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Chapter One

 


Tamlen

My heart had ceased its beating nearly 1,000
years ago, but if that organ still functioned, it would have
stopped when I heard Rhiannon Singer’s words over the phone. They
reverberated around my head, and I thought furiously about where to
begin with everything I wanted to say.

“How do you know where Corinne Savage is?
Where are you?” I hissed at her. The woman—Rhiannon—paused for a
moment with an indrawn breath. I was sure she was afraid, despite
her bravado, and her next whispered words proved me right.

“I am a pawn of Gavrie Turgenev, Tamlen.
Corinne is here with me after I helped Turgenev capture her at the
Conclave. I am doing his bidding under duress as he has overtaken
my entire House, my Keeper, who is also my father, and has forced
me to serve him. I want out, I want to get away from this psycho
asshole and the wolves he has working for him, do you understand? I
will help you and you will help me,” she said, her
voice trembling.

“Most certainly, Rhiannon,” I said less
forcefully, wanting to keep her on the line, “I will help you as
well, but I need to know Cori is okay. Can you confirm that for me?
For her family and her mates?” If I had been anything resembling a
human, my voice would have trembled, too. Vampires could not sense
emotions like shifters. Nonetheless, I thought I could feel all of
the emotions of the assembled group, which had gone completely
silent, listening to my conversation. Auggie was at my back,
although he had whispered some words in Latin a moment ago. I
wasn’t focused on his cast, but with my hearing being what it was,
I knew the wolves were returning. He must have let them know we had
a lead.

“Cori is … okay,” she said, her tone
unconvincing. 

“What exactly does that mean?” I said, in a
tone so icy that growls went up around the tent. I knew her mates
responded not only to my words but my tone as well..

“She isn’t … harmed exactly, but Turgenev
has her, um…” she paused, clearly trying to figure out how to
explain, “magically tied down. One of the wolves came into the room
a little while ago and he…” she trailed off, clearly not wanting to
detail further.

“He. What?” I asked. Something in my voice
must have continued to alert the assembled crowd because I heard
curses as well as an increased level of growling. A woman’s voice,
Maxie’s, I thought, chimed in with, “I will fucking strip every
layer of skin off his body with a blunt, rusty spoon if he touched
one fucking hair on her head.” 

I pulled in another unnecessary breath,
trying unsuccessfully to steady my own rage. For a brief moment, I
almost wished vampires needed to breathe. The sensation of air
going in and out of my lungs might have done something to assuage
some of my anger. As it was, the act of breathing did absolutely
nothing to change my emotional level, which was nearing a nuclear
stage. I had a brief moment to think this was unusual for me—my
emotions had been blunted years ago, and rarely affected my
everyday actions. But since knowing Corinne, becoming part of her
pride, her ability to give me something back that I had been
missing for so, so long…

Rhiannon cleared her throat and said, “A
wolf came into the room to … taunt her. He didn’t touch her, but he
did something pretty disgusting. I will let her tell you when you
come and rescue us. Now, how exactly are you going to do that?
Turgenev has her magic bound so that she is unable to cast or
speak. What can we do to break his binding?”

I turned around then, and viewed the
assembled group. All of the Keepers of the 5 Houses who remained at
the Conclave—except of course for Turgenev and the Lopez Keepers,
seeing how Marcos was dead, killed just a little while ago by
Davida Halson, and his wife Fernanda a prisoner—looked back at me
with varying levels of rage, sadness, fear, and disgust. 

“Rhiannon, where are you? And why exactly
can’t you break Cori’s binding yourself? Do you not know the cast
for it? Or are you weak?” I asked her, not trying to be insulting,
but if this witch was with Cori and wanted to bust them out, why
didn’t she fucking do something to help?

Rhiannon chuckled over the line. “I’m a
mirror null,” she said with asperity, “so we’re both shit out of
luck, dude.” 

Rhiannon didn’t bother to explain any
further. She didn’t need to, as it turned out, as I was well aware
of what a mirror null was exactly, although I had only ever met one
other in my long life. “And we are at my family’s House.”

“Singer,” I said, musingly. “It isn’t the
same name, but I knew one other like you, many, many years ago. Her
name was Stella Powell,” I said over the line. Rhiannon chuckled
humorlessly. 

“How could you have known…” she paused as it
sunk in and then continued. “An ancestor on my mother’s side.
Before she died, my mother told me all about her. She was so proud
that I had this ability,” she said, so quietly it was almost a
whisper. “Of course, it turns out it’s quite the liability.
Especially when your own fucking father won’t protect you.”

I chuckled, a dry sound. “Well, then, I will
have to come up with something to help, Rhiannon, both you and
Corinne.”

“Thank you, I—”

The line went silent and then dead.

“Rhiannon? Rhiannon!” I hissed. There was no
response. “Fuck!” I roared, and several of the witches surrounding
me flinched. 

“I lost her, but we have a lead.” I
growled.


Chapter Two

 


Nox

There had been many times in my life where I
had felt helpless. As a child, continually being forced to do
things in order to be made stronger, things that as a young wolf I
balked at, much to my father’s disappointment, served to create a
strong distaste for those who used their greater strength as a
pressure to others, especially the smaller or weaker. After that
upbringing, existing under a wolf like Tanner—I hoped he didn’t
rest in whatever hell he was currently in after I sent him
there—didn’t exactly make for a stable situation for me or my pack.
Feeling like I had no control over what was happening both to me
and around me wasn’t new. But the helplessness combined with the
absolute white rage coursing through my body at this time was
unlike anything I had experienced before. I knew some of it wasn’t
my own. My pack was feeling the loss of our mate keenly. But we
could all tell when something had been happening to her. Something
I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the details of, actually. And it
made the level and intensity of my anger something of a new
experience. 

I loped around in my wolf form, like my pack
mates, trying to work off the anxiety. It wasn’t working well,
partially because we all felt the same way and, being both a pack
and a pride with our mate and our … whatever we were calling
Tamlen, each of us was experiencing and sensing the others’ anger
and impotence at the situation. That, combined with Cori’s terror,
was incompatible with any sort of calm. 

I was just working myself into a full on run
when I felt a magical tug, pulling me back toward the tent where we
had assembled. As I made my way back, I realized the tug had come
from Auggie, and he would only pull us back if something had
changed.

I ran into the tent and shifted. The
witches' eyes all averted from my nakedness—except Maxie, who eyed
me up and down for a second before darting her eyes away quickly,
apparently remembering I belonged to her best friend—and Auggie
quickly spelled my clothes back onto my body. In another
circumstance, I would have grinned at Maxie, her embarrassment at
temporarily forgetting that I was Cori’s, and that she had a
boyfriend was something I might have teased her about. And even
that was a revelation. I had been a serious, humorless motherfucker
for most of my life and here I was, suppressing the impulse to
tease my mate’s best friend. I sighed. She had changed me for the
better. Clearly, I needed her in my life for so many damn
reasons.

As it stood, Tamlen was still holding the
phone to his ear and cursing when the call cut off.

“I lost her but we have a lead,” Tamlen
said, looking at me and then at the rest of my pack who had run
into the tent behind me.

“Let’s go,” I said. “Where are we headed?
Russia? Isn’t that where Turgenev House is located?” 

“Yes, it’s in St. Petersburg,” said Auggie.
“It will take some planning to be able to get there and mount an
attack.”

“Well, let’s get started,” growled Dawson
from my right. His voice held none of its usual humor. Losing our
mate was affecting us all in different ways, but anger was
prevalent.

“No,” said Tamlen, startling us all as we
turned to him incredulously.

“We need to get her. Now,” said Isaiah.

“I agree,” said Tamlen. “But she isn’t at
Turgenev House.”

“What do you mean?” demanded Auggie. “Where
is she?”

Tamlen looked at us, a carefully blank
expression on his face. He stood, not answering for a moment,
making my blood pressure rise with each moment of silence. I knew
he was on our side, but I would still attempt to tear him apart if
he didn’t tell me.

Tamlen shook his head. “I’m not keeping the
information from you, but I do need you to hear all of what I know.
Please. Before we do anything rash. I need to get her almost as
much as you all do, but I know for absolute certainty that if we
just bust in there without a plan we could lose her,” Tamlen said,
quietly, and paused. “We will lose her.”

The anxiety I felt from both myself and my
pack mates was nearly strangling. I couldn’t leave her much longer
without some sort of action. Not helping my mate when I knew she
was in danger, that she was actively being hurt—I couldn’t bear
it.

Tamlen quickly explained where Cori was and
who had been on the phone. Auggie cursed. “I was right. Fuck,” he
said. I tilted my head curiously at him. 

“Any magic user is helpless against someone
with her gift, Auggie,” said Davida, resting a soothing hand on his
arm. “Cori likely saw Turgenev and got angry, threw some magic at
him and it bounced back at her when the mirror null stepped in. If
the woman…” she trailed off and looked at Tamlen.

“Rhiannon Singer,” he supplied
helpfully. 

“Rhiannon, yes. If Rhiannon is willing to
help us help Cori, that’s in our favor,” Davida said. Then she
sighed. “That’s why she’s somewhat helpless in this situation.
Gavrie likely threatened her Keeper, her own father, and is
threatening all the witches in their House. I don’t know their
numbers, but it’s a pretty small House. And he has wolves on his
side, according to her. The ones Tanner must have recruited. So
Tamlen is correct. We need a very specific plan. If we just attack
them, even with multiple Houses joining in, he can just leave with
Cori. He has her at his mercy right now.” She paused at the sound
of growls reverberating around the inside of the tent. 

“Something … else happened to her. Rhiannon
wouldn’t explain, but one of the wolves hurt her in some way. I
think that’s why our pride marks were burning a while ago,” Tamlen
gritted out.

Dead silence met that
pronouncement. 

“Something like what?” said Memphis, his
tone icy. I blinked, reminded that while I was an alpha, and the
strongest of our pack, it was Memphis who was the deadliest of the
four of us. His rage was legendary throughout Tanner’s fighting
ring. I put my hand on his arm, trying unsuccessfully to soothe
him. The only thing that would really work right now was his mate.
Fuck. 

Tamlen shook his head. “Rhiannon didn’t give
details, but she said he didn’t touch her, so that has to help a
bit. It might have been unpleasant, or scary, but not physically
abusive.”

My rage died slightly knowing no one touched
my mate, but somehow, it didn’t really help my overall anger. Cori
had to be with me, with us. The longer our mate was away from us,
forcibly being held by that utter madman, the less stable we would
be. I, especially, had to hold it together. The others would follow
my lead. I was alpha, and it was my job to keep a cooler head. I
had no idea how I was going to do that. The only thing I could do
was channel my feelings into planning how to get my mate back and
then execute that plan.

“Then it’s definitely time to make a plan,”
I said, looking around at the surrounding allies in the tent. At
the very least, I knew everyone here was on our side and would
fight for my mate, just as hard as we would.

Tamlen nodded. “We need more information,
but right now, they are at Singer House. It’s not located in
Russia, it’s in the US, in New Orleans,” he said.

“Well, that’s easier,” said Isaiah, “but we
need to get her as quickly as possible. Before something worse
happens than what has happened already. How do we do that? How can
we get her out?” his voice rose toward the end, belying his stress,
anger, and worry. Memphis put a hand on his shoulder. Isaiah didn’t
shrug it off, but the tension in his shoulders didn’t ease,
either.

Tamlen said, “Cori’s been magically subdued
by Turgenev. She isn’t able to escape. We’re going to have to
figure out a way to help her—”

“We help her by storming that damn House!”
yelled Auggie, and all eyes turned to him. Most of the expressions
on the witch’s faces were startled. Auggie was well-known for being
calm, rational, and cool under pressure. But this situation,
potentially losing his only remaining family, his daughter, was too
much and the cracks in his composure weren’t all that
surprising.

Tamlen shook his head. “While I would like
to do that as well, I fear it would be rash and lead to them
disappearing altogether,” he said.

“I’m not letting him do anything else to my
daughter, Tamlen! We have to get her out,” Auggie all but yelled,
again. Several eyes around the tent got wider, looks exchanged,
many surprised at his ongoing outbursts.

Davida cleared her throat, looking sideways
at Adam for a moment. He nodded to her and jerked his chin slightly
at Auggie. My brow wrinkled. I wasn’t sure what that was about.

“Auggie, Tamlen is right. If we all go down
there—which will take time to even gather up enough people to
go—Turgenev will definitely be gone with Cori, and probably
Rhiannon, too, before we even arrive in Louisiana. He’s getting
information from somewhere, likely another spy,” Davida paused and
looked around for a moment, expression hardening as she eyed
potential traitors. A few of the surrounding people, mostly the
younger crowd, gulped as her stare passed over them.

Auggie sighed, posture slumping in defeat as
his hands covered his face. Maxie got up from the table and rushed
over to him, throwing her arms around his waist and burying her
face in his chest. She was breathing heavily, and I realized that
my mate’s best friend was crying. Something I never thought I’d see
from the tiny, fierce witch who seemed like she wasn’t afraid of
anything. Auggie’s arms came around her and he rested his cheek on
her head.

“We will get her back, Auggie. Maxie. We
just need the right plan to move forward. Plus, I think any
specific plans need to be made in … less open discussions,” Davida
said flatly, again eyeing the assembled group. 

I pulled in a sharp breath. We had thought
there was another traitor, but something about how everything had
gone down during the fight made it clear that we definitely
did.

“How did the wolves get into the Conclave?”
I asked abruptly. “I assumed it was Turgenev, but that can’t be
possible. He would have been unable to let the wolves in to do harm
since the parameters of the Conclave prevented that. The wolves
were specifically brought here to fight, to kill, so someone else
had to let them in. Someone who was already here but didn’t have
the same intent as Turgenev did. That’s the only way, right?” I
turned to Davida, who was staring at me, head cocked to the
side.

She sighed. “I wouldn’t put anything past
Turgenev at this point. It’s possible he may have found a way
around the cast,” she said.

I shook my head. “Maybe, but what about
knowing all of our plans? The only thing Turgenev didn’t know
before he came here was about Tamlen. That’s because the only
people who knew about Tamlen were us, you, and Auggie. Clearly you
both don’t intend to betray her, but someone else did. We need to
find that person because they’re still on his side.”

Maxie inhaled again. “Whoever they are,
they’d better hope I’m not the one who finds them first.”


Chapter Three

 


Cori

I heard the entire phone call Rhiannon had
with Tamlen. I couldn’t hear his responses, but I could imagine
them. A tear ran from my eye. I couldn’t move, couldn’t defend
myself and no one was here to help. I had tried shifting, but this
time whatever magic Turgenev used to keep me still prevented me
from connecting with my cat. I could feel her, but it was like she
was asleep. I even tried shouting to her in my head, hoping it
would wake her up, but she didn’t move at all.

My anxiety rose as I considered what was
coming for me. Turgenev wasn’t the only threat—the wolves he had
working on his side clearly wanted a piece of me. From what that
disgusting wolf said, Turgenev had promised they could use my body.
Nausea rose and I breathed heavily. If I vomited—could I
vomit?—I’d choke to death since I couldn’t roll over. It
didn’t seem like Turgenev had prevented my bodily functions when he
locked me down. Speaking of which, I really had to pee.

I tried to calm myself, focusing again on
Rhiannon’s conversation with Tamlen. It was like he was so close
but completely out of my reach. I had a moment to think that he
truly had begun to feel like part of our group, like family, when
there was movement and noise at the door. My eyes darted to where
it was located slightly behind a wall and then to Rhiannon. She had
been in the middle of speaking, but quickly hung up and shoved the
cell phone down her shirt and into her bra, sliding it into the
band under her arm to conceal it. She did it so quickly, that I
blinked, almost not having seen that she concealed it. I realized
she must have done this many times before. Then I panicked because
she wasn’t supposed to even be in the room with me. How would she
play this off? Would I lose my only ally in this House?

As the door swung open and Turgenev entered,
Rhiannon was above me, speaking angrily at me with hate etched over
her face. The abrupt change surprised me, although I understood she
did it for both of us. For our safety. From her conversation with
Tamlen, she was trying to save herself as well. She didn’t know me
at all, or she would have understood I’d never leave her here now,
anyway.

“Stupid bitch,” Rhiannon hissed at me,
“you’re absolutely disgusting.” She stepped back slightly and spit
on the floor next to me. I played the part, keeping my eyes on the
ceiling and away from her in case Turgenev could read anything in
them. Since I was magically locked down, I was unable to make many
facial expressions, but I tried to convey hate. It wasn’t hard with
him in the room, anyway.

“Miss Singer,” he said, “I’m surprised to
find you here.” Despite his words and mild tone, it was definitely
a question. I breathed, hoping as hard as I could that she was a
good actress. 

She turned that anger on him. “If it weren’t
for this bitch, I wouldn’t be here. I’m not here voluntarily, so I
thought I would let the trash know exactly how I felt,” Rhiannon
spat at him. Internally, I felt relief. She was a damn good
actress. Thank the Goddess.

She stormed past Turgenev, heading for the
door. 

“Oh, Rhiannon,” Turgenev said.

She stopped, but didn’t turn around, her
body tense.

“You might want to go see your father. I
don’t think you’ll have many more chances to do that, dear,” he
said, and I saw the shiver course through her at the threat. My
anger grew but I tamped it down. It couldn’t help me now. The best
I could do, I thought to myself as the door closed behind Rhiannon,
my only ally in this hell house, was not to give him my fear. Then
I wondered how I could ever keep it from him.

Turgenev turned to me then, as the door
closed behind Rhiannon. “Ah, my dear, you’re awake. You must be
hungry and thirsty, yes?” he said, that same mild tone starting to
get on my nerves. Of course, I couldn’t respond or do anything, not
even nod, so I just continued to look up at the ceiling.

He didn’t move to do anything else. His
question finally sank in after he just stood quietly, staring at my
face, then running his eyes up and down my naked body. He asked if
I was hungry and thirsty, but he had nothing in his hands. Did he
expect an answer? How could I answer him? 

Then I thought that my response, as far as
he was concerned, would be me giving him my attention. That was
literally the only power I had. So I closed my eyes, continuing to
breathe as evenly as I could. He chuckled.

“Not going to answer?” he said, his laughing
getting more like giggling. Goddess, he was completely
unhinged.

“Tsk, tsk, Corinne. If you want to eat or
drink, you’ll have to work for it,” he said, with humor still in
his voice. He didn’t sound like he wanted me to give in. I
remembered the conversation we had the day before—was that
yesterday? Two days ago? How long had I been here?—about my mother.
He had seemed pretty happy that she had fought him, that he had her
long enough to break her. To break her body, her spirit, and her
soul. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting him to read my anguish or
my fear. I could only ignore him.

A sudden slap on my cheek had my eyes
springing open and tears forming in my eyes. He hit the opposite
cheek, so I must have had matching handprints. As my eyes opened, I
saw him look down at his hand, a question on his face.

“Your face is damp,” he said. If I were able
to gulp, I would have. Rhiannon had cleaned off the semen from the
wolf who masturbated on me. Did he know that she cleaned me? Would
he figure it out?

“One of my friends visited you? Hmm, yes I
see,” he said, somewhat cryptically. I had no idea if that meant he
knew Rhiannon had cleaned me or about the wolf. My anxiety rose
higher, and again I could do nothing so I closed my eyes and
reached out to my mates, instinctually. I couldn’t connect with
them in any way, maybe because of the lock on my magic or my cat, I
didn’t know. I heard Rhiannon say we were at Singer House, but I
had no idea where that was. Not in Russia, at least, but it could
be anywhere. Maybe it was a lack of proximity. But I still tried,
and although I couldn’t actually feel them, I could feel the echo
of their love. Turgenev started blathering on about using my magic,
but I tuned him out and focused. They were still there. I could
still feel the connection, the bonds tethering me to their wolves,
to their souls and to their absolute devotion. No matter what else
happened, they would not give up trying to find me and that was all
the strength I needed. 

“What do you say, hmm?” Turgenev asked me,
looking at me from above. He still had that same expression on his
face—it contained a smile, and seemed to be pleasant, but the look
in his eye belied any kindness or sanity. I hadn’t been paying
attention so I had no idea what he had asked, but it didn’t matter
since clearly he wasn’t expecting an answer.

“Yes, I think that’s an excellent idea.
Well, maybe you won’t agree, but since you can’t tell me one way or
the other, then it’s a yes,” he giggled. I still had no idea what
he had asked or pretended I agreed to. He continued, “It wouldn’t
do to have such an … obvious mark of your cat and the men you wish
to keep. You’ve already lost them, I’m afraid. So once I cut that
out,” he nodded toward my leg, “it will help you to remember, day
after day, that no one is coming for you. Not your
wolves—since my side killed them, of course—not Dome or Halson,
either,” he finished, a smile on his face as he cocked his head at
me.

I wanted to wrinkle my brow in confusion and
some of it must have been clear on my face, but Turgenev said
nothing. He had magically cut me off from everything, but he
couldn’t make me believe they were dead. I knew they weren’t, no
magic would keep me from knowing if they no longer were in this
world with me.

There had once been a witch I knew at Dome
House who developed dementia. Dementia in witches was different
from humans, from what the human media put out about it. Instead of
forgetting or getting more and more confused, witches tended to
cast incorrectly, likely their intent was messing with the content
of the intended cast. They would say a casting word but the result
of their use of magic was completely different than whatever word
they’d used. It resulted in some very messed up casts, and
sometimes injuries.

Watching Gavrie Turgenev, it passed through
my mind that he might have dementia, but I discarded it quickly. He
had no trouble with intent, focus, or anything else that he wanted.
He was just evil, but I also doubted that he and sanity had more
than a passing acquaintance.

“All right, dear Corinne, so as I said it
will be quite unpleasant, but you didn’t really expect anything
else, did you? After all, you’re in my care now, and I have so many
things I’d like to do with you so you can get ready for all of
those things that will come soon, while not having any of your
bodily functions tended to,” he said.

What? Bodily functions? Did he mean no food
or water? Or I wasn’t allowed to pee? I laughed internally. I
doubted he could actually prevent me from peeing, and since I was
naked, I had no clothes to get wet. Being without food and water
would suck, but I could manage that for a while as Rhiannon figured
out how to get my guys here. 

Turgenev laughed a bit more as he left the
room, bolting the door behind him and I quickly figured out that he
wasn’t able to prevent me from peeing. Not at all.

A little while later, the door opened again
and I would have tensed up, if I had been able to do so. But it was
just Rhiannon. She came toward me and wrinkled her nose.

“Oh, that fucker,” she said, shaking her
head. “Did he scare you into peeing yourself or just tell you he’d
keep you from going? What a dick. If I had any magic I would rip
him to shreds.”

I blinked a few times, trying to convey to
her that I needed water, and maybe some food. She looked at me, her
head cocked as she thought. I had a moment to think that she was
quite smart and once I was able to speak again, I thought she and I
might be friends. Maxie would like her, for sure.

“He’s trying to starve you, make you as
uncomfortable as possible, right?” she asked.

I blinked, conveying my assent. 

She smiled and winked at me, quickly leaving
the room and then coming back moments later with a cup of water.
“Can you swallow?” she asked.

I blinked and swallowed once. She nodded at
me and gently held the cup over my mouth. I couldn’t open my lips
more than a little bit, so she dribbled a small amount into the
crack at the corner of my mouth and I swallowed. I blinked once at
her, needing more. She continued to feed me small amounts for a few
minutes until the cup was empty.

“I need to stay away from you for a while,
Cori. If he suspects anything other than the hate I have tried to
convey, we’ll both be screwed. I am working with your … with Tamlen
to get you and I both out, I promise,” Rhiannon said, not looking
directly at me.

Then she turned her eyes back to mine, and I
saw the fear clearly displayed in them. I was sure they mirrored
the look in mine as well, but I blinked once and mouthed at her as
best I could.

“You’re welcome, Cori. I’ll try to come back
when I can, when it’s safe,” she said and she quickly left the
room, leaving me alone once more with my fear and nothing else.


Chapter Four

 


Dawson

I understood intellectually that it made no
sense wanting to stay in a place where my mate was not, but I
irrationally didn’t want to leave the Conclave grounds. All I could
think about was how we were going to leave the last place my mate
had been and while I knew she wasn’t here, my wolf whined for her
continuously, in a way that made my skin crawl. 

I needed to hold her. I needed to see that
she was okay and I needed to do something to make it better for my
pack, my alpha, and the wolf inside who couldn’t understand why our
mate wasn’t with us when we clearly needed to have her close. He
understood she was in danger, but as wolves we simply took care of
obstacles in our path. We didn’t plot and plan and engage in
subterfuge the way witches and vampires did. He wanted to get her
now, not to wait as we had to do.

The assembled group in the tent decided to
split up. I saw Davida pull Akinye, Kioko, and Durrah aside for a
conversation. I wondered what it was about, but they had clearly
cast to prevent anyone from hearing what was discussed. Akinye
continued to look royally pissed off, and I had a moment to think
that I was both wary of her and fiercely glad that she was on our
side and liked my mate. It seemed she felt motherly toward her in
some way, which certainly worked to our advantage. Also, the woman
might be tiny and motherly, but she gave me serious Davida vibes in
her angry state, and I wouldn’t want to cross her. Shaking off the
curiosity, I refocused on our current mission.

We were all preparing to return to Dome
House, as it was closer to Singer House than Halson was. Just the
main players were present in the tent after Davida and Adam had
dismissed the rest. They had also called for their battle witches
to join the Dome witches, many of whom had returned to their
respective Houses after the fighting that had occurred the night
before. I was somewhat surprised the other three Houses had offered
as well—the Keepers of Zhang, Bulcock, and Lankenua pledged their
support until we ended this with Turgenev House. Some of that was
likely political—not that I really understood witch politics, but I
also thought that Cori had impressed each of the Keepers in her own
way. 

All of the Keepers had a vested interest in
the outcome of what happened with Turgenev House and its leaders.
All I knew was I wanted to rip him to shreds, to feel his soft body
rend under my teeth and claws, but they also needed the closure of
knowing that a single witch House, one that had pledged for so many
centuries to abide by the main rule of the Houses, didn’t succeed
in this attempt to dominate them. 

That Nox had killed Tanner, finally, was at
least something that worked in our favor. He likely had more wolves
on his side, but without an alpha, many would be floundering. I had
been Nox’s beta for so long that I felt nothing but joy when he
killed Tanner. The other wolves under his iron paw would likely be
feeling his loss, but I wondered how many of them felt relief as
well.

I was looking around at all the witches
present in the tent and trying to think of what we should do, while
calculating our traitor. I really didn’t think it was any of the
Keepers. Their council members, I couldn’t be sure of, though. I
was glad the Keepers of each House had sent the Council members and
strategists away. It seemed the Keepers and those few assembled who
we knew were on our side were the only ones we could trust right
now.

Suddenly, Maxie drew in a sharp breath and
went very still. I only noticed because I had been looking at the
table where she had sat back down with Singin Mays and the other
young witches that had congregated together.

Singin noticed, too, but he just watched her
carefully, not sure what the correct response was, I guess. I
didn’t know either. Did we call attention to her? Was she having
some sort of breakdown or something? 

Then she inhaled sharply again, almost a
gasp, and all eyes turned to her. She was blinking furiously,
obviously a little bit overwhelmed, but she blew out her breath and
said, “I think I have an idea.” Maxie looked around at the group,
noticing they were all absolutely looking right back at her, and
she blushed slightly.

“Uh,” she said when no one broke the sudden
silence her words had caused. “I’m, uh, one of my talents is
divination.” Again, no one said a word, just waited for her to
continue. Tamlen raised an eyebrow, encouraging her to
elaborate.

“I saw a man. Well, I think he’s a wolf. But
he was helping a young woman with long, dark hair. And I heard her
say something about Cori, her name and some words I couldn’t make
out. Then the man, wolf, whatever, said he was able to leave the
house? And that he’d find Tamlen for her. I’m not sure, but I think
the woman must have been this Rhiannon. I don’t know about the
wolf, but maybe he’s an ally. He felt like an ally. Or maybe I’m
just hoping that’s what he is, I don’t know.” Maxie sagged into
Gin’s arms and he stroked her hair and back, murmuring soothing
things to her.

I sighed. “If Rhiannon has an ally, wouldn’t
she have said? I don’t know how this helps.” My frustration was
mounting and I was not sure what to do with it.

Davida Halson spoke up. “I see the beginning
of a plan here. The main issues are that Rhiannon can’t just leave
her House and she can’t get Cori out on her own. Plus, she has no
innate magic and Cori is unable to access hers. But if there’s an
ally, a wolf, he likely has the ability to leave the House. What if
I make another charm? One that can break a binding on magic and,
Tamlen, you can get it to this ally.” 

She turned to Maxie. “Can you describe what
the man looks like? Maybe if Rhiannon has a description she can
figure out who it is and approach him. Then offer him sanctuary
with us in exchange for helping out, meeting up with Tamlen to get
the charm, and give it to Rhiannon. I can make it so as long as
Cori can touch the charm, or if it touches her, the binding will
break. She won’t have to speak or even have access to any sort of
magic.” Davida paused, looking around.

I sighed, relieved. A plan. There was a plan
to get my mate. We could finally do something to help her, to free
her, to get her back where she belonged. With us.

Nods were going around the assembled group.
Durrah spoke up at that moment. “Um, just curious what the plan is
after that?” she asked, a little nervously.

Davida paused and looked at her. “What do
you mean?” she asked, her brow wrinkled.

Durrah raised her eyebrows and glanced at
her mother, who nodded encouragingly. It seemed like Lankenua House
was not too strict on its younger members and encouraged them to
speak up. Or maybe Akinye just did that for Durrah.

Durrah cleared her throat and got a look on
her face that made me cock my head, curious. “Turgenev isn’t going
to just let this go. He finally has Cori, which is what he’s wanted
all along, do I have that right? I’m not as up on historical
events, or even the current ones, but it seems like that’s the
case. So if you get her back, and I sincerely hope you do, Turgenev
is going to lose his shit—oops, sorry, Mama,” she said a bit
sheepishly, looking at her mother again. Akinye rolled her eyes,
but motioned for Durrah to continue.

“I mean, that’s it, really. He’s going to
keep coming after her, or try again, or something, isn’t he? How do
we prepare for the next thing? Is it going to be all out war?
Another stealth mission? How do we even figure that out?” Durrah
stopped, unsure what else to say. Then she shrugged her shoulders
and sat back in her chair, apparently satisfied she’d gotten her
say and made her ideas known. She wasn’t wrong, either. I
sighed.

“She’s right. This won’t be over even if we
are successful in getting Cori back. What’s the next step? We’re
going to need one,” I concluded, looking at Davida, Adam, and
Auggie who all glanced at each other.

“Some of us will stay here and work on that
plan, then,” Auggie said with a sigh. “That bastard isn’t going to
just give up on his goal. He’s gone on with this for 30 years. He’s
not going to back down now. Plus, he’s violated the basic rule of
how the Houses function. As per our laws, the other six Houses,
well, five, can claim his House and absorb or destroy it. He knows
this, and must have some plan to counteract since he’s been
actively trying to rule for so long. How do we figure out what his
plan is?”

I saw Davida glance at Akinye and Kioko, who
nodded back at her, but none of them said anything. I wondered what
that was all about.

I agreed with the plan to get Cori. I didn’t
know Gavrie Turgenev at all, but I knew his kind. I had known many
like him, Tanner being one, and he wouldn’t give up until he was
dead.

“So all of you, all the leaders of the
Houses, you’re all okay with us killing him? Because that’s the
only conclusion here. We cannot let Turgenev live. He took my
mate…” My emotions overtook me at that moment and I stopped, aware
that everyone was looking at me, but especially my packmates. I
didn’t ever lose myself to my emotions. Ever. But this was an
entirely different experience to anything I had ever felt before. I
took a breath. “He has to die,” I concluded and looked around at
the assembled group. 

I was a wolf, and not even an alpha. I had
no say in what happened to Turgenev, who amounted to royalty in
witch culture. I was basically telling them I’d assassinate a world
leader. But all I saw were nods of resignation or absolute
conviction. It was Auggie who answered aloud, though.

“I am not letting this bastard live, Dawson.
He’s literally taken everything away from me and is trying to
destroy my daughter and subjugate the entire world’s population of
witches. You’re not saying anything radical here, son. There isn’t
any way for him to come back from that, and since he rules his
House, we’ll have to take out his wife as well. I am not even sure
what that will mean for his House, but that’s a problem for later.
For now, let’s focus on the two main issues,” Auggie said, and got
nods and assent from the assembled group.

Davida spoke up then. “I would like to meet
with the Keepers first,” she said, looking around. Most of the
assembled group included only Keepers and immediate House members.
No Council members or strategists were present at the moment.
Davida got a look on her face and then continued, “Private
meeting.” 

When she got nods from around the group, she
stepped to Auggie and whispered something to him. He just looked at
her and she stepped away, raised her hands and all of the Keepers
disappeared at once. Auggie asked the wolves and Tamlen to join him
for a moment and when we nodded, too, he made us go poof. It
was disconcerting to say the least, but we ended up in one of the
tents, I assumed it was Auggie’s.

“Nox, we have to figure out who the traitor
is, that’s going to be a priority here. It’s difficult to plan and
strategize while not knowing who is giving away all of our
information to the enemy. I’m going to do some casting, as is
Davida, and possibly the other Keepers after they discuss
privately. We will find out who it is, but I was thinking maybe a
diversion might be handy. That’s where you come in,” Auggie
said.

Nox looked at him, brows raised.
“Explain.”

Auggie nodded. “Davida and I were already
discussing the possibility of a traitor, and it would have to be in
one of our Houses, Dome or Halson. While all Council members and
strategists have been present since our arrival at the Conclave,
Turgenev would have only been able to muster his group if he had
some advance knowledge. At least, that’s what makes the most sense.
If
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