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        Ember and her sister Cori are finally reunited, but the shifter-hunting Orion League are gearing up to play their final hand and wipe out all supernaturals. Despite being held captive by the Mage Lords, Ember and Cori refuse to give up on their plans to find the other dragon shifters. But if the hunters get there first, it'll be an all-out bloodbath.

      

        

      
        Ember and her friends race the clock to find out the truth lost with their memories, but between the League's threat, a too-tempting ex-hunter, and the plight of her people, Ember must pick a side. If she chooses wrong, it may be the end of all supernaturals in this realm.
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      Dragons, as a general rule, did not enjoy being kept in cages.

      The cell the mages had locked me in was nice, as far as prisons went. Not a dungeon, nor a cramped space like the one the Orion League had locked me in when I’d been imprisoned in their Stronghold, but a small room, sparsely furnished. The bars in the door were the only sign of my imprisonment. That, and the fact that they wouldn’t let me out, not even to speak to my little sister.

      Compared to some of the places my friends and I had sheltered in, accommodations were nothing to sniff at. The mages had even replaced my clothes, seeing as most of mine had been lost or damaged, and had even given me top-grade cleansing spells that wiped years of grime off my skin. The Mage Lords had money to burn. Tons of it. Many shifters wouldn’t see this as a bad deal, and who knew, maybe it wasn’t the worst idea to stay here until London’s supernaturals had forgotten their numerous grudges against me. It was a relatively stress-free existence, though a boring one.

      But the fire inside me would never be quenched, not until the Orion League was utterly destroyed.

      I paced the room one side to the other, grinding my teeth. That I hadn’t lost my temper and shifted into a dragon yet was testament to how badly I wanted to avoid pissing off the mages even more than I already had. Granted, the mages’ prison was covered in protective wards which might even be resilient to dragonfire for all I knew, but if I threw a tantrum and wrecked the place, I’d have even less chance of getting to speak to Cori.

      That, and I saw the reasoning behind their decision to indefinitely lock me away. I’d helped a criminal escape justice and sent him to an unknown location where even the mages couldn’t find him. Oh, and I’d deceived them about the location of a powerful magical object because I hadn’t trusted them not to lock it away rather than letting me use it to save my sister. Or worse, they’d have let it fall back into the League’s hands.

      I stopped pacing as the door clicked open, and Lord Smyth came in. As leader of the Mage Lords in this region, he would probably be quite reasonable to deal with under normal circumstances. As it was, since he’d had the misfortune of having to deal with an attempted assault on London by the Orion League and a surprise dragon shifter and her troublemaking allies in the same week, his patience had been thin from the outset. That I’d then lied to his face was apparently one transgression too far.

      “Yes?” I tried for politeness, but frankly I had no idea how one was supposed to address a Mage Lord. Lord Smyth was a tall black man in maybe his mid-forties, who wore a tailored suit that probably cost as much as my entire annual income and had two modes: stern and slightly less stern. Today looked to be the latter.

      “I apologise for leaving you alone for such a long time, Ember,” he said. “We’ve been busy, cleaning up the aftermath of the hunters’ attack on the city and assuring none of their monstrous creatures remain in the city.”

      I doubted the mages themselves had done much cleaning. As per usual, it was the rest of us who were left to foot the bill for the damages. It also didn’t sit well with me that the mages called the shifters whom Malkin had manipulated to fight on his side using the Moonbeam monsters and abominations. While I’d admittedly used that term myself, shifters had a different definition of the word ‘monster’. And we knew damn well the League thought we were all abominations, the mages included.

      “The hunters?” I asked. “Have you found their fortress yet?”

      “No, we haven’t,” he said. “Are you quite certain that’s where they were hiding?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “Surely there aren’t many places to hide a moving island.”

      “I’ve learned not to be surprised at the lengths the League will go to in order to conceal their criminality,” said Lord Smyth. “I may have some more questions for you later, but I came to give you the opportunity to speak to your sister.”

      My attention sharpened. “I can?”

      Please, let me speak to her. I was Cori’s big sister. I was meant to take care of her. Instead, I’d screwed up on countless levels, first when I’d got her kidnapped by the hunters, and then when I’d rescued her from the Stronghold only for her to immediately be moved to another cell. That the mages treated their prisoners miles better than the League did didn’t mean she deserved to be locked up in the slightest.

      “Yes. She’s fine, don’t worry, though she still has gaps in her memory.”

      “I told you why.” My nails bit into my palms. “The hunters drugged her. She doesn’t remember anything up until the moment she was taken prisoner, so she has no information to give you. Nor does she deserve to be locked away.”

      “I can see your perspective, Ember, but I need to be sure that you aren’t concealing the whereabouts of any other League members. The ones whom you sought shelter with are still at large.”

      He meant Giselle and Astor. No matter what I said, he and the other mages refused point-blank to accept they’d renounced the League years ago. “They aren’t League members. And I have no idea where they are.”

      “The man found to be impersonating an employee was a League member. I’m sure you understand the dilemma this puts me in. You lied to us when you told us he died.”

      “Because you’d have killed him,” I said. “He renounced the League and helped us get Cori out of their Stronghold. Then he helped us find safety when nobody else would.”

      And I’d repaid him by sending him into a magical portal to nowhere. Needless to say, the mages hadn’t been willing to accept that I really didn’t have the faintest idea where the portal I’d opened ended up. I’d been reacting on instinct out of desperation to save Astor’s life. Anyone who’d ever worked for the Orion League automatically got the death penalty if caught. Even someone who’d renounced them, and who’d been manipulated into joining their ranks from the outset when Malkin had staged a dragon shifter attack on his family.

      In fact, I was willing to bet a lot of the Orion League’s current members had joined under similar circumstances. Malkin used the Moonbeam to take away shifters’ free will and ordered them to kill humans. Then he’d send his hunters in to kill or capture the shifter in question and recruited new members from amongst the surviving victims, who were all too easy to convince that all shifters were bloodthirsty beasts. It was the easiest, most efficient way to build an army who didn’t question their purpose. And it was all based on a lie.

      Lord Smyth’s eyes narrowed. “Your sister can’t confirm your story.”

      “That’s because she was unconscious. Have you talked to Will or Becks? They were with me the whole time. They can confirm everything I say is the truth. Kit, too, though he didn’t witness all of it due to being Malkin’s prisoner, too.”

      “Yes,” said Lord Smyth. “They said the same as you, but I’m afraid I can’t trust their judgement to be unbiased. They’ve lied to protect you before.”

      “They don’t need to,” I said. “We only lied because we needed the Moonbeam to save my sister’s life.”

      “And to save your hunter allies.”

      “Because they aren’t hunters.” It was like arguing with a relatively amiable brick wall. “I appreciate that the League’s actions are unforgivable, but if anyone should hold a grudge, it’s me, and I don’t.”

      Okay, I did hold something of a grudge against Giselle. She was the reason we were in this mess, partly, as she’d tried to steal and destroy the Moonbeam before I’d used it to wake up Cori.  In doing so, she’d fallen into the portal the Moonbeam created, and while the mages had already been searching for her house, the blazing bright light the Moonbeam had created had been a dead giveaway of our hiding place.

      “As I said, I’m considering all the evidence,” said Lord Smyth. “However, I’d like to offer you the chance to speak with your sister.”

      “On what condition?” There must be a catch. There always was.

      “Only that you tell me the truth. What do you know about the Moonbeam?”

      “Not enough,” I said honestly. “I didn’t even know it could create portals until Giselle fell through it.”

      “Conveniently.”

      I bit my tongue, frustrated to have ended up on this subject again. Yes, I’d admittedly tried to repeat the process when the mages had broken the door down and I’d wished, desperately, for the Moonbeam to send him somewhere safe. But there was no guarantee that wherever the pair of them had ended up was any less perilous than a house swarming with angry mages.

      “I really don’t know how it works,” I repeated. “I learned from Malkin himself that it can control shifters against their will and also boost their abilities.” Not exactly true. It was Giselle who’d told me, but that hardly mattered now.

      And I hadn’t told him that the Moonbeam might hold the key to finding the other dragon shifters, because I didn’t even know what Giselle meant by that. Perhaps the portal send come out directly in the dragon shifters’ home, if such a place hadn’t been destroyed a long time ago. If not the hunters, the faerie invasion might have wiped out the last dragon shifters regardless.

      But Malkin implied they were still alive.

      I shoved the thought out of mind. Malkin would say anything, tell any lie, to gain the desired effect. Whether that were recruiting a new hunter or taking away my last hope of finding my fellow dragon shifters.

      “I really don’t know anything, sir,” I repeated, when Lord Smyth said nothing in response. “If I knew how the Moonbeam worked, I wouldn’t have fallen victim to its effects, too. If I hadn’t broken free before he set me loose against London, you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation. We’d likely both be dead.”

      He looked at me for a long moment, as if weighing up the honesty in my words. “In that case, you may come with me.”

      He opened the cell door again and beckoned for me to follow him down a corridor whose grey walls had an odd shimmer that gave away the wards built into the surface that would probably give me a nasty shock if I turned on Lord Smyth or shifted into a dragon. Mages didn’t always flaunt their power, but it was always present alongside the general aura of wealth and prestige. He’d figured out I could snap handcuffs and locks with my bare hands, so he didn’t bother restraining me. As a mage who could call down lightning in a blink, he was assuming I’d be too sensible to run.

      We passed by a group of mages. Their eyes followed me, mostly distrustful and suspicious. Most mages didn’t particularly like shifters. Old prejudices remained, and while they didn’t want to hunt us into extinction like the hunters did, they wouldn’t stick their neck out for us either. Of course, none of them had ever met a dragon shifter before, and I was pretty sure the mages had no idea what to do with me. Maybe that was why they would rather I was locked up out of the way.

      My dragon side raged at the injustice, but my desire to see Cori stayed my hand. Ahead, a

      room beckoned, bisected by glass like a prison visiting room, and on the other side of the glass sat my baby sister.

      Not so long ago, we’d have almost looked like reflections of one another, albeit seven years apart in age. Her bright hair was freshly brushed and bounced past her shoulders, but mine was chopped shorter and while my roots were already lightening to auburn, the black dye still hid most of the original colour. She looked healthy, unhurt, and not as dazed and shaken as she’d been when she’d awoken. Maybe she’d lost a little weight since being stuck in a coma for weeks, but her smile was practically radiant. It made me want to smile too, despite the circumstances, but the glass prevented me from hugging her as I wanted to.

      I’d taken care of Cori as long as I could remember, and I had no doubt that I’d been her protector even during the years missing from my memories. She and I had both had no memories before we’d arrived in London carrying nothing but a note leading us to a safe house for shifters, and a notebook containing the little known about dragon shifters. A notebook that was, to my knowledge, in the mages’ possession. As if they hadn’t taken enough from us already.

      I swallowed my anger and smiled back.

      “Hey, Cori.”

      “Hey, big sister.” At her grin, tears pricked my eyes. So many times, I’d been afraid I’d never see her smile again. Even after we’d rescued her from certain death in the Orion Stronghold, she’d been comatose and unresponsive, and we’d had to rely on spells and potions to keep her alive while we searched for the one way to wake her up. I’d literally held her life in my hands, knowing if I screwed up again, I’d lose her forever.

      Now she was awake and alert, and nothing else mattered. Ignoring the mages standing guard behind each of us, I leaned forward until my forehead brushed the glass. “You’ve no idea how glad I am to see you. Has anyone talked to you so far?”

      “Sure, they asked me a bunch of questions.” Her smile faded. “It sounds like you got yourself into a boatload of trouble while I was out cold. I can’t believe I slept through all that.”

      “Malkin used a powerful drug on you.” I hadn’t been able to ask about her experiences in the Stronghold yet, and I bloody well hoped the mages hadn’t interrogated her about it. She’d been through enough already. “I don’t know how much the mages told you about—well, everything.”

      “A lot, but I bet half of it was bullshit.”

      I sucked in a breath and choked on it. “Cori.”

      “What?” She cast a brief look at the mage behind her, who was studiously pretending not to pay any attention to us. “They didn’t say I can’t give my opinion. And besides, I don’t believe anything anyone says about you that I haven’t heard from your own mouth. So, I assume it’s all lies.”

      “Er…” She wasn’t wrong, and doubtless the mages’ account had fudged the truth in several ways, but I’d also skimmed over some parts of my own account, too. “Well. If they told you that I stopped Malkin from bringing a shifter army to attack London, that part’s true.”

      “Oh, I believed that.” She flashed me a grin. “Because obviously.”

      I warmed inside despite my lingering worry that the mages would reprimand her for calling them liars. “Before that, we were trying to figure out where Malkin was hiding. We knew the only chance to wake you was⁠—”

      “The Moonbeam.” Her gaze flashed to the mage standing behind me. “Yeah. And the mages stole it.”

      The mage guarding my side of the room cleared his throat. “It was not stolen. The Moonbeam was not your possession to begin with.”

      “Technicalities.” Cori scowled. “Regardless, it’s not worth locking us up for taking back something that originally belonged to the dragon shifters anyway.”

      “That’s, erm, not why they locked us up.” Not the only reason, anyway. “You do remember what happened right before they came into the room, right?”

      “Oh.” Some of the certainty faded from her expression. “Yeah, that made no sense to me, so I couldn’t explain it to the mages. Someone fell into a hole in the ground?”

      “A portal. According to the mages, I was supposed to reach in there and get him out.”

      “Astor.” She pushed back from the table, bafflement flitting across her face. “I remember his name. I also remember he shot⁠—”

      “Cori.”

      Alarm replaced bafflement, and she dropped her head. “Uh. He was a hunter, right?”

      “Ex-hunter.” I’d known we’d have to have this conversation eventually, but I really didn’t want to do it with two mages listening in. “He… it’s a long story, but he quit the League two years ago and helped us get into the Stronghold to find you.”

      Confusion clouded her vision. “Are hunters even allowed to quit?”

      “Nope. He’s wanted dead by both sides, and since he escaped on my watch, the mages decided that we’re all to blame.” I glared pointedly at my guard. “It’s unfair to punish my sister for this, you know. She didn’t know any of that was even happening.”

      “Actually, Ember, they’re thinking of letting me go.” Cori’s teeth worked over her bottom lip. “With conditions. They want me to give them information to help them find the hunters, since I got to see some of their workings from the inside.”

      “Shit. Don’t do it, Cori. They don’t have a clue what the hunters are really capable of.” The mages had got a glimpse of the hunters’ forces, but they hadn’t seen the inside of the Stronghold, nor the ocean-bound fortress they’d turned into their new base.

      If the mages dragged my baby sister into danger again, to hell with this. I’d burn them all.

      Whoa there, dragon. Where had that thought come from? I’d been cooped up for too long. I didn’t want to kill the mages, however much they’d inconvenienced us, and any violent notion I entertained was born of frustration and not reality. I’d been an absolute saint during my captivity, all things considered, but it was because cooperating was the best way to keep Cori safe and for all of us to get the hell out of here as fast as possible.

      Cori frowned. “I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

      “Cori, they think we’re criminals. And they don’t know the hunters like you and I do. Malkin… if he lived, he’s still out there. He wants me dead.”

      Her eyes widened. “They said you killed him.”

      “I wish.” I grimaced. “I burned down the warehouse while he was on the roof, but he’s a slippery bastard and I bet he had a few tricks up his sleeve.”

      “You breathed fire, huh.” Her grin was back. “Wish I’d seen.”

      “Wasn’t even the first time.” I managed to smile back. “Bet that’s why the mages don’t quite know what to do with me. Because I might accidentally burn the place down.”

      She snorted. “You would never.”

      “I would too.” Since her captivity, I’d become almost adept at shifting back and forth between dragon and human. That was why I was so valuable for the mages to have as an ally.

      But they mages would never be our salvation. The hunters wanted them dead, too.

      “Ember, Coriander,” said Lord Smyth. “Your time’s up.”

      “It’s only been a few minutes,” I protested.

      “I’m afraid there’s urgent meeting all mages are required to attend in due course. I’ll escort you back to your room.”

      “Huh?” I winced as he pulled me to my feet by my upper arm. “That’s not necessary. Ow.”

      He looked almost apologetic—perhaps he’d thought I was more resilient in my human form than I was—but he didn’t let go as he hauled me back towards the cell. Mages rushed up and down the corridors, and the tantalising scent of clean air wafted through from an open window. Well, as clean as London air got, anyway.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Not the hunters?”

      His silence made me twist my head to look at him. “What? Did they attack again?”

      “No. From what I gather, we caught some of them.”

      “You caught—” I stumbled when he abruptly let go of me, all but shoving me into my cell again. “Seriously?”

      I fought the urge to shove him out of the way to see what was going on.

      “I have to leave,” said Lord Smyth. “I’d ask you not to break anything in my absence. I may be some time.”

      “But—” The door to my cell slammed on my protest. “Dammit.”

      I’d hardly got half a conversation with Cori, though it was a miracle I’d got even that when she’d clearly been showing zero respect to the mages. Not that it didn’t serve them right for locking up an innocent teenager.

      And now they were trying to bribe her. Freedom in exchange for repeatedly reliving one of the worst experiences of her life. I’d been through several interrogation sessions myself, where I’d explained everything I remembered about the escape from the Stronghold. Now that jail was abandoned, the information was all but useless to the mages now, but since they hadn’t been able to find the hunters’ new fortress, they were reduced to asking the same old questions.

      Twenty minutes crawled by, in which I amused myself by bouncing a rolled-up ball of paper across the cell and doing handstands against the wall like a kid confined to their room. The mages had offered me a few books, but I was too wound up to focus on the pages. Right now, the only book I wanted to see was the notebook that Cori and I had brought with us to London. The mages had had no right to take it.

      I startled at a knock on the door. Then I trod over and peered through the small, barred window at the top. “Who’s there?”

      A green light flickered, and the half-faerie, Kit, peered at me through the bars. “Hey, Ember.”

      “Kit. What are you doing here?” I’d idly wondered if my friends might try for an escape at some point, but since we hadn’t coordinated a plan before our capture, I hadn’t held out much hope.

      “This place is weird, isn’t it?” he remarked cheerfully. “The walls are purple.”

      “That’d be the wards. They let you out?”

      He nodded, strands of black hair falling into his eyes. “Yeah. They couldn’t find evidence I’d committed any crimes, since I was unconscious for most of the action. I think I scared them. They let me go, after making me promise not to come back in.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t have anywhere to go,” he said unnecessarily. “So I never actually went outside the building. I glamoured myself and waited until everyone was gone before I came back.”

      Faeries. Unlike the Sidhe, half-faeries could theoretically lie if they wanted to, but most instead chose to deliberately interpret the words of a command in such a way that let them do the opposite. “Well, we did break the law. No way around it. Until they find Astor, we’re stuck here, and I don’t know where the Moonbeam sent him. Have you seen the others?”

      He shook his head. “I slipped in here as soon as the mages left. You’re the first person I’ve seen. They’re keeping us all separate in case we talk to one another.”

      “I gathered. Are you the reason all the mages left?”

      “Me?” He blinked. “No. I just took advantage and came to talk to you. Whatever it is, it’s urgent.”

      “Weird.” We were supposed to be high-security prisoners, though admittedly the wards did as good a job as the mages did at keeping us caged. “I don’t suppose you can undo the wards?”

      “No. Faerie magic has no effect on them. I’ve tried.”

      “Damn.” I peered over his shoulder at the marks etched on the walls, unreadable glyphs which promised a world of hurt to anyone who tried to break out. “Okay. Listen. Can you do me a favour and check whereabouts they’re keeping my notebook? And the Moonbeam?”

      “Oh, I know where the Moonbeam is,” he said. “It’s in the holding room with all the other stuff they confiscated. I don’t understand why they keep their stolen artefacts in the same building as the prison, but I also don’t get why they locked you up when you saved the city.”

      “Because of Astor,” I said. “I don’t suppose there’s any sign of where he might have ended up?”

      “No. The mages keep arguing about the Moonbeam. It won’t work for them.”

      “Good,” I said. “We don’t need them using it on any shifters, even accidentally.”

      “No.” He frowned. “It’s odd. Malkin never mentioned the Moonbeam when he spoke to me in jail.”

      “He didn’t?” I asked. “I guess he knew it wouldn’t affect you, since it’s made for shifters.”

      “Maybe.” He tilted his head. “There’s someone coming.”

      He disappeared. Or that’s what it looked like, since glamour enabled faeries to hide themselves from anyone who didn’t have the Sight. Aka, everyone who wasn’t fae. Even the mages. I hoped he’d be able to get out without triggering any wards.

      I wanted to get out, too. I wanted to get Cori and my friends away from here, and then find us a new home. I’d spent too much time in cages lately.

      As I listened out for whoever Kit had seen, a familiar cold, metallic scent reached my nostrils. I stiffened, recognising that aroma as something similar to what I’d smelled in the Orion Stronghold.

      The hunters were here.
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      I tensed, body alert as I listened out for approaching steps. My claws itched to slide out, and fire rumbled in my chest despite the locked, warded door in the way of me and my adversary. The smell of rot followed the metallic scent, like a dead body left for a few days. I gagged as it wafted through the barred window of the door.

      There was a scream, followed by a flash of green light. Kit.

      I let my claws slide out and leaped at the door, slashing at the lock. The metal would have buckled underneath my touch if not for the wards. As it was, an electric shock rang through my nerves, making every hair on my head stand on end. A yelp escaped as my body jerked all over, and I fell onto my back, red spots dancing before my eyes.

      “Bloody mage wards.” I jumped to my feet and had another crack at the door. This time, the impact flung me into the air and sent me flying across the room. I hit the bed frame with a crack that bruised my elbows and brought a new starburst of lights across my vision. Ow. I crawled off the bed, rubbing my sore back, and tentatively poked my claws into the centimetre-wide gap between the door and the wall. A mild shock zapped me. I gritted my teeth and tried again. Come on. I’m a dragon. I can deal with a locked door. The death-smell was worse than ever, and there was a sickening sound of something wet and heavy scraping along the tiled floor.

      Wait. I knew that smell. Dead…. Specifically undead.

      Everyone knew that no living person could bypass the mages’ secure wards, but did the undead count? I didn’t know, but damn, this door was a pain in the arse. I gave it a shove, earning nothing but a bruised elbow. “Ow. Kit, you okay?”

      “No,” he moaned. “There’s a dead man here.”

      “I gathered. I can’t get out the door without being zapped. Are there really no mages left in the building at all?”

      “I don’t know where they went.”

      “Brilliant timing.” I racked my thoughts. “Can you check on the others? Make sure the undead is nowhere near them?”

      “Okay.” He spoke softly. “Someone else is coming. I have to go.”

      A brief flash of green, then hurried footsteps rang down the corridor. My heart raced in my chest, and I waited by the door, trying to see what was going on. Through the tiny gap in the bars, I glimpsed a short, robed figure pause outside my cell.

      “Hey!” I called out. “What’s going on?”

      The mage jumped a foot in the air. From what I could see through the bars, he was younger than most mages I’d seen, little more than a teenager. “That’s what I want to know,” he said, in an apparent attempt at authority. “You’re the dragon, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. Did you see the zombie?”

      “Zombie? That’s what tripped the wards?”

      “Nothing else smells that foul.”

      “Hang on. I’ll get someone.”

      He fled. Kit didn’t return either, so I assumed he must have hidden out of sight. Faerie glamour sure came in handy, but even a half-faerie’s powerful magic couldn’t break down a warded door.

      Neither could an undead, come to that, but a single zombie couldn’t have wandered here on its own will. Mostly because the dead didn’t have any will to speak of. With the veil between this realm and the spirit world unstable since the faeries’ arrival, the dead sometimes rose of their own accord, but were effectively brainless. If one had walked in here with purpose, it meant someone had ordered it to, and to my knowledge, the only branch of supernatural with the ability to control the dead were the necromancers.

      Question: why would a rogue necromancer send a zombie to break into the mages’ jail? And just why had I thought I’d smelled one of the Orion League’s hunters a moment before the undead stench had overwhelmed me? The necromancers were social pariahs to such a degree that even the League didn’t rank them as a priority. They had guilds, same as the mages, but rather than running the supernatural community, their sole objective was to keep London’s dead under control. As we’d all learned the hard way, building the Underground around old plague pits and burial grounds in a city with more dead people than living came with unwanted side effects when the veil between life and death went haywire as it had done in the faerie invasion.

      I waited for the mage to return, but he didn’t, and nor did Kit. After around five minutes, Lord Smyth opened the cell door, wearing a harassed expression. “My apprentice tells me you saw the break-in.”

      “I saw part of it,” I corrected. “Mostly I smelled it. Zombies are pretty hard to mistake.”

      “An undead?” Lord Smyth glanced behind him. “Unfortunately, our security wards were a little too effective at taking care of the threat before it reached the lower cells.”

      I frowned. “I don’t follow.”

      “See for yourself. Come with me, and don’t run. Keep an eye on her,” he added to the nervous-looking young man at his side. His apprentice, I guessed.

      With most of the mages gone, it’d be easy to take my chances and run, but I wanted an explanation. And if the hunters really had been here, this might be my chance to win my way back into the mages’ favour.

      At the intersection between this corridor and the one that led to the floor below lay a bloody mess shaped vaguely like a person. On either side, gleaming wards shone from floor and ceiling, casting a lavender glow over the messy remains of the intruder. The apprentice pressed a hand to his mouth and looked away.

      “That’s what happens when you run into a security ward?” The trespasser had dissolved into a puddle of goo. While he’d already been on the brink of decomposition, I found myself fervently glad that I’d managed to hold my temper in check and refrain from shifting into a dragon.

      “If you’re an intruder intending harm, yes,” said Lord Smyth.

      “Someone must have been controlling it,” I said. “An undead wouldn’t wander in here by accident.”

      “Precisely.” He gestured to his nauseated-looking apprentice to lead the way back down the corridor. “Unfortunately, you seem to be the only witness.”

      “Me, and the other prisoners.” I’d gathered that my friends were imprisoned in a different area, though, and only shifters had the sharp senses that would have picked up on the intruder long before anyone else did. And faeries, I supposed. I hoped Kit had managed to stay out of the way. “Also, like I said, I didn’t see the intruder. I heard a sound… I think it was the undead wandering down the corridor. Before it slammed into the ward.”

      “I see.” He turned to his assistant. “Roger, go and tell the others that I’ll join them in five minutes, after I speak to Ember.”

      Tension rippled along my spine. Either he’d changed his mind about letting me carry on with my conversation with Cori—unlikely—or he wanted my help. “Is this about the intruder?”

      “In a way.” He paused for a long moment as we retraced our steps to my cell. “And also about your hunter friends.”

      My heart sank. “They aren’t my friends.”

      Giselle certainly wasn’t, but Astor…frankly, I wasn’t sure a word even existed that accurately summed up our relationship. Allies, yes, but our fraught history ranged from ‘mortal enemies’ to a level of searing attraction that made it impossible to tell if what I felt for him was human desire or the sort of shifter instinct that would latch onto any potential mating partner if my dragon side felt like it. Since we’d had no chance to talk it over before he’d been transported to an unknown location, figuring out where I stood with him had never seemed further away.

      Lord Smyth came into the cell with me and closed the door. After seeing the mess the wards had made of that zombie, I wasn’t anywhere near as keen to try to escape, but I still gave the wards the evil eye on the way in.

      “I don’t know where the Moonbeam sent Astor and Giselle,” I said. “I told you. There’s no more information I can give you.”

      “It isn’t about them,” he said. “The truth is, we found three hunters dead in the river today.”

      “Dead?” I asked. “What, from the battle?”

      “More recent. The bodies from the battle were destroyed.”

      Oh, yeah. The fire mages, as I’d recently found out, had the fun job of cremating anyone who died in the city so that their bodies didn’t rise as undead.

      Wait a second. I bit my tongue on my suspicion—I wanted to hear the rest of it—and asked, “How did they die?”

      “We haven’t been able to determine that,” he said. “We assumed they drowned, but we found strange marks on their bodies.”

      My skin prickled. “Tattoos?”

      “Not exactly. They appeared to be recent.”

      Weird. “Not claw marks? From a gargoyle, or from one of those monstrous shifters of theirs?” Had the gargoyles finally figured out that it was the hunters who’d killed several of them and not my friends?

      “No, not gargoyle kill marks,” he said. “As to the shifters, none of the hunters’ creations have been sighted in the area in the past few days.”

      That didn’t mean the city was entirely rid of them, but it would have been nice to imagine the gargoyle gangs finding a new target that wasn’t us. “Then what?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” said Lord Smyth. “And Ember, I’d like you to be involved in this investigation. Given your history with the hunters, I think you could be an asset.”

      An asset. Like when they’d asked Cori to offer intel on the hunters in exchange for freedom. Seeing a way out, I said, “I can help, but only if you promise to let Cori walk free, and without forcing her to come back in and answer intrusive questions about her imprisonment. She’s a kid. She doesn’t deserve that.”

      Sympathy softened his expression. “We’ve treated her with care. She’s remarkably resilient.”

      “She has to be. She’s a shifter.” My hands curled into fists. “That’s my condition. Cori gets to leave.”

      His brow arched. “You aren’t going to ask for the same for your friends?”

      Annoyance flared inside me. “I would if I thought I had more of a chance of convincing you than the other dozen times I’ve asked. Would it help if I said that joining forces with two ex-hunters was entirely my idea, not theirs?”

      “It would,” he said, “but it’s very apparent that the group of you tend to create trouble wherever you go.”

      I nearly said, you let Kit go, but remembered I wasn’t supposed to know. “I caused more trouble than they did. And Cori and Kit had no part in anything we did while they were unconscious.”

      “The half-faerie has been set free,” he said. “And I’ll do the same for your sister. Are you her legal guardian?”

      I choked on a disbelieving laugh. “I’m not a legal anything. Her guardian died in the invasion. She’s sixteen, which gives her the right to live alone.” Not that I was keen on the idea of her roaming the city by herself. I hoped Kit would take care of her, but he wasn’t exactly up to speed on the shit show that the city of London had become during the years he’d been the Orion League’s prisoner.

      “If you want to submit the paperwork⁠—”

      “I’m not signing anything.” My claws itched to make an appearance. “Let alone with my legal name.” Which was hardly legal in the usual sense. The notebook that had accompanied Cori and me to London had only listed our first names, so we’d both taken Rhea’s surname, Jones.

      “It was a suggestion, nothing more.” He sounded vaguely insulted.

      I tried to suppress my irritation. “Shifters don’t have a pleasant history with any kind of authority. Human or otherwise. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      He nodded, his expression smoothing out. “Regardless of what your companions decide to do, I’d appreciate your help in determining how the hunters were killed and who was responsible.”

      “I can try.” Starting with figuring out whether the hunters who’d died were the ordinary human sort or the Elites, who’d been made into something more. The latter were much harder to kill, but I’d taken down plenty myself. “Do you know if the bodies belonged to Elite hunters? They have more tattoos. I think.” Actually, most of the Elites’ advantages were more visible when they were still alive, in their enhanced speed and senses compared to regular humans. Yet they refused point-blank to entertain the possibility that they were even adjacent to supernaturals.

      “It’s difficult to tell.”

      “All right,” I said. “I’ll have to get a closer look at the bodies to know for sure, but… well, if they were killed with magic, Will’s the expert, not me.”

      His attention sharpened. “I’ll take that into consideration, but we have spell experts among our ranks, too.”

      That figured. Maybe I should have tried harder to convince him to let me involve my friends in the investigation, but walking down the prison corridor behind Lord Smyth didn’t feel much like freedom. We climbed two staircases before we reached the main reception area.

      There, flanked by two mages, was Cori. “Hey, Ember. Ready to go and look at some dead bodies?”

      “Not you.” I frowned at her. “I thought they were letting you go. That was the deal.”

      “As if I’d miss this.” She fired a wink at me.

      I groaned. “Cori, I just agreed to help with a murder investigation so they’d set you free without conditions.”

      “It’s not murder if it’s the hunters,” she said. “Anyway, I want to spend more time with you.”

      I thawed a little. I hadn’t been overly keen on the idea of sending her out into the world without anyone to look out for her except a half-faerie who hadn’t even been capable of taking care of himself until recently.

      The mages steered her towards a car before I had the chance to break away from Lord Smyth and hug her. Once we were all inside the vehicle, Lord Smyth gave instructions to the driver and we set off. The mages’ neighbourhood was largely a mystery to me, a haven of well-kept streets and posh buildings all but untouched by the devastation that had swept across the rest of the city.

      We reached a red-brick building and parked outside. The mages must have swept into a regular police station and taken over, because the entryway was filled with uniformed officers who looked like they weren’t sure what to do with themselves. With their long coats and sheer presence, mages seemed to take up twice as much space as normal people did. I’d thought there were fifteen mages or so in there, but it turned out to be only six.

      The bodies were laid out in a room at the back, to the clear displeasure of the regular law enforcement. As the Mage Lords were more or less the ruling class, they could evidently disrupt murder investigation procedures as much as they liked, but I doubted it was common practise. These days, the majority of supernatural murders went unsolved if not outright undiscovered.

      The three bedraggled bodies before us weren’t supernaturals. Each lay on a separate table, the nearest encased within a warded circle. Lights shone atop the surface and a female mage paced around the circle’s edge, murmuring incantations.

      “Lady Wu,” said Lord Smyth. “Have you determined the cause of death yet?”

      “Not yet.” The mage stopped mid-incantation and watched our approach with curiosity. She was more than a head shorter than Lord Smyth and her features suggested Asian heritage, while her obvious aptitude with the spell-circle meant she must be part witch on one side. Most mages had only one main talent, such as throwing fireballs or conjuring lightning. Witchcraft was less flashy but was more useful in situations like this. I peered at the spell-circle, wondering what Will would make of this.

      “It’s possible they drowned,” added Lady Wu, “but given the volume of water in their lungs, they were dead when they hit the water. However, there are no obvious marks on the bodies pointing to the cause of death. Aside from the usual.” She spoke with distaste, indicating the visible tattoo lines on the man’s collarbone. I didn’t particularly want to get this close to a dead body, even a hunter, but Lord Smyth’s mages stood behind Cori and me, preventing us from backing away.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered to her. “You don’t have to look.”

      “I’m fine.” If anything, Cori approached the bodies with eagerness. “Piece of shit deserved it.”

      I’d had more than my fair share of experience of death, too. I’d never mourn a member of the Orion League, but there was something pathetic about these sopping wet corpses lying here at the mercy of anyone who wanted to poke and prod at them.

      I turned to Lord Smyth. “I thought you said there were recent marks on the bodies…?”

      “Yes.” He nodded to Lady Wu. “Show her.”

      The witch-mage chanted something under her breath. There was a flash of light, and some of the marks on the man’s pale chest lit up like neon paint. I’d never seen a hunter’s tattoos up close before—even with Astor, I’d only seen fragments—and he’d never told me their meanings, except that the tally marks on their collarbones meant targets killed.

      The hunter’s shirt had been cut away, revealing an expanse of ink that was entirely covered by a circular symbol that had ignited at Lady Wu’s command and turned a vibrant shade of green.

      “Huh.” I peered at it. “What does that mean?”

      “The mark is all but certainly supernatural in origin.” Lady Wu waved a hand over the mark, and the glow dimmed. “But it wasn’t made by a witch.”

      “Or a faerie.” If it had been, the mark would be invisible to everyone without the Sight.

      “I can hazard a guess,” said Lord Smyth. “If these were ritualistic killings, that would suggest there is a necromancer involved. Given that an undead tried to breach our security while we were here, I find the coincidence hard to ignore.”

      All the mages’ eyes turned towards him, and a heavy silence fell over the room. Then Cori spoke up in puzzlement. “Who’d want to raise the hunters from the dead?”

      “Good question.” No guild necromancer would want to touch them. In fact, I was pretty sure they weren’t even allowed to raise zombies without a permit from the guild leader. A rogue, though? I swivelled to Lord Smyth. “Do you have contact with the guild?”

      “We do.” His gaze sharpened as someone else entered the room, and my heart sank, recognising Lady Clare. As a mind-reader, she was the most dangerous mage to me on a personal level, being capable of extracting any secret from my thoughts that she wanted. That she’d also been responsible for landing me in jail in the first place didn’t help matters either. A pale brunette who barely cleared five feet, she looked surprisingly ordinary for someone who could break your mind without batting an eyelid.

      “It would be welcome news if the necromancers decided to take some responsibility for helping to clean up this city,” said Lady Clare. “I can contact the guild myself.”

      “That would be most welcome,” said Lord Smyth. “If they can identify these as ritual killings, it would save us a great deal of speculation.”

      “What was the point in bringing us here?” Cori whispered to me as the mages broke out in discussion amongst themselves. “Hey, I bet we can sneak out while they’re arguing and they won’t notice.”

      I shook my head. “Best not risk it. I’m still their prisoner.”

      Not that I was proving particularly useful as a detective. I didn’t know the first thing about ritual murders, and my knowledge of the necromancers wasn’t extensive either. They wore long black coats much like the mages, which sometimes led me to get the two confused, but they lacked that aura of wealth and looked more like wannabe goths playing at being witches. I’d never talked to one in person.

      “Ritual sacrifice sounds like the kind of twisted crap Malkin would come up with,” said Cori. “Maybe he’s kidnapped a necromancer.”

      “Why?” Zombies were powerless on their own, though they could be a nuisance in large numbers. Malkin had already proved he wasn’t above picking and choosing which forms of magic to use on himself, all the while denying he was anything more than fully human, but ritual magic was a mile away from the kind of technique I’d seen from the hunters in the past. Rituals meant dark magic of the sort that most witches and even necromancers didn’t touch, the sort that involved meddling with arcane forces that was far beyond the comprehension of most people. Including Malkin, I’d have assumed. I’d thought he was more interested in shifters than the occult.

      Shivers prickled my shoulder bodies as I scanned the body, trying to make out the circle now that the marks were no longer lit up. The inking within its boundaries looked like writing, or glyphs, and the circle had been broken by a shallow cut across the centre. Not deep enough to kill, but it looked deliberate. A cursory glance at the others confirmed all three bodies were marked within the same manner.

      “If they were sacrificed,” I said, “then whose orders was the necromancer acting on, if not the hunters?”

      Lord Smyth stepped back from the table. “That’s what I intend to find out.”
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