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  one

Curls of smoke dug down into Theda's throat, scooping out each molecule of life-giving oxygen from the deepest caverns of her lungs. The resulting vacuum made her suck for air. The feeling was not unlike the first moments of Godspit high when bliss all but paralyzed her lungs and stole away the darkness within. Now, the euphoria brought hope. 
She looked over her shoulder as she stood deep in the bowels of the spitters' den, casting a glance about Sasha's precious boutique. She eyed its dozens of mannequins and costumes, its props, the door to the lounge where until it had housed an imprisoned Ezekiel. Within its walls, it had kept a troop of spitters in a kind of drug-hazed stasis. Prisoners, each and every one of them, and some of them would never escape except through death.
She took in the vile apartment with a righteous sense of joy as it burned. She'd come here to rescue Ezekiel, to face the demons that still lurked in her psyche about this place, and she'd done it. She'd lit the damned boutique alight, making the petroleum in the wax figures sizzle and melt. They were even now sending grasping fingers of black smoke toward the alarms. 
Her elation mounted proportionate to the height of the blaze, the pistol she'd brought with her into the Boutique as Kat, all but forgotten in her grip.
She had hold of Ezekiel's massive hand as they fled the outer boutique toward the exit where Cain waited, no doubt still bleeding from the gunshot wound she'd delivered to his chest in order to gain entry. 
Even that was okay. Cain was the immortal man, marked by God, protected. He'd wake unharmed eventually. They'd get to Bridget. They'd get to Ari. They'd put down that feral Kat they had to dope to the gills with Godspit. Keeping her alive had been a backup plan in case they couldn't find Ezekiel. Now, that she had found him, now that he was alive and well and gripping her hand tight enough to make it hurt, the woman could die.
And everything was possible.
The outer boutique was as large as a gymnasium, and by the time they reached the door, she was panting for breath. Even so, it was a marathon as good as Philippides had run and she felt the way he must have when he'd finally reached Athens and choked out his word of victory: Nike. She had only to open the door and she was free of this place forever. 
They were at the door, as good as gone, when Ezekiel crushed her against the wall with his full weight. She didn't even have a chance to grip the handle and yank the door open. She looked up into his green eyes, found his face so close to hers she could taste his breath. 
Her heart squirmed in her chest as she read his gaze. This man, this man had been what it was all about. She couldn't drink in enough of him. She couldn't feel enough of his arms as they wound about her in a possessive embrace that sent more than a message of gratitude.
"What are you doing?" she said.
His hands began working at the buttons of her leather pants. "What does it look like?"
She could already feel him against her. "Have you lost your mind?" 
He caught her eye, holding it with such an intense gaze that she nearly forgot the fire raging with a roar from the Boutique. 
"What shards of sanity I have left I have because of you," he said. "The thought of your skin, of your face, of touching you. Those kept me alive in there." He swallowed hard, the bob in his throat scraping down to a pulse that was rapid against his skin. "If I die here, I want your body to be my tomb. I want to be buried inside you."
"We aren't going to die here," she said, her voice strangled with emotion. The heat that suffused her cheeks had nothing to do with the growing rise in temperature. She felt it too, that frantic need to surrender to some primal need of fighting death with life. She had risked it all for this man, and in taking those chances bits of herself had dropped away and left her ragged and raw but somehow at the same time, feeling more authentic. 
"We aren't dying here," she said again, this time more confident.
He caught her eye with his as his thumb moved across her lips. He nodded, and the motion brought back to his expression the confidence of the Beast's general. 
"Mark me," he said in a hushed voice. "When this is over, your ass is mine." 
"Actually," said a voice from beside them, "It's already owned."
She knew the voice. Oh, how she knew it. As long as she lived, she'd know that voice. Her fingers twitched, unable to contain the trembling that stole through her core. So did Ezekiel.  A muscle at the corner of his mouth twitched at the words.
Over his shoulder she caught sight of Sasha, come at the bidding of his alarms to save his precious boutique. He still wore his red wig. His lips were painted a bright cherry color to match. Several of his henchmen filed in behind him, fanning out to block the door. Theda counted six of them beside Sasha; two more rushed past them with extinguishers, heading toward The Boutique. Fat chance they had of putting out that fire. Theda might have laughed if she wasn't shaking so much. 
Ezekiel spoke first. The barely suppressed fury in his voice made goose pimples rise on her arms despite the heat coming from behind them. 
"I think if you want to live," he drawled, "you will back the fuck off."
He tensed beside her. She imagined that beneath that black duster, every muscle was getting ready to be called upon.
Sasha studied his nails. "I wish I could."
Ezekiel's shoulders rolled in response. "You don't exactly have much time," he said. "That fire..." He let the rest of the thought trail off into nothing. It had to be evident that Sasha's beloved boutique wouldn't survive if they waited too long.
Sasha lifted a shoulder almost delicately. "A drama proprietor who doesn't plan for a wax fire isn't much of a proprietor." He inclined his head toward the back and Theda followed his gaze with a lump in her throat.
What she'd thought were a pair of men intent on fighting the blaze, instead slapped their hands against two broad stainless steel buttons along the wall. Several fireproof doors slammed down into the floor, effectively cutting off the blaze in the costume area from the rest of the boutique.
"The air exchangers will pull all the oxygen from the room. In about five minutes, the fire will be out."
"I didn't realize you still had such technology," Ezekiel drawled.
Again that delicate lift of a shoulder. "It's expensive, but necessary."
"You know even without a weapon, I can take down each one of these guards," Ezekiel said, but while his tone was casual, the snakelike shivering of each muscle in his neck was a definite threat.
Sasha tucked his hand into his pocket. "I know it better than most. But I have something you want and so I'm not afraid."
Theda's chest went tight. She knew what he would tell Ezekiel. What she didn't know was how the general would take it. She couldn't let it come from those vile cherry lips. She gripped Ezekiel's lapels. "It's Bridget," she said before anyone else could speak. "It's about Bridget."
Ezekiel brought his gaze to bear on her face. His eyes narrowed and for an instant her heart stuttered in fear. "What about her?"
He was afraid, she realized. The Pale Rider, the Angel of Death himself was afraid of what he was going to hear next.
"She's very busy," Sasha said, interjecting a bored, suggestive tone into the discussion that made Theda want to throttle him with his own wig.
Ezekiel pivoted finally, to face the Boutique's owner. "If you know where she is, I'd suggest full disclosure."
Instead of a reply, Sasha craned his neck toward Theda, catching her eye. "Does your beloved spitter know why you're here?" 
The outright smirk and patronizing tone was the last straw. Hopped up on adrenaline and anger, and maybe a bit of grief, she charged him. She fully planned to pull that wig off his head and shove it down his throat, make him choke on the strands. 
Ezekiel snagged her elbow and pulled her to his side. His arm rested on her waist but not gently. It had a firm hold, one that pinched into her midriff. Sasha caught sight of Ezekiel's fingers tightening on her waist. 
A wide grin split his hateful face. He threw his hip to the side coquettishly. "Oh my," he said. "She doesn't know." A shot of laughter filled the air around him as he fanned his face and lifted an zealously groomed brow as he directed his attention to Theda. "He broke the box, you know," he said to her, nodding toward the lounge where she knew they'd left the wooden crate and metal cylinder behind. "Put his feet right through it, even under the influence of several smears."
"Several?" Theda squinted at Ezekiel as she wrestled with the idea that Ezekiel could fight the effects of Godspit. "How many did Kat give you?"
Ezekiel's fists clenched at his sides but he wouldn't answer. Instead he stared at Sasha mutely until the redhead Sasha piped up for him.
"Not enough, apparently. We had to order the isolation chambers from the doctor's lab to hold him and it still wasn't enough."
Theda relived the moment she'd found Ezekiel in the chamber, imagined again how narrow the tank was beneath her hands as she tried to free him. She remembered the sight of Ezekiel's eye peering out at her. At the time, she'd been so focused on getting him out of there that she hadn’t considered what an open gaze peering back at her might mean. Her throat squeezed as she fought to get the words out.
"Then you were—"
"Aware," Ezekiel finished for her. "Yes. I was aware of everything."
"The whole time," Sasha concurred, his voice a purr of kittenish delight. "Drugs wear off quicker on a Horseman than it does for most, I suspect." He quirked his head at Ezekiel. "How long would you say Godspit lasts on a general of the Beast's army?"
Ezekiel said nothing but his hands clenched into fists. Theda had the feeling the answer was one she didn't want to hear. She imagined Ezekiel in that cylinder, knowing how trapped he was, unable to escape, every movement using up his air. He'd been aware in there, waiting for Kat to return to finish him off or for the Beast to show up and punish him. 
Thoughts of Kat made her mind race over that image and into Ezekiel's brownstone living room. She imagined the blissed out image of the Red General that they'd left with Ari. They'd thought the Godspit would hold her and that Ari could keep watch until they returned. They'd thought he was safe because she was blissed out and unaware.
She was thinking of Ari still when she raised the pistol and leveled the barrel at Sasha. The knot in her stomach was enough to let her know exactly what amount of danger Ari was in. Kat had undoubtedly been conscious while they'd plotted, listening to their plans as they presumed the Red General was safely out for the count and oblivious.
Theda didn't take the time to aim; she just squeezed the trigger.
Sasha fell like a puppet with cut strings. 
His henchmen buzzed to life around her but she didn't care. She kept seeing Ari beneath the Red General, this time with his eyes bulging, face blood red as the breath was squeezed from his lungs. Just another gasper statistic, the Red General had called him. And now he probably was.
Then she squeezed the trigger again, and again. 
It took three shots before she realized she was sobbing each time the gun sounded. Three shots before she remembered three was the same amount of smears that remained to them while they'd planned Ezekiel's rescue. There had been three smears on the coffee table as they made those plans. Two of them fully godded and one inert. Her choice had left far too painfully aware and vulnerable. She'd saved Ezekiel, yes, but at what cost to Ari? 
Guilt razored down her spine.
In that moment, the want for Godspit so overpowered her that it loosened the gun from her grip. If it made a sound as it struck the floor, she didn't hear it. 
All she heard was the whisper of her addiction begging her to remember how good the bliss was at swallowing up the darkness. And in the moment when her muscles cramped with the need to fix, she thought she heard the addiction trying to shush her to sleep.
But there was no sleep, no escape from that guilt. There was only the sound of Sasha's henchmen rushing them. The sound of Ezekiel's desperate voice.
"What have you done, Minou?" he said. "What have you just done?"






  
  two

It was too late to flee. She braced herself, but Sasha's Henchmen ignored her altogether. They went for Ezekiel instead. Of course they would; he was the Pale Rider. They would know he was made for killing, that he was a far greater threat than a girl holding a pistol by her side.  
They didn't have time to stand against him. Even as the first of them raised his weapon, Ezekiel flew for the man's legs and sent him crashing to the floor with a grunt. The man's weapon sailed backward and discharged again at the door before a second man launched himself onto Ezekiel's back, pummeling the back of his neck with the butt of his weapon. 
They might have counted her out, but the truth was, she did have a pistol. And she wasn't afraid to use it. Not now. Not after everything she'd suffered. With a shaking hand, she leveled it at the man pounding away at Ezekiel's shoulders even as she realized the fools were trying to subdue him. Fools. Death was the only sure way to take him down.
Her shot at Sasha had been a lucky strike; she wasn't sure she could be that lucky again. She might hit Ezekiel. A third man gave her a squint-eyed glance, seeming to be working out whether or not she was an actual threat, and when his assessment was over, he launched himself at Ezekiel's left side, leaving her standing gawk-eyed.
"Idiot," Theda said, and yet she realized with horror that she simply couldn't fire again. Her knuckle was frozen stiff, refusing to bend to pump the trigger. She was left gaping at the tussle before her, willing herself to do something, but paralyzed by the violence of it.
Despite the blows raining down upon him, Ezekiel had not let go of the first attacker's neck. It was terrifying to see his small-minded intent to squeeze the life out of the man beneath him. He might be strong, devilishly so, but he was just one man, and eventually he would be subdued.
"I'll shoot," she said, but no one seemed to hear. She cleared her throat. "I swear I'll shoot."
She'd seen Ezekiel kill before. She'd even seen him take on more than one assailant. Back at Julio's apartment, just after she had discovered he was the Pale Rider, he'd let several of his own men take him down with much greater ease than these untrained henchmen. Ezekiel had suffered a terrible beating then, and she realized in this moment that he had let himself suffer it only so she could escape. 
He was not allowing the men to pummel him now. He was fighting back with everything he dad, and the henchmen were beginning to realize exactly why he was the Pale Rider of the Beast's army.
He swung on each of them as though they were nothing but gnats trying to swoop in for a small nip. The first one to reach him he took by the throat and smashed his head into the skull of the dead man on the floor. 
When the assailant went flaccid in Ezekiel's grip, there was a brief moment when Theda saw her general's face as he rose, but it wasn't the carefully detached expression he'd worn back at Julio's when he was focusing on buying her time. No. This face had no sentience in it. This expression had been stolen by something that took complete control of him and totally obliterated the owner. 
The Ezekiel she knew was gone.
If she was terrified of the councilman and of the Beast before this, she was horrified by what she saw on Ezekiel's face. It wasn't her general she was looking at; it wasn't even death himself. This was the face of a man in the throes of his addiction, giving into it, his eyes rolling back in pleasure, his teeth grinding together in an involuntary spasm. She couldn't withstand the naked pleasure she saw there, knowing that it was brought on by the extinction of another person's life.
This was the personification of the terrible days of the Apocalypse all over again, and the bald terror of those days streaked up her spine, raising each hair as it went. She had to force herself to tear her eyes away from the fracas in front of her, to seek an escape route, because there was no way she was staying in that room with that man he had become, not for one more second.
She bolted, half afraid the addiction in him would see her and would round on her.
Her foot caught on something as she lunged for the door. She'd managed to wrap her fingers around the handle before she realized she was caught, but she'd not made it this far these last months by taking the time to sit back and assess the things that wanted to bar her way. She survived by running.
She kicked out at what caught her, shaking her foot as her other hand palmed the wall next to the door. She worked at gaining leverage as she twisted and yanked, but no matter how she worked at opening the door, whatever held her foot fast wasn't letting go.
She finally had to cast a harried glance downward, at first thinking there shouldn't be anything barring her escape except maybe catching on Sasha's wig. When she realized fingers had wrapped around her booted toe, she kicked them with a fierceness borne of panic. They tightened and she nearly let go a shriek when she realized whose fingers they were.
Sasha.
His cheek was twitching as he peered up at her. His chest was rising, slowly, yes, but definitely rising. She hadn't killed him after all.
"Let go," she hissed at him, trying to keep her voice low enough that Ezekiel wouldn't hear her and turn on her as she tried to escape.
Sasha tugged on her boot, forcing her to kick again like a mule. He was demonically strong for a dying man and she nearly lost her balance.
"I said let go."
He managed to lift his other arm and wrap his fingers around her calf, giving her a hard enough yank that she fell in an awkward tumble next to him, throwing out her hands so she'd land on her palms. When her knees struck the floor, she winced but managed not to cry out. He released his grip on her foot and sent his fingers climbing up her leg like she was a length of rope that he planned to inch along. She'd be damned if she'd let him pull her on top of him.
She clambered forward, scrabbling to keep a grip on the floor and yank herself forward and free of him. She thought to give one final thrust backward with her foot in order to gain her freedom, but he took advantage of the movement and pulled so hard that she fell to her belly and slid along the floor backward. She twisted around, thinking she could roll to her bottom and kick off to her feet. She caught true sight of him then, and the naked hatred in his face surprised her.
His wig had come loose. Beneath it, the mousey brown hair was coiled beneath a gauzy net. Those lips of his were still stained the same red, but for some reason the cherry lipstick wasn't contained in its perfect full kiss. It leaked from the corner of his mouth and pooled on his chin. Tiny red bubbles popped in the other corner.
She'd caught his lung with her bullet, probably through his rib cage.
"He'll kill us all," she rasped. She didn't dare look back at Ezekiel because she knew what she'd see, that he was very nearly done with his murder spree, but was far from finished doping his addiction. "He's gone, and he'll kill us all."
She didn't expect a response, but there was enough of a groan escaping Sasha's lungs that she realized he was laughing. His hand went to the back of her neck so quickly, it took her off guard and pulled her down toward his face. It was a shock when his mouth covered hers. She tasted the coppery tang of blood, lots of blood, as his tongue entered her mouth. She had only enough time to think that she should have used Sasha to force the henchmen away from Ezekiel. Then Ezekiel wouldn't have had to succumb to this deadly relapse, and his own dizzying freefall would have been more of an awkward tumble until his feet touched ground again.
But that thought dissipated like so much steam as the blackness took her and she lost ground, lost all sense of corporeality in the dizzying kaleidoscope of color that swam out from the darkness that was Sasha's psyche. She saw his life, this one and all the ones before, in living, breathing Technicolor.
At first, when she was still freefalling, the thought flashed through her mind that Ezekiel had been right: her power took her through multiple lives with her johns. She'd just been too high before to realize it. 
Not now. Now, the dizzying swirl of Sasha's lives ran through her psyche so fast she barely had time to register them all.
She saw him in Trier and recognized him as a young magistrate ever so willing to pronounce all of her victims as guilty. No matter who Theda brought before him during her lifetime as Erich the torturer, Sasha the magistrate was already predisposed to find the person guilty of witchcraft.
She saw him in Nazi Germany, gathering prejudiced soldiers to him like a mother hen gathering her brood.
She saw him in Aztec conquest.
She saw him in Egypt.
In Sodom.
In Eden.
She saw him in repose in a field of nettles and briers, greeted by every manner of hideous creature. There too, came the lovely ones, with wings shedding their feathers in a rain of plumage. Shame-faced at first, then relieved as they shed their wings and stretched naked, arms toward the Earth. She thought she recognized other souls then, but the realization of what she was witnessing stole the familiarity from her thoughts, and left only one:
Fallen, all of them. In an earth so young the nettles hadn't yet formed bloom. But not Sasha. Not fallen. Never fallen. Because one cannot fall when one is not ascended. 
It was a strange thought, but it streaked through her mind as though he had spoken it. Theda pulled away, swiping the back of her hand across her lips, smearing Sasha's blood straight into her hairline. She felt it grow cold there as she gathered the courage to speak.
"Lilith," she said, knowing it was true even as she spoke her name.
Sasha's eyes flashed with something Theda would have called jealousy if she had to name it, and then he blinked and the look was gone.
"You spiteful whore," she said, scrabbling backward to the door. Sasha wasn't interested in a re-vision, he wanted no part in enlightenment. He could have cared less about his past lives. What he wanted was for her to see it for herself and know that Sasha had no delusions about who he was or would be.
Not for the first time she felt as though she had been abandoned here. She wanted to curse God for taking all those souls and leaving her to suffer through heinous acts and insufferable evil. She might have taken the time to brood on that, but she knew something more. 
It was time to unplug from everything that kept her here.
She cast one final glance at Ezekiel. She wanted to be sure she'd actually lost him. One last look before she gathered Cain and Bridget and got the hell out of Dodge.
Ezekiel straddled the chest of a man still twitching in his death throes. The legs spasmed as he let go his last breath, and Ezekiel uncurled from himself and stood, one lone man in a sea of dead men. Looking down at his work, he dragged in breath after breath so audibly she could hear him from where she stood. 
She couldn't wait a moment more. He might yet register that she was still there, and then he might come for her too. If she understood anything, it was addiction. He might not be able to help himself.
She reached quietly, slowly behind her back to grip the handle of the door. She would bolt if she could get it opened before he caught her movement. She stepped backwards. Her shoe made a scuffing sound, too loud in the deathly quiet of the room.
He turned on her. That gaze of his, made of hard green flashes of color so icy they could be chunks of ice in a frigid ocean levelled her and pinned her to her spot. She tried to imagine what he saw as he looked at her, and remembered the cropped red hair she now sported. The high heeled boots and leather. All the trappings of the Red General, all as part of her cover to get inside and rescue him.
It was now going to seal her doom.
She inhaled sharply and held up her hands in surrender. "It's me," she whispered. "Ezekiel, it's me. Theda."
For a tense second she thought he would strike out at her. He took a furtive step toward her and she winced, bracing for attack. Then his gaze softened. He swallowed convulsively.
"Ezekiel?" 
It was him. She knew it was. Relief swept over her. Involuntarily, she let go the handle.
"Minou." One word, coming from the caverns of his lungs, rattling past his voice box in a way that made her nearly collapse with relief.
And then the door slammed into her back, throwing her, tripping, over Sasha. She caught herself before she went to her knees and sent her eyes to the doorway, praying it was Cain. Please let it be Cain.
But prayers were useless in New Earth and if she ever doubted it in the three years since she'd be left behind by God, she knew it now. 
Because standing in the doorframe was The Beast.






  
  three

The Beast had dressed for a funeral. In a pinstripe black suit, only the blood red tie indicated he was not in mourning but rather, quite ready to begin the business of death. His slicked back hair gave off a fragrance of peppermint. One small lock had escaped the pomade and hung down beside his temple.  
A smile snaked across his features as he regarded Theda. He took no notice of Sasha at his feet, and gave no indication that he was aware of the dozen horsemen that filed in behind him, or of the way Councilman Prusser, wrapped in a robe, minced into the room and clung to the wall. Theda watched them come and sidled back toward Ezekiel. She felt for his hand just as the last of The Beast's men fanned out behind him.
"You almost look like her," the Beast said to her. "Kat, I mean. I'm sure she'll be pleased to know you don't quite measure up. Just not ruthless enough." He rocked on his heels and shoved his hands into his trousers. Not worried one bit about the angel of death standing there with his fists clenched at his sides, his breathing growing more measured.
"Fuck you," she said and he chuckled darkly. His hands roamed the insides of his pockets like mice finding shelter.
"Poor Ezekiel," he said with so much oil in his voice he could've slid across the floor. "You surprise me. Don't tell me you murdered those poor men because you thought they planned to harm your precious lover."
From the corner of her eye, Theda could see Ezekiel squaring his shoulders with an almost singular intention. The panther-like quality of the way he sidestepped the dead henchman at his feet made him look like a predator. 
Seeing it, her mouth went dry. It wasn't so much that he was advancing on The Beast, because he wasn't. He stood with his back to her, but not in a way that made her feel safe. 
"Ezekiel?" she whispered. She needed him to look at her. Something told her she needed to get him to do that. Her very life might depend on it.
"Surely you don't think this woman is Theda, Ezekiel," the Beast said. "Look at her. It's Kat, you silly fool." 
He took great care in slipping his hands from his pockets so they could gesture in her direction. She thought she saw some sort of wavering in the air as he did it. A sort of heat wave puddling out from his body as he delivered a disbelieving shake of his head.
Ezekiel paused. He turned his head ever so slightly in her direction, casting a tentative look over his shoulder. A crooked smile played at the corner of The Beast's mouth as he eyed Ezekiel's reaction. It widened when he caught Theda's eyes.
"I've got to give it to you, General Kat," he said, stressing the name so clearly it made her cringe in her boots. "I really didn't think you'd fool him, but you're a better actor than I gave you credit for. I guess I owe you a beer."
"I'm not Kat," she said and took a step away from Ezekiel. She wasn't sure how close she came to one of the dead men, but she was afraid she'd turn and bolt and stumble over one. It would be over then. All she had was the hope of reason. "I'm not the Red General and you know it."
"Give up," the Beast said, his tone so melodic and pleasing he could have been singing to an inaudible tune. "You've been a naughty general. I told you not to touch the girl. She was mine. And you went and killed her just the same. I might have to punish you for that."
Panic welled in her throat at his words. "I'm not dead," she said, squeezing the statement out through tight muscles. "Kat didn't kill me."
Her gaze flew to Ezekiel only to see that he was buying it; his gaze had narrowed dangerously.
"It's me," she said, lifting her hands toward him. "Can't you see that, Ezekiel? It's me. Theda. You know it is. Think, Ezekiel. Think."
She forced herself to approach Ezekiel, knowing by some instinct that if she didn't, if she ran, she' be triggering more than just a desire to kill. She'd trigger a desire to hunt, to savor the killing. Whatever hold The Beast had over him, she had to get through it. She had to remind him of that if she was Kat she wouldn't have taken so long to free him. That even if it was a ridiculous disguise, he should know her, know the difference between Theda and the Red General.
She didn't get but two steps before the Beast closed the space between Ezekiel and her, stepping neatly over Sasha's wheezing form. 
He grasped her by the neck and shoved her against the wall. The sound of her striking solid wood rattled between her ears and a splinter of pain shot up her ankle.
The movement seemed to solidify Ezekiel's certainty. She could see him over The Beast's shoulder, glaring at her. His fists curled and uncurled at his sides. His lip rose over bared teeth. Whatever authentic part of him she'd glimpsed moments earlier was gone. She squeezed her eyes closed against the image.
"I'm sick of your disobedience, Kat," The Beast ground out, a little too loudly. "You of all my soldiers should know what I do to the generals who disobey me." 
He squeezed, cutting off any protest. She wheezed on the last of the air she'd managed to inhale before he'd grabbed her. Instinct began wrestling its way past her determination to remain calm so she wouldn't use up precious oxygen. Without wanting to, she squirmed beneath his hold.
"Keep still," he said and as if he knew what Ezekiel was doing he issued a command. "Stand down, Ezekiel. I have it under
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