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    It was Beauty’s father who delivered her to the Beast.



    He wasn’t really her father—not by blood, anyway—but
    Raphael Quinn insisted that all the waifs under his protection call him so,
    and Beauty was more than happy to oblige. If it hadn’t been for him,
    she may have ended up with another master, or, worse, dead. The war still
    took many victims inside The Vault—you didn’t need to be
    staring the enemy in the eye for them to kill you.



    No, she had gotten lucky.



    At least he cares if we have enough to eat and an education. Otherwise, we’d be as ignorant as the Nightforge. She
    closed her book carefully, slipping a small silver chain between the pages
    to hold her place. And we wouldn’t have so many books. 



    The other scavengers didn’t care about books, but Raphael valued them
    almost as much as he did the rare antiquities and oddities that were their
    bread and butter. “There’s nothing more valuable than
    knowledge,” he would often remind them.



    He ducked through the doorway now, a deceptive man, tall with an oddly
    youthful face and a slow, languid voice. His competitors often
    underestimated him, much to their detriment. He was like a golem, soft clay
    on the outside, but a killer underneath.



    “Would you two mind doing that somewhere else?” He frowned
    pointedly at two of Beauty’s “siblings.” Violet and Arjun
    had been making eyes at each other across the scarred wooden table all
    morning, Arjun’s foot repeatedly confusing Beauty’s legs with
that of his “princess,” as he called Violet. “Preferably    after your work is done for the day.”



    Chastened, the couple gathered their dirty dishes and scuttled off to the
    kitchen.



    
        In less than an hour, I’ll be stumbling over them in some dark
        alleyway as they paw at each other.



    Beauty didn’t get it. Arjun was good-looking enough, but their work
    was so important. And until recently, both he and Violet had been so
    zealously committed to the cause that Beauty had had to turn away from them
    often, her odd moments of doubt a disgrace. Now, their obligations seemed
    secondary, but how could anything be more important? If they didn’t
    do their duty, they would all die—overrun by the intruders that had
    already destroyed most of their world.



    Time had blurred the details of the invasion for Beauty. She was only a
    child when the war began, and her memories of her parents’
    faces—her real mother and father—had eroded with time.
    They had died early on, ordinary civilians unprepared for the onslaught
    that would decimate the already sparsely populated region until, finally,
    Wakelight became The Vault, named for the domed force field that now
    covered the city. It had saved them, continued to protect them, and it was
    their responsibility to ensure it would do so until the war was over. Until
    then, it kept the nightmare at bay, the only clue the far-off sounds of
    gunfire and falling bombs, the scent of scorched earth.



    “What are you reading, Beauty?” Father took a seat across the
    table from her. “Anything interesting? It must be, for you to look so
    tired.”



    Beauty ducked her head as warmth crept into her cheeks. She normally
    wouldn’t have left her room with that particular book in her hand,
    but she’d been so caught up in it, so transported by the magic
    between its pages, that she’d been unable to put it down. Sitting at
    the tables, ignored by the others, she’d lost track of time. Again.



    “It’s nothing, just—” She rose hurriedly from the
    table. “Just something I picked up.” She backed away and was
    almost clear when Father seized her wrist. “Beauty?”



    She understood his concern. Some of the books they recovered held subjects
    considered inflammatory or forbidden—treatises against war, against
    violence. Tomes that encouraged the reader to lay down their arms and avoid
    conflict. The kind that would weaken patriotism and undermine the war
    effort. Those Father made sure to destroy right away. But this
    book wasn’t one of those—it was far, far worse.



    He stared at the cover, his eyebrows drawing together in disbelief.
    “A romance novel?” He glanced up at her, the beginning
    of a smile curling the corner of his mouth.



    The flush turned into a blazing inferno. What would he think of her now? It
    was the sort of frivolous thing he expected of Violet, not her. She was the
    serious one, the only one of his children who truly loved her job tracking
    down and recovering rarities. She’d spend hours digging in the corner
    of an abandoned building on nothing more than a hunch or a feeling, though
    her efforts were more often rewarded than not. It was her dedication that
    had made him so fond of her. Well, that would all change now,
    wouldn’t it? Now that he knew what a fool she really was.



    She didn’t understand it herself, her fascination with these books.
    On the surface, the subject matter seemed ridiculous and trivial—two
    people finding true love amidst adversary. Nothing in the world
    could’ve been less important right now. Love could wait until peace
    came. Everyone knew that. And yet…considering how many of the novels
    they’d retrieved over the years, there must’ve a been a time
    when matters of the heart were of the utmost importance, when there was
    nothing more people could’ve wanted from life than to find their
    soulmate. The books, their notions of one true love were nonsense—her
    mortification proved that—but she just couldn’t seem to stay
    away from them. Just like she couldn’t ignore Violet and Arjun when
    they touched or whispered intimately to each other. She was torn between
    contempt for their silliness and longing for someone to look at her the way
    they did each other.



    “I’m surprised.” Father considered her, his expression
    faintly bemused. “But you are eighteen now, so I guess I
    shouldn’t be.”



    It just kept getting worse. Beauty squirmed, desperate to snatch the book
    from his hands, dive back into her bed, pull the covers over her head, and
    wait for the world to disappear. Could someone die of embarrassment?



    “I…I just— I’m sorry.”



    His expression softened as he smiled at her. “Sorry? Why would you be
    sorry?”



    “I know it’s stupid. I know I should be reading
    something…”



    “More important?”



    “Yes.”



    “Beauty, nothing is more important than love.”



    “What?” It was the last thing she’d ever expected him to
    say. Laugh, yes. Be angry? Maybe. But the way he was looking at her now was
    kind, almost wistful. Maybe, even after all these years, she didn’t
    really know him at all.



    “It’s true. But it’s a luxury few remember now, and even
    fewer can afford.” He smiled, gazing past her into another time.
    “Once, love was responsible for the rise and fall of many a society.
    Wars were fought over it, music and art revolved around it…” He
    shook himself and returned to the present. He glanced at Beauty and his
    gaze hardened. “But those days have passed. Never forget that. People
    who do, like your brother and sister, can destroy themselves and those
    around them with it. Love is a poisoned chalice now, Beauty, so be aware of
    its taint.”



    Beauty hung her head. “I’ll put the book back now. I promise I
    won’t read them again.”



    Father pressed two fingers under her chin and raised her face to look at
    him. “That’s not what I’m saying, Beauty, not at all. I
    think you should keep reading these books.”



    “You do?”



    “Yes. Find refuge in them, let them be the romance in your life.
    It’s the only way these days. Go out, do your work, then when you
    come home, they’ll be here waiting for you. No danger, no risk of
    betrayal, no obligation.” He tapped the cover of the book.
    “This love is the only safe kind of love. In fact,” he rose and
    handed her the book then rolled his shoulders, “when I get home, I
    know a few you might be interested in.”



    Beauty stared after him as he strode away. Who would’ve thought the
    old scrapper was so sentimental? Still, him knowing was one thing,
    but she’d die if any of the others found out about her guilty
    pleasure, even Red, and she was Beauty’s best friend. Across
    the room, Father opened the assignment book, the cord hanging from the old
    copper bell next to him brushing his arm.



    It would be only a few minutes before the bell pealed through the burrow,
    so Beauty dashed back to her room at the far end of the warren. All the
    Guilds lived underground, seeking refuge in case The Vault was ever
    breached. The complex stone network had been built long before Wakelight,
    unused and ignored until nearly a decade ago, when the first rumbles of war
    began. The old maze under the city had been cleared as a
    precaution—one that paid off when the city was destroyed. Now they
    huddled underground like rodents, scrambling to the surface during the day
    to hunt. It had taken Beauty weeks to get used to living underground, but
    now she enjoyed the coziness of their close quarters.



    Red, who was also Beauty’s roommate, was turning the air blue as she
    searched under her bed. Beauty took advantage of her distraction and
    slipped the book under her pillow. Breathing a sigh of relief, she joined
    the other girl on the floor.



    “What are you looking for?” She stuck her own head under the
    cot, but all she could see was dust and shadows.



    Red flipped her auburn braid over her shoulder. “My stupid knife.
    I’ve lost it again.”



    Beauty pressed her lips together. Red’s carelessness was a bone of
    contention between her and Father. Unless she found it, it would be the
    third one she’d lost this month. And she couldn’t go out
    without it; it just wasn’t safe. Competition was fierce and being
    shanked for something as ordinary as scrap metal wasn’t unusual. With
    the higher-end goods the Hallow Hands were known for, a weapon—and
    the skill to use it—was a necessity. She raised her fingers to the
    just-healed ridge on her cheek—a gift from one of the Sightless Fall.
    “When did you see it last?”



    “Yesterday. It’s definitely here somewhere. I’m positive
    I put in in my box when I got home last night.” She held out the
    empty case to Beauty. “I’m not going crazy, right? It’s
    definitely not there.”



    Beauty shook her head. “Sorry, Red. It’s definitely
    gone.”



    Red threw herself back onto her bed, her groan drowned out by the bell.
    They had only a few more seconds to get down to the kitchen.
    “He’s going to kill me.”



    “Looking for this?” Leaning in the doorway was a tall, blond
    girl, a wicked blade dangling from her fingers.



    “Thief! That’s my knife.” Red squared her
    shoulders and glared up at the older girl.



    “Oh, quit your crying. I brought it back, didn’t I?” She
    curled her lip. “Here, catch.”



    The knife turned end over end as it tore through the air toward Red, who
    reflexively reached out to try to catch it. It sliced into her palm as she
    fumbled. “Damn it, Kaitlin!” But the other girl was gone, her
    laughter floating back down the hallway.



    “Are you okay?” Beauty grabbed her hand and turned it over. The
    cut was shallow, but infections were more likely than not.
    “We’ll have to put something on this before we go out.”



    “We’re going to be late, though.” Red glanced at the
    doorway and bounced on the balls of her feet.



    “Better late than have you die or lose your arm.”



    “Thanks, Beauty. That makes me feel so much better.”



    Beauty rifled through her own box, a small, burnished wooden thing that
    held all her meager possessions. After finding some bandages that looked
    clean, she poured homemade disinfectant over the wound, biting her lip as
    the other girl hissed in pain. When it was as clean as she could make it,
    she wrapped Red’s hand, pinching the edges of the cut together as
    tightly as she could.



    “I just don’t get what’s wrong with Kaitlin.” Red
    winced as Beauty tugged on the binding. “We’re supposed to be
    on the same team.”



    “I know. You’d think she’d have better things to worry
    about.” They all did. The Vault could only protect them from the
    horrors outside if they continued to fund it. “Like survival.”
    She checked the bandage one last time. “That should do it. Come on,
    let’s go before we get in trouble.”



    “Not that you’ll get in trouble,” the other girl
    grumbled as they sprinted down the hallway. “You’re his
    favorite.”



    The others often teased Beauty about this, their joking voices belying the
    animosity in their eyes. She tried to downplay it as much as possible lest
    she find something sharp-toothed and hungry under her pillow. Father
    forbade outright aggression between his wards, but he viewed some
    competition as healthy. Still, despite the risks, there were certain
    advantages to being the favorite—the best sites, for
    example—even if she couldn’t imagine why Father would prefer
    her. Beauty wasn’t as fast as Red or strong as Felix. She
    didn’t have Jere’s charm or Kaitlin’s ruthlessness. As
    part of a team she was awkward, unlike the well-oiled duo of Violet and
    Arjun. The only thing she actually had going for her was her true interest
    in the items they recovered. Perhaps that was enough.



    “Well, maybe if you kept a better eye on your things—”



    The tension in the room pulled Beauty up short. What was going on? Nothing
    looked different. Felix slouched against the wall like he always did,
    looking bored. Jere picked dirt from under his fingernails with the tip of
    his knife. Violet and Arjun stood close together, surreptitiously trying to
    hold hands without anyone noticing, and Kaitlin had her gaze locked on
    Father.



    Business as usual, then.



    But not for Father. Normally, when the Guild arrived to be handed their
    morning’s assignments, he was waiting for them, arms crossed over his
    chest. They would begin with their heads bowed, whispering the Hallow Hands
motto over and over in a swelling crescendo: “    Dedication, duty, defiance.”



    Today, however, he paced at the head of the room. His face was pale with
    gray shadows under his eyes. Had he looked like that earlier? Beauty had
    been so distracted by her own embarrassment that she hadn’t noticed.
    Whatever he had on his mind, it must be big. Father was
    unflappable—he’d had to be to rise to the position he was in
    now. One didn’t become the head of a Vault Guild unless they had
    nerves of steel.



    He raised an eyebrow as Beauty and Red skidded into the room but
    didn’t chastise them. Also unusual. Father ran a very tight ship, and
    sloppiness wasn’t often tolerated. Was his distraction to do with
    today’s assignments? If so, she’d find out soon enough.



    Father cleared his throat. “Right. Now that we’re all
    here—” He directed his gaze at Beauty and Red, and
    Beauty’s tension eased a bit. There he is.
    “We’ve got a big day ahead of us, so let’s just get
    through this. Any questions, save for the end.”



    He flipped open his map book and gestured for the others to do the same.
    “Okay, Violet and Felix—”



    “Wait.” Violet held up a hand. “Why am I not with Arjun?
    We always work together.”



    Father narrowed his eyes. “Do I need to remind you what happened the
    last time a couple continued working together?”



    Rachel and Galan. Their loss still sat heavily in her chest. But Father was right. When you
    began putting someone else’s safety before your own, you made
    mistakes based on emotion. Fatal mistakes.



    Violet hung her head as Arjun swallowed hard. “Father, we
    won’t—” His mouth snapped shut as Father raised a hand.



    “You’re right. You won’t. What you will do is take your
    assignment and carry it out. Or you can stay away from each other.”



    Arjun’s eyes flashed. “You can’t—”



    “Or you can find yourself a new Guild.” Father
    didn’t blink, though the muscle in his jaw flexed.



    It was a serious threat. Trying to find a new Guild at Arjun’s age
    would be difficult. And to have to start at the bottom… Not all the
    Guild leaders were as honorable as Father. He might come off as a hardass
    to the rest of The Vault, but behind the closed door of the warren, his
    charges were safe. From him, and from each other.



    Arjun stared at Father a moment longer, his chin up. The rest of the Guild
held their breaths as the seconds ticked by.    Please, just look down.



    As though he’d heard her, Arjun dropped his gaze to the floor and
    stepped away from Violet. The pain in her eyes made Beauty’s stomach
    knot, but Father was right. Love was a risk they couldn’t afford. She
    ached to reach out and squeeze Violet’s hand, but the other girl
    would never forgive her. Weakness wasn’t something that should be
    public, even here.



    “As I was saying, Violet and Felix, you’ll be heading to the
    southeast sector. I’ve had a tip-off about some old art there,
    although no details. Just bring back whatever you can get your hands
    on.”



    Felix shrugged in acknowledgment and pushed himself off the wall. Violet
    glared at him, her mouth a thin line.



    “Jere, you’ll be going with Arjun and Kaitlin to the southern
    sector. It’s a bit of a mess there right now, but some of the ruins
    shifted and opened up a cache yesterday. The other Guilds haven’t
    discovered it yet, so get in there and secure it.” He raised an
    eyebrow at them. “I don’t have to tell you to be
    careful—but keep an extra eye out. I’m sure I’m not the
    only one who knows about this.”



    Violet blanched. Fighting wasn’t Arjun’s strong suit, and
    Father knew it. Was he trying to teach her a lesson? Of all the items the
    Guilds scavenged for the war effort, the artifacts from the past were the
    most highly prized. The Vault was located deep in Heartcrown, one of the
    first regions of the Blackmoth Republic to have been settled, the old stone
    metropolis of Beauty’s beloved home built over even older
    settlements. No other part of the Republic had such rich history, and now
    it was being sold off or traded piece by piece to supply the energy shield
    of The Vault. Artifacts were worth a huge number of points to the Guilds,
    and not a few had been killed over the years in claiming it. Beauty only
    hoped that they could win the war before their history was lost for good.



    Before the war, before The Vault, the city had been run by an artificial
    intelligence. Named after the municipality it oversaw, the Wakelight AI had
    used a steady stream of information collected from sensors all over the
    city to manage its resources and assets. Every citizen also had a chip
    implanted in the back of their neck that gathered data and allowed the
    system to make their decisions for them.



    But a few years after the war began, Wakelight had fallen silent. The only
    sign it still existed was the shell of The Vault itself. Everything else
    had ceased to run—including communication with the outside world. Now
    days were spent doing two things—trying desperately to keep
    themselves alive and giving every single thing they could grow or scavenge
    or build to the war effort.



    Future for the Faithful. Beauty said it to herself every morning when she woke, and every night as
    she closed her eyes. One day, they would all be free.



    Kaitlin grinned at the sallowness of Arjun’s expression. She seemed
    to have a death wish, attacking the more dangerous assignments with a
    bewildering relish. But why? What did she have to die for? It wasn’t
    like she’d lost any more than the rest of them.



    “And finally, Red and Beauty, you’ll be heading back to the
    literary quarter. I want you to go over that depository one more time. I
    can’t help but think we’ve missed something.”



    It was all Beauty could do not to clap. She tried to keep her expression
    neutral as the others turned their eyes toward her.



    Kaitlin scoffed. “A book run. Shocking.”



    Book runs were notoriously easy. Requests were pretty slim, but every so
    often, they would get a call for books to give to the soldiers, to ease
    their suffering and give them an escape. Although the others cared nothing
    for books, retrieving them was simple—and the other Guilds
    rarely bothered with them. Get in, get out.



    Beauty didn’t care much about that. She loved the books. She never
    knew what incredible adventure she was going to dig out of the ruins.
    Father would let her keep some of them, a secret from the others. And
    Beauty liked to think of those that were shipped out in the hands of the
    men and women fighting tirelessly for her survival. Often, she scrawled a
    note in her unpracticed hand—an expression of thanks or support. It
    was silly, but it helped ease her conscience that she was safe in The
    Vault, while every day the soldiers woke up to what might be their last
    sunrise. Her fingers tingled with anticipation. Today felt like a good day.



    “Do you have a problem, Kaitlin?” Father glared at her, his
    expression hard.



    “Me? Oh no, Father. Never.”



    He looked at her for a moment longer then cleared his throat.
    “I’ll be taking a shipment to the Beast today.” His voice
    was steady, but Beauty knew him well enough to sense the current underneath
    it. He’s scared.



    Before today, she wouldn’t have thought it possible. But then, Father
    had a very good reason to be afraid. Everyone was frightened of
    the Beast, their sector’s liaison with the outside world. Everyone
except Stiles, the mountain of a man who usually delivered their shipments.    He never seemed to be afraid of the monster they only whispered about.



    The Beast was rumored to be more machine than human, a merciless creature
    literally without a heart. His face was cold steel, the countenance of a
    demon with curling horns and teeth filed to points. He was thought to live
    deep in the bowels of the earth, the miles of rock above his head the only
    thing strong enough to contain his rage. Of those who went to seek him with
    one complaint or another, none returned. If you were bringing him a
    shipment, you had a much better chance of survival—but it
    wasn’t guaranteed. Foreboding grew in Beauty, a wild thing curling
    around her ribcage.



    “What happened to Stiles?” Felix was no longer nonchalant. He
    stood with his arms crossed over his chest, shifting his weight from one
    foot to the other.



    Father sighed and shook his head. “I’m not entirely sure. It
    was some kind of accident—”



    “Did the Beast kill him?”



    “I don’t know, Beauty.” His mouth was grim. “But
    it’s a possibility.” His tone suggested it was a certainty.



    “Are you sure you should be going then? Can’t you get someone
    else to do it? Even at a higher cost?”



    Felix’s wariness was understandable. What if Father went to the Beast
    and didn’t return? What would happen to the rest of them? How long
    would they be able to cover Father’s disappearance before the other
    Guilds moved on their turf? The alliances and territories they held now
    were shaky at best.



    “I’ll be fine.” But his taut face looked anything but.



    “You—”



    “I said I’ll be fine.” Father’s face
    darkened and the vein in his neck throbbed as the others stared at him,
    mouths agape.



    He’s not scared, he’s
    terrified.



    And suddenly, so was she. Perhaps they should go with him. Then they
    could—



    “Don’t even think about following me, any of you. If I wanted
    company, I would’ve asked. The Beast has made it very clear that
    he’ll see me and me alone.” He shot Kaitlin a warning glance.
    “I mean it. All you’ll be doing is putting us both in even more
    danger.”



    The silence that followed was as unusual as his fear. It was broken only by
    the scuff of Felix’s boots on the concrete floor.



    “Well, what are you all waiting for? Get going. I’ll see you
tonight, I promise.” He pointed toward the door. “G    o.”



    Beauty turned with the others and made her way out of the warren, Arjun
    seething at her side. All the joy at searching for lost books was gone.
    This was no longer a good day. But it would be a day she would always
    remember.
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    Cillian found himself in the library. Of course, it wasn’t really a
    library, just a room filled with books, but thinking of it in more
    civilized terms always helped. He told Cybel that sorting and shelving them
    was simply a more efficient way to pick and choose them when the time came,
    but whenever he was troubled, he found himself here, running his fingers
    over the spines. Paper books had been a rarity even before the war, and
    now… His gut clenched. So much had been lost.



    Fine thoughts for a soldier.



    But he wasn’t a soldier anymore. Now he was a monster. He
    couldn’t even really feel the spines beneath his left hand, only the
    odd sensation of a texture different than the smooth metal of his own
    fingers. That would change one day, of course, when his duty was done. But
    for now, he would have to be content with nostalgia.



    He glanced at the tomes his hand hovered over then snatched it back with a
    bitter laugh. Romance novels. Ridiculous things. Why he bothered keeping
    them, he had no idea. They were almost offensive, the perfect-bodied men
    and women with no concern in life but whether the other person shared what
    seemed to him a dangerous infatuation. Had people ever really lived like
    that? He certainly hadn’t. Not before the war, not during, and
    certainly not after. How could someone be so wrapped up in another person
    that they would die for them? He shook his head. Such sentiments
    didn’t exist now.



    And I’m glad for that.



    
        No, you’re not. You’re just bitter because no one will ever
        love you that way.
    



    He bit the inside of his cheek. That kind of thinking did nothing
    to improve his temper. Where the hell was Raphael Quinn? The man
    should’ve delivered his shipment hours ago. It was bad enough that
    Stiles was dead…but Quinn? Cillian didn’t know enough about the
    man. If he thought Cillian could be kept waiting…well, that was why
    they called him the Beast.



    The Beast.



    He’d been called by the nickname for so long, even he’d begun
    to think of himself like that.



    Who are you trying to kid? It’s because you 
are a beast. A monster.    They’d call you much worse if they knew the truth.



    Enough. He stalked from the library, his mind made up. If Quinn
    wasn’t going to come to Cillian, Cillian would have to go to him.



    This requisition, though frivolous, came from someone very important. The
    Beast stopped by the control room one last time as he slipped leather
    gloves over his hands. He should’ve kept them uncovered, all
    the better to maintain his reputation, but if these people found out what
    he really was… The stories they told helped keep his fearsome
    reputation, but only because nobody truly believed them.



    Just as he turned away from his surveillance screens, movement on one of
    them caught his eye.



    A man staggered down the corridor, cradling one arm in the other. His face
    was bloodied on one side, and dark footprints trailed after him.



    Cillian swore. It was Quinn. But he didn’t seem to be carrying a damn
    thing with him.



    A few minutes later, Quinn tumbled to his knees on the threshold. Cillian
    hauled him the rest of the way through by the collar of his jacket then
    stepped out into the passage and listened intently. Nothing. He closed the
    door and slid the locks shut, one after the other. When he turned around,
    Quin was sprawled out on the floor, facedown.



    Irritation bit at Cillian. What the hell had happened? Quinn reeked of
    Demon’s Breath, the liquid that passed for alcohol in The Vault. But
    surely the man wasn’t foolish enough to get drunk while carrying out
    orders? Well, Cillian would get to the bottom of it, and god help the man
    if he didn’t have a damn good excuse. The people Cillian worked for
    were not patient, nor were they merciful, and it would be his neck on the
    line if they didn’t get what they’d asked for.



    He dragged Quinn to a ratty old sofa in a back room and hoisted him up onto
    it, the drunk man’s head tilting over the back. A bucket of cold,
    dirty water was next.



    I really should just slap him out of it.



    But breaking his face wasn’t going to get Cillian what he needed.
    Experience had taught him that.



    As soon as the first splash of water touched Quinn’s face, his eyes
    and mouth shot open and he choked on the filthy liquid. Gagging, he raised
    his hands over his head until the bucket had finished its onslaught.



    “Hey, a—” But as the water cleared from his eyes, he
    seemed to realize where he was and who he was talking to. The color drained
    from his face and he gagged again, though his mouth was now dry.



    He’d better not throw up. Or worse. 



    He wouldn’t be the first one, but Cillian was in no mood to clean up
    after incontinent scavengers. Not today. He crossed his arms over his chest
    and took a step back. “Raphael Quinn.”



    Quinn peered up at him from under his soaked forelock, water dripping from
    his chin. His chest rose and fell swiftly.



    “Where is the requisition?”



    “I don’t have it, but I—”



    Cillian leaned toward him. “Why not?”



    Quinn shrank back. “I was attacked.” He brushed his fingers
    over a large graze on his forehead.



    “And?”



    “And they took it.”



    Cillian stared at Quinn, waiting.



    The other man held out for only a few seconds. “It wasn’t my
    fault. I—”



    “It wasn’t your fault? You stink of liquor.”



    “I know, but—”



    “But what? Your country asks you to acquire something extremely
    valuable, and rather than bring it straight here as you were commissioned
    to do, you decide to go drinking instead?”



    “No! Yes. I—” He clamped his jaw shut under
    Cillian’s glare.



    Cillian swore inwardly. Quinn wasn’t the first man to need liquid
    courage to make a delivery. His reputation was a double-edged sword. On one
    hand, it made it much easier to keep up the charade of The Vault, but on
    the other, it caused normally brave and honorable men to degrade themselves
    in fear. The initial thrill of his power had long since gone.



    If only they knew how little power I actually have.



    Quinn was still jabbering away. “But I can make it up to you.”



    “You have more First jewelry?”



    “No. But I can get you something else, something double the value. My
    team—”



    “I need First jewelry.”



    “Well, you’re going to get it. Just not from me.”



    Cillian sighed. “How?”



    “I’m pretty sure I know who rolled me. I’d bet the shirt
    off my back she’ll be knocking on your door before tomorrow with an
    item you just might be interested in—for double our price,
    of course.” His voice was bitter.



    He was right. That was usually how it worked. As the city was picked over
    and many resources became scarcer, the Guilds had begun to use more than
    their deductive talents to find the most valuable merchandise. It
    wasn’t just the compensation they received—a pittance. Rather,
    it was the prestige, allotted in points, that the Guilds chased. The
    promise that when the war was over, those points would be tallied and
    parlayed into the Guild’s standing and circumstance in the new world.
    A beautiful lie.



    “That may be so, but that doesn’t absolve you.”



    “I know, but as I said, I’ll make it up to you. My Guild is one
    of the best there is, B— Sir.”



    Beast.
    There it was. Anger rose before he swiftly tamped it down. It was his own
    doing that they saw him this way. It had been a necessity. But that
    didn’t make it any less infuriating.



    “One of the best? That’s a pretty bold claim considering
    you’re sitting here empty-handed and covered in sewer water.”



    “We are! Do you remember that rose prism you received a few months
    back? Well, that was us. Our Beauty found it. She has an uncanny ability to
    locate the rarest items. She reads a lot, you see, including maps
    and—”



    Cillian did remember the prism. It had been a tricky find, no doubt. But
    other than bragging, what did that have to do with anything? “I
    don’t—



    “She found the prism? That is impressive.” The voice
    came from behind Cillian, and he winced. The last thing he needed right now
    was Cybel getting involved. The little bot was too social for its own good,
    a defect in its programming.



    He turned and spoke through gritted teeth. “Yes. It is. But it
    doesn’t have
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