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Chapter 1


Sadie


When she cried, someone died.


That was just the weird, new reality of Sadie Burke’s life. To be perfectly frank, it wasn’t even the weirdest aspect in what was a pick ’n’ mix of absolutely weird shit. Sitting on a hill that overlooked a massive, sprawling farm, Sadie snuggled deeper into the puffy coat she was wearing to protect against the cold. It wasn’t snowing yet, but even on a warm day it would be unusual if the temperature got above ten degrees.


Spending her entire life stuck in Australia – like every other banshee who had been shipped there in chains by the supernatural government known as the Treize and forced to die out on that continent – Sadie was used to the heat. She was also used to the fleeting cold, but not to days that started freezing and continued so. Yet hidden in Arrowtown, on New Zealand’s South Island, in a tiny town few people remembered, it was adapt or die at this point.


Flinching as a tiny foot reminded her exactly why with a swift kick to her bladder, Sadie ran a hand over her swelling belly. Among all the grief and pain of losing their father, Texas Contos, Sadie had promised herself that she would survive for them: the three daughters that were apparently playing FIFA in her womb. Her due date wasn’t for another few months but – as her very own personal physician Dr Kikuchi had told her – with triplets they needed to be ready for anything.


Weirdly, it wasn’t the babies she was worried about. They were one of her worries, definitely, but she knew her daughters were safe inside her. It was when they got out that things would get complicated. There were powerful forces that wanted them dead and her along with them.


‘Stay in there, my darlings,’ she said, barely above a whisper. ‘Stay right where you are.’


Even just the murmur of her voice was something Sadie Burke was still trying to get used to. The same supernatural government that had punished her species had punished her as a child as well, slitting her throat and severing her vocal cords when she was nine. It had been to suppress a power she wasn’t supposed to have, a power that was the greatest and purest example of what a banshee could do: the wail.


Yet its deadly force was supposed to have died out with her ancestors, just as the Treize had intended. It turned out banshees were a lot harder to kill than their enemies thought. Australian sign language – Auslan – had been her primary form of communication for over ten years, right up until her powers manifested once more. Now not only could she speak, she could wail. And the results were catastrophic.


Sadie hadn’t meant to kill the farmhand at the property of the Dawson werewolves where they were staying. He was a nice kid around her age, with a ginger beard that matched a mop of ginger hair and a smile that was maybe a bit too flirty for her liking. The first and only person she’d ever loved, the father of her children, had bled out in an English field while she had cried and begged for Tex to survive. The memory felt like both a lifetime ago and something that was incredibly raw to her, so romance was off the menu for the next … while. Yet the farmhand Wallace – everyone called him Wally for short – had been nice to her. He had made Sadie a cup of tea while she watched him load up bales of hay to distribute among the animals.


She hadn’t felt it coming, she rarely did. When one of the babies Jackie Chan-ed her internal organs, she had let out a pained cry. The mug had slipped from her hands, falling to the ground as if in slow motion as the child kicked again and her cry increased. Sadie had been so focused on her own pain, clutching her belly, that she hadn’t realised what happened at first. She hadn’t even been at full volume, but there on his knees, eyes wide and dead, was Wally as he collapsed to the ground.


The blood never stopped flowing from his ears, her many sisters and cousins stepping through the horrific puddle as they rushed to her side. Sorcha, the only sibling who had seen the full extent of Sadie’s powers, was prepared: a pair of heavy-duty noise-cancelling headphones always dangled around her neck in case of emergencies. She’d made sure the Burke family members had a pair at all times. Sorcha had witnessed what could happen when Sadie really unleashed: human skulls turned into pumpkins exploding like they’d been hit with a sledgehammer. Poor Wally never stood a chance.


After the accident Sorcha made certain all of the werewolves protecting the property started carrying headphones too. Sadie never got a moment to ask what happened to Wally, who took care of the body or where he was buried. She knew he was one of the nephews of the Dawson werewolf pack’s leader, yet she couldn’t bring herself to find out more. It was one thing for her to use her abilities with intent, to intentionally set out to hurt those who deserved it or posed a threat. It was another thing entirely to pose just as much of a lethal risk to those she didn’t mean to hurt at all.


All six of her sisters, her mother, auntie and cousins, had been sharing the same sprawling farmhouse since they first reassembled in New Zealand after breaking The Covenant and fleeing Australia. Dr Kikuchi and her wife – along with the elite squadron of female werewolf enforcers known as the Aunties – had been living in the surrounding cottages, close enough to the big house but far enough away that they didn’t have to be embroiled in the daily drama of Irish families. Although they were well and truly in it now.


Sadie wasn’t sure where the Dawson pack lived and she couldn’t find out since she wasn’t allowed to leave the farm for her own protection. Yet this property spanned acres, with a raging rapid at the base of a ravine on one side and snowcapped mountains surrounding them on all others. They were in the dip of a valley, remote and unseen but still accessible by private road. Tiaki Ihi, her friend, had chosen this location because it was both easy to defend and unlikely when it came to physical places to stash a young woman pregnant with the three children that could flip the fates of their supernatural world.


That young woman was living alone now. Sadie demanded it, in fact, taking a cottage further away from the rest of the property and encased in a thick blanket of dark trees. If she wailed again, she was sufficiently far away for the nearest person to survive without headphones. Or so she hoped. She hadn’t put that theory to the test yet, but she was being extra careful by only speaking to her babies and reverting back to sign language with everyone else.


Her family members had fought her on this decision, but the werewolves had welcomed it. It was an easier outpost to monitor and defend: even if they were discovered, she was tucked away out of sight. It meant they could continue doing their job – protecting her until the birth of the triplets – without killing off members of the pack they might need for any upcoming conflict. Yet it was Dr Kikuchi who had been the biggest supporter of Sadie’s urgings. She insisted that wherever Sadie felt most comfortable, wherever she felt safest and the least stressed, then that was where she had to be for her final trimester. Regardless of what anyone else thought.


And there were thoughts to be had. There was never any lack of them in her family, to the point it could be suffocating at times, each of her siblings as loud and pushy as the next. She watched as the consequence of one of those thoughts barrelled down the farm’s main road, driving past the house and continuing towards her one-woman cottage. She had been told to expect him, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.


Sadie stayed exactly where she was, perched on the hill in her favourite spot like she could oversee an imaginary kingdom as she watched Simon Tianne get out of a battered four-wheel drive. It was testament to his size that he looked formidable alongside it, not just his height but the significant bulk of his muscles. She also wondered if the temperature felt different to him here, given New Zealand – Aotearoa – was his home and his people were as much a part of it as the trees, the rivers, the mountains and the animals that brought it to life. The loose football shorts and oversized hoodie made her think that was the case, but then he gave an involuntary shudder and hopped on the spot for a moment.


‘Fucking cold as South Island,’ he muttered, the words almost lost on the icy breeze that picked up and ruffled Sadie’s hair. Up until that point, he hadn’t seen her. He’d come to this part of the farm knowing she’d be around there somewhere. Probably inside, curled up and reading What To Expect When You’re Expecting To Either End Or Ignite The Apocalypse with the Fruit of Your Womb. She was downwind and the gust must have blown her scent his way as he stiffened. He turned in her direction, his werewolf senses telling him exactly where she would be without him needing to have laid eyes on her.


Sadie didn’t smile at him. Didn’t wave. She liked his auntie, Tiaki, more than most people she’d encountered. She was not only Simon’s literal auntie but also the head of the Aunties and the whole pack that he was a part of, the Ihi clan. It was partly because of Tiaki and Simon’s own mother, Keisha, that the werewolves had given up valuable resources to transport Sadie safely from the North to the South Island during a time when there were considerable threats lurking around every corner. It was strange watching one of those threats climb up the slope towards her, brown calf muscles flexing against the mix of grass and rock and just the slightest dampness after a morning rain. He wasn’t a threat to her, however. The exact opposite.


Over a video call, Tiaki had told Sadie that she was sending her most trusted werewolf to Arrowtown to act as Sadie’s personal bodyguard. She’d been momentarily excited, thinking it would be the blue-haired woman who had guarded her and Sorcha in Galway. But it wasn’t Tommi Grayson, she learned with disappointment. It was a relative of hers, Simon. With the exception of the video calls – which were encrypted and ran through the Ihi pack’s private server – no one was using digital communications any more. They couldn’t risk an accidental digital footprint leading the Treize or – just as bad – their soldiers, the Praetorian Guard, to their location, especially not after everything they had done to create a sanctuary here. So Sadie couldn’t know what was happening in the outside world, but the dark circles under Tiaki’s eyes and the sending of Simon told her it was bad.


Usually by the time she reached this point of the hill, she was puffing and straining, not just because she was unfit but because she was carrying a cart of watermelons inside her body. This man didn’t look put out at all, his breath barely irregular as he stood before her, noise-cancelling headphones firmly on his ears. These weren’t the ones Sorcha dispensed like candy. These were fancy, cool, black and masculine, if such a thing was possible for an inanimate appliance.


‘Hi,’ he said, first verbally then in sign. He must have registered the shock on her face, as he continued uninterrupted. ‘I’m Simon Tianne, Tiaki’s nephew, Tommi’s cousin, and hopefully soon … your friend.’


Her surprise turned to scepticism as she signed her response back, face solemn.


‘I’m not here to make friends.’


‘That’s fine,’ he replied, mouthing the words as well as signing them to make it easier for her to read as she processed both the movement of his lips and the hand gestures. ‘We don’t have to be friends if you don’t want to be. I find that usually makes things easier but … I get it. You’ve been through a lot. And I’ve been sent here to make sure you don’t go through anything else.’


She laughed out loud, literally, but there was little joy in it.


‘If only signing it would make it so,’ she communicated to him.


His smile held little joy either, yet it made her pause. There was something she hadn’t expected there: understanding. Sympathy, even. She didn’t know this wolf, didn’t know what he’d been through or what he’d had to leave behind to be here and guard her. There were few places more dangerous to be. Maybe that’s what made her soften towards him, just in the slightest and most imperceptible way.


‘Come on,’ Sadie signed. ‘I’ll show you round, although there’s not much to show.’


She braced her gloved hands on the ground to get up, hesitating when Simon offered his own to help. After a beat, she took it. Sadie wasn’t light to start with and her curves had manifested to almost spherical portions as her pregnancy had progressed. Simon’s strength was evident as he firmly but gently pulled her to her feet, no strain on his face as he did so. He didn’t let go of her hand as they descended the hill either, offering her his arm in a way that felt gentlemanly rather than like she was being pandered to.


‘I’m sorry,’ she signed, when they reached the pathway that led up to the cottage. ‘I’m not very good at accepting help from other people, even when I need it.’


‘These past few months must have been hard, then,’ he replied, Sadie responding with little more than a nod. Besides, her gaze was too focused on his hand movements and the way they varied on words in ways she didn’t expect.


‘Where did you learn to sign?’ she asked.


‘My father was deaf,’ he replied.


That was not the answer she was expecting and from her reaction, it was clear he knew it.


‘Yes, there are deaf werewolves,’ he smirked.


‘I didn’t mean to be rude,’ she signed. ‘I just thought all your senses were …’


She gave a double thumbs-up to indicate what she was trying to say, cautious of offending him with another careless comment the way people often did with her.


‘Werewolf healing is definitely’ – he mimicked her double thumbs-up – ‘but he was born deaf, it wasn’t something acquired in battle or for a fight over dominance.’


‘Is he Māori too?’


‘Yes, he was. He’s dead.’


Sadie stopped mid-step, turning to face him. She went to say something, anything, yet it felt insincere. She didn’t know Simon Tianne outside of his name and association to people who had done a great many things for her, people who had put their lives on the line for her.


‘If there are words …’ he started.


‘You don’t seem out of practice.’


‘No no, it’s not that. I’m using New Zealand Sign Language, which is mostly the same as Auslan except there are Māori words – te reo – in there, so if you don’t recognise something, you have to let me know.’


She gave him the ‘okay’ symbol, before guiding him to the entrance of the cottage. It was beautiful, with a stone path and resilient flowers leading to the thick wooden door and the warmth that awaited inside courtesy of a roaring fireplace. It didn’t have centralised heating; it was small enough it didn’t need it as long as there were a few logs burning. She’d thought it looked like someplace hobbits might live the first time she set eyes on it while walking the grounds with Sorcha. She still thought that, except she was that hobbit and now she insisted on walking alone.


The door was unlocked and she held it open for Simon, noting his frown at the lack of deadbolts and reinforced steel or whatever. Locked doors wouldn’t stop the kind of enemies Sadie had. Plus, if they could get past all the guards and security measures on the farm to make it as far as the cottage, nothing else would stop them.


She followed Simon as he prowled through each of the three rooms inside, inspecting the latches in the bathroom and any potential hiding places, then the final space. It was the kitchen/ lounge combo, with the centrepiece being the beloved fireplace she all but worshipped at this point. There was a television and DVD player, a couch, but in terms of recreation that was the last normal item one would see. The rest was set up as a birthing suite of sorts, with Dr Kikuchi coming by at least once every day to perform check-ups and tinker with all the machines and devices she’d wrangled for the forthcoming ordeal.


Sadie had been there at the birth of her nieces and nephews, so she had no romanticised view of this being a beautiful, empowering experience. It would be hell and hellish. That’s what they were preparing for and that’s what she was preparing her body for, working through tedious stretches and breathing exercises that bored her senseless but could mean the difference between a seven-hour early labour before her caesarean or an eight-hour one. That single hour could make all the difference.


Simon touched the pile of thick, grey foam that was stacked on the kitchen counter. Sadie had been cutting it into squares the night before while listening to a podcast and trying her darnedest not to think. He held a square up for her to see, a question in his eyes.


‘Soundproofing,’ she signed.


‘In case you wail again?’


‘Oh, I’ll definitely wail again, whether I want to or not.’


The werewolf looked surprised to hear her admit that and Sadie realised she needed to add a further explanation. Men, she thought.


‘How many silent births have you heard of, Simon?’


‘Ah.’ He nodded, finally understanding. ‘Smart.’


He asked for a list of everyone who came to visit her at the cabin and she gave it to him, written down so it was easier. It was too many people, he said, too many scents for him to keep track of. He made her trim the list to two people, including Dr Kikuchi and excluding him.


‘This is bullshit!’ she exclaimed, her temper rising exponentially with every additional moment he was in her presence. ‘I’ve been doing fine without you! You can’t just sweep in—’


‘Actually, that’s exactly what I can and have to do!’ he yelled, forgetting momentarily to sign, and she waved him away when he attempted.


‘I can read your lips,’ she gestured.


‘Good, then read them now: I have to keep you alive and safe. I have to do that by any means necessary and right now, that means limiting your visitor list. That means securing this place better. That means me getting intimately acquainted with every inch of this farm. And yes, that means pissing you off as well if that’s what it takes.’


‘All I have left are the women in that house,’ she rebutted. ‘The only thing that separates us right now is a God-damn sheep paddock, yet it may as well be an ocean. You can’t make me pick. I need them.’


‘You isolated yourself in this cottage to protect them, right? Them not coming here is protecting you, a choice I know any brother or sister would make for their sibling.’


She growled in frustration, which was ironic given the conversation was with a creature who was probably the DMX of growling. Yet she did it anyway. She needed her oldest sister, Shannon, because she had kids of her own and her gentle, quite musings on childbirth were endlessly soothing. She also needed Sorcha, the sister she had once thought dead and the sibling she was closest to … even though the likelihood of them tearing each other’s hair out was always high. Shannon had just left for Australia to attend a secret supernatural summit, so she didn’t have to make that tough choice yet.


‘Sorcha,’ she answered, Simon making a note next to her name. ‘And Barastin.’


‘I said only two, with Dr Kikuchi that’s—’


‘Barastin has no scent, he’s a ghost.’


She had him there, but Sadie resisted the urge to smirk as she smoothed her hand over the mound of her stomach, much like Blofeld would his hairless cat.


‘Fine,’ Simon relented.


‘Fine.’


For a moment, she felt triumphant. Right up until he asked if she had a preference to which room he took. Because of course he’d be staying there, of course. She felt like a dickhead for not horrifying over this sooner. She couldn’t think of anything worse than the cottage being occupied by some random man she barely knew when she had a crying spree at three in the morning. Or him being present for the inevitable peanut butter binge that followed at three fifteen in the morning.


The truth was it had been a long time since Sadie felt like she had any power over where her life was headed. She had never expected to be powerful in the way she was now, one of the few – maybe only – surviving banshees who could wail. Yet there was a difference between power and being powerful. She felt powerless in that moment and she hated it. Worst of all, she knew there was no other way.


As Simon excused himself to get his toolkit and start making the adjustments needed to the cottage, she fought back the urge to cry. It was the hormones, she knew it, and even the smallest things could make her bawl hysterically as she was mainlining pickles straight from the jar. He paused in the doorway, looking back at her.


‘Older,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘I thought the woman who had the fate of our worlds in her hands would be older.’


Sadie hesitated before she signed her response. ‘Me too.’









Chapter 2


Tommi


Tommi Grayson couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


She couldn’t believe what she was seeing either, for that matter, but it was weirdly easier to push past an enormous collective of supernatural beings meeting in secret to overthrow the government than it was to fully process the words of this sprite. Firstly, she thought sprites were kind of made up (wrong) and every image of one she could muster in her mind’s eye looked less like the woman standing in front of her and more like a spiky insect thing (also wrong). With wings. And mischievous teeth, if that was possible.


Secondly, if she had to guess what they could look like, it wouldn’t be Dreckly Jones: a beautiful Asian woman who didn’t present much older than forty. She had a world-weariness to her that resonated with Tommi and indicated she was a lot older than she looked. That last point made the most sense, actually, as no one gathered under the star-spangled sky of the Nullarbor Plain presented as they appeared. Goblins, selkies, witches, mediums, sprites, immortals, demons, shifters, elementals, werewolves, banshees, ghosts and spirits. They were all there, those last two keenly seen by Tommi and few others thanks to her just slightly dying for a brief period of time during the werewolf coming-of-age ritual. It left her with one whitish-grey eye, which aesthetically looked creepy next to her usual dark brown, but practically looked through worlds, meaning she could see ghosts and spirits that had previously been invisible to her.


There were so many of them there that night, surrounding the gathering like an army that couldn’t be seen but could certainly be felt by those keenly attuned to it. The coven of witches that had dominion over this old, old country had been there for as long as it had existed. The well of power and history and knowledge they could tap into was so great, the Treize didn’t dare come near their territory. It’s why this place had been chosen, with the Nullarbor coven welcoming strangers and supernatural dissidents to the safety of their lands.


‘We knew this was coming,’ an elderly witch with white hair and the blackest skin she’d ever seen had said to Tommi when she first arrived. She’d embraced her like she was a sister she had always known. ‘Just thought you’d all have hurried up and done it bloody sooner.’


She had seemed harmless as she’d barked a laugh, wandering over to welcome the next person, but from the stiff posture her boyfriend Heath had held next to her Tommi knew the woman was dangerous. And powerful. And much, much more than she seemed.


That recollection felt relevant to the present as Tommi watched the glistening, acrylic nails of Dreckly slicing through the air as she gestured through her story. Even after her very first night of transforming into a werewolf, she had learned that appearances were deceiving. So much had changed since then. Friends had died. Lovers had become foes. Foes had become lovers. And she had somehow endured it all. That’s what they all had in common, she realised, while listening to this sprite explain how she was over a century old and had been born in the very supernatural prison they wanted to break into.


Looking around at all the different faces, some presenting young, some presenting old, some presenting horned, some she loved, some she had only met that day, they had all endured. They would have to endure a little bit more if they were going to make it through this. And if there was anything Tommi was certain of, it was that they wouldn’t all make it through this alive.


* * *


‘Well, that went about as well as expected,’ she said, hours later, as she flopped down on to the mattress Heath’s enormous body was already sprawled across. Technically, it had gone well if your barometer for success was ‘did anybody get disembowelled mid-summit?’ The answer to that – thankfully – was no. Tommi had considered disembowelling a preferable solution at one point when the opinions and the arguments and the theories and the suggestions started compounding on top of each other. The people in attendance were a select group, yet the supernatural world was a diverse one and with even just a few representatives from each species, it was so many voices.


What felt like an entire city of caravans just outside their window – some modern, most retro – was testament to their sheer numbers. It was the witches’ convoy and practical housing for their situation, of course. She knew Heath liked the mobility of it all because if danger came and they had to push further and faster into the desert, they could do so at a moment’s notice.


‘Aye,’ he replied, reaching out for her as she wiggled closer to him. He looked as exhausted as she was, but he didn’t look hopeless, she noted. He looked thoughtful as he played with the long, black strands of her hair with four fingers rather than the five he’d been born with. The Treize had cut off his pinkie while torturing him for information, but she and her cousin Simon Tianne had managed to swoop in before they cut off much more.


Their caravan wasn’t tiny; it was the ideal size for a wee family of four. Yet while Tommi was just a regular-sized person, Heath was a towering six-foot-six and a hulking mass of a man. He barely passed for human in the regular world, that’s how big he was. If you had the benefit of viewing him shirtless – as she did now – the size would quickly fade to the back of your mind as the intricate, swirling blue patterns of his tattoos consumed you instead. They were the traditional markings of his people, the Scottish warrior tribes known as the Picts, because that’s what Heath had been once … a Pict. It made Tommi’s brain strain every time she tried to do the maths, but he was old. Hella old.


Her last boyfriend before him had been old too – Heath’s ex-best friend Lorcan – but that was only an odd 412 years or so compared to, what, a thousand? A thousand and one? She imagined numerical formulas floating in front of her face as she squinted, going full John Nash about it before she inevitably gave up, as she always did. The important thing was Heath – after spending a few centuries working as an immortal soldier in the Praetorian Guard for the Treize – had flipped and turned spy. In his eyes, he’d realised the malicious motives of the organisation he’d dedicated his immortal life to way too late. He’d spent years slowly trying to course correct, working behind the scenes and risking his life to save when he could, spy when he couldn’t.


Yet every turncoat has an expiration date and his had come right in the middle of Tommi and her half-sister Aruhe Ihi completing the werewolf coming-of-age ritual known as ahi hikoi. Aruhe had crushed it, rejoining her blood pack the Ihi clan, whereas Tommi had barely survived. She came out changed, but with unlikely allies in the family she once thought of as enemies. That was only a few months ago, but if you’d told her it was a few years ago she would have believed it. She and Heath had been Bonnie and Clyding it ever since, Tommi even ditching her signature blue locks for black and a rotating roster of wigs that made it easier for her to blend in. Heath was now the most wanted man on the Treize’s hit list and there was a bounty out for his capture, dead preferably. There was a bounty out for Tommi, too – alive, though – along with bounties for basically every banshee in Australia … many who had broken the sacred orders known as The Covenant and attempted to flee the continent they were supposed to be imprisoned on.


The banshees weren’t the only beings finding their voices and learning how to use them – quite literally – as shifters and selkies had broken out in open rebellion against the Treize and destroyed a prominent strategic asset in Sydney. That’s what had led Dreckly and those that clearly cared about her to Western Australia, to the Nullarbor coven, and right into playing an integral role in their merry band of rebels.


Heath’s thumb brushed along Tommi’s lip, pulling her out of her thoughts and into the present. There. With him.


‘Where did you go?’ he whispered.


‘Where else?’ Tommi replied, playfully nibbling the digit before she rested her head on his bicep with a sigh. ‘I can’t stop thinking about … everything.’


‘I know,’ he murmured, pulling the blanket over her shoulders to keep her warm. She’d snuck into the country in secret, but even if she wasn’t a fugitive she wasn’t sure whether she would like the place much because of the weather. She’d gone from her native Scotland to Berlin, then on to New Zealand, and she had expected Australia to be warm even in winter. Instead, she had come to the conclusion that she was not built for the dry, oppressive heat of the day and the mood-swinging temperature drop of the night.


It was also dangerous for them to be there. They were in the safest place in maybe the second most dangerous spot they could have been in the whole world. The ruckus in Sydney and Heath’s breakout in New Zealand had drawn the gaze of all kinds of beings Down Under. That focus needed to be elsewhere, so their plan was to create a huge distraction and do something extremely useful: break in to the supernatural prison Vankila and break out anyone imprisoned there or worse. The ‘worse’ was the experiment part, where the Treize had been slicing and dicing abducted supernaturals to try to find a cure that would save The Three.


A trio of mystical women who had otherworldly insight into matters of past, present and future, Tommi had crossed paths with The Three just once as she lingered in the in-between space between life and death. They had shown her a glimpse of Vankila, encouraged her to do exactly what she and Heath were planning. They’d been bloody persistent about it, actually. So Tommi had to believe this was important. She wasn’t foolish enough to think she’d survive, not after everything she’d seen. She knew the odds and Heath knew them better than anyone. Yet if they carked it, their carking would mean something, damn it.


‘You know,’ Heath pressed, ‘I was thinking about The Three.’


She lifted her head, surprised, as if he’d managed to pluck the very words from her cranium. ‘Go on.’


‘They assign you this mission of breaking into Vankila, right? Liberating the imprisoned, and all that?’


‘Boy, way to cram meaty themes into Lemarchand’s Box. And your involvement was implicit in all this, just FYI.’


‘Fine, they want us to do it.’


‘Better.’


‘Or at least attempt it, which seems impossible because no one has ever attempted it before.’


‘Less better, but not wrong.’


‘And then who should fall into our laps,’ he smirked, ‘but a sprite who was born inside the prison and the first – maybe only – person to escape it.’


‘Huh,’ was the only response Tommi could muster at first. ‘Is that why you looked like the cat who ate the canary when I came in here?’


‘It’s not a coincidence, love. You know what The Three can see, what they can perceive … Those old ducks may be dying, but they’re still shuffling the last cards they can get their hands on.’


Tommi was thoughtful for a moment, but just a moment. If she puzzled over the stakes too long, she would feel like she was drowning. So she tried to avoid that pesky habit, concentrating on the next thing in front of her and then the next thing after that and the next. She had started thinking of her survival as problem solving and that made her feel slightly more in control. Solve one problem, pivot to the next.


‘What kind of cards do you think they play?’ she asked. ‘Like, they don’t strike me as Uno ladies, but I’m not sure if their poker face would be any—’


‘Bridge.’


‘What?’


‘They’re mad for it.’


‘You’ve played bridge with The Three?’


He was beaming at her reaction.


‘Holy shite,’ Tommi breathed. ‘Sometimes you just drop stuff like that into the conversation and I have no concept of time or space any more.’


‘I’ve got the time to have you in my space,’ he growled, rolling on top of her and kissing away the laugh that she barked out in response.


Sex with him was hot, always, but it was fun too in a way she hadn’t necessarily thought it could be. She cackled as Heath grunted out a ‘fuck’ as he hit his elbow trying to wildly throw off his pants in the limited space. Tommi had managed much better with her werewolf dexterity and considerably smaller frame so that she had the time to lay there naked, appreciating the view, as the Pict battled with the laws of physics.


‘Oh for God’s sake, ya bampot,’ she hissed, pulling him towards her and rolling him on to his back in one smooth gesture. She pinned his wrists above his head, watching the evil glint in his eye as her breasts came in range of his mouth. His lips and tongue could start wars, or end them, she wasn’t sure as she lost her composure and let out a low groan as he sucked and softly bit.


‘Moan for me,’ he ordered, Tommi about to snap a reply when he spread her legs apart and used his hands to illicit the response he wanted. She could feel him hard beneath her, but it was clear he wasn’t keen to rush it as he curled an expert finger towards her centre. The expression on Heath’s face as he looked up at her, like she was a marvel to be worshipped, told her that he was entirely focused on making her fall apart for him and on him.


‘Heath,’ she moaned, the words sounding slurred and drunk to her as she clenched around his fingers. Tommi’s eyes couldn’t stay open as the internal sherbet at her very core fizzed and exploded through her nerve endings. Collapsing down on him, sweaty and elated, she felt like air as he reached for the foil wrapper of a condom nearby. They had done this so many times, yet her body was still always asking him questions. His response wasn’t verbal, but physical, as he made love to Tommi like their lives depended on it, no matter how much of that life was left.


Closing her eyes, Tommi took a long, deep drag of the cigarette she held between her fingers. She watched as the tendrils of smoke from the vice she had vowed to give up eventually spun into the glittering night sky. Technically, it was the morning sky as it had crept past midnight some time ago, but the deep, majestic blue black of the abyss seemed just as hypnotic.


Sitting on the steps outside their trailer while Heath showered inside, there was something deeply soothing about the sensation of the red dirt against Tommi’s bare feet. She wiggled her toes, observing as the fine granules were swept up with the gesture and dusted her foot like sugar. She had sensed the presence of the ghost several seconds earlier, but didn’t react because she knew how much he loved to shock people with his arrivals.


‘Boo!’ he cried, leaping forward and even throwing out his tongue for emphasis. Tommi didn’t leap back in horror, scream or drop her lit cigarette so that she had to frantically put it out with her hands as it tried to set her sweater on fire. She just smirked with satisfaction, because as much as Barastin ‘Creeper’ von Klitzing loved to scare people when they least expected it, Tommi loved to take the wind out of his sails.


‘Creeper,’ she murmured, taking another drag.


‘Damn it,’ he huffed. ‘My sister and you are the only ones who never give me the reaction I want.’


‘Well, Casper’s a medium like you were once,’ she said, thinking it through. ‘I guess she has super medium senses or something, right?’


‘And you have the ghost eye, so that’s basically cheating.’


‘Don’t call it a ghost eye!’


‘What would you prefer? The Eye Formerly Known As Normal?’


She laughed because he wasn’t wrong. Before the ‘ghost eye’, as it were, the ghosts that had popped up to say howdy had scared the shite out of her. They never appeared when you expected them to (or disappeared, for that matter). With her flashy new iris, however, she could sense their presence before they materialised. Sometimes they visited her in her dreams, which was annoying because she didn’t get much sleep lately. And at other times, spirits – the more powerful and dangerous of the undead beasties – were drawn to her just like they were to Creeper’s twin sister, the notorious Corvossier ‘Casper’ von Klitzing.


Casper and Creeper had once been the two most powerful mediums in the world, working together as a team … up until he was murdered and she lost her right arm trying to save him. Technically they still worked as a team, except one had a physical body and the other could go ‘fully transparent, bro’ when he wanted to. As if conjured from her very thoughts, Casper appeared around the corner and smiled as she walked towards the scene of Tommi and her brother.


Floated was perhaps a better word, as like Heath it was hard for Casper to pass as anything but otherworldly. Over six foot, with pale white skin and long hair to her waist in the same shade, she didn’t try to tone down the power that oozed from her pores. The excess of fabric that fell at different lengths from her long, patterned skirt fluttered in the breeze for added impact.


‘My God, you look like a vision,’ Tommi grumbled. ‘It’s sickening.’


‘The night is the only time I look good here,’ Casper replied, in a thick German accent. ‘If I step outside during daylight hours, I combust.’


‘It’s true.’ Barastin sighed. ‘Our beautiful, pearly –’


Casper rolled her eyes. ‘Here we go.’


‘– alabaster, ivory –’


Tommi scoffed. ‘Pick a descriptor, will you, man?’


‘– effervescent skin is not meant for Australian desert climates such as these.’


‘Sonnet aside,’ Casper smirked, ‘he’s not wrong. I look like a beekeeper when I venture out.’


‘Aye, well, I look like I’m bloody thriving externally,’ Tommi began, holding out her bare arm for inspection and the olive skin that glistened there from her mixed-Māori ancestry. ‘But internally I’m sweating my tits off. At least at night the temp drops to bearable, but otherwise how do people just get used to being, like, always moist here?’


‘Ew, keep it in ya pants,’ Barastin gagged.


‘Speaking of pants,’ Casper pressed, making a wrapping-up gesture with the bionic arm she so often wore now, ‘has your more-annoying-half got his on?’


‘I’ll check,’ Tommi said, putting out the cigarette with one hand and banging on the door of the trailer with the other. ‘Oy, Heath! Put your willy away, we’re needed.’


The werewolf didn’t miss the way the siblings’ eyes met before Casper half-laughed, half-murmured ‘the straights’.


‘Oh, honey,’ Barastin replied, ‘I’ve met some ghosts and our boy Heath Darkiro here is quite curvy.’


Ever the shit-stirrer, he cast Tommi an indulgent look like that was some big revelation.


‘Oh, honey,’ she responded, blinking at him like the dainty Venus flytrap she was, ‘if you think I don’t know all the dirty details, then you’ve really underestimated my allure.’


Barastin’s shocked expression lasted for only a second before the trailer door was swung open and right through him.


‘My willy is sheathed!’ Heath declared triumphantly. ‘What are we up to?’


‘Babushka doll,’ Casper responded, jerking her head for them to follow her.


‘Oooooh,’ Heath beamed, grabbing Tommi’s hand and yanking her up off her feet, ‘I love a meeting within a meeting.’


Strings of solar-powered fairy lights illuminated the sprawl of land their combined parties operated on, lighting the way for those unlike Tommi who didn’t have the benefit of werewolf vision in the evening. Heath was in jeans and she hung back just enough to watch that fine ass do what it did as their quartet proceeded to their destination: a campfire with a small group of familiar faces clustered around it.


‘All right, first person who starts playing “Wonderwall” gets eaten,’ she whispered to Heath, who always found her funny no matter how shit the joke.


Casper moved around to the other side of the fire, where she joined the witch Kala Tully, who Tommi was delighted to learn had been the reason she’d up and left her home in Berlin and transplanted to Australia. She was a sucker for a love story like that. She was unsurprised to find Dreckly Jones there, accompanied by a man she’d clocked as a werewolf the second she got a sniff of him despite the fact he looked like a drummer in a punk band. His name was Ben Kapoor, Heath had told her, the leader of one of Australia’s most powerful werewolf packs and with a surname that rang through her core. His family had worked closely with her deceased father, Jonah Ihi, as they had attempted to lead a werewolf rebellion against the Treize in the nineties.


They had been unsuccessful, and the cost of the Outskirt Wars had been brutal for every pack involved, from Singapore to Samoa. Her father’s identity had been a tightly guarded secret in her own family, a toxic one that was fed with lies and horror to try to protect her from the truth: that she was a werewolf and descended from the most significant werewolf family to ever live. Jonah was dead by the time she knew his name, but Tommi’s journey to accepting that truth about herself had been bloody and brutal.


She had refused to join the Ihi pack and the Aunties, yet she was irrevocably linked to them because of her DNA. Now, she was irrevocably linked to them because she chose to be, building a relationship with not just Aruhe, her brother James and her cousin Simon, but with the true power in the pack: matriarchs Tiaki Ihi and Keisha Tianne. They currently had a very important task; in fact, it was a task so important the very fate of their world relied on them pulling it off. So while they were somewhere that was else, Tommi had been tasked with representing the Ihi pack here.


‘Welcome,’ one of the Nullarbor coven witches said as they joined them. She addressed the group like a schoolteacher used to wrangling unruly children. ‘My name is Yolindi, head of this here coven as my mother was before me, my grandmother before her, and all of my ancestors that fill this place with their spirit. This meeting was called to come up with a plan of action among a tighter body of people following tonight’s revelations. Perhaps it might be easier if we all go around and introduce ourselves, one after the other, and state why we’re here.’


Definitely a schoolteacher, Tommi thought. Casper was first, then Creeper, Kala, Dreckly and Ben. It was when it got to the others that it started to get interesting.


‘Sharon Petersham,’ a tough-looking woman barked. She had Linda-Hamilton-in-her-fifties energy that Tommi found captivating. ‘People just call me Shazza and this here is Bazza. We represent not just the wombat shifters, but the lot of ’em: ibis, brown snakes, dingoes, quokkas, roos, basically everything except the devils.’


‘Fuck the devils,’ Bazza nodded in agreement.


Tommi’s mouth was already open and poised with the question of ‘hello, are there literal fucking devils in this world and why did nobody mention that until now?’ when Heath leaned in.


‘Tasmanian devils,’ he whispered.


‘Like Taz?’


Heath snorted. ‘Weirdly, kind of yes. Like Looney Tunes with a body count.’


She didn’t mention that she always thought the Looney Tunes had a body count regardless as goblins Ruken and Katya introduced themselves. Then there was the selkie representative Avary, Sadie’s banshee older sister Shannon, and finally demons Fairuza and Mildred, who couldn’t look more different from each other if they tried. The former had a Pam Grier meets earth mother aesthetic and the latter looked like Lauren Bacall trying to go incognito. There were others, just two more, elementals whose names Tommi didn’t catch because she was trying to see if flippers were hidden beneath Avary’s long, flowing skirt.


‘Heath Darkiro,’ her lover said, although she could tell that everyone there knew who he was and had probably encountered him at some point. Such was his reputation. ‘Former PG turned spy turned resistance fighter turned most wanted man on the planet right now, yada yada yada. You could say I’m the George Smiley of this outfit if you wanted but, oh stop it … it’s too much.’


She smirked, his confidence and cockiness simultaneously maddening and addictive.


‘Tommi Grayson,’ she said, when her turn came at last. ‘Werewolf. Here representing the Ihi pack and the interests of those affiliated. Uh, guess it should be noted that I too have a bounty on my head courtesy of the Treize so … you know, no selfies for the gram.’


Her joke landed about as heavily as the wooden log that was thrown on to the fire, sparking a rise in flames as they licked the air. Even then, the warmth generated wasn’t enough to stop her snuggling deeper into her Ivy Park hoodie.


‘So,’ Heath boomed, clapping his hands together, ‘there’s too much heat out this way and from meeting A we have established that we need to divert that to something big and bombastic: breaking into Vankila. As a bonus, every supernatural prison is packed full of unlucky buggers who have been poked, prodded and live lobotomised to save The Three who – straight from the old crones’ mouths – don’t wanna be saved. Vankila is no exception and up until a few hours ago, we didn’t think it was gonna be possible to get in and outta there.’


‘Enter stage left, Dreckly Jones,’ Shazza chuckled. ‘Who would’ve thunk?’


Tommi hadn’t imagined the tension that rippled between Dreckly and Ben, who had been sitting tightly together during their first, larger assembly and were now positioned quite far apart. She flagged that rift in her mind as something to examine later. The sprite, coincidentally, didn’t look too comfortable with all the attention that soon focused on her.


‘Listen, it’s not as easy as just breaking folks out,’ she started. ‘As I said before, there are creatures in there – real monsters – that aren’t just going to be our allies because we provide an open door. Then there are the things made not born, the abominations the Treize have fucked around with, like what we saw in the Sydney laboratory. There are a lot of things to consider here, really carefully.’


Heath shrugged. ‘Hey, that’s what meeting B for babushka is all about. And if you can think of a bigger distraction further away from here then I’m all ears.’


‘What are we trying to distract them from?’ she countered.


The group grew quiet, with Tommi not the only one who was tight-lipped. The sprite didn’t miss much, however, as her eyes swept over those assembled.


‘Okay, so you know,’ she said, pointing at Heath before pivoting to Tommi. ‘And you, the werewolf. Casper, Kala, the banshee and … that’s it.’


‘Believe me,’ Shannon implored, ‘soon you’ll all know, but until then we can’t risk it.’


Tommi nodded, backing her up. ‘All we can do in the meantime is some fookin’ good deeds that have some fookin’ good side effects.’


‘That still doesn’t answer the question of how we do what we need to do,’ Avary said as she spoke up for the first time in a voice that felt as if it wasn’t meant for human ears.


Everyone was hushed, as she had an exceptional point. It wasn’t one that could be solved easily … yet maybe it was one that could be solved stupidly? And when it came to dumb-ass ideas, that was Tommi’s speciality. As the silence pressed down upon everyone, she felt the beginning of an absolutely foolish and brilliant notion forming. It would be one that could take her home, back to the place she grew up in and the people she grew up alongside. It might also be something that could work. She cleared her throat, drawing the focus.


‘Maybe to break in,’ she started, ‘we need to first … break out?’









Chapter 3


Dreckly


Dreckly Jones had known this werewolf for all of six hours and already she knew Tommi Grayson was absolutely cooked.


‘No one who has been inside Vankila before would suggest that,’ she replied carefully.


‘Oh, I’m not intending on staying there long,’ Tommi countered with a nonchalant shrug. ‘But think about it: we need to get in to get out. Half the supernatural community in Australia is on the run.’


‘More,’ Shazza noted.


‘Right. And that’s not even factoring in New Zealand, the rest of the Pacific Islands and all the other countries in the Southern Hemisphere that have read the signs and gone underground.’


The big, blond Scottish monster next to the werewolf woman pinched the space between his eyebrows with frustration, letting out a groan like whatever she was about to say next would cause him physical pain.


‘No one inside Vankila currently has the tools needed to get out so we need to take them in. But even if we had a plant or a spy on the inside, how far are they getting?’ Tommi pressed.


‘Not very far,’ Heath admitted. ‘Administration level at most, but not close to the cells for anyone above a minimum-security rating. You’re basically just one escalator down from the war room shoved with musty mannequins.’


Dreckly tilted her head with interest at that comment.


‘There’s a tourist attraction built above Vankila now,’ Mildred, her long-time demon friend explained. ‘A Cold War bunker.’


‘Of course,’ Dreckly scoffed. ‘A front. Everything’s a front.’


‘Those medium- and maximum-security prisoners, who’s down there with them?’ Tommi questioned.


‘Just the guards,’ Dreckly answered, thinking of the early childhood years she had spent in that hellhole. ‘But those guards might be the biggest obstacle besides getting in, because they’re highly trained. The one who tracked me down over a century later, Lorcan, was—’


‘Lorcan?’ Tommi interjected.


Dreckly paused, examining the strange expression on the werewolf’s face. She heard the medium mutter something that sounded close to ‘uh oh’.


‘Yes, Irish,’ she continued. ‘Praetorian Guard. Or was, he’s a Custodian now, apparently, but he was the prick who threw me into the Sydney laboratory with the others so we could be broken down for parts.’


Tommi and Heath exchanged a loaded look before the older Scot spoke up.


‘Dearest Barry,’ he asked of the ghost, ‘think you could locate our unfortunate friend, find out what continent he’s on?’


‘With the utmost discretion,’ the undead ally answered, before disappearing in a flash.


‘Why does it matter where this Legolas guy is?’ Ben huffed, speaking up for first time in what felt like hours to her. ‘Think we can flip him?’


‘No,’ Tommi and Dreckly said together, eyes darting towards each other with mutual surprise.


‘He’s the kind of person who’s good at his job,’ the werewolf said, evidently cautious with her words. ‘There might have been a time when … If he was the one who locked Dreckly up again, I think that time has passed.’


‘We don’t want him within a one-hundred-kilometre radius,’ Heath added. ‘He’s a threat and wherever he is, it’s likely more Treize will follow.’


There was a significant pause between everyone in the group, the height of the stakes suddenly dizzying once again. For Dreckly, she was doing her best to confront her mixed emotions. Whenever she thought about the man she’d once called the Kind Guard, something that can only be described as a deadly wrath started to curl up inside her. Her skin – in contrast – broke out in goosebumps as she was transported to the tiny cell she had once existed entirely within before she got to learn anything about the enormous world outside of it. She thought of the father she had been forced to leave behind, who had died there, and the terrifying demon Yixin, who had become her friend and sacrificed his own freedom for hers.


Dreckly had killed before, many, many times. She was over a century old and it was inevitable she had a bloody ledger. She had fought in human wars and she had fought in what she now realised was the beginning of a supernatural one. Yet the deaths that stayed with her were the ones that weren’t caused directly by her, but indirectly: her great love, Harvey Schwartz, and her father. She had killed the men responsible for the former, but revenge for the latter relied on Dreckly being the one to end Lorcan’s long, immortal life. She’d accomplish that task and close that loop, whatever it cost her.


‘What we need is someone to be arrested,’ Tommi was saying, ‘and someone to be taken in to Vankila, preferably someone dangerous and preferably someone they wouldn’t be, like, “Oy, innit weird that this Australian witch was just conveniently nearby singing ‘You’re the Voice’?”’


Kala Tully, the Australian witch in question, looked amused. ‘Thank you for the inclusion, but that is not the song of our people.’


‘Whatevs.’ The werewolf shrugged. ‘Now, Dreckly is out of the question cos they’d never put someone who had already escaped from there once back in. The perfect person for this job is Heath, but he has a “kill not capture” order on his head right now. I, on the other hand, happen to be a highly sought-after werewolf from Dundee, Scotland, just a mere howl, skip and a jump across the River Tay.’


‘This is good,’ Casper mused. ‘They put you on that squad of assassins who had to exterminate the Laignach Faelad so they consider you dangerous. Dangerous enough for maximum security, at least.’


‘They’ve always considered her dangerous,’ Heath muttered, throwing the werewolf a look that was so mushy it was as if her ability to threaten murder was a declaration of love itself.


‘I haven’t been home in years,’ Tommi added. ‘If I’m alone, it could seem as if I’m believably trying to slip in, see my people, and slip out again without being noticed.’


‘You will not be bloody alone!’ Heath growled.


‘Aye, of course not,’ the werewolf huffed. ‘If we’re busting open Vankila, all of you cunts will need to be somewhere nearby … waiting.’


Dreckly leaned forward, warming her hands near the flames as she thought deeply for a moment.


‘It could work,’ she mused.


‘It very well could,’ Mildred agreed. ‘No one has ever directly attacked Vankila from the outside before, let alone while there’s a simultaneous attack happening from the inside.’


Getting to her feet, Dreckly slowly began pacing around the fire. It helped her think.


‘Who is going to do the breaking in of it all?’ she asked. ‘I know you lot all clearly have resources, but moving this many of us will be noticed.’


‘We use a team on the ground,’ Heath supplied. ‘There’s no shortage of disgruntled supernaturals in the UK waiting for a chance to tear off one of the Treize’s limbs. No offence, Casper.’


The medium sneered. ‘Fuck yoooou.’


‘But some of us here need to go, obviously,’ he continued. ‘And I know that seems like a death sentence, so let us draw straws if we have to. I doubt there’ll be vol—’


‘I volunteer,’ Ben Kapoor barked, Dreckly closing her eyes with dread because of course he would.


‘Fuck yeah, Katniss,’ Tommi beamed, clearly delighted to have another werewolf willing to be as stupidly reckless as her on the team.


‘Ben, you could die,’ Dreckly said quietly. This was a conversation better had in private, but from the second she had been forced to reveal her unfortunate origin story she knew Ben had felt betrayed. His sister Sushmita – the former leader of the Kapoor werewolf pack – had been locked up in Vankila for over a decade for her involvement in the Outskirt Wars. She wasn’t sure what he expected of her, but as her newly acquired lover Ben didn’t know Dreckly well enough to understand how close she kept her cards to her chest. He said he understood, yet he had only just started to unravel the enormous burden of her many secrets and many lives when they’d been forced to come here.


‘And Sushmita could die in Vankila. I’m going.’


Ben turned his eyes back to Tommi in a way that made Dreckly furious, as if that was that settled, and he was looking to her for his next set of orders.


‘Dope,’ the werewolf responded, offering him a fist, which he bumped. Dreckly had heard Tommi say that a half-brother of hers was locked up there too, so she knew the woman’s skin was just as firmly in the game.


‘You’ll need to go too,’ Heath said, pointing at her. ‘We need your expertise; we need your direction in and out of there if all other senses are lost to us.’


As the offspring of air and water elements, Dreckly’s abilities as a sprite were various but mostly pertained to controlling and manipulating air. The Scot had clearly listened intently to her story of escape, of how she had crawled her way to freedom through the dark by following the threads of fresh oxygen.


‘Of course,’ Dreckly said, her voice deadly. ‘Why shouldn’t I happily foxtrot back into the one place I fear most in the world? The one place that took everything from me: my mother, my father, my friends, my freedom?’


‘Well, I didn’t say foxtrot,’ Heath scoffed, rolling his eyes.


She felt skin brush against her own and she looked down, surprised to see the fingers of Mildred’s hand interlinking with her own. Even without noting the unusual air current that seemed to follow the demon everywhere, Dreckly would know it was her based on cuticles alone. She had the same red, heart-shaped manicure that she had been wearing when they first crossed paths during Hollywood’s Golden Age in the nineteen twenties. That was Mildred in a nutshell: classic and everlasting.


‘You’re forgetting one major difference,’ Mildred said, practically purring.


‘What’s that?’ Dreckly exhaled.


‘You won’t be alone this time. You won’t be alone plunging into that dark, terrible place, Dreckly. And you will not be left behind: you have my word on that.’


She couldn’t formulate a response as she stood there, mouth opening and closing, as she attempted and failed to say something as significant as what Mildred had just said to her. Instead, her mind did what it often did and interwove the past and present simultaneously. She saw Mildred touring the old production design workshop in Burbank, listing the people she should avoid and those who were ‘okay enough for humans’. She felt rather than saw Mildred physically holding her up on Santa Monica Pier when the news of her father’s death was confirmed. She saw Mildred leading her through German-occupied France as they hunted Harvey’s killers. She saw the last time they had seen each other properly, sweat glistening on Mildred’s dark skin as they drank and danced in a Los Angeles bar during the eighties. Mildred had said she’d see her ‘at the next war’.


All of these memories poured through Dreckly’s mind as this demon – who had never wasted a second of her enduring life – stood beside her, held her, and told her she’d be by her side as she plunged into her literal trauma. She knew her eyes were welling up with moisture and she knew everyone saw it, but she cared little. In that moment, she was just completely and utterly floored by whatever she had done to earn friends like this when for so long she had worked hard to make herself an island. Mildred wasn’t looking at her, though, she had turned towards Heath and Tommi, her lips pressed into a resolute line.


‘I’m coming too,’ she said. ‘Many of my people are there also and I know others who would help.’


‘Yixin,’ Dreckly muttered, recalling some vital information. ‘You were able to get a message into Vankila and get one out when you communicated with Yixin. Is he still alive? Could you do it again?’


‘When was this?’ Heath asked, clearly impressed.


‘The twenties, I think?’ Mildred replied, looking to Dreckly for confirmation.


‘Thirties,’ she corrected, noting the ripple that ran through the mortal supernaturals in the group at such a casual mention of what was nearly a century ago.


‘And yes, Yixin is still alive. I could get a message to him again, tell him to prepare, although … since Dreckly escaped, things tightened up for a lot of the survivors down there.’


‘Can he be trusted?’ Tommi asked. ‘We can’t risk giving the Treize any kind of heads—’


‘He’s the reason I escaped,’ Dreckly cut in.


She and the werewolf locked eyes, the younger woman clearly aware that there was more story there but satisfied with the answer. Her nod communicated to the sprite that if Dreckly vouched for him, then Tommi trusted that.


‘Right,’ the werewolf said, pivoting to the next tactical step. ‘Heath, we’re going to need a breakdown of how many staff are at Vankila at any one time, and I need you to put that into threat tiers. Askari, for instance: not much of a threat and easy to dispatch. But how many Praetorian Guard soldiers? How many good ones? What species are they and what kind of mystical threat can we expect?’


This werewolf was young, but Dreckly had been around enough soldiers to recognise a strong strategic mind. Her body was also laced with scars of varying sizes and significance, which told her she’d seen her fair share of battles too.


‘They have alchemists on site, but that’s it,’ Dreckly said. ‘Most of the prison population tends to lean towards the mystical, so they want as few bodies that can sympathise with that as possible. Immortals, mostly.’


‘And goblins,’ Katya, one of two resident goblins, said. She was also Dreckly’s manicurist, but somehow she felt like the woman’s gift with glitter acrylics would be of less interest to their present company. ‘Vankila was built and designed by goblins.’


‘Of course,’ she sighed, annoyed that she hadn’t realised this sooner. Goblins had incredible minds for intricate, complicated work like architecture, engineering – anything meticulous and micro.
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