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CHAPTER ONE


Death was business as usual, and tonight, business was…good?


No, not good. More like unrelenting. Time didn’t really exist inside a place like Gage Memorial’s emergency room. Maybe that’s why death visited so frequently.


It was a stark, nearly windowless maze of beds and machines, sterilized extensively by bleach and four-foot ultraviolet light bulbs. But by ten hours into my shift, I navigated it instinctively, pausing at the nurse’s station to pull a new chart.


Haley, the charge nurse, passed me one. She was only a few years older than me, but she wore every one of them in the circles rimming her eyes. She tossed her box braids over one shoulder and peeked across as I skimmed the paperwork. “Pediatric blood draw and IV,” she informed me. “You have all the luck.”


I stuck my tongue out at her. Important but boring work. Not that I’d ever wish for something more exciting, exactly, but this late in my shift, I was starting to feel the hours. Sticking a kid wasn’t going to keep the adrenaline pumping. “Tell that to the kid in about five minutes.”


She tried to grin, but her lips flattened instead. “I just sent another overdose downstairs. That’s the third one this week.”


“Trinity?” I asked.


“What else would it be? I miss the old days when clover didn’t kill everyone,” she said with a sigh. “Fuck, I just miss being able to hit some myself.”


I bit back a frown. I’d learned my lesson about messing with shit like that the hard way. Now I just worried about kids like my brother, Channing, making a mistake that might cost them their lives.


“Times have changed,” I reminded her.


New Orleans’s favorite street drug, clover, had once been as harmless as the tequila shots slung on Bourbon Street, almost beloved for its ability to turn any night into the best one of your life—without the risk of addiction. But the criminal syndicate that ran New Orleans must not have been making enough money on it or were greedy and wanted more, so they altered the formula. In the last six months, clover had been responsible for nearly half of the overdoses in the entire city. We’d dubbed the new strain “trinity” because if someone went looking for the high of a four-leafed clover and got trinity instead, their luck would run out.


“I heard that we’re getting funding for more beds to help,” Haley said.


Like that was going to solve the problem. The worst part was that no one was doing anything about it—not when the criminals selling it bankrolled every institution in town, including this one.


“It’s something,” she added when she saw my face.


I couldn’t stop myself. “Or maybe someone needs to lock the monster selling it away.”


“Shhh. Don’t forget who pays the bills.”


“Paying a hospital to keep quiet doesn’t absolve sin.”


Haley’s face softened, and I braced myself for her usual apologetic gymnastics about making tough decisions for the greater good.


But all hell broke loose instead as a blur of blue scrubs rushed toward the entrance.


One caught my eye and shouted, “Full trauma coming in from first district—two males; gunshot wounds, one to left shoulder, one intracranial; estimated blood loss unknown.”


“Get this down to the lab,” I ordered an intern who looked a little too excited by the prospect of seeing actual gunshot victims.


He opened his mouth to protest, but the charge nurse cut him off with a stern, “Now.”


“Bourbon Street?” I shouted to the nurse who had taken the call.


He shook his head. “Waverly.”


The single word told me all I needed to know. If the shooting had occurred on Waverly Avenue, it wasn’t tourists caught in a drunken altercation. Tourists stuck to the well-worn, fabled streets of the French Quarter and its booze and beads. Waverly, farther south, was tucked next to the residential Warehouse District. Waverly’s bars and nightclubs served a rougher clientele, and if two victims were on their way, there was every likelihood more would follow. Even in my delinquent days, I’d avoided that neighborhood. Even now, no one I knew went down there. But for native New Orleanians, there was only one family’s name that struck fear deeper than Waverly.


Gage.


Maybe it was because Waverly could be avoided—and usually was—but for those of us stuck here, the Gages were synonymous with the city itself. Not just because their name was plastered on a dozen businesses scattered around the Big Easy, including the trauma center I was currently standing in, but because it ran through the very veins of the city and into its sinew and bone. The outside world knew us for the French Quarter and the Garden District, voodoo and jazz and food. Tourists were welcome; protected, even. But those of us living here knew the true darkness of the city. We felt it watching us. And the heart of that darkness was Lachlan Gage.


A man I’d never met, never even seen. And now I’d be cleaning up another one of his messes.


Haley’s muttered curse snapped me to attention.


I dropped the kid’s chart and bolted toward the fray, picking up snippets of information from the EMTs as they stood over a gurney. Blood soaked the white sheet beneath the man’s head, his skin waxen and his breath labored and shallow. That much blood coupled with the way his dark hair clung together with a matted, oily sheen was a bad sign. I started toward the gurney just as my eyes snagged on the tip of his ear…and stopped. What the hell was wrong with it?


I blinked as Dr. Garcia, the chief of medicine, stepped into my path with an air of authority completely undermined by his inside-out lab coat. “My team will handle this one.”


I opened my mouth to argue, trying to crane my neck around him for another glimpse at the man’s strange anatomy, but he held up a hand.


“Cate, why don’t you take a break?” He shot me a look before he was off.


A break? We didn’t have the staffing for anyone to take a break. What—


Ice filtered into my blood as the doors opened a second time. Haley was already there, barking instructions, but her gaze found mine a second before the world stopped.


It took me a moment to find my center as I stared at my brother’s body being wheeled inside—mostly because my center was right there on that gurney. Channing was as pale as the sheet covering his shaking body. An oxygen mask clung to his pain-stricken face.


I didn’t process taking the steps to reach him even as every word of the EMTs sank through my carefully controlled panic.


“Stable.”


“…hit in the shoulder with a Gage special. Friendly fire.”


“…fragments missed the subclavian and axillary arteries.”


And finally, “Lucky.”


He was lucky.


My panic shifted to relief, then something darker. He may have been lucky compared to the other man, but that luck was about to change because I was going to kill him. With my hands. My stethoscope. I hadn’t decided yet.


He wasn’t just in trouble—he was in with the Gages.


He had the pieces of a Gage special—one of their custom-made bullets lodged in his shoulder as proof. And if it was friendly fire, that meant he wasn’t just mixed up with them. He was working for them.


I was going to vomit.


Haley moved to my side. “Cate, he’s okay,” she said gently. “Let them—”


“I’ve got him,” I cut her off.


Haley opened her mouth before clamping it shut. She glanced at Garcia, who was now completely focused on the other victim. “You can’t go in with him,” she warned me.


I already knew that and gave a quick nod. I wouldn’t go in, but I wasn’t leaving his side until I absolutely had to do so. Haley held my gaze for a breath and then fell back to speak with Garcia.


I jogged alongside Channing’s gurney, surveying the bloody gauze on his shoulder. The result of the iron slug bullets Gage and his men preferred. The bullets were a brutal, inhuman choice due to the way they shattered into splinters when fired. If Channing had been hit even a few inches over… Heat pricked my eyes, and I drew a steadying, if reedy, breath. This wasn’t my first night on the job. It wasn’t even the first time he had shown up injured.


But it was the first time it involved the Gage family.


Channing shoved the mask from his face, drawing a ragged breath. His blue eyes met mine, their gold-flecked irises a pale contrast to my brown eyes. By appearance alone, it was clear we weren’t related by blood. Where he was fair, I was tan despite my long hours in the hospital. His dirty-blond hair was getting a bit shaggy, but it wasn’t long enough to cover the scar on his right brow. He’d still had stitches there the day he arrived at Gran’s with all his belongings shoved in a threadbare pillowcase. Lately, Channing had gotten a few more scars, but this…


His pupils were dilated as they tried to focus on me. “Hey, sis.”


My own eyes narrowed. “Do not hey sis me.”


“Come on, I’m bleeding. Have sympathy.” His lopsided grin did nothing to soften the sharp edge of my rage.


When Gran died, we’d made a pact to keep her memory alive, look out for each other, and stay far away from the Gage family. Like most, we were raised on horror stories of people who had crossed the city’s oldest, richest, and cruelest family. They never had happy endings. Since I’d come to work at Gage Memorial, I’d witnessed enough of them firsthand. Channing knew this.


“Uh, where should we put him?” the EMT asked, eyes darting to his partner’s.


“In jail,” I snapped. Maybe that would teach him the lesson he clearly needed.


“Room two,” Haley said, pointing to the north side of the ER.


My heart flipped, but I refused to let it show as they wheeled him toward the private rooms reserved for what we all grimly considered our VIP guests. The real reason the Gage name was on the side of the building was because their crew were our best customers. That meant they’d endowed the hospital, not just with money but also state-of-the-art equipment, so that they would receive special treatment when their people showed up bloodied, battered, and beaten.


And tonight, my brother was a VIP.


“What happened?” I demanded as soon as the EMTs left us alone to wait for an attending to assess my brother.


He tried to grin and failed. “I got shot.”


Well, that was clear as mud. I glared at him.


“I owed someone some money.”


“Gage?” I guessed.


He turned his head as if he couldn’t bear looking at me. Answer enough. “I couldn’t repay the debt. It doesn’t matter now.”


“Shooting you was enough?”


“He didn’t shoot me. We were dealing with some guys. They got away.”


I swallowed. “Dealing with?”


Channing avoided my eyes. “I have to pay Gage back.”


Icy fear splintered through me. Paying him back? I searched for the calm I usually mustered at work and found none. Nothing—not even Channing’s previous trips here—had prepared me for hearing those words. “What the fuck were you thinking?”


“You try finding a job around this city that doesn’t eventually involve working for the Gage family,” he snapped.


The blood froze in my veins. Being involved with the Gages, owing them, was bad, but working for them was a death sentence. He was on borrowed time. “How hard did you try?”


“I get it. I’m a fuckup.” Resignation weighed down his voice.


I closed my eyes and tried to remember that he was still a kid. That he was only nineteen, five years younger than me, and that I’d once been in and out of trouble as often as him. But I didn’t want him to grow up like I did—abruptly and traumatically. “You’re not a fuckup. You’re just success-challenged.”


Laughter was a survival skill people like us needed in this world. It was usually Channing’s job to deliver it, but tonight he didn’t even crack a smile. A muscle twitched in his jaw, and he attempted to sit up. Pain etched his features, and I held out a hand.


“Don’t,” I warned him.


He groaned, eyes locking on mine. “They own everyone in this city. You’re working in their fucking hospital, Cate.”


“It’s not the same thing.” I couldn’t accept that. I was helping people. I was undoing the Gage family’s damage. I stared at my brother. “You need to get out.”


His laugh was hollow. “You think it’s that simple? There’s only one way out, but unfortunately, it looks like I’m going to live.”


Cold fear twined around my heart until I thought it might shatter. “Channing—”


The arrival of the surgical team cut me off. I backed out of the room, trying to remember how to breathe.


Haley stepped beside me, assessing me like I was in triage. “They’ll take care of him.” She wrapped one arm around my shoulder.


I knew that. Here, he was safe, but out there?


“He’s involved with the Gages.” I needed to say it. I needed to hear it.


“I know.” She hesitated for a moment. “You know there’s nothing you can do, right?”


There’s nothing you can do should be tattooed on her forehead. It would save her the trouble of saying it, which she did a lot when it came to Channing. But this time, it was different. This time, there was no coming back.


“Why don’t you take off?” she suggested.


I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. Leaving would be worse. My thoughts couldn’t wander too long at work. Here, I needed to be focused on what was right in front of me. “I need to do that blood draw.”


“You sure?” Her lips pinched when I nodded, but we were too short-staffed for her to argue.


I felt numb as I made my way to the other side of the ER. Each step I took away from the surgical suite, my heart raced faster instead of slowing. I ignored it as I gathered the child’s chart and headed to do my job.


That was all I could do. There was no other choice. Not that I was ever very good at making choices. One of the many reasons I was good at what I did. There wasn’t a second guess in emergency medicine. Lives were on the line.


Like Channing’s life.


I shook the thought from my head as I stepped into the exam room. The little girl, only four, was cuddled in her mother’s arms on the bed, eyes glued to the television in the corner. Her mom looked up, sighing with relief. They’d been waiting a while. Normally I might feel badly about that, but tonight I envied their safe cocoon.


“Sorry for the wait.”


“It’s okay,” the mom said, but she sounded tired. That’s how I’d felt before shit hit the fan tonight.


Behind me, the bright sounds of a cartoon were completely at odds with my pounding heart. I asked a few routine questions as I pulled on a fresh set of gloves.


The little girl burrowed into her mother’s arms as I took the stool by the bed.


“What are those for?” she whimpered, studying the tubes in my hand with suspicion. Her eyes widened as I leaned to tie the tourniquet around her tiny arm and she jerked away. “It’s going to hurt! What is it?”


Probably. Needles, like much of life, stung. Like finding out your kid brother had been shot. That he was a corpse walking. Because owing Lachlan Gage was a death sentence. I forced a smile. “I’m going to tell you everything I’m doing, okay?”


Her dry lower lip trembled. Suspected dehydration, I reminded myself. A life I could save. Right here in front of me. Unlike the one down the hall.


The one I was responsible for now that Gran was gone.


“This is going to pinch just a little but will make you feel better, okay?” I asked the girl, holding out the rubber tourniquet.


When she eventually nodded, I gently reached out and wrapped it around her small arm, careful to keep the rubber over the sleeve of her shirt so it pinched less. I tugged one side over and under the other, and the girl’s chin quivered but she didn’t jerk away again.


I took the time to explain everything I was doing, gaining the little girl’s trust inch by inch, and eventually we were done. Blood drawn and IV fluids dripping.


“Thank you,” the mom said softly. Her shoulders sagged.


“The hard part is over,” I promised.


The little girl cowered into her mother, and my heart broke a little. It would pass. Tomorrow, she wouldn’t even remember this. She would be home. She would be safe. But for kids like Channing, like me, there had never been a home. There still wasn’t. Channing was the closest thing I had to a family—to a home. And tomorrow, he would be recovering in a hospital bed, and he definitely wouldn’t be safe.


Haley appeared as I dropped off the specimens I’d collected. Her face was drawn, and my heart nearly stopped until she said, “They got everything. We’re just waiting for a bed to open up.”


“Can I talk to him?” She was the charge nurse, and I was on shift. I waited for her to order me to another room or to encourage me to head home for the night, but thankfully she didn’t.


“He’s out of it,” she warned me. “Garcia gave him morphine.”


“Good,” I said grimly. “Maybe he’ll be honest for once.”


Getting him to confess to how this happened was the only way I might find a way to help him. I yanked off my gloves, balled them up, and tossed them in the waste container nearby. I sucked air into my lungs until they burned before turning to walk slowly toward the VIP rooms.


He owed Lachlan Gage money. If this was about debt, we could figure it out. I wouldn’t allow Channing to lose his life over money, and that’s what working for the Gage family meant. I didn’t have much. I didn’t have any savings, really. But I did have one thing that might be valuable. I wasn’t sure it was enough. I wouldn’t know until he opened up.


A security guard nodded at me as I approached the recovery room, and I forced myself to swallow, my mouth dry, before walking in.


I reached his side, and Channing gave me a weak smile from under his oxygen mask.


“How much do you owe?” I asked, my voice calmer than I felt.


He fumbled for the mask and lifted it to speak. “It’s too late.”


Because he was already in too deep—the wound on his shoulder proved it.


“Let me worry about that.” I rubbed the inner band of my ring.


Channing’s eyes tracked the movement and narrowed. “Cate.” He shook his head, guessing what I was thinking.


My mother’s ring. It was special. The only possession I’d had after the accident my parents died in when I was two. The ring was the only piece of that life. It had passed from foster home to foster home, tucked safely in the bottom of whatever trash bag I’d been given for my latest move. I had never dared wear it until Gran had spotted it the night she took me in. She’d encouraged me to unpack, even given me a dresser—the first I’d ever had. It was the worst and best day of my life. She had seen the ring and told me to wear it, to never take it off. I’d tried to explain why I couldn’t bear to see it. Why I’d hidden it in every home, afraid it would be lost or stolen. Afraid that the only piece of who I truly was would be taken from me, too.


And then she had said the words that changed my life. “You are safe here. Wear the ring to remember that. Wear the ring because you survived.”


I’d never had the heart to get it appraised. I didn’t want to know if the emerald in the center was genuine or how much it was worth. Knowing that might make it too tempting to do precisely what I was considering now, especially during those times when the only food in my fridge was pickle juice. The ring reminded me that I could survive anything in those moments. I never took it off like she said, but for Channing…


“I can get the money. How much?” I repeated.


His already pallid face blanched. “You can’t get involved with Lachlan Gage.”


I shook my head, crossing my arms. “You got involved with him, so what choice do I have?”


“Cate, no. You don’t understand.” He lifted his head, panic on his face. His mouth opened and closed several times before he finally choked out more nonsense. “Gage isn’t what people think he is.”


“He’s not a rich asshole with more guns and money than human decency?” I snorted, but he didn’t answer. He just sank back onto the bed and stared at the wall with vacant eyes. The change in his demeanor was enough to make me dare to ask one more question. “What is he, then?”


He wasn’t making sense. His jaw tightened, eyes glazing slightly. Morphine in action. So much for it loosening his tongue.


I couldn’t lose Channing. I refused. We would survive. I would give up my ring for that. I would give anything to ensure that.


I set my shoulders in determination. “Fine. Don’t tell me. But I’m not going to let you get killed.”


“Cate!” He tried to shove himself up, but pain sent him crumbling back down. He called my name one more time as I left the room.


I marched toward the nurse’s station, where Haley was bent over, deep in conversation with one of the EMTs who had brought Channing in. A gun was sealed in a plastic bag on the counter. As I approached, I saw Channing’s name written on its label. It was evidence. Not that it would ever wind up in the hands of the police. Just one of the many accommodations Gage Memorial and its private EMS made for their deep-pocketed benefactor. No. My brother was working for the Gage family, which meant that gun would be given back to him when he was deemed well enough to go and try to get himself killed again. I had to do something.


“We found a bed for…” Haley trailed away when she saw my face.


“Where was the shooting?” I asked the medic.


He shared an uneasy look with Haley. “Waverly.”


“Specifically.” I had no idea where to find Lachlan Gage or the rest of his family. No Gage had ever been treated here despite the alarming number of their associates that wound up in our beds—or in the morgue. Tracking any of them down was a long shot. I probably wouldn’t even get close enough to see Gage himself, let alone speak with him. He was notoriously private. No photographs. Not when the Gages owned the newspapers and everything else. But even in the age of everything being on the internet, they weren’t. People who spoke out about his family business had a habit of disappearing.


So no one ever did.


“Crossroads of Waverly and St. Charles. In front of the Avalon hotel.” He paused, a battle waging in his eyes. “You do not want to go down there. Gage owns the Avalon.”


What didn’t Gage own in this city?


The medic held out a hand. “Look, it’s not safe. You—”


“Thanks,” I stopped him. Reaching over the counter, I grabbed the phone and punched in a number.


“What are you doing?” Haley asked quietly.


I ignored her question. When this came down on me, I didn’t want her caught up in it, too. She asked again as someone picked up on the other line. “This is Cate Holloway at Gage Memorial. I need you to send an officer down here.”


Haley cursed. I half expected her to disconnect the call, but she didn’t. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said when I hung up. “When Garcia finds out…”


“When Garcia finds out what?” his baritone interrupted from behind us.


I tilted my head for her to go. I would take the fall for this. Spinning around, I faced him. “I reported my brother for being involved in a shooting and for possession of an unregistered firearm.”


I had no idea how deep Channing’s debt to the Gages went, if they would care enough to get the charges dismissed, or if the police would drop them on their own. But for now, Channing would be protected—at least long enough for me to do what I needed to. I would find a way to pay his debt. Whatever the cost.


Fury gripped his features. “That’s against policy.”


“I do not give a shit whose name is on the side of this building or what deal your team has worked out with those monsters,” I hissed at him. “You might be okay with having blood on your hands, but I am not going to let my brother get sucked into this.”


I waited for him to speak, his face growing redder with each second that passed. “I think you need to take a few days off, Miss Holloway. Your recent trauma is affecting your ability to think clearly.”


I’d expected that. In fact, I was hoping for it. “I’ll finish my shift.”


“No,” he said firmly. “Now.”


Even better.









CHAPTER TWO


Waverly Avenue wasn’t what I expected.


I stood on the southeastern corner of where it crossed with St. Charles and stared up at the Avalon, a hotel I’d avoided my whole life. This was where the medic said Channing had been shot. I’d always pictured this part of town as dismal, seedy, dangerous. And it had been…until I reached the crossroads.


There, the smell of the city had shifted from exhaust and grease to the florid citrus of the sweet olive bushes planted in oversize pots outside the hotel.


The hotel’s glazed white terra-cotta facade gleamed like a bright jewel in the ink-black night. Stone garlands draped the arched entrance. Gold carpet swathed its massive stone staircase, and half a dozen windows with gilt etchings glimmered on either side of it. I looked around for signs of the shooting, for some indication that I wasn’t hallucinating, but the street was eerily quiet. The silence crept across my skin, urging me toward the safety of the Avalon’s golden lights. But it was the anger still burning in my stomach, as hot as a yawning pit in hell, that spurred me toward the door.


My brother was lying wounded in a hospital bed, and this place had the nerve to look like the Ritz.


I’d made it to the top step, only feet from the entrance, when the rotating door spun and a tall, dark-haired man with a square jaw dusted with stubble stepped into the night air and looked directly at me.


Fear gripped my chest, and I froze. Shit. I’d at least hoped to make it inside before getting caught.


The man was dressed entirely in black, his jacket hooked over his shoulder with his index finger. He didn’t say anything—just polished a glossy red apple on his sleeve and studied me with an intensity that sent a shiver down my spine.


I glimpsed a flash of white teeth as he took a bite. The apple’s flesh snapped with a crack that sent another thrill through me—a side effect of being in dangerous territory.


Or maybe it was the man himself, because I couldn’t tear my gaze away from his hooded eyes. From his mouth. The way he leaned ever so slightly in my direction. Was he a hotel guest? That was probably wishful thinking, given where I was. My heart fluttered like butterfly wings in my chest, waiting on what felt like the edge of a cliff for…something.


Say something.


But I couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. I was riveted to the spot.


The handsome stranger cocked his head as if he was waiting, too, giving me a better glimpse of high cheekbones as sharp as his brutal jawline and a pair of full, sculpted lips. Green eyes, the color of soft jade, raked down my body. His gaze, while still assessing, was so intimate that it felt like he was slowly stripping me of my white romper and sneakers.


I swallowed, shifting on my feet as he studied me. At least I’d changed out of my scrubs. But in my casual clothes, it was clear that I didn’t belong anywhere near what was obviously a five-star hotel.


When he took a step toward me, I spotted tattoos curling under his rolled-up sleeves. Broad shoulders that hinted at the muscled torso hidden under his shirt caught my attention next for an entirely different reason: the harness strapped over them. My throat knotted when I saw twin pistols holstered under his arms.


A guard. My stomach dropped to my toes. I’d walked right up to a guard—an armed guard.


“And who might you be?” His voice was deep and smooth, as though he was delivering a sinful invitation rather than a simple question.


I just stared at him, trying to decide if I should lie. Everything about this man screamed dangerous.


He arched a dark brow, drawing my attention back to those searching, wary eyes.


“Cate.” My name burst out of me like he’d ordered me to tell him instead of simply asking. “Cate Holloway.”


Why the hell was I telling this man my full name? He was armed, and I was in Gage territory. I supposed he’d know what to engrave on my tombstone.


“Are you lost, Cate Holloway?” His teeth clicked on my name, and I found myself biting my lower lip. Was it just second nature for him to ooze danger and sensuality, or was he trying to lower my defenses?


Lifting my chin, I looked directly into his sparkling eyes. “I’m looking for Lachlan Gage.”


“Really?” He blinked, and that grin flattened into a line. “About what?”


I swallowed. “A personal matter.”


“Personal?” His eyes lit with interest.


“Yes. As in, it’s none of your business.”


“In that case”—he took another suggestive bite of apple—“no.”


Irritation blazed through me, temporarily liberating me from my uneasiness. “I’m not leaving until I see Lachlan.”


He shrugged. “Then tell me why you wish to speak to him.”


It wasn’t like I could force my way around him, even if he wasn’t armed to his perfect white teeth. I took a deep breath. “My brother,” I said. “I need to talk to him about my brother.”


“Tonight?” He waved a hand around, giving me a view of another tattoo, this one covering his forearm to his knuckles. I’d never seen anything like it. Symbols and words in a language foreign to me. “It’s hardly business hours. Make an appointment.”


I doubted Lachlan Gage offered those.


I crossed my arms, trying to look impatient. “This can’t wait.”


“Can’t wait?” he repeated in a bemused voice.


My brother was lying in a hospital bed while this asshole acted like tonight was completely normal. Had he been here during the shooting? Did he even care that people had been hurt? He had to know. Fury blazed in my chest. “That’s why I’m here. It’s a matter of life and death that we come to an understanding.”


“I see.” He thought for a moment as he stretched his neck. Then he moved closer, and my breath hitched. Would he grab me? Throw me back into the street? Or maybe drag me inside?


He smirked as if he’d heard my thoughts, then tossed the apple in a nearby waste bin.


This man was thoroughly aware that he was messing with me.


He turned toward the door. “Follow me and don’t wander off.”


I scrambled after him before he changed his mind—or I lost my nerve. This might be my only shot to save my brother. He paused as the door started to spin, waiting for me. My heart stuttered, but my brain knew better than to trust that gentlemanly gesture. He worked for Gage. He was no gentleman.


I didn’t dare to look at him as he pressed into the compartment behind me, but in the tight space I was acutely aware of him, of the guns under his muscled arms, of the cedar-and-spice scent that surrounded him. I stumbled out, and he strode behind, unrolling his sleeves one at a time and refastening his cufflinks. Men like this didn’t exist. The kind of men that walked through the world like they owned it. I kept sneaking glimpses of him like he might actually be a figment of my imagination.


He paused to slip on his jacket. “After you.”


I mumbled a quick “thank you,” stepped into the foyer, and stopped.


Seeing the hotel from the outside hadn’t prepared me for how big it was inside. White marble floors so glossy that I could see my reflection stretched before us. Columns held up a ceiling that had to be at least thirty feet tall, and at the center of the cavernous foyer, a staircase curved to an upper level. Guests milled about, crossing to a bank of brass elevators or disappearing down corridors. Diamonds and pearls glittered everywhere I looked. Past the wealthy guests, beautiful paintings hung in gilded frames. Everything was elegant and timeless, far from the sleazy front for illegal activities I’d imagined.


“It’s like a palace,” I whispered.


He snorted, obviously amused at my assessment, but didn’t say anything.


A server in a white jacket drifted toward us, extending a silver platter with a gloved hand. “Canapé?”


My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I’d been too busy to eat a damn thing all night, but I didn’t trust anything here—not even the food. Before I could shake my head, my companion shooed the server away. He paused to face me. Looking deeply into my eyes, he warned me, “Don’t eat or drink anything here.”


I almost laughed before I realized he wasn’t joking.


“Why?” I planted a hand on my hip and tipped my chin. “Because I don’t belong at your fancy party?”


“Just…don’t. This way,” he murmured, pointing toward the elevator. “Stick close.”


“I’m not going to run off.”


“You would if you were smart,” he said, his eyes flashing for a moment, “but we do stupid things for our blood, don’t we?”


I shook my head. “He’s my foster brother.”


There I went again, giving him too much information. What was it about this guy?


“Foster brother?”


“He’s family to me.” I didn’t say anything else this time. Let him make what he wanted of desperate orphan Cate Holloway and her troublemaker foster brother.


“I see,” he repeated as if compiling mental notes on me. He pressed the down button. “Then I hope you make a strong case for him.”


I held my breath as the doors slid open, half hoping he wouldn’t join me in another enclosed space.


He did.


I trained my eyes on the elevator panel, watching the lights illuminate as we descended to the hotel’s lowest floor, increasingly aware of my pounding heart. I was actually going to do this. I was going to go toe to toe with Lachlan Gage and save my brother.


Or die trying.


The doors opened, but he didn’t step out. Instead, he held an arm across the threshold to keep them from closing.


I stared at the open doors, at his tattooed forearm, at the gold ring he wore, at the ink-black stone in its center, and my confidence flickered. I hadn’t thought I would get this far. I’d been going purely on adrenaline and resolve.


“You just made it,” he murmured. “He’s only taking requests for the next hour.”


“Requests?” I frowned. What the hell was he talking about?


“You aren’t here because of the Equinox?” he asked slowly, adding, “Mabon?”


Now he was just talking in riddles. “I’m here because my brother is lying in a hospital bed with a gunshot wound he got in front of your fancy fucking hotel a few hours ago.”


He went utterly still.


“And you already mopped up the blood.”


A muscle worked in his jaw. “That was a regrettable situation but a misunderstanding.”


“Was it?” My anger sparked back to life, and I grabbed hold of it before the ember faded. “I doubt it. But since I’m sure you’re concerned, the other man that was brought in is in the morgue.”


“Unfortunate.” He glanced out the open doors. “A word of advice? Consider what you’re willing to offer in exchange for your brother’s life. My kind doesn’t deal in mercy.”


His…kind? Criminals. I swallowed and stepped out of the elevator. “What do you deal in?”


He swept one final look over me, and his lip curled ever so slightly before he answered, “Desire.”


The word was dangerous on his lips. But as seductive as it sounded, warning prickled across my skin. I didn’t have to ask what he meant by that, and he didn’t bother to clarify. He strode out of the elevator. For a moment, I hesitated. I could get back in and push the button to the lobby. I could run. From here. From him. From everything that one word implied.


But I’d walked through hell before. I could practically be a tour guide. Clenching my hands at my sides, I followed him into the very depths of it.


Neon sconces illuminated the black walls, casting the armed guards lining the perimeter in garish light. He lifted a hand, and for a moment the room seemed to shimmer—likely the result of the smoke that curled from the many lit cigars, choking the air with a sweet, heavy scent. The room pulsed with an intoxicating energy from the mass of bodies crowded around tables and bars. Glasses clinked, and cards rustled. Cages hung from the ceilings, and dancers wearing nothing but strings of pearls danced to the low, sensual music that crept under it all, although no one seemed to notice.


I kept close to him as we wove our way through the crowd. Eyes followed us, a few patrons even opening their mouths to speak but falling silent at his stern face. Each step made my pulse and my thoughts race faster. My ring couldn’t be worth much to a man who lived like this. I didn’t have anything else. I doubted he wanted my shitty car, and I could barely pay the rent with my salary. I couldn’t even afford to fix my broken air conditioner. But maybe the guard was right and Gage wasn’t after money. Why would he need money when he had this?


But desire?


I tried not to think about what that meant.


We walked to the back of the room toward a heavy oak door. Two men, also dressed entirely in black, straightened as we approached. The shorter of the two was a redhead; the taller had silver hair shorn close to the scalp on one side, long on the other. He was about the same height as the man accompanying me, with an equally impressive build, even more tattoos, and a lip ring that matched his hair.


“I was wondering where you went.” Lip Ring ran a hand through his hair, his eyes straying to me. He raised a brow but didn’t ask.


“What are you doing here, Shaw?” my companion asked the red-haired man.


“Same thing you are.” Shaw grinned at him. “It’s—”


But he didn’t so much as smile. “Get the fuck out of here. You were supposed to stay clear tonight.”


Shaw squared his shoulders, his face twisting with a retort, but he didn’t speak before he stalked away. When he was gone, the silver-haired guard held up his hands.


My guide barked at the other man, “Roark, I told you to keep him away tonight.”


Roark shrugged. “He’s not a kid anymore.”


He didn’t look pleased at that, but he tilted his head toward the closed door. “Are they in there?”


Roark looked at me one more time before he answered, “Yeah. The client is here.”


Finally, he nodded at me. “Check her bag.”


I gripped my purse tightly. “No fucking way.”


He looked at me, a smile ghosting across his face before vanishing. “I can take you back upstairs, if you prefer.” We stared at each other before he inclined his head toward my purse.


I held it out, pinning a glare on Roark as he rifled through it. “Nothing,” he pronounced and handed it back to me. “Should she be—”


“She asked for an audience. I can’t refuse.” He seemed annoyed about this, like I’d tricked him into bringing me down here.


“Now is not a great time,” Roark warned him.


But he gripped my elbow and steered me toward the door. “Sounds like the perfect time.”


There was no turning back now.









CHAPTER THREE


A man lay crumpled on the floor under a single flickering overhead light. Two men in dark clothes—more guards, by the looks of them—stood over him.


A massive executive desk sat in the middle of the room, completely bare save for a bowl of apples placed in one corner like a macabre version of a classroom.


But it was the men gathered on the other side of the desk that stopped me in my tracks.


A collection of brutal beauty, each was dressed in a suit, as though they could hide their true natures behind fine clothing. They were all younger than I would have expected. Not a single one looked a day over thirty. No wonder they had no issue getting kids like Channing mixed up with them.


The one at the center of the group scanned us as we entered. He was handsome, in a cruel way, except for the sneer he wore. He looked powerful. Savage. Was this who I’d come to see? I waited for him to take a seat behind that desk, waited for him to pounce.


But he looked at the man beside me. “It’s about time, Lach.”


It took me a moment to process what he meant. My eyes widened as it hit me. The man I was with was not a guard. He was not some obedient lackey.


“You’re…” Lach. He was Lachlan Gage.


Horror laced with icy fear slithered through me. Unhinged. Vicious. Merciless. That’s what they called him. I’d followed him blindly, and now he had me trapped.


A smirk hooked his lips. “You really didn’t know, did you?”


I couldn’t speak. I simply stared.


He knew what I wanted. He knew why I was here. But he leaned closer and whispered, “I’ll be with you in a moment.” He winked. Straightening, he crossed the room and settled into the desk chair like a throne. “What is this about?”


One of the men moved closer and whispered in his ear. Gage’s eyes darted to the other men in the room as he listened, his expression unreadable. When the man stepped away, Gage sat back, his fingers steepled under his chin.


“Do you know what happens when you break my rules?” he asked the man on the floor in a surprisingly soft voice.


He whimpered in response, rising to his knees with clasped hands. “Please. It was a misunderstanding.”


“Now, Martin, you know that isn’t true.” Gage shook his head and nodded to the man standing next to him. “You broke the law.”


“Please. I will never do it again.” Martin switched tactics. “If you give—”


“I suspect you won’t, because another offense will mark you for the Hunt.”


Martin shrank toward the floor, his face contorting with pure horror at the strange threat.


Gage lifted his hand to the other man I’d initially thought was him. “Would you like to decide his fate, MacAlister? You are a guest.”


MacAlister stepped forward, brushing an invisible fleck from his suit jacket. In the dim light, he looked like a lawyer approaching the stand. He frowned as he gazed down at Martin. The other man shrieked, which seemed a little like overkill. What was MacAlister going to do? Force him to give a statement? Cross-examine him?


“Right or left?” he asked, and my heart began to race. “You must have a preference.”


“Please. I’ll do anything.”


MacAlister chuckled, shaking his head like it was some inside joke.


My stomach clenched. Were they going to kill this man in front of me?


One of the guards yanked Martin to his feet and shoved him forward. He folded in half onto the desk, his begging turning to desperate sobs.


“Choose,” MacAlister said. “Or I will choose for you.”


Martin began to shake. “Please. Don’t. My family…”


“Your family would agree with me,” Gage snarled.


“I guess he doesn’t have a preference.” MacAlister pulled something from his pocket, and bile rose in my throat when I caught a flash of steel.


“N—” I started to cry out, but the protest died in my throat when Gage shot a sharp look at me. Ever so slightly, he shook his head.


I clamped a hand over my mouth, even as every instinct in me screamed to stop this.


MacAlister pinned Martin’s hand to the desk and brought the knife to it. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to keep myself still. But I couldn’t block out the sounds: Martin pleading, then screaming. The wet splintering sound of blood and bone. And then…silence.


I forced myself to open my eyes, forced myself to look. Blood pooled on the desk, dripping onto the floor where Martin’s unconscious body lay. This time, I couldn’t stop myself. I moved without thinking. Dropping to the ground next to him, I swiftly unhooked the strap of my purse. I felt their eyes on me as I wrapped it around Martin’s wrist like a tourniquet to slow the bleeding.


“Interesting,” MacAlister said with a laugh. “Is she next?”


I looked up at him. “Fucking monster.”


The men began to murmur, but Gage held up a hand. “The matter has been dealt with. Get rid of him,” he ordered like he was telling them to take out the trash. Then, his attention shifted and landed directly on me.


“What about her?” MacAlister pressed.


“She is mine.” He held my gaze for a long, heated moment, then looked to them. “The night is young. Enjoy it. Elsewhere.”


No one argued as they made their way from the room.


“Careful,” I barked as one bent to pick up Martin. I looked at Gage. “He needs medical attention.”


“He’ll have it.” He nodded to his man.


I barely trusted myself to speak as the door shut behind us. I steeled myself as I stood, determined to be brave. But as I approached his desk, the scent of blood overwhelmed me.


“If I wanted him dead, he would be dead,” Gage said as if reading my thoughts.


It was a fact and a warning rolled into one. One order was all it would take, and I would be the next body carried out of here.


I ignored the warning. “You maimed him!”


“I did not touch him.”


“You allowed that bastard to maim him.”


“MacAlister.” His lip curled on the name. “He has a taste for cruelty, but custom dictated I allow him to step in. It’s hard to explain.”


“Try impossible.” I shook my head. “You could have stopped him.”


“Perhaps, but if you knew the crime that man committed, you would be reaching for the knife yourself. However, you didn’t come here to condemn my customs. You came to make a deal.” He sat back in his chair, completely unconcerned with the bloody mess before him. “Let’s hear it.”


“You already know why I’m here,” I said through gritted teeth. “My brother.”


He shook his head. “But now you’ve had time to consider your offer.”


“Channing owes you something. Money, maybe?” I took a deep breath. “I came to pay it.”


“Channing sent you?” he asked, a little surprised.


“No.” I gave him a cold smile. “As I told you, he’s in the hospital, and after that, he’ll be in jail. So it might be easier to work with me than him.”


Gage lifted a brow. “The hospital doesn’t call the police. If someone there—”


“I called the police,” I interrupted. “And they suspended me for doing it. I’m sure once you call them, I’ll be fired.”


“Doctor?”


“Nurse.” I squared my shoulders.


He studied me closer. “I should have guessed from your medical theatrics. Unfortunately, your brother has sealed his own fate. I can do nothing.”


“What?” It exploded out of me. I’d just watched this guy order someone to cut off another man’s hand. I didn’t buy that excuse for a second. It was just another twisted game.


He continued, “Channing should have followed orders.”


Something reckless took hold of me. I lurched a step forward and pointed to the blood on his desk.


“Orders like that?” My voice shook, but I was past caring.


“He broke the rules.” For a moment, he almost looked apologetic, but I knew better than to trust that. “Channing stole food. He didn’t deny it. Not that it would matter. He is guilty, and there’s nothing I can do.”


My mouth dropped open. “Food,” I repeated. Even after what I’d witnessed, I refused to believe that…to believe anyone could be so cruel over so little. “He stole food, and you’re going to kill him for that?”


“Kill?” Gage looked up at me, his tone shifting to bitter amusement. “I have no plan to kill Channing. Is that what he told you?”


Not exactly. “Well, he’s already been shot.”


“The shooting was a misunderstanding.”


“Because that makes me feel better. What else do you plan to do to him?”


“He will pay the price. He knows what he owes.”


“And what is that?” I demanded.


“His life but not his death.”


I stared at him, waiting for the punch line. When it didn’t come, my mouth hung open. “You can’t be serious. You think he owes you his life?”


“I am serious.” He pushed back in his chair and stood, rising to his full and considerable height. “You should leave.”


Every instinct in my body shouted at me to shrink, but I held my ground. I wasn’t weak, regardless of what he thought. Being horrified at what these men had done to Martin wasn’t weak. It was human. I could feel, unlike these monsters. And I had walked into Gage’s office. I had faced him. I had survived worse than this brute. I was strong, and he wouldn’t cow me.


His head tipped, interest lighting in his eyes at my defiance. “Will there be anything else?”


I swallowed, forcing myself to voice my deepest fear. “Please,” I said softly. “He’s all I have.”


“Then I would advise you to be more careful with your possessions, Cate.” He plucked an apple from the bowl on his desk, tossed it in the air, and caught it. “Let’s try again, shall we? What would you offer for your brother’s life?”


My hands shook as I touched the ring. I’d vowed to never give it up, but I would. For Channing. I held out my hand. “I have this.”


His eyes flashed, his gaze dropping to the ring with faint surprise. He took my hand, stroking a thumb across my skin, and paused at the emerald ring. He studied it for a moment, eyes narrowing, something unreadable moving behind them. Hope blossomed in my chest, only to wilt when he said, “It’s worthless.”


“It’s valuable to me.”


“Then I suggest you keep it on before you offend me by offering cheap trinkets in exchange for a life. Besides, as I said, Channing doesn’t owe me money.” He leaned over the desk, tattooed hands splayed across the wood. “You said this was a matter of life and death—now act like it. What would you give in exchange for your brother to be free of his debt to me today?”


“Anything.” Tears slipped down my cheeks. “I would give anything.”


“Even your soul?” he asked quietly.


“Don’t be ridiculous—” I started, but he cut me off.


“Would you trade your life for your brother’s? Would you trade your soul?” he pressed.


“Yes.” In a heartbeat.


“And you’re sure about that?”


I smashed my palms into the desk, bringing my face level with his. “I would do anything to save him from you.”


“In that case…” He tossed me the apple. I barely caught it. “Eat something. Your stomach is growling so loudly, they can probably hear it upstairs.”


I looked at the apple. All of this trouble, and all I was getting was a stupid apple. “Are you fucking serious?”


“Do you resist every effort to help you?” he asked.


My eyes narrowed. “What happened to don’t eat or drink anything?”


“We’re past that now, don’t you think?”


I was done with this twenty-questions bullshit, done with this brutal world. If a stupid apple was all I could take from Lachlan Gage, I would.


I bit into it ferociously and glared at him, but he simply folded his arms across his chest, his smile wolfish. A strange sensation, like I was being watched from behind, prickled across the back of my neck. I looked over my shoulder, but no one was there. The prickle deepened as I chewed. I reached up to rub it, but it didn’t go away. Instead, it burrowed like a hook, and I gasped, dropping the apple as I nearly choked.


“I should tell you that I prefer that you call me Lach.” He picked up the discarded fruit and studied it for a moment before lifting it to that sinful mouth and sinking his perfect white teeth into the bite I’d just taken.


My heart nearly climbed into my mouth. The sight was both erotic and infuriating. I backed up a step, catching the edge of the desk when the room spun. “I’m leaving.”


“No, you aren’t,” he said. He swallowed, and I watched his throat slide, watched that hint of shadow on his jaw tense and release, watched his tongue lick the juice lingering on his lower lip. “We need to discuss the terms of our arrangement.”


“There is no arrangement.” My heart pounded in my chest, beating faster and harder until I felt it everywhere. I steadied myself, but when I tried to turn away, I couldn’t. My feet might as well have been encased in concrete. The tingle on the back of my neck returned, sharpening to a sting as though an invisible hook had caught me. My breath sped into shallow pants that heaved with my speeding heart. “What is happening? What have you done?”


“You made a bargain.” Darkness glittered in his eyes as he watched me strain, trapped like a butterfly caught in a spiderweb. “Your soul for his—and now, you are mine.”


Then, he snapped his fingers.









CHAPTER FOUR


I didn’t have time to panic as a tapestry of colors wove around me, shimmering rainbow strands glinting with an edge of gold. I tried to scream, tried to move, tried to do anything, but I couldn’t. My stomach dropped like a trapdoor, my arms splaying to catch my fall while the whole world transformed around me, and when its threads knit together once more, I was no longer standing in front of Gage’s desk. I was standing in a garden.


It was not a well-kept garden, tended and orderly, or the polished halls of the Avalon. This was more like wandering into the Garden of Eden. Plants with large, fernlike leaves as tall as me grew in wild clumps around the bases of enormous willow trees. Their branches wept overhead, sunlight breaking through and falling in dappled patches over a plush blanket of grass. Vines covered with exotic crimson blooms as large as my hand snaked around the trunks of the trees. The air was humid but not suffocating, and the wind carried the herbal scent of flowers. Their perfume filled my lungs as I sucked in a deep breath—


Something jolted me out of my shocked state. This time, my legs moved, and I stumbled.


Or, rather, nearly fell on my ass.


A strong arm caught me, and I looked up to find Gage assessing me. I clutched him until the world felt solid beneath my feet again, until my head stopped spinning. But when it did, I opened my mouth to demand answers only to find myself once again shocked into silence as he transformed before me.


He was even more beautiful now, so beautiful that it almost physically hurt to look at him. New tattoos swirled into place, only to blink away again without settling onto his skin. His shoulders were broader, his cotton dress shirt barely containing them, and I swore he was a few inches taller. Except that would be impossible, right? His green eyes sparked with feral amusement as I gawked at him. And as I watched, his ears sloped into long, elegant points.


At that final transformation, I jerked out of his hold, needing to put as much distance between us as I could. “What are you?” I gasped, my eyes skittering around me but never quite letting him out of my sight. “Where am I?”


“You’re in the Otherworld.”


“The? Other? World?” I repeated haltingly, as if breaking the words apart might help it make sense. It didn’t.


“My world,” he clarified. “Although I suppose it’s your world now.”


His…world? No. I was hallucinating. Had to be. Because this wasn’t happening. Things like this did not happen.


I gulped down the fear that shot into my throat and scanned his muscular body, his pointed ears. What was he? I resisted the urge to reach out and touch those ears, even if it would prove I wasn’t hallucinating. Nothing good could come from touching him. I didn’t really care what he was or where we were. I only cared about one thing. I planted my hands on my hips and forced myself to sound more defiant than I felt. “Take me back.”


“I’m afraid that’s impossible.”


“Make it possible,” I demanded.


“You made a bargain, or did you already forget?”


Wicked delight danced in Gage’s jade-green eyes. He was a cat playing with a mouse. Any minute now, he would pounce.


The thought slashed a white-hot line through me. More magic or whatever trickery this was. I clamped down on the heat it produced, determined to channel it into something useful: anger. I could use it to keep moving forward, keep focusing on getting out of this situation. “I didn’t—”


“I asked you what you would give for your brother’s life,” he reminded me. “You agreed to give yours.”


Yes. I had. But I hadn’t known what, exactly, he meant—or who I was dealing with. I still didn’t know. “Okay, but I never agreed to this. Who goes around actually collecting souls as collateral?”


He waved that off. “I asked you three times,” he said as if this fact alone sealed my fate. “You exchanged your life for your brother’s.” He paused and regarded me with lethal quiet. “Do you regret your choice?”


Yes. But also no, because I’d saved Channing. I bit down to keep my lip from trembling, to hold back tears that might douse that flame fueling me. Something told me not to show this man—or whatever he was—weakness.


“I can see you do.” His shapely lips pressed into a line, but then he shrugged, his corded biceps straining against his shirtsleeves. “Unfortunately for you, it’s nearly impossible to break a fae bargain.”


My thoughts snagged on nearly. It took a minute to process the rest.


“F-f-fae?” I tripped over the word. Wrapping my arms around my middle, I stroked my ring with my thumb. I couldn’t fall apart. Not now. Not here. “Like cute little garden pixies with wings? Is that what you are?”


His upper lip curled to reveal his sharp teeth, a guttural snarl rumbling from him. Fear flooded through me, and Gage’s nostrils flared. My arms tightened as if I could physically hold myself together.


“Some of us have wings. Some of us do not,” he said, the words tight and clipped. I didn’t dare ask him which category he fell into. I didn’t think I could handle it if he sprouted wings, too. “Few of us are cute…or little. And even those who are can be deadly. No one but humans would mistake us for little or cute, and the humans that do tend to die.”


I drank in his massive body again. Fae. He was fae. I turned the word over again and again, but I still couldn’t process it.


“It’s best to remember that here.”


My head bobbed again. “Here?” I blurted out. “You mean, the Otherworld?”


“It is always wise to remember that in the Otherworld, but especially wise to heed it at the Nether Court.”


“There’s a nether court? You’re making that up.”


Gage lifted a brow, looking like he was seriously considering strangling me. Then, he turned and walked away without another word. Perhaps because it was the last thing I’d expected him to do, I darted after him. Or tried to. I made it one step before my shoe caught in the mud and stuck. I cursed loudly enough that Gage paused, turning to watch as I pulled my foot out of the stuck sneaker. I didn’t bother to salvage it. I doubted I needed footwear in a prison cell. Instead, I reached down, ripped off the other one, and tossed it on the ground before stalking toward him.


“I could carry you if you’re having trouble,” he offered in a low voice that sent my traitorous body clenching. More of his fae magic, screwing with my fight-or-flight response by targeting my hormones.


“I can take care of myself,” I grumbled.


He looked down to my bare feet. “Noted.”


He continued walking, but this time, I kept pace with him. The grass was cool and damp against my skin, almost pleasant enough to soothe me, but I surveyed the world around me with suspicion. A low-hanging willow branch drooped in our path, and before I could duck, Gage lifted it with one tattooed hand and gave me my first real glimpse of where he’d taken me.


I’d been impressed by the Avalon, but it was nothing compared to what lay ahead of me. It was a palace, constructed of black stone that sprawled in every direction, especially up. A pointed spire rose from its center like a spear thrust toward the sky, as if to keep heaven out—as if the two couldn’t bear to touch.


Half walls and arcades extended to outbuilding after outbuilding. The compound spread as far as I could see like a never-ending labyrinth. Lancet windows glowed with green light, the colored glass a shimmering field of emeralds. It was like nothing I had ever seen before, and the sight of it hit me squarely in the gut. My eyes skirted to Gage, to those elegant, inhuman ears, to the power that shimmered around him like an aura. He belonged here in this strange world. He belonged to the same dark energy filling the air.


“This is the Nether Court,” he said as I continued to stare. “Your new home.”


I whipped toward him, his words snapping me from my daze. “I am not living here!”


“Is it not up to your standards?” He prowled a step toward me, the movement both graceful and lethal. “Is there a problem?”


“I can’t.” I forced the words out. “I can’t stay in the Otherworld. I have responsibilities. A job. People who depend on me.” The prickle at the back of my neck returned, digging deeper, until I reached up to rub it away.


“I believe you were on the verge of being fired and your brother was on his way to jail. It doesn’t sound like you have much going on at the moment,” Gage drawled, stalking closer. His tattoos swirled and moved distractingly on his skin. “Be honest, Cate. You’re here because of your foster brother. You’re an orphan. No family. You came alone to do something you knew was dangerous, so that tells me you have few friends, if you have any. No one knows you’re here. I can do whatever I please with you. You would do well to remember that.”


His words pressed in on me like a hand shoving me underwater, holding me there just to prove how vulnerable I was. He could save me, or he could drown me.


“And let’s not forget Channing.”


“Just leave him out of it.” The words tasted like defeat, bitter and foreign.


“I will so long as you remain here.” He nodded. “We can discuss the terms of the arrangement later.”


I scowled back at him, but he only laughed and strode toward the front entrance. He didn’t wait for me as he pushed open the arched door and went inside. I followed, stopping to stare at the twenty-foot-high doorframe and the massive oak door that he’d just opened like it was any normal entrance. Reaching for it, I tried to push it closed. It didn’t budge. I might as well have been trying to move a brick wall. Giving up, I pivoted to the foyer and gasped.


I’d walked into a fairy tale. The entry opened into a large foyer two stories tall. Gold veins split the black marble floors, and a sweeping staircase with brutal spindles spiraled to the second story. Hanging in the center was a golden chandelier with a thousand points, each ending in a tiny orb of light. To the left was a sitting room of some sort, its black leather couches spaced evenly before an unlit hearth so large I was sure I could walk inside it.


Before I could investigate further, Gage coughed impatiently.


I turned on him. “Is there a problem?”


“Tonight is the Equinox.”


I looked at him blankly. This was the second time he’d brought up this nonsense. “You might as well be speaking in Greek.”


He glowered at me. “It is the autumnal Equinox, and we are hosting, hence why I have the distinct pleasure of entertaining assholes like MacAlister. I’d rather not leave him to run amok in my city.”


“Don’t let me stop you. Just point me in the direction of home.”


He snorted. “I will show you where you can wait for me.”


I folded my arms. “I’m not following you anywhere.”


“I don’t have time for this,” he muttered. “If you want to stand around and wait—”


“I’ve never been kidnapped before,” I cut him off. “I’m sorry if I’m inconveniencing you.”


His mouth twitched. “Kidnapped? What an ugly word.”


“It fits,” I snapped back. “Where shall I wait, my lord? The dungeon?” But despite the fire in my voice, icy dread filtered into my veins.


This time, his lips lifted into a smile. “We don’t have a dungeon.” He paced toward me. “If I decide to keep you shackled, I have far more interesting ways to bind you.”


I blanched under the weight of his gaze, uncertain if that was a threat or a promise. Gathering up the remaining shreds of my courage, I lifted my chin. “If you expect me to sit around and wait for you like a dog, you’ll find yourself disappointed.”


I would remain until I could find a way out, but I wasn’t going to let him see my fear. Showing fear was more dangerous than showing weakness. Fear could be exploited. Another hard lesson learned.


“Such a sharp tongue”—his eyes studied my mouth, darkening slightly as wisps of shadows swirled around us—“for such a weak creature.”


“Oh, I forgot that I’m supposed to be cowering in fear.” I smiled at his blink of surprise. “Would you like me to fall on my knees and grovel for your mercy?”


“That won’t be necessary. Although, if you want to get on your knees…” He swept a hand toward the floor in invitation.


“You’re a pig!”


“I’ve been called worse, princess.” He shrugged. “Feel free to explore. I’ll find you when I get back.”


Was he actually going to leave me here in this strange place without any clue where I was or where I was going?


“What if I get lost?” I hated the tremble that splintered my words.


“You won’t.” A hint of that sinful, unnaturally beautiful smile.


“What if I escape?”


He didn’t even blink at the suggestion. “You won’t.”


“You can’t just—”


He snapped his fingers and vanished.


“Asshole!” I hurled the insult at the empty space where he’d stood a moment ago.


Couldn’t escape? We’d see about that. I started toward the door, making it two steps before it snicked shut with an ominous thud. I rushed to it, yanking on the knob but finding it as immovable as before. I smashed my fist into the oak as hard as I could. And nearly broke my hand.


Pain sliced through my arm as I cradled my throbbing hand to my chest. The door wasn’t an option, but there had to be another way out.


This was no time to panic. No, that was probably about fifteen minutes ago when he’d stolen me away to a fae underworld. All because I’d let my guard down for a moment, blinded by a heady combination of desperation, curiosity, and his stupid smirk. I wasn’t sure what was more dangerous: my circumstances or that smile.
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