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Synopsis

Jennifer “Des” Desiderio is a werewolf on a mission…a
mission to retrieve her queen, Ruby, who was abducted on Des’s
watch.

But it’s not as simple as following her nose,
fighting the good fight, and saving the day. Des must first team up
with her rival for Ruby’s affections, Thierry LaFours, to track the
kidnappers to and through Paris. With the help of a tarot
card-reading werewolf named Nicolae, and Des’s newfound ability to
go dream-walking, they manage to close in on the kidnappers. But to
save her queen, Des must once more play the champion and battle not
only for her and Ruby’s lives, but for all the North American Packs
and their entire way of life.
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Prologue

Ever has it been that love knows not its own depth
until the hour of separation.

—Khalil Gibran

 


There was darkness and nothingness—a horrible place
in which Ruby felt trapped, unable to do anything but mark the
sluggish passage of time. A place where even the silver light of
the Untamed could not penetrate.

Then there was light. Sunlight shining through her
eyelids, warm and cheerful, running over her skin like honey. She
stretched her slightly stiff limbs and opened her eyes slowly.
Yellow light prized its way through her shuttered lashes and she
hissed, blinking impatiently to get used to the sunshine.

When she could see well enough to look around, she
found herself in an unfamiliar bedroom.

It was enormous, decorated like the kind of luxury
hotel room Ruby could never have afforded to stay in, once upon a
time. Done in cream, tan, and mahogany, with low, understated
furniture that looked expensive, it had large picture windows and a
balcony with glass doors that stood open, letting in a warm, gentle
breeze that blew back linen curtains. Post-colonial art adorned the
walls and complemented the décor.

The room had three doors, all of them closed. In the
midst of this opulence, Ruby lay ensconced in a huge bed, as naked
as the day she was born.

Struggling in the scads of white pillows, she sat up
and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She expected to feel
dizzy or nauseous or disoriented, considering her last memories of
being drugged, but she felt mostly fine. A little stiff, a little
iffy—and with a definite case of cottonmouth—but fine.

She stood up carefully, levering herself out of the
soft clutches of the bed, and made her way to the nearest door, the
wood of the floor warm under her feet. She turned the knob, and the
door swung open easily enough, revealing a closet filled with
sundresses. Frowning, she closed the door again, quietly, and tried
the door across from the balcony.

It opened on a lavish bathroom. Ruby suddenly felt
the urgent call of nature and made use of this discovery. She
washed her hands, splashed water on her face, and looked in the
mirror. She looked the same as ever, though a bit more peaked and
pale under her complexion. Her hair was an absolute mess that would
no doubt take hours to fix. Turning away from her reflection, she
exited the bathroom and tried the third door.

The knob turned, but the door was locked from the
outside.

Not terribly surprised, Ruby let go of the knob and
went to the balcony. Even a quick glance showed she couldn’t escape
that way, for the balcony overlooked a sheer drop into the bluest
sea Ruby had ever seen. What seemed like acres across the water
were rocky cliffs that also sported balconies interspersed
throughout their faces. To the east, the cliffs let out to the open
sea. To the west, Ruby’s cliff face eventually curved around to
form the cliff face across from her, like a stubby letter
U.

“Well, even assuming I survived the dive, I can’t
fucking swim and haven’t got anywhere to swim to,”
she muttered ruefully. And, silently, Plus, I’m not going
anywhere without Des.

Which was working on the assumption that Des was
still alive, wherever she was. The only thing keeping her
relatively calm at this moment was assuming Des was maybe even back
at Coulter Manor, working with Thierry to find her.

Turning back into the room, Ruby closed the doors
behind her, trying her best not to cry. If nothing else, Des would
find her. And when she did…when she did…

Ruby wrapped her arms around herself and imagined
those arms were Des’s. Imagined them tightening and never letting
go again. She imagined Des’s low, raspy, smart-ass voice telling
her that everything was okay. Of course it was okay. Des had it
under control. It may not look like it from certain angles, but
everything was totally copacetic. Five by five.

Laughing a little waterlogged giggle, Ruby squeezed
herself tight for a moment then let go, brushing her hair back out
of her face and tugging on it a little. Whatever else happened, Des
would find her, and together, they’d go back home. Ruby knew it in
her bones. Knew it down at a sub-atomic level. It was just a matter
of time. Never mind that Ruby didn’t know what her captors wanted
and didn’t know how much time she had before they got
desperate.

Never mind that.

Des would find her.

Taking a whiff of herself, Ruby decided that in the
meantime, the first thing she required of her sumptuous prison was
a shower. At the very least, she could be clean and
dressed—assuming any of the clothes in that closet fit—for whenever
her kidnappers decided to make an appearance. Being clean and
dressed might not level the playing field much, but it would make
her feel better. It wasn’t much of a game plan, but it was the best
she could do on short notice.

And until her captors put in an appearance, it was
really the only thing she could do.


Part I: City of Lights

When there is no sun or moon for guidance, look to
the stars.

—Karon Yoo


Chapter One

One moment, Des was so deeply asleep, it was as if
she’d stopped existing. The next, she bolted upright in her own
bed, screaming, “No!”

“Easy there, slugger, you’re all right,” Jake said
from her bedside, not flinching away when she whirled to face him,
eyes wide, teeth bared.

“They took her!” she exclaimed, fists clenched so
tightly blood began to issue from them. She barely noticed the
sting of her punctured palms. “They took her!”

Jake nodded grimly.

“Well, what’re we doing to get her back?” Des
demanded, throwing aside the coverlet and jumping up so fast she
got dizzy and reeled a little. Jake caught her easily and pushed
her back down to the bed.

“Thierry’s people are on it—”

“What does that even mean? Do they have any leads?
Did they find out who took her?”

Jake sat back in his chair, looking pale and
haggard. “There was nothing to find out. They didn’t try to hide
the fact that it was them.”

“Who, Jake?” Des leaned forward on the edge of her
bed. “If we know who, we can make them bleed until we get her
back!”

“It’s not that easy, Des—”

“Yes, it is. Tell me who has her, and if you don’t
wanna get your hands dirty, I damn sure will.”

“Des—” Jake pleaded, and Des recognized the plea for
what it was. He was asking her to be patient and reasonable. But
Des was so far beyond either patience or reason, under any other
circumstances Jake’s pleas would’ve been laughable.

“Jacob.”

They both looked around. James closed the door to
Des’s room and leaned against it wearily. For once, he looked as
done in and harried as his lover.

“Tell her, Jake. She has every right to know. It’s
not like it’s a secret,” he said gravely.

Jake looked away from them for a few moments. Des
felt the time passing. They could be getting Ruby back. She wanted
to grind her teeth in frustration, to grab her brother and shake
the answers she needed out of him. But he spoke before she lost the
self-control she had left.

“It was Evelyn and Julian.” Jake shook his head. “We
don’t know how they got her off the property yet, but they’re the
ones who’ve got her. Or had her.”

Des blinked. Having only seen the pair from a
distance, she couldn’t say one way or the other whether she
would’ve put this past them. As to their motives, who knew? “Why?”
she asked James, who shrugged.

“I don’t know. All I know is, Julian was the
mastermind of this little abduction. My sister would never
have come up with this on her—”

“Save it,” Des said flatly, standing carefully this
time. “Do we think they were involved with the incident at Lenape
Hall?”

Neither man answered, which was all the answer Des
needed. “Right. Do we have any idea where they could have taken
her?”

“Thierry was able to track their movements to the
airport. Julian’s jet was scheduled to make a one-way trip to
Paris. From there, they seem to have disappeared off the face of
the Earth.” Jake spread his hands then ran them through his hair.
“We just keep losing people, damnit!”

“Not her. Not her,” Des said, stalking to her
closet. She threw on whatever came to hand then faced her brother,
who’d been joined by a worried James. “Where’s LaFours now?”

“Paris. Where else?” James took Jake’s hand and
kissed it gently. “Shall we schedule you a flight?”

“Please do.” Des was already digging her duffel out
of the back of her closet.

*

The clothes fit so well, Ruby began to wonder if
she’d been measured in her sleep. She hastily pushed that creepy
thought out of her mind and settled on the least frilly outfit to
be had, a simple white sundress with red flowers at the waist in
lieu of a belt, and a pair of comfortable gold sandals. It wasn’t
her style, really, but it was better than greeting her captors in
the buff.

So, clean and dressed, she made her way to a chaise
near the balcony doors and sat. And watched. And waited for the
knob of the locked door to turn.

She didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes, the
doorknob turned and clicked, and the door opened.

“Evelyn?” Ruby shook her head, certain she
was seeing things. But the elegantly dressed woman in the doorway
didn’t so much as waver. Instead, she smiled a cool, otherwise
unreadable smile and stepped into the bedroom, shutting the
door.

“I see the clothes fit,” she said, apropos of
absolutely nothing.

Ruby’s mouth dropped open, and she stammered for
most of a minute before something coherent came out. “Where am I?
What’s going on? Is Des okay?”

Evelyn’s cool smile turned almost chagrined, as if
she had been expecting some other reaction than sheer confusion.
“You’re at a Den in the Mediterranean. Your Geas-protector
is fine, last I checked—she’s back at Coulter Manor, in the States.
As to what’s going on—” Evelyn crossed the spacious room till she
was a mere few feet away. “The situation is rather complicated, and
will take some time to explain. Suffice it to say it’s urgent you
be made aware of the particulars and your options, and that we have
your full cooperation in settling things before next Full
Moon.”

Ruby frowned, shaking her head. “‘We’ being who?
Besides the people who kidnapped me from my home, that is?”

Evelyn twitched a little, almost a wince. “We are
certain factions of the European Council of Alphas, which is
modeled closely on the North American Council. And I apologize on
their behalf for the rather desperate measure we resorted to, to
obtain your ear and your cooperation. But it had to be done. We had
no time for the niceties of diplomacy.”

“And why is that?” Ruby asked calmly, though she was
shaking and cold inside. “What was so urgent that you saw the need
to kidnap me rather than ask me if I wouldn’t mind helping?”

Evelyn sighed and began to pace. “What if I told you
it was a matter of the lives and deaths of thousands of Loups? That
the situation the European Packs are facing is civil war, which
will inevitably spread to the Americas?”

Ruby’s mouth dropped open then snapped shut. The
shakes grew more pronounced. “I’d say that’s a terrible fix to be
in, but that I didn’t see how European civil unrest has anything to
do with the American Packs.”

Evelyn conceded this point gracefully. “It has to
do, actually, with Father and his meddling into Pack affairs and
with traditions. Unfortunately—” Here, Evelyn swallowed, her lips
pursing and nostrils flaring. “Unfortunately for him, his
involvement with certain factions opposing ours resulted in his
death.”

“You know who killed George? And it’s the same
people who’re pulling your strings now?” Ruby demanded,
horrified.

Evelyn colored but held her head high. “As I said,
the situation is complicated. Factions that would see Packs revert
to the Old Ways are on the rise in Europe. They’d like to see the
Councils of Alphas disbanded and the equivalent of feudal states
set up in their place. Rights and privileges would no longer be
voted and compromised on, but fought over, and the title of Alpha
would be hereditary—contestable only through combat. Father was, of
course, against such a thing. His thinking, I believe, was that
this ideology would spread from Europe to the North American
Packs—”

“In which case, you’d be in my place right now,”
Ruby interrupted. Evelyn twitched again. “I take it you disagreed
with George’s views on Loup politics. You’re for these
Reversionists?”

“‘Reversionists’?” Evelyn smiled again, wryly. “I
suppose that’s as good a name for us as any. And yes, I’m a
Reversionist. Democracy is a fine idea for Humes. But for Loups, I
believe the Old Ways are best.

“Some of us, however, as with many, take our zeal a
step too far. One of the more rabid, for lack of a better word,
Reversionist factions was responsible for the death of my father
and for the attack on Coulter Manor.”

Stunned and speechless, Ruby could only gape before
her eyes filled with tears. “And you’re still siding with them?
They killed your father!”

“I’m not siding with anyone, I’m supporting an
ideology. And the rabid factions among the Reversionists are being
carefully rooted out and contained. Or destroyed.” Evelyn crossed
her arms and rocked back on her heels. “We’re at great pains to
remedy the situation. The whole situation. Which is why we need
you.”

“Need me to what?”

Gazing at Ruby as if measuring her, Evelyn finally
closed the distance between them and sat down on the chaise.
“I—we—need you to support our aims in the coming months. We need as
many Loups, no matter where they’re from, to come down on the side
of a set of traditions that’s as old as Loups themselves,” she said
plainly, her blue-blue eyes steady on Ruby’s. “DyreMother, we need
your blessing and the backing of the North American Garoul to quash
this impending civil war.”

“That’s—I’m barely a Loup myself! I just had my
first Change the night before you guys kidnapped me!” Ruby shook
her head. “I don’t have the sway among the North American Garoul
you seem to think I have.”

Evelyn seemed amused at this statement. “That’s
where you’re wrong, Ruby. No matter who you were, or who you think
you are, you’re the DyreMother now. Your Packs would fight for you,
die for you, and follow you to the ends of the Earth. The Old Ways
speak to Loups in our blood and bones. In our spirits. We’ve let
ourselves be tamed because the times seemed to demand it, but we
should have been standing up for our rights to be who and what we
are.”

Ruby looked down at her feet. “That’s not what
George thought, was it? He believed the Garoul should change with
the times. Evolve and progress. Grow up.” She sensed rather than
saw Evelyn sit back a little. “Knowing when to break with tradition
is the foundation of the North American Packs, isn’t it? That’s a
large part of why Callum Coulter came to North America in the first
place. He wanted to found his own Pack where leadership and
privilege was based on merit and democracy, rather than tradition
and primogeniture.”

Evelyn was silent for a minute, clearly thinking
this over. Ruby didn’t dare look at her. She didn’t know where the
words had come from, but they felt right. In her bones and blood
and spirit, they felt right. They felt like something of which
George might have approved.

“You haven’t been Loup long enough to understand the
importance of Garoul tradition, Ruby,” Evelyn began kindly but
rather condescendingly.

“But I’ve been Loup long enough to support something
I completely disagree with? And take my Packs with me?” Ruby
snorted. “You can’t have it both ways. I’m either Loup enough or
I’m not. And since you’ve gone to all the trouble of kidnapping me
and stashing me here, I’d say I’m Loup enough.”

“Perhaps. But that doesn’t mean you know all there
is to know about life as one of the Garoul.”

“But I know what George and all the North American
Dyres before him knew. Or I will, won’t I?” Ruby looked over at
Evelyn, who was frowning. “Granted, I don’t remember yet, but every
new thing I learn about the Garoul is familiar to me. As if I’m
being reminded of something I already know. Even your spiel about
tradition and the Old Ways feels like something I’ve heard before.
And that’s because part of me has, hasn’t it?”

Evelyn narrowed her eyes and deepened her frown.
“You mean the passing of knowledge and memory with the
Death-right?” She waved a hand dismissively. “That phenomenon has
never been properly documented in Garoul history, despite what the
Coulters may have told you.”

“I trust them and your brother more than I trust you
and the people you’re working for,” Ruby said quietly as Evelyn sat
back again. “I’m not usually one to follow my gut, but in this
case, I think it’s right on the money. So’s George’s Death-right.
Not a single one of the Dyres who preceded me would have supported
your ideology, and neither can I.”

“Not even if it meant getting your life back?”

Now Ruby was the one to frown, and Evelyn’s smile
reappeared like the sun from behind storm clouds.

“How would you like to be able to go back to your
old life? One that’s free of the responsibilities of being the
Dyre, free of the politics and the terrible onus of leading tens of
thousands of Loups.” Evelyn’s perfectly sculpted blond brows
quirked above her nakedly triumphant eyes. “How would you like to
have an entirely new life? To be able to travel, see the world,
live comfortably, do whatever it is you want to do with your life,
and only have to worry about being a Loup once a month?”

Ruby blinked in surprise, and a tear ran down her
face. “That’s not possible.”

“Supposing it is. Would that appeal to you?”

Ruby took a breath and looked over her shoulder out
the balcony door. The view was spectacular, despite the
circumstances. “I didn’t ask for this. Any of it. But there’s
nothing I can do to change it. George passed his Death-right on to
me. The only way I can get out of being the Dyre is dying.”

“What if there was another way?”

“There isn’t another way.”

“But what if there was?”

Turning away from the view, Ruby looked down at her
hands. She thought about Jake and James, Nathan and Philomena. She
thought of Thierry and of Des, and all the Loups she’d met since
waking up at Coulter Manor. She thought of them and how she’d been
fooling herself thinking she could ever properly lead them, even
with the leeway of time to study and prepare. Since the Purge, Jake
and James had been doing the leading, both of the Coulter Pack and
the Packs in general, while new Alphas contested and maneuvered
their ways into power.

They had been doing Ruby’s job, holding the Packs
together until things were settled once more. Under the guise of
observation and learning, Ruby had been hiding from what was,
ultimately, her responsibility and no one else’s.

Had George chosen the best candidate for the job of
Dyre or had he simply made the only choice available to him at the
moment of his death? Wouldn’t almost anybody be a better leader
than someone who didn’t want the job and who deep down knew she
couldn’t do it, Death-right or not?

More tears rolled down Ruby’s face and she wiped
them away irritably. She opened her mouth to tell Evelyn that she
wasn’t for sale, no matter the price. But what came out instead
was:

“I’m listening.”

*

“Jenn, honey, you’re gonna be late!”

Des opened her eyes and bolted upright, still caught
in the vestiges of the weirdest dream. She shook her head groggily
and swung her legs over the side of her bed, barely noting the
coverlet and sheet she’d tossed aside. She felt disoriented and
almost faint.

“Coming, Ma!” she called, clearing her throat.
Then she was shaking her head again at the sensation of offness—of
wrongness—that persisted even as she got up and, forsaking a
shower, got dressed.

She slung on her backpack automatically when she was
done, her books still in there exactly as they had been when she’d
left school the day before. Homework was for losers, and Des’s
spiraling grades could



















































































































































































cover.jpg
AKNIGHT
OF SPIRIT

| iﬂ\T‘D "SHADOWS

RACH L 'E}’BATLEY





