
  
    [image: Shifter Battles]
  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      
        
        RELAY PUBLISHING EDITION, JUNE 2022

        Copyright © 2022 Relay Publishing Ltd.

      

      

      All rights reserved. Published in the United Kingdom by Relay Publishing. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Molly Webb is a pen name created by Relay Publishing for co-authored Urban Fantasy projects. Relay Publishing works with incredible teams of writers and editors to collaboratively create the very best stories for our readers.

      Cover design by Christian Bentulan.

      
        
        www.relaypub.com

      

      

      
        
          [image: Relay Publishing Logo]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Shifter Battles]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      I turned my back on my family. But I'll kill to protect those I love…

      Someone is hunting the shifters of Hollowmore and I’m the only one that can stop the killing. My name is Thea: monster hunter, daughter of the most powerful Arcanshifter and, since leaving my clan, the ultimate outsider.

      My only ally, Marcus, is even more of an outsider than me. If anyone learns he’s a dragon shifter, the tattered remains of his clan will be wiped out. The last thing he wants is to risk exposure by helping me. The last thing I want is trouble with dragons – or the distraction of his smoldering eyes.

      But a young dragon shifter is one of the latest victims, so Marcus is involved whether he likes it or not. I guess we’re working together. This should be… interesting.

      From the secret councils of the shifter clans to the slums of Goblin Town, I’ll turn over every rock in Hollowmore if I have to. Someone is killing my people.

      And when I find them, I'm going to make them pay...
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      A fugitive ogre looking for a hiding place could do worse than Greenwood Cemetery.

      The pointed arch of the graveyard’s main gate looms over me, the stone as solemn and imposing as any temple. Inside its high walls, Hollowmore’s biggest and oldest resting place for humans and supernaturals alike is a sprawling green space whose rows of stone monuments are punctuated with garden paths, stands of flowering trees, and stretches of woodland. I’ve been in the air circling it for the last hour or so, getting a feel for the layout, hoping I might get really lucky and catch a glimpse of my quarry. But it looks like I’m going to have to do this the hard way; searching the whole three hundred and fifty acres on foot is going to take forever. Hopefully, the rain threatened in the forecast holds off for a little longer. I should have told the police I’d invoice this one by the hour. I shift out of my feathered wings and brush a hand automatically across the ridges of the crossbow bolts hidden in my leather bomber jacket.

      A fugitive ogre. It sounds like a bad joke waiting for a punch line. Ogres aren’t exactly known for their ability to blend in with their surroundings. A lumpy, pale, twelve-foot-tall figure in neon orange prison garb ought to be hard to miss, especially in the city. And yet of all the criminals that escaped the Irongate Correctional Facility after the earthquake a few weeks back, this Uxorok guy is the only one still on the run.

      The press is having a field day with it, to say nothing of social media. It’s turned into a whole meme on 2theGround; my feed is full of photos where the ogre’s glowering portrait has been pasted into improbable “hiding” places: on a park bench, his face concealed behind an open newspaper; on the beach with sunglasses and a fruity cocktail; on the roof of police headquarters while oblivious officials hold a press conference on the steps below.

      Sergeant Fiduci wasn’t laughing when she called to get me on the case.

      “We need to put the brakes on this shit show, Thea.” Gwen Fiduci is always brusque and often sounds harassed, but it’s rare to hear her downright weary. “I’m sure you heard Governor Payne on the news last night.”

      The sound bites were polite and vicious. I’m deeply disturbed by the delay in apprehending this violent criminal, Payne said, his blandly clean-shaven face arranged into frowning disapproval. This is a supernatural species once known for eating human flesh, after all. Of course the communities I represent are feeling unsafe. He always finds a way to blame supernaturals, the police department, or, better yet, both at once—an interesting feat of cognitive dissonance, considering it was his human sub-council that hamstrung the police budget in the first place.

      He did have a point, though, about ogres eating human flesh. That hasn’t been a thing since the Treaty, which keeps humans and supernaturals living mostly in peace with each other. The police have been methodically checking a long list of abattoirs, butchers, and meat-packing plants that could potentially satisfy an ogre-sized appetite.

      But an ogre already on the wrong side of the law might have turned to a more old-fashioned diet. And this cemetery has reported a string of vandalisms and disturbances. Maybe my elusive target has hit the jackpot: not just a hiding place, but one with a steady supply of fresh-ish food no one’s likely to miss.

      The sounds of the city fade quickly behind me once I’m past the gate; soon all that’s left is the whisper of wind through freshly sprouted leaves and the chatter of birds. This is one of the cemetery’s main arteries, lined with apple trees in bloom that fill the wind with fluttering pink and white petals and the sweet smell of flowers. A sea of stones and monuments and statues rises to either side, where paths branch off to meander through different sections, and I take the first turn. The oldest graves are clustered around the central passages, which—according to my aerial survey—radiate from a garden in the middle like the spokes of a wheel. If I’m right about the cause of the vandalism, the desecrated graves will be among the newest, in the cemetery’s outskirts.

      I wander through the corridors, aiming for the occasional pine copse or shaded grove, pausing here and there to take deep breaths and sift the air for any unusual smells. Somewhere in the distance, thunder grumbles.

      A green, spicy dryad scent alerts me to the presence of a custodian before I spot him. He’s perched above me in the branches of a massive oak, smoothing long, twiggy fingers over a jagged, broken tree limb and coaxing it into sprouting new growth. I watch him for a moment, not wanting to interrupt.

      “Somethin’ I can help yeh with?” he creaks, not sparing me a glance.

      “That looks like soothing work,” I say.

      “I dunno ’bout that.” He shoots me a dry look. “Find it soothin’ teh work in a hospital, would yeh?”

      “I suppose not.” I hadn’t thought about it like that. “Sorry.”

      He chuckles, a sound like rustling foliage. He opens a fist and leaves uncurl from the newly sprouted branches. “No offense taken.”

      “I’m with the Hollowmore police,” I tell him. “Can you tell me about the vandalism that’s been happening here?”

      “Ah, right,” he says. “’Bout time you folks took an interest. Though I s’pose it don’t sound like much to a visitor. Those of us who tend the place, we can tell. There’ve been a half dozen souls freshly planted—” freshly buried, in other words “—an’ we found the dirt all stirred up, moved ’round, stomped down again overtop ’em. Couple’a stones been knocked down—one just this morning.” He combs his fingers through his beard, which looks like a long, straggly tangle of roots. “Nothin’ natural.”

      My heart sinks. If the disturbance is that subtle, maybe it’s not the ogre after all.

      “You’re sure?” I press. “It couldn’t have been, I don’t know, an animal or something, rooting around?” I rest a hand on a cracked stone marker that lists to one side, the writing all but erased. “Some of these don’t look like it’d take much to knock them down.”

      He shakes his head slowly. “It’d take a mighty big animal. Like I said, these’re the freshly planted. New stones, good an’ solid.”

      “Where was this, exactly?”

      “Follow the path ’round to the southeast corner,” he says, jabbing a skinny elbow in the right direction. “Yeh’ll see the stone down. Wherever there’s fresh broken dirt, it’s been meddled with.”

      The wind picks up as I hurry onward, pushing stray tendrils of my white-blonde hair back from my face. The cool scent of oncoming rain twines around traces of something else: a fetid, muddy smell with something rotten lurking underneath. It rises around me like stagnant water, stronger all the time. I swing the crossbow casually onto one shoulder and pull a quarrel from the lining of my coat, careful not to touch the oily tranquilizer coating the tip as I slot it into the flight groove. I’m supposed to bring Uxorok in alive, if at all possible. He landed himself in Irongate by starting a brawl when the warehouse he worked at announced a round of layoffs. Assault causing bodily harm was a no-brainer, considering he broke all his boss’s limbs in front of a crowd of witnesses, but that’s not a capital crime. Escaping prison and defiling graves is going to get him smacked with more jail time, but unlike, say, a vampire, he’s not killing anyone.

      There’s the fallen grave marker, a polished slab of pinkish stone resting in the grass beside a mound of fresh black dirt. A handful of other graves are similarly bare, just as the custodian described. I don’t need to dig the coffins up to know they’re empty; the swampy smell of ogre hangs thick around me, and its carrion undercurrent is stronger than ever.

      Uxorok is hiding somewhere nearby. He must be.

      The closest possibility is a dense, shadowy wall of trees edging the smooth expanse of the lawn. Thunder growls again, closer this time, as I push slowly through draping branches of cedar and willow, the crossbow bumping against my thigh. At least I have the advantage of surprise. The grounds of my family’s manor aren’t exactly equipped for full-on wilderness training, but I still learned enough to move through the brush without making too much of a racket. Good luck to anything as massive as an ogre trying to sneak up on me, though.

      What eventually looms out of the undergrowth is a wall: cold white stone swathed in ivy. It’s some sort of mausoleum, towering over me, its columns and cornices all but concealed beneath a carpet of climbing vines.

      It would probably be big enough to hide someone twelve feet tall, if they could crack it open and get inside.

      I edge along the wall in search of the entrance, stepping carefully around the humped and snaking roots of the vines. It’s good and old, this monument, and so is the greenery; the trunks branching across the stone are as thick as my arm at their base. Any door that’s been opened recently will stand out like a Chimera at a cat show.

      Kind of like the creak and snap of something breaking under my foot.

      It’s a bone—a human one. Someone’s shinbone, I think, stripped almost clean; only a couple of dull red-brown smears show that meat clung to it not long ago. The broken edges reveal a hollow core, the marrow sucked right out.

      If that wasn’t enough to confirm my theory, the grind of stone on stone and the thump and crash of something huge and clumsy fleeing through the trees would about do it. The treetops lash and quiver, marking the ogre’s path.

      I scramble after him, branches whipping across my face. I can’t keep up with his huge stride on foot, but once I’ve cleared the trees, I throw my wings wide and take to the air, and his lumbering run is no match for my flight.

      “Police!” I yell. “Hold it! Uxorok, freeze, or I’ll shoot!”

      For a split second, as he turns, I think he’s actually obeying the order, but his lips are twisted into a vicious snarl around his jutting tusks, and instead he lobs something at me: the fallen headstone. I manage to avoid being smashed out of the air, but the stone clips my wing like a massive fist, sending me spinning to the ground much too fast. I crash into the grass, at least, instead of the jutting gravestones, but the impact still punches the breath from my lungs. I will my limbs into shaky motion as the ogre’s footsteps thunder toward me, making the ground quiver. Get up, get up, get up!

      I squeeze off a shot at him as he bears down on me, but he bats the crossbow bolt aside like an irritating fly, and I’m forced to abandon the weapon and scramble into retreat. My wing is a mass of burning pins and needles; my first attempt to take flight is wobbly and listing, and I have to grab for a perch at the top of a nearby poplar before I fall earthward again. The tree sways dizzyingly under my weight, but Uxorok is a dirty smear of orange partly obscured by branches, well out of reach. As I watch, he retrieves my crossbow from the ground and tosses it into the woods with an angry grunt before returning to the base of the tree to glare up at me. Lightning stabs through the darkening sky, thunder rolling after it.

      Shit. This could be going better.

      My gun is still in the inside pocket of my coat, but from this angle, with the bulk of the tree between us, a clear shot to wound is basically impossible—and that’s assuming a bullet could even manage it; ogres are notoriously thick-skinned. I flex my wings, grimacing, and feel gingerly along the ridge of the injured one with one hand. Nothing broken. The feeling is creeping back into it in painful, pulsing waves.

      The tree tips underneath me, creaking, forcing me to cling to my perch. Uxorok is heaving his whole considerable weight against it, trying to push it over. I can’t sit here and wait for my wing to recover, but the graveyard below isn’t offering me any ideas.

      Except for the stone my quarry chucked at me. It’s lying in the middle of the lawn, marked by a black gash in the ground where it landed.

      The tree groans, tipping farther yet, and I launch myself toward the stone’s resting place, fighting for balance in the air. I’m strong, even for an Arcanskin, but the stone is fucking heavy, and it takes a couple of straining false starts before I manage to haul it skyward, barely dodging a swipe of Uxorok’s massive fist.

      I turn in a limping circle over the ogre’s head, fighting the drag of gravity just for long enough to aim.

      And then I drop the thing.

      It hits Uxorok’s skull with a meaty crack, and he goes down like a felled tree. I’m not far behind, stumbling to the ground beside him. That was a stupid gamble; it’s so hard to gauge blows to the head. If I was off by a fraction, he might never wake up.

      But he’s still breathing. His pulse is steady. I don’t have the keenest magical senses, but I can at least confirm that his muddy psychic presence is intact, with no telltale flickers. I pull out my phone and fumble for the contacts as the first raindrops patter down around us.

      The sergeant picks up on the first ring. “Fiduci.”

      “One fugitive, apprehended.” My words are only a little breathless. “I’ll need some help getting him back to HQ. Can you send some backup to the southeast corner of the Greenwood Cemetery? With a prisoner transport, maybe.” I glance at Uxorok’s sprawled form. “A big one.”

      “On it,” Gwen says, admiration and relief glinting through the words. “Thanks for wrapping that up so quickly. Maybe it’ll get the Governor off our backs for a while.”

      I stretch my wings again—the left one hurts less this time, settling into the dull, steady throb of a bad bruise. In the gathering downpour, my hair is already hanging in dripping strings. I may as well resign myself to getting soaked. Once the police show up, I’ve still got to track down my crossbow. “All in a day’s work, right?”

      She snorts. “Too right. God help us.”

      I hang up and pace back and forth at the ogre’s side as the rain trickles over his slack, pasty face and soaks into his orange prison jumper. That backup had better get here to deal with him soon.
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      The rain persists long after the thunder fades, and by the time I make it across town again with my wing aching and my trusty crossbow slung across my back, my clothes are so waterlogged I’m heavy in the air. I aim for the building that houses my poky little office—well, more accurately, for the Perky Bean, the café that occupies the main floor. The office is more like a storage locker these days; the Bean is where I spend most of my time here. And right now, I could use a hot drink, not to mention a friendly face or two to help me toast the end of the Irongate mop-up job. Tracking down those escapees has kept me good and busy ever since the earthquake.

      Earthquake recovery has kept everyone busy. Until last month, there hadn’t been an earthquake in the city’s entire recorded history. The scientists at the university were almost indecently excited about it in their interviews with the news stations, arguing over the implications of the smaller tremors that led up to it and whether their origins were natural or magical. Most people didn’t even notice the little ones, taking them for passing trucks or construction. But there was no mistaking the big one that toppled a couple of towers in Araquiel and sent half the Westside bridge into the Dwell. Sun, what’s next? A tornado? A tsunami?

      I’ve been trying to shake the brooding worry that the quake was magical—and that it had something to do with the Arbiter, whoever he is: the mysterious figure behind that string of vampire attacks earlier this spring. But an earthquake doesn’t make much sense as a deliberate act. The destruction affected everyone, human and supernatural alike. Even if there was a way to trigger an earthquake with magic, it wouldn’t exactly make for a controlled or targeted attack. And nobody has claimed responsibility or made any demands or threatened further destruction.

      Maybe I’m just jumpy.

      The Bean is almost empty—there’s always a lull on weekday afternoons. Anika stands behind the counter with Gina, the frighteningly efficient teenager she just hired, assembling sandwiches with gloved hands. Gina looks a little intimidated, but Anika’s lips are pursed at an angle that makes me think she’s trying not to laugh. Herodotus is perched on her usual shelf, contorted into a pretzel pose to wash the back of her leg, her foot pointing daintily at the ceiling. And I’m startled to recognize the one customer leaning on the counter as my brother.

      “You mean you’ve never been there?” Toby hasn’t noticed me yet; he’s intent on Anika, his head cocked so his white-blonde hair spills into his earnest blue eyes. “Araquiel is so beautiful. You deserve to visit a beautiful place. I bet you’ve never seen anything like the view from the towers.”

      “I thought you needed wings to visit those,” Anika says, and he flashes his best winning smile.

      “Most of them, yeah, but there are exceptions. I could show you. There’s this one bar at the top of⁠—”

      Anika can’t suppress a snort and gives him a look over the rims of her glasses. “Are you even old enough to go to a bar?”

      He sweeps his hair out of his face, his optimism undented. “Hey, I’m older than you are.”

      He’s also in high school—shifters age slower than humans—but of course he doesn’t mention that part. This is embarrassing to watch. I drape my sodden coat over the back of a chair and make my way to the counter, nudging him aside. “Sun, Toby, knock it off.”

      “What?” he protests. “I was waiting for you to show up, and you never introduced me to your friend, so I was just⁠—”

      I groan. “Has he been bugging you all afternoon?”

      ‘Thirty-seven minutes so far,’ Herodotus puts in, her psychic voice an irritable rumble. Toby’s gaze still lingers hopefully on Anika, so I’m guessing Hero isn’t letting him in on her commentary. ‘I’ve been counting.’

      “It’s okay.” Anika grins. “It’s been pretty dead today, so it’s good to have some extra company.”

      Toby, either not recognizing her indulgent tone or ignoring it, turns up a hand to say see?

      I fold my arms and lean against the counter, equal parts amused and annoyed. “Well, here I am. What is it?”

      He blinks at me, all wide-eyed innocence. “I need a reason to visit you now? Maybe I’m just here for the conversation.” He should know better than to try that act on me; he’s pulled it on my stepmother too many times. He rolls his eyes at the look I give him. “Okay, fine. Sun, you’re no fun at all. I came by because I think I might have a case for you.”

      “A case?” I echo. “I’m a bounty hunter, Toby, not a detective.”

      He leans forward, undeterred, his eyes alight and eager. “See, I have this friend⁠—”

      I sigh, holding up a hand to stop him. “Okay. Hold on. Coffee first, then explanations.”

      Anika fills a mug for me, and offers one of the sandwiches, too; Toby insists on paying, which I don’t argue with. He’s the one who’s still living off family funds. He stuffs a twenty in the tip jar, and I wince at the cheesy wink he gives Anika. She blandly ignores it.

      I retreat to the table in the farthest corner, Toby at my heels. He plunks himself down in the seat across from me, fidgeting.

      “All right.” I hug the coffee close, savoring the warmth seeping through the mug. “What’s the deal with your friend?”

      Toby lowers his voice. “He’s in danger.”

      I raise my eyebrows and slurp at my coffee.

      “You might remember him,” he goes on. “Soren De Clare? My fencing buddy?”

      A rivulet of hot liquid sloshes over my fingers as I set the mug down. “Just a minute. As in the De Clares? The ones Xenia is always bitching about?” Toby’s mother—my stepmother—has so many petty grudges she must keep a list of them somewhere, and the De Clares are definitely at the top of it. The Sun only knows what they did to earn her particular venom. She has to hide it well in public, though, because they suck up to my father like it’s their job.

      “Well, yeah,” Toby says, “but it’s not like you care what she thinks, so⁠—”

      “I’m not getting involved in clan business, Toby.”

      “It’s not business,” he protests, but I cut him off.

      “Do you know why I got into this line of work to begin with? I wanted to make Hollowmore a better place. The clans thinking they’re above the law with all their stupid intrigues and turf wars is exactly what makes this city such a mess in the first place. I’m not interested in helping them.”

      “Even if they need your help too?” I open my mouth to retort, but Toby won’t let me. “Look, I’m not going to get into another argument with you about how evil the clan is or isn’t. This isn’t even about them, okay? It’s just one person!” He lowers his voice, speaking urgently. “He’s sick. I got him to go to a healer, one we knew would keep quiet, but the guy couldn’t figure it out. It’s like something’s just draining Soren’s strength right out of him. It’s not natural, Thea. Someone did this to him. There’s this black mark on his neck⁠—”

      “Yeah, let me guess. You figure it’s got to be poison, right? Probably from the Demonskins? Or, oh, maybe it’s one of the other Crown families taking a shot at the De Clares for snubbing their last gala?” Sun, please don’t tell me Toby’s gotten sucked into my family’s vortex of finger-pointing paranoia. It doesn’t matter what the disaster is: it’s always someone’s fault, and someone has to pay, never mind who gets caught in the crossfire. The clans will leap at just about any opportunity, any excuse, to take each other down a notch. It’s not that much friendlier within the couple dozen families that surround my father at the head of the Arcanskin clan, calling themselves the Sun’s Crown.

      “No, see, this is exactly why I came to you!” Toby sits back, triumphant, like we’re playing Houses and he’s just slammed down a winning hand. “Our parents, his parents, that’s what they’re all going to think, right? That it’s some sort of sneak attack and they have to retaliate. You know exactly how freaky they get about their enemies.” He puts the word in air quotes. “But this doesn’t have anything to do with their feuds, and I knew you’d get that. You see straight through all that bullshit. Besides, you’ve got connections. You must know all sorts of sorcerers. Hedge wizards and alchemists and such.” His glance flicks quickly around the shop, like he’s suddenly worried he might be overheard. “I mean, you know that guy. Right?”

      He means Marcus, the Dragonskin who broke his human cover to help me save Toby’s ass. I’m tempted to play dumb and force him to actually use Marcus’s name, which he hasn’t done once, but I let it go. Marcus and I are…well, I’m not sure what we are exactly. Allies feels inadequate; friends feels presumptuous. But anyway, Toby’s kept his true identity a secret, just like he promised.

      “So?” Toby prompts. “What do you think?” Sun, he looks so pleased with himself. Like he’s thought of everything, and we’ll be setting off together any moment to save the day. I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “Look, Toby. I don’t know what you thought some sketchy, back-alley hack doctor would be able to do for him. The De Clares basically have to snap their fingers to summon the best healers in Derivia. Soren needs to talk to his parents so they can get him some proper medical attention. Has he had shifter’s pox yet?” It’s an ailment where a shifter’s magic starts to drain life from its wielder instead of renewing it—easily corrected if it’s caught early. The black mark Toby mentioned isn’t a side effect I’ve heard of, but otherwise, this sounds just like it.

      Toby straightens, affronted. “Only kids get shifter’s pox!”

      “He still is a kid.” Just like my brother is. “I get that it’s hard to trust the adults not to get trigger-happy, but if there was a way to weaponize the pox, the clans would have been flinging it at each other decades ago. I really doubt the De Clares will go jumping to any wild conclusions on this one.”

      “So that’s it?” Toby wilts a little. “You won’t help?”

      “Soren needs a decent healer,” I tell him firmly, “not a bounty hunter.”

      Toby folds his arms, practically sulking. “Next you’re going to be asking me where my chaperone is.”

      “Well,” I point out, “you did kind of get kidnapped by vampires last time you left Araquiel by yourself.”

      “Aw, come on.” He groans, letting his head fall back. “You’re really using that against me?”

      “Yup.” I take a big bite of my sandwich. “Go home, Toby.”

      He watches me eat for a few moments more, like he’s waiting for me to change my mind. Eventually, he scrapes his way to his feet.

      “Well,” he says, “I hope you’re right, I guess.”

      “Trust me.” I make a shooing motion with one hand. “And seriously, get going. Before our father sends that creepy deputy of his out to look for you.”

      Toby rolls his eyes, but apparently the threat of Gavriel Desrosiers is enough to prod him into motion. He mumbles a see you around and slouches out of the café, startling some human pedestrians by unfurling white-feathered wings and taking off from the sidewalk.

      Anika slides into his spot with a coffee of her own. “So how’s the sandwich?”

      “Delicious, as always. The basil’s a nice touch.” I cram the last crust into my mouth, and she smiles.

      “That was Gina’s idea, actually. She says she’s not a witch, but honestly, I’m starting to wonder.”

      I catch Gina’s eye and lift my coffee cup in salute. She ducks her head with a pleased smile, the tips of her ears turning pink. I don’t think she’s run into many shifters before; Anika says she’s downright bubbly, but she clams right up whenever I’m around.

      “Sorry about Toby,” I tell Anika. “I don’t know what’s worse, him trying to flirt with you or him being so bad at it.” Though I guess it makes sense that he’d try to get her attention. With her generous figure, smooth brown skin, and ready smile, Anika is, objectively speaking, a catch, shapeless sweater and messy bun notwithstanding.

      She laughs. “Aw, it’s okay. He’s cute. In, you know, a baby brother kind of way.” She eyes the crossbow slung across the chair next to me. “So what were you out hunting today?”

      “The very last of the Irongate escapees. As of this afternoon, he’s back in prison. Finally.”

      “That ogre everyone’s laughing about on the web?” When I nod, she beams and clinks her mug against mine in a toast. “Ha! Nice!”

      “Hopefully that’s the last of the earthquake bullshit I have to mop up,” I say, and then put my fingers to my lips before flicking them briefly skywards. Anika shoots me a curious glance and I shrug, embarrassed by the unthinking gesture. “Oh. Superstition. You know—asking the Sun not to prove me wrong.”

      She raps the table with her knuckles. “We’d say knock on wood.”

      “Whatever works.” I frown into my coffee. “Call me paranoid, but I keep thinking there’s got to be more behind the quake than Hollowmore suddenly developing seismic activity.”

      “I know what you mean.” Anika rests her chin on her hand, her dark eyes grave. “It was plain weird. Something must have happened.”

      It’s like we’re waiting for the other shoe to drop. But I shrug instead of saying it, not wanting to burden Anika with my worries. There’s no sense in both of us biting our nails over it. “Well, at least there haven’t been any more tremors, right?”

      “I guess there’s that.” She drums her fingers against her mug. “But I was chatting with some colleagues of mine at the Aviary⁠—”

      “The birdwatchers?” My skepticism must show on my face; she tsks at me.

      “They’re augurs, Thea. It’s a perfectly respectable branch of sorcery. Even if they are a little…you know…out there.”

      That’s one way to describe them. Whether they’re muttering to themselves in the middle of a flock of pigeons or pushing half a dozen chickens in a stroller, the Aviary’s denizens tend to stand out in a crowd. The bird guano dotting their clothes doesn’t help.

      “Anyway, they’ve been reading auspices around town, and they keep getting weird signs around Gildenwood.”

      That’s an old neighborhood, and a shabby one, mostly human. Nothing special. It does ring a bell for some reason—I feel like I’ve heard it come up lately, maybe in the news?“They’ve been trying to get in touch with the university to discuss it,” Anika goes on. “But nobody’s returning their calls.”

      Somehow, that doesn’t shock me. I pause for a moment to find a tactful way to put this.

      “I don’t think they put much stock in sorcery there,” is what I finally come up with. For humans, I was always told in varying shades of condescension, magic is more of a trade than an academic discipline. “What kind of track record do these people have? Are their predictions accurate?”

      Anika grimaces and makes a see-saw motion with one hand, but Hero chooses that moment to materialize on the table between us, making us both jump in our seats. She pretends not to notice, as always, but startling us with her comings and goings is clearly a pastime she enjoys.

      ‘In this case, at least, the augurs are onto something.’ Hero settles down to sprawl regally between our mugs. ‘Those of us on four feet have been noticing it too. Animals have been leaving that part of the city since the tremors began, and they haven’t gone back.’

      We both stare at the cat sidhe, who licks at one curled paw, unconcerned.

      “You didn’t think this might have been helpful to mention earlier?” I ask.

      ‘Why?’ Hero blinks her golden eyes at me in mild surprise. ‘You didn’t mention it either.’

      Anika and I exchange a look as Hero goes on with her bath.

      “Maybe I’ll swing by Gildenwood tonight,” I say slowly. “Just to take a look around. If I spot anything weird going on, I can report it to people who will pay attention.”

      Anika nods. “Keep me posted.” She fixes me with that trademark look over the rims of her glasses. “And don’t do anything stupid.”

      I snort. “Oh, please. It’s not like anything I run into there is going to be more dangerous than a twelve-foot-tall, flesh-eating ogre.”

      She shrugs, but her expression doesn’t change. “Knock on wood,” she mutters.
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      It’s surprising what a little aerial reconnaissance can turn up when all I’ve got to work with is half-baked or secondhand information. Poking into rumors and harebrained theories gets me into trouble sometimes, sure, but more often than not, it’s the kind of trouble I can bill someone for. Which is just fine by me.

      It’s always easier to do this kind of prowling around after dark. Once the streetlights are on, I just have to fly high enough that I’m out of reach of their orange glow. The rain has stopped by the time I take to the air, and the evening is summer-warm. I’m actually kind of glad to have the excuse to get out of my apartment. I follow my phone’s directions to Gildenwood, and the streets get darker and emptier as I approach. Pockets of low-rise apartment buildings are scattered among looming warehouses and tottering older homes. The dark rectangle my phone marks as a park looks more like an empty lot, full of shaggy scrub and cracked pavement. Some of the buildings are boarded up; others are leaning alarmingly, and a couple of them are missing chunks, debris from their collapse still scattered on the ground. Scaffolding and flapping tarps are almost as ubiquitous as the rickety metal fire escapes.

      Newer buildings did a better job of weathering the earthquake. Anika’s café suffered cracked plaster and broken windows, and some dishes danced their way off the shelves, and that was about it. But older, poorer neighborhoods like this one are going to be cleaning up the damage for a long time.

      I settle into a wide circle over the neighborhood. People gather on corners and front steps, the points of cigarettes glowing—humans, mostly, though occasional magical signatures brush my senses. A horn honks, forcing a gaggle of teenagers to break up their streetball game and make way for an oncoming car; they jeer after it. Another driver, bass thumping from his windows, leans out to yell something at a woman on the sidewalk. She laughs and holds up both middle fingers, and the guy guns the motor so the tires screech against the pavement as he takes off again.

      Just another night in Hollowmore. Peaceful enough. Quiet-ish. Normal.

      What finally catches my eye is a wide, dark swath that swallows up a whole block. At first I think it’s another park, but my phone says there are supposed to be buildings here. None of the other earthquake damage around here looks that bad. I bank and sweep lower, closer, trying to figure out what I’m looking at.

      It’s some kind of open pit. I can just make out some shapes piled to one side of the space, along with a few pieces of bulky yellow machinery. A construction site, then? This neighborhood isn’t exactly a hotbed of new development.

      It isn’t until I touch down that I see the fancy banner hung on the tall, chain-link fence surrounding the site, and then it clicks. This is why Gildenwood has been in the news: Governor Payne’s pet project. The new community center—for humans only, since the Hollowmore sub-council of the human General Assembly is somehow coming up with the money on its own without involving the supernaturals’ Charter Council—promises to be the slickest, swankiest build most of residential Hollowmore has seen in decades. A home for humanity, the slogan reads, under a tasteful collage of smiling faces.

      Looks like the last shift is wrapping up; goblin workers file out of the gate in the fence, their luminous eyes catching the glow of the streetlights. For all Payne’s humans first bullshit, he’s happy enough to save a few pennies and get around a few health and safety regulations by hiring non-human labor. Go figure.

      ‘Your interesting friend is looking for you.’

      I jump. Again. Herodotus blinks serenely up at me, a cat-shaped patch of night against the pavement. Only her eyes and the white patch on her chest reflect any light.

      “Sun, Hero,” I grumble.

      ‘He came by the café,’ she says, unruffled. ‘I thought you’d want to know.’

      “Yeah.” I pull out my phone, and sure enough, Marcus has texted. The notification summons a wave of uneasy guilt, and I shove the device back in my pocket without opening it. “Thanks.”

      I keep telling myself I’ll get back to Marcus when I have something, anything, to report about the mysterious Arbiter, whose machinations were behind all our vampire misadventures earlier this spring. But every text with Marcus reminds me not only of my failure, but of how much I owe him, which brings me face to face with how vulnerable we’ve made ourselves. I know who he is—not just any Dragonskin, but the closest thing there is to an heir to the dragon lords of old. I’ve met the secret remnants of his clan, who were supposed to have been wiped out more than a hundred years ago. And yet he risked everything to help me save Toby simply because I asked him to. He’s seen me cry.

      Enjoying the ripple of muscular arms and the warmth of a smile would be one thing. If that was all there was to it, indulging myself would be harmless. But this feels…more complicated. And I don’t know what to do with it.

      ‘A home for humanity.’ Hero’s whiskers twitch with distaste. ‘If that’s the case, that sign involves altogether too many teeth.’

      “Yeah,” I admit, “it kind of gives me the creeps, too.”

      Now that the last of the goblins has departed, locking the gate behind him, silence lies thick over the empty street. The banner billows slightly in and out with the wind, like something in the dark beyond the fence is breathing.

      Hero’s tail lashes back and forth.

      “Does anything seem off to you, Hero?” I’m not picking up on anything, but the cat sidhe’s senses are much more finely tuned than mine. And she’s unsettled enough that it worries me.

      ‘I do get the occasional whiff of magic,’ she says slowly, sampling the breeze. ‘Nothing very strong.’

      I spread my wings. “Let’s take a look around, then. Just in case.”

      The pit is massive, carved well into bedrock and blocked off by a bright orange safety fence. I guess they’re planning an ample basement; the community center is supposed to have a pool, after all. Materials are stacked in heaps beside the hulking shapes of the machines. Massive cardboard tubes. Metal beams. Lengths of rebar.

      It’s the rebar, to my surprise, that flickers with sparks of magic. If I hadn’t been close enough to touch it, I’d have missed the sensation completely. When I turn my phone’s flashlight on the pile, its cold light glitters on marks etched into the dull steel. Not just random scratches, but runes. Dammit, I knew I should have taken that one course on runes in college, but my father—who kept a tight leash on the academic side of my education—scorned the idea. The subject, he insisted, was for humans. Let them hobble along on obsolete magical crutches. You have better uses for your time.

      Hero sniffs at the marks. ‘What are they for?’

      “Earthquake proofing, probably. Anika was telling me about it; it’s a thing her friend in engineering has been working on. You know, reinforcing foundations with magic.”

      My phone casts a pale splash of light into the pit; the bottom is pocked with puddles from the day’s rain. The sides are stone, rippled, and seamed. At first I think the marks scored into the surface are just left over from blasting holes, but no—they form shapes. Lines that intersect and curve in deliberate patterns. More runes, by the looks of them. Wow, Governor Payne’s really going all out on this build. The problem with this new tech witchery, Anika told me, is that stone—like Hollowmore’s unyielding bedrock—doesn’t conduct it very well; that makes the process of installing it super slow and labor intensive and therefore expensive as shit. There’s been talk on 2theGround about the scandalous amounts of money the sub-council is blowing on this project, but rune-work like this takes the expense to a whole new level. If I felt like stirring up some shit online, I bet posting some pictures of those marks would be a good way to do it.

      But as I’m lifting my phone to try a photo, the faintest scrunch of gravel behind me betrays a footstep. I spin on my heel, snatching my gun from my pocket and brandishing it along with the flashlight.

      “Whoa, whoa,” protests a familiar voice. It belongs to a dark-skinned, broad-shouldered figure who puts his hands up, wincing from the glare of the flashlight.

      I let my breath out and lower the gun, adrenaline still jackhammering through my veins. “Dammit, Marcus⁠—”

      But before I can demand what he’s doing here—given his talent for turning up in unexpected places, he’s probably used to that as a greeting by now—Hero interrupts in a casual drawl, brushing up against Marcus’s ankle.

      ‘Oh, I forgot to mention.’ She stretches, yawning. ‘I might have said something to your friend about your investigation in Gildenwood tonight. I took the liberty of letting him through the gate in the fence just now. After all, if he’s gone to all the trouble of tracking you down, I suppose his errand must be urgent.’

      And with that, of course, she pops out of sight.
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