain down. He halted at the foot of her cot, his masked face unreadable as he told her to follow him.

			Apparently she would be Josiah’s first oracle for the day. Lovely.

			Dizziness and exhaustion had her swaying in place, but she stumbled ahead of him while the other oracles worriedly watched from their own cots. As always, the guard brought her through the makeshift prison’s lone door, past the other guard posted there, and into a small neighboring room, which contained a table, a bare wooden seat, and an athame.

			Inside that cramped room, Josiah was already waiting, alongside a third guard and his masked truthseeker.

			She halted just inside the doorway, terrified of what might happen next.

			Once she’d sat, Goodling would demand whatever prophecies she could muster for him. And after the visions ended, the interrogation would begin. If she lied or refused to explain what she’d seen that morning—or what she’d witnessed in any visions that might have occurred outside the anteroom—she wouldn’t receive that night’s protein bars.

			Unwilling to risk her unborn child and almost certain that her prophecies wouldn’t help the conspirators in any meaningful way, she’d dutifully recounted her visions every morning. Such as they were.

			Her prophetic abilities had diminished daily, like the others’. Unlike the others’, though, that diminishment had been remarkably rapid. After a mere twenty-four hours without her supplements, her huge, mind-breaking prophecies had entirely disappeared.

			For now, she could still summon smaller visions with a cut on her palm and the usual rituals. But Josiah’s discontent with the piddling nature of her recent prophecies had been growing. Yesterday, frustrated beyond bearing, he’d ordered the guard to immobilize her while he’d twisted her greasy braid around his wrist and yanked viciously hard, just like he had in her vision.

			And just like in her vision, the pain had been excruciating. When she’d cried out in agony, he’d only yanked harder. So hard she’d eventually staggered back to her cubicle with a small clump of hair missing from her bloody scalp.

			He’d smiled after her, content. For the moment.

			But today was a new day, and who knew what he’d do to her this time?

			Still, she sat when he ordered her to do so. Cut into the scabbed-over wound on her palm. Prophesized for him.

			His favorite wing balm would be discontinued soon, so he should stock up in the meantime. That was the only guidance her waning power could offer.

			She emerged from her fugue state to find him looming over her. His distinguished face had twisted into a petulant scowl. Nauseated and fatigued beyond words, she could only sit and stare back at him.

			“My minions may do most of my work aboveground, but I still need to keep up appearances for the Council. I have no time to waste on your useless prophecies, human,” he told her, silky aggression in every hissed syllable. “You have until tomorrow to prove your value to me. Otherwise, I have no further need of you.”

			That threat—her knowledge of its inevitability—was why she hadn’t been able to sleep again that morning. As Matilda had warned her earlier that week: Once Josiah began growing impatient with an oracle’s lack of power, that oracle tended not to return from their compulsory morning prophesizing session. Sooner rather than later.

			And sooner, in her case, evidently meant tomorrow.

			“I intend to rid myself of other liabilities then too.” Josiah turned to the guard. “Take this one back and bring in the next.”

			Other liabilities? Did he mean Corey? Or even Matilda? Because a purge of weakened seers could doom nearly any of the captives—or all of them.

			Trembling with urgency and terror, she shuffled behind the guard, back to the cubicles. And as soon as he and Matilda disappeared around the corner, en route to her own session, all the other oracles descended on Gwen to check on her. Including Harry, their latest addition.

			If Josiah truly did cull the oracular herd, the elderly prophet who’d arrived only two days ago was the only one almost certain to survive. The rest of them…not so much. Which meant the time for dithering was done.

			Before Josiah’s arrival early the next morning, they had to escape. Somehow.

			While Gwen was still mentally sorting through various ill-fated ideas, Matilda arrived back from her session. Dashing a forearm under her bloody nose, she waited with barely leashed impatience while the guard summoned Harry.

			That guard was hardly out of earshot when Matilda dropped down onto Gwen’s cot and urgently whispered, “In today’s visions, I saw you die, Gwen. Multiple times. Multiple ways.”

			Briefly, Gwen closed her eyes and blew out a shaky breath.

			It was one thing to know she was in mortal danger. Another to hear a firsthand account of her own death. Or rather, her own deaths.

			“The first time, you died with Josiah’s hands around your throat, and you looked so old.” Matilda brightened. “Maybe that’s actually a good vision, though, if you lived long enough to turn gray? Unless—oh.” Her face fell again. “Oh, yeah. I forgot about the whole fae lifespan-suckage thing. Shit.”

			Gwen had shared that confidential information about the fae with the group several nights ago, because they needed to understand the importance of de-escalating the situation—by any and all means necessary—if Josiah ever appeared poised to choke them.

			“Anyway.” Clearing her own throat uncomfortably, Matilda continued. “The next time, that demon who transported us all set you on fire. Your councilor boyfriend’s mom. What’s her name again?”

			“Marlee,” Gwen told the other oracle through numb lips. “Her name is Marlee Blacke.”

			What a special way to go: burned alive by her lover’s mother. And if Hugh ever found out his own parent had murdered her that way…she wasn’t certain he’d survive it either.

			“In the final vision, a three-headed dog tore you apart during an escape attempt.” Matilda’s entire face scrunched up. “It was…messy.”

			Gwen reared back, horrified, before forcing herself to think.

			Yes, that vision of her demise was terrible too—but at least the whole escape attempt aspect was somewhat heartening. Or it would be, if Gwen had formulated a better plan than simply attacking the armed door guards en masse and hoping at least one of the oracles survived the aftermath.

			“I didn’t tell Josiah about the final vision, and the truthseeker didn’t catch the omission, so they didn’t hear about a possible escape attempt.” Matilda looked pleased by that. “They got distracted when I threw up all over them.”

			Gwen laid a concerned hand on her companion’s forearm. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m good,” the other woman reassured her. “I mean, I’m scared and tired, but otherwise okay. It’s just that the three-headed dog was…” Another scrunch-faced wince. “Really enthusiastic.”

			Gwen was trying very hard not to picture that. “Was there anyone else with me during the escape attempt? Did you get any sense of how it happened?”

			“I couldn’t tell. I’m so sorry.” Matilda bit her lip, sorrowful brown eyes now swimming with tears. “Gwen…you didn’t survive in any of my visions. As we all know, the future’s not set in stone, but…”

			“But what you saw isn’t a good sign for my longevity,” Gwen finished for her. “I get it. And I appreciate the warning, Tilda.”

			Before Gwen’s arrival, none of the oracles had shared the contents of their prophecies or what they’d learned about their captors. Now they did, typically via whispered late-night conversations conducted in the farthest corner of the room, and those conversations had clarified quite a lot.

			From what the captives had pieced together, fae conspirators and common human insurrectionists had, in fact, jointly arranged for the zombies to escape and manufactured evidence pinning the blame on demons. Exactly as Gwen’s visions had indicated. But then—in a turn of events so unlikely that not a single captive oracle had foreseen the possibility—Max, Edie, and various other Zone residents had stymied the conspirators’ plot.

			“Holy fuck, that fae asshole was beyond pissed when he found out,” Corey had whispered during the group’s discussion of the breach, prompting a round of schadenfreude-laden snickers.

			Unfortunately, though, one failed scheme hadn’t sapped the conspirators’ determination. In recent visions, some of the kidnapped seers had spotted wisps of a new plan. A mass-casualty event at a parade, to be blamed on a witch-werewolf alliance and followed by the same catastrophic war Gwen and her friends had tried so hard to prevent.

			To her vast relief, those recent visions had simply confirmed Josiah’s plans rather than helping to hone them—and given the captives’ rapidly weakening power, the likelihood of real prophetic assistance to their kidnappers diminished daily. But if that changed, and what they foresaw would hasten the apocalypse, they’d all vowed to keep their visions private. Even if denying Josiah might cost them everything.

			“The dog’s teeth…” Matilda shuddered, still fixated on Gwen’s possible grisly fate. “You would not believe—”

			Just then, thankfully, a guard rounded the corner and returned a dazed-looking, bloody-nosed Harry to his cubicle before gesturing impatiently at Timon.

			Matilda went to fetch some water for Harry while Gwen absently watched Timon and the guard leave, her brain teeming with panic and half-baked escape plans. And only a minute after their oversized room’s door closed behind poor Timon, it opened again to admit Marlee Blacke.

			The demon didn’t appear to have an oracle in tow. And Josiah was occupied by his daily session with Timon, so what was she doing here?

			Marlee exchanged a few words with the two guards at the door. Then, to Gwen’s shock, she walked directly toward the cubicles. Toward Gwen.

			“Holy fuck, she’s going to set you on fire,” Matilda hissed, shoving a refilled water bottle into Harry’s shaking hands. “Hide, Gwen!”

			But she had nowhere to go. So when a tilt of Marlee’s head indicated the bathroom—because it was a less flammable setting for murder?—Gwen followed her into the small, dingy space while Tilda wrung her hands.

			Marlee came to a stop near the sink.

			“I apologize in advance for my abruptness.” Her whisper was very quiet. “But I have limited time, so let’s get the big news out of the way, shall we?”

			Hugh’s mother had apologized? To a mere lowly oracle?

			“The…big news?” Gwen blinked at her, startled. “Marlee, I don’t—”

			“Yeah, that’s the thing.” The other female actually winked at her. “I’m not actually Marlee. This is a glamour.”

			Hope lit Gwen from the inside out, and she swayed toward the demon wearing Marlee’s face. Because sure, she’d never heard Hugh sound so jocular and loose before, but—

			“It’s lovely to see you again, Gwen.” The demon beamed at Gwen. “I’m Eloise Blacke. Hugh’s sister.”
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			To stop herself from fainting, Gwen had to abruptly sit on the grimy tile floor. Marlee—or Eloise, rather—reached a tentative hand toward her, concern etched across her borrowed face.

			“Are you all right?” When Gwen nodded dazedly, Eloise unceremoniously plopped down next to her and kept speaking. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. I didn’t know you’d been taken here until I arrived this morning to file my weekly report.”

			Was…was Gwen having another vision? Or dreaming?

			“Um…” She peered at her bathroom-floor companion—Hugh’s dead sister, improbably enough?—in utter incomprehension. “What report?”

			“It’s for my current afterlife assignment.” Eloise offered the explanation with startling good cheer. “I’m working as a guardian demon until I earn a new go-round. Most of the time, my consciousness is aboveground and looking out for my charge while my body is comatose and lying in a special dormitory over”—she pointed in the general direction of the guards—“that way. But each week, when I file my report about Dottie, I can reclaim my physical form for a few minutes. Et voilà! Here I am!”

			With a graceful sweep of her hand, she gestured down at herself.

			“I don’t…” Gwen spoke slowly. “I’m not sure what…”

			“Sorry. I don’t get to chat much with new beings these days.” Eloise offered an apologetic smile. “I’ll get to the point. I know we won’t have long together.”

			The oracles wouldn’t tattle about Gwen’s visitor. But, yes, if the demon believed to be Marlee spent too long closeted out of sight with the humans she’d personally kidnapped, surely the guards would start to suspect something amiss.

			“Did Hugh tell you about our empathic talent?” Gwen’s nod seemed to please Eloise. “Good. Well, the link between us didn’t go away, even after my death. Not even when my memories of my previous life got stripped from me. I could still feel him, so a few months into my afterlife assignment, I got curious and followed the emotional thread connecting us.”

			Sometimes, Hugh had told Gwen, I trick myself into thinking I can sense her.

			He’d called it self-delusion, but no. Against all odds, he’d truly been feeling his sister’s love and her newfound happiness in her afterlife assignment. Gwen wished he knew that.

			“No one can see or hear me up above except Dottie and the other guardian demons, so snooping was really easy.” Eloise lifted a shoulder. “Eventually, I found my brother. Figured out his name. Then I snooped some more and had Dottie work her old-werewolf-biddy connections, and I figured out who he was and what I’d done.”

			She paused, lips thinning. “Also what I supposedly intended to do before I was killed.”

			“You weren’t going to kill the CEO or his fixer?” Gwen asked, curious.

			“I’ll cop to the arson and property damage, but not attempted murder.” Her dark eyes clouded with thought. “I would have left them alive. Singed, but alive. Probably.”

			From what Hugh had told Gwen, she couldn’t really blame Eloise for the impulse to exact some sort of vengeance on her client. “I apologize for interrupting your train of thought. You were talking about…”

			“Oh, yeah.” Eloise straightened, gaze sharpening once more. “As I was doing all that research, I began to remember my old life, and I started mainlining all the gossip about my brother. And just this week, I heard your name for the first time in almost twenty years.”

			Gwen sighed. “My verification test.”

			“Hugh felt awful about the whole incident. Agonized about you for weeks.” Eloise gave her a sympathetic pat on the arm. “Anyway, Dottie follows all the latest gossip about Supernatural and Enhanced celebrities. When she told me Hugh physically fought for his disreputable—no offense; I consider that a high compliment—oracle girlfriend named Gwen, I knew exactly who you were. Then she told me how he supposedly tried to kill you by setting his apartment on fire, which is utter bullshit. He’d never do anything like that. The murdery bit, I mean, not the fighting-for-his-true-love part.”

			Gwen couldn’t argue with her there. Not only because Hugh truly wouldn’t murder a girlfriend, however disreputable, but also because Eloise wasn’t pausing long enough between sentences to allow for any interruption.

			Until, at last, the demon took a breath after asking, “He did battle a troll for you, right? That wasn’t just a wild rumor?”

			“Yes. Kind of.” They were getting off track here. Again. “Maybe we should focus on—”

			“That’s amazing.” Sisterly pride shone in faux Marlee’s expression. “Then I heard you’d disappeared and Hugh was searching everywhere for you.”

			Gwen perked up. “Really?”

			“He’s been absolutely frantic for days.” Eloise’s hand pressed over her heart, as if she were sensing her brother’s anxiety. “I felt so terrible for you both. And just a few minutes ago, I was chatting with one of Death’s administrative assistants as I turned in my report, and she said there were rumors that trespassers had infiltrated the Realm somewhere. Then she told me freaking oracles might be involved, and my own mother might be teleporting them down here.”

			The demon’s elegant fingers curled into loose fists. “Mom had been spotted somewhere she didn’t belong, and one of the vampire IT gals scented an unfamiliar seer in that same area. I put two and two together, and it equaled my twin’s girlfriend maybe got kidnapped, possibly by my mom. So I took a little walkabout this morning in my bodiless form and watched a masked dude marching a poor, bedraggled oracle from one room to another. Then I found…” Her nod indicated the cubicle farm. “All of you. And once I understood what was happening, if not why—because that’s a real freaking mystery to me, Gwen—I needed to figure out what to do. I decided I should talk to you before taking any further action. And luckily enough, I had a way to do that without drawing too much suspicion.”

			Was the entire rambling conversation taking far too long? Of course. But this was Eloise’s story. Gwen was just living in it.

			“Last year, I saved poor Dottie from choking on a bone by telling her how to Heimlich herself.” Eloise’s headshake looked resigned. “I’ve warned her to stop eating snakes, but does she listen to me?”

			Gwen didn’t know how to respond to that.

			“No, she does not,” the demon answered for herself. “Anyway, because she was so grateful, she got me a good-quality glamour. One that changes appearance depending on what’s needed. You know, to help with future snooping efforts aboveground, assuming I eventually get to live again.”

			Apparently reading Gwen’s utter confusion as to how, exactly, that had even been possible, she explained the logistics of her acquisition. “My spirit aboveground can’t carry physical objects, obviously, so one of Dottie’s awesome crone friends managed to plant the glamour’s containment pouch inside an unwitting demon lawyer’s suit. He brought it into the Realm Below, where I reclaimed it from him on my weekly report day.”

			Matilda—who’d undoubtedly eavesdropped on the entire conversation—appeared in the open doorway to the bathroom. Even though she’d clearly and correctly concluded that their visitor didn’t intend to kill Gwen, she still appeared worried about something. Raising her index finger, she rotated it in a wrap it up signal, but Eloise was too lost in her memories to notice.

			“The lawyer thought I was coming on to him. Ugh.” Her slim, straight nose wrinkled. “I mean, I slept with him anyway, because those pretty-boy demon looks are hard to resist, but it wasn’t good. At all. Demons are rarely enjoyable in bed. Don’t tell me either way, Gwen, but for your sake, I certainly hope my brother’s an exception.”

			Her cheeks flaming hot with embarrassment, Gwen found herself too tongue-tied to interject. Even though Matilda circled her forefinger a second time, more emphatically, before disappearing from the doorway.

			“I keep the glamour by my body, hidden in my dorm room, so I had it handy today. I made myself look like my mother, walked a zillion miles in her physical form to find this room again, greeted the guards like my mother would—with indifference and minimal courtesy—and searched for you to confirm your presence. And here you are! Appearing…” Eloise visibly hunted for a polite descriptor. “Mostly alive!”

			“Wait.” Increasingly desperate, Gwen finally managed to cut in. “Eloise, I think the guards are getting suspicious. If they come back here, what are you going to do?”

			“Pretend to be my mother and talk them around?” She shrugged, seemingly unconcerned. “If that doesn’t work, I can always teleport to my dorm and take the portal back above. No one can find me there.”

			Again: How was that even possible? “Hugh said half-demons couldn’t teleport.”

			“I have enough power if I save my energy for a few days,” Eloise explained. “Hugh never tried to cultivate his teleportation ability. I did.”

			The same way she—but not he—had cultivated their inborn empathic talent.

			Eloise’s smile was sad. “Being told I couldn’t or shouldn’t do something didn’t dissuade me the same way it did him. Which isn’t meant to be an insult. Just…the truth.”

			In Gwen’s experience, some people were rule followers, either by nature or by training. Others weren’t. Her main conclusion? One category wasn’t necessarily better than the other, as long as the people in question were following or breaking the right rules for the right reasons—and apparently the same held true for demons.

			That said, it was long past time to get this conversational train back on track. “Thank you for explaining how you got here this morning. But now that you know where I am—where all the kidnapped oracles are—what do you intend to do?”

			“I hadn’t planned that far ahead, honestly.” Eloise’s dark brows drew together. “I don’t want to endanger my progress toward a new life, and I’m definitely not supposed to be in contact with anyone from my old life. I miss my brother terribly, though, and until now, all I could do for him was love him and hope he felt it, the same way I feel his love. But here we are—here you are—and I want to assist both of you however I can, so…”

			This was the moment when Gwen should really beg Hugh’s sister to intervene further on behalf of the kidnapped oracles. If she didn’t, several of those oracles wouldn’t survive another twenty-four hours. Including Gwen herself.

			If Eloise broke the rules of her current Realm assignment and got caught, however, the consequences for her afterlife could prove steep and irreparable. And how could Gwen put Hugh’s beloved sister in that kind of—

			“Fuck the rules,” Eloise declared, preemptively halting all of Gwen’s tormented dithering. “I need to save my brother and all you poor kidnappees!”

			Gwen’s shoulders slumped in mingled relief and worry.

			“Thank you,” she said with feeling. “But what can you do within the next twenty-four hours? As of tomorrow morning, Josiah is probably—”

			The demon’s entire body stiffened at the sound of the fae’s name.

			Oh, shit. Eloise didn’t know. Of course she didn’t.

			“Josiah?” Hugh’s sister spoke slowly. “Josiah Goodling? Please tell me that pompous jackass demon isn’t somehow involved with this shit show.”

			“Unfortunately…” Gwen winced. “He is. And he’s not actually a demon. He’s a glamoured, silver-winged fae insurrectionist who wants to murder all the other Supernatural species and every Enhanced human, in temporary cooperation with conspirators inside the common human government.”

			After a fleeting moment of drop-jawed shock, Eloise waved the new information away. “Doesn’t matter right now. We can deal with conspiracy shit once we get everyone rescued.”

			And that brought them back to Gwen’s earlier question. “But how? Josiah intends to kill some of us first thing tomorrow, so we don’t have much time to plan anything.”

			As if summoned by the discussion of time constraints, Matilda reappeared in the bathroom doorway. Raising a forefinger, she made the same wrap it up gesture as before, only with a new bug-eyed intensity to her pleading stare.

			“Okay.” Eloise contemplated the situation for another moment. “Okay, here’s the plan: I’m going to leave soon. Once I do, I’ll tell Dottie what I saw this morning, because I need to get word of what’s happening to Hugh, and she’s the only one aboveground who can hear me and has an actual body. I’ll have her contact him and tell him where you are, although I don’t know whether he’ll believe her.”

			Gwen wasn’t certain about that either—and she also doubted whether he’d make time for a conversation with a random elderly werewolf to start with, given how much political and personal turmoil he was currently experiencing.

			“Thank you, Eloise.” Gwen blew out a shaky breath and sent an apologetic wince in Matilda’s direction. “Uh, just so you know, I think the guards might—”

			“Hugh will have to find a demon powerful enough to teleport him in, then teleport both of you back out,” Eloise interrupted, her frown deepening. “There’s no way you’re escaping the Realm Below unscathed by any other means.”

			Gwen’s gaze swung back to Eloise. “What about the other seers? Is there any way they could leave with the same demon?”

			From what she understood, the energy required to teleport other beings exhausted demons’ power reserves very quickly. But maybe there were exceptions?

			Unfortunately, Eloise was already shaking her head. “One demon can carry two non-teleporters, max.”

			“But…the other oracles…” Gwen swallowed over a dust-dry throat. “Could Hugh recruit additional demons to help them?”

			“Without incontrovertible evidence of fae perfidy, very few demons would agree to intervene in another species’ affairs. Even fewer would be willing to risk Death and the Fates’ wrath by trespassing into the Realm Below.” Eloise’s voice had turned gentle, but she didn’t try to sugarcoat the matter. “There won’t be enough teleporters for everyone.”

			Gwen’s mouth rounded in a soundless oh, and she stared sightlessly at the sink.

			How would it feel to escape but leave all the other oracles behind? Could she even make herself do it? For the sake of her unborn child, if nothing else?

			Sudden motion in Gwen’s peripheral vision punctured her gloomy thoughts.

			Matilda was now outright glaring at the two females on the bathroom floor and circling both raised index fingers with frankly terrifying emphasis.

			“Um—” Gwen began.

			“Hugh cares deeply for you. I know that for a fact. I can feel it with every heartbeat. But…I need to warn you, Gwennie. Even if Hugh believes Dottie, he…” A pained expression creased Eloise’s borrowed face. “He might not stage a rescue. If his attempt failed, he’d be endangering not only his life but also our family’s reputation. And he’s always been very rule bound, with a deep sense of responsibility toward our parents.”

			Eloise didn’t need to sound so apologetic. Gwen had already known that her odds of a rescue within the next twenty-four hours were low. Very low.

			“If my brother doesn’t act on Dottie’s information, I’ll…” Bleak worry darkened the demon’s eyes to jet. “I’ll tell my supervisor down here about the encampment.”

			Making indirect contact with her brother would be risky enough—but outright admitting to her Realm Below boss that she’d broken her afterlife assignment rules? Gwen didn’t even want to imagine what the consequences of that admission might entail.

			She bit her lip until she tasted blood. “I’m so sorry, Eloise.”

			“Shut up, you two,” Matilda hissed in an aggravated whisper, having given up on hand signals. “He’s coming.”

			She didn’t have to specify which he. From her tone, they already knew.

			The other oracle vanished from the doorway, while Gwen and Eloise scrambled to their feet. By the time Josiah stormed into the tiny bathroom a few seconds later, Eloise had a firm grip on Gwen’s arm and was lecturing her in the haughty tones of a demon who resented the necessity of addressing her inferior.

			Gwen cowered in her hold, grateful for an excuse not to look directly at her fae captor.

			“You won’t escape, oracle.” Eloise gave Gwen’s arm a shake. “Even if you did, my son will never spend another minute of his precious time with the likes of a two-bit human seductress like—”

			“I thought you’d left long ago, Marlee.” Josiah interrupted the dramatic tableau without apology, his eerily bright green eyes narrowed with distrust. “I didn’t call for you. Why are you in the Realm? And why have you intruded upon my encampment without permission?”

			To Eloise’s credit, she didn’t hesitate. “I felt this underpowered fraud”—another shake—“needed another reminder to stay away from Hugh.”

			Josiah’s assessing stare only narrowed further. “As you noted, she won’t escape. Why bother issuing threats to someone with no future?”

			“I, uh…” The demon faltered. “My outrage over her actions and their consequences for my entire family must have…must have overcome me.”

			That halting explanation wouldn’t convince a toddler, much less Josiah.

			“Such impulsivity isn’t like you, Marlee.” The statement was freighted with unspoken threat. “Explain to me—”

			“I need to go,” Eloise blurted out, and abruptly teleported away.

			Well, that certainly wasn’t suspicious, Gwen thought in half-hysterical panic.

			For a moment, her arm tingled at the spot where Hugh’s sister had gripped her so tightly. Then she staggered toward the sink and sagged against the filthy porcelain, belatedly realizing that Eloise’s hold had been helping to keep her upright.

			Josiah’s hand whipped out, and he snatched her braid in his merciless grip. She tried to cringe away from him, but as she’d told Matilda earlier: There was nowhere to go.

			Before he could hurt her, one of the guards barged into the bathroom. Josiah turned immediately toward the masked male and began issuing orders.

			“Track down the demon. Find out what the fuck is going on.” The fae spat out the words like soured milk. “If you find any evidence that she’s sabotaging our group’s efforts, kill her and her useless human husband.”

			At that command, yet more guilt bowed Gwen’s shoulders, and tears of anxiety and terror slipped down her cheeks.

			As far as she knew, absolutely no evidence of Marlee working against the conspirators should exist, and Hugh’s mother truly did seem like a terrible being. Timothy, from all accounts, was equally awful. But their loss would still gut Hugh, and Gwen didn’t want to be responsible for their deaths. Even indirectly.

			When Josiah returned his attention to her, after the guard had left, he eyed her tears with disgust. After a single, neck-jarring yank, he unwound her braid from around his wrist and tossed it away from him like trash. “I have no time to interrogate a sniveling, useless human too stupid and powerless to plot against me. I’ll deal with you tomorrow, failed oracle.”

			Without another word to her, he strode through the door and into the main room.

			Overcome with relief, Gwen clutched the sink with both hands, chin against her chest, and only cried harder.

			“The encampment will be moved elsewhere,” Josiah announced to the other oracles. “Immediately.”

			As she slowly regained control of herself, he shouted further instructions. He already had another location for his captives in mind, and he’d lead them there. The oracles would carry whatever they intended to bring to their new prison. The guards would accompany them and ensure no one slipped away in all the hubbub.

			Gwen obediently tucked everyone’s toothbrushes and the communal toothpaste into her pajama pockets. Then she scurried to her cubicle, wrapped her blanket around her thin cot, and gathered both in her arms, preparing to follow Josiah. All the while, her brain had become an old-fashioned pinball machine, bouncing possibilities back and forth with dizzying speed, never letting any of them linger in one spot very long.

			For everything to turn out well, Hugh had to agree to speak to Dottie, believe the elderly werewolf’s implausible tale, and defy both his nature and his upbringing to create and execute a plan to spring the oracles from their prison before the next sunrise. But even if he did manage to teleport into the Realm Below in time, with enough demon backup to transport all the captives—very unlikely, according to Eloise—the oracles wouldn’t actually be in the spot where he’d been told to expect them. So he might not actually find the encampment before getting caught and killed by Realm security. Also, if he asked for help from either his mother or his mentor, both of whom he trusted, everyone was doomed.

			If Hugh didn’t stage his own rescue attempt, Eloise would go to her supervisor instead. Which was unbelievably generous of her—but it might also bring her eternal suffering, and if she waited too long, Gwen and several others would almost certainly die in the meantime.

			In short: Because of Eloise, Gwen did, in fact, have a new thread of hope, but that thread was both thin and worryingly frayed. There were so many ways a rescue attempt could go wrong and such a small chance of its success.

			And that meant Gwen knew what she needed to do tonight. No matter what did or didn’t happen next, she wouldn’t sit by and let the captive oracles meet their unfortunate fates meekly. As a group, they’d have to form their own escape plan.

			With that urgent thought in mind, she followed Josiah and her fellow prisoners out the door, toward an unknowable fate.
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			Josiah must have chosen a less remote area of the Realm Below for the next encampment. While the room containing the new cubicle farm also appeared empty at present, it had clearly seen regular use in the past, judging by the scuffed desks inside the taupe cubicles. Not to mention all the abandoned PCs with boxy monitors—and the various motivational posters on the walls.

			Those posters differed in notable ways from the human versions she’d grown up with. No one was exhorting the desperate-looking kitten clinging to a branch to Hang in there, baby. Instead, the text read: Do you want this adorable cat shifter to accidentally get sent to a hellscape dimension when it falls and dies? No? Then stop hanging out by the water cooler, BRENDA, and do your damn job.

			The TEAMWORK poster read: Either cooperate with each other or meet your inevitable fates a lot sooner than previously intended. Talking to you, BOB and DENISE.

			Gwen couldn’t say she felt particularly motivated by the posters—but the room itself was doing the trick in their stead. Now that she and the other captives had access to those old-fashioned monitors, they also had makeshift weapons to heave at the two guards in front of the door. And because the space was much smaller than their previous prison, those guards wouldn’t get nearly as much warning of an attack or as much time to fire upon an advancing horde of determined oracles.

			The group had held a hasty whispered conference earlier that night, and they’d unanimously agreed: An hour before dawn, they’d make their move.

			Not all of them would survive the attempt. Maybe none of them would. But they’d all prefer to die on their own terms rather than at the hands of a supercilious asshole like Josiah, so it was happening regardless.

			Gwen had chosen the cubicle closest to the guards, within their direct line of sight, to allow the others a bit more privacy. Dread and anticipation had left her unable to sleep, even after at least an hour of trying, so she gave up and peeked through her lashes at the masked, armed males standing between her and freedom.

			“I can’t believe Bree drowned her would-be attacker, then used her assailant’s glamour to fake her own death and investigate the academy’s secret sorority’s murderous cult.” The guy on the left shook his head. “We probably should’ve been suspicious when she insisted on banging Olivier in that hot tub of melted Camembert.”

			The right guard sighed. “Mimi always said her best friend had a weakness for the French classics.”

			Gwen squint-glared at them both, infuriated. They were already holding her captive, and now they’d ruined the suspense of her favorite streaming show? Motherfucker.

			Wait. Was the door behind the guards…opening? Slowly?

			The two males didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. Their discussion didn’t falter, even for a moment. Were they expecting someone? Or were they too involved in their spoiler-riddled conversation, too intent on stymieing a possible oracle escape attempt, to notice a threat from outside the room?

			Maybe she was imagining things. The lights in this room were dimmer than in the captives’ previous prison, so the shadows could be playing tricks on—

			Without a sound, a bearded male who looked very much like rule-bound, stiffly diplomatic Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, slipped through the gap and suddenly, violently, cracked the two guards’ heads together. Their unconscious bodies dropped to the floor with muffled thumps, and he closed the door behind himself and knelt at their sides.

			When Gwen gasped, the smell of brimstone filled her lungs. As she gaped in shock, the slim, black-clad demon patted down the guards, removing their guns and daggers and placing the weapons on the marble floor. His face tightened, the temperature of the room spiked, and suddenly the guns had transformed into melted puddles of metal. A moment later, the daggers became red-hot handcuffs that he shaped around the guards’ wrists without regard for the hiss and stench of their burning flesh.

			That kind of easy violence, the unflinching infliction of pain, seemed very unlike Hugh. No matter what her eyes might be telling her.

			The other oracles had begun to stir. To murmur to one another as they tried to figure out what was happening.

			“Gwen?” Matilda softly called out, but Gwen had no answers for her yet.

			The demon’s blunted horns reflected the overhead lights as he strode across the room and squatted next to her. Every fiber of her being wanted to reach for him, but…

			She held up a hand, and he halted before touching her.

			“Gods, Gwen, are you o—” he began to say, molten-amber eyes stricken.

			“How do I know you’re Hugh?” she interrupted in a whisper, because she and everyone else had been catastrophically fooled by Josiah. “Prove yourself.”

			He paused, forehead knotted, and the singularly solemn, caring expression he directed her way would have established his true identity even without the evidence he offered next.

			“Forgive me for not offering a more polite bit of assurance, but…” When he reached out again, she didn’t stop him, and he lightly laid his hot, smoke-scented palm over her lips. “You like it when I do this.”

			“I really do,” she told him, her words muffled by his hand, and launched herself at him. “How did you…”

			No. There was no time for that now.

			Instead of questioning his arrival, she clung with all her strength to his lean, sweltering frame and allowed herself one fierce kiss on his startled but willing mouth. Two. Three.

			Then she shoved him away again, untangled herself from her blanket, and scrambled to her feet with his belated assistance. “I’m so glad you’re here, but we should go before anyone else comes or the guards recover. What’s the plan?”

			“We need to get to the courtroom before dawn,” he answered without hesitation, then placed something cool and round in her hand and curled her fingers around it.

			She barely noticed. “All nine of us or…?”

			Even as she spoke, the raw throb of her scalp wound became a mild itch. Renewed strength flooded into her weary limbs with each moment that passed. Startled, she looked down to see that he’d given back her pomander, complete with a fresh healing spell.

			“All nine of us.” His lips quirked faintly. “I knew you wouldn’t leave the others behind willingly, and I had no desire to knock you unconscious too.”

			She blew out a hard, relieved breath. “Thank goodness. Give me just one second.”

			Jing-Jing’s cot wasn’t far away. Gwen hurried there, squatted, and molded the younger woman’s hand around the pomander instead. Jing-Jing peered at her confusedly before melting into the cot with a soft sigh of relief a moment later.

			Satisfied, Gwen stood and addressed her fellow oracles. “Okay, everyone, get up and get moving. We’re blowing this pop stand ahead of schedule.”

			“What’s a pop stand?” Timon sounded sleepy, but he willingly rose from his cot. “And why would you blow it? Unless…” His face screwed up. “Ewww. Why are you talking about penises, Gwen?”

			“It’s old-people slang unrelated to penises,” Jing-Jing told him before rising with a murmured thank-you to Gwen. “Our fearless leader is ancient, remember? Just like Tilda.”

			“Not as ancient as poor Harry,” Matilda said. “Please help him up and give him the pomander next, our Gen Z queen. It would be very sigma of you. No cap, rizzler.”

			“That’s…” Even while cringing in secondhand embarrassment, the young woman assisted Harry to his feet with extreme care. “No. That’s no.”

			“Hold on.” Even without raising his voice above a murmur, Hugh managed to draw everyone’s attention. “Before sunrise, we need to be waiting in the courtroom. Does anyone know how to get there from this location?”

			Headshakes all around.

			“We’ll search for it as a group, then.” Gwen directed her best strict-schoolmarm look at the assembled oracles. “Remember what we decided last night: We stick together at all times and have each other’s backs. Agreed?”

			A round of firm nods.

			Gwen rejoined Hugh and reached for his hand. Once he’d interlaced their fingers, they beelined for the closed door together, the other captives following closely behind. When he cracked it open, she peered into the hallway outside.

			Nothing. No one. Just blank white walls and cold marble floors leading down endless branching corridors.

			When Gwen took a deep breath, bracing herself for whatever lay ahead, Hugh darted a concerned glance her way. “Are you okay, honey?”

			“You’re here, so I’m fine.” She squeezed his hand. “How about you?”

			“Much better now,” he told her, then pressed a quick kiss to her crown and pushed open the door to the unknown.

			

			—

			They must have jogged through the halls of the Realm Below for an hour before meeting any other signs of civilization or occupation. Which was good—if no one saw them, no one could report them for trespassing or kill them on the spot—but also unfortunate, because the terrified, under-rested oracles were worn out. And since the courtroom was most likely located in a more populated area, they probably weren’t even close to their intended destination yet.

			Eventually, though, Hugh gestured for them to halt several feet away from a not-quite-closed door. And as soon as everyone stilled, Gwen could hear a conversation between two Realm employees occurring within that room.

			“I can’t believe Death and the Fates are still taking their winter break while we’re back on the night shift already.” A whirring sound indicated the use of some kind of equipment. “Without them here, we can’t hold court sessions for the newly dead, because there’s no one to sign off on the judges’ final-destination verdicts. Which is—”

			“—putting our after-death operations even further behind,” the other employee cut in, sounding equally irritated.

			Even though Hugh lightly tugged on her hand, urging her to keep moving, Gwen didn’t budge. Mostly because she and the others needed to rest for a minute, but also because she was fascinated.

			“Even without more trials to transcribe, scanning and indexing after-death records for all of history is an endless damn job, Renee.” The rapid tap-tap of typing. “They need to hire some extra help so we can complete the digitization project and computerized database on schedule.”

			Renee made a noise of agreement. “I’m surprised they’ve been so cheap about the whole process. After we unionized back in the nineties and Death and the Fates started their group therapy sessions, they mostly stopped being such a pain in our collective-action asses.”

			A considering hum. “That’s when they stopped sending misbehaving employees to the Cubicle Farm of Contrition, right?”

			Cubicle Farm of Contrition? Gwen thought back to the nineties-tastic, not-so-motivational posters she’d spotted in last night’s quarters and drew what she considered to be a relatively safe conclusion.

			This time, Hugh’s tug on her hand and firm squeeze of her fingers demanded her full attention. Slowly and quietly, he mouthed, and she nodded. Hand in hand, they slipped past the spot where the door rested lightly against its jamb. When the other oracles followed suit, there were no sirens or startled shouts. They hadn’t been spotted, thank the gods and goddesses.

			Down the next hall, another door was cracked slightly wider, and the muffled, droning tones of an informational video drifted from somewhere inside.

			Once more, the entire group halted as Hugh and Gwen evaluated the situation.

			“ ‘Spiritborne Pathogens’ again?” someone groaned. “We’ve seen this HR video a million times already. And since it’s on freaking VHS, the resolution is, like, twelve pixels.”

			“Stop bitching, Yun. It’s basically paid naptime,” his coworker responded. “Besides, if you ever steal my yogurt from the communal fridge again, the rest of us need to know how to safely deal with your disembodied spirit after I murder you.”

			Even though the pomander had eased the worst of her hunger, Gwen perked up at the mention of a possible snack. For herself, sure, but especially for the captives who hadn’t been able to force down protein bars at every meal.

			She peeked through the narrow gap between the room’s door and its frame. A small anteroom appeared empty, while the light flickering from a dark, connected inner space indicated that the HR video was being played there.

			Just inside the anteroom, only two steps from the cracked door…oh, goodness. There was a half-size refrigerator, humming faintly.

			In a thread of sound, she whispered into Hugh’s ear. “Do you think we could…”

			The tilt of her head indicated the mini-fridge.

			Brow furrowed, he swept a glance over the sagging, fatigued gaggle of waiting oracles, then gave her a sharp nod. Let me, he mouthed, and she certainly wasn’t going to argue.

			In a remarkably hot display of discreet grace, Hugh managed to slip inside the half-open door, crouch down beside the refrigerator, and ease it open silently. The employees continued to loudly mock their video, evidently unaware he was there.

			He passed the booty through the crack in the door, and Gwen handed each item down the line. Water and soda bottles. Various yogurts, some labeled with sticky notes reading TAMIKA’S YOGURT—STEAL IT AND DIE, YUN!!! A grocery-store Cobb salad. Best of all: several sandwiches, including a foot-long, overstuffed roast beef and cheddar masterpiece.

			Gwen kept half of that one for herself, because yum.

			As soon as Hugh finished pillaging the refrigerator, he slipped back through the door. A jerk of his head urged everyone to continue down the hall. At the next branch in the corridor, he and Gwen paused to confer in near-soundless whispers over which way to head while the other oracles quietly but hastily demolished the food and drinks they’d been given and carefully deposited their trash in a nearby bin.

			After turning left, the group crept down several more lengthy corridors, only to reach another intersection. Where, to Gwen’s utter horror, a three-headed, slavering dog was waiting for them, all six ears tensed and flattened as three pairs of furious red eyes stared them down. Tail stiff and pointed upward, hackles raised, the creature stood ominously still.

			Oh, fuck.

			A three-headed dog tore you apart during an escape attempt, Matilda had said, cringing. It was…messy.

			The dog’s flanks vibrated with a deep, ominous growl in triplicate, its weight shifted onto its front legs, and Gwen gasped out a hasty “Run!” as Hugh yanked her back the way they’d come.

			The oracles’ footsteps slapped against the tile while they skidded down the hall, all their efforts at clandestinity now abandoned. The dog bounded after them, three sets of front teeth bared. Saliva streamed behind the canine, whipped backward by the speed of its chase as it drew closer and closer to the hindmost members of the panicked party.

			I.e., Gwen and Hugh. Because she was built for comfort, not speed, and she was slowing her boyfriend down as they careened around one corner, then another.

			The dog lunged for her leg, its teeth catching and ripping her pajama pants. As Hugh tried and failed to stop Gwen from stumbling, she fell heavily to one knee, sliding along the slick floor with the momentum of her run. The canine’s ruby eyes glowed with triumph as it braced itself for the fatal leap.

			When Gwen cringed away, foil crinkled in her hand. The wrapped sandwich from the staff refrigerator, which Hugh had stolen and she’d torn in half.

			The roast beef sandwich.

			She immediately flung it at the dog, and the sandwich whacked the creature’s left snout before falling to the floor and scattering into various pieces. The startled dog paused and directed two of its heads downward to inspect the offering.

			Frozen, she watched the middle head sniff the lunch meat suspiciously.

			“Gwen,” Hugh entreated furiously, and hauled her to her feet again. “Come on!”

			As the two of them backtracked down the hall at a dead sprint, Gwen spared a single glance behind her. Saw the three-headed creature accept the bribe and wolf down a first mouthful, only to sneeze at the horseradish. Then she skidded around a corner, yanked along by Hugh, and lost sight of the happily feasting canine.

			They were following Matilda now, who led the pack with sure-footed, determined grace. They rounded another unfamiliar corner. Another. Another.

			“I saw this room in a vision,” Corey panted out, then stopped and lashed out an arm to grab hold of a seemingly random door handle. The silver plaque on the door read GDD-4, whatever that meant, and no noise came from within the room. “Maybe.”

			It wasn’t as if they had anything better to go on.

			“Do it.” Gwen waved a frantic arm, because the dog might resume the chase at any moment, and if its pursuit had tripped some sort of internal alarm, they’d need a hiding spot. And no matter what, they couldn’t go much farther without time and a safe space to regroup and rest. “Open the door if it’s unlocked.”

			Corey heaved open the heavy barrier, and the group surged inside the pitch-black room. Hugh closed the door behind them swiftly, then fumbled for the lights and flipped them on. As overhead fluorescent bulbs flickered to life, he secured the dead bolt, then grabbed the nearest desk chair to wedge beneath the door handle.

			Gwen helped him maneuver the chair into place, then turned to figure out where exactly they’d taken shelter. Only to see…

			Holy shit.

			Several desks with modern-looking computers were positioned on one side of the entrance, and the other side featured a kitchenette with a full-size refrigerator, microwave, coffee maker, and sink. But beyond that entry, the vast majority of the enormous room was taken up by two long lines of closed half-height doors separated by a narrow, brightly lit central aisle. Numbered plaques indicated upper and lower berths, and each door had a shiny push button by its side and a nameplate in its center. Silver ladder rungs and hold bars had been installed to assist entry into the upper berths. There were no visible security cameras.

			The space looked like the interior of a Japanese capsule hotel Gwen had once seen in a YouTube video. Did Realm Below employees sleep down here? Or—

			GDD-4. Gwen halted in place, considering what she knew. What she’d seen.

			If the GD stood for Guardian Demon, then that next D might be for Dormitory. And the four—well, who knew how many demons had been given this assignment for their afterlife?

			She released Hugh’s hand and darted down that central aisle, scanning the nameplates. Only a dozen doors in, she stopped in front of the one she’d half hoped, half dreaded to spot. Then dithered in place, unsure whether she should talk to Hugh, give him context, before showing him what she’d found.

			Had Dottie revealed the source of her information about the Realm Below? Or had she simply passed along the report without unnecessarily endangering her guardian demon’s assignment?

			The other oracles were watching Gwen with furrowed brows. Hugh had followed her down the aisle and stood a couple steps away.

			“Gwen?” He sounded confused. “What are you—are you okay?”

			Silently, she stepped aside. Let him see the name on the door of the lower berth.

			Eloise “Magpie” Blacke, the silver plaque read. Guardian Demon 7489.
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			Hugh’s entire body stilled as he registered his sister’s name. From his look of absolute, agonized incomprehension, Gwen had to assume that Dottie’s report hadn’t mentioned Eloise.

			Gwen took his hand and held it tightly. Tried to prepare him for what he would find within his twin’s capsule if he chose to look inside.

			“Eloise’s consciousness is aboveground with her designated charge.” Gwen flicked a glance upward with a silent thank-you to the guardian demon, who’d obviously managed to get word to Eloise’s brother despite the risk to her own safety. Also to Dottie, who’d somehow wrangled a meeting with a SERC councilor within hours and convinced him to believe a total stranger’s outlandish tale. “Only her body is here, and it remains comatose except when she reclaims her physical form to file her weekly report. Which she did this morning”—what time was it?—“or maybe yesterday morning, so you won’t be able to talk with her. I’m so sorry.”

			Hugh stared at the plaque in utter silence, his face taut and white. She squeezed his hand, hoping to provide him as much comfort as possible.

			“But she’s happy, Hugh. What you sensed is real.” Another fierce squeeze. “She’s happy, and she loves you so much.”

			“How do you…” His throat bobbed. “How do you know that?”

			“I met her, Hugh. I met your sister.” And thank goodness for that meeting, for so many reasons. “She’s how you found out where I was. Dottie, the werewolf, is her assigned afterlife charge.”

			“I see,” he eventually whispered, which meant he was still completely lost.

			“I’ll explain everything. I promise.” She cast a quick, pained glance toward the other oracles, who’d already raided the room’s tiny pantry and were now sitting at desks and the room’s small, round kitchenette table, observing the drama-in-progress while munching on actual popcorn. “Once we figure out what to do next and how long we can safely stay here.”

			“There’s a shift calendar on the wall by the sink,” Harry volunteered, rising to his feet with a slight groan. “Would that tell us anything?”

			Gwen considered that. “Does it list when everyone’s weekly reports are due?”

			“Let’s see.” Harry walked to the sink and squinted at the calendar. “Yes, it does. The next deadline is apparently…this upcoming evening. At eight.”

			Gwen nodded, heartened. “Thank you, Harry.”

			As long as the guardian demons didn’t return to their Realm dormitory too far ahead of their filing hour, that should give her ragtag group plenty of time to rest.

			“This chart indicates that the maintenance staff did their nightly cleaning an hour ago.” Jing-Jing was peering at the door, where a plastic sleeve covered a sheet of printed paper. “They won’t be back for roughly twenty-three hours.”

			The group might remain undisturbed in their hiding place, then. Assuming that they hadn’t already been spotted, that the Realm’s personal Cerberus clone didn’t track their scent and indicate the continuing threat to a handler, and that this room didn’t contain a hidden security camera whose footage would reveal their intrusion.

			Also that Josiah didn’t find them. Which he could if any of the oracles had a prophecy that included him.

			“Okay. Okay. Let me think a moment.” Hugh scrubbed his free hand over his face and valiantly attempted to set aside the issue of his sister. “What do you think we should do next, Gwen?”

			She straightened, proud that he valued her input. Proud that she had actual opinions to offer him, ones she considered reasonable. Proud that her pragmatic survival and community-building knowledge had, surprisingly enough, made her a sort of leader to their band of captive oracles—which meant that whatever she said next would probably become their new plan.

			Yes, she still found that kind of responsibility frightening. She probably always would. But it felt undeniably, indescribably good to trust herself and her own judgment for maybe the first time in her entire damn life and to know that other beings she respected did the same.

			She turned to Hugh. “First, can you tell us about your rescue plans?”

			“I’ve arranged for teleportation assistance to appear at dawn in the afterlife courtroom.” Under his breath, he added, “Hopefully.”

			Jing-Jing glanced at the analog clock on the wall, which indicated a few minutes after midnight. “Why dawn?”

			“I wanted to give us enough time to find the courtroom.” Hugh’s calm voice belied the worry Gwen could read in his tired eyes. “We can’t arrive too far in advance, though, since the cameras there might be continuously monitored. Hopefully they aren’t.”

			Matilda’s forefinger fretfully tapped her can of Diet Coke. “If we already know there’s video surveillance in the courtroom, why meet there?”

			“It’s the only publicly accessible site in the Realm Below, so intrusion there may be forgiven more easily,” Hugh told her. “It’s also the only spot in the Realm Below widely familiar to demons, and the teleporters needed to know where to go.”

			“Based on what we overheard, Death and the Fates are still on holiday break.” Gwen flashed the group a strained smile. “So maybe their security staff will be less vigilant.”

			Timon swallowed his last slice of a mandarin orange. “Besides, we don’t have any other good rescue options, so the courtroom meeting location will have to stand. We just need to get there in time.”

			As a group, they all looked once more at the clock on the wall.

			“We can’t be far now.” Poor Hugh was obviously doing his best to project confidence, with limited success. “Shall we give ourselves…an hour to find it?”

			The oracles murmured in agreement, uncertainty clear in their expressions.

			“In that case, we should be able to rest for roughly six hours.” His gaze strayed back to Gwen. “Assuming you think we can stay here safely?”

			She took a deep breath and issued her verdict.

			“Under the circumstances, I think this is as good a hiding place as we’re likely to find. We have food and water. We have a bathroom. I even spotted a few capsules without nameplates toward the back of the room, so I’m guessing they’re empty and probably have beds inside.”

			Her next point would require some finesse, since she didn’t yet know whether Dottie had informed Hugh about the central role Josiah and Marlee had played in the oracles’ imprisonment.

			“Finally, I don’t think…anyone…is likely to teleport inside here,” she said carefully.

			“By ‘anyone,’ you mean my mother, correct?” His voice was as flat as a bicycle tire with a nail puncture. “You’re concerned that she might transport Josiah, your captor?”

			Welp. Apparently Hugh did know.

			“Josiah has other demon minions whose teleportation abilities he could tap too, as necessary. I’m not overly concerned about that possibility, though.” Discreetly, she nudged Hugh’s foot with her own, hoping he could feel her support and commiseration. “With the guards incapacitated by our extremely hot demon rescuer”—she nudged his foot again, and he shook his head ruefully at her—“Josiah shouldn’t learn about our escape for hours. The Realm Below is enormous, with countless rooms where we could be hiding, and for all he knows, we might have been transported aboveground already. Unless he has a vampire to track our scents, we could be almost anywhere.”

			“Also…” Harry, their eldest captive, sounded very tired but still alert. “He’ll have to be careful pursuing us, since Death and the Fates will exact vengeance for his unauthorized intrusion if they catch him.”

			“Exactly.” Gwen patted away an involuntary yawn. “I’m also guessing that he didn’t expect captives in such a remote prison to receive outside help and never planned what to do if we left as a group. Oracles are famous for competition and isolation, not cooperation.”

			“Until now.” Matilda lifted her Diet Coke in a salute. “Thanks to you, Gwennie.”

			The others raised their drinks too, echoing her thanks. Ears burning with mingled pride and embarrassment, Gwen waved them off.

			“Anyway.” She cleared her throat. “We can’t keep running without some rest. I think we should take the opportunity to nap here.”

			“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Matilda said through a mouthful of pretzels, and the others all echoed her conclusion. Including Hugh.

			And then…that’s what they did.

			

			—

			Fifteen minutes later, all the oracles had filled their bellies, created a barricade in front of the door, washed up in the bathroom, and chosen unused capsules for their naps. With one exception.

			“While everyone else rests, I’ll stand guard here.” Matilda plunked down into the lone chair that hadn’t been used in the makeshift safety barrier. Leaning back, she stretched out her legs with a relieved sigh. “Or rather, sit guard.”

			Given the bruise-black circles under her glassy brown eyes, it was a very generous offer. For that generosity and so many other reasons, Gwen genuinely liked Matilda. The other oracles too. And when she considered everything she’d learned about their post-Delphi lives this past week, she suddenly couldn’t stand the thought of them returning to their previous existences after they’d all been rescued.

			Sure, they had money and status. But what good were fame and luxury to people who spent endless decades alienated and hidden away from everyone who might care about them for any reason other than their prophetic ability? And sure, some oracles managed to find romantic partners and friends on their security teams or even among their employers, but that was the exception rather than the rule.

			With every traumatic, body-breaking vision and lonely day spent alone, seers sacrificed their personal comfort for the well-being of others—and those others were usually billionaires and corporations and shadowy government entities. Some of the worst beings on the planet, whose plans and purposes almost never deserved the monumental advantage of a high-level oracle’s guidance.

			Given more pre-graduation guidance and multiple safe options, many oracles would choose other employers—other futures—instead. Gwen believed that with all her heart.

			“We need a union,” she announced. “Just like the Realm employees. No more Cubicle Farms of Contrition for us! We deserve to hang in there, baby, as the original version of the poster said!”

			“You need sleep,” Matilda countered, eyeing her former schoolmate dubiously. “Go to bed, Gwennie.”

			Gwen didn’t budge. “Are you sure you don’t want me to sit guard instead?”

			After all, she’d been given first crack at the now-depleted healing spell. Gwen didn’t feel good, but she could keep her eyes open.

			Probably. Maybe?

			“Your friend is right. You need your rest, honey.” Hugh skimmed a caressing thumb over her inner arm, even as he cast a swift, longing look toward his sister’s capsule. “I can do it.”

			“Nah. I’m good.” Matilda cracked open a Mountain Dew, which hissed with fresh carbonation. “I’ll stay awake and alert. I promise.”

			“Thank you, Matilda.” Gwen smiled at her gratefully. “Need anything before we go?”

			“Your forgiveness for being a dick to you at Delphi.” Matilda might be smiling back, but her eyes were grave. “Even if I don’t deserve it.”

			Honestly, unlike others in their school, Matilda hadn’t been a dick. Just distant and cool as the moon. “You’re forgiven—and thank you for that cheese Danish you tossed me once.”

			“I’ll get you a million more once we escape.” The other woman’s head tipped toward the capsules. “Now go rest.”

			Hand in hand, Gwen and Hugh left for the long center aisle. His stride didn’t falter as they neared his sister’s capsule, because he was prioritizing Gwen’s fatigue over his own needs. Until he had the chance to visit his twin, though, Gwen knew she wouldn’t rest comfortably.

			She drew them both to a halt in front of his sister’s name. “Do you want to look? Or would you rather pay your respects from out here?”

			“I’d like to go inside, but…” His pained stare lingered on the black-painted door. “She might not want me to see her like this. Do you think it would be a violation of her privacy?”

			“From what I observed during my limited time with her…” Gwen spoke carefully. “She’d support anything that brought her beloved brother comfort. She also didn’t seem overly fussy about her dignity.”

			A tiny smile tipped the corners of his mouth. “You’re not wrong about that.”

			Unwilling to rush his decision, Gwen waited.

			After another moment of thought, he reached out and firmly pressed the button beside his sister’s nameplate. “Even if I’m making the wrong choice, she’ll forgive me. She never could stay mad at me for long.”

			“Well, you are pretty darn adorable.” Gwen smiled at him as the door by their legs slid open and a light flickered to life within the capsule. “Who can blame her?”

			He snorted at that.

			With his typical polite care, he helped Gwen lower herself to her hands and knees before kneeling too. When she waved him ahead, he shuffled into his sister’s berth while Gwen followed more slowly behind him.

			The capsule’s interior was cramped and not quite tall enough to stand fully upright in. At the far end of the space, a small locker butted up against a coat hung from a hook. A round mirror hung on the wall to the left. Otherwise, there were only white paint, white marble floors, and a mattress on a platform situated along the right-hand wall. The strip of open space on the left was only wide enough to admit Hugh and Gwen in a single-file line.

			Within the capsule, Eloise lay on the mattress, motionless.

			For privacy’s sake, Gwen closed the door behind them as Hugh crawled until he’d reached the far end of the berth, near his twin’s head. For a few moments, he didn’t breathe. Didn’t even blink. Seemed frozen in place, as if his lost sibling might vanish again if he moved even an inch farther.

			Gwen laid a comforting hand against his bent back. Followed his gaze.

			The female demon’s face was placid in sleep, her lips slightly curved, like someone experiencing a happy dream. Eloise’s brown hair, the same shade as her brother’s, surrounded her head like a halo.

			Hugh reached a tentative hand toward that familiar hair. Hesitantly stroked a gleaming strand with his fingertip.

			Just like her brother, Eloise was slim and not overly tall, with smooth, blunted horns. There were identical frown lines between their brows—but Eloise also had starbursts at the sides of her eyes, telltale markers of a life spent in laughter as well as worry.

			Even though her body radiated now-familiar demonic heat, a thin blanket covered her legs. Hugh took hold of the covering and drew it up higher, tucking it around Eloise’s shoulders.

			“She always kicked off her duvet, then complained that she got cold at night.” His breath hitched. “Keeping her sufficiently covered while she slept was a constant battle.”

			“I bet.” Gwen gently rubbed his back. “How does it feel to see her?”

			“I’m obviously overjoyed that my sister’s not actually gone.” He fiddled with the blanket’s placement. “Even though I can’t see her aboveground, I can still feel her, and it’s a vast relief to know she continues to exist somewhere. Also that she’s happy. Happier than when she was actually alive, if what I’ve sensed over the last few years is any indication, and that’s…”

			He trailed off. “I don’t know how to feel about that. I couldn’t be more thrilled by her happiness, but…”

			Gwen kept rubbing. Kept listening.

			“The contrast in her state of mind says terrible things about her life with our family.” His neck bent, and he stared down at the marble floor. “Her life with me.”

			Desperate to provide solace, she hugged him from behind and told him the absolute truth. “From what I gathered, you were the highlight of that life, Hugh.”

			He didn’t argue, but the grief in his voice remained. “I’m very glad to be here with her. I just wish I could hear her voice again. I wish I could feel her hugging me.”

			Technically, of course, Eloise shouldn’t even remember Hugh’s name, but…“Maybe we can arrange that in the future?”

			“Maybe.” His inhalation shuddered. “Will you tell me everything you and she discussed? And everything else that’s happened since you…” He audibly swallowed. “Since you disappeared?”

			“Yes.” Gwen leaned her cheek against his spine and hugged him harder. Listened to the steady beat of his demon’s heart. “Whenever you’re ready. There’s no rush.”

			His hand found hers. Lifted it and pressed a kiss into the cup of her palm.

			Together, they watched over his sister’s body. Paid their respects and offered their affection and gratitude in hopes that Eloise could feel the emotion, even aboveground. And eventually, when Hugh was ready, he kissed Eloise’s forehead and left his sister safe, warm, and tucked in for sweeter dreams than any she’d experienced while alive.
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			As soon as their own capsule door slid shut behind them, Hugh lunged for Gwen and hauled her onto the bed and into his arms. All polite deference and formality gone in an instant, he buried his face in her neck and plastered her against his overheated body with desperate force.

			“Shit, Gwen, I was so fucking terrified.” His muffled voice was as frantic as his hold. “I didn’t know where you were. Didn’t know if you were in pain or already”—his voice broke—“already gone, and…please, I just need to hold you for a while. I’m so sorry. Give me just a—”

			“Shhh.” Gladly, she wrapped her arms and legs around him, her grip just as tight. Just as desperate. “It’s okay, Hugh. I’m here, I’m safe, and I’m with you.”

			“Honey…” His gentle tug on her greasy, rumpled hair eased her head back, and his mouth captured hers. He drank from her in frantic, fervent kisses, murmuring his gratitude, his need, between each one. “Let me…”

			His hands slid beneath her pajamas, roaming feverishly along her back, her ass, her flanks, and he shuddered with relief at the skin-to-skin contact. At the undeniable proof that she was well and whole and there, in his arms and under his fingertips.

			Well, if that was where this reunion was headed, she had zero objections. Fumbling for the hem of her pajama top, she ripped it over her head and flung it…somewhere. The coat hook on the wall snagged her pajama pants, which hung crookedly for a moment before dropping to the floor.

			He pushed her gently onto her back and reclaimed her lips with a hard, open-mouthed kiss, his split tongue swirling around hers until she had to press her thighs together to ease her growing ache. Dizzy with need, she fumbled for the button of his tented jeans, eager to feel his superheated length against her palm. To bring him pleasure after all the fear and pain of their week apart.

			Before she could finish unzipping him, though, his fingers slid between her legs. Jeans entirely forgotten, she moaned into his mouth and eagerly spread her knees wide on the narrow bed, resting a foot on the cool floor. He straightened to kneel between her thighs, and she was already slick for him, already ready, when his thumb smoothed between her folds, separating her.

			He touched her with the knowing confidence of a male who hadn’t forgotten her preferences. One long finger glided inside her, and heat lapped around her clit, teasing from all sides. She clutched the sheets by her hips, her body bowed in pleasure.

			His hot palm over her mouth stifled her needy whimpers while he worked her gently but ruthlessly toward orgasm. So quickly—too quickly—pressure built between her legs, and she was trying so hard to hold on, but—

			Then he was rolling her onto her side, facing the room, while his free hand unzipped his jeans and shoved them and his boxer briefs down far enough. He slipped between the wall and her body and angled her top leg slightly forward. As another wave of heat washed back and forth over her clit, the faintly pointed head of his cock nudged her slick entrance and stretched her open.

			His palm covered her mouth again, just in time to silence her gasp as he penetrated her in one firm, deliberate push. The slow thrust emphasized the rub of those subtle corkscrew ridges and just how deeply he could plant himself, and she pushed her ass backward, demanding more.

			Even so, he halted for a moment once he’d rooted himself fully inside her, gauging her response. In wordless answer, she raised her arms over her head, blindly reached for his horns, and gripped them at the base. He bit back a rough growl and ground into her until she saw sparks behind her closed eyelids. And when he began making love to her again, all signs of hesitancy had utterly vanished.

			Those ridges on his dick stroked over every sensitive spot within her as he pulled almost all the way out, and his next thrust jolted her forward on the bed with a slap of skin against skin. She groaned into his hand at the impact. Bit the fleshy rise of his palm, knowing her teeth couldn’t wound him.

			A fresh rush of heat spilled back and forth over her clit as he withdrew once more. Then he shoved impossibly deep inside her again with another firm smack of his half-clad hips against her ass, and the pleasure was more than she could take.

			Her orgasm crashed over her, dragged her under like an angry ocean’s wave, and her mouth dropped open on a breathless cry.

			Through every pulse of her body, every muffled moan, he continued taking her. When the rapid bucking of his hips jostled her toward the edge of the bed, he simply wrapped his free arm around her to hold her in place for his fucking. And when she came again only a minute later, he bit back another rough growl, lifted himself over her slightly, and kept going.

			When she was done climaxing the second time, she kept herself squeezed tight around him, even though the exhausted buzz of lingering pleasure had her sagging against the mattress.

			With a rough snarl, he dragged her against him and ground into her again as the throb of his erection made itself unmistakable. It strengthened, then strengthened again, intensifying until her body twitched around his cock in helpless response to each pulsation. One hand still over her mouth, he slid the other over her belly and down to where they were joined, teasing her stretched opening and thumbing her sensitive, slick clit in that same demanding rhythm.

			She squirmed against him. Panted against his palm and bit and made small choked sounds as the pressure built within her yet again. Her nails scored the surface of his horns as she clutched them for purchase and rocked helplessly against his hand, around his dick, in mindless, growing bliss. The tiny room had turned sweltering and smoky, her every breath labored.

			At long last, he froze and flexed. Bit off an agonized sound and arched, trembling, still buried to the hilt. The body-racking vibration of his cock kicked into a merciless, pounding beat, and with the first spurt of heat deep within her, another orgasm clamped her in its teeth and shook her like a doll.

			His thumb pressed against her clit with each spasm of release, each hot rush inside her, demanding her response. Dragging ecstasy from her even as he claimed his own. She gave him everything he wanted, sobbing as her body pulsed around his.

			Her orgasm didn’t fade until his did the same, a long while later. And when he finally collapsed onto the mattress at her back, his head hit the wall with an audible thud.

			“You…” She barely had the energy to speak. “You okay?”

			“Never better,” he rasped out, then actually laughed out loud.

			

			—

			After separate trips to the bathroom under Matilda’s amused gaze, they climbed back into bed. This time, his lips sipped rather than devoured. His hands stroked instead of clutched. And after several more minutes of mutual comfort and reassurance, he rolled onto his back and gently tugged her atop him.

			“Tell me what happened. Please.” He buried his fingers in her half-unraveled braid and cupped her skull protectively. “Don’t spare me any ugliness involving my mother or Josiah.”

			So she told him everything, hiding her face against his shoulder for the difficult parts. His skin flared with near-painful heat when Gwen told him about her terrifying prophetic sessions with Josiah, and every time she mentioned Marlee, he went very still.

			When she finished her tale, he lay silent for a minute.

			“I’m so sorry, Hugh.” Gwen didn’t need to be an empath to sense his pain. Carding her fingers through his thick, soft hair, she kept her voice gentle. “About your mother, and about Josiah too.”

			“No.” It was a sharp, immediate denial. “Don’t apologize for the actions of my supposed loved ones and allies. Especially when their selfishness and cruelty have not only endangered the entire damn planet but also caused you, personally, a great deal of fear and harm.”

			He raised his head. Met her gaze in the capsule’s soft white light.

			“Gwen, honey, I’m sorrier than I can possibly express for what Josiah and my mother have done to you.” His sharp jaw worked. “I have no idea how I’ll ever make it right or earn your forgiveness. I just hope to the gods and goddesses that you’ll let me try.”

			“Hey.” Determined to puncture his solemnity and remorse, she booped him on the nose. “I don’t want your apology either. You didn’t hurt me, Hugh.”

			He lifted a hand from her rump. Rubbed at his nose. “Did you just—”

			“Yes, I booped you,” she confirmed. “Now stop apologizing and tell me everything that’s happened on your end in the past week.”

			He shook his head at her but smiled a little as he complied.

			His voice freighted with emotion, he described the frantic, terrified search he and Max had conducted for Gwen upon discovering her absence and their subsequent, entirely futile investigations. Even Thora hadn’t been able to unearth the exact location of the captives, and no one else seemed to know anything at all. Hugh had just about run out of ideas and hope when an elderly werewolf named Dottie appeared at his SERC office and claimed to have information he needed. With no other good leads to follow, he’d agreed to a meeting.

			“I immediately believed her.” He gave a humorless laugh. “In large part because I was growing desperate, but also because what she said made sense to me. As a SERC councilor, Josiah could potentially gain access to powerful oracles’ confidential addresses. Also, I’d never entirely understood what prompted our firm’s clients to return five years ago. My mother’s involvement in a fae bargain explained that shift in fortunes very neatly.”

			Shifting to drape herself over Hugh, Gwen stacked her hands on his sternum and propped her chin on top. “What did you do after your meeting with Dottie?”

			“Found a demon with a good reputation for reliability and discretion, had him sign an ironclad nondisclosure agreement, and paid him top dollar for his teleportation assistance. All of which took much longer than I’d hoped.” Even now, the frustration of that delay turned his face taut. “But he eventually teleported me to the location specified by the werewolf, with the intent to carry you out immediately.”

			There was no mention of the other oracles getting carried out too—which was an omission they’d discuss once he’d finished his tale.

			“But I wasn’t there.” She could only imagine how he’d felt in that moment. “No one was, despite ample evidence of our recent habitation.”

			“Correct.” A vein at his temple pulsed faintly. “Given the consequences of trespassing in the Realm Below, the demon who carried me there didn’t wish to linger. I let him leave but asked him to teleport to the courthouse at dawn, in hopes I could find you in the meantime.”

			So far, so good. But given the seemingly limitless expanse of the Realm Below—“How in the world did you find us?”

			“I was hoping you’d ask that.” Looking pleased with himself, he used the tip of her braid to tickle her nose until she batted his hand away. “When you first arrived on my doorstep, I didn’t know what to make of your story, so I tried to read your emotions for assistance. And upon discovering that you don’t always express your wants or needs, I continued to stretch my limited talent in an effort to fill in that communication gap.”

			A startlingly lascivious sparkle lit his amber eyes. “I also employed my ability while in bed with you. To fill in…other gaps. So to speak.”

			She snorted. “Was that the first dirty joke you’ve ever made, Hugh Blacke?”

			“Yes. Thank you for noticing.” He grinned, and the mingled pride and sheepishness in the expression made him appear remarkably boyish. “In short, I employed my empathic ability almost constantly during our brief time together, and doing so evidently strengthened my talent. At least when it comes to you.”

			“No freaking way. You tracked me?” She stared at him in dawning wonder. “Using your empath ability?”

			He nodded. “It led me to your second encampment. I figured there would be guards, so I tried to enter as quietly as possible. And you know the rest.”

			“Oh, wow.” She patted his chest and beamed down at him. “That’s so impressive, Hugh.”

			His chest puffed out a little. “Thank you.”

			“So now we just have to find our way to the courtroom by dawn and hope the teleporter you arranged is waiting for us,” she summed up.

			“He’d better be waiting.” Hugh’s expression turned stony. “The consequences of breaking our agreement would be unpleasant for Drake. Extremely unpleasant.”

			Which brought them to an even more fraught topic: “One demon can’t teleport nine beings, though, right? Even if he’s especially powerful?”

			“No. Two, max.” To his credit, he didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t lie. “But I intend to get everyone else out too.”

			Brows raised in mute question, she waited.

			“Initially, Drake will remove you and one other oracle.” Hugh didn’t sound happy about his plan, but he did sound determined. “Whoever you feel is in the worst physical condition and least able to either run or defend themself.”

			Wait. He intended to stay behind? “Hugh—”

			“I didn’t have time to vet other demons before leaving with Drake to find you. Once you’re aboveground, though, I want you to contact Thora immediately.” His commanding gaze held hers. “She can’t act openly on my behalf, but in my absence, she will have been compiling a list of demons who owe me favors and duplicating Drake’s nondisclosure agreement for them. You’ll need to meet with the listed demons, convince them to offer me assistance, ensure they sign their NDAs, and get them to teleport the rest of the oracles out.”

			She spoke with pointed emphasis. “And you.”

			“And me,” he agreed.

			A troubled frown had beetled his brows, and for good reason. His proposal sounded risky as fuck, and she hated it.

			She ticked off the problems on her fingers. “What if those demons aren’t willing to meet with a mere human? What if they don’t believe that I’m truly working on your behalf? What if getting enough of them on board takes too long and Josiah catches up with all of you? What if Death and the Fates find you before I’m done?”

			“I realize the process may prove difficult, and the necessary wait time will risk the safety of everyone still belowground.” His tone was apologetic yet firm. “But I’ll do my best to protect the other oracles, and it’s the best plan I have. Unless you can think of a better alternative?”

			She could, in fact. “Why don’t you take Jing-Jing and gather more demons yourself while I stay down here with the others?”

			“Gwen.” The temperature of his body had flared again, his cheekbones blooming with ruddy color. “I know you’ll hate leaving everyone behind, but you need to go. Not for your own sake. For me.”

			When she stubbornly shook her head, his hot, careful hands cupped her face.

			“Your disappearance a week ago shredded my sanity and turned my heart into a cold, dark pit in my chest. I’m genuinely not sure I’d survive losing you for good.” Pleading intensity had carved stark lines across his forehead. “I know I wouldn’t want to.”

			His admission gripped her own heart like a fist.

			She stared at him through a blurred glaze of tears, horror and happiness warring for supremacy within her. “Do you love me, Hugh?”

			“Yes.” Immediate. Unequivocal. “Like darkness loves a spark. In your absence, more than I can bear.”

			His stark declaration contained all the agony of a week spent uncertain of her survival, and tears of remorse filled her tired eyes, because she didn’t want him to suffer. Not ever, and especially not because of her.

			“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, stricken. “I’ve upended your entire existence—”

			“Gwen, no.” He was shaking his head. “Don’t—”

			“—and ruined your reputation, maybe ruined your life—”

			Ruthlessly, he interrupted her again. “You are my life, honey.”

			There was only one good response to that declaration.

			“I’ll leave first and get more demons.” Even if it gutted her to abandon the others. “If making sure I’m safe means that much to you—”

			“It does.”

			“—then Jing-Jing and I will go with Drake.” She nodded, resolute. “Right away.”

			He exhaled slowly, his entire body relaxing beneath hers. “Thank you.”

			“Hugh…” Her shaking hand flattened over his heart. “You can feel how much I love you too, right?”

			The corners of his eyes crinkled with his small, shy smile. “Yes. Much to my joy.”

			“Good.” Ducking her head, she rubbed their noses together. Then yawned loudly and directly in his face.

			Hugh huffed out an amused breath. “You need rest, and so do I. Let’s turn out the lights and get some sleep, shall we?”

			“We shall.” Clearing her throat, she mustered the most formal tone her post-kidnapping, post-sex, pre-escape exhaustion would allow. “Forthwith, my good sir.”

			After flipping off the lights, he tugged the blanket over her and tucked her into the curve of his slim, hot body with a heartfelt sigh of contentment.

			Already half asleep, she nuzzled into his neck. “Love you.”

			“Love you too, honey,” he murmured, and planted a kiss on her crown.

			The next thing Gwen knew, dawn was only an hour away—and Matilda was shouting for her to wake up. Harry, the oracle with the most remaining power, had collapsed insensate at the kitchen table minutes earlier, racked by an apocalyptic vision.

			And once he’d woken, he’d told Tilda the awful news: That vision had starred Josiah.

			

			—

			There was no time to linger. Before Josiah could arrive at their hiding spot, Gwen and Hugh rounded up the group and led them back into the Realm Below’s warren of hallways.

			No triumphant fae asshole waited for them outside. No three-headed dog. No employees understandably pissy about the wholesale theft of their neatly labeled yogurt.

			Apart from the rattle of the HVAC system, silence reigned over the Realm.

			“Harry didn’t see anything about our escape?” In response to Gwen’s grim headshake, Hugh sighed. “I know you can’t predict your own futures, but I was hoping for an exception.”

			That would have been entirely too convenient. Instead, their troop continued forging through the Realm without any guidance other than instinct and common sense. And although they passed rooms that appeared to be in current use, the group still didn’t encounter a single living soul as they searched for the courtroom.

			“This is freaking creepy,” Matilda muttered, and Gwen had to agree.

			At long last, as she was beginning to lose faith that they’d locate their rendezvous point in time, the halls abruptly widened into an atrium of sorts, with light pouring through a translucent dome high above and onto flourishing flowers and plants. The white marble statue standing watch over the tableau bore a very distinctive shape.

			Gwen halted and leaned into Hugh. “Is that…naked, sexy Satan?”

			If so, Satan looked pouty. Also pristinely gorgeous and surprisingly muscular.

			“Satan doesn’t exist.” Hugh spoke quietly, with the long-suffering tone of a demon who’d frequently had to explain why his species didn’t exemplify evil, despite what certain human traditions said. “Death does, however. And he looks like…that.”

			She blinked at the marble statue’s very impressive thighs. “Wowza.”

			Hugh’s resigned expression had turned into more of a scowl, and she decided to change the subject. “This seems like a more public area. Do you think we’re near the courtroom?”

			“If what I’ve heard is correct, it should be right…” Hugh nodded toward the set of double doors directly opposite pouty, sexy Death. “There.”

			She lifted their joined hands to check his elegant watch. “We’re five minutes early.”

			“Yes. Perfect timing.” He turned to face the group, gesturing for them to move in close. “The courtroom is just ahead. If the demon teleporter is inside when we enter, Gwen and Jing-Jing will leave with him, and Gwen will recruit more demons to rescue the rest of us.”

			The group didn’t appear thrilled by his whispered plan. To be fair, Gwen wasn’t thrilled about it either, but she’d given her word to Hugh, and she kept her promises.

			The lines across his forehead deepened as he spotted the oracles’ deflated expressions. “I apologize for not recruiting more help before my arrival in the Realm. I wasn’t certain how much longer Gwen would remain safe, and I was loath to wait any longer before finding her.”

			“You’re staying with us, though?” Timon set his fists on his narrow hips. “Even after Gwen and Jing-Jing leave?”

			Hugh inclined his head. “I’ll fight to save all of you, and I won’t leave here until everyone is aboveground and accounted for. I promise.”

			Apparently that vow assuaged any nascent ill will. Timon’s hands dropped to his sides, and he gave Hugh a small, tight smile while the others straightened their shoulders and offered the demon councilor murmured thank-yous. To Gwen’s surprise, no one even contested her selection as a first-wave escapee.

			Matilda, apparently able to read Gwen’s guilt-stricken face, lightly elbowed her former classmate. “Hey, no worries, Gwennie. That demon came for you, so to speak”—more elbowing, accompanied by a very ostentatious, very embarrassing wink—“and we all know it. We’re just glad he’s honorable enough to care about the rest of us too.”

			Matilda’s hand wave indicated Gwen’s belly. “Besides, rescuing you is kind of a two-for-one deal. No one can resist a bargain, am I right?”

			“I’m so sorry,” Gwen whispered, still sickened by the prospect of abandoning the others.

			Matilda’s brief, hard hug caught Gwen by surprise. “Don’t be.”

			They fell silent as Hugh led the way to the courtroom. Visibly bracing himself, he grasped the intricately carved, patina-darkened doors’ thick iron handles and pushed inward.

			He leaned forward to peek inside. “I don’t see—”

			The handles were ripped from his grasp as both doors flew wide, revealing…

			Not the demon transporter.

			Josiah, smiling. Marlee, stone-faced, her gaze directed somewhere behind the group.

			Panicked, her thundering heart lodged in her too-tight throat, Gwen twisted around to see two guards standing braced to their rear, their weapons drawn. Since bullets traveled faster than oracles did, there would be no escape back into the hallways.

			“I’m delighted to meet you in my true form at last, Hugh.” Josiah waved the group forward. “Please, come inside, all of you.”

			“Well, damn.” Jing-Jing sighed and shuffled into the courtroom with the others. “He found us. We’re truly in our flop era now.”

			“No cap,” Timon agreed.

			The bright hope blossoming within Gwen had withered to dust. Hugh squeezed her hand comfortingly as they walked through the doors side by side, his brows drawn as he tried to think his way out of their predicament.

			The guards followed them inside, shutting the doors with a definitive thud.

			And with that, they were trapped. Again.
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			The oracles and Hugh stood in a loose cluster in the open gallery area of the courtroom, to the rear of the expansive, soaring space. Behind them, guards positioned on either side of the door kept their weapons trained on the group. In front of them, Josiah beamed delightedly while Marlee stared into space, expressionless.

			“Mother.” The cool command in Hugh’s tone caught her attention, despite her best efforts. “If you ever loved me, please remove Gwen from the Realm Below and keep her safe. For my sake.”

			“If Marlee does that, her life is contractually forfeit. So is your father’s,” Josiah told him.

			Hugh didn’t release his parent’s reluctant gaze. “Mom?”

			When she simply shook her head and looked away, Josiah chuckled. “I control Drake too, incidentally. Just in case you’re still waiting for your teleporter to arrive.”

			A muffled, hopeless sob came from behind Gwen. One of the oracles, all hope lost, dreading a brief future spent under Josiah’s cruel command.

			The fae didn’t even bother looking. His gaze stayed fixed on the only member of their group he considered worthy of attention: the lone Supernatural among the humans.

			“That demon signed a contract.” Hugh sounded genuinely aggrieved. “I drafted it myself. It’s ironclad.”

			A graceful flick of the fae’s hand dismissed that complaint. “You might take everything Drake owns. I’ll kill him.”

			“When I’m through with him, he’ll wish he were dead,” Hugh said.

			The stony vow raised goose bumps on Gwen’s arms. Because Hugh—meticulous, rule-bound, law-abiding Hugh—didn’t threaten lightly. He meant every word he said.

			Josiah brushed aside the threat like an errant gnat and began his villain’s monologue with obvious and predictable relish.

			“On the contrary. You won’t do anything to him, because I don’t wish it. You and every other member of the Blacke family are now mine to command, since your fool of a mother bargained her freedom away”—a contemptuous flick of his wing indicated Marlee—“your overambitious father would beg me for a bargain if I offered him the opportunity, your stubborn bitch of a sister is thankfully dead and gone—”

			Wait. Did the smug satisfaction in Josiah’s tone mean he’d engineered Eloise’s final, fatal confrontation with her CEO client?

			“—and at long last, Hugh ‘Tediously Moral’ Blacke is in my grasp.” Another pleased smile creased his handsome, tanned face. “All these years, I never had quite enough leverage against you. Until now.”

			Hugh’s ear tips had turned pink. He let go of Gwen’s hand and took an aggressive step toward Josiah despite the gun barrels that immediately swung in his direction. “Did you play a role in my sister’s death?”

			Apparently he’d read Josiah’s smarmy tone the same way as Gwen.

			“Perhaps you’re not as smart as we both thought you were, however.” The fae entirely ignored Hugh’s question, continuing as if his former mentee hadn’t even spoken. “My dear boy, how did you intend to transport all these sniveling oracles out of the Realm with only a single teleporter? Even if he hadn’t already been in my employ?”

			Without waiting for a response, he turned to Hugh’s mother. “Speaking of untrustworthy demons…you can go, Marlee. I’ll summon you when you’re needed. Run along.”

			She disappeared from the courtroom without even a last look at her son, and Gwen ached for Hugh. Not only the adult demon who now stood in the Realm’s courtroom, but also the sensitive child who’d been raised by such an unfeeling parent.

			“Return the lot to their original encampment,” Josiah ordered the guards, who obediently threw open the courtroom doors once more. “If anyone falls behind or causes trouble, shoot them. Including Hugh’s underpowered tramp of a girlfriend.”

			At that, Hugh reached for Gwen again.

			He was too late. She’d already whirled around and pushed through the group to stand between them and the guards, because Harry—fresh from a racking vision and far older than the rest of them—had barely even made it to the courtroom. He would definitely fall behind on the march back to their encampment.

			The guards had raised their weapons again, this time at her. But she couldn’t let that matter. The oracles had trusted her guidance. She wouldn’t let them perish for it.

			“We’ll go peacefully.” She bit her lip, unsure what demands she could possibly make. “As long as we’re allowed to take our time and help one anoth—”

			A sheet of sulfurous fire materialized directly in front of her, separating her from the guards for a moment before flickering out in a puff of brimstone. Aghast, Gwen took several huge steps backward toward the group. Craning her neck, she looked over her shoulder toward Hugh, because no one other than him could possibly have created that protective barrier of flame, even briefly.

			Under the bright lights of the courtroom, his body gently smoked, livid streaks of color slashed across his cheekbones, and his vengeful glower should have turned Josiah to ash on the spot. “If I could incinerate the fae—”

			Before he could finish, a sudden commotion had everyone turning toward the courtroom’s entry once more.

			Demons poured through the open doorway at a dead run, a full half dozen of them, their footsteps slapping against the marble floor. Most likely guardian demons, given the identity of their leader.

			Eloise, dark hair whipping behind her, elegant face taut with hawkish intensity, hollered, “Grab all nine captives, then get out fast!”

			Somewhere behind Gwen, Hugh gave a wordless shout at the sight of his lost sister. But Gwen couldn’t spare a glance his way, because the demons under Eloise’s command were snatching at whoever stood closest to them on either side, clutching them close in preparation for transport aboveground.

			As a bruising hand claimed Gwen’s arm too and yanked her backward, she didn’t resist the rescue. Another demon would teleport Hugh next, and they’d reunite—

			“Gwen!” Hugh roared, lunging for her as she was dragged past him, out of his reach, and she suddenly realized her mistake.

			The demon intruders, who’d gathered all the other captives—and also, in the confusion, both guards—promptly vanished, along with everyone in their grasp. But Gwen was still in the Realm Below, still a prisoner, because that hadn’t been a guardian demon seizing her arm and hauling her farther inside the courtroom.

			Josiah personally held her captive now, and his steely arms whipped her backward, hard against him, into an inescapable embrace that smelled of dead roses. One long-fingered hand rose to clasp her throat while the other cruelly dug into the flesh of her belly. With each mighty flap of his wings, he shook her until her head flopped on her aching neck.

			In the front of the courtroom, just before the judges’ dais, he displayed her like a prize to his remaining audience of two. Eloise, whose determined expression was shadowed by clear exhaustion. Hugh, who now supported his sister with an arm across her back.

			But he wasn’t looking at his recovered sibling. As the smoke surrounding him thickened to dark, opaque clouds and drifted toward the ceiling, his molten-amber stare was instead fixed on the hand wrapped around Gwen’s throat.

			They both understood the implicit threat in Josiah’s hold. Without moving an inch, he could consume the rest of her lifetime in moments. She’d drop lifeless to the floor long before Hugh could reach her, even if he launched an uncharacteristically reckless attack.

			But he wouldn’t, because that attack would be futile.

			Although her demon lover could set the Realm Below ablaze in his rage, Josiah—like any other fae—could only be killed by a weapon of iron stabbed directly into his heart. Not fire. Gwen would remain his prisoner unless he either killed her or chose to release her…and since her captivity now served as leverage against Hugh, she wasn’t going anywhere.

			Positioned between the two males, rot and sulfur filled her lungs with every inhalation. Gwen gagged at the stench, swallowing convulsively as terror turned the edges of her sight dark.

			“We finally found you guys!” Now that she spoke from her own body, Eloise’s split tongue gave her s’s a slight, charming whistle. “Hey, cool fact: Turns out guardian demons in our flesh form can still teleport other beings aboveground, even though we’re technically dead! We stay corporeal just long enough to reach our destination, then”—she flung her arms wide—“poof! No more body! Just pure consciousness!”

			Josiah opened his mouth, most likely to grandstand, but it was too late. Eloise was already rolling onward like the world’s most cheerful steamroller.

			“Since I’m only a half-demon, though, I’m tapped out. I didn’t even know I could teleport this often in such a short period of time.” She sagged against her brother’s arm. “I’m sorry I can’t get you and Gwen out of here, Hugh. I’m also very sorry for my compatriots’ confusion over who was a guard and who was a captive.”

			“No, El.” He spared a quick, love-filled glance toward his sister. “I’m sorry for getting you into this situation.”

			Eloise shrugged. “Don’t sweat it, bro. It’s kind of fun not to be the only troublemaker sibling. Besides, what more can Josiah do to me? I’m already dead.” Her brows beetled. “Which reminds me: Did he help to arrange my untimely demise? Because I’ve always wondered whether—”

			Apparently tired of waiting for an opening that might never come, Josiah interrupted. “It’s time to make a bargain.”

			“With me?” Eloise batted her thick, dark eyelashes. “Why, Councilor Goodling, I’m so flattered.”

			He ignored her entirely. “I have something you want, Hugh: your human girlfriend. So let’s come to an agreement and keep her safe.”

			“Why would I bother bargaining?” Hugh’s bearded jaw worked. “Those oracles will head home and tell everyone who’ll listen what you’ve done. Your conspiracy is tanked, Josiah. You might as well let Gwen go and get a head start on dodging arrest.”

			“Au contraire, dear boy.” A bright smile reappeared on Josiah’s handsome face. “You forget that oracles are known for their…shall we say, fragile mental health.”

			Gwen had no idea where he was going with that assertion, but he wasn’t wrong. Between their isolation and all the horrors their visions forced upon them, oracles punched well above their demographic weight when it came to psychological disorders.

			“If you and I claim that a malignant witch’s toxic spell drove all those poor seers into insanity and caused a sort of group hysteria to take hold, the Council will believe us.” A pleased lilt in his voice, Josiah laid out the rest of his plan with obvious relish. “Then we’ll put the afflicted oracles in a very secure, very comfortable facility where they can’t harm themselves or tell false, inflammatory stories about innocent officials anymore. I’ll give that facility my personal imprimatur and visit regularly to check on the seers’ welfare until the day the last one tragically dies, far too soon for their still-tender years.”

			In a just world, no one would listen to Josiah. But…because of the same isolation that contributed to oracles’ widespread mental health issues, very few friends and family members could attest to their sanity with any real credibility.

			An influential elder statesman, though? Everyone would believe his story.

			Especially if Hugh, the moral stalwart of the council, seconded it.

			“I imagine we can blame witches for the Containment Zone breach too.” Josiah sounded thoughtful. “Once I’ve considered that further, I’ll let you know what to say.”

			Gwen’s gaze rose from the floor and locked with Hugh’s.

			“No.” Even as Josiah’s hand tightened in warning around her neck, she choked out the rest of it. “No, Hugh. You can’t allow lies to precipitate a war.”

			He couldn’t let his reputation for spotless integrity be used for such evil. Not for her and her child. Not for anyone. And frankly, she was surprised that Eloise wasn’t lodging a similar protest. Instead, head bowed in defeat, Hugh’s sister was fiddling restlessly with a loose thread hanging from the sleeve of her cropped leather jacket.

			In response to Gwen’s pleading stare, Hugh gave a slight nod.

			“I won’t do it.” As drifts of dark smoke continued to billow above him, he stood very, very still. “I’d rather die.”

			“What about your girlfriend? Would you rather she and her unborn baby die too?” When Hugh didn’t answer, Josiah nodded in satisfaction and got down to business. “I could use a plant on the Council. Especially one like you, who’s widely trusted. So here’s my bargain: You do and say what I tell you, vote and argue the way I demand, lie or kill at my command, and I won’t dispose of her.”

			His pitiless arms hitched her even tighter against him, until she could only breathe in shallow pants. “She’ll be perfectly safe with her oracle friends, prophesizing for the mission, as long as you behave yourself.”

			Hugh offered her a crooked smile then, full of pain and tender affection. She let its comfort soak into her bones. Let it strengthen her for what was about to come.

			His voice was an agonized rasp. “You know how much I love you.”

			“Yes.” Her gaze, her voice, her own smile, contained all the devotion she bore for him in return. “And you know the way I’d want you to honor that love.”

			Not by sacrificing untold numbers of innocent lives for her sake, but by following his conscience one last time. Even if doing so meant her own path would soon reach a dead end.

			“Very prettily stated.” Josiah’s tone was mocking. “If he doesn’t agree to my bargain, though, I’ll kill you both right here and now.”

			She was doing her best to accept her inevitable death with as much grace as she could muster, but to know that Hugh would lose his life too?

			It was unbearable.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered to a tear-blurred Hugh. “And I love you too. So very much.”

			Hugh was still smiling at her. “At least we’re already in the right place for any necessary post-life legal proceedings, so it’s all very efficient and orderly. You know how much I like that.”

			She snorted, and his gaze lovingly traced her face, as if committing her to memory.

			“Enough.” Josiah gave her another impatient shake before thrusting her to one side, his cruel fingers still clenched around her throat. He extended his right hand toward Hugh. “Do we have a bargain or—”

			In a sudden, startlingly swift burst of motion, Eloise rushed at Josiah. The knife in her hand glinted in the bright overhead lights, and before Josiah could dodge her attack, she aimed that knife directly at the fae’s chest, where his shrunken, malicious heart beat in hateful rhythm. She struck with the full force of her momentum, and he staggered under her blow. With an odd, strangled cry, she reared back and struck again. And again.

			Josiah’s hand around Gwen’s throat convulsively squeezed with each jolt to his body, and she staggered and gasped and choked too.

			At last, Eloise stepped back from the Blacke family’s old friend, her expression unreadable. Josiah swayed on his feet, jaw agape, astonishment rounding his glowing green eyes. And then, to Gwen’s absolute shock, he—

			He recovered his balance, his grip on her neck never faltering, and started laughing.

			No, not laughing. Howling.

			“My dear…” He actually bent over and slapped his thigh in his merriment. “Oh, my dear Eloise, no self-respecting fae of sufficient resources would enter a possible skirmish without safeguards in place. Did you not realize that?”

			His long fingers located the ragged rent her knife had made in his crisp white button-down. He spread the gap wider until everyone could study what lay underneath.

			Armor.

			The flexible material molded faithfully to his chest and shifted with his every breath, metallic threads sparkling under the courtroom’s lights. From what Gwen could see, it remained entirely undamaged. Without even a single dent.

			Hugh jerked, his breath audibly hitching, and she didn’t blame him for his despair. The two of them had come so close to surviving this confrontation. So incredibly freaking close, but now they were back where they’d started. Back to the end of their lives.

			Forgive me, he mouthed to her, his angular face stark with emotion, and she mustered a shaky smile and blew him a kiss, because there was nothing to forgive. He’d tried his best to save them. They both had. As she’d once vowed to herself, they’d gone down fighting—but also with love. A love that would hopefully follow them into whatever afterlives awaited them.

			In the next few moments, the sulfurous cloud surrounding him thickened into a choking, opaque mass and darkened to the same deep charcoal as Josiah’s suit. Only Hugh’s eyes remained easily visible through the billowing smoke, their fiery amber-orange glow bright enough to pierce the gloom.

			His grief and fear had overwhelmed him, and no wonder.

			She wished she could comfort him. Wished she could kiss him one final time. But Josiah still held her throat firmly in his grasp, and she doubted that he’d allow her a last embrace with Hugh before consuming her remaining life and tossing away her body like refuse.

			“Our heart is our one vulnerability. Did you truly expect me to leave it unprotected, Eloise?” Fussily, Josiah smoothed his shirt and jacket back in place with his free hand. “You may have inflicted a few bruises, but a healing spell will take care of those easily enough. Otherwise, you haven’t harmed me in any way.”

			“Shit. You mean I stole this from the Realm’s cafeteria kitchen for nothing?” Eloise shook her head in disgust, glaring at the knife in her hand. “I was so proud of myself for remembering that stainless steel was made from iron, and then I had to carry the damn thing in my sleeve for freaking hours.”

			“Alas.” His indulgent chuckle made Gwen want to plug her ears. “All for naught.”

			Eloise opened her mouth to respond—only to pause and turn to her brother instead. “Wait. What—”

			“Be ready, El,” Hugh told her, the words utterly calm and completely incomprehensible. “I love you and Gwen so much.”

			“Such drama.” Josiah sighed. “Get ahold of yourself, Blacke, so we can negotiate our bargain like civilized—”

			“Hugh, no.” Eloise reached toward her brother, frantic. “We can find a different—”

			But before she could finish her sentence, Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire—a half-demon of noted restraint and polite diplomacy—had already rounded on Josiah and raised both white-knuckled fists. He flung those fists wide, as if tearing a recalcitrant sheet of paper in half.

			And with an echoing howl of utter agony, he turned his family’s oldest friend inside fucking out.
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			The initial spray of fluid hit Gwen like warm, horrifyingly viscous rain. She instinctively jerked away from the noxious splatter, out of Josiah’s failing grasp, even as his body tore and contorted into grotesque, unnatural configurations worthy of Picasso’s Guernica.

			She gagged at the stench. At the slick coppery salt of his blood in her mouth.

			An eyeblink later, his flesh made an awful ripping squelch sound that would forever haunt her nightmares, and the mangled form of what had once been Josiah fell to the marble floor with an unsettling squish.

			However improbably, his heart was still steadily beating. Outside his actual body.

			As advertised, very little could kill a fae, and apparently that included being turned inside out. A major healing spell would probably have him looking good as new.

			But that misshapen asshole was the least of her concerns, because Hugh had collapsed at the same moment as his mentor. And his body might have been intact, and his eyes might have remained open, but he wasn’t moving. At all.

			Not even to breathe.

			Do you believe she truly would have turned them inside out? Gwen had once asked about Eloise’s final, fatal confrontation with her client and his fixer.

			If so, she never intended to survive the encounter, Hugh had told her. For half-demons, the enormous outlay of power would kill us on the spot.

			The wet marble hampered her sprint, but she staggered and skidded her way to his side before dropping with a jarring thud to her knees. Sobbing even as she dry-heaved, she ducked down, planted the side of her head on his motionless chest, and listened for the familiar thud-thud of his huge demon’s heart. Hovered her shaking palm a millimeter above his mouth, desperate to feel the hot puff of his exhalation.

			She heard nothing. Felt nothing. Through the soft weave of his sweater, his body was unnaturally cool against her damp cheek.

			Rearing up on her knees again, she began performing CPR. Two-handed chest compressions. Rescue breaths that smeared Josiah’s blood all over Hugh’s mouth too. Because the demon she loved couldn’t be gone so quickly, and maybe she could somehow—

			Movement out of the corner of her eye. As Gwen continued chest compressions, she stole a frantic look over at Hugh’s sister, who was running toward Josiah’s unrecognizable body.

			With a banshee scream, Eloise leapt atop Josiah and—in one swift, furious stab of her stolen kitchen knife—skewered him directly in his malevolent, unprotected heart.

			Its steady beat faltered, then stilled entirely.

			“Dead.” Eloise spat on the fae’s corpse. “Good riddance.”

			She rose and stumbled to her brother’s side, her chest hitching with silent tears. And although she didn’t interfere with Gwen’s efforts, she didn’t participate either.

			“Gwennie…” Her ragged, hiccupping words were very gentle. “He’s gone. Please stop.”

			“I—” Gwen’s voice broke, and she bowed her head. Pushed harder. “I c-can’t.”

			Then she had to squint against a radiant burst of light, an illumination so bright that she had to blink away spots before she could see anything else. Heartbroken and bewildered, she kept performing chest compressions as she gaped up at the judges’ dais…

			Where, to her numb disbelief, the flesh-and-blood version of the Sexy Satan statue had suddenly appeared. Flanked by his trio of Fates, shirtless and aggrieved, Death surveyed the blood and bodies littering his courtroom floor and clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

			“I’m surprised to find the councilor in such a sorry state.” His gaze lingered on Hugh’s lifeless form. “I suppose his gesture was nobly intended, but it was also remarkably impulsive. I can’t say that I approve.”

			“You don’t approve? My brother died to save his girlfriend and maybe the entire fucking world, and you don’t approve?” Her pretty face red and twisted with furious grief, Eloise clambered to her feet and thrust a finger in Death’s direction. “You can take your approval, motherfucker, and shove it where—”

			He gave a casual flick of his hand, and Eloise’s diatribe was no longer audible even though her mouth was still moving. “I appreciate your defense of your twin, guardian Blacke. Much like your brother’s sacrifice, however, it was overly hasty and entirely unnecessary.”

			His neck twisted, and he met the eyes of the nearest Fate, a wizened crone in oversized glasses. The two of them appeared to communicate without a sound before he returned his attention to an outraged, bereft, crying, silently yelling Eloise.

			“Don’t weep, little one.” His voice had softened. “Your brother voted to increase funding for the Realm’s afterlife-record digitization project during SERC’s latest session. I suppose I owe him a favor.”

			With another graceful flick of his hand, the world as Gwen knew it went…wonky.

			Time abruptly slowed, as if she were moving through a corridor of molasses. Paused while she stared, helplessly frozen, at the motionless tableau before her.

			Then it reversed itself.

			Chest compression. Hand flick. Death’s silent conversation with a Fate. Chest compression. Eloise’s forefinger aimed at the Realm Below’s supervisor. An empty dais. Eloise’s stolen knife plunging into Josiah’s heart. A rescue breath blown into Hugh’s mouth.

			Gwen skidded away from Hugh’s fallen form and toward her kidnapper. The crust of fluid over her skin vanished as the fae’s body sealed itself back together and rose to stand once more. His hand grasped her throat.

			And thank all the gods and goddesses, Hugh rose like a phoenix in a cloud of smoke.

			Then everything and everyone went still once more, with one exception: Death, who reappeared on the judges’ raised dais and looked them over at his leisure, apparently unaffected by his own manipulation of time.

			“On the whole, villains would more frequently emerge unscathed from their crimes if they didn’t indulge in lengthy behold-my-evil-genius monologues.” He shook his head at Josiah with weary condescension. “And this particular setting should have highlighted the finite nature of usable time. Alas.”

			He sighed as an oversized, steaming Starbucks mug appeared in his hand. “I suppose everyone should take a seat and tell me what you’re doing here.”

			With his next wrist flick, time resumed its forward momentum.

			When they’d first lived this moment, Hugh had raised his fists a split second later to turn his former mentor inside out—and extinguished himself in the process.

			Thankfully, everything was different this go-round. Before Hugh could sacrifice himself, an unseen hand plucked Gwen from Josiah’s grip and unceremoniously plopped her on a wooden chair that faced the judges’ dais, behind a large, gleaming table. Eloise and Hugh landed in chairs on either side of her. Yet another chair scooped up Josiah and planted him behind a matching table to Gwen’s right, across the courtroom’s central aisle.

			For a full minute afterward, Gwen sat gaping and speechless, too shaken to move. Beside her, Hugh and Eloise remained equally motionless and silent.

			Josiah didn’t utter a peep either. Not even when the Fates suddenly reappeared at the judges’ curved table and lowered themselves into intricately carved chairs on either side of Death, silent and stone-faced.

			“I forget how long they stay like this after a rewind.” Death turned to the nearest Fate, whose mahogany skin gleamed in the courtroom’s bright lights. “Remind me?”

			She patted away a yawn. “Too long for my limited patience.”

			Among the poleaxed group, Hugh’s sister managed to gather her wits and her composure the fastest.

			“What the…” Eloise gaped at Death, who’d now donned an unbuttoned shirt. “You can freaking reverse time?”

			His lips curved slightly. “So it seems, guardian Blacke.”

			The most elderly among the trio of Fates caught Gwen’s stare, her eyes huge and distorted behind the thick lenses of her glasses, and tipped her head slightly to the side.

			Toward Hugh.

			The subtle gesture broke the spell of utter bewilderment keeping Gwen frozen in place, and suddenly she could think. She could move. She could rejoice.

			Sobbing once more, this time in relief, she lurched out of her chair and flung herself at Hugh. He jerked back to life too and caught her with open arms, and his own chair promptly tipped over. Only to right itself before hitting the floor, thanks to some subtle, arcane hand movement from the same Fate who’d met Gwen’s eyes.

			Hugh didn’t even seem to notice the near accident. Frantic, his own shoulders shaking with helpless tears of reaction, he hauled her into his lap and buried his face in her neck.

			“Oh, gods, Gwen,” he choked out. “I couldn’t free you, couldn’t find any way to save either of us, but then I saw Eloise’s knife and realized…it hadn’t even occurred to me…if I could somehow muster enough power to turn him inside out…”

			He trailed off, but Gwen could mentally fill in the rest: Eloise could get to Josiah’s heart—and I could ensure your survival and end his machinations through my death.

			“I know.” Huddling into his hard, hot embrace, she clutched at his arms, his back, his flanks. Any living part of him within reach. “I know why you did it, but H-Hugh, you were g-gone.”

			His muffled voice was apologetic. “I did ask you to forgive me. Ahead of time, even.”

			“You did?” She thought back, then gasped in realization. “I thought that was an apology for your failed rescue attempt and our mutual imminent deaths!”

			“No.” His hands gentled, stroking up and down her spine. “Just my own death.”

			Their entwined bodies—and Hugh’s beleaguered chair—swayed under the impact as Eloise abandoned her lively discussion with Death and tackled her brother and Gwen in a fierce embrace of her own.

			“Bro, what the hell?” She sniffled and planted a kiss on her twin’s head. “Between the two of us, I can’t believe you’re the one who freaked out and peeled that asshole like a banana! I’m so proud of you!”

			“Really?” Hugh raised his face from Gwen’s neck, a faint smile lightening his solemn features. “I wasn’t certain you’d—”

			“Excuse me.” At long last, Josiah had also apparently emerged from his stasis. “I’d like to lodge an official objection. Death, you have no dominion over me. I’m alive once more and thus should be free to go.”

			Gwen loosened her grip on Hugh and turned to gape at the fae, aghast at his temerity. For months, Josiah had been trespassing on Death’s ancestral territory despite every ancient warning and actual written law forbidding outside intrusion, and he now thought he should be free to go?

			Was this the bravado of a male who knew he was doomed? Or simple, sheer arrogance?

			Death looked from one Fate to another with the intent expression of someone actively listening, even though none of them spoke a single word aloud.

			Reunion time was clearly over, and legal proceedings had begun. And since Gwen didn’t intend to disrespect Death in his own courtroom—unlike Josiah or even Eloise—she should really stop cuddling with Hugh and take her assigned seat.

			As the judges continued to silently confer, Gwen sighed and wiped away a few stray tears before rising to her shaky feet. Hugh supported her as she stood, tenderly eased her into her chair, and—in his usual gentlemanly fashion—pushed in his sister’s chair too.

			At the table to their right, Josiah was eyeing the foursome on the dais with obvious impatience. And after another minute passed without a verbal response to his objection, he slapped his hands on the table and attempted to stand.

			Before he’d risen more than a few inches, however, an unseen force shoved him back into his seat with an audible thump. All four judges directed unfriendly stares his way, and Gwen hoped like fuck Death and the Fates never looked at her with so much disfavor.

			Josiah tried to stand again. Failed. Grunted and strained and thrashed, wings whipping rapidly, as he attempted to loose himself from the confines of his chair.

			“Forgive my inattention, Councilor Goodling.” Death graced the fae with a charming smile. “You make an excellent point: As a living being, you’re not subject to my authority.”

			His smile widened—and for all its white-toothed brilliance, the expression made Gwen’s skin prickle into goose bumps.

			He glanced at the bespectacled Fate to his right. “Let us rectify that omission, shall we?”

			The Fate’s chair screeched as she pushed it back. Slowly, leaning on a cane, she made her way down the steps from the dais and toward Josiah.

			“You can’t—” Josiah managed to protest before Death rendered his speech soundless.

			The fae’s struggle to rise, to flee, turned frantic, but all his writhing remained fruitless. When the elderly Fate’s faltering steps finally reached him, he still sat exactly where he’d been placed. And as her hand reached toward him, even his futile wriggling abruptly ceased.

			He stared straight ahead, immobile, as her slightly trembling fingers spread apart the jagged rent Eloise had created in his crisp white shirt. The metallic shine of his armor caught the light, the material glimmering and pristine. The Fate lightly traced a blunt fingernail down that armor’s textured surface, and it gaped wide everywhere she touched, revealing the glowing, naked flesh beneath.

			Without a word, Eloise held out the stolen knife to the Fate, handle first.

			“My thanks to you, sweet girl,” the Fate murmured, and accepted the offering.

			In her palsied grip, the chef’s knife seemed to melt, then boil and reshape itself. A breath later, she gripped dully gleaming iron scissors, the handles engraved with drooping flowers. Overblown, showy roses, now hanging limp on their bent stems.

			“Be you nigh or far, Fate takes her due.” Her voice crackled with age and power. “Tarry not, lest she take from you.”

			As the rest of them bore silent witness, the Fate’s scissors pierced his flesh and sank into his heart, handles deep. He shuddered once, violently, then crumpled into his chair like a marionette with snipped strings.

			His fatal wound didn’t bleed. It smoked.

			And then it entirely disappeared.
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			Josiah straightened in his chair, shock whitening his face as he clapped a hand over the rent in his armor and the grievous injury that no longer existed. Other than his damaged garments and the paleness of his complexion, he looked exactly the same as he had before his second stabbing of the day.

			His second stabbing so far, Gwen mentally corrected herself. Who was to say that Josiah wouldn’t be stabbed a third time? Maybe they’d all get a turn before nightfall.

			The elderly Fate nudged his hand aside and bent to lay her palm over his chest, her frown of concentration deepening her wrinkles into topography. After a moment, she stepped back and leaned heavily on her cane.

			Her pat on his arm contained an entire galaxy of condescension. “All done, former Councilor.”

			Josiah tried again to speak, to shout, but no noise emerged from his gaping mouth.

			Despite Gwen’s relief that the fae’s threat to her life—to the lives of Supernaturals and humans everywhere—was over, she shrank back into her chair at the sight of such a powerful being rendered so very helpless. At the prospect that she and everyone else at her table might receive his same punishment before leaving this courtroom.

			She hadn’t chosen to enter the Realm Below, but she’d done so regardless. Even worse, Hugh had deliberately trespassed into Death’s restricted territory, and Eloise had knowingly violated the terms of her afterlife assignment.

			There was no point in attempting to flee. Josiah’s inability to resist his demise had certainly demonstrated that much.

			Hugh’s slim fingers slipped through hers, and he held her hand in a comforting grip as they awaited their fates. Meanwhile, Death sipped from his Starbucks mug, boredom written all over his face, and watched Josiah continue to shout soundlessly.

			“I think you’ll find”—Death tossed back a final sip before continuing—“that you’ll speak in our courtroom only when we wish you to do so. Let us begin, shall—wait.” His brow furrowed, and his gaze redirected to Eloise. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

			Gwen cringed, but Eloise only smiled cheerfully at Death.

			“Dottie said I could take today off.” Eloise raised a hand, palm out, as if forestalling any possible complaints. “She promised me she’d sleep late, not leave the house until my return, and refrain from eating more snakes.”

			“Hmmm.” Death eyed her askance, but he eventually turned back to Josiah. “In that case, we shall begin. Welcome to your afterlife trial, Josiah Goodling.”

			“You…” When the fae spoke this time, they could actually hear him. “How dare you—”

			Eloise quietly giggled at his outraged expression when his voice went silent again.

			Death conferred wordlessly with the Fates before asking his first question. “Tell us, former Councilor Goodling: Why did you intrude upon the sacred grounds of the Realm Below?”

			When the fae didn’t respond immediately, Death sighed, and another, larger Starbucks mug materialized in his hand. “You have no other choice but to speak truthfully, Goodling. You could bite off your tongue, and it wouldn’t matter. You’d still answer me, however incriminating that answer might prove.”

			“A…significant…faction…” The words emerged one by one, torn from Josiah’s unwilling mouth, until he finally conceded defeat. “I, along with a significant faction of the fae—those of us most gifted with rightful power and wealth—wish to cease our current cooperation with humans and other Supernaturals. We reject the authority of SERC over our actions.”

			Under the table, Eloise made an unmistakable jerking-off gesture, and Gwen had to roll both lips between her teeth to stop herself from giggling.

			Death side-eyed Eloise again but eventually returned his attention to Josiah, who was still reluctantly explaining himself.

			“Our faction has entered into a secret bargain with a splinter group within the common human government.” Josiah’s lip curled into a derisive sneer. “The dimwits consider all Supernaturals and Enhanced humans untrustworthy and a threat to their supposed supremacy, but they’re willing to cooperate with my species until we’ve accomplished a common goal: inciting a worldwide conflict pitting common humans and the fae against all others.”

			The battlefield of Gwen’s visions sprang to life in her imagination—burning pyres of lifeless bodies in careless piles—and she swallowed against the bitter taste of bile. Hugh’s fingers tightened around hers in a comforting squeeze while Eloise patted her knee soothingly.

			“Once we emerge triumphant and all other beings with any power have been erased from existence, our common human allies clearly believe they can break our agreement and exterminate us as well.” Josiah scoffed. “But the fae can and will easily rule over all remaining common humans, whose pitiful lives will provide our immortality.”

			No wonder the fae conspirators had been quietly buying up land within the Containment Zone. After zombies had cleared out the Zone, it would serve as a cheap, strategically situated power base during the subsequent wars. The first would be fought in alliance with common human insurrectionists. The second, fought against them.

			The area was already very defensible against a ground invasion, given the walls and moats. And it lay extremely close to the nation’s centers of power and military resources, which the fae would undoubtedly want to claim for themselves when they turned on their former allies.

			“You’ve admitted your schemes and described your foolish, fascist imaginings, but you still haven’t answered my initial question.” Death leaned forward, pronouncing every syllable with crisp emphasis. “Why did you intrude upon the sacred grounds of the Realm Below?”

			Before Josiah could be forced to answer, Death’s attention shifted to the bespectacled Fate on his right, then the mahogany-skinned Fate to his left, and he fell silent.

			“So it shall be,” he eventually said, and turned back to Josiah. “I need to bring this trial to a close, because all four of us are technically still on vacation. To make matters simpler, then, let me answer for you: You’ve been holding oracles captive in my proprietary territory. First, so their visions wouldn’t prevent your plans from coming to bloody fruition. Second, to benefit from their prophetic guidance yourself. Is this summary incorrect in any way?”

			If Death knew about the kidnappings, why hadn’t he bothered to intervene? To protect his given Realm, if for no other reason?

			Gwen sat back in her chair, fuming, and it scraped audibly against the floor. Hugh shot her a concerned look, and he shook his head slightly.

			To no avail, because after Death acknowledged Josiah’s reluctant, muttered no, the open-shirted judge met Gwen’s eyes for the first time. To her immediate and heartfelt regret.

			When he spoke, though, his tone was surprisingly apologetic. “There was no security in or near your original prison, oracle Wexloff. An unfortunate bit of carelessness and arrogance on my part, as I assumed no one would dare trespass into my domain, even in an abandoned area, and I hoped to save the Realm’s resources for our ongoing digitization project.”

			At Gwen’s nod of understanding, he continued. “When you and your compatriots moved to a new space, however, my security system alerted us to your presence and summoned us from our vacation. You escaped from that secondary location before we completed our internal investigation into the intrusion, however. And met my puppy along the way.” Death’s smile turned soft and sweet. “He thanks you for his sandwich, incidentally.”

			She blinked at him, startled. That waist-height, slavering creature of darkness was a puppy? Just how freaking big would Death’s pet get?

			“We observed your confrontation with Josiah this morning to gather as much pretrial information as possible, and we were already poised to interrupt when Councilor Blacke took his”—Death gave a disapproving sniff—“precipitate actions.”

			In response to Eloise’s glare, he actually winked at her.

			“To return to the current matter at hand: I believe we’ve now heard and seen enough to issue a verdict.” Death seemed to grow taller, and his voice resonated with gods-and-goddesses-given authority. “Former Councilor Josiah Goodling, you—”

			“My apologies for the interruption, Your Honor.” To Gwen’s utter dismay, Hugh let go of her hand and stood. “I respectfully request permission to ask three questions of the defendant. I promise to be as brief as possible.”

			She glared up at him, mentally ordering him to sit his very fine ass down again, but he remained standing and waited to be acknowledged by the judges. To her vast relief, Death didn’t smite Hugh. Instead, he simply took another long drink from his still-steaming mug and flicked his hand in irritated permission.

			“As I understand matters,” Hugh told Josiah, “you and your allies loosed zombies within the Containment Zone and planted false evidence that demons had caused the breach. If humans had learned of this supposed demonic perfidy, all hells would have broken loose, and you’d have accomplished your goal of inciting a worldwide, interspecies war. Is that correct?”

			“Y—” The word eventually emerged in a groan, as if torn from Josiah’s tongue. “Yes. Th-that’s correct.”

			“Then Gwen and I, along with several other Zone residents, interfered with the breach site. You no longer had sufficient evidence of Supernatural or Enhanced involvement in the breach and thus lost your opportunity to start a war.” Hugh paused. “Now you’ve made plans to stage a mass-casualty event at a parade and blame it on a witch-werewolf alliance. Is that also correct?”

			After another reluctant affirmation from Josiah, Hugh looked down at Gwen. “Did the oracles’ collective visions offer enough guidance to prevent that incident?”

			“I believe so,” she told him after a moment of thought. “Yes.”

			When she and the other seers had whispered to one another in the cubicle farm about their recent prophecies, they’d managed to nail down the parade’s location and other crucial details of the insurrectionists’ scheme. Once Gwen told Hugh everything, he and other SERC authorities should be able to avert disaster without any real problem.

			He directed his attention back to Josiah. “Do you have any other warmongering schemes in progress? Any other plans to provoke interspecies bloodshed?”

			Death raised his beautifully arched brows at Josiah’s stubborn silence. “Tell him.”

			“Our…” Josiah’s entire body shuddered, but there was no stopping the response. “Our faction of fae does not.”

			Death turned to Hugh. “Is that all, Councilor?”

			As soon as Hugh nodded and sat, Death retook the reins of the interrogation. “In that case, former Councilor Goodling, your afterlife sentence is hereby—”

			“Um…” Very much against her better judgment, Gwen weakly waved a hand. “Hi. Before you do that…”

			Eloise and Hugh gaped at her in matching disbelief and disapproval. Death slumped in his seat, eyes closed, while another reusable Starbucks mug appeared in front of him.

			“Could…” Gwen swallowed hard and forced herself to continue. “Could you please have Josiah share the identities of his other fae conspirators? I’m sure Hugh didn’t want to bother you, but that information will make his investigation much easier.”

			Death’s half-bared chest rose and fell on another deep sigh.

			“I suppose,” he eventually said, then waved a hand at Josiah. “Do it.”

			After shooting Gwen one last look of mingled gratitude and censure, Hugh produced his miraculously intact phone from his pocket and took notes on it while Goodling listed all known associates in the fae splinter group.

			Once he was finally done, Death tiredly straightened. “And now, former—”

			“Yeah. Uh, I’m so sorry, but…” Gwen cringed, half expecting to be executed on the spot. “We need the identities of all the non-fae under Josiah’s control too. Any humans or Supernaturals he bound to his service via bargains”—like Hugh’s mom—“and so forth.”

			Despite his clear concern for her continued survival, Hugh seconded her interruption. “I’ll have to interview them in case they have further information. Also so I can evaluate whether their actions merit criminal charges.”

			“For the love of…” Death propped his elbows on the table before him and rubbed his eyes. “Fine. List them, Goodling.”

			That took another few minutes, during which Death stared into space and clearly disassociated. Once Josiah finished, though, Death refocused his attention on the courtroom. “Okay. Now that we’ve—”

			“What about his common human coconspirators?” Eloise had produced a plastic-wrapped strawberry candy from her pocket, and her words were garbled as she sucked on it. “Hugh probably needs to know about them too.”

			Oh, good. Gwen wouldn’t be forced to interrupt the proceedings a third time.

			Death groaned loudly, but his impatient wave directed Josiah to answer.

			“I never met the humans directly or discovered their real names.” Unwillingly, he added, “I know most are wealthy. Several hold significant power in the military and civil government.”

			“All right.” Death ran a weary hand over his glossy, perfect dark hair. “At long last, is that everything you three need to know?”

			Hugh, Gwen, and Eloise nodded.

			“Then I am ready, once more, to cast judgment.” Death raised his brows and waited. When no further interruption came, he straightened in his chair. “Former Councilor Goodling, your afterlife sentence is hereby—”

			“I didn’t have a lawyer!” Josiah shouted.

			Eloise rolled her eyes at Josiah. “You are a lawyer, dipshit.”

			“Former Councilor Goodling,” Death began again, “your afterlife sentence is hereby set, in congruence with your actions while living. In explanation, we note the following three justifications: First, your actions to this point have led to the untimely deaths of many Containment Zone inhabitants and several oracles. Those deaths not only constitute a tragedy in themselves but have also burdened our already-overloaded post-death administrative system.”

			He paused. “As an aside, I feel compelled to note that you voted against increased funding for our digitization efforts even as you were conspiring to add to our workload.”

			Based on the animosity in Death’s stare, that vote had really pissed him off.

			“Second, your splinter group’s plans would have led to countless more deaths and put the Realm Below even further behind schedule,” Death continued. “Third, as previously noted, you trespassed deliberately into forbidden territory without either good reason or any evidence of remorse. That alone would be enough to justify the afterlife assignment you’ve been given.”

			Sipping his coffee, Death turned to each Fate, one by one, and conducted more unspoken conversations.

			The rest of them waited.

			Then they waited some more.

			“For fuck’s sake.” At long last, Josiah couldn’t contain himself. “What is it? What’s my damn sentence?”

			Death merely yawned, not even bothering to cover his mouth.

			“You’ll find out soon enough, dearie.” The bespectacled Fate gazed at him with a faint, malicious smile. “For everyone else, it’s redacted.”

			The fae managed a single syllable of protest before his voice failed once more. And after another minute of conferencing with the Fates, Death rendered their remaining judgments.

			“Your trespass is forgiven, oracle Wexloff, because you had no choice in the matter. As are your actions, guardian demon Blacke and Councilor Blacke, because your intentions were honorable and your hearts true.” His delicately arched nostrils flared with his long exhalation. “Which, frankly, is very unusual for demons of your wealthy upbringing.”

			“Thank you very—wait. That reminds me.” Eloise turned to her brother. “Hugh, what do you plan to do about our parents?”

			Death squeezed his eyes shut and visibly grappled for patience.

			Hugh tipped his head meaningfully toward the Realm Below’s ruler and the impassive-looking Fates. “El, I don’t think now is—”

			“Just answer the question.” An enormous pile of whipped cream appeared atop Death’s mug of coffee, and he eyed it resignedly before taking another sip. “It’s not as if my beachside mojito slushy hasn’t already melted. But make it snappy, so I don’t miss my spa reservation too. If I do, you won’t like the consequences. Trust me on that.”

			Hugh winced and obeyed. “Josiah’s death might have freed our mother from her bargain, but it won’t free her from the legal consequences of her actions. Or the personal consequences, for that matter. I don’t intend to inflict her presence on either Gwen or myself from this point onward.”

			Eloise’s eyebrows rose. “You’re going to cut off all contact?”

			“With her, yes. Permanently. With our father?” Hugh paused. “Maybe.”

			Gwen’s shoulders slumped in mute relief as the horrifying prospect of Hugh sharing family dinners and holidays with her freaking abductor receded into oblivion. He shot a quick glance her way. Then he discreetly laced their fingers together beneath the table, where no one could see, giving her hand a warm, comforting squeeze.

			Before Eloise could ask the follow-up questions clearly teeming on her tongue, Death sliced his own hand through the air.

			“All right. Enough chitchat. I have a passion fruit body scrub and a very stern, very German massage therapist named Marta waiting for me.” Once Eloise reluctantly closed her mouth and subsided into her chair, Death directed his attention back toward Hugh. “I assume you’ll take care of the remaining conspirators and their plots-in-progress, Councilor? Because if our courtroom gets overrun by more murder victims in the near future, I may reverse our previous dismissal of your offenses.”

			“Arresting the remaining insurrectionists and quashing their plots would be my pleasure.” Hugh’s forehead creased. “I am concerned about whether Gwen and the other oracles will remain in particular danger, even without Josiah at the alliance’s helm.”

			The judge raised a single, inquiring brow at Goodling.

			“Without the fae, our common human allies couldn’t competently wipe their own asses,” Josiah scoffed. “Which is why we fae are the rightful rulers of—”

			“That’s the best answer you’re going to get, Councilor Blacke,” Death said. “You’ll find a signed and notarized transcript of this trial waiting for you at your office. Court dismissed.”

			He shoved back his chair and got to his feet, stretching. “Oh, and get back to work, guardian demon Blacke. From what I hear, your charge is eyeing a cottonmouth with an alarming degree of enthusiasm.”

			And then, in the space of an eyeblink, all four judges and Josiah disappeared.
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			Despite Death’s final warning to Eloise, the Blacke twins’ tearful reunion lasted untold minutes, and Gwen was glad for every extra second as she sat nearby and watched over them.

			At long last, though, the bespectacled Fate appeared again on the dais and tapped a watch that hadn’t existed a moment earlier. The message was clear: Eloise needed to return to her afterlife assignment. Even if she might never meet her brother face-to-face again.

			His face crumpling, Hugh wrapped his arms around his weeping sister, rubbed her back, and rocked her gently back and forth.

			“You always worried that I was ashamed of you. You never said it aloud, but I could feel it.” His final words to her tumbled over one another, choked and desperate and heartfelt. “I’ve worried about you. Been aggravated and confused by you. I’ve grieved for you. Missed you with every heartbeat. But I’ve never, ever been ashamed of you, El. I am so incredibly proud of the demon you were and the guardian demon you’ve become.”

			“Thank y-you, Hugh,” she whispered brokenly.

			His lips rested on the dark crown of his sister’s head. “You have the biggest heart of any demon I’ve ever known, and I will always love you. Even if I never see you again after this moment.”

			He pulled back an inch. “Will I?”

			“Not in the Realm Below.” Eloise slanted a crafty look at the Fate, who was feigning profound hearing loss as she stared into the distance. “Aboveground, though…maybe someday. In the meantime, you’ll feel how much I love you”—she laid her palm over the center of his chest—“here. Forever, if I have anything to say about it.”

			After one last, fierce embrace, Eloise stepped back. The siblings exchanged a look of mutual affection and understanding, matching trails of tears shining on their cheeks.

			And then Eloise was gone, along with the Fate.

			Gwen took Hugh into her own arms. Held him as he grappled with the joy and pain of encountering his beloved twin once more, finally getting his chance to express his abiding love for her—and then saying goodbye again.

			“I’m so sorry,” he whispered at one point, shudders racking his frame, and Gwen gently shushed him.

			She was more than willing to stand there in the courtroom as long as he needed. Besides, she was still struggling with her own overwhelming emotions. Somehow, she and Hugh—not to mention the other oracles—had avoided seemingly inevitable deaths. She could scarcely even allow herself to believe it, and only the heat of Hugh’s smooth skin, the wiry strength in his arms, made anything about this moment feel real to her.

			“Gwen…” Once they’d both regathered their composure, he eased her back far enough to meet her eyes. “I don’t know if this is the right moment, but…”

			She gazed warily up at him, unsure of what he intended to say.

			“You know what? Fuck it.” His amber eyes flared with heat and resolve, and he grasped both her hands in his. “I don’t want to wait, and only the gods and goddesses know what lies ahead of us. I’m seizing this moment.”

			Based on her history with human men, including her unborn child’s biological father, she had two main guesses as to what was happening: Hugh either wanted to break up or have sex right there in the courtroom. The first option would break her heart. The second would probably break her spine…and also get them sent directly to their afterlives. No lines, no waiting.

			That said, if he was raring to go, she supposed—

			“I meant what I said in that capsule. I love you like…” Hugh’s mouth worked as he searched for the right words. “Like parched summer fields love the rain. Like honeybees love flowers. Like…um…” He unexpectedly snorted. “Like you love cheese.”

			She stood stock-still, trying to make sense of his words.

			He wasn’t…he wasn’t abandoning her? Now that the adrenaline of imminent danger had passed, now that they were fully clothed and entirely vertical…he still loved her? Every bit as much as she still loved him?

			The blink of her blurry eyes sent a tear slipping down her cheek. Then another.

			He bent his head to kiss them away and continued speaking. Continued asking for her heart, even though it was already his.

			“I want you by my side for the rest of my life, no matter how few or many years that might entail.” His grip on her hands tightened. “Stay with me, Gwen. Marry me. Be my wife and my love until the moment I draw my final breath on this earth.”

			The raw ache in his tone, the rough plea, the unguarded affection, arrowed straight to her own parched summer field of a soul. And she wanted so much to say yes, to leap into his arms and rejoice in what they’d so unexpectedly found in each other.

			But…had he truly thought any of this through?

			It wasn’t a question she’d normally ask of a demon as controlled and detail oriented as Hugh, but here she was. Asking that question. To herself, if not to him.

			His lips rested against her temple as he waited for her answer, his hands still clasping hers tightly. When she didn’t respond right away, though, his hold gradually loosened. Then dropped away entirely, leaving her bereft. He straightened, clearing his throat.

			“It’s okay if you aren’t ready to say yes, Gwen.” The new caution in his words, his expression, felt like a kick to her gut. “Truly.”

			To his credit, he sounded sincere. And despite the embarrassed flush of his ear tips, he maintained steady eye contact as he let her off the hook with his customary thoughtfulness.

			And with that, all her concerns about the haste of his commitment to her were whisked away like leaves in a breeze. Because, for goodness’ sake, did she truly think this male—the demon very carefully ensuring her comfort in this conversation, even as he thought she was rejecting his proposal—hadn’t considered the implications of being with her? Was she truly doubting the resolve of Councilor Hugh Blacke, Esquire, the most contemplative, deliberate being she’d ever met?

			Or was she doubting herself instead?

			“We’ve been together such a short time, and I’m more than happy to court you for as long as you need, until you’re sure. Or if…” He paused. Dropped his gaze, head bowed. “Or if you’ve changed your mind, I won’t importune you or—”

			She couldn’t stand another hesitant word. “No. No, of course I haven’t changed my mind.”

			“Then…” His amber eyes searched hers, concerned and vulnerable and loving. “Tell me what you’re thinking, Gwen. I can feel that you’re anxious, but I have no idea why.”

			The tangle of fear and shame within her had to go, that was clear enough. She couldn’t take it with her into a future with him, and she wanted that future—yearned for it, would work herself to the bone for it—more than anything else in her entire lifetime of struggle.

			So she gave that ball of thorny briars to him. Uttered the words that would press it into his hands instead, where he could either carry it for her or toss it aside like the garbage it was.

			“I worry I’m not enough for you,” she told him.

			There. It was that simple.

			“Ah.” After considering her statement for a moment, he lifted his hands to cradle her face. “Do you think you can love me, Gwen? Not just today, but for the rest of our lives?”

			“Of course.” That much was a given. “Always and forever. Easy-peasy, melted cheesy.”

			“Do you…” He swallowed. “Do you think you can let me be your baby’s father? If I promise to raise that child with all the love and devotion in my heart?”

			Her eyes filled. “I think my baby would be the luckiest child on this green earth to have you as their father.”

			“Do you think you can stand to live with a demon who organizes his sock drawer by both color and texture?” His lips curved the tiniest bit. “Even though his socks are all black?”

			She had to smile back at him. “As long as he can handle an enormous infusion of color into his life and home.”

			“One last question.” The earnestness in his gaze melted her knees, and she couldn’t resist leaning against him. “Do you think I can make you happy?”

			“Yes.” She couldn’t even begin to imagine the joy of a life spent with Hugh. “Oh, gods and goddesses, yes. Nothing and no one could possibly make me happier.”

			“Then the verdict is in: If you agreed to be mine, you would, in fact, be more than enough for me. In fact, you’d make me the most joy-addled demon alive.” His thumbs brushed the tears from her cheeks. “Honey, I love you to distraction. Also, my sister said she’d body-snatch someone aboveground, track me down, and kick me in the nuts if I didn’t marry you. Please don’t make her hurt me.”

			She bit her lip and looked to the side, lost in thought. “I suppose I am quite a powerful oracle now. As long as I keep taking vitamins even after I give birth, I should keep having those huge visions.”

			Hugh’s thumb on her chin urged her eyes back to his. “I want to be absolutely clear about this: Even if you switched to entirely cheese-based meals after your pregnancy, stopped taking vitamins, and never had another one of those terrible visions again, I’d still think you’re the absolute best oracle I’ve ever known.”

			Okay, now he was patronizing her. “Come on, Hugh. We both know—”

			“No, really.” With uncharacteristic rudeness, he spoke over her, his tone firm. “I mean it. Gwen, most oracles use their talent to earn corporations money or make wealthy people even richer or assist the government in dubious causes. Instead, you’ve spent decades helping people who genuinely need assistance and who deserve easier lives. I find that remarkable. I find you remarkable.”

			She couldn’t argue against that stern expression.

			She kind of wanted to kiss it, though.

			“All that said…” His forehead creased in a mild frown. “If you ate an entirely cheese-based diet, I would worry about your gastrointestinal well-being.”

			The unexpected laugh hurt her throat in the best possible way.

			“You’ve built a community around yourself through your own hard work and caring,” he added, smiling right back at her. “So if you want to continue residing among your human neighbors in Zone C, fine. I’ll move there too.”

			“Really?” She tried to imagine him living in her apartment and failed entirely. “Until your penthouse is repaired, you mean?”

			He didn’t hesitate. “Permanently.”

			The obvious occurred to her. “Are you particularly willing to move because our zombie-free property values in the Zone are about to skyrocket?”

			“That doesn’t hurt.” The pad of his thumb glided over her cheek. “But I’d have moved regardless.”

			“Are we going to buy a tumbledown old house for basically nothing and renovate it?”

			“In the bougiest possible fashion,” he said dryly.

			She grinned, imagining the piles of cashmere blankets. “I could live with that.”

			After everything they’d gone through together, all the questions they’d posed and answers they’d given, something inside her felt…settled now. Confident that he wanted her just as she was and just as she always had been. The world’s okayest oracle, whether or not she ever experienced another apocalyptic vision.

			She loved him. Because he loved her too, that was enough to make him happy. And somehow, those simple facts encompassed an entire universe of joy.

			“Are you sure this is what you want?” Hugh studied her expression carefully—but if he was looking for continued uncertainty there, he wouldn’t find any. “Because I do know it’s very fast, and I don’t want to rush you.”

			“I’m sure.” She nuzzled into his hand. Pressed a kiss into the cup of his cradling palm. “And you’re not rushing me.”

			His frown smoothed, and he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

			“As a child, I always heard that demons were able to recognize their other half almost immediately, but I never believed it. Or at least, I didn’t think it would happen that way for me.” Slowly, a brilliant beam of a smile lit his beloved, angular face. “Then you arrived in my life twenty years ago, Gwen. And here we are.”

			“Here we are indeed,” she agreed cheerfully. “And…Hugh?”

			His head bent toward hers, and his stare focused on her mouth. “Mmmm?”

			“I don’t need a prophecy to tell me that we’ll be together forever, aboveground and below, happy and in love,” she told him. “Starting right now.”

			Then she reached up, grabbed her future by the horns, and greeted it with a kiss.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Thora Creekwood perched calmly on a rickety chair inside a small but cozy coffee shop, sipped her espresso, and waited for further instructions.

			As always, the place had cleared out shortly after darkness fell. The owner, Carlo, was taking his usual lengthy smoke break out back and watching a soccer game beside his open rear door, and he wouldn’t return unless the metal bell attached to his business’s front door jingled and summoned him back to the counter. Which it wouldn’t do, because she’d flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED and removed the bell in preparation for her boss’s arrival.

			During their previous meeting, shortly after he’d returned from the Realm Below, he’d filled her in on everything he’d learned about the fae conspirators with whom she’d been embedded for the past year. Their names, their plans, the identities of various minions who belonged to other species, the location and purpose of Josiah Goodling’s encampment of captive oracles. Everything he told her fit what she’d seen over the course of her assignment. She was simply ashamed that she hadn’t put the puzzle together herself, well before Goodling had managed to murder still-unknown numbers of Zone inhabitants and several kidnapped oracles.

			For that matter, she was also ashamed over her failure to recognize that malicious jackass as a fae. A glamour that powerful—so powerful and rare that she hadn’t heard of its existence, even as a half-fae—must have cost Josiah decades from his life.

			But he was dead and gone now. The other fae conspirators had been discreetly arrested and interrogated, although only a select, trusted circle of SERC officials knew the precise reasons why. Josiah’s minions had been taken into custody too…including Hugh’s mother, Marlee. That had been awkward.

			Somehow, amid all the familial hubbub and unpleasantness, Hugh had also interviewed and arranged protection for the freed oracles.

			And now…and now…

			What? Where did he intend to direct their continuing investigations now that the group Thora had so carefully infiltrated had essentially ceased to exist?

			She didn’t know. But he’d told her that he wanted to meet her at their usual rendezvous point tonight, face-to-face, to discuss that very issue—after he got Gwen settled into bed with a cheese platter, her favorite streaming show about, yes, cheese, and all the healing amulets and spells one human women could possibly wear.

			Thora liked Gwen—who was, even now, apparently organizing an oracle union of sorts with the help of her fellow former captives—and Thora’s earlier intelligence failures had caused the seer harm. Had gotten countless other innocents killed too. Whatever new assignment Hugh wanted to give her, however abhorrent, Thora would accept without complaint.

			Right on time, he silently slid inside the coffee shop, locked the door behind himself, and joined her at the table farthest away from Carlo’s break spot. For a demon who’d briefly died a mere week ago, he looked remarkably lively and absurdly pleased. Tired, yes, with deep blue pits of fatigue beneath his golden-brown eyes, but those eyes sparkled with happiness, and the usual frown that pinched his forehead was missing for once.

			They’d already touched base on an encrypted call earlier that day, so he didn’t preface his remarks with any personal matters. Instead he launched directly into the point of the meeting.

			“Now that the most powerful fae conspirators have been identified and captured, I want you to focus on the insurrectionist faction within the common human government.” He spoke so quietly, even someone seated at the empty table next to theirs couldn’t have overheard his words. “They’ve been remarkably wary and elusive to this point, and we still don’t know their identities. That said, their first attempt to incite an interspecies war fell through, their parade plot got exposed by the kidnapped oracles, and all their fae allies have been arrested. They’ll be in disarray and desperate to salvage their plans.”

			Unfortunately, the virulence of their xenophobia wouldn’t allow those common human insurrectionists to simply give up. Especially not when their organizational structure was intact, all their ranks remained free, and they still retained the power of whatever positions they held in the government and military.

			Hugh added, “They’ll also be eager for fresh allies within the fae community and any money or power those allies might be willing to lend them.”

			Ah. Now she understood. “And that’s where I come in. I can glamour myself as a fae they’ve never met before, one sympathetic to their cause.”

			He inclined his head. “How do you want to gain their trust?”

			That was one of many reasons she appreciated her handler. While he was more than capable of giving orders when necessary, he also respected her own instincts and intelligence. If possible, he always asked for her input before formulating a plan.

			They made a good team. And she had an equally good idea to share with him.

			“My informants have indicated that you’re correct: The common human insurrectionists are desperate to restock their supply of fae allies. So much so that they intend to woo potential new fae conspirator couples at a luxurious weeklong party in Norway.”

			He nodded. “At the Freyjasdal Resort.”

			“You’ve already heard.” Foolishly, that dulled her momentary glow of pride. “Do you want me there, assuming I can garner an invitation?”

			She would find a way to attend, even as a single participant. No matter what it took.

			“Yes.” He hesitated. “But not alone.”

			Well, that didn’t bode well for her next performance appraisal. “I apologize for my failure to uncover—”

			“Thora.” He held up a hand, and she fell silent. “You’ve done nothing wrong. You’re a lone spy whom I sent into a nest of vipers without any backup or previous experience, and under those circumstances, I’m not surprised that you weren’t able to unravel all the group’s plans in time. I’m just grateful you made it out alive—especially since you’re far easier to kill than a full fae. I don’t intend to leave you that vulnerable again, and the event is geared toward couples instead of individuals anyway.”

			She allowed herself one quiet protest. “I can handle myself.”

			“I know.” He actually smiled at her. “You’re strong, smart, intuitive, detail oriented, impeccably discreet, well aware of both fae and human customs, and able to change your own appearance at will via glamours.”

			Why was he buttering her up? To ease her guilt? Or did he suspect she wouldn’t like whatever plans he’d already set into motion?

			“Unlike most half-fae, I can also glamour others,” she reminded him.

			“I know,” he repeated. “Your partner’s safety will rely on that hidden talent. In return, he’ll offer you a more convincing cover story, along with whatever assistance and physical protection you might require.”

			Hugh hesitated then. “Well…he’ll try, anyway. To the best of his abilities.”

			What did that mean? But more importantly—“Who do you trust that much?”

			“Someone who already knows about the conspiracy, understands the high stakes involved, and is willing to help our cause.” Another hesitation. “For a price.”

			“A price?” Okay, she was now allowing herself two protests. No more than that, though. “You want me to infiltrate the group with a mercenary?”

			“Not a mercenary. He doesn’t want money.” Hugh heaved a silent sigh. “Just unlimited lifetime access to the Sunday brunch buffets at several top-rated restaurants. Including one with a Michelin star.”

			Thora prided herself on her unflappability and ability to smoothly adjust to any situation that might unexpectedly confront her. At this moment, however, she found herself entirely unsure of what to say.

			“The house party starts in two days, and you need preparation and travel time, Thora.” Hugh sounded apologetic. “I couldn’t locate a better option on such short notice.”

			Resigned, she waited in silence for the sword of Damocles to fall.

			“You’re attending the party with a troll,” he told her. “He’ll portray your faux-fae husband, and I’m relying on your unparalleled espionage skills and secret glamouring ability to pull off the deception.”

			And there it was. The sword piercing her unwitting head.

			“A troll?” Her voice had risen from a whisper, so she took a calming breath to regain her composure. “That raises three areas of concern for me.”

			Her boss nodded with zero surprise in his expression. “List them.”

			“First, trolls tend to respond…unpredictably…to glamours.” Especially if those glamours were weaker than most, as hers tended to be. “Second, trolls may possess enormous strength, but they also possess enormous”—she waved an illustrative hand toward the tiled ceiling—“enormity. They’re huge and loud and don’t go anywhere discreetly, which makes them essentially the opposite of a good spy.”

			He didn’t dispute any of those facts. “And third?”

			“I don’t personally know any trolls”—although they were apparently a great deal of fun to be around, something that had rarely been said about her—“but by common reputation, they tend toward clumsiness and are incapable of deceit or subtlety.”

			From what she’d heard, they were also none too bright. Which certainly wasn’t a mark against their good character, but would nevertheless make the vast majority of spying missions an insurmountable challenge to them.

			“About that.” Hugh leaned in even closer and dropped his voice even lower. “They’ve been trolling everyone, Thora. Literally and figuratively.”

			She blinked at him.

			“Their gargantuan size…” He searched for the right words. “It may sometimes make them less graceful than desired. But they’re intelligent, shrewd, and loyal to a fault.”

			If they’d managed to hide their native intelligence all these centuries, she supposed they’d have to be quite cunning. How in the world had they accomplished such a feat?

			“They’re also very fond of gourmet food. Like, alarmingly fond.” He scratched at his beard. “At least, your intended partner, Kip, is all those things.”

			Pulling his secure phone from his pocket, he sent a quick text, then rose to unlock the door again.

			“And this…Kip…” Holy fuck, what an inane name. “He’s amenable to your plan? Willing to play my husband for an entire week, no matter what subterfuge that might entail?”

			“More than willing. Eager.” Another silent sigh. “The buffets, you remember.”

			Just then, the door to the coffeehouse flew open with such force that it bounced against the wall with a cacophonous clatter and its glass panels shivered ominously.

			A golden-skinned, dark-haired troll burst through the entrance, even as the sound of hurried footsteps heralded Carlo’s imminent return to his storefront. Without a word, she got up, flipped the store’s sign back to OPEN, and retied the bell to the door’s inner handle before returning to her table.

			Hugh remained standing, resignation written all over his tired face. “Kip, I asked you to enter as discreetly as possible.”

			“That’s what I did, mini-demon-bro.” The troll beamed down at him. “Not my fault the door’s so thin and flimsy.”

			In unison, Thora and Hugh glanced at the entrance.

			It looked like a completely normal sort of door to her.

			“You must be Thora!” the troll exclaimed, just as Carlo reemerged from the back room and positioned himself behind the service counter. “I’m Kip!”

			She stifled a sigh. So much for her anonymity at this particular rendezvous point.

			The troll held up a hand far above her head, very near the point where the high ceiling met the wall, as if demonstrating his extraordinary height.

			“Lovely to meet you,” she said slowly. Also dishonestly. “And yes, you are very tall.”

			His broad forehead crinkled, and his enormous hand waved. “Up top?”

			“I’m sorry, what?” She looked to Hugh for help, but he was rubbing both of his own hands over his face, so she turned back to her new faux husband. “Did you…did you want something from me?”

			The troll spoke to her slowly, enunciating each word as if she were the class dunce. “I want to high-five you.”

			“Oh.” Had she high-fived anyone since elementary school? Not that she could remember. “All right.”

			She raised her arm as high as possible and swung to clap his palm with hers. Only he miscalculated, so she met nothing but air, and then—

			Oh, no.

			“Sorry ’bout your speaker, bro,” Kip called out to Carlo. The troll frowned down at the shattered pieces of plastic on the floor, then hitched a thumb toward Hugh. “He’ll reimburse you for it. Get you an upgrade.”

			With a long-suffering expression that Thora kind of felt like Hugh had earned—he’d paired her with this mountainous disaster of a troll, hadn’t he?—her boss left to go talk to Carlo at the counter.

			“Um…yeah.” Kip raised his warm brown gaze to hers and sheepishly shifted his weight from one gargantuan foot to the other. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

			“So I imagined,” she said dryly, mentally kissing her career—and possibly her life—goodbye.
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