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Chapter One


I’d never seen a bunch of apex predators look so nervous.

“It’s fine,” I told the nearest, who was getting help with his bow tie from another predator, only this one looked like it.

The first was named Jace, a young Were with milk chocolate skin, a buzz cut, and a strong preference for baggy jeans and tank tops, except for today, when he’d donned a tux. It had been tailored to fit him, yet somehow didn’t. Or maybe it was his nervousness that was communicating itself through the clothes.

Anyway, he looked rumpled but sweet.

The tie tier was named Ulmer, who was not now and likely never had been sweet, having probably come out of the womb snarling.

He hadn’t bothered with a tux because even the best tailor in the world would have run screaming at the very idea. Ulmer looked like a cross between a disaster and a nightmare, and that was in human form—or as close to it as he ever got. Which wasn’t all that close.

Tonight, though, he had made some effort, with a long flowing caftan of the type Weres used when they thought they might have to Change suddenly. That could have been taken as an insult by the assembled throng, who were among the glitterati of the Were world, and might even have raised questions of a challenge in some minds had it been anyone else. But no one would take offense at Ulmer.

Not because he wasn’t offensive, deliberately so, and on a regular basis, but because he was a force of nature and everyone knew it. Did it make sense to rail at a hurricane? At an earthquake? An avalanche?

It was equally a waste of time with Ulmer, not to mention dangerous. As a Were, he was a shaggy, scarred, monster of a creature that put the fear of God, or at least of Ulmer, in even the most hardened of fighters. In human guise… well, not much changed.

He had wolf eyes in a human face, with long, shaggy gray hair that would have looked better on a lion, a matching beard, and a body that appeared to defy the laws of physics, because how could mere bones support that much muscle? They had to be made out of solid steel, I thought, as I watched his surprisingly deft fingers form a halfway respectable bow tie. It was a little lopsided, but not too bad, and anyway, it matched the rest of the suit.

I took over brushing down Jace’s coat and tried to pull it into some kind of shape.

“I don’t think I can do this,” he whispered to me, while Ulmer went on to inspect the other young men in the small room, like a drill sergeant checking out a new batch of recruits.

He was barking orders because tonight was important and they were representing two clans—their new one and the sponsoring one of Arnou, to which he belonged. Ulmer on a tear was scary, but for once, nobody looked worried. They were too busy worrying about something else.

“It’ll be over quick,” I told Jace, while straightening his lapels. “And you’ve met Sebastian before, right?”

He nodded but didn’t speak.


“He’s a lot like Cyrus,” I said, talking about my fiancé and the boy’s clan leader. Sebastian, the current bardric, the title for the leader of the Were world, was Cyrus’s brother, and the two even looked a lot alike. I hoped that fact would settle Jace’s nerves when he got into the audience hall, but I doubted it.



It was a tough transition, from street kid and vargulf, the latter a term for the outcasts in Were society, to a founding member of an entirely new clan in barely a month. Of course, it was a tiny clan, composed mainly of former vargulfs, and didn’t even have a name yet, but it was a clan nonetheless. And new clans were traditionally presented to the current bardric at the yearly meeting of clan leaders.


It was as intimidating as all hell, but it was also non-negotiable. Weres were all about tradition, and we couldn’t be a clan until we got through it. And this was the last chance, as it was the final day of a very contentious meeting that had dragged on far longer than normal as people wrangled with the changes the current war was bringing to our world. And even more with the progressive policies Sebastian was trying to enact.

Since we were a result of one of those policies, we had to brave this out.

“It’ll be fine,” Jen said. She was not a Were, being one of the students I was teaching as part of my job in the War Mage Corps, the police branch of the world’s leading magical organization, the Silver Circle.


She and my other students were not being presented, even though the boys of our clan had had no trouble adopting them. That might have been because my latest crop of students had more in common with vargulfs than with mages. Their special, unwanted abilities made them persona non grata in the magical world, and the two groups of outcasts had quickly bonded.


“Right!” Sophie, another of my students, grinned encouragingly. “We’re gonna be right there with you, all the way!”

Jace brightened, which made it a bitch for me to rain on his parade. “They have to stay here,” I told him. “I’m sorry, but it’s protocol.”

“But I got all dressed up!” Jen said, while Sophie’s eyes narrowed.

“Screw protocol,” she said. “You told us we’re part of the family—”

“And you are, but—”

“But what? We’re part of it as long as you don’t have to show us off? As long as we don’t make you look bad?”

I sighed. Sophie was the leader of the little group of magical throwbacks I had been called upon to make into soldiers, and if she wasn’t happy, none of them would be. And she wasn’t happy. The Barbie-esque makeup she currently had on, complete with a fan of pink rhinestones by either eye, didn’t hide that.

“It isn’t up to me,” I told her. “The Clan Council has a lot of rules—”

“Stupid rules!”

“—and one of them is that only clan can walk.” I didn’t point out that our new clan was already contravening a millennium of tradition just by existing, and pushing it any farther wouldn’t be a great idea. Because Sophie didn’t care about that. She cared about her own little group being seen as equals after a lifetime of being hidden away in the special schools the Corps had for people whose magic wasn’t on the approved list.

She had spent a lifetime being the Other, being Wrong, being Weird and Shameful and whatever other words had been applied to her—I was sort of grateful I didn’t know them all—and now she was touchy.

Very.

And this was just all I needed.

“Only clan and its auxiliaries can walk,” I began, only to be cut off almost immediately.

“Fine. Then we’ll be auxiliaries.”

For someone with her long red hair in a curly updo tonight, and her hi-lo gown a giant mass of pink ruffles, she should have resembled a very well-heeled can-can dancer. Yet she nonetheless managed to look intimidating. Almost as much as a wolf.

I felt my lips quirk. I was proud of her and couldn’t deny it. This place should have intimidated the hell out of her, but nothing intimidated Sophie. Or if it did, I didn’t want to meet it.

And, technically, she was right, although…

“That’s not just a word,” I explained. “Clan auxiliaries are… they’re important. Not wolves, as they haven’t been bitten, but bound by oaths of loyalty and service to the clan nonetheless. Like junior members.”

“Okay, give me the oaths.” It was immediate.

“Yeah, only we haven’t even figured out what they are yet!” I said, getting a bit exasperated. “We don’t have a clan structure, a symbol, even a name, much less written oaths—”

“Then make them up.” That was Jen. She was a vision in pale yellow silk, wearing a sleek, body-hugging gown with strategic cut-outs at the waist outlined in diamond-like bling. It was a get-up worthy of a vampire, which she was not, and complemented her blond bob and the blue eyes that could burn green whenever her necromancy was active.

“Guys, it’s okay,” Jace said, always the peacemaker. “I’ll be fine.”

“We know you will, ‘cause we’ll be there with you,” Sophie said staunchly.

“We’ll call you… honorary auxiliaries… for the moment,” I told them, because I didn’t have time to argue. And because all the other clans that had paraded around for weeks had had long trains of followers, showing off their strength to everyone and dressed to the nines, so why shouldn’t we? “Do all of you want to walk?” I asked, looking past the ringleaders to where my three other students were hugging the wall to stay out of the way.

Kimmie, the cute black girl with the Cleopatra braids and the yellow, black, and leopard-print Versace number that had had Jen eyeing her enviously earlier, only nodded, not being the in-your-face type. Aki, a Japanese-American with blue-tipped hair and a tux with a blue sheen, and Dimas, the youngest of our tribe at barely fifteen, looked at me blankly. They had both been tugging on their finery in different ways, looking like they couldn’t wait to get home to shorts and t-shirts, and now seemed surprised by the question.

“You weren’t planning for us to walk?” Aki asked. “Then why the suits?”

“You’re invited to the party afterward,” I assured him. “Whether you walk or not is up to you.”

“Of course we’ll walk,” Dimas said, like I was being boring, while trying to get his short dark hair to lie flat. It grew in clumps, all of which seemed to want to go in different directions, in what was normally termed a cowlick. Only in his case, it looked like a whole herd had been at him.

“Okay, but you stay to the back and do not pass in front of any of the clan members. It would be interpreted as an insult, possibly even as you challenging them—”

“Everything’s a challenge to Weres,” Aki complained. “I don’t know how you’re not all dead already.”

“—or as a sign that our clan is badly organized and doesn’t know what it’s doing, which is what they expect.”

Sophie, who’d had her mouth open to say something, abruptly shut it.

“We’ll stay to the back,” Jen said, her eyes flashing. “And prove there’s nothing wrong with our clan!”

“So I go in front… alone?” Jace asked quietly.

“You’ll go behind Cyrus and me,” I reassured him. “In line with the other clan members, and in front of the auxiliaries.”

“Just walk in like you own the place!” Ulmer said, passing by and clapping Jace on the back hard enough that the boy almost fell over.

“I’m going to be sick,” Jace informed me, and looked it.

“Okay,” Cyrus came into the room where we were all huddled up, and unlike Ulmer, he looked like a dream in a perfectly fitted tux.

It hugged his broad shoulders and somehow managed to hide most of the muscles all Weres had in abundance, while setting off his tousled brown curls and whiskey-colored eyes. He’d gotten a deeper tan since coming to Vegas, and it looked good on him, although I had yet to discover something that didn’t. And while the get-up should have appeared odd on a man who was almost as devoted to his jeans and western shirts as Jace was to his street wear, he pulled it off.

Somehow, he looked like he was born to it, which he sort of was. Arnou was the leading clan, and he was one of its favorite sons. Yet here he was, trying to start a new clan to give outcast boys a fresh start.

It was a big gamble. Once an outcast, always an outcast, as far as the Were world was concerned. Nobody had ever tried reintegration before—or as far as I knew, even proposed it.

Yet here we were.

I felt a nervous tickle down my spine and told myself to get a grip.

“You look fantastic,” Cyrus told me, sweeping me in close for a kiss, his hand warm on my skin through the open back of my borrowed dress.


The girls had been leaning heavily on Sebastian’s credit card, which had been needed until Cyrus’s recent stint as vargulf was lifted and his access to family funds was restored. And afterward, on the clan’s money, which right now was basically Cyrus’s bank account, since my war mage salary didn’t cover much. I could have done the same, but one look at the price tags on appropriate attire had had me calling up a friend with a massive wardrobe and asking for a favor.


And she had really come through. My ensemble for the evening was red and orange, which sounds gaudy but wasn’t, transitioning from a simple crimson slip-style top with spaghetti straps to a sleek ombre-colored body and a skirt that flared out around knee-level into delicate vertical ruffles in different shades of orange, yellow, and white. They fluttered up when I moved, giving me the look of an upside-down candle, with my dark hair the wick and the dress the flame—

And was suddenly causing me to worry that people would assume I was wearing the clan colors when we hadn’t decided on those yet!

Crap.

But at least the kiss made everyone relax slightly. Seeing their Alpha and Lupa—the latter the word for a female clan leader—showing affection reinforced the whole clan’s bonds. Weres were touchy-feely and liked public displays of affection.

Jace even stood a little taller while everyone gathered around.

“Alright,” Cyrus said. “It’s down to the wire, and we’re up next. We need a name and have to decide. We can always change it later, but we have to have something for them to announce.”

“Dark Sun,” Luis said immediately. He was the newest recruit, with his South of the Border good looks showcased by a perfectly fitting, traditional tux.

“For the last time, we are not naming ourselves after your favorite D&D campaign,” Noah, an exasperated blond, told him.

“And I don’t think ‘dark’ is a word we want to be associated with right now,” Lee said. His head of impressive dreads crowned a tux that he’d managed to make his own, with a pair of purple velvet slippers and a matching jacquard bow tie. They complemented his dark skin and handsome features.

“Yeah, naming ourselves after the other side in the war doesn’t seem smart,” Andy agreed, referring to the Black Circle, a bunch of dark mages the Corps had been fighting for centuries, although never as viciously as right now. Andy was an early member of the group, a tall, quiet, brown-haired boy who didn’t say much, but when he did, people tended to listen.

“I just think the name sounds cool,” Luis protested.

“It’s not about sounding cool,” Noah said, for maybe the hundredth time. “It’s supposed to say something about us, about who we are. Most clans are named after founders or members who did big things—”

“The Cyrus clan it is,” somebody said, laughing, but there were a lot of nods.

“—but those are the older clans like Arnou. Modern ones are usually named after something descriptive about them or the area they live in or used to live in: Sunseeker, Red Mountain, White Plains—”

“We live in Vegas,” Jace said doubtfully. He looked a little better after the kiss and conversation change.

“High Rollers it is!” Jason put in, the tall redhead’s Adam’s apple going up and down as he laughed.

Nobody joined in that time. We had been discussing this for days and had cycled through all possible variations on the basic idea of the clan: Reclaimed, Reforged, Unbroken, Restored, etc., and gotten nowhere. But this was important, as a clan’s name often became how they were fixed in people’s minds thereafter.

“I still like Phoenix Rising,” Chayton said.


He was another founding member, with Native American features and a fresh haircut to tame the shaggy Were mane that grew faster than nature should have allowed, and which he usually wore in a ponytail. He was also another quiet one—a lot of the boys were, as their short lives had taught them to be cautious, as anything a vargulf said could be taken the wrong way and bring on a fight. One that they weren’t likely to win with no clan behind them.


“Too cliché,” Noah—who was definitely not quiet—pointed out. He’d taken the naming thing seriously and had come up with half of the suggestions so far. “Besides, we’re not birds, we’re wolves.”

“It’s a metaphor,” Lee argued.

“It’s expected, which none of this was. It doesn’t fit us—”

“Says you. And anyway, why do we want something that fits us? What are we supposed to call ourselves? The Hated? The Unworthy? The Disappeared?”

Lee was one of the more bitter of the boys, which was saying something, but he wasn’t wrong. The Were world was not kind to its outcasts. And the fact that these were mostly teens, many of whom had lost their clan status over events beyond their control, either through mistakes their families had made or internal clan politics, didn’t cut them any slack.

“That doesn’t describe you,” I said quietly, and had furious black eyes turned on me.

Then the herald stuck his head in the door and tried to keep a sneer off his face. “You’re next,” he said shortly. “Name?”

“Fireborn,” Cyrus said, as smoothly as if it were a long-established fact. “From ashes, we rise.”

Everybody exchanged glances, but nobody contradicted their clan leader. Not that they probably would have in any case, but I saw some smiles breaking out. And heard the name whispered around the group, as people tried it on for size.

The medieval horns the Clan Council liked to have blown at every possible occasion blared out, causing me to jump slightly.

“The Fireborn,” the herald’s magically enhanced voice rang out.

And, okay, it was showtime.


Chapter Two


The Council was meeting at a local hotel—at the hotel, if you happened to be part of the magical community in Vegas—known as Dante’s. It was one of the few places where odd was normal, weird was winked at, and anything that didn’t burn the whole place down could be accommodated if you paid the avaricious hotel manager enough. Which I guessed the Council had, because it had taken over the entirety of the extensive conference rooms for the last month, after the usual meeting place was, uh, made unavailable.


I suppose they had cleaned up all of the blood by now, from the events of a month ago, and burned the bodies. But that didn’t mean anybody wanted to assemble there, or probably would for a while. So, Dante’s it was, and I had to admit the place was impressive.

A little too much so, as the final ceremonies were in the biggest of the banquet rooms, with a soaring ceiling, cream and gold accents, and a marble floor that somebody really should carpet, because it caused every footfall to echo.


That would have been bad enough as we clickety-clacked across in almost dead silence, with me in backless heels I was trying to keep up with because Weres didn’t wear binding clothes. A strap-covered sandal might have been as much of an insult as Ulmer’s caftan, going too far in the other direction, and I didn’t have his reputation for crazy to prevent the fallout. Straps said overconfidence; straps said I’m backed by Clan Arnou and protected; straps said I think I can do whatever I want, like dragging a bunch of vargulfs into the heart of the Were world, and bind up my feet because I’ll never have to fight for it.


Straps would have been bad, like too much jewelry, which again said “I won’t have to fight.” Or the wrong perfume, or too much of it, covering up my natural musk and making it appear like I was hiding something, because Weres’ scents changed slightly based on mood. Or a color scheme too close to Arnou’s blue and silver, which could be taken for throwing the relationship in everyone’s face.

Or a thousand other things that I hoped I’d remembered when putting all this together, because anything, absolutely anything, that could be taken as an insult tonight would be.


Yet it didn’t look like it had been enough, as none of the surrounding faces were happy. Even Arnou, our sponsor, was dour, probably because their leader had put their own vaunted reputation on the line by trusting a bunch of ex-vargulfs to form a workable clan. But at least they kept their expressions stoic, which was more than I could say for most of the other clans.


Many faces in the crowd bore faint looks of disgust, some had full-on sneers, and a few turned their shoulders slightly as we passed, as if rejecting the very idea of us. I was angry that clan law made it necessary to subject our boys to this, furious that my fellow Weres were still this freaking medieval, pissed off that I couldn’t do a damned thing about it but keep my chin up and keep walking. But inside, my blood boiled.

I knew Cyrus wasn’t doing any better, although he didn’t show it. As clan leader, he couldn’t afford to broadcast his feelings, as they would influence those of every wolf he had, and these boys weren’t socialized well enough to handle something like that. If their leader was boiling, they would be, too, and that could be a recipe for disaster.

So calm down, Lia! I told myself harshly. Because they could feel my agitation, too, I knew they could. But I wasn’t all that well socialized as a Were yet myself, having only Changed for the first time a month ago, and while I’d thought I understood Weres before that, I’d been seriously mistaken.

I had spent the last month learning that growing up clan, thanks to my mother’s blood, and growing up Were were two very different things. As a war mage, I was supposed to have iron control, something the Corps drilled into all recruits, who were like walking magical tanks and couldn’t afford to pop off at every insult. And then I’d had the added, accidental training of being a Were in a Corps that viewed my kind with serious distrust, and that was on a good day.

So, I’d thought I had a master’s degree in restraint, but swallowing this much of an insult…

Yeah.

Calm the hell down already!

And then it happened, as I had feared it would: halfway to the dais where Sebastian was waiting, an entire clan made an ostentatious show of turning their backs on us, all at once. And since they’d thoughtfully taken up positions on the front row, there was no chance that anyone had missed it. Even if they had, the collective gasp that went around the room would have gotten everybody’s attention.

Okay, what was this?

I didn’t know, but it was catching. Several other clans had started looking at each other, as if they were thinking of following suit, in a public spectacle that wouldn’t just reject us, a nobody clan few cared about, but Sebastian and the rule of Arnou as well. And maybe that was the point.

Because the clan in question was Rand, and Cyrus had killed their leader, Whirlwind, in a duel a month ago just down the hall.

I hadn’t actually expected to see them, as they’d been conspicuously absent from the proceedings all month, citing the need to bury and mourn their leader as an excuse. But most people thought they just hadn’t dared to show their faces. Only it seemed like they’d dared tonight.


And we had to answer this. There was no way to hold up our heads again, or even to be considered a true clan if we didn’t. And if we weren’t a clan, these boys were still vargulf and could be killed on sight, something half the people in this room would have been fine with, and which the other half was likely jonesing for.


Jace had a reason for his concern besides just nerves.

But before anybody else voted one way or the other, before Sebastian could even intervene, Cyrus stopped, smiled, and tapped one of the offending clan members on the shoulder.

The man jerked, snarled, and spun on a dime. Well, at least he’s now facing the right way, I thought. And pulled Jace back against me, in case this got ugly.

And it was pretty much guaranteed to get ugly, because you didn’t pull something like this in the middle of Clan Council if you didn’t want to fight.

“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” Ulmer said loudly and transformed, just that fast. Cyrus hadn’t yet, and he put out an arm to indicate that the rest of us shouldn’t, either, but I didn’t know how long that was likely to hold, as his own eyes were suddenly a lot lighter and brighter. Wolf eyes, peeking out at their next prey.

Only I wasn’t sure that the math exactly mathed in this case. Rand was a big clan, and it looked like every one of them was here tonight, seriously outnumbering us. If we’d been on our own, we’d be dead.

But we weren’t on our own, something they knew very well. It was the reason, other than enjoying a good fight, that Ulmer was already in wolf form, despite being a member of another clan. Because, as pathetic as we might be on our own, we were sponsored by someone who very definitely wasn’t.

Someone who had just stood up and walked down the steps of the dais to back up his brother, but stopped at the foot, still halfway across the space, to let him handle this. However, it had just been made very clear that Clan Arnou stood ready and willing to assist the fledgling Fireborn. And that was making everyone unhappy.

Every clan here was allied with either Rand or Arnou, and many with both, as they were two of the oldest and most prestigious of all the clans. And nobody seemed to have expected this any more than I had, because low-voiced, rapid conversations were breaking out everywhere, as people realized they might have to choose sides. Immediately.

A civil war had been threatening for a while now, with half of the clans sick of supporting the Silver Circle in the current war, sick of Sebastian’s reforms to Were society, sick of anything and everything that threatened their positions.

I just hadn’t expected it to come to a head tonight.

And neither had Cyrus, who was looking pissed but also perplexed. Was this a political ploy, meant to start a schism, or a son grieving his father and doing something stupid? And was his clan really behind him, or being forced to go along with it, or prove themselves divided and leaderless at a vulnerable juncture?

“Bleddyn of Rand,” Cyrus said, his voice ringing out in the echoing space. “You have had a month to challenge, should you think it needful, yet you leave it so late?”

“No challenge,” the sneer was almost palpable. “Such a ‘clan’ doesn’t deserve the honor!”

“Such a clan?” Cyrus didn’t elaborate, but he didn’t have to. His expression was eloquent as he swept his eyes over the disgraced Rand. Which was the only one of the two of us to have lost a leader recently for treason, for cheating in a challenge, and for then losing said challenge anyway, along with his life.

Bleddyn caught the insult and flushed puce, which was dangerous for more than one reason. He was a big man, standing at least six-foot-five and possibly a shade more, bald, paunchy, and yet as heavily muscled as all Were men, and some of the women, were. He looked like he was in his late thirties, but heading for a heart attack in another ten to twelve, or possibly tonight if he didn’t calm down.

Of course, if he didn’t calm down, it wouldn’t be his heart that killed him.

Annnnd he didn’t, but his target wasn’t Cyrus.


“You insult us by bringing this… thing… into a council session,” he said, the beady brown eyes fixing on Jace. “You pollute this company, insult these elders, show yet again that your clan—both your clans—have no regard for tradition, the rule of law, or even common decency!”


“Decency?” Cyrus said silkily. “I wasn’t aware that was a concept your bloodline understood.”

And shit, I thought.

That’s a new tux.

But there was nothing for it now, because either man’s words were tantamount to a challenge, and there would be blood drawn tonight.

Cyrus still hadn’t Changed, but it was imminent. I could see the dark hair, slicked back with pomade in a vain effort to keep the curls contained, suddenly perking up, could smell the flood of musk on the air—smelled good, smelled right, smelled like a clan leader about to protect his family—could see the light of the wolf eyes spilling over enough to stain the collar of his soon-to-be-in-shreds tux. Yet he held it together a moment more, giving Bleddyn’s clan a chance to rein him in if they were going to.

Meanwhile, I tried to pull Jace back out of the danger zone, but his shoulders were rigid with fear, and it was like he was rooted to the spot. He’d lost his brother recently, his only family, and had had to watch him die. He’d found a new family since, but years of living on the streets, of fighting for every scrap of food, of having no one in his corner and no one he could trust besides Jayden, and then to suddenly not have him there anymore—

It was a lot.

He wasn’t used to feeling safe yet, and this wasn’t helping!

They needed to keep their goddamned politics away from my kids, I thought savagely.

But Bleddyn clearly didn’t think so, and his clan appeared to agree with him, or if they didn’t, they weren’t doing anything about it.

It was infuriating my wolf, who snarled internally.

“It’s alright, Lia,” Cyrus said softly. “I’ll handle this.”

“Yes, handle your woman,” Bleddyn sneered, “or I will!”

And that time, my snarl was audible.

It was something I’d been struggling with since Changing for the first time. My wolf was overprotective and always seemed ready for a fight; I’d gotten the impression that she enjoyed them. That wasn’t unusual for a Were, but her enthusiasm seemed extreme, even for an extreme breed.

I told her to rein it in, and she snapped at me.

“She can handle herself,” Cyrus was saying. “And let’s keep this between you and me. Or are you trying to start an all-out war?”


“I’m trying to point out that you shouldn’t be here! That she shouldn’t—the Neuri-riddled bitch! That these things shouldn’t! Kill the bastard and be done with it!” he yelled, gesturing at Jace, and I felt my body go cold.


Mentally, I knew that something was wrong; that he was being deliberately provocative; that he was acting like a madman when he didn’t have that reputation. I knew I should be worried about that, should focus on that, should look for the deeper meaning before we accidentally gave him what he wanted. I knew it all after years of Were politics and a decade of war mage training—

And my wolf didn’t care.


“You have something to say, Lupa?” he growled, noticing my agitation and turning the title into an insult.


“No,” I said, and jumped him.


I Changed halfway through the leap, saw his eyes widen, and then I was on him. And I didn’t know what the hell was wrong with my wolf, but she was not playing. And screaming at her didn’t work, and threats didn’t work, and pleading didn’t work except to get me a mental slap, and all the while blood and fur were flying, bones were cracking, and somebody was screaming as my wolf tried her best to rip her opponent to shreds.


Her best was pretty damned good.

And I didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t that. I guess nobody else had, either, because the other clans had yet to intervene. People had backed up to give us room, but they were letting us fight it out, as were Cyrus and Sebastian, because if they interfered, then their clans would get into it as well, and things would go south fast.

But I… I was protecting a cub, something every Lupa in the place understood. That wasn’t a political matter; that was about blood. Something far older and more primal even than clan law. I had every right to make it abundantly clear what would happen to anyone who threatened one of mine, and any of them would have done the same.

Thanks to Bleddyn’s stupidity, I could thrash the ever-loving shit out of him and not start a war, and I was the only one who could—providing I didn’t kill him. But my wolf wasn’t hearing that; my wolf didn’t understand what I was desperately trying to tell her, or maybe my wolf didn’t care. She didn’t intend to have to teach this particular lesson again, because when she was finished, the threat would be dead.

And I wasn’t sure there was anything I could do about it.

I was sure of one thing, however; Bleddyn wasn’t able to take me. I was smaller, sleeker, and black as sin in wolf form, with red eyes that made me look almost demonic. But he was nearly twice my size, a massive gray wolf with coloring much like his father’s, and younger, faster, and by reputation, meaner than the old man. Anyone betting on that fight would have said that I should be dead by now, or ripped open and left to bleed out as a cautionary tale to others who would dare to challenge him.

Instead, he was the one bleeding from a dozen wounds, several severe. He was the one staring at me wildly out of the one eye he had left after a savage stroke took the other. He was the one screaming that I was cheating, I was using war mage magic, when everyone in the place could see that I wasn’t.

He was the one turning tail and running from the room, leaving a trail of blood behind him that I slipped on as I immediately started after him.


And was taken down by a dozen wolves, all clan, all mine, who nonetheless had difficulty holding me because I wanted. To eat. His face.


“Lia! Lia!” Cyrus was shouting, my clan was pressing me to the floor, and I was still struggling mightily to get up, enough that I almost succeeded, mountain of fur notwithstanding.

And since part of said mountain was Ulmer, his wolf face savage and satisfied even as he helped to hold me down, I was surprised again.

Then Farkas, the oily advisor to Clan Rand, was coming forward, all slimy sincerity and cloying, honeyed words, before backing up abruptly when I lunged for him, too, dragging the whole damned mountain several yards in the process and missing his nose by millimeters when my jaws clamped shut in his face.


“Bardric… can we get a… ruling?” Cyrus yelled, still struggling to hold me. “And consider… the clan… presented?”



His voice echoed around the room, but I didn’t hear an answer, and I guessed Cyrus didn’t, either. Because after a minute, he called again. “Bardric!”


Nothing.

“Sebastian!”

Still nothing. And that was weird enough to cause me to come back to myself somewhat and look around for our patron. But it didn’t do me any good, because Sebastian…

Was gone.


Chapter Three


Ulmer was on another tear, and this one was savage. He hadn’t bothered to Change back because his nose was better like this, and he and the rest of Sebastian’s security detail—along with every wolf in Arnou—were currently ripping the hotel apart, piece by piece. That wasn’t going down well with the hotel manager, who was shrilly demanding to know what the hell was going on, but everybody was ignoring him.

That included Cyrus, who had Farkas by the collar and was threatening his life, his clan, and his entire lineage because he believed that Rand was behind this. That Whirlwind had died trying to take the throne from Sebastian, and when that failed, his son had taken Sebastian from the throne—and possibly from life. I wasn’t so sure.

Not that I doubted that Rand had something to do with this—that much was obvious—where I lost the thread was how.

The distraction—yeah, I got that. Wait until everyone’s eyes were on the fight, which was probably supposed to be Cyrus versus Bleddyn, who had specifically turned down the challenge and hadn’t attacked. Meaning that my fiancé would not have been allowed to kill him by Were law.

The worst he could have gotten was a beating, while in the meantime…

What had happened in the meantime?

“I don’t care about your damned hotel!” That was Sienna Thunderbird, Lupa of the Red Mountain Clan, who was currently doing to the hotel manager what Cyrus was to Farkas. “I want the surveillance tapes—and don’t tell me you don’t have them!”

“Lia! Lia!” Aki was in my face, but it was hard to concentrate on what he was saying. I hadn’t Changed back, leaving me in wolf mind, but that shouldn’t have mattered. I could think perfectly well this way, although my beast’s thoughts were often neck and neck with mine in that guise.

And right now, she was raging.

That wasn’t unexpected, and it wasn’t the problem. The problem was something else, something I didn’t understand. Had somebody spelled me?

It felt a bit like that, with the room going hazy around the edges and my sight receding, although not to the point that I couldn’t see. It just became secondary in importance, the way it did for animals. Sight was the most important sense for humans, as it was easily the sharpest, but scent held greater significance for Weres.

Only it wasn’t scent that was threatening to overwhelm me right now.

I didn’t know what it was.


“Lia! What do we do?” That was Jen, backed up by Sophie and the rest. Who had arrayed themselves around my small clan of wolves, all of whom had Changed now, probably because Rand was coming for them.


“Get them out,” I heard myself say, my voice thick with wolf speak.


“How?” That was Sophie, who was staring at a circle of snarling wolves outside the impressive shield that Dimas had thrown around us.


It was as thick as a dozen brick walls stacked back-to-back, but it wouldn’t last forever. Not with Arnou off hunting their leader and Rand’s people tearing at it with everything they had, all the pent-up rage I should have seen in them. And which should have caused me to put an end to this as soon as I realized they were in attendance, and screw council law!

But I hadn’t, and that was a problem, but not half so much as the fact that I couldn’t currently think. Or, rather, I could, but about the wrong thing. I had to practically pull my wolf back from leaping over the shield to get to the dais, where she definitely wanted to go Right Freaking Now.

Only that would be tough, as there were already wolves coming over the top of the shield. Dimas had forgotten to close it, not used to dealing with creatures that could leap several stories high. And who were getting their asses blown backward by the vicious spell I sent at them, tossing them halfway across the room, and sending more of their clan tumbling when their bodies hit the floor, like bowling balls taking out pins.

“Take them home!” I told Aki again, more forcefully.

“No! We want to fight!” That was Lee.

“Damned right! You think we’re leaving you?” Noah said, staring at me.

“And in the meantime?” Sophie demanded. “It’ll take Aki ages to take them all!”


Part of me, whatever was still in human mind, noticed she hadn’t said “take us,” because Sophie had never met a fight she didn’t like. Half the time, my “teaching” was me pulling her back because she needed to learn restraint, but that was under normal circumstances. Right now, there was no reason to restrain her, or Jen, either, whose eyes were already glowing green since she’d probably found something to reanimate.


Considering that we were in a casino run by vampires, I guessed that wasn’t too surprising.

“Have fun,” I told them, and got a startled look from Sophie. And then a vicious smile, right before I jumped over the shield wall as well, in a ripple of muscle that made it so easy, I was surprised more wolves hadn’t already done it. But perhaps they’d been worried about what was on the other side.

They should have been. The Corps had chosen my students specifically because they were dangerous as hell. So God help anybody who gets inside that shield, I thought, and then thought no more, at least not in human terms.

Because I was immediately getting piled on by what felt like the entirety of Rand, and taking massive punishment until Sunchaser, an allied clan, came to the rescue. I tore free—literally, as my teeth were buried in someone’s throat—and fought through the writhing, roaring, furious field of fur and claws and teeth until— There.

Right there.

Every sense I had was focused on the spot where Sebastian had been standing the last time I’d seen him. There was a puddle of scent connected to a thin thread coming down the steps from the throne that nobody called that, because Weres didn’t have a king they would admit to. Sebastian had descended and stood at the foot of the stairs for a moment, in support of his brother, and then what had happened?

I closed my eyes for a second, all I could spare, and smelled scent trails going in all directions. As if a hundred Sebastians had broken off from the man and scattered to the four winds. A typical magical distraction.

I had unconsciously moved forward, toward the deeper well of scent around the chair, but at that thought, I reversed course. Back to the smaller puddle, where he’d been distracted, too, watching me tear into Bleddyn. And where someone had taken the opportunity to strike.

Someone who wasn’t Were.

I fought off an attack by a young wolf too stupid to know better, then got my nose down into that well. Got it in there good, because a myriad of other scents had started to obscure Sebastian’s. To the point of threatening to overwrite it entirely.

A hundred strains of musk tore through that patch of scent, along with the sweat of both human and beast, and the cologne of a waiter who had passed by a while ago with a tray of drinks. The different cocktails fought with each other in my nose, their alcoholic reek separating into the smoky hint of mescal, the herbaceousness of gin, the spiciness of bourbon, and the sharp tang of limoncello. And over all was blood, including my own, suffocating my nose with it, as well as the cranked-up scent of the air freshener they used around here, and that the pained-looking vampire staff had been hitting extra hard since we smelly bunch of fur-covered savages showed up.

The stuff was supposed to be faintly floral, but it was cloyingly sweet and annoying. My wolf batted at her nose as if she could claw it out, although I didn’t need a clear nose for this. Because I’d figured out what other sense I was using, and it wasn’t smell.

Magic tingled through the air like a touch on my skin, like a siren’s call in my ears, like a scent, too, one I had known as long as I had the smell of Were, of musky fur, of my mother’s perfume as her tongue licked my face. For I had a father, too, a powerful mage, and I had bred true. And the Corps had taken the raw material he’d given them and molded me into a fierce magic user in my own right.

And right then, every instinct I had, every bit of training, every hard-won piece of experience, said something remarkable…

Something impossible…

Something…

There!

I grabbed a patch of air near the wall and jerked, pulling a cloaking spell off of the four men hiding behind it. It had made them disappear into the tasteful wallpaper, camouflaging sight and scent alike, because someone had dealt with Weres before. Someone who had just hit me with a spell that I caught with my shield, but that was still vicious enough to send me to the floor and knock me several yards back before I recovered, my paws slipping on the slick surface.

But that wasn’t important in comparison to the slumped figure between two of the mages.

“Sebastian!” I yelled. And then enhanced my voice, screaming his name so that it echoed around the room, bringing every member of Arnou and her allies still in the area running.


Cyrus was at the forefront of the rush, which was good because I couldn’t help the bardric, being suddenly in a fight for my life. It looked like my opponents hadn’t known I could do magic in wolf form, so I’d managed to get off that one spell to shatter their camouflage. But they’d figured it out now, and these weren’t lightweights.



And, I strongly suspected, they were hopped up on stolen magic to augment their own, because damn.


I had shields up, was in my more sturdy Were form, and was still slammed across the room by a succession of blows. And when I came bounding back for more, I was sent flying into the wall so hard that I thought I’d broken it. Or that it had broken me.

And fight as I would, I just stayed there, splayed out and writhing, suspended halfway up the wall and unable to break free of the dozen spells eating away at my protection. They were eating fast, and not just at my shields. I felt the wall start to crumble around me, the plaster splintering, the concrete blocks tumbling and then flying and then—

Freeing me, when I burst through to the other side, which was just another ballroom, this one being prepared for dinner. I was flung into a banquet table being set with heavy silver chafing dishes by a bunch of startled employees. They must have been human, because they hadn’t heard me coming, and just stood there, staring for a second. But their supervisor was a vamp, who snatched a full punch bowl off the table before I could fall through it.

And then used it to bean the shit out of the mage who had followed me through what had been a wall.

Have to remember to tip, I thought wildly, and followed up the vamp’s attack with a series of three spells in quick succession, putting everything I had behind them. And okay, that got his attention, when the combo collapsed his shields. And then the vamp fell on him and got him by the neck.

Tip well, I amended, as the blood began to fly.

Then the other two mages were coming through the shattered wall, and I was frantically looking around for a weapon because they weren’t allowed in clan meetings. Weren’t allowed for invitees, I corrected myself, as the two dark mages double-teamed me along with a cloud of levitating guns, knives, and potion bombs. The room quickly descended into chaos, with the remaining staff screaming and running, the vamp feasting, and the massive hole in the wall showing the same kind of pandemonium happening next door.

Or it was for a second. Then my field of vision was obscured by a peppering of bullets, which had hit my shield and gotten trapped there. Along with enough knives to stock a chef’s kitchen, a boiling red spell snapping and snarling at my protection, and quickly followed up by half a dozen more of the same, because these guys weren’t the patient types.

But I was.

I’d been trained to be.

So I just took it for a minute, letting them pile it all on, everything they had, before flexing my shields and sending the mass of weapons back at them. Bullets that had lost momentum suddenly regained it, peppering the now-empty room. Knives went flying, zipping back at their owners, with one burrowing almost as far as the crossed eyes of one of the mages. And spells and potion bombs flung at me now hit their masters instead, and while none got through their shields, they caused a distraction for a second, allowing me to dive for the door to the hall.

I almost made it.

A snare grabbed me a yard or so short, curling around my back leg and bringing me down, while enough electricity pulsed through me to stun a platoon.


“Finish her,” one of the mages told the other. “I’ll get the bardric.”


But his companion didn’t seem on board with that plan. “You finish her! It’s that damned war mage!”

“I know who it is, and she’s stunned. You can’t handle this?”

“Right back at you,” the other snarled, just as I managed to throw off the stun, because that sort of thing doesn’t work so well on Weres, and then Changed, slipping out of the snare that didn’t hold my much smaller human leg, spun and flung a curse that took one of the bastards square in the chest.

And I guessed his shields had been compromised after all, because it blew him backward, at the same moment that the curse his friend had loosed flew over my head, missing me only because I was suddenly so much smaller. I Changed back the next instant and leaped for the last mage, and again, almost made it. But while his buddy was sizzling on the floor beside him, with a giant hole blown through his chest, this one—

This one was a son of a bitch.

The shield I was throwing myself against was solid glass, a term for perfect protection without a flaw or chink in the armor. And while I bore him to the ground, he didn’t stay there. He reversed his shields with enough force to blow me backward and then trap me under them, before bearing down as he’d done in the next room when he’d forced me through the wall.


And that had been mostly him, I realized; the other two weren’t just cannon fodder, but they’d had nothing on this one.


He was nothing special to look at—disheveled brown hair of a mousy hue, dull brown eyes that were more the color of mud than mahogany, and features so nondescript that even I, with extensive training, would have had trouble describing them. But his magic was distinctive enough. Getting trapped by his shields felt like lying under an unbreakable piece of glass while a gorilla sits on top.

Or maybe an elephant, I amended, as he abruptly increased the pressure.

Okay, make that two elephants.

“Black… Circle?” I guessed, panting while I could still breathe.

“Ruling council,” he affirmed, grinning.


“You want… Sebastian enough… to risk yourself?” Even my wolf voice sounded incredulous, as those bastards didn’t risk anything. They sent their lackeys out to do that for them.


He only laughed and pressed down harder. “I don’t want him at all. I want what you have…” His eyes narrowed. “But don’t know it? Yes, that’s right, isn’t it? I wondered why you hadn’t brought out the big guns.”

“What?”

“Tell your Circle to give it up, or we’ll come in and take it,” it was vicious. “And unlike you, we won’t hold back!”

He was gone, just that fast, between one blink and the next; I didn’t know why. He’d had me pinned and half flattened. In a second, I wouldn’t have been able to breathe at all.

And then I understood, when a whole phalanx of vampires swept through the room, so sudden and so fast that they felt like a dark breeze. I didn’t know if they caught him; I was too busy wheezing and gasping for breath, but I doubted it. And I was in no shape to go help out.


Son of a bitch!


“Lia!” Somebody grabbed me as my body slipped back to human form once more, and a moment later, I found myself being wrapped in somebody’s big, silk shawl.

“M’okay,” I managed, recognizing Sienna’s scent. And then recognizing the woman herself: caramel skin, a long fall of dark hair, and a bright red silk number covered over with orange embroidered feathers, because when the Lupa of the Red Mountain Clan dressed up, she did it right.

“But… I think I killed… your gown,” I confessed.

“Fuck my gown!” she said, pulling me into a fierce hug, and causing me to cry out, because my whole body felt like a giant bruise.

“I’m sorry!” she gasped. “Do you need a healer?”

“Don’t… think so. Sebastian?”

“He’s alright. We got him back, thanks to you! They spelled him with something, but he’s coming around. He’s pretty confused.”

Yeah, I thought, staring at the open window across the room, where the mage had disappeared with a couple of dozen vamps on his tail.

That made two of us.


Chapter Four


Over an hour later, I was luxuriating in a jacuzzi tub in a suite just down the hall from where Sebastian had taken over one of the casino’s penthouses for his stint in Vegas. And for a chaser had rented out the rest of the floor to accommodate all the family members who had come with him. And there were a lot of them, making it a bit crowded in here despite the expansive accommodations.

My home was also a bit crowded these days, but it was a lot quieter and more familiar, and I would have vastly preferred to be doing this there. But we couldn’t go back, not tonight. Not when nobody knew what was going on, whether the members of Rand who had gotten away would be showing up in force, or whether my mysterious assailants would try for a little revenge.

Well, assailant. The other two were dead, one having been a snack for the vamp, who had courteously accepted my thanks with his victim’s blood still ringing his mouth, and the other was missing a torso after my spell ate through most of it. But the leader had gotten away, and despite every vamp and Were in the place attempting to track him, he’d left no sign.

So, we were getting a staycation at Dante’s, at least for tonight. And by we, I meant everybody, including my little clan. Some of Sebastian’s people had been relocated to rooms on a lower floor to accommodate us, which would have led to more bickering, except that everybody was tiptoeing around him right now and being nice to me.


Very nice. It was honestly a bit creepy. But knowing Weres, it wouldn’t last, so I decided to enjoy it while I could.



Meanwhile, Sebastian’s ranting could be heard even this far away. I couldn’t make out distinct words from down the hall and through a number of intervening doors, but the general sentiment was clear. The bardric was… displeased.


The door to the bathroom opened, and Cyrus stuck his head in. “Are you decent?”

“No.”

“Good.” He came in and sat on the side of the tub, which was big enough for two. But when I offered to make room, he declined with a sigh. “I’ll be needed shortly.”

“How bad is it?”

Something heavy was thrown against a wall down the hall, and some glass shattered. Cyrus winced slightly. “Bad. He has to put on a show for the clan elders, who are literally about to come out of their skins—”

“And is that all this is?” Because yes, Weres liked to see some savagery from their leadership, especially in times of stress, but this had been going on for a while. The bill for damages was going to be a bitch.

“No. It’s… no.” He didn’t elaborate, and after one look at his grim expression, I didn’t ask. “I was only able to get away for a moment because we need everything you can tell us about that mage.”

“I already gave you that.” It was why I’d only started my bath a few minutes ago, despite being covered in blood, much of it mine. I’d had to be checked out by Arnou’s healer and then debriefed by Ulmer, who had done so while still in wolf form and with blood on his breath. And then I’d had to get everybody settled into their rooms before I had a moment to myself.

Or not, I thought, as the door opened again.

“You ask her yet?” Ulmer’s human head stuck around the frame.

“Get out!” Cyrus snarled and threw a towel at him.

It was a measure of how loyal Ulmer was to the two brothers that Cyrus could get away with that, not that it worked.


Ulmer pulled the towel off his face and tossed it aside. “’Cause the bardric wants to know—”


“I know what he wants!”

“Then ask her,” Ulmer said, coming in and filling the doorway.

Cyrus looked like a man who was about to chew on some old werewolf ass, until I grabbed another towel and his arm at the same time. “Leave it.”

“Damn it, you’ve been through enough tonight! And this old bastard already had a chance—”

“To ask like three things,” Ulmer growled. “And stop acting like a goddamned human who needs to protect the little woman. Your woman is fine—”

“She is not fine!” Cyrus snapped. “You saw—”

“Yeah, I saw her eat that moron Bleddyn for dinner and have dessert of a mage or two—”

“One,” I said, wrapping myself in the massive towel. Whatever else you could say about Dante’s, they didn’t stint on the linens. “A vamp got the other.”

“Yeah, and the third got away. And that’s the problem—”

“You aren’t finished yet,” Cyrus said to me angrily as I started to get out of the tub.

“The blood’s off,” I said, which was true—mostly. Some had dried, and I’d been trying a soak to loosen it so that it wouldn’t take any more hide when it finally came free. But so much for that. “And Ulmer isn’t going away, and Sebastian isn’t going to calm down until we give them what they want,” I added, which Cyrus already knew.

He was just in protective mode because he hadn’t liked having to stand on the sidelines while I dueled Bleddyn. And had liked even less the bloody mess I’d looked like after the mage fight, although most of that had been from the earlier assault by Rand. I hadn’t pointed that out, however, as we were still trying to avoid all-out war.

Or at least, I assumed so.

“I need to get dressed,” I told Ulmer, who didn’t seem to know what to do with that piece of information.


“Out!” Cyrus said again, and Ulmer scowled.


“This is the problem with Were society,” he muttered. “Too damned human.”

But he left, although knowing him, he didn’t go far.

“You up to this?” Cyrus said softly, after the door shut again.

I looked at him, and for a second, there were two of them. Blood loss, I thought, and let my head sag onto his chest. “And if I say no?”

“Then it’s no, and they can all go to hell,” he said, as a hard but gentle hand found my hair.

It felt good, as his touch always did. Felt right, like his musk had smelled when he’d been about to hand Bleddyn his ass. Would have been a short fight, I thought, and smiled.

Even shorter than mine.

Maybe the guy got lucky.

“I’ll order room service,” Cyrus whispered. “We’ll veg out, watch some movies...”

“Sure. And everyone will be happy to leave us alone, with no interruptions.”

“They’ll be interruptions,” came faintly from Ulmer outside the door.

Cyrus snarled at it.

I sighed.

“We can watch movies tomorrow,” I told him. “Besides, I want to see Sebastian. I didn’t get to after… after.”

“The healer said not to tire yourself out—”

“I’ll be quick.”

He didn’t look happy about that, but he nodded. “I’ll order pizza for the clan from room service. We leave when it gets here.”

“Deal.”

Knowing how slow room service was around here, that should give me more time than I wanted. I started looking around for some clothes before realizing I didn’t have any. The lovely outfit I’d come in was now a heap of rags on the ballroom floor.

“Bathrobe?”

“We can do better than that,” he said, and got up to crack the door.

Only to be almost run over by a trio of girls with bags, boxes, and what looked like half a boutique in their arms.

“We knew you’d need clothes,” Sophie said breathlessly. “Although we had to guess your size!”

She looked rosy-cheeked and happy for a girl who’d just been in a huge battle a little over an hour ago. But she was nothing if not resilient, and somebody had obviously loaned her a credit card again. I tried not to think about the bill.

Although that was hard after seeing the haul.

“What is all this?” I asked because it looked like they’d bought out a store.

“Well, we didn’t know what you’d like—”


“And whether you wanted to go casual,” Jen added. “You know, an ‘I fight off attacks on my bardric daily’ kind of vibe, or dress it up a bit—”


“Oh, the last one!” Sophie said. “Those assholes are still dressed to the nines, so you can’t go in there in jeans—”


“She can go in whatever the hell she wants,” Jen said indignantly. “She ate tonight.”


“Ha! Literally,” Sophie said, pulling out dress after dress, spills of red sequins, black lace, and sapphire velvet, the latter with so many cutouts that I didn’t see how it would be possible to wear underwear with it. Not that I had any of that currently, either. “Although you shouldn’t have had to,” she added to me. “You should sue the hotel. For what they charge around here, security ought to be included.”

“It is,” I said, thinking of the vamp.

“Well, obviously not enough!” Sophie was indignant. “How about this one?” she held up a sparkly, backless number that was mostly a fall of silver paillettes.

“That would show off my… everything,” I said, because it also plunged to my naval in front.

“So? Let it!” Sophie suddenly looked furious.

“I’m not at my best—”

“And why is that? Let them see the price you paid for their incompetence, not to mention cowardice! I didn’t see anybody else fighting but us and Arnou—”

“Others were fighting,” I said, remembering Sunchaser, which wasn’t even one of the larger clans, tearing me a path through Rand.

“Some of them,” Sophie grudgingly admitted. “But not all. Not most! They just stood around with their fingers up their butts—”

“Sophie!” Jen said.

“Am I wrong?” the fiery redhead challenged. “Rand was outnumbered like hell tonight, and they knew it, but they attacked anyway! Which meant they expected no one to intervene. How are we supposed to win a war when we’re this divided?”

Good question, I thought.

But someone else didn’t think so.

“Not the time.” Kimmie, who had been quietly standing on the sidelines as usual, suddenly said.

“What?” Sophie looked surprised to have been interrupted mid-rant. Maybe because, when she got up a head of steam, she could go for a while.

“I said, not the time. And stop telling Lia what to wear. She’s tired, she’s injured, and now she has to go deal with those assholes down the hall.” She looked at me, and there was anger in the usually calm dark eyes. “You want to go in a bathrobe, go in a bathrobe. Let ‘em know you aren’t gonna be there long.”

“But everybody else is dressed up,” Sophie protested. “And I picked out some great stuff—”

“Which she can wear another time.” Kimmie, who usually stayed out of the constant drama stirred up by the others, was firm.

“Yeah, as fast as Weres go through clothes, she’ll need them,” Jen agreed. “Have you seen her closet? It’s half empty—”

“What were you doing in my closet?” I asked.

“Looking for stuff,” Jen waved it away. “The point is that you’re Lupa now. You can’t go around in ratty t-shirts and jeans all the time—”

“My t-shirts aren’t ratty—”

“There was one from, like, the nineties. Some old band called Nirvana—”

“It’s vintage!”

“Shh! She’s old,” Sophie said, in what she fondly believed to be a whisper. “She probably bought it new at a concert—”

“I did no such thing!” I snapped, because I was only a little over a decade older than Sophie. Then I closed my eyes and took a breath.

Why had I wanted to teach again?

“You’re stressing her out,” Kimmie told the other two.

“What? We are not,” Jen began indignantly, before I held up a hand.

“Cyrus is ordering pizza for all of us,” I told the trio. “I’ll be back by the time it gets here, and we’ll all eat together, okay?”


“Yes, fine, but what are you going to wear?” Sophie demanded.


“It doesn’t seem worth it to dress up, as I’ll be right back,” I pointed out. Not to mention the fact that I wasn’t going to rip off more hide trying to put my battered body into something that no one was going to care about right now anyway. “Bathrobe sounds good.”

“That’s… badass,” Jen said, looking faintly shocked.


“It’s late, that’s what we are!” Ulmer, who I guessed had been fuming outside, interjected. “Are you twittering birdies done?”


“We’re done,” I agreed.


“But you can’t—you have blood in your hair,” Sophie moaned. She’d apparently taken the clan’s pride personally.


“As long as it’s someone else’s,” Ulmer said, and pulled me out of the bathroom.


I managed to grab the robe off the back of the door on the way out and shrug into it while dropping the nice towel along the way. The big, white terrycloth robe was huge as well, and plush enough to spare my modesty, whatever I had left. The only problem was my bare feet because Sebastian’s suite had suffered some damage.


It looked a lot like the ballroom, minus the big hole in the wall and the claw marks on the wallpaper. The walls in here were intact, if stained, as it appeared that dinner had been a casualty of Sebastian’s temper. Along with a lot of other things.

But Ulmer solved the problem by the simple expediency of grabbing me up and carrying me across a field of glass from a shattered coffee table, some more from a destroyed mirror, and a minefield of shards from what might have been a vase, but it was currently hard to tell. To where a furious Sebastian was laying down the law to some startled-looking clan leaders. I was startled, too, as he was usually the more reserved, calm, and thoughtful of the brothers, the kind who would prefer to talk rather than fight.

That man was noticeably absent tonight.

And then he saw me, and his expression changed. “Lia.” He strode over and kissed me softly, on both cheeks. “Sister. You are well?”

“Of course she’s well,” Ulmer said, before I could get a word out, his voice booming around the room. “She was ordering pizza for the clan just now, and planning a movie night! And looking over clothes that the girlies got her with your credit card.”

“Yours?” I said, as Ulmer deposited me on a sofa. Well, thank God!

“The least I could do,” Sebastian said, bending over my hand. “You saved me.”


“I—the least I could do,” I said, because the room had gone almost completely quiet, which, considering how loud even a small group of Weres could be, was impressive.



And this was not a small group of Weres. This looked like half the ones who had been at the party, arrayed around the large main room of the suite on whatever perches they could find, or in many cases standing because there was no more room. And then it struck me: it was almost exactly half.


I felt a cold finger trace its way up my spine.


“On the contrary,” Sebastian said grimly. “You could have stood aside as many did. You could have protected your small clan and left me to fend for myself.” I assumed there was a message in the emphasis on small, maybe because a lot of the clans here weren’t. Yet they hadn’t done much. “But you stood by our alliance, and it will not be forgotten.”


The dark blue eyes, one of the main ways his looks differed from his brother’s, swept the room, and they were clear and cold tonight. Whatever fury had been exhibited before I showed up was gone, along with the genial bonhomie Sebastian usually cultivated. He was as urbane as a vamp typically, but it was not on display at the moment, and his words were abrupt and blunt.


“It is time for everyone to do as much,” he told the assemblage. “You saw what happened tonight, who fought for us, who stood aside, and who fought with our enemies. The ones allied with the Black Circle, the same group determined to distract and destroy us, to prevent us from playing any part in this war—the one which will define this age and our place in it.


“We have no reason to take the part of the humans, they say. We have always been Other, separate, apart. And they are right. And we always will be if we fail to take a side.

“Too long have we straddled the middle, knowing what the other side stands for, the chaos and destruction they would wreak, but being unwilling to move against them. Too afraid to upend our comfortable lives and do anything but talk. But as was demonstrated a month ago, when a slaughter took place at our most sacred grounds, and tonight, when I was almost taken, and our clans left leaderless at a crucial juncture, this is already our fight.

“Or do we cede the right to govern ourselves, to choose our destinies, to protect our own to those in bed with the dark? To those who have already assaulted us, spilled our blood, and threatened our very existence? Yes, us and our kin!

“We may have differences,” Sebastian said. “And likely always will. But tonight, you need to choose. Stand with me for a freer, better future, one where we can discuss those differences, come to a consensus, and where everyone has a say. Or stay in the blood-drenched chains of the past, allied with those who have hunted us and our children—and will do so again once they finish using us to win their war.

“Choose! Now! Stand with me or stand with them. But as of tonight, we are at war!”


Chapter Five


Holy shit,” I said, after the unusually quiet and grim-faced bunch had filed out.

They had pledged loyalty to Sebastian, on one knee in the old way, before leaving. And it had been a hell of a sight, like something out of time, the powerful clan leaders in their finery, swearing their own and their people’s blood to an equally regalia-clad man. And all while knowing that blood was indeed what it would take before this was over.

Of course, I knew they hoped for an advantage once their enemies were beaten—position, their enemies’ wealth, influence, and renown. But that required winning first, and this… Was going to be bad.

What the hell had just happened?

“It’s been a long time coming,” Sebastian said wearily, going to get himself a drink.

“Yeah, but…” I tried to gather my thoughts, but they were scattered tonight. “This isn’t just war on the Black Circle. It’s on Rand and whoever follows them—”

“And it wasn’t already?” Ulmer growled.


“—which means civil war within the Were community. Are we really doing this?” I looked around at the small group of unsmiling people who were left.


“There’s not much choice, Lia,” Cyrus said quietly. “After tonight, it’s war whether we want it or not. To fail to acknowledge that is only going to give the other side the upper hand.”


“Like we’ve been doing!” Ulmer put in. “This should have happened a month ago, if not before! Rand got off Scot-free after Whirlwind’s challenge, with Sebastian letting his blood pay for all, and you see how well that worked! I told you then,” he said, looking at his bardric. “They take leniency as a sign of weakness. You want to deal with Rand? Do it the way Lia did tonight, and let your anger be written in blood!”


“Thank you,” Sebastian said dryly. “I think that point has been made.”


“And damned time, too! Else there’ll be more of the same, and I can’t guarantee my people can detect the damned mages they’re working with, not through the spells they’ve developed to deceive our noses. Or to send us off on wild goose chases all over the hotel while you were right there!”


That point seemed to have wounded his pride.


“But civil war?” I said, still caught between shock and horror.


The last month had been about trying to avoid exactly this. The council session had started with the duel between Cyrus, standing in for his wounded brother, and Whirlwind over who would lead. And had been followed by an attempt to heal the fractures in the Were community, to make compromises with the more traditional side, to understand what they were thinking and why they had backed that bastard.

Only to discover on the last day that what they were thinking was murder.

Or kidnapping, which might have been worse.


“They tried to kill the bardric! In council session!” Ulmer roared. “There’s no other possible answer—”



“They didn’t try to kill him,” I pointed out. “They tried to take him—”


“And would have, but you didn’t give ‘em time,” he said, looking at me with something approaching approval for once.

It was a rarity. Ulmer didn’t like me, as he was more old-school, and I… was not. He especially didn’t like me being a member of the Corps, not seeing it as suitable for any Were, much less the daughter of Laurentia of Lobizon. He seemed to be softening up since Cyrus and I got close, but I was pretty sure that was less because I was dating a guy who wasn’t exactly conventional himself, than because I’d finally Changed and taken on the role of Lupa of a clan, however pathetic of one.

It was a paw in the right direction, from his perspective.

“My point is that the leader of the mages was strong enough to have killed Sebastian from across the room, if he’d wanted,” I said. “But it sounded like he wanted something else, something important enough to draw out a council member, and thought that taking Sebastian might force us to give it to him. Or might force the Circle…”

I tried to remember the exact words he’d used. I was trained to recall stuff like that, and maybe I would once I’d rested. But right now, I was brain-dead.


“And you think it was a dark council member?” Sebastian said, crouching in front of me and handing me a glass of something that turned out to be straight whiskey.



I hadn’t realized how bad I’d needed it until it was burning a path down my throat. And it did burn, underneath all that mellow peatiness. He’d paid for the good stuff.


“It’s not their reputation,” I said, gasping a little. “To risk themselves in open combat. But he was strong enough. Without help…” I paused because it was a bitter admission, but it was the truth. “Without help, he’d have taken me.”

“Find out which vamp that was,” Sebastian told an aide. “I want to reward him.”

He looked back at me, and his blue eyes were kind but resolved. “I need everything you have on this mage, Lia.”

“You already have it—”

“Like hell,” Ulmer rumbled. “See, this is the problem with divided loyalties,” he said to Sebastian. “She’s covering for the Circle—”

“I’m doing no such thing!” I said hotly.


“Don’t lie to your bardric. You know what they have—”


“And the Black Circle would love to get their hands on most of it! But there’s no way the Circle would give up a weapon—any weapon—to the enemy—”

“Not even to get one of their biggest allies back?” That was Sebastian.

“Not even for that. There’s a policy in place to prevent people from having the incentive to do this, or it would happen all the time. And the Black Circle knows that. We don’t make deals with terrorists—”


“We don’t, meaning the Circle. But what about you?” That was Ulmer.


“What?”


“Maybe they thought you’d turn something over to save your bardric. You’re Corps, but you’re also Were, and you’re ‘dating’ his brother,” Ulmer scowled at the human term, which old-timey Weres didn’t use.


You were mated, or you weren’t, from their perspective, with none of this dating nonsense. And if it hadn’t been for the advantages of tying the knot in human society, many never would have bothered, seeing their own bond as closer. Cyrus and I were a couple as far as they were concerned, and as two heads of a single clan, even more so.

How to explain that humans might not see it that way?

I wasn’t sure, because in this case, he might be right.

“Lia?” Cyrus said, seeing something flit across my face that I was too tired to conceal.

“This might be because of me,” I admitted.

“That’s absurd—”

“Is it? I helped to save Sebastian, but I might have endangered him, too, without realizing it. If the Circle thought I would steal from the Corps in exchange for his life… yeah. It could have put him in danger.”

“That’s why you need to quit the damned Corps,” Ulmer snapped. “I’ve been saying it—”

“Her connections there have proven valuable to us,” Cyrus reminded him angrily.

“Yeah, it really looked that way tonight!”

“And our alliance with the Circle might not even be possible except for her. The clan elders like having a Were in the Corps. Otherwise, it’s just another all-human organization trying to control them—”

“And isn’t it?” Ulmer spread his arms. “Where’s the lie? ‘Cause I haven’t seen any sign—”

“You haven’t been looking for one! You’re as bad as some of the others—”

“Don’t group me in with those traitors!” It was a snarl. “I’m trying—”


“Enough.” That was Sebastian, and a word from his bardric would usually silence even Ulmer’s famous temper, but not tonight, it seemed.



“—to keep a man safe who seems determined to get himself killed! ‘We’re at war,’” he mimicked. “We’ve been at war! From the moment we decided to help the Circle, we’ve been a target, and you most of all! How many times have you almost been killed? How many times have we thought we plugged all the holes, only to have some fucker slither in—”


“That isn’t what this was,” Sebastian said, his voice ice. Maybe because Ulmer was right; there had been multiple assassination attempts on Sebastian’s life, only none since Whirlwind died, leading us to assume he had been behind them.

And maybe he had. But he clearly wasn’t alone in wanting a change in leadership, and some of that was likely my fault, too. Or mine and Cyrus’s.

Our new little clan and those like it might have been the tipping point for some of the traditionalists.

“Yes!” Ulmer was saying. “It was far worse! They actually got their hands on you this time!”

Sebastian abruptly stood up, control in every line of his body, the rigid, iron self-discipline that the other clan leaders hadn’t witnessed because they wouldn’t have valued it. They had wanted a raging beast, and he’d given them one, because it would have been worse if he hadn’t. If some of them had mistaken control for weakness at the worst possible time, it could cause their loyalty to waver.

But that wasn’t who Sebastian was.

People discounted Weres because they saw us as hulking brutes who could be dangerous in the right circumstances, but weren’t a threat in the way that some other groups were. We weren’t famous for the long-term planning of the vamps, or the practical ruthlessness of the Circle, or the inscrutability of the fey. We were considered valuable allies, good fighters, but as far as anything else…

Nah. Those dumb beasts were nothing but muscle. And before Sebastian, there had been some truth in that.

But he didn’t fit that profile. He could rage when he needed to, and fight as savagely as any of them, but the cold calculation in those blue eyes spoke of a sharp mind behind it all. And so did his next words.

“We’re focusing on the tool, not the wielder,” he said. “Someone—and it wasn’t that fool Bleddyn—convinced the Black Circle that they could gain an advantage by helping tonight. But it wasn’t the mages who caused half of the room to stand there, doing nothing. Or worse, to fight against us.”


“I heard what the others said, saw the security footage, and so did you. Rand wasn’t taken by surprise—they planned this. They fell on Lia as soon as she left the protection of that shield, knowing she was the only one who could move against their mage allies and even hope to find me, and they didn’t want me found.”


“Farkas,” Cyrus said. “That oily bastard is smart enough to know that if he removes Bleddyn or puts him in a position to destroy himself, he could take over Rand. Bleddyn is only just mated and has no children yet, so the title would be up for grabs—”

“His deceased younger brother has a child,” Ulmer protested.

“Who is barely five. And the only other contenders are a couple of cousins who never met a fight they didn’t like. Bleddyn dies, and it gets ugly in Rand.”

“Possibly.” Sebastian didn’t look convinced. “But I think this is more complicated than an internal power grab, and it doesn’t have to have originated with Rand. Whoever is behind this would be wiser to use them to take the heat and reserve their own strength. It could even be someone who was just here, pledging me fealty while planning to slip a knife between my ribs—after we’ve been suitably weakened, of course.”

His voice never changed, but I saw the anger in his eyes. Because yeah, this was about real people, wasn’t it? Clan brothers and sisters who would die; that was practically inevitable, even if we won.

And if we lost…

God, how had it come to this?


He looked at Ulmer. “But this is speculation. I need to know. Is it stupidity on Bleddyn’s part, a power play by Farkas, or something more? Do I have a knife to my throat that I can’t even see, held in the hand of a friend?”


“Maybe,” the big man said. “Or maybe you just don’t want to accept the more obvious answer: that Rand and the others are being played. That the knife isn’t in one of our hands at all, but the Black Circle’s, who don’t want us in alliance with the Corps—”

“Are we back to that again?”

“Yes! We’re back to that again!” Ulmer’s eyes flashed gold for an instant before he reigned it in. “We never left it. Not with the war coming down to bodies—who has more of ‘em, and who can protect what they have while inflicting casualties on their enemies. And the Silver Circle is bigger and stronger than the Black.

“They’ve taken a beating lately, and the dark knows it, but they have, too, and their ranks were smaller to begin with. Us helping to support the Corps is devastating for them, and they wanna stop it at all costs.”

And then he and Sebastian looked at me.

And yeah, I should have seen this coming. “I’m not an expert on the Black Circle,” I told them. “No one is. Secrecy is their biggest weapon—”

“And you’re ours,” Sebastian said simply. “Ulmer is in charge of finding out who is behind the Were part of this, but we have another enemy.”

“And they’re my beat.” I didn’t make it a question because it clearly wasn’t.

“I’m afraid so. If we find out what the Black Circle wants so badly, we might be able to peel them away from Rand. This is going to be an ugly enough fight as it is. I do not need them involved in it.”

“It would help to know who’s wielding whom,” Ulmer agreed.

“What difference does it make?” That voice, angry and impassioned, came from the foyer. Before I could wonder who had stayed behind, Sienna came in.

She was in her early forties, but in her case, the extra years had given her only added presence, the kind that turned heads and would long after the good looks faded. If they ever did. Because hers weren’t about mere beauty, but the intelligence in those dark eyes, the experience attested by the faint lines beside them, the passion in the color that rode high on her cheeks.

Sienna quiet had a simple dignity that glimmered like the metallic threads woven through her gown’s embroidery, but Sienna angry and impassioned—

Was stunning.

Enough that we all paused to look at her.

“We are at war, however it happened,” she said with silent rage.

“And you’re gonna tell us we shouldn’t be,” Ulmer interrupted, and then abruptly shut up when those flashing eyes fixed on him. And then she was across the room, too fast to track, and in his face.


“What do you take me for, Ulmer, son of Conall—and son of Rudina, too, are you not? Grandson of Lady Randelle, great-grandson of Lady Aylin, and descended from the feared Lady Esmeray—”


“I don’t see what that has to do—”


“Who they say stood her ground at Brunanburgh, when all the men fled. Yes, they fled the battleground, torn and bleeding, with their tails between their legs! Yet Esmeray would not yield. No, not an inch, she said, other than the six feet it would take to bury her. That much she would have if nothing else, and she rallied her troops—yes, and more than half of them women! Women who were tired of burying their sons and daughters from the clans the Vikings brought with them, women who were sick of war but knew the needfulness of it, women with their young children behind them—the most dangerous foe on Earth!



“They tore through their enemies with a savagery still whispered about today, like Lia did to that clown Bleddyn tonight. She was Esmeray reborn, defending a cub, while the men stood aside and did nothing—”


“You know why we did not,” Sebastian said quietly, but all that did was to turn her attention on him.

“Yes, I know! And what good did it do? What good has restraint brought us all this time, but bodies on the ground, blood in the sand, and now war in any case! They will bleed us out if we don’t bleed them first, and quickly—”

Ulmer blinked, recognizing an unexpected ally when he saw one.


“—and defend our children! What thought have you given to them, hm? In all this talk of war, these vaunted plans, what thought of them? Who protects them?”


Shit. She was right. And I was as guilty as the rest, sitting here reeling from the new reality instead of doing anything useful.
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