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      About Reign of Monsters

      Shatter Cage has everything he wants. He’s convinced his billionaire boss that he’s a phoenix shifter—not a were-squirrel—and he’s working his dream job as a professional thief. But just when everything is going to plan, his home falls apart. Literally. The barriers protecting his lower-class neighborhood from toxic fog have fallen.

      Luckily, his new boss is powerful. Less luckily, his new boss doesn’t care to help.

      Cage can help his hometown if he doesn’t mind stealing from his boss, risking his dream job…and if he can survive the resentful ex-girlfriend on his heels, hellbent on murdering him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        In a world of thieves, the only final sin is stupidity.

        Hunter S. Thompson
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            Dear Readers…

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a minute, but welcome back to the story of Shatter Cage! When I started writing this book, I was grateful for the levity that Cage brings into my life. This silly squirrel makes me laugh. But when I started the book, the world looked radically different than it does now.

      As I write this letter to you, I’m socially isolating from the world to slow the spread of COVID-19. Things are feeling like a dystopian post-apocalyptic future, nearer to the post-Genesis world I’ve written in the Descentverse than I want. It’s strange to edit a book where I’m cramming vulnerable people underserved by their government into a room, when in reality, we’re cramming vulnerable people underserved by their government into separate houses.

      This book is no commentary on the strange turn life took in early 2020, and I hope that others will enjoy Cage’s wacky ongoing adventures of fetish, fencing, and fur.

      For those of you new to the Descentverse, welcome! Please read Race of Thieves first. If you decide you’d like to spend more time in this universe, you can find reading lists on my website.

      I’ll stop talking so you can get to the shenanigans. If you want more blather, you can always find me on Twitter or Instagram. For a much lower shenanigans-to-news ratio, I also offer new release email alerts.

      Happy reading!

      ~ Sara (SM Reine), March 2020

      http://smreine.com/
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      12 May 2075

      A nineteen-year-old woman named Brigid Byrne stood atop the waterfall at the Northgate shifter sanctuary, placing her a hundred meters above the city nestled against the lake’s shore. She was two weeks away from leaving Marut University, which shined on the opposite side of the valley. And she was contemplating death by falling.

      It was common for students to do free dives from the waterfall on hot days. They always survived. They were shifters.

      If Brigid leaped, she’d be dashed to mortal bits. She was only human. Her gift as a planeswalker was good enough to send her to the best school in the North American Union when she didn’t meet the species requirements, but it wasn’t good enough to save her life if she did something stupid.

      Hundreds of meters below, jagged boulders jutted from the spray, taunting her with hungry teeth. The lake had been denied the bones of a thousand graduates. It would happily chew hers.

      She could still do it if she were willing to risk the chance of death.

      Am I willing?

      Brigid edged her toes over the edge.

      “Don’t jump,” said a male voice.

      Brigid was so startled that she almost fell off. She pinwheeled her arms and leaped onto steady ground, away from the rushing water. “Who’s there?” She squinted against the sunrise to search for the interloper.

      “Hi!” A young man was crouched in the branches of a nearby tree, plucking leaves off a stick one by one.

      "Who are you?" Brigid asked.

      This guy was not from the Academy. She knew all the students, and there were no shifters with that wild, tawny hair, such big eyes, and a mischievous smirk, like he was thinking about stealing the shoes off Brigid's feet.

      "I'm Cage.” He released his grip so that he swung from the branch with his knees hooked over it. His hair dangled like brown flame as he grinned. "I'm a student.”

      "You're not," Brigid said.

      "Sure I am!”

      "You're too old. And don't try to tell me you've been hired to teach. Mr. Adamson would never let someone like you in the gates."

      Cage splayed his hands over his heart, looking astonished. "Someone ‘like me’? That's racist."

      "You're carrying at least six different hexes on your belt.” Her earring could detect them, and it had grown so hot that her neck might burn. "You've got mud under your fingernails and gypsum in that bag around your neck. That tells me you dug out a piece of the wards to get into the sanctuary. You're not supposed to be here."

      "Wow." He dropped down into a crouch without losing his grin. His teeth were dazzling. His eyes were as bright-gold as any shifter's, and therefore unremarkable, even with that thick fringe of eyelashes. "Then I guess this is the part where I bribe you to keep quiet."

      Brigid's eyes narrowed. "What are you offering?”

      “What do you want?” he countered.

      “I want to jump off this waterfall without dying,” she said honestly, surprising herself. It was impossible not to say what was on her mind when he looked at her with those eyes.

      “Parachute?” he suggested. “Careful aim and crossed fingers? Or you could always whip out your wings and fly down.”

      “I don’t have wings,” Brigid said.

      “That’s weird. I could have sworn you were an angel.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not a compliment. Angels are terrifying.”

      “And so are you,” he said. “In a good way! How’d you know all that about me? Like the gypsum in my bag.”

      “Eyes, brain, three seconds of thought.” And charms that she had stolen from Academy witches.

      He sauntered over to peer down the side of the waterfall. “What kind of lady wants to jump off a cliff like this? Those are a lot of rocks.”

      “What kind of thief breaks into the sanctuary to steal a bit of warding crystal?”

      “Yes, ha ha, that is all I plan to steal from here.” Cage clenched a fist around the bag at his neck. “Just this warding crystal. My dastardly deed is already done.”

      Maybe Brigid should have reported him. She had no real love for the Adamsons, who ran the Academy, but they would want to know about a new thief in their midst. There were innumerable valuable things in the sanctuary that Brigid wasn’t interested in stealing, but Cage might be.

      The sanctuary shifters would tear this guy apart, though. He was scrawny and tall, as if stretched out on a taffy puller. The Alphas could kill him with a single swipe.

      That wasn’t Brigid’s problem.

      “I’m going to start screaming,” she said, folding her arms.

      “No, don’t do that. Hell. I’ll really pay you anything,” he said. “I prepared a few different bribes. Look. This one...there’s almost ten thousand northcoin on this wallet. I’ve also got this bracelet, which is worth as much if you can find someone to fence it.”

      Whatever Cage planned to steal from the sanctuary must have been valuable.

      “I want both,” Brigid said.

      He dropped the northcoin wallet into her hand, then unclasped the bracelet. It wasn’t her style. A thin gold chain, like on a bicycle, with gems set between the links. It made her earring burn hotter when she took it. She slipped the earring off when Cage wasn’t looking, putting everything into her pocket.

      “And I want the truth,” she said. “Tell me what you’re really after.”

      Cage glanced around the forest, down at the city. He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Do you know how much a signed first printing of Rylie Gresham’s autobiography is worth?”

      “At least twenty thousand northcoin.” Without a social life, Brigid had plenty of time to research the exact value of everything around the sanctuary.

      “I know someone willing to pay fifty,” Cage said. “So I’m going to take her granddaughter’s copy.”

      “Taking a family heirloom? Rude.”

      “They have more floating around. They’ll be fine! And that’s the whole truth.” Cage crossed his heart. “I’m not going to hurt anyone if that’s what you’re worried about. Not my style.”

      Brigid wasn’t worried about it. Not just because she wasn’t a huge fan of the Gresham descendants, but because she couldn’t imagine this scraggly twenty-something shifter killing ants on his picnic blanket.

      “Fine. Have fun.” Brigid turned to leave—harder than she would have expected, since she could have kept staring at the symmetrical lines of Cage’s face until the sun hit high noon. She was practiced at ignoring beautiful men, though. Her talents as a planeswalker made her a curiosity among Academy students, and she’d dumped as many as she’d dated.

      “You still wanna jump?” Cage asked.

      “Of course I do,” she said.

      He caught her wrist. Brigid considered breaking his nose. She also considered getting naked and screwing him, right there, on top of that damn waterfall.

      “Kiss me and I’ll make sure you survive,” he said.

      He was ridiculous. A total idiot. Grinning like she would never say no.

      “What the hell are you?” Brigid asked.

      “Um, I'm a phoenix shifter,” he said.

      “Like the Alpha?”

      “I’m so much more powerful than that,” Cage said.

      That was both vague and unlikely. Brigid’s eyes narrowed. “Exactly how powerful?”

      “Enough to get away with this,” he said.

      He yanked her against his chest, but Brigid kissed him first.

      She crushed her mouth against Cage’s, inhaled his breath, and clenched a fistful of his shirt in her free fist. She was so breathless with it that she didn’t realize he’d thrown them both off the side of the waterfall until they were already halfway to the water.

      His arms were hot around her. He was laughing against her mouth. Wind beat at them, the water roared, and Brigid had only a moment to suck in a breath.

      They were submerged.

      The impact wasn’t painful with Cage taking the brunt. She felt only jostling when they hit the surface, a sudden chill, and then a hard stop at the bottom. She bounced out of his grip. The churn separated them.

      Brigid kicked off a rock and broke the surface. She gasped. The air was sodden with mist, so it barely felt like she breathed. She took in the cold wash of water with her eyes closed. It peppered her face in stinging needles.

      She had done it. She had survived the jump, as promised. And by the time she trudged out onto the muddy shore of the lake, she felt like she was finally ready to leave the Academy. There was only one thing left unresolved.

      "Cage?" Brigid called, searching the surface of the water.

      There was no sign of him.

      He's probably fine. He was a phoenix, much like the Alpha of the North American Union's shifters. There was no reason to think he hadn’t flown away while Brigid was still floundering.

      She sat up on the sand and reached into her pocket for the bracelet. It was gone.

      “What?”

      She wiggled her fingers deeper. Her earring charm was gone too. Also the northcoin wallet. And…her thumb ring?

      Brigid muttered a few choice words.

      “They probably fell out,” she said.

      But her thumb ring wouldn’t have fallen off. It was too tight.

      Uneasy, and more than slightly worried, she trudged toward the Academy. It sat in the hills overlooking the sanctuary. The sprawling wings had huge windows reflecting sunrise, the gardens bloomed with roses, and sanctuary police were combing the grounds with flashlights.

      They were stopping students to search their book bags, but Brigid had nothing but sodden clothes that had halfway dried on her walk. She got nothing more than a cursory nod on her way through the front doors.

      A collection of her classmates stood inside. They slept in the same wing, so she was on polite terms with them, if not exactly friendly ones. "What happened?" Brigid asked. "Why are there so many sanctuary police officers?"

      Madelina whispered, "I heard someone broke into Mrs. Adamson's office."

      "No," Brigid said, as if she were surprised.

      "I think someone set fire to her desk," Suleikha said. "I smelled burning when I passed. I bet it was someone from the coven program."

      "No, that's just how Mr. Adamson smells. He's like...roasted marshmallows." Madelina's cheeks reddened. "My friend's boyfriend's cousin, Noel, said that someone stole from Mrs. Gresham. She's missing a book."

      "Oh no," Brigid said again, even less convincingly. She felt her naked thumb and patted her empty pocket.

      Cage had succeeded in stealing from the sanctuary, and it seemed likely he’d stolen from Brigid too. Yet she still wasn’t sure if she would fight him or fuck him the next time they crossed paths.

      She was guessing both. (She guessed correctly.)
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      4 June 2084

      While tied to a hotel bed in Barcelona, Brigid recalled the first time she met Cage. Before graduating two weeks later, she had stolen another copy of Rylie Gresham’s autobiography and used it to finance a hunt for Cage. She’d stolen her ring and charms back from him. And then, after a month straight of barely leaving his studio so they could have ridiculous quantities of sex, he had vanished.

      Brigid had been angry that time. Angry enough she contemplated murdering him. But the next time they met, in Montreal, he had distracted her with even more sex. She’d forgotten about murder, until he stole the Horn of Læraðr before Brigid could get to it.

      She shouldn’t have been so easily fooled this time.

      And yet when he followed her into Shadowhold, she still hadn’t killed him on sight. She’d let him ruin her heist of Nabrók. Then she had kissed him, touched him, let him tie her to the bed…and gotten abandoned for her trust.

      Brigid was not amused.

      Sure, his antics were funny sometimes. Cage was funny the way that a rabbit writing poetry about the ocean was funny. He was such a jumbled mishmash of skills, principles, and attention that his every act was a thermodynamic miracle, and Brigid wasn't immune to the irony of his success.

      But she was going to murder Shatter Cage this time.

      She meant it.

      Her arms had been stuck over her head for twelve hours, so her old shoulder injury was acting up. Cage had tied the knots so tight. And with that damn warding stone in there, Brigid couldn't go anywhere.

      She was actually relieved when the door exploded open and a strange man rushed in. He stood at the edge of the bed, ribbons of magic coiled around his hands, revenge in his eyes—

      —and he spotted Brigid, naked and bound.

      "Où est Shatter Cage?" asked the man.

      Brigid seethed with resentment—at Cage, at herself—and she twisted her arms in the ropes again. Pain burned bright to shock her out of exhaustion. “I have no idea what you’re asking.” She responded in English, her first language, because she spoke as much French as High Valyrian.

      The stranger clearly understood and replied in English. “He’s already left, hasn’t he?” He cursed under his breath in French.

      Brigid understood the tone of his complaints, and she didn't disagree. "Let me out. I think we have a mutual enemy." She hoped he agreed that the enemy of her enemy could be an uncomfortable ally at the bare minimum. She was still too naked and immobile to handle a fight.

      “A moment,” he said.

      He checked the rest of the room first. He came out of the bathroom with his nose wrinkled. Cage had thrown a phoenix flame to scorch the clothes soiled in Shadowhold, and it smelled like a wet dog in a toaster.

      "I'm Bastien Daladier." He tossed a blanket over Brigid’s body.

      She was familiar with the name. Daladier Détective Privé primarily employed private investigators, but their agents were known as both buyers and sellers of dubiously legal goods. If something could turn a profit, DDP would get into it.

      This must have been the boss.

      Bastien Daladier was criminally handsome, as rich people tended to be. A combination of lucky genetics and magical augmentation had surely given him features like a classical statue. He had a sturdy brow, square jaw, and lips as full as Cage's, though not nearly as pouty. Long hair softened the angularity of his features, tied to a short ponytail at the nape of his neck.

      "I'm Brigid Byrne," she said. "Nice to meet you. It would be nicer if you’d free me.”

      "I know who you are. You're one of the finest thieves I've lost against." Bastien had a silken smile, as if it were something practiced rather than felt. "You stole the Gourd of Damocles a day before I could."

      She remembered that one. The Gourd wasn't a useful artifact, but it was unique, so she'd fenced it for five figures. "That was a decade ago."

      “Yes, we're long overdue a meeting.” His eyes wandered down her blanketed body, as if he only gave himself permission to look once she had her modesty. Modesty, but not freedom. “I don't know if I should let you out of those ropes. You may be a trap left behind by Cage.”

      She wasn't a phoenix, but she glared at him hard enough that he should have caught fire. "How dare you?"

      He laughed.

      A knife flashed in his hand.

      Brigid tensed, but he only sliced the rope from the bed. She groaned as she sat up. Working flexibility into her muscles was as painful as it was urgent; she didn't trust Bastien even after the knife was pocketed once more.

      She wiggled the ropes to loosen them. Bastien remained a respectful distance while she extricated herself.

      "I'm going to be honest; I don't know exactly where Cage went, but I can guess,” Brigid said, kicking the blanket away. Naked again. To her amusement, Bastien fixed his uncomfortable gaze on the floor. "I'm going to kill him. So if you're here hunting revenge, you've come to the right place."

      "Our common interests would be better discussed clothed and eating dinner, don't you think?"

      Once he mentioned it, Brigid realized she wasn’t just stiff and grumpy, but also starving. Brigid went for her backpack. "Yes. I do think. Let me dress.”

      "You'll need fine attire for the restaurant I have in mind. Just a moment." He extracted a wisp of ribbon from his pocket, twirling it around a knuckle. His lips moved with a silent word.

      Magic breathed over Brigid. The blanket fell away to reveal a slinky red gown with a modest neckline. The cloth settled over her with a sigh. She hadn't felt it forming around her body; it had simply appeared, the way that the world reappeared around her when she planeswalked. She touched her hair to find it untangled and smooth to her shoulders.

      “Thank you,” Brigid said belatedly.

      "My car will take us to Le Rêve, if that sounds good," Bastien said. "It's on the other side of Barcelona by the Egoi ley line."

      A car was too slow. Cage was already running back to Phaethon Bay to give Nabrók to his handler, and Brigid would have to bust ass to stop him. "I don't have time for that. Give me your hand."

      Warmth sparked in his eyes. His fingers were rough, scarred, and callused. He didn’t look like a man who did manual labor. Not wearing that much designer clothing.

      She jerked Bastien through the ley lines.

      The hotel room yielded to vast emptiness that Brigid sensed more than saw. Planes spanned above and below, and ley lines stretched through them like crystalline cobwebs shimmering with Andromeda's light. Brigid was already close to the Egoi ley line, galactically speaking, so it took only a quick slide to the right to appear outside of Le Rêve.

      It was evening. Witchlights sparkled in trees lining a level brick path. The shops’ awnings were white, and their balconies were adorned by wrought iron that had been illegal in the NAU for decades. Bastien appeared beside Brigid with little more than a ruffle of wind through his ponytail. He straightened his blazer and swept a hand over his temple to tame an errant lock.

      "Excellent," he said, holding out his arm to escort Brigid into Le Rêve.

      Bastien had selected an upscale restaurant that confirmed his vast wealth. When she entered the ivory hall with vaulted ceilings and floating candelabras, she was grateful for the zip of vanity magic that had given her a model's look. She only owned one dress that wouldn't have gotten her laughed out of the place, and she hadn’t taken it to Barcelona.

      She eased into the chair across the table from Bastien, grunting in pain.

      "I heard you had an adventure in Shadowhold," he said, lifting his glass so a waiter could splash blood red wine into its belly. "You've made the news."

      “Fuck. Double pour for me," Brigid said, pushing her glass to the edge of the table.

      The waiter glanced at Bastien for a nod before pouring. He filled it an inch from the top, which was an inch too low. She would ask for seconds. This was going on Bastien’s credit card.

      A sip fortified Brigid. She appreciated Bastien through the wine’s legs while rolling the stem of the glass between finger and thumb. He was wearing a bespoke suit with a watch that could have bought him an entire block in Shadowhold.

      The Daladiers were known for innovating magic before Genesis, designing the ribbon magic that now augmented fashion worldwide. That made them the wealth equivalent of oil barons. His family had a reputation for taking what they wanted, when they wanted it, and damned be the consequences.

      It was easy to imagine Bastien as the type, leaning in his chair with a lazy arm slung over its back and a single diamond glimmering at the hollow of his throat.

      "I want Nabrók back, but I don't care if Cage dies,” Bastien said. "I want him humiliated.”

      "I'm his ex-girlfriend. I can humiliate him,” Brigid said. "The issue is Nabrók. I need it, and that means you can't have it, you see." She took another sip, watching his reaction over the rim.

      He toyed thoughtfully with his lapel pin—the image of three feathers coiled around a tree branch. "I can let Nabrók go if I receive compensation for its value in a currency of your choice or in...services performed."

      They shared a quiet moment where Bastien studied Brigid as she studied him. He seemed to appreciate what he saw. Brigid met the baseline standards for female attractiveness in a bland sort of way; there was value in being forgettable. But there was no concealing the galaxies that swirled in her eyes, the lean muscle cording her shoulders, or the silky thigh that peeked from the slit in the gown. Bastien saw all of it.

      He'd already seen more than that, considering the ignominious position he'd removed her from. Brigid had been waiting for their conversation to turn sexual. She relied on the predictability of the heterosexual male to scam them. “How many nights of my time would pay for such an artifact?” she asked, fluttering her lashes.

      “As many days as you like, with nights optional. Come work for me at my agency. I'm always hiring new talent.” There was nothing suggestive in his tone.

      She let her hip pop out, folding one leg over the other. The gown exposed a greater length of skin. “I’m working for Silverclaw next. I can’t make any long-term commitments, but that doesn’t mean I can’t…compensate you.”

      Bastien must have been totally clueless. He didn’t even glance at her thigh. "I've got a lead on an artifact a thousand times more valuable than Nabrók or anything else Silverclaw wants. Do you know Ymir's Girdle?"

      Ymir was the frost giant who ruled the Winter Court from Niflheimr. His girdle was one of the most highly valued post-Genesis artifacts and was considered impossible to steal. Nobody stole from a frost giant king. "I've heard it has one of the Draconites," Brigid said.

      “I have a contact in Niflheimr who verified for me, and she also achieved access to Ymir." Bastien reached into his jacket. She tensed, but he only pulled out a vellum envelope, which he pushed across the table. The red wax seal was broken. The paper inside was black, lettered in opalescent ink Brigid could only read at the right angle.

      "It's not the right time of year for a Yule Ball," she said, flicking it onto her salad plate.

      “The Winter Court’s calendar is different." A playful smile tugged at Bastien's thick lips. "And their ideas of Yule celebrations are nothing you can imagine."

      Brigid's imagination was better than he realized. She'd fenced a few artifacts through the sidhe courts, and there was no business without pleasure among fae folk. The last time she’d been in the Summer Court, she'd had two men eating her out while a third hand-fed her fresh tortellini. Pasta tasted even better with a side of orgasms.

      She couldn't think about sidhe at a time like this. Not when Cage had licked her just once before leaving her shuddering in bed.

      "I'm going to get the girdle from the Yule Ball,” Bastien said. “Getting into Niflheimr is settled. Getting out will require a quick exit from a quick thinker."

      "A planeswalker, you mean.” She took a deeper drink of her wine and set it down hard enough that it sloshed over the rim. Given the rarity of the bottle, Brigid was confident that qualified as alcohol abuse. "What will you do with the raw elemental power of a Draconite?”

      “Does that matter to you?” Bastien asked.

      “It depends on how much you intend to destabilize society with it. Or who you plan to sell it to and what they do with it. There’s no point being a rich bitch if you’re going to leave me no corner to relax.”

      “I plan to sell it back to the sidhe. They can make best use of it and will be desperate. Does that pass muster?”

      If the sidhe fell into civil war again, they wouldn’t be able to spill onto Earth as they had in the Balefire Wars. Whatever trouble struck the Middle Worlds wasn’t Brigid’s problem. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      The first course of the prix fixe arrived on tiny silver spoons. Brigid lapped hers out with her tongue, savoring the briny flavor of fresh fish. Neither of them spoke until the waiter left again.

      "You could have any planeswalker. Why ask the one you found in my ignominious position?" Brigid asked.

      "I've admired you from afar a long time." His smile came so easily, warming his hazel eyes that reflected dancing candle flame. "Your career. Your skill. If you were easier to approach, I'd have done it sooner. It feels like you've fallen into my lap."

      Did he know that she was painfully aroused? Was he picking on her? The mirth gleaming in his eyes sure didn’t look innocent.

      “Name your price,” he said.

      "Thirty years of salary from the contract Silverclaw is offering," Brigid said.

      "Done.”

      She lifted her glass. "I see room for a partnership.”

      Bastien toasted.
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      28 July 2084

      The temperature was sixty below, his nuts were chafing in tuxedo pants, and he'd been standing in line for hours, but Shatter Cage was having the best day of his life. Considering that he had spent the last few weeks having the best days of his life, this was truly a red-letter day.

      "It's nice that we're crowded in this tight, stinky alley," Cage said to his companion, Jack Fester. "I'm getting hot in these wendigo skins. By the time we can strip down in the castle, I’ll sweat through this fancy tuxedo."

      Jack gave him the normal glassy-eyed stare. He was a squat man with hangdog posture who hadn't dressed for a black-tie Yule Ball. Under his wendigo skins, he wore a salmon-colored polo shirt and canvas slacks cinched by a brown leather belt. The one concession he'd made to the event was wearing his formal snow boots.

      In moments, the gates to Leiptr’s bridge would open and they could cross to the castle. Ymir was throwing a massive Christmas orgy in Niflheimr. It was the only way sidhe knew how to party, even in the Winter Court, where it was literally colder than a frost giant's balls. A sidhe king held court with the rich and famous. Anyone who wore clothes would dress fancy—aside from Jack.

      "We've got a minute if you want to run to the charm shop and grab some vanity," Cage said helpfully.

      Jack gave him another blank look. "Why?"

      "Blend in more?"

      "I'm not joining the festivities," he said.

      No, he’d stay on the fringes and wait for Cage to fuck up. Jack's job was cleanup crew, apparently, although Kleio Vincero hadn't told Cage exactly what cleaning up might entail. Jack didn't look like he'd be handier with a mop than the gorgeous ladies of the Winter Court.

      Cage wouldn't fuck anything up, though. This was his first grab as an employee of the Reliquary at Silverclaw Cult. He was going to get in and steal Ymir's Girdle right out from under Brigid's nose, nailing one of the Draconites for Silverclaw and elevating Cage to instant celebrity status.

      Originally, this was meant to happen in June, but the king’s party kept getting delayed. Something about problems with the weather. Informants had told them Daladier Détective Privé were adjusting their plans, so Cage had made plans to account for their plans.

      Even though Vex hadn't been able to help—Cage's usual assistant declined to sign the NDAs required to work with Silverclaw Cult—Vinglahof resources meant Cage had nailed a solid plan for stealing the girdle. Two dozen solid plans, in fact, in case anything went awry. And he had a few backup plans that weren't as solid, one of which included a parachute, a wind charm, and twelve hours flying over the frozen ocean while he waited to be picked up.

      That was the worst-case scenario.

      There was no scenario where Cage left Niflheimr without his prize.

      The towering gates of ice swung apart. They were carved like crystals, so the spires of Niflheimr reflected in a thousand glimmering shards. With every sighing breeze, snow showered over the bridge. It collected on Cage’s sleeves where they seemed disinclined to melt. The flakes looked like flower blossoms. The king must have been in a good mood.

      "I'm already having a great time," Cage informed Jack as the beautiful crowd surged ahead. As an Alpha shapeshifter, Cage had inbuilt immunity to the charms of the sidhe surrounding them. But as a human male, Cage also couldn't help but stare at all the gorgeous bodies.

      He and Jack, as humans, had to wear three layers of skins to stay warm in the Winter Court. Most unseelie sidhe didn't have that issue. That meant there were a lot of naked ice-people walking around. The entire stock-in-trade of the sidhe was their sexuality, and they were never born ugly.

      Of course, he wasn't obsessively scanning the crowd for naked ice-people. He was looking for Brigid Byrne.

      "You know this will go wrong, don't you?" asked Jack.

      "Go wrong? What could go wrong with this? The plans are flawless!"

      "It's a Rube Goldberg machine that will crumble if you breathe on it wrong."

      Cage missed Vex a lot. They'd agreed that Vision—the disembodied eyeball that Vex sent on grabs with Cage—wasn't a suitable companion because of the Winter Court's temperature. Eyeballs didn't fit well into tiny knitted sweaters. But Vex would have complete faith in Cage’s ability to steal Ymir’s Girdle. His confidence didn't waver, even when Cage's did.

      With Jack at his back, Cage had nothing except his own doubts to listen to.

      And his doubts were many as he took those first steps across the wind-beaten bridge to Niflheimr. Cage's breath was sucked from his lungs as he stepped, one foot in front of the other, amid the crowd to the open and inviting gates of the castle. Silvery garlands lined his path. Cracking ice squealed under the soles of his boots.

      Chilly bodies slid along Cage's side. The passing of unseelie sidhe felt like a cold and too familiar wind licking under his tux, like the wendigo skins weren't even there. One bumped him, and he found himself walking closer to the side of the bridge where there were no railings to keep him from falling onto frozen ocean.

      "Wow.” Cage’s breath formed thick clouds that the wind stole away.

      Jack plodded behind him, huffing and grunting and muttering to himself about the cold. "Get away from the edge." He pulled Cage back with a hand on his hood.

      Even with the wide path of the bridge and the open gates, it took time to get inside. Guards checked each and every one of them for invitations, an envelope sealed by red wax and drenched in so much sidhe magic that it was meant to be impossible to forge.

      Of course, Silverclaw Cult had a
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