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PROLOGUE

20 YEARS AGO

As the door to the hallway opened, Gwen Wexloff looked up from the waiting room’s picked-over refreshments table with significant reluctance. Even a well-funded academy like Delphi offered very few celebratory cheese platters, in her experience. And since she was graduating soon and understood all too well the limited nature of her own oracular talent, she figured their appearances in her life were shortly going to devolve from rare to nonexistent.

Gather ye cubes of Colby-jack—such a speckly crowd-pleaser of a cheese!—while ye may, and so forth.

At the sight of the stranger in the doorway, however, she abruptly straightened, donned her most winning smile, and did her best to radiate the air of someone who definitely hadn’t been poised to wrap the final remaining slivers of Brie in a napkin and tuck them in her thrift-store tote.

From the looks of the demon’s slick black suit, he was an emissary from the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council, despite his seeming youth. Not part of the oracle verification panel in the adjoining room, though, since those panelists were currently evaluating Matilda Tinley’s staggeringly powerful visions. Because the testing proceeded alphabetically, Gwen would be both the next and final newly minted eighteen-year-old getting verified at Delphi Academy this month. Also the worst. By far.

But at least her caboose status had left her alone with the cheese . . . until now.

The demon was lingering silently in the doorway, dark brows drawn in seeming confusion as he scanned her, then the otherwise-empty waiting room, then her again.

As she walked over to him, she studied him right back.

Apart from the small, curved horns half-buried in his thick brown hair, he appeared more elfin than demonic. Most demon males around his apparent age were pretty boys, their dazzling looks camouflaging their calculating natures, rather than slim, nondescript twentysomethings of unremarkable height and angular features. That said: The demon’s suit hugged him like a best friend, his eyes were weary but sharp, and he radiated authority.

He might not look like an average demon, and he might not be much older than her, but her instincts told her he contained more power within him than most observers might suspect. And apparently he wasn’t much of a talker.

Despite his continued silence and scrutiny, she didn’t let her smile flag.

“You must be part of the SERC inspection task force.” As usual, the headmaster had warned students to be on their best behavior during the yearly inspection, both to discourage the Council’s interference in school matters and to justify the funding they granted to Delphi. “I’d be happy to help direct you wherever you meant to go.”

He paused before answering. “I meant to come here.”

Maybe he’d been sent to interview her because his pickings were otherwise slim? By this point in the evening, almost all her classmates would have returned to their dorms or the leisure-oriented areas of the campus hours ago.

Honestly, a distraction from her worry over her upcoming test would be welcome.

“In that case . . .” She waved him inside, and after another instant of hesitation, he closed the door behind himself and followed her to the faux-leather two-seater couch near the refreshments table. “Please, make yourself comfortable. Would you like anything to eat or drink? Maybe a slice of melon or some grapes? I can make a plate for you.”

She hovered near the table as he sat, hoping he wouldn’t spot those half-melted slivers of—

“I suppose I’d like some Brie,” he said to her dismay, his voice quiet but clear. “Thank you very much.”

Her shoulders slumped slightly. “Sure!”

As she reached for a fresh paper plate, though, he cleared his throat. “Upon second thought, I believe I’d enjoy the melon more.”

“It would be my pleasure,” she told him with all sincerity, and began loading up his plate with the honeydew she loathed. “Anyway, you probably want to hear about my experiences at the school?”

“I . . . yes. Whatever you’re comfortable telling me.” He accepted the overloaded, sagging plate and a fork with murmured gratitude. “I’m Hugh, by the way. A representative from SERC, as you surmised.”

“Gwen. Lovely to meet you.” She claimed the last two pieces of Brie for herself with only a small twinge of guilt. From the looks of him, he could easily afford all the bloomy-rind deliciousness he might desire. “I’m happy to chat about whatever you’d like.”

Other than her plan to squirrel away any remaining cheese cubes inside her purse, anyway.

The couch squeaked as she settled beside him, and she took a sip of her ginger ale as she discreetly inhaled his faint, pleasantly smoky scent. Wow, his body really radiated heat up close. She’d heard that about demons. Never experienced it personally before now, though.

“Okay, so. The teachers are fantastic and incredibly patient. Especially Ms. Carr in the Prophetic Skills Department, who . . .” she began.

As she rambled, he ate his melon and asked occasional follow-up questions, his brown eyes intent on her. He didn’t fidget. Didn’t look away.

He listened to her as if she were . . . well, important. Which she wasn’t, but feeling otherwise—if only for a fleeting minute with a stranger—was glorious. Under his steady, patient gaze, with his proximity warming her entire right side, her tension gradually eased, and her smile turned entirely genuine.

He was cute. Solemn and not much of a talker, but cute.

Did demons ever date humans? More specifically, would a demon powerful enough to represent SERC at such a young age ever consider asking out an oracular lightweight like her?

Her common sense said no. But when he angled himself to face her more directly and his knee bumped hers, he didn’t move away. Neither did she. And even through his suit pants and her leggings, that bare inch of contact hitched her breath and sent pleasant tingles up her spine.

After several minutes, she began wrapping things up. “Anyway, all of us really like having individual rooms in our dorm, even if we have to share bathroom facilities.”

Gwen especially appreciated the lack of a roommate, given her sibling-packed, overcrowded bedroom back home . . . not to mention her utter failure to make friends at the academy.

Oracles were notoriously competitive—everyone wanted the best-paid, most perk-filled positions available after graduation—and standoffish. After all, too much camaraderie could persuade them to let down their guard and let critical, proprietary information slip. And shared information was wasted information, useless in building an oracle’s reputation or earning their keep with their eventual employer, who invariably preferred to be the sole entity benefiting from said information.

Besides, Gwen had long ago earned her reputation at the academy as an oracular dud. Having to share a room with someone who clearly—and accurately—considered her an inferior seer, too underpowered to bother befriending or even acknowledging, would have hurt even more than her current isolation.

“I’m so grateful to SERC for its generous funding, and I hope you pass that along to the councilors.” Exactly the sentiment her headmaster had urged students to share with the inspectors, and also her personal truth. “Is there anything specific you’d like to ask me?”

“Yes.” Head tilted, he regarded her solemnly. “Although I get the sense you’re leaving out anything that might be considered unpleasant.”

She had to laugh. “You’re a SERC official, Hugh. Under the circumstances, can you blame me?”

“No, I can’t.” His eyes crinkled appealingly in answering amusement. “But . . . are you happy here at the academy? Is there anything you’d change?”

Other than the negligible amount of talent she possessed and her utter loneliness? Neither of which he nor SERC could remedy with increased funding or by fiat?

Her smile faltered. “Well . . .”

No matter how patiently he might wait for her answer, he didn’t care about her personal problems. Why would he? Why would anyone?

As long as he was asking, though, she shouldn’t lose this singular opportunity to argue for at least one important change at Delphi. Even though haranguing a SERC official required far more boldness than she typically possessed and wouldn’t please the headmaster either.

But it was important, so she gathered her nerve and did the right thing.

“I’m fine. Besides, I’m leaving the academy soon, so my happiness or lack thereof is unimportant.” When he frowned and opened his mouth to respond, she simply kept speaking. “I do have a suggestion for the Council, however.”

He didn’t look happy about her dodge, but he let it go. “Yes?”

“As you know, SERC prohibits outsiders from visiting the campus and disallows most travel to and from the academy for both students and faculty during the school year. For good reason.”

Everyone—government agencies, corporations, wealthy elites—wanted a seer of their own, since having an oracle’s predictive capabilities at one’s disposal generally led to big money. Many of those who couldn’t bid highly enough to claim the most talented Delphi Academy graduates would, if given the opportunity, gladly abduct those students instead. So would numerous criminal gangs, human or otherwise, both for profit reasons and to prevent prophecies of their future schemes.

Unlike most other Enhanced designations, oracles’ power didn’t give them any good means of self-defense. They couldn’t place wards on their dorm rooms or incinerate their enemies or even read the thoughts of would-be abductors. Before graduation, then, their protection lay almost entirely in Delphi’s strict protocols and careful guardianship of its students.

As the pitch-black joke at school went: What do you call a seer with a known address? Amber. Short for Amber Alert.

High walls and armed guards surrounded the Delphi Academy campus, and even students’ families weren’t told its exact location. When attendees left for winter or summer holidays, they did so in secrecy, using false names. And immediately after graduation, the vast majority of seers traveled straight from their successful verification tests to their new workplaces . . . and disappeared from public sight entirely. Their names might appear in eventual news articles about thwarted catastrophes or unlikely investments that made billions, but those stories would feature no information that could potentially lead to the responsible oracles’ locations.

“I fully understand the need for tight security. Here’s the thing, though.” When she laid a hand on Hugh’s forearm, his dark suit’s sleeve was warmer than a blanket plucked fresh from the dryer. “I realize demons don’t get sick, but humans do.”

“Yes.” His dark brows had beetled again. “From what I understand, SERC funds an acute-care medical facility on this campus to address that very issue.”

She squeezed his arm soothingly. “Which I appreciate, but that’s not my point.”

His nod encouraged her to make that point, so she sucked in a deep breath and spoke plainly. “I don’t think you or most Supernaturals understand how unpleasant and frightening illness can be or the intense loneliness of feeling terrible without loved ones near. Even with a clinic close at hand.”

When Matilda’s cough had turned to pneumonia last month, Gwen had ventured into the infirmary, despite knowing that her presence might not be welcome. She’d found her classmate crying for her mother—whose petition to visit her daughter had just been denied.

“When students have anything more serious than a cold, either families should be allowed access or we should be sent to a secure medical facility outside Delphi where they can see us.” Gwen’s voice wobbled, but she laid out her opinions without apology. “Also, if our family or friends are seriously ill or injured, students and faculty should be able to leave campus. When Ms. Carr’s grandfather was dying a few years back, she couldn’t even say goodbye.”

Gwen’s own parents couldn’t have afforded either the time off needed to travel to Delphi or the expense required to bring her home. But the changes would help others, which was good enough for her.

Hugh didn’t withdraw in stiff affront at her temerity, as she’d half expected him to do. If anything, he leaned in even closer. So close that the faint brush of his minty breath against her face raised goose bumps.

“All right.” When his lips pursed in thought, her gaze lingered there. “What should SERC do about their legitimate safety concerns, then?”

It didn’t sound like a challenge. More an invitation to explain her thoughts further.

She foundered for a moment, unused to anyone actually soliciting her opinion and uncertain how security logistics actually worked. Only—hadn’t her civics class recently discussed the absurdly expensive new building that housed the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council’s offices?

“I don’t know. But if SERC can figure out how to secure their own headquarters, they can figure out how to secure this campus and its inhabitants more humanely,” she told him. “If they care enough to try.”

“Fair enough.” His head dipped in a little nod. “I’ll raise the concern with my contacts on the Council and see what can be done.”

She blinked at him. “Really?”

He didn’t intend to question her ability to fully comprehend such fraught matters? Or simply make a show of listening before patting her on the head and dismissing her complaint as soon as he left this waiting room?

“I suspect you’re right.” His forehead creased as he considered the issue. “Some of the councilors are functionally immortal. All the others have access to expensive, high-powered healing spells, so even the Enhanced humans within SERC may not recall how it felt to be sick and alone. And since there are no oracles presently on staff at SERC, no one there grapples with the sort of isolation that you and your classmates experience.”

His free hand settled over hers for a fleeting moment, so lightly it was more a hot breeze than actual weight. “I’m sorry that they—we—haven’t had the empathy to fully understand your position before now. I’m grateful for your willingness to share the issue with me.”

Would it be weird and embarrassing and creepy if she kissed him for saying all that?

Yeah. Probably. Darn it.

She nudged his knee with hers instead. “I’m grateful that you listened. Also that you did have enough empathy to care. As a thank-you, please accept the final two pieces of Brie from the cheese platter.”

He’d earned that Brie. He should have it.

When she plucked her plate from the side table and offered its contents to him, though, he lifted a hand in refusal. “You should either eat it here or take it with you, Gwen. For that matter, you should bring the remaining food from the platter back to your dorm, since you’re the final student facing the panel tonight. Otherwise, it’ll simply go to waste.”

Well, who was she to argue? Especially when that’d been her plan all along?

After one final, happy squeeze of his slim, hot forearm, she leapt to her feet, returned to the refreshments table, and began loading up her first napkin.

“Um . . .” He hesitated. “So . . . what’s—what’s your favorite type of cheese?”

She beamed at him over her shoulder. “What an excellent question!”

“I . . .” His expression had turned a bit dazed. “Thank you?”

“I mean, the problem is that I’ve had so little exposure to the truly great cheeses of the world. Right now, Brie is my favorite, although the cafeteria served French onion soup once and apparently put Gruyère on top, and that was incredible. So maybe Gruyère?” She thought for another moment as she piled cheddar cubes into a second napkin. “But it’s hard to know what I’d love most without experiencing all the types that exist. The book I’m reading right now, Curdled by Emme de Savoie, is set at a cheesemongers’ boarding school in Paris, and I’m learning about all sorts of different, delicious-sounding varieties.”

“The novel’s title is Curdled?”

“It’s a cheese reference,” she offered helpfully, then wanted to smack herself. “As you no doubt realized. Anyway, it’s the first book in de Savoie’s epic Dark Cheesemonger Tales series.”

She hesitated, waiting for him to cut her off or change the subject.

When he simply waited for her to continue, a wash of pleased warmth brought another smile to her lips as she readied a final napkin. “So . . . yeah. The story starts when the school’s top scholarship student, an American named Bree, is found dead in a pool of Velveeta. Authorities say it was an accident, but Bree’s closest friend, Mimi, thinks someone murdered Bree because of academic or romantic jealousy. Or even class-based resentment, since most of the other students are wealthy, and—”

“The Velveeta might be a taunting reference to Bree’s relative poverty.” He sounded intrigued. “Or her nationality. Perhaps that might incite resentment too.”

“Exactly.” Her smile growing, she snagged her tote from the floor by the couch and prepared to fill it with fromage. “Mimi—short for Mimolette—is one of the few other Americans and scholarship students at the academy. Once she starts investigating, she finds out that Rémy, the guy Bree was dating, is actually a vampire, so that complicates things, as does her growing attraction to him. And the fact that she’s poised to become the killer’s next target.”

“Because of her status as a scholarship student, her Americanness, her investigation, or her involvement with the vampire ex.” Hugh ticked off the possibilities on his pale fingers. “Depending on Mimi’s grades, academic jealousy could be a motive too.”

“Yes!” Gwen exclaimed, and opened her bag carefully. The zipper tended to jump its tracks if she tugged too hard. “In the chapter I’m reading now, she gets invited to a campus party and has a drink, then wakes up surrounded by masked kidnappers carrying Cheez Whiz containers, and I have no idea what’s going to happen next. Suffocation by Whiz? Initiation into one of the fromage-based sororities? Sordid sexual rituals involving processed cheese spread?”

Honestly, Gwen was kind of rooting for the sordid rituals. The sex ed classes at Delphi Academy had been disappointingly clinical. Curdled, on the other hand, promised to contain a delightful amount of debauchery.

After making an odd sort of choking sound, Hugh had begun to cough behind her.

She tucked her napkins inside her tote and twisted to check on him. “Are you okay?”

“F-fine.” He waved off her concern. “Just, uh, allergies.”

“I’m sorry.” Her nose crinkled. “Maybe some water might help?”

“I certainly hope so,” he said fervently.

Maybe because she had the school library’s brick-like copy of Curdled in her bag right now, the zipper balked when she tried to secure it again.

“Crap.” Digging past spare tampons and hair elastics, a bottle of generic Tylenol, the book, the cheeses, and a foldable comb, she unearthed the main problem. “Here. Hold this, please?”

She shoved the item in his hand, and he stared down at it.

“One second.” Hastily, she reconfigured the contents of her tote. “Okay. I think everything will fit now.”

He didn’t seem to hear her.

“This is”—he ducked his dark head to peer more closely at the item cupped in his hand—“what appears to be wedges of Swiss and Brie driving a convertible.”

“Yup.” She plucked the plastic figurine from his palm. “It was a birthday present from my younger brother. You get the joke, right?”

Absolute mystification had creased Hugh’s forehead. “What joke?”

“ ‘Cheeses Take the Wheel’?”

If anything, his frown deepened.

Eager for him to understand and appreciate the gift, she pushed the tiny button on the side of the convertible, and a tinny-sounding plea for Swiss cheese salvation began playing.

After several moments, he said, “Yes. The cheeses are controlling the automobile via the steering wheel.”

Apparently SERC-affiliated demons didn’t keep up with popular music.

The figurine’s sound promptly slowed to an excruciating low drone before dying entirely. She deposited the malfunctioning tchotchke into her tote with a shrug. And luckily, her zipper cooperated this time when she closed up the bag.

He’d angled himself on the sofa to better watch her. “You have a brother?”

“Two.” She settled down next to him again, placing the bag at her feet. “And one sister.”

The lingering creases across his forehead smoothed, and his lips curved in a smile of startling sweetness. “I have a sister too. My twin, Eloise.”

“You two are close?”

If so, she was glad for them both. Because her parents couldn’t afford unnecessary travel costs, Gwen hadn’t seen her own siblings in over two years, not even for summer or winter breaks.

As he nodded, they both shifted minutely on the couch—and suddenly, his knee was nudging hers again. Neither of them looked down, but neither of them edged away either.

Antsy with nervous anticipation, she tugged at the hem of her slightly-too-small dress and tried unsuccessfully to suppress the flush prickling her cheeks and ears. Only to jerk in startlement when his hand caught at hers.

Gently, he clasped her wrist and turned her palm upward. “That looks painful.”

Together, they studied the scabbed slice wound there and the reddened skin around its edges. The unmistakable physical evidence of her many blood offerings to the prophetic Powers.

At the reminder of what would be happening soon in the echoing auditorium just beyond this cozy waiting room, some of her effervescent excitement went flat. “My family really needs my test to go well today, so I’ve been practicing a lot at night on my own.”

Not because she didn’t understand how to prompt her visions. Because she’d desperately needed a big revelation that she could sneakily substitute for one of her normal, piddling prophecies during the verification test. The main result: Her hand hurt even more than normal.

She had diddly-squat. Her test tonight would be disastrous, both for her and everyone she loved, unless something unexpected happened.

Hugh’s thumb lingered over her pulse, and something about that careful, hot touch helped calm her resurgent anxiety. “I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” Impulsively, she twisted her wrist within his loose grasp and took his hand in hers. “But at least meeting you has helped distract me from what’s about to happen. Thank you.”

He inclined his head, lips pressed tightly together. Then paused for a long time, brows pinched with some unknown worry, before speaking again.

“Are you . . .” Carefully, so carefully, his fingers laced through hers. “Are you, um, particularly close to anyone here at the academy?”

Who knew if she’d ever see Hugh again? What did she have to lose, anyway?

“No.” Drumming up every ounce of her courage, she asked her own question in return. “Were you trying to ask whether I’m dating anyone? Because I’m not. Are you?”

He shook his head, amber eyes aglow with cautious hope.

“Would you—” She gulped over a chalk-dry throat and forced out the words. “Would you like to go on a date with me?”

He hesitated for a worrisomely long time before answering.

“I . . .” His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard too. “Gwen, you should know that—”

Without warning, the door to the auditorium burst open, and a slim brunette demon came barreling inside the waiting room. “There you are!”

A casual flick of the interloper’s booted foot slammed the door behind her. And even though her jaunty demeanor and easy grin provided a stark contrast to Hugh’s solemnity, the unmissable physical resemblance between the two demons immediately told Gwen who’d just entered the room.

The same angular features that made Hugh so strikingly attractive had rendered his sister undeniably pretty. Eloise’s brown hair, the same shade as her brother’s, flowed over her shoulders in a glossy umber river. The same brown eyes evaluated Gwen with the same sharp intensity, even if Hugh’s twin was nearly chortling with inexplicable glee as she made her study.

“The previous test is done. After we take a quick break, it’s your turn,” she said. “You’re Gwendolen Wexloff, right?”

“Yes?” Gwen hadn’t meant to make that a question. “You’re on the verification panel?”

Oh, gods and goddesses, her time was almost up . . . and her privacy with Hugh was gone.

“Yep, sure am. Lovely to meet you. I’m Eloise Blacke, Hugh’s favorite—and only—sister.” Eloise sauntered over to Hugh, who’d let go of Gwen’s hand and stood to greet his twin. “I couldn’t resist coming to see what was happening right next door.”

Gwen cringed. The panel had overheard her chatting with Hugh? How embarrassing.

“El, don’t,” he warned his sister, even as his arm lifted to allow her to cuddle close.

She looped her own arms around his waist and gave him a good squeeze. “I’m so happy for you, Hugh.”

If fraternal looks could kill, Eloise would have burned to ash right then and there.

She probably didn’t even notice, though, because her attention had returned to the lone human in the room. “Have you met many demons before, Gwen?”

“Not . . . not up close?” Dammit, she really needed to start making definitive, firm statements. “Sometimes they’ve been guest speakers at the school.”

“In that case, you may not know one of the most interesting tidbits about us.” Her smile as warm as the summer sun, she regarded Gwen with seeming delight. “Legend says that we recognize our other half—or our other two-thirds or three-quarters, depending on whether there’s polyamory involved—immediately. Isn’t that fascinating?”

Streaks of ruddy color darkened Hugh’s high cheekbones, but he didn’t deny the claim. Silently, he stared down at his polished black shoes, the stiffness of his shoulders evident even through his suit jacket.

Was Eloise . . . wait. Why would she share that bit of lore, except to indicate that Gwen might be his “other half”? But how could Eloise possibly know that when she hadn’t even been in the room with her brother?

She was just teasing Hugh. Giving him a hard time in front of his possible crush, as mandated by ancient sibling tradition.

For a moment, though, Gwen let herself dream. Let herself picture a future that included a demon with solemn brown eyes, satiny skin that radiated bone-melting heat, and the sort of careful kindness and attentiveness that could cocoon her from the world’s hurts for a lifetime.

Eloise’s elbow nudged her brother’s side, and he nodded to himself and raised his head. Met Gwen’s searching, wondering gaze with his own.

“Your invitation earlier, before my sister arrived . . .” He cleared his throat. “Gwen, it would be my honor and privilege to—”

The speaker high on the wall crackled to life. “Gwendolen Wexloff, please report to the testing room. Our guests are waiting.”

That sharp-toned announcement from the headmaster wasn’t a reminder. It was a reprimand. Apparently the panelists had grown tired of waiting for Eloise to escort Gwen to the auditorium, which . . . wasn’t good.

She’d tried so hard to make a good first impression, with her best outfit and her neatest braid and even that dollar-store lipstick she’d found last week, and now they’d think she didn’t mind inconveniencing them.

Frankly, though, they’d inconvenienced her too. What had Hugh been poised to say?

Whatever he’d intended, he now turned his attention to the headmaster’s statement.

He spoke clearly and loudly. “Today’s testing is scheduled to last another half hour. The proceedings are in no way delayed. Ms. Wexloff will arrive shortly.”

After receiving that calm but pointed rebuke, the headmaster paused. “Very well, Mr. Blacke.”

The speaker went silent once more, and Gwen peered at Hugh, entirely befuddled.

How had the headmaster recognized the other male’s voice so easily and quickly? And why had he deferred to Hugh’s authority concerning the verification panel, which wasn’t even in the young demon’s purview?

She rose to her feet and grabbed her tote, dread and confusion roiling her stomach.

“I need to go.” Loath to let their nascent connection slip away without a fight, though, she cast him a pleading glance. “Look, Hugh, maybe we can talk more after my test? If you wait here or out in the hallway until I’m done—”

“I . . .” He didn’t quite meet her gaze. “I’m on the panel, Gwen. I’m coming with you.”

Shock rooted Gwen in place. “What?”

“You didn’t tell her?” Smile collapsing in on itself, Eloise shifted out from under his arm and regarded her twin with disappointment. “Hugh . . .”

He shifted his weight, his tone turning more formal as he addressed Gwen. “Since you’re today’s last candidate, I felt it best to personally escort you into the auditorium.”

“Ah,” she said, as if she understood his reasoning. Although she didn’t.

If he’d only intended to escort her, why had he missed Matilda’s test to do so? Couldn’t he simply have arrived between tests? And why the hells hadn’t he told her who and what he was instead of allowing her to think he was one of the inspectors? Had he been trying to catch her off guard for some reason?

Did he want to find out ahead of time whether or not she contained sufficient power for the panelists to verify? Or whether she planned to cheat them somehow?

He’d held her freaking hand. If she didn’t know better, she’d think the headmaster and the Council had concocted a weird honeypot scheme for her. Why go to all that bother, though, for someone with such limited importance as Gwendolen Wexloff? Did they resent the money they’d wasted on an oracular dud all these years that much?

Before condemning Hugh as the Mata Hari of SERC, she wanted to be sure. “Did you deliberately lead me to believe you were one of the inspectors rather than a panelist in hopes I might tell you things I’d otherwise keep to myself?”

“Yes.” He hesitated. “I—yes. That’s correct.”

She stared hard at him, all the flustered warmth of her burgeoning attraction cooling into chilly disappointment.

He met her eyes. Stared back at her with intent attention, as if silently taking her measure. Then his shoulders dropped. With a silent sigh, he gave another tiny nod.

“We should go.” He spoke without inflection, seemingly unmoved by both his sister’s scowl and Gwen’s stricken, confused anger. “The panel is, in fact, waiting.”

In a crisp movement, he swiveled on his heel and led the way toward the door.

She obediently followed in his wake, even as mingled betrayal and anxiety threatened to buckle her knees beneath her. Her short-trimmed fingernails bit into her scabbed palms hard enough to sting.

Hugh Blacke isn’t important now except as a panelist, she told herself. Worry about what’s about to happen in that auditorium, not your hurt feelings.

Gods and goddesses knew, she had plenty of cause for dread there. She needed a damn miracle, pronto. Without one . . .

She couldn’t bear to think about the consequences.

“Ms. Wexloff.” Hugh paused in the doorway, his sharp jaw working. “This test doesn’t require any feats of memory or ingenuity. Simply prophesize in your accustomed manner, and all will be well.”

He spoke to the door, not her, and his neutral tone obscured whether his comments were meant to be comforting or merely factual. Either way, they didn’t ease her hurt and resentment or change her awful situation.

If she prophesized in her usual manner, all would not be well. Not for her.

And worse than that: not for her family either.

Half an hour later, Hugh, Eloise, and the other panelists filed out of the auditorium. The door clicked shut behind them.

Gwen sat alone under the spotlight and wept, her sobs echoing in the empty room.

And when she finally left to call her family and confess her failure, she was sure of only one thing in this godsforsaken universe: From now until the day she fucking died, she’d avoid anything and anyone that would remind her of the catastrophic decisions she’d made in this auditorium. Hugh might have offered himself as a future resource before leaving, but his stilted, pro forma offer had been pointless. She would never, ever voluntarily see or speak to him or any member of that panel again.

That much, at least, she knew.

No prophecy necessary.
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Present day

Dawn hadn’t yet brightened the horizon when the taxi Gwen and her two troll companions, Lorraine and Kip, had hired approached Georgetown on New Year’s Day. Given the lack of sirens and police presence, she had to assume that word of the bloodshed over the past several days hadn’t yet spread to this area, even though Georgetown wasn’t far from the very neighborhood where that bloodshed had occurred.

I.e., the Containment Zone. Her home.

The Zone had been established over two decades ago in response to the first zombie outbreak at the secret governmental facility in northern Virginia where the creatures had been accidentally created. When a combination of human and Supernatural forces had countered the onslaught and driven the zombies back into their original underground compound, the government hadn’t chosen to bomb the compound into oblivion. Instead, in hopes that they might find a future—no doubt horrifying—use for the misbegotten creatures, authorities had simply walled off the area.

They’d constructed four concentric stone rings of protection around the facility. Gates and drawbridges provided access through those walls and over the moats for Zone residents like Gwen and her friends, who were either foolish enough to voluntarily stay or too poor to leave.

And several days ago, all communications systems had been disabled within the Zone, the gates through the inner walls had been opened, the drawbridges had been lowered, and the zombies had been freed from their compound and allowed to roam unhindered through the CZ. Countless residents had been slaughtered before Gwen and her companions had lured the creatures to a booby-trapped spot last night and eliminated the threat once and for all.

During that entire time, the outermost wall—Wall Four—had remained firmly shut. It was the only reason zombies hadn’t overrun the entire DC region, although no one outside the Zone knew as much—except, of course, the perpetrators who’d engineered the disaster.

Gwen and her companions had just broken through Wall Four in hopes of rectifying that matter. Despite their fear that public knowledge of the zombie breach and its cause would lead to a global war and unimaginable carnage.

Their destination: a luxury apartment complex. Specifically, the luxury apartment complex where Hugh Blacke evidently lived.

Her assigned task: Once their taxi driver brought them to the designated drop-off spot, she’d have to gain entrance to the building, get Hugh to meet with her, and then explain the situation and persuade him to trust her, for the sake of all human and Supernatural existence . . . despite her history with him.

Fuck. Her. Life.

“Need anything else to eat before you go?” Kip poked his head between the front seats of the SUV and peered at Gwen, who’d occupied herself during the brief ride by snacking on nuts and taking cautious sips of water. “I think we have a few Wagyu sliders left, and I’m getting a bit hungry myself. We could share ’em.”

He’d already devoured an entire medium-rare prime rib inside the dilapidated SUV. Cocaine-addled hummingbirds probably envied that dude’s metabolism—and she envied his utter lack of nausea.

“Yeah.” Lorrie drummed her gleaming nails on the ripped faux-leather seats. “Um, about the burgers.”

Kip leaned over to search their insulated bags of food. He came up empty-handed.

“You finished off the sliders?” Aggrievement creasing his handsome face, he punched his cousin in the arm. “Bro, what the hell? We were supposed to split them!”

Gwen hoped they didn’t destroy the aging cab, which they’d flagged down not far outside the Containment Zone. Sure, trolls possessed famously cheery baseline dispositions. But at over eight feet tall, with sturdy, muscular frames and astoundingly long limbs, they could inflict serious damage when they got too animated. Or angry. Or hungry.

Or worst of all: hangry.

Some of their famed clumsiness was a front, but not all of it.

“I got peckish.” Lorrie sniffed haughtily. “And you took too long inside the condo.”

Before leaving the Zone, they’d driven to the cousins’ shared residence in Lorrie’s own ginormous, newer-model SUV. Kip had gone hunting for supplies inside the condo and left Lorrie alone with the trolls’ seemingly inexhaustible food bags.

The temptation had clearly proven too much for her. And to be fair, Kip’s errand truly had taken far longer than anticipated.

“I was getting the costume for G—” At that point, he apparently remembered their need to remain anonymous. Cutting himself off, he pointed at Gwen instead. “I was getting things for her! It’s not my fault our Halloween stuff had been packed away for the winter!”

“Don’t play innocent with me, dude.” Lorrie rounded on him. “You were eating the last of our truffle-infused scalloped potatoes, you dick. I smell it on your breath!”

So did Gwen, regrettably. Until approximately six weeks ago, she’d loved that distinctive, earthy aroma. Dreamed of scraping together enough cash for some truffle Brie, or—if she won the freaking lottery—a wedge of Moliterno al Tartufo. As with coffee, though, the scent of something she’d once adored now turned her stomach.

At least their elderly cabdriver, an exceedingly tolerant werewolf wearing a Grateful Dead tee, apparently preferred energy drinks to coffee as a source of caffeine, wore no cologne, accepted cash, and asked no questions, for which Gwen thanked all the gods and goddesses above.

“Troll cousin, my ass. More like a truffle hound cousin,” Kip muttered. “Gonna start calling you a Lagotto Romagnolo and sell you to the Italians.”

For that, Lorrie elbowed him in the gut. He hunched over on himself, gagging.

Gwen carefully put down her almonds, breathed shallowly, and did her best not to gag along with him.

Their long-suffering driver heaved a long-suffering sigh.

“Sorry, sir.” Lorrie’s apology sounded sincere, and she spoke to Gwen next. “Sorry, hon. Didn’t mean for your stomach to become collateral damage. You okay?”

That was a hard question to answer.

Physically, she was doing fine. In fact, for a pregnant oracle who’d just barely escaped a clutch of brain-slurping zombies before having an unexpected, apocalyptic vision poleax her into extended unconsciousness, she was feeling remarkably good. The healing efforts of Sabrina, their witch friend, during the night had eased the worst of Gwen’s headache and nausea, although tension and fatigue—and her troll companions’ shenanigans—were quickly resurrecting those woes.

Emotionally, however? She’d certainly had better days. Given her failure to contribute anything of consequence to last night’s battle against the zombies, her terrifying uncertainty regarding the apocalyptic vision she’d unwillingly experienced, her utter unpreparedness for what she was about to do, and the immense gravity and humiliating nature of the task, she was choosing to congratulate herself for continuing to function rather than huddling in a corner and gibbering quietly.

And sartorially speaking? Well, she was dressed like Guy Fieri, so . . . she would classify her current aesthetic state as unfortunate. Especially since she was wearing a troll’s attire, and even her generous frame swam in all the endless fabric. But as long as the enormous flame-bedecked bowling shirt and cargo shorts—or the spiky, bleached-out wig and oversized sunglasses—didn’t entirely fall off at an inopportune moment, she should remain incognito, which was a key component of this early-morning plan.

The conspirators who’d caused the zombie breach had cut off access to and communications from the Zone so that they alone could determine when and how word of the breach spread. They wouldn’t welcome news that several residents had broken through Wall Four and were heading to the home of a SERC councilor to tell him the truth about that breach. If the trio’s identities and plans were discovered, their lives would no doubt be forfeit, so Gwen, Kip, and Lorrie had ensured no one could recognize them.

Still, she hadn’t seen Hugh Blacke in over two decades, and their last encounter had left her devastated and sobbing. She’d prefer to arrive at his apartment disguised as a confident, glamorous woman of obvious success and importance.

Instead, she was reappearing in his life as the ersatz Mayor of Flavortown. Her only comfort: At least she’d refused to wear Kip’s stick-on goatee.

The SUV slowed to a halt across the street from a very fancy-looking, well-lit apartment building. Complete with a uniformed doorman stationed out front, his posture alert as he watched their cab.

No surprise there. Nothing was ever easy in Gwen’s experience.

“I’m good,” she said to Lorrie, then unbuckled her belt, heaved open her door, and clambered down from the SUV.

She thanked the driver, but she didn’t offer him any of her newly acquired cash. If she delayed her departure another second, she’d lose her nerve. Besides, the trolls could easily pay for the ride with the money they’d also received from Max, their infuriating but surprisingly helpful vampire ally.

“Good luck, Gwen,” the cousins chorused before wrestling over who got to carry the insulated bag of leftovers outside, thus ensuring easy access to its delicious contents.

“Thanks.” Gwen summoned both her resolve and her inner Food Network star. “I’m Guy Fieri, and we’re rolling out.”

A firm push of her hand, and the cab’s passenger door thumped shut. Determinedly, she crossed the street to the apartment complex and its alert doorman, who was already studying her with understandable suspicion.

The building wasn’t especially tall—five floors, maybe—but it was impeccably maintained and landscaped. Aside from the entry lobby, no light shone through any of the enormous windows generously dotting the cream-colored brick exterior. At this hour, if she somehow managed to reach the demon’s apartment, she’d be waking him from a sound sleep, which wouldn’t improve her odds of success.

Didn’t matter. Shyness and trepidation be damned, she marched up to the entryway without hesitation, because they were running out of time to avert catastrophe.

The twentysomething doorman’s posture straightened still further as she approached. Plastering her most reassuring smile across her face, she halted directly in front of him. Then slapped a hand atop her sliding wig so momentum didn’t fling it from her head.

“Excuse me . . .” A quick glance at his name tag helped her out. “Excuse me, Haziq. I was hoping to talk to one of the residents of this building. Councilor Hugh Blacke? It’s an emergency.”

Against her own better judgment, she’d followed the demon’s life from afar over the years.

When they’d first met, he’d been a twentysomething law student, one trusted enough by the Supernatural and Enhanced Ruling Council to serve as an oracle verification panelist. Or so she’d eventually discovered, once it was far too late to prevent her hurt feelings and injured dignity. After participating in the most humiliating moment of her entire life, he’d gone on to have a very successful, very public life. Summa cum laude in law school. A decade working at his high-prestige family firm, Blackes, before he’d left to pursue politics. Five years—and counting—as a SERC councilor. He’d already been reelected once, and all signs pointed to his being voted into office again by the Supernatural and Enhanced community next year.

She’d cast her ballot for him. Both times.

In the twenty years following their last encounter, he’d earned a reputation as an intelligent, no-nonsense enforcer of rules. Unbending, almost to a fault, but honorable. His political power remained on the rise, so he was expected to chair the Council at some point in the not-so-distant future.

The main reason she’d voted for him, though?

Shortly after her verification test, the rules governing Delphi Academy had changed.

Sick students and faculty could suddenly choose to recover at a well-guarded private medical facility outside the campus, where their loved ones could provide succor. Family emergencies had elicited prompt permission for students and faculty to leave the campus, accompanied by school-provided security. And every prophetic skills classroom began to stock basic healing spells, ones strong enough to mend the painful slices left by students’ athames across their palms.

Gwen knew exactly who’d prompted those changes.

Hugh might have deceived her—probably at the demand of his SERC supervisors at the time, which was why she’d forgiven him long ago—and he might have refused to grant her a second verification test after her first one went so disastrously wrong, but he’d also listened to her and acted on her concerns, precisely as he’d promised. That was enough to earn her vote . . . and also to cause her to seek him out when she needed someone powerful and discreet to help save the world.

Despite Max’s vampiric SERC ties, he hadn’t been able to find Hugh’s phone number or his personal email. Just his physical address. Even if she’d had the councilor’s other contact information, though, her story was one best told in person if she hoped to convey its urgency and maintain its secrecy—and maybe even convince him to believe it.

This was her best and only shot at reaching the demon and securing his assistance quickly. And as far as the poor doorman knew, she was just some rando in sunglasses and a gargantuan Guy Fieri costume rolling up to a bougie apartment building at four in the morning, requesting the attention of one of the most powerful politicians in the country.

“I’m sorry,” the young man said politely but firmly. “Talking to Councilor Blacke won’t be possible.”

Haziq didn’t sound sorry in the slightest. She couldn’t blame him.

“Could you at least tell him I’m here?” Even though she couldn’t give her name, she could definitely offer an unmistakable clue to her identity in a message. “If you do, and he doesn’t want to meet with me, I’ll leave. I promise.”

What she and the trolls would do then—where they could turn—she had no clue. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. Coming up with good ideas on the fly or under pressure had never been a notable skill of hers, as her history with Councilor Blacke would confirm.

“I’m sorry,” the doorman repeated, then placed himself directly in front of the door, arms akimbo, leaving zero room for her to sprint past him. “No.”

Unable to summon a persuasive reason for him to change his mind, she stared blankly at his name tag and tried to think. Haziq. Haziq. That name sounded so familiar, but . . . why?

Wait. Hadn’t Gwen’s neighbor mentioned a nephew named Haziq who worked as a doorman at some fancy apartment building? Mentioning the connection would probably reveal far too much about Gwen’s identity, but if she didn’t take the risk . . . well, she guessed she’d be dead soon enough anyway.

She had to try. “Are you Farhanah’s nephew?”

“Yes.” The young man’s thick brows drew together. “You know my aunt?”

Gwen nodded. “I live on the same street, four buildings down from her.”

Distantly, she noted the roar of the taxi driving away and the muffled squabbling of two very hungry trolls attempting in vain to be discreet.

After a quick glance in her companions’ direction, the doorman exhaled heavily. “We lost contact with her days ago. Since the Containment Zone entry door is malfunctioning, we can’t visit to check on her either. Do you know whether she’s okay?”

Last Gwen had seen, Farhanah had been safely tucked away in her attic, where her zombie escape room was stocked with ample supplies. Hopefully the sweet human woman hadn’t ventured downstairs before Max and Sabrina had eradicated the last of the creatures, but Gwen couldn’t swear to that.

“Telecommunications have been down for everyone in the Zone. When I visited her two days ago, though, she was fine.” The most honest answer Gwen could give him. Clearing her throat, she added the necessary falsehood. “Uh, the entry door started working for just a minute, and my friends and I managed to get out. But then it closed again. Sorry.”

Even she could hear the uncertain waver in her words. Jeez, she sucked at lying.

“Who are you?” Haziq’s eyes narrowed on her. “If you truly know my aunt, tell me something specific about her.”

There was no point prevaricating. All Gwen could do was avoid using her legal name and hope her utter insignificance in the Supernatural and Enhanced world would benefit her for once.

“I’m the oracle she hires every so often.” Biting her lip, Gwen thought back to the previous month. “In our last session, the Power revealed that her roof would leak in new places during the next rainstorm and irreparably damage her cookbook collection.”

After the vision had concluded, Farhanah had proudly, charmingly bragged about her close-knit family—including her favorite unmarried nephew. Then she’d inquired as to Gwen’s exact age, relationship status, and desire to bear children. At which point, Gwen had beat a hasty retreat, because she wasn’t ready to share her status as a single mother-to-be with clients. Much less explain that her baby daddy, Vic, had signed away all his parental rights and was no longer in her life.

“After your prophecy, she finally told us about her roof issues.” Haziq’s arms dropped to his sides, and his tense posture visibly relaxed. “We patched a few bad spots the next morning.”

“Good.” Gwen had hoped her vision was revealing not an inevitable outcome, but simply what would happen if remedial action weren’t taken. “Did that fix the problem?”

Somewhere in a shadowed doorway down the street, a far-too-loud throat-clearing drifted their way. The trolls, who were growing impatient. Which, okay, fair enough, but she was pursuing her only available path forward, so they needed to shut it.

“There hasn’t been a visible leak since, even on rainy days.” The young man’s face softened. “Under one of the patched spots, there’s a shelf where Auntie Farhanah keeps a cookbook passed down from her grandmother. If that got ruined, she’d be devastated.”

Like most of Gwen’s clients, Farhanah didn’t have much cash to spare. She did, however, have a new knitting habit and a substantial yarn stash accumulated via recent thrift store visits. Right this second, Gwen was wearing a very pretty, very lumpy sweater beneath her oversized bowling shirt. The matching hat and gloves—equally pretty, equally lumpy—had been deposited in the trolls’ bags of supplies.

All Farhanah’s work. All gifted in exchange for occasional prophecies, despite Gwen’s protest that her piddling visions weren’t worth the time and effort required to knit the items.

“I’m so glad your aunt’s family heirloom survived unscathed,” Gwen said sincerely. “Farhanah’s a kind lady.”

For the first time, Haziq smiled. “She says the same about you.”

With that smile? If he was single, it was because he’d chosen to be. Wowza.

“Um . . .” Gwen wasn’t sure how to broach the topic of Hugh Blacke again. “I don’t suppose . . .”

Haziq’s forehead crinkled in thought. Then, before she managed to find the right words, he dug out a notepad and pen from somewhere in his uniform and offered both to her.

“Write your note,” he said decisively. “I’ll make sure Councilor Blacke receives it right away, although I can’t promise he’ll agree to talk with you.”

“Oh, my goodness.” Sheer relief turned her knees to baked Camembert, and she blinked back grateful tears as she accepted the writing supplies. “Thank you so, so much, Haziq.”

Bracing the notepad on the brick wall beside the entryway, she jotted down the only message that might convince a sleepy SERC councilor to leave his bed at four in the morning and speak to someone of zero importance whom he hadn’t seen in two decades:


Twenty years ago, you said to contact you if anything changed. It has. The park’s power has figuratively gone out, dino chomping is in progress, and you need to know.

P.S. I’m not lying this time.



She didn’t sign her name. Given their history and her infamy within the Supernatural and Enhanced human communities, she shouldn’t need to.

At her verification test two decades before, when her blood offering to the prophetic Powers had only elicited the most inconsequential of visions—not enough to earn her a job or even guarantee simple verification—she’d panicked under the pitiless auditorium spotlight. Desperate not to fail her family or humiliate herself in front of the cute demon who’d deceived her, she’d blurted out the most apocalyptic prediction imaginable.

Unfortunately, that prediction had been a total fabrication. Even more unfortunately, the most recent movie night at her dorm had featured Jurassic Park.

Somehow, for some godsforsaken reason, her eighteen-year-old brain had prompted her to recount the film’s entire plot like a prophecy, as if a hungry T. rex were poised to menace Jeff Goldblum and devour unsuspecting porta-potty inhabitants at that very moment. She’d watched herself ruin her entire future from a weird sort of mental remove, horror stricken but unable to intervene.

Her cockamamie, obviously false prophecy had made her the laughingstock of SERC in an instant and destroyed her reputation as an oracle before she’d even graduated from Delphi Academy.

Hugh Blacke would remember that particular verification test, whether or not he remembered their waiting-room encounter beforehand. He would remember her.

When Haziq left to ferry the folded note she’d written, the trolls remained in their distant doorway. As they’d explained earlier, their presence at her side would ensure her safety—but it might also dissuade potential helpers.

“Our size and strength intimidate common humans,” Lorrie had matter-of-factly told Gwen after braking at a stoplight, in between hurried bites of squid-ink pasta with sea urchin. “And since Kip and I stopped buying glamours after trolls’ existence became public knowledge, we can’t pretend to be humans too. Besides, other Supernaturals consider us dimwits, so the councilor wouldn’t consider our explanation of events credible.”

Kip had chimed in through a mouthful of butter-poached lobster. “Hoist by our own incredibly clever petard.”

A mere forty-eight hours ago, Gwen too had been convinced that trolls were extremely jolly, incredibly clumsy, not overly bright giants . . . rather than extremely jolly, somewhat clumsy, cunning giants. Who, by strategically deploying their reputation, managed to stay out of interspecies politics and smite their enemies with impunity.

After all, how could they be blamed for any bloodshed? Trolls wouldn’t hurt a fly shifter, according to common belief—and due to being so very klutzy, they couldn’t help the occasional inadvertent murder or maiming, right?

They’d been trolling—ha—everyone for centuries. Very cleverly, as Kip noted. Also very inconveniently, since all that trolling meant they couldn’t serve as believable emissaries of apocalyptic information now.

If she made it up to Hugh Blacke’s apartment, she’d have to go alone.

That was a big if, however.

Five minutes later, Haziq reappeared through the lobby’s massive glass windows, and Gwen held her breath as he hustled back toward his assigned front-door post.

When he finally arrived, he opened the door wide for Gwen. “The councilor will see you in his apartment.”

She bit her lip. Braced her still-wobbly knees.

Then she stepped inside.
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At first glance, Hugh Blacke could have been almost any human man Gwen knew. Any man who’d been awakened out of a sound sleep, anyway.

His thick brown hair stuck up in spiky patches on one side of his head, and the shadows beneath his heavy-lidded eyes betrayed his fatigue. He was still wearing his pajama pants and a pair of comfy-looking socks.

Small horns peeked out from his rumpled hair, though. Also, he lived in a damn penthouse, and even a plebe like Gwen could spot the expensive fabric and impeccable fit of those pants and his Henley. And while he might look tired, his scrutiny of her as she stood in his apartment’s foyer was just as sharp and thorough as she remembered from twenty years before.

Then, of course, there was the gargantuan self-portrait. It took up almost an entire wall of the anteroom. Most human men didn’t have one of those either.

Despite the urgency of her task, she couldn’t stop herself from staring at it.

“Wow.” She regarded the oversized, spotlit painting. “That’s really . . . something.”

Above the slicked-back hair of Hugh Blacke’s massive painted head, two flapping ravens held an unfurled, curling-edged banner aloft. It read SEMPER RECTIOR.

Semper meant “always.” She knew that much. But what could rectior be?

Always . . . rectums? Was that his motto?

Plastering a hand over her mouth, she covered an inappropriate giggle with a fake cough.

Faint color burnished the actual, in-person demon’s angular cheekbones. After clearing his throat, he nodded at the portrait and offered a seemingly reluctant explanation.

“The Blacke family motto is ‘Always more right.’ ” He paused. “Rectior can also be interpreted as ‘more proper’ or ‘more honest.’ ”

Clearly more humble wasn’t another alternate meaning.

When she stepped closer, the painting’s other details struck her eye. The slim-fitting black suit, with jet—or onyx—buttons, over a glowing-white shirt. The mirror-shined black Oxfords. The razor-sharp tips of his horns, which didn’t actually match the blunt-edged reality.

In one hand he gripped a thick book. Something about laws. In the other . . .

“Are you holding a scepter?” Tipping her head, she considered the item. “Like, a symbol of monarchical rule?”

Because that would be quite a statement. Yikes.

“Yes,” he brusquely confirmed, even as she spotted a bizarro iteration of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel fresco on the lofty ceiling overhead. One featuring an unrealistically ripped iteration of Hugh Blacke instead of Adam.

When she slipped off her sunglasses and took a step closer, squinting to make out all the details, the councilor loudly cleared his throat. “Ms. Wexloff.”

Oh, yeah. Her mission.

“Councilor Blacke.” She swiveled to face him once more, tucked her sunglasses in her pocket, and offered a nod of acknowledgment. Then had to nudge her wig back in place. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“Hugh, please.” Despite the pretty manners, it was an order. Not a suggestion. “Tell me what brought you here.”

Normally, she’d never, ever confront anyone like this. Especially not someone who’d hurt her feelings and watched her utterly humiliate herself. But fear and frustration had pushed her past her normal reticence, and she was too tired to be embarrassed, so she licked her cold, chapped lips and got to work.

“According to the best, most reliable information you’ve been given,” she asked, “what do you believe is currently happening in the Containment Zone?”

He rocked back on his socked heels, his dark brows furrowed. “The Zone entry gate malfunctioned several days ago, and various telecommunications systems are currently offline too due to maintenance issues. That’s all I know.”

She raised her brows, willing him to see the oddness of it all. “An entire population of people—common humans, Enhanced humans, and Supernaturals alike—has been incommunicado for days. Why hasn’t there been a full-scale response? Helicopters doing surveillance or carrying volunteers to check on residents? Supply and medication drops?”

“We were told that the situation didn’t constitute an immediate emergency.” His mouth had compressed into a troubled line. “Most employees who’d normally coordinate our response are off for the holidays, but last I heard, both common human and SERC response teams were working on the problem.”

With effort, she kept her voice firm. “Who told you that?”

He plucked his cell from the foyer’s sleek console table, tapped the screen a few times, and scrolled through his messages. “The common human government’s Zone
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