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And the nations were angry, and thy wrath is come . . .


– Revelation 11:18




CHAPTER ONE


New Orleans, Louisiana


Late November


We rode in a truck that had seen a lot of miles—more than two hundred thousand of them, according to the odometer. The windows were open to the heat and humidity and sunshine, all of it powerful even in the early morning. But that was New Orleans for you.


I piled my red hair into a topknot and futzed until the bun was secure, then leaned my head against the door. Even the hot breeze felt better than none. The truck rocking beneath us, the city nearly silent around us, my eyes drifted closed.


“You gonna fall asleep?”


I slitted a glance at the man in the driver’s seat. Liam Quinn was tall and lean, built of hard, stacked muscle. His hair was dark and short, and matched the scruff along his jaw. His eyes were a shockingly bright blue, with lashes dark and thick enough to make a fashionista jealous.


He was undeniably handsome, undeniably sexy, and undeniably off-limits.


And I was getting loopy from lack of sleep. I could have used a ten-minute power nap. Or a four-hour power nap. But since I still had something to prove, I sat up straight, blinked hard to force my eyes to focus. “Nope. Totally awake and eyes on the road and checking my six.”


He looked amused. “You’re just stringing words together. Bounty hunters don’t sleep on the job.”


“I’m a bounty hunter in training,” I pointed out. “And I wasn’t sleeping. I was . . . silently debriefing.”


Liam was the actual bounty hunter, and we’d spent hours searching the Lower Ninth Ward for a wraith, a human infected by magic. We hadn’t found him, which was a bad result for everyone. Containment wouldn’t be happy, and the wraith was still on the loose, still a threat to the public and himself.


“You did good tonight. We didn’t get a great result, but you did good.” He paused. “And I’m still thinking about that football.”


I nodded. “Yeah. I’m still thinking about the baseball cards.” We hadn’t found the wraith in the several abandoned houses we’d searched, but we had found a former bachelor pad with a man cave and plenty of sports memorabilia.


“I know the owners could come back,” I said, letting my fingers surf in the wind outside the truck. “It’s unlikely, but it’s possible. It’s just—somebody really loved those cards, and they’re getting moldier by the day.”


Liam smiled a little. “And you want to put them in the shop.”


The “shop” was Royal Mercantile, my store in the French Quarter. Or what was left of it after the war with the Paranormals. They’d come through the Veil, the barrier separating their world from ours, and spread destruction and chaos across the South. New Orleans had been ground zero.


“For display and for safety,” I said. “Not for sale.” I glanced at him, his muscles taut beneath the short-sleeved shirt, strong hands on the steering wheel. “You like to sports?”


He lifted an eyebrow. “Do I like to sports? You sound like a woman who’s never said that word before.”


“My dad didn’t care about sportsball.”


“You know that’s not a thing.”


“I do,” I admitted. “But I like the sound of it.” I looked at him, the long, rangy body with a powerful chest and arms. “I’d say quarterback—possibly receiver. Maybe pitcher, maybe power forward in sportsball.” It wasn’t difficult to imagine him muscling in for a layup.


He shook his head, but a corner of his mouth was still quirked in a grin. “I played sportsball in high school. Power forward.”


“Nailed it.”


“What about you?” he asked.


“I ran track for a couple of years in high school, until I realized I didn’t really like running.”


“You do plenty of running now,” he said, turning onto North Claiborne.


“That’s because I’m chased. If there’d been Paranormals and wraiths chasing me in high school, I’d have put more effort into it.”


When the truck began to slow, I glanced up. The street was clear; ours was the only vehicle. “If we’ve run out of gas, you have to carry me back to the Quarter.”


Liam just shook his head. “Look,” he said, pointed to the side of the road.


A billboard in front of an auto repair shop had been covered in eye-searing yellow paint. death to paranormals had been painted in enormous red letters across it.


“I came down this street yesterday,” Liam said, squinting into the sun as he leaned over to look through the window, his cologne lingering faintly behind him when he sat up again. “That wasn’t there.”


“It’s new,” I said, gesturing to the buckets, brushes, and cans of spray paint that littered the parking lot around the post.


“I don’t suppose you sold that stuff. Know who bought it?”


I shook my head. “The supplies didn’t come from my shop. The only paint I have is white, and I don’t have any spray paint.”


“The brushes?”


I shook my head again. Whoever had painted the billboard had used foam rollers to color in the large letters. “Only bristle brushes. They’re not from Royal Mercantile.”


The supplies could have come from anywhere—and from anyone with an ax to grind. The war with the Paranormals had started seven years ago and ended a year later, but the billboard proved the animosity hadn’t completely faded.


“We should tell Gunnar,” I said, thinking of one of my closest friends, and the second-in-charge at Containment, the division of the Paranormal Combatant Command that managed everything in the former war zone, including Devil’s Isle, the prison where Paranormals were incarcerated—or were supposed to be. There were fugitive Paras who’d managed to evade imprisonment and fugitive humans newly infected by magic who hadn’t yet been rounded up. That’s why bounty hunters like Liam had jobs.


His gaze still wary, Liam drove on, taking us closer to Devil’s Isle’s towering walls, which enclosed the Marigny neighborhood. “Tell Malachi and the others, too. They should know someone’s got an attitude problem.”


Malachi was an angel and a friend, and a member of Delta, a group of humans and Paras dedicated to changing the treatment of Paranormals. Their existence proved that not all Paranormals were enemies, just as the billboard proved that not all humans were allies.


The tricky part was telling the difference.
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It was a Saturday morning in the French Quarter, and there wasn’t a single person in sight. My shop—the first floor of a three-story town house on Royal Street—was one of the lucky buildings that hadn’t been destroyed, although we sold a lot more MREs and bottled water these days than antique sideboards.


Liam sputtered to a stop in front of the store. Our victory flag—a gold fleurs-de-lis on a field of purple—flapped in the breeze from the second-floor balcony.


I climbed out of the truck and into heat that was already oppressive at eight in the morning, then leaned down to look through the open window. “You want to come in for some iced tea?”


“Yes,” Liam said without hesitating, and turned off the truck, followed me to the door. I picked up a scrap of paper and a dead leaf from the tiled threshold, unlocked it.


Anticipating a hot day, I’d left the shop closed up. I’d found a small air conditioner at a swap meet a few weeks before, and I’d managed to get it running. The power had stayed on long enough to cool the air by a few degrees, wring out a little of the humidity.


“Oh, that is nice,” Liam said, pausing inside the door with his eyes closed, black lashes dark against his cheeks and his hands on his lean hips.


Longing, hot and strong as fire, burned through my chest.


I was a Sensitive, one of the few humans exposed to magic who’d developed magical powers as a result. That meant I was a nearly wraith, an almost wraith, a could-be wraith. Liam was supposed to hunt people like me, to lock them safely away in Devil’s Isle. Instead, he’d introduced me to people convinced I could control my magic, that becoming a wraith wasn’t inevitable.


But it was always between us, the possibility the magic would overpower me and he’d be forced to take me in. He believed that would be cruel and unfair to me. And despite the chemistry between us, that wasn’t a gap he’d been able to bridge. So I’d worked to ignore the heat, the connection. It took a lot of conscious effort on my part. And even then, I wasn’t very good at it.


I flipped the closed sign to open, forced myself to put space between us, to walk through the front room past bins of duct tape and bags of Camellia red beans and into the small kitchen. I opened the refrigerator, let the air chill my burning cheeks, then pulled out the pitcher of iced tea. I could’ve used a stiffer drink, but that would have to wait.


I poured two glasses, found Liam standing at the counter’s far end, where I’d spread the shards of a cuckoo clock that had hung in the store. I settled myself on the stool behind the counter, slid his tea over.


“New project?” he asked.


I looked over the piles I’d already separated into wood and metal fragments, the figures of Little Red Riding Hood and the wolf that had traveled across the clock’s front. “This is the clock Agent Broussard’s cronies smashed. It was a gift from my father, so I’m going to put it back together.”


“You know how to put together a clock?” he asked, sounding impressed.


I smiled. “With enough time and patience, you can figure anything out. I’m ignoring the mechanisms for now—the gears are so small. I’m going to fix the case first.”


The bell on the door rang as two Containment agents walked in wearing their dark fatigues. I didn’t exhale until they offered small waves, headed for the canned goods. I was still waiting for the shit to hit that particular fan again.


“You want to help?” I asked Liam, offering a bottle of wood glue.


He frowned over the pieces. “I’m not sure this is my crafting sweet spot.”


I snorted, poured glue into a small dish, dabbed a brush in it. “And what would be your crafting sweet spot?”


“Chopping wood,” he said as I daubed glue on the back of a wood sliver. “Changing oil. Fighting marauders.”


“I don’t have any wood that needs chopping, and I don’t have a car. Marauders are more likely. Glad to know you’re prepared for that.”


Liam made a sarcastic sound, then glanced up at the wall of clocks still functioning. “I should get back to Devil’s Isle, say good morning to Eleanor.”


Liam’s grandmother lived in Devil’s Isle, but by her choice. Only a few knew that she could see magic, the result of a blow during the war from a magical weapon.


The door opened and my other two closest friends walked in. Tadji Dupree waved hello as they walked into the store. She wore dark fatigue pants, a flowy tank, and enormous earrings of gold and silver discs that shone against her dark skin.


Gunnar Landreau was tall and militarily fit, with dark, wavy hair, pale skin, and a trickster’s smile. He wore dark Containment fatigues, but he was very decidedly on our side. Whatever “side” that was.


“You two nearly match today,” I said, gesturing at the fatigues as they came forward. “Pulling a Cagney and Lacey thing? Or Abbott and Costello?”


“Did their clothes match?” Liam asked, head cocked.


“No,” Gunnar said dryly. “Those were the only duos she could think of. Did you know she didn’t have a television growing up?”


“Deprived child,” Liam said, looking back at me thoughtfully. “Although that does explain ‘sportsball.’”


Tadji snorted, put her messenger bag on the counter with a thud.


“We had a television,” I corrected. “We just didn’t watch it very often.” I gestured to Tadji’s bag. “What do you have in that thing?”


The Containment agents approached the counter with an armful of water and MREs, so I put down my brush and moved to the metal cashbox and receipt pad to deal with their purchases.


“My notes,” she said. “I’m hoping to write up some of my outline today.” Tadji was working on a degree in linguistics. “And I’ve heard a rumor there’s a coffeehouse in Tremé.”


We all went still, looked at her.


“There’s a coffeehouse in New Orleans?” one of the agents asked, hope in her eyes.


“That’s the rumor,” Tadji said. “Woman set up a little café in her living room, sells muffins and coffee. I’m going to check it out.”


“And report back,” I requested, putting the agents’ purchases into a bag and offering their change. I closed the cashbox again, looked at her. “Like, Folgers, or what?” Coffee was relatively rare in the Zone—a high-priced luxury.


Tadji’s eyes gleamed. “I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.”


As the Containment agents left, I looked at Gunnar. “And what’s on your agenda?”


“Keeping the Zone running smoothly, as per usual.” He glanced at Liam. “You find that wraith in the Lower Ninth?”


“We didn’t,” Liam said, and Gunnar looked at me speculatively.


“‘We’?” he asked. “You went with him?”


“Bounty hunter in training,” I said, offering him a salute. “It still makes for good cover.” And gave me a chance to be sure that any wraiths taken into Devil’s Isle were treated as well as possible. We owed them that much, at least.


“No sign of the wraith,” Liam repeated, “but we found something else. Giant billboard on Claiborne. ‘Death to Paranormals’ painted over it.”


“Lovely,” Gunnar said. “I’ll have someone take a look.”


“Who has that much free time on their hands?” Tadji asked.


“There are plenty of people out there with delusions about Paranormals,” Gunnar said. “Plenty of people who believe in conspiracies, or who think the government owed them something after the war.”


In fairness to those people, the government did know about the Veil. But it hadn’t known who’d waited for us on the other side.


Speaking of angry humans, loud voices began to fill the air with what sounded like chanting.


“What is that?” I asked, glancing at the door.


“Maybe protestors?” Liam asked with a frown.


“Could be,” Gunnar said. Liam, Tadji, and I followed him outside, then to the corner and down Conti.


About a dozen men and women, most in their twenties or thirties, but a few older, a few younger, stretched across Bourbon Street. They all wore nubby, homespun fabric in bulky and shapeless tunics and dresses.


Their arms were linked together, and they sang as they walked, their voices woven into an eerie, complex harmony. I didn’t recognize the song, but it sounded like a hymn, with lyrics about death and smiting and Calvary. If this had been a different time, they might have been congregants walking to a country church. But I hadn’t seen many churchgoers carrying bright yellow signs with CLEANSE THE ZONE OR DIE TRYING in searing red paint.


Leading the group was a man with pale skin, dark hair, medium build, and a heavy beard. He was flanked by two women—one pale, one dark, but both with dark eyes that looked across the French Quarter with obvious disdain.


It wasn’t the first time there’d been protestors in the Quarter; there’d been plenty during and shortly after the war, when it was popular to complain about how the war was being fought, or how it had been won. But the war had ended six years ago, and as a Sensitive, I wasn’t feeling very sympathetic to antimagic arm waving.


Liam shifted, moving a protective step closer to me while watching the group with narrowed eyes.


Gunnar’s expression was cold and blank. That was a particular skill of his—that level stare that showed authority and said he wouldn’t take shit from anybody.


The man in the front glanced in our direction, stopped, and lifted his hands. Like an orchestra following a conductor directing his symphony, the protestors stopped behind him, and silence fell again.


He walked toward us. He wore an easy smile, but there was something very cold behind his dark, deep-set eyes.


“Good morning,” he said, in a voice without a hint of Louisiana in it. “Can we talk to you about the Zone?”


Gunnar didn’t waste any time. “You have a permit?”


The man’s eyes flashed with irritation, but his smile didn’t change. “I don’t subscribe to the notion that citizens of this country require a permit to exercise their First Amendment rights.”


Gunnar didn’t even blink.


“Of course,” the man said, “we also respect human laws. It’s just that we believe those laws should be enforced to their logical conclusion.” The man pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket, offered it to Gunnar.


“Any law in particular?” Gunnar asked.


“The Magic Act,” the man said. “All magic is illegal. And all magic should be removed from our world . . . by any means necessary.”




CHAPTER TWO


It was actually the MIGECC Act—the Measure for the Illegality of Glamour and Enchantment in Conflict Communities. But he was right about its effect.


Eyes narrowed, Gunnar looked at the man for a moment—like he was memorizing the lines and shadows of his face—before shifting his gaze down to the paper in his hand. Gunnar reviewed the document, handed it back to the man. “Thank you, Mr.—”


“I am Ezekiel.” He gestured to the men and women behind him. “We are trumpeters, and we carry our message through the Zone.”


Gunnar gave the signs a suspicious look. “Which is?”


“Bringing clarity. Sharing the truth.” Ezekiel scanned the faces of those who’d gathered around us to check out the commotion. “The Paranormals destroyed our world, our lifestyle. They’re now incarcerated, but have things improved? No. We’re told the Zone can’t be saved, the soil can’t be treated, can only be replaced, that magic is now part of our world. But no one tells us the truth—that the world is polluted by the presence of Paranormals, stained by the obscenity of their existence.”


Liam’s gaze moved from the protestors and signs to Ezekiel’s face. “The billboard near the Lower Ninth—that’s yours?”


Ezekiel’s smile was chilling. “That depends on which one you’re referring to. We have many allies in the Zone.”


“And how,” Gunnar asked, pointing to a sign, “do you and your allies intend to ‘clean’ the Zone?”


“By removing all magic from the world.”


“And arguing with humans in the French Quarter is how you’re going to go about it?” Gunnar asked. “That doesn’t seem productive.”


“Spoken like a Containment mouthpiece. You have a financial interest in keeping them in our world.”


“I have an ethical interest in treating prisoners of war appropriately, and keeping them secure and away from humans. What would you rather us do? Line them up and take them out?”


Ezekiel’s gaze went ice-cold. The loathing in it sent a chill down my spine. “The Magic Act demands the eradication of magic.”


He didn’t seem to care that not all Paranormals were the same—that they hadn’t all come into our world willingly, or fought willingly in the war.


“Class act,” Liam muttered, and began to turn away.


Ezekiel’s eyes flashed with anger. “You’d rather do nothing? You’d rather stand by and watch our culture evaporate?”


“I don’t see anyone’s culture evaporating.” Liam turned back, gestured to the people who’d gathered behind us—a few agents, a few customers. “These people are working to make a living in the Zone, to keep New Orleans alive.”


“And that’s not always easy, is it?” Ezekiel looked accusingly at Gunnar. “Containment tells us the monsters are all in Devil’s Isle, but that’s a lie as well. Monsters roam this land. Wraiths kill innocents.” Ezekiel narrowed his gaze at Liam. “I know your face.”


Liam was close enough that I could feel his body go rigid with sudden anger. “You don’t know anything about me.”


“Oh, but I think I do.” Ezekiel’s smile went smug. “I know your sister was killed by monsters.” That was true. Either too arrogant or stupid to understand the risk he was taking, Ezekiel stepped forward, eager to push the point. His eyes searched Liam’s face as if looking for weakness.


“I know they found her broken and bruised. I know she’d been torn and ripped by their claws, by their poisoned bodies. And yet you live in Devil’s Isle, don’t you, among our enemies? That doesn’t sound like a way to honor her memory. It sounds like you bed with them.”


“You’re going to want to step back,” Liam said.


Ezekiel ignored him, his eyes gleaming with purpose. The other protestors moved into formation behind him. “I’m not here to make you or anyone else comfortable. I’m here to testify, to protect what remains.”


“We don’t need protecting,” Liam gritted out.


“I bet your sister’s opinion would differ. If she was still alive, that it. Pity we can’t ask her.”


Before any of us could move, Liam’s fingers were tangled in Ezekiel’s shirt, and he hauled Ezekiel up to his toes. Liam’s eyes, vibrantly blue, shone with fire. “Tell me again what you bet my sister would do. My sister, who was innocent, and was killed because assholes like you who refuse to acknowledge the complexities of the real world.”


Ezekiel’s gaze flicked back and forth across Liam’s. “They killed one of yours, and still you protect them. Why? Was your sister not enough reason for you to acknowledge the truth?”


Where Liam’s eyes showed fury born of pain, Ezekiel’s showed satisfaction. He was out to make a point, and damn those he hurt in the meantime. And although it would have meant immediate imprisonment, I wanted to squeeze magic from the air and wring his neck with it.


“Claire.” Tadji must have seen the intent in my eyes. Her voice was quiet, her fingers strong around my arm, jolting me back to the street, to the crowd, to the fact that magic monitors—armed and ready—would be triggered if I so much as ruffled Ezekiel’s hair.


I forced myself to relax. This wasn’t the time or place for my big, magical reveal.


Ezekiel’s smile grew wider, more satisfied. “Are you going to hit me, Mr. Quinn, because I do tell the truth? Because you’re uncomfortable admitting you contributed to your sister’s death?”


Ezekiel was still in Liam’s grip, sweat beading on his forehead, but his eyes utterly calm. He’d done exactly what he’d meant to—gotten attention for his particular brand of vitriol.


“My sister was murdered,” Liam said, every muscle taut and ready for action, a warrior ready for battle against the advancing enemy. “Would you like to feel even an iota of her pain?”


“Is that a threat?” Ezekiel asked. “And in front of a Containment agent. Has magic made you a barbarian?”


“Idiocy has made me a barbarian,” Liam said, baring his teeth.


“Liam,” I said quietly, calling him back just as Tadji had called me.


For reasons too simple and complicated to think about, that seemed to be enough.


Liam opened his hands, so Ezekiel dropped back to the ground, stumbling before his followers reached out, helped him regain his balance.


“You deny the truth!” Ezekiel said, lifting his hands to conduct his protestors into another round of chanting.


This time, I stepped forward. “Do you think this helps you prove some kind of point? Using a family’s tragedy, a young woman’s death, to get attention? Go back to the hole you crawled out of.”


Before Ezekiel could respond, Gunnar took a step forward. “If you want to protest, go protest. No more harassing residents, or you’ll get an up close and personal view of the Cabildo.”


Ezekiel’s jaw worked. “Another denier,” he said, then cast his glance around at those who’d gathered to watch. “The day of reckoning will come. A new Eden is planned for our world, and those who stand in the way of it will be cast aside. It will be our reawakening. We are Reveillon, and we will see it come to pass.”


Ezekiel’s eyes went cold, and his smile was just as frigid. If he believed in damnation—and I’d bet that he did—he’d long ago decided he was on the right side of it.


He walked back to the front of his line and began the march again.


When they’d put two blocks between us, I turned back to look for Liam, to offer what comfort I could. But he was gone.


Gunnar went to the Cabildo to report on the billboard and the protestors. I walked outside, found Liam sitting on a wrought-iron bench in the small brick courtyard behind Royal Mercantile.


The building was scarred from the war, the courtyard marked by the pigeons we used to send messages to Delta.


Liam looked up at the sound of my footsteps, his blue eyes shadowed. I offered a bottle of water. “You all right?”


He nodded, took the bottle, flipped it in his palm. “I don’t like my family being used as a weapon in someone else’s war.”


“Total dick move,” I agreed, and sat down beside Liam as he uncapped the bottle of water, took a drink.


“And calling themselves ‘Reveillon’?” he said, disgust coloring his voice. “That’s a slap at New Orleans. At our traditions.”


Reveillon was a holiday dinner served in New Orleans, a tradition with French and Cajun roots that lasted through the night and into the early morning. The word meant “reawakening.”


I nodded. “They’re after reinventing the city. Destroying what’s left, and building it up in some kind of new image. They’re dangerous.”


“Yeah,” Liam said. “I imagine they are.” He flipped the bottle again. “I made the decision to stay here, in the Zone. To keep our connection to this place. To who we were. Home sweet home and all that. If I hadn’t . . .”


“Along with the rest of your family, you made a choice to stick it out. To give New Orleans another life. I didn’t know Gracie. But the pictures I saw of her—she looked like a very happy person. She didn’t look unhappy. She didn’t look like she felt out of place, or like she didn’t belong here.


“Sometimes horrible things happen, and they’re no one’s fault. Sometimes they’re just horrible things. The world keeps on spinning; we just try to stay on our feet.”


I let my head fall back against the brick and looked up at the blue sky, the enormous white clouds. Liam tilted his head back, too, and we watched the sky together in silence.


For a moment, there was peace.


And then the world shattered, the earth shaking with concussions that rattled the windows.


Liam grabbed my arm, and still held it when the world stilled again. And for a moment, everything went perfectly, horribly silent.


We ran to the street, found Tadji watching smoke rise from Devil’s Isle. Air raid sirens began to wail.


“Shit,” Liam said, then looked at me. “I’m going.”


I glanced at Tadji.


“Go,” she said. “I’ll stay here with the store, keep an eye on things while you see what’s happened.” The grim certainty on her face said she knew, and had accepted, what might happen if we ran toward the sound of trouble.


She reached out and squeezed my hand. “Be careful, Claire. Magically and otherwise.”


I promised I would and took off.


We weren’t the only ones heading toward Devil’s Isle. There weren’t many civilians left in the Quarter, but the former Marriott was a Containment barracks, and they were running, too.


Devil’s Isle was a prison, and looked like one. Tall concrete walls with guard towers at each corner, the front marked by a massive wrought-iron gate from a River Road plantation and checkpoint. That gate was now gnarled fingers of scorched metal, a monstrous claw revealed by the apparent explosion that had rocked it.


I stopped short, arms jostled by the people running past me, and stared.


There was smoke, shrapnel, debris—and worse—everywhere. There were protest signs on the ground—some still burning, some singed around the edges. People were screaming, agents were running and shouting orders, chasing back Paranormals who saw their opportunity and ran for the gate.


“Reveillon bombed the gate,” Gunnar said, each word colored with awe and shock and fury.


“Their tunics,” Liam said. “They were bulky. Some of them must have worn explosives under the tunics—vests or something. Jesus.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus.”


Silently, Gunnar moved into Devil’s Isle, to the remaining splinters of the guardhouse, features hardening as he crouched beside the agent who lay there, half in and half out of what remained of the guardhouse, his face and hair bloodied. Gunnar checked for a pulse, looked up.


“I need a medic in here!” he called out, then gestured to a set of agents with a stretcher.


I tore my gaze away, looked back at Liam. “Your . . . your grandmother,” I said. Eleanor Arsenault lived only a few blocks away.


His eyes flared with concern as he considered, but looking around, he shook his head. “The attack looks contained, and there’s no reason to think she’d have been a target. I’ll do what I can here, then check in on her.” He looked at me. “You could go back to the store.”


He didn’t make it an order or a question. It was a mild suggestion at best, and one I appreciated. But I couldn’t just walk away, however horrific this was. I looked around for something to do, some way to help.


There was a clinic inside the prison, where Sensitives and Wraiths were held—would continue to be held until Containment allowed Sensitives to manage their magic and avoid becoming wraiths in the first place.


Lizzie, one of the clinic’s nurses, was on her knees beside a bloodied woman whose white linen clothing gave her away.


Streaks of fire shifted beneath Lizzie’s skin and burned in her orange-red irises. She was a Paranormal with an intimate relationship with flame. And despite the fact that the woman she was treating had wanted Lizzie and those like her eradicated from the earth, she still helped. That was something Reveillon wouldn’t understand—or wouldn’t admit.


As I watched her work, memories of the war surfaced. The body, bloated with death, that I’d seen floating down the river. A soldier killed by friendly fire, his comrades on their knees beside him, faces slack with horror. A man, skin singed black from the flame of a magical beast whose wings still darkened the sky above us. Her wings had been nearly black, and had looked like leather sculpted around bone and vein and tendon. The air had smelled of smoke and burning meat that soured the stomach.


I swallowed hard. “I’ll see if I can help Lizzie,” I said. “I have to do something. If I go back to the store, I’ll just . . .” I’d have memories. I’d think about this. And I didn’t want to think about it.


I shook my head. “I have to do something,” I said again.


His brow furrowed over eyes dark with protectiveness that sent heat through my chest. “You’ll be careful?”


I nodded.


Liam watched me for a moment, then put a hand behind my head, made sure I met his eyes. “If you need a break, find me. I’ll walk you back.”


I nodded again. I didn’t have the words for anything else.


Lizzie had already moved on to her next patient—a Containment agent with dark skin and shorn hair—when I reached her. His eyes were closed, a gory and angry-looking wound in his shoulder.


“I could help.”


Lizzie looked up at me, and it took a moment for recognition to dawn in her eyes. When it did, she gave me a frank appraisal. “You can handle it?”


“I was here during the war, the Second Battle.” Every word out of my mouth sounded awkward. “I helped some. And I can follow directions.”


She considered it for a moment. She nodded, dipped her chin to gesture to her hands, which applied pressure to a pack of bandages covering a gaping wound on the man’s shoulder.


“The civilian medics aren’t here yet. Pressure here,” she instructed, and when I’d scooted beside her and replaced my hands with hers, I felt the officer’s blood—warm and pulsing—beneath my fingers.


“I could cauterize it with a fingertip,” Lizzie said, fire dancing on her neck as she pulled off one pair of gloves, pulled on another, and moved to his leg. “But they’d consider that a felony.”


Lizzie pulled a wad of gauze from a pocket of her tunic and wrapped it around his thigh, just above the knee, where the violence had torn another gash.


“Over here!” she shouted, to a man and woman who drove a small utility vehicle with a stabilizing board strapped to the back.


“Get him to the clinic,” she said as they followed her orders, stepped in to whisk him up and away. The only functioning civilian hospital in New Orleans was on the north side of the city—too far away to be helpful now.


The skin on my hands felt tight, and I glanced down. Blood—his blood—had dried on my palms, stained my nails.


“I was hoping I wouldn’t have to be in this position,” she said, pushing streaked hair from her face. “That I wouldn’t have to pretend my allegiance.”


“To humans?” I asked.


“To idiots who refuse to accept reality.” She looked around. “Something is beginning.”


“Something is beginning,” I agreed.


We’d have to hope it ended quickly.




CHAPTER THREE


We worked for hours.


Six years of peace had weakened my ability to deal with death and gore, wiped away the desensitization that had been necessary all those years ago. But dealing with blood and horror again made me numb to the sight and smell of it quickly enough.


Not counting the protestors, four people had been killed, twelve more injured. Those closest to the gate had caught the brunt of the explosions. Two of the dead were Containment agents who’d done nothing more than show up for work. The other two were Paranormals. Sunday in Devil’s Isle wasn’t unlike Sunday outside it, and families had been gathered on the long strip of green that reached into the prison from the gate, enjoying the fresh air, maybe pretending they were somewhere else.


Containment moved the dead, and we helped move the injured. But the ground was still littered with debris and evidence of carnage. Containment’s forensic unit picked through it now for evidence, although it seemed pretty obvious who’d done the damage.


Containment counted fifteen protestors who had engaged us on their trip down Bourbon Street. And when they’d reached Devil’s Isle, they’d gone to war. Containment believed seven of them had been killed, either because they’d carried the explosives or had been fatally injured in the explosions. In the chaos, Containment hadn’t arrested any of them, and believed three had escaped back into the Quarter. That left five unaccounted for . . . and still in Devil’s Isle.


I watched Lizzie peel off a pair of latex gloves, toss them onto the ground. She uncapped a bottle of water, poured it over her hands to clean away powder from the gloves.


“Was fighting like this in the Beyond?” I asked.


She dried her hands on a clean spot of fabric on her pants, then took a drink.


“Life in the Beyond was very structured,” she said. “Society was tiered, regulated, hierarchical. It was stable, peaceful, refined, orderly. But not flexible.”


Paranormals had roared into our world with golden armor and weapons, many dressed for battle in brilliant, flowing fabrics with braided accents. Some had ridden horses through the Veil, and they’d been bridled with gleaming, tooled leather and golden armor of their own. It wasn’t hard to imagine the rest of their society was orderly and refined, too.


“The Consularis was strict,” I said.


She nodded. “There had been war in our world for a very, very long time. Our Dark Ages—when the Beyond was led by warlords, and civilians were cannon fodder. The Consularis changed that. They brought peace, and they brought rules.”


Which the Court of Dawn apparently hadn’t liked, since they’d split the Veil in search of a new land to rule, bringing magically impressed Consularis Paranormals with them to serve as soldiers. When the war was over, humans had bundled Court and Consularis together into Devil’s Isle. Few humans knew the truth. I’d only just learned, and I’d lived in New Orleans my entire life.


“That’s why the Court rebelled.”


She nodded. “The leaders of the Court believed they were entitled to more than their stations allowed them. More possessions, more respect.”


Screaming split the air behind us. We looked back, watched as three Containment agents dragged a sobbing Paranormal back inside the walls. She was petite, her skin brilliantly crimson. Small, iridescent wings fluttered in panic at her back. They’d pulled her arms behind her, and there were dark smears of blood across her face, her knees. Probably where she’d fallen while fighting back.


I watched them carry her away, feeling equally guilty and impotent. I looked back at Lizzie. “You could have run today instead of helping. Tried to make it out, into the bayous.” That’s where the fugitive Paranormals generally hid to avoid Containment.


She shook her head. “I swore to myself that when it was time to leave, I’d walk out of here with my head held high. I wouldn’t crawl, I wouldn’t be carried, and I wouldn’t be dragged. No manhunts, no canine searches.” Her voice softened as she watched the Paranormal struggle against the agents. “She only nearly made it out. Now she’s on their radar.”


Lizzie turned away, dark shadows beneath her eyes. I knew there was nothing I could say, so I tried to think of something I could do.


“What can I do to help you and the clinic?”


She looked at me for a long minute, embers burning in her eyes, as if the flames had tired and cooled from her efforts on the battlefield. “You can get supplies?”


The question surprised me, although it shouldn’t have. Why would I be surprised that a clinic for Paranormals had needs Containment wasn’t satisfying? There’d have been no public support for that kind of spending. “What do you need?”


“Salt,” she said without hesitation. “Sea salt, if you can get it. It’s an antiseptic for most Paras. I can only get table salt from Containment, and not much of it.”


I nodded. “What else?”


“Clove, thyme, lavender. Any or all of those.”


“Are they medicinal, too?”


She smiled. “They are, and thyme’s good for turtle soup. Turtle shows up in our food allocation with regularity. And can you get some suckers? Lollipops, or whatever you’d call them? Something like that? Moses used to get them for me, but . . .”


Moses was the first Para I’d met in Devil’s Isle. He was short of stature and big of attitude, and had totally saved my ass. He’d owned his own fix-it shop, a sliver of a building full of discarded electronics. But that was before he’d blown it up to keep his gear out of the hands of Containment and the defense contractor who’d worked for it. There weren’t many who knew he’d survived the fire; I think he was enjoying the subterfuge.


“Yeah. Hard candies are easier than chocolate. They don’t melt as easily.”


Lizzie nodded. “That would be good. Wraiths like them.”


The statement, which was so frank and simple, made me start. “What?”


“They have a calming effect. Maybe it’s the sugar, maybe it’s having something to focus on, something pleasant. Whatever the reason, they work. I’d appreciate getting more.”


I nodded. “I’ll put it in my next order.”


She lifted her eyebrows. “It’s that easy? You’ll do it because I asked you?”


“I’ll do it because I can, and because it’s the least I can do. And I’ll do it because someday I might end up in the clinic, and it matters that you care. It matters that you help people when it would be really easy to hurt them.”


She looked at me, evaluated. “You’re in a unique position, Claire. You’ve got friends with skills who are willing to teach you, to ensure that you stay on the right path. To ensure that you don’t become a wraith. Most aren’t so lucky. Most don’t know any better, and others just want to use it, to feel good.”


I nodded. “I’m working on balancing.”


“Good,” she said. “Because I like you. You’ve got sense and you seem to have some gumption. But do me a favor?”


“Sure. What?”


“Stay that way. Stay balanced, and stay out of here.”


I’d do everything in my power.


With Lizzie gone, and Gunnar and Liam helping, I found a spot out of the way, and watched as Containment and its contractors worked to put the prison back together.


Shrapnel was tagged, photographed, and bagged. The damaged gate was measured and assessed, and contractors began the work of sawing away broken spindles and rails, welding in temporary replacements. The government could move quickly when it wanted.


Fifty feet away, behind the make-do barricade Containment had erected with chain-link fence, stood the wary Paranormals who watched the cleanup. I didn’t doubt there’d be some Containment agents who sympathized, at least a little, with Reveillon, and who believed the world would be better off without Paranormals. I hoped the Paras wouldn’t suffer for their beliefs.


“When the levee breaks, it breaks.”


I looked back, found Gunnar beside me. His hair was furrowed into rows where he’d raked his fingers through it, and there were streaks of grit and grime across his clothes and face. He looked physically tired and still plenty pissed off.


He offered me a bottle of water. I thanked him with a nod, opened the cap, and drank deeply.


“You okay?” I asked.


“I’m managing,” he said, but sounded like a man on the verge of not managing. “Reveillon has officially claimed credit. They say they want to clean the Zone, but they mean cleanse it. Every Para is the same to them, and they should all be wiped off the face of the earth. They’ve promised to continue to destroy any vestiges of magic left in New Orleans—and the ‘systems that support them.’”


“Containment,” I guessed, and he nodded. “Who did the claiming?”


“Ezekiel, I understand.”


“So he wasn’t wearing explosives. I guess that doesn’t surprise me.”


“Me, either.” Gunnar’s eyes darkened. “They have their mission, and I by God have mine.” His gaze followed the agents who carried someone out on a stretcher, a dark sheet draped over the body. “Every bit of this was intentional. A war they’re determined to wage against the lives we’ve built here.”


“Ezekiel called Liam out,” I said, sickening as I remembered our interaction on the street. “Knew about his sister, and thinks he supports them.”


Gunnar looked at me, sympathy in his expression, and nailed it in one. “That doesn’t mean he’s a target.”


It didn’t necessarily mean that, I thought, but it might.


“Any more longing in your eyes and I’ll think you’re a basset hound.”


“It’s not longing. It’s . . .” I sighed. “Fine. It’s longing. But calling it what it is doesn’t make me feel any better.”


“Sorry,” he said, and ran a hand through his hair, which deepened the furrows. “That was an unsuccessful attempt to lighten the mood.”


“I’m not sure that’s possible,” I said, glancing at the slender woman with almond-shaped eyes who stared at us from the other side of the fence.


Her pale hair fell in waves around her narrow and equally pale face, which was marked by the line of crimson that colored her skin from nose to chin, and marked the fingers that were tightly twined in the chain link.


She was a Seelie Paranormal, a member of the Court, and a woman I’d seen in Devil’s Isle before. Human mythology said Seelie fairies, like so many other Paranormals, were mostly “good.”


Human mythology had been wrong.


She met my gaze with a look of unadulterated hatred. She had the bearing of a queen, but instead of sitting on a throne, she languished in a war-torn neighborhood behind chain-link fence with her enemies.


And yet, a dozen yards away, another Para passed what looked like a piece of bread through the chain link to an exhausted-looking Containment officer, who took a bite, thanked him with a nod.


The Seelie caught the action, tossed her head in disgust.


Two worlds, thrown together in prison. Probably not the outcome the Court had predicted, and certainly not one they’d wanted.


Gunnar caught the direction of my gaze, watched the Seelie turn, her long dress spinning around her as she moved, and disappear into the crowd.


“Do you think Reveillon would care about the difference between Consularis and Court?”


“I don’t know why they would,” Gunnar said. “Based on the hand they’ve shown so far, everything is black-and-white for them. Consularis and Court are both magic; that makes them the enemy.”


He sighed.


“You look tired.”


“I am exhausted. Why don’t I meet you at the store later? We can debrief.” He rubbed his temples. “Maybe I can find a bottle of booze in the Cabildo in the meantime.”


“I wouldn’t say no to booze,” I said.


“What the hell are you doing here?”


And the pro-booze feeling grew stronger.


We both turned to find Jack Broussard. A Containment agent, Broussard had been the one to tell me my father was a Sensitive, and he’d trashed the store to find proof I’d been hosting illegal meetings of Sensitives. He’d been wrong, and didn’t know the truth about me, but that hardly mattered. Like Reveillon, he’d already decided who the bad guys were—and Liam and I both fell into the category.


Broussard was a tall man with brown hair and green eyes. Not an unattractive face, except that it was usually pinched by anger and irritation. Or maybe just weighed down by the giant chip on his shoulder.


“Not that we need to explain anything to you,” Gunnar said, “but we’re helping with the response. We were in the Quarter and heard the explosion.”


Broussard’s gaze, which lit with anger, stayed on me. “Do you really think she should be here? In Devil’s Isle?”


“She can speak for herself,” Gunnar said. “But since you’re asking me, yes. She has a pass, and she’s done her service today working triage. Unlike some of us,” he added, with a disdainful look at Broussard’s clean clothes.


“I was out of the city.”


“And now you’re here,” Gunnar said. “If you want to work, talk to Smith.” He gestured toward a tall man with dark skin and a white clipboard. “He’s handing out assignments.”


“You aren’t my superior.”


“And you aren’t mine, nor am I interested in wasting time arguing with you. If you’re here to help, then help. If you’re here to make trouble, do us both a favor and save the paperwork: go back to the barracks and stay the hell out of the way.”


Broussard stepped closer to Gunnar. They could have bumped chests if Broussard had been dumb enough to start something.


“You know what, Landreau? One of these days, you’re going to get knocked off your high horse. You’re going to lose all that social cachet, those special privileges, and you’ll be treated like the rest of us.”


“You’re an idiot, Broussard, if you think I have my job because of my name. I’m good at what I do. Very good. Why don’t you do everyone a favor and back off? It’s been a helluva day, and we’ve lost good people.”


“Because of Paranormals,” Broussard spat.


Gunnar rolled his shoulders like a man preparing for battle. “Jesus, you aren’t going to stop, are you? Can you not see this was caused by humans? Can you not see this has nothing to do with magic, but with idiocy? And can you not see past your own stupid prejudices—your own issues, which are legion—and just get to fucking work? This isn’t the time or the place for your myopic politics.”


“Gentlemen.”


A man in camouflage fatigues—tall, built, and blond, with eyes the color of good bourbon—stepped forward. I knew plenty of Containment agents in the Quarter; I’d never seen this man before.


Irritation flared in Gunnar’s eyes again. The man looked totally relaxed, even as he’d positioned himself to stop them from beating the shit out of each other.


“This is a very bad time and place to act like teenagers,” he said.


“I couldn’t agree more,” Gunnar said. “I was suggesting to Agent Broussard that there were several ways he could contribute to the cleanup efforts, and he should select one of them or get back to the barracks.”


“I think that’s a very good idea,” the man said. “Still a lot of work to be done before the light’s gone. Agent Broussard, if you can’t find something to do, I’ve got reports you could collate.”


Broussard’s face reddened with anger as he looked between the men. “This is on your heads. This, and whatever worse follows. It’s on you.”


He stalked off in the direction of a clutch of uniformed Containment agents.


“John,” Gunnar said, “this is Claire Connolly. Claire, John Reece. He’s with the army. He’s investigating Containment in light of the Memorial Battle.”


A former defense contractor had wanted to open the Veil at Talisheek, where the Veil had first been torn and a memorial had been erected. We’d managed to keep it closed, but it took magic and effort—and I’d inadvertently split open the earth trying to channel the sheer amount of power in play.


I guessed the Joint Chiefs had lost some faith in Containment and its contractors. And I assumed that was what had put the flint in Gunnar’s eyes.


“Not investigating,” Reece said. “Reviewing.” He looked at me. “You own Royal Mercantile.”


“I do.”


“And what’s his story?” Reece nodded toward Broussard.


It took Gunnar a moment to answer. Hard to pick which devil to trust, I imagined. “He’s ambitious and shortsighted. There are three kinds of people in the world. Those who believe humans are always right. Those who believe Paranormals are always right. And those who know the truth.”


“And Mr. Broussard takes his ‘always’ a bit too literally?” Reece asked.


Gunnar nodded.


Reece’s gaze lifted to the gate. “Not unlike our enemies on the outside.”


“We were just noting that. Blind loyalty is dangerous, regardless the side.”


Reece nodded. “The cleanup has been relatively well organized, all things considered.”


“We run a tight ship,” Gunnar said brusquely. “Feel free to take that back to Washington.”


Reece looked back at him, gaze still cool. “I will, and more. I haven’t seen the Commandant around.”


Gunnar, who respected his boss, managed to keep his tone steady. “He’s monitoring from the Cabildo until things are clear here. It’s safer for him there, and it’s better for Containment, for the Zone, for stability, if he’s safe.”


Reece nodded, as if processing the information, recording it for later. “In that case, I’ll let you get back to ensuring its safety.”


He nodded at me, then Gunnar, who bristled as the soldier walked away. Even if he might have liked Reece, might have respected him, he didn’t look like he trusted him.
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