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ABOUT ALPHA

No longer an Omega, Deirdre Tombs has found her animal. She only had to die and rise from her own ashes to discover it.

And she’s returned with a purpose.

For the first time in history, the role of Alpha is up for election. If Everton Stark took charge, he would disband the ruthless government organization that has made life miserable for shifters like Deirdre.

One problem: Stark doesn’t want to run. He only wants vengeance against his wife, Rhiannon, who killed many of his followers and stole the Ethereal Blade.

While Stark is focused on revenge, Rhiannon is focused on winning the election for Alpha. Victory means tearing the Winter Court apart with civil war. It means riots. It means unleashing a deadly unseelie assassin that devours souls. Anything to get her dragon shifter mate in power…with Rhiannon at his side.


​For Edgar, my Ace. I’m sorry.
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​A yellow moon crested over New York City.

Moonrise was an event so predictable that it could be used to set watches, though it hadn’t always been that way. The moon used to rise during the day, sometimes. The hours that it appeared had varied based on season and geography. There had been formulas that allowed astronomers to calculate when and where it would appear.

Then Genesis had struck.

Now moonrise occurred whenever the sun went down, and moonset preceded sunrise by mere moments. This event, against all rational scientific expectation, seemed to occur in exactly the same fashion regardless of where the observer stood on the Earth.

It was magic, no doubt about it, and that magic extended beyond the illusion of the turgid moon’s clockwork arrival. It reached to the surface of the Earth, influencing spells cast by witches, government policy, and, most frightening of all, the shapeshifters who lived predominantly in North America.

Now that full moonlight touched New York City, the change was coming.

“Crap,” breathed Mallory Reilly, hurrying to finish her paperwork.

There were still three shifters waiting to check into her safe house, and those were three more shifters than she had space to hold. She had an overflow room where all of them would be able to shift together, but she had to run it through the registration program to make sure that their species were compatible first.

The software—and the overflow rooms—were very new, implemented in response to an incident at another safe house. Two shapeshifters had killed each other in the parking lot overnight because there hadn’t been enough rooms to lock them away.

Obviously the software hadn’t been tested enough. Mallory’s computer was crapping out on her.

“What’s taking so long?” asked one of the werewolves.

“I’m so sorry.” Mallory banged on her keyboard. “I want to get you guys in, I do, but—”

“There’s no time,” said Ember Bane, another werewolf. His flesh rippled, sweat slicked his forehead, his eyes glowed.

He was already starting to transform.

They were out of time.

“Two werewolves and a cougar shifter,” Mallory murmured.

What harm could come out of sticking them in a room together?

They were going to have to find out.

This had only become a problem very recently. The fact that three shifters—three of them!—were seeking shelter for the transformation meant that they’d rejected Rylie Gresham as their Alpha. If they didn’t acknowledge her as their leader, then she couldn’t gentle their transformations on the full and new moons.

More and more shifters were rejecting Rylie Gresham now, especially since she had announced that she was putting her position as Alpha up for election.

Mallory had never seen so many people in need of shelter at her safe house.

And the damn computer wasn’t working.

She slapped the button to unlock the stairwell. “The overflow room is on the right as soon as you get downstairs,” Mallory said. “Don’t worry about check-in. I’ll lock up behind you.”

“Thank the gods,” Ember breathed.

He moved from the window, allowing Mallory to see that another woman—someone who wasn’t a shifter—had entered the secure parking lot. The newcomer strode toward the registration window.

January Lazar was a famous reporter, and famously difficult. She had made a name for herself by interviewing Rylie Gresham, then became notorious by giving air time to Rylie Gresham’s worst enemy. A terrorist who wanted the Alpha dead. Everton Stark.

If January Lazar was at Mallory’s safe house, then it could only mean bad things were about to happen. Mallory needed to protect the charges she had already checked into the safe house. She hit the button to lock down the stairwell even though the three shifters hadn’t gotten inside yet.

“What are you doing?” Ember shouted. His werewolf friend, Dolf, slammed his fists against the door.

“Great question,” January said. Her heeled pumps rapped against the parking lot as she strode up to the window. “What are you doing?”

“We only allow shapeshifters here, ma’am,” Mallory said. “No press within the perimeter of the fence. You have to leave.”

“Are you going to make me leave?” January asked.

It was a tempting thought. Mallory fingered the charms dangling next to her window as she considered it. She had a few rudimentary spells that could be used to knock down an escaping shifter, but January Lazar was human. The spells might kill her.

“If I have to,” Mallory said.

Ember Bane cried out, and it sounded like a howl. His cry was echoed by the cougar shifter’s a moment later.

They were changing.

“Unlock the door, don’t unlock the door, it’s up to you,” January Lazar said. “I can do my piece here as easily as downstairs.” A few feet from the registration booth, she assembled a tripod and set her camera on top of it. She would be able to film the three shifters pounding against the door now as the moon rose.

There were laws against video recording at safe houses meant to protect the privacy of the inhabitants. January Lazar knew that, and she obviously felt no fear of repercussions.

Now another pair of people were entering the parking lot. The streetlights gave Mallory a great view of their faces.

Everton Stark had arrived.

“Are you filming?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” January said.

The cougar shifter recognized him and stopped trying to break into the safe house. “Everton Stark!” She crossed the parking lot to fall at his feet.

January moved the camera to film it.

The transformation was rapidly overtaking Bianca Grant. Her whole body shook with the change. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she fought against it, bucking with pain.

Stark glanced at the camera to make sure it was focused on him, then kneeled in front of Bianca. He lifted her chin with a knuckle. Their eyes met. “Your transformation doesn’t hurt,” he said. “Change quickly, and change in peace.”

Bianca’s eyes went blank. She stopped shaking.

Within seconds, the animal form took over her. Fur covered her body. Her face elongated into a muzzle. Her knees reversed direction.

A mountain lion stood where she had been kneeling.

The werewolves tripped over their own feet to rush to Everton Stark.

“Stay away from him!” Mallory called. “He’s dangerous! An enemy of the state!”

They ignored her, but Stark’s companion didn’t.

The woman who had arrived with Stark leaned down to look at Mallory through the window. “Hi there. I’m Deirdre Tombs.”

“I know you.” She had seen Deirdre Tombs alongside Everton Stark in several videos online. The woman was just as deadly as the man. Mallory’s fingers slipped under the desk, searching for the panic button that would notify the Office of Preternatural Affairs of an emergency.

“Great. So you’ve seen me killing people.” Deirdre formed her fingers into the shape of a gun and poked them against the glass. “Pop.”

She wasn’t even holding an actual gun, but Mallory flinched.

“Don’t push your panic button,” Deirdre said. “We’re not planning on getting any visits from the Office of Preternatural Affairs tonight. Okay?”

Mallory’s forefinger came across the swell of the panic button.

All it would take was one tap, and the Office of Preternatural Affairs would come running.

But they could only come so quickly.

They wouldn’t arrive in time to save her from Everton Stark and Deirdre Tombs.

Stark was making the werewolves change now. They shifted from one form to the other peacefully, calmly, and January Lazar filmed it all.

Despite her years working at a safe house, Mallory had never actually watched any of the shifters change. She was a witch. The weakest of the gaean classes. She knew to keep at least two locked doors and a handful of wards between her and the shifters on the nights of the moons.

It was a horrifying thing to see, that change. The way that their bodies distorted and rearranged had to be painful. Bones broke and tore through the skin in multiple places.

There was blood. There were also other fluids, which Mallory didn’t even want to identify.

But the shifters looked so calm as they changed.

Stark was doing that to them. That was powerful stuff.

Mallory didn’t want to think about what he could do to her.

She dropped her finger from the button, even though relenting made her heart sink.

“Good. That’s good.” Deirdre was so friendly, so encouraging. “What’s your name?”

“Mallory,” she said.

“Okay, Mallory. If you keep being cooperative, then there’s no reason for anyone to die tonight. Understand? I’d love it if tonight ended without anyone dying. So I’m going to need you to unlock all the doors inside the safe house,” Deirdre said.

“Why?”

“Mallory, my friend, we just talked about this. I need you to be cooperative. Okay?”

Deirdre still wasn’t actually holding a gun. She didn’t look all that threatening, either. When she spoke, she flashed a gap between her upper front teeth, which made her look cute rather than traditionally beautiful. A man’s flannel shirt over cheap jeans concealed her curves.

She could have been any random shifter.

Except that she’d come with that guy.

“Okay.” Mallory clicked through the new software to find the override for the locks on the interior doors. Most of the shifters who’d checked in that night were werewolves. They might beat each other up, but they probably wouldn’t manage to kill anyone.

Deirdre glanced at the moon—the first sign of nervousness she’d shown. “Be fast about it.”

“Fast as I can,” Mallory said.

She found the override in the software. She shut her eyes, whispered a prayer, and clicked it.

A quiet alarm chimed within the booth, alerting her to the fact that the doors were unlocked after hours.

Deirdre stiffened. “What’s that?”

“It’s just warning me the doors are unlocked,” Mallory said. “That’s all.”

“Does it call back to the OPA?”

“No, I think—I don’t know, I don’t think so. This program is new. I’m not sure. But I don’t think it does.”

Deirdre called over her shoulder. “Hey! Stark! We might have a problem.”

Everton Stark rounded on them. The shifters had finished changing and now two hulking wolves and a cougar sniffed around his feet. It said a lot about the man’s presence that standing between beasts of that size didn’t diminish him in the slightest.

“No, no, no we don’t, there’s no problem,” Mallory said. “I’m cooperating. I’m doing exactly what you said. I unlocked the doors.”

“What’s that alarm?” Stark asked.

Even through the window—enchanted glass meant to withstand physical assault from super-powered shifters—he was a terrifying man. Not tall, but broad and barrel-chested, with arms that looked like cabers.

“She unlocked the inside doors and it started going off,” Deirdre explained to Stark. “She says that it won’t call the OPA. At least, she thinks it won’t call the OPA, but she’s not sure.”

He pressed a hand against the window, as if to test it for strength. The glass groaned.

Mallory’s eyes flicked toward the charms hanging from the inside of the frame.

“Did you call them?” Stark asked.

“No,” she said.

He seemed to weigh his options, considering the woman, the shifters at his back, and the reporter filming it all. “Open the stairwell.”

“What?”

He stared at her, giving her the full weight of his golden-eyed stare. All shifters Mallory had met had golden eyes that were superficially identical to his, but something about Stark’s was impossible to look away from.

“Come on, Mallory,” Deirdre said. “Play ball with us.”

“It’s just—if I open the doors—”

Stark slammed a fist into the glass. Cracks spiderwebbed around his knuckles, spreading rapidly to the edges of the frame.

Mallory leaped back with a shriek, her office chair falling underneath her. She tripped over it. Caught herself on the wall.

“Open it,” Stark said.

She had already opened the doors to the cells underground. If she opened the stairs too, then she would release every temporary resident of the safe house: twenty-five moon-sickened shifters who were beyond Rylie Gresham’s control.

The wards surrounding the safe house’s parking lot were good, but not that good.

Stark slammed his hand into the glass again.

“Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll do it!” Mallory cried.

The lock for the main door was easy to find. Her hands shook as she deactivated it.

Stark punched the glass a third time. It didn’t stand a chance against him. His hand went through it. He ripped the glass away, smearing blood over the jagged edges as though it didn’t hurt him.

Mallory squeezed herself in the corner of the booth, screaming. But he reached her easily.

He yanked her through the window, and Mallory struggled to grab the defensive charms on her way out. The glass did hurt her. She wasn’t a shifter. She didn’t heal quickly like they did. Shards scraped down her arms, and she cried as he tossed her to the pavement.

The air was crisp and wet with the memory of rain. Stark and Deirdre towered over Mallory, backlit by January Lazar’s light.

“I did everything you asked,” Mallory said. “I’ve obeyed.”

“You did,” Deirdre said. “But if your alarm does summon the OPA…” She shrugged. “We’ll need a hostage to get out of here. Hang tight. I’ll get back to you in a minute.”

Hang tight? What else was Mallory supposed to do? She hugged a charm under her arm to hide it, dampness of the pavement soaking through her slacks, and she shivered. She’d managed to grab one charm from the booth but not one of the good ones—it was a spell to help her stay awake for the long night shift.

January’s camera focused on her, and Mallory could only imagine what she must have looked like: mascara streaking, face puffy with tears, bleeding freely from her arms.

Deirdre Tombs opened the door to the safe house stairs.

“No!” Mallory cried, curling into the smallest ball she could manage.

Nothing came out of the stairwell.

The shifters might not have realized that their rooms had unlocked yet. The doors didn’t open automatically.

“I’ll return shortly,” Stark said, and he vanished down the stairs.

There were still three large, predatory animals prowling around the parking lot. They looked to be sedate while under Stark’s control, but that didn’t mean much.

Stark had been killing people for months to draw attention to his cause. He had done it primarily by ordering innocent shifters to murder.

And it worked.

Making an example of people had given him a platform. It was the reason that Mallory knew who he was by name and by face. He was more famous than most actors at this point.

Watching the shifters prowling, waiting for Stark to return, she couldn’t help but fear that her death would be the next step for his platform.

Deirdre crouched in front of Mallory, haloed by January Lazar’s light. “Hey,” she said softly, voice quiet enough that the camera might not pick it up. “I know you’re scared, but I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Okay? I promise that you’re safe with me.”

Mallory wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. “You said you’d shoot me.”

“I know.” Deirdre glanced at January, then shifted her body so that the camera could only film her back. She dropped her voice. “I’m not like Stark. I don’t hurt people for fun. I’m going to get you out of here alive.”

She sounded earnest.

Slowly, Mallory’s heart decelerated.

“I just need your help,” Deirdre said, and that got Mallory’s heart going faster again.

“Help with what?” Mallory asked.

January Lazar moved the camera closer to get more of their conversation. Deirdre scowled at it. “Get that out of my face,” she said.

“You’re part of this, Ms. Tombs,” January said. “People will want to know you.”

Howls echoed from the depths of the safe house.

Stark had opened the doors.

Mallory whimpered as claws scrabbled against the stairs. The shifters emerged one at a time, emerging from underground single file because they were too large to navigate the stairwell alongside each other.

All those people she had checked in before moonrise—ordinary, compliant American citizens—were animals now, wild eyed and slavering.

A wolf the size of a car stalked toward Mallory.

“No!” she cried, clutching the useless charm.

Deirdre wrapped her arms around Mallory. The shifter woman’s skin was warm. Painfully warm, in fact. Like she was radiating pure sunlight.

The wolf stuck its nose between them. Deirdre shoved its muzzle away. “Back off.” It pushed more insistently, wet breath wheezing over them. Its tongue made a wet slurping noise as it licked its fangs. Deirdre shoved again. “Give me room!”

Stark’s hand closed on the ruff of fur at the wolf’s neck. “You heard her. Don’t touch Deirdre Tombs.”

“Or the witch,” Deirdre added.

Stark glowered.

She repeated herself. “Or the witch.”

“Or the witch,” he echoed from between his teeth, as though it hurt him to say it.

He dragged the wolf away.

Twenty-eight shifters, mostly wolves, stood in the parking lot, and all of them were giving their full attention to Everton Stark. It was impressive to see so many massive shifters showing submission to a single human man. He walked among them with no fear.

January Lazar filmed it all.

“Look at them,” Stark said. “See how they obey me?”

“Amazing,” the reporter sighed.

“I’m Everton Stark, and I am an Alpha,” he said directly to the camera. “You don’t need Rylie Gresham. None of us do.” He turned to the shifters. “If you choose, you can be on your own tonight. Run through the city. Be wild. Find others like you and know freedom. Or you can come with me. Join me. Join my movement, and help me fight.”

He flung his arms out.

With howls and yips, the shifters exploded into motion, racing across the parking lot.

A lot of them didn’t go anywhere. More than a dozen stuck around, hoping to ally with Stark.

The rest fled, unleashed on New York City.

There was no way Mallory would be keeping her job after that night.

“You didn’t mention the election,” Deirdre said. “You should have mentioned the election. ‘My name is Everton Stark, and I approve this message.’” She turned to January Lazar. “Can you edit that in at the end?”

“Shifters don’t elect Alphas,” Stark said with the tone of a man who had been through the same argument a million times and had no patience left for it.

“I wish I could get a video of you shifted, Mr. Stark,” January said. “Want to give me some footage?”

“No,” he said curtly.

“Why not? I bet you’re an impressive animal.” She pushed his arm playfully, as unafraid of the man as he was of the shifters surrounding them. She was probably right to think that she wasn’t in danger. He needed her to spread his message, after all.

“No,” Stark said again. The remaining shifters milled around him, sticking their noses under the hem of his shirt, inhaling his odor. “How was that, January? Do you have enough?”

“Yes, it was great,” January said. “Perfect. You look like a modern Che Guevara. Or Moses!” She added the second name thoughtfully, as though trying to decide which metaphor she wanted to push to the masses. She tapped her forefinger against her chin.

“Do you need anything else?”

“Election,” Deirdre muttered under her breath.

“Nope, I think we’re good! This is going to be beautiful for sweeps week.” January kissed the side of her camera, leaving the imprint of her shiny gloss on the plastic casing. One of the werewolves stuck his nose up the reporter’s skirt. She pushed the hem down. “Bad dog. No.”

“They aren’t dogs,” Deirdre said.

January gave her an exaggerated wink. “All men are dogs, even when they walk around on two legs.” She waved a goodbye. “I need to edit this package if I want to get it on the news today. Ta ta, furry woodland friends!”

Mallory didn’t dare move as January Lazar carried her camera out of the parking lot, leaving her alone at the scene.

Well, as alone as she could be with twenty shapeshifters.

She was hoping that Stark and Deirdre would follow January and take the freed shifters with them. She hoped that they’d forget she even existed.

Stark glanced up at the moon. “We’re out of time. Get downstairs, Tombs.”

Deirdre turned to Mallory. “Can you prepare to lock one of the safe rooms for us? Just one to keep me inside all night?”

“What? Why?”

“Because—” Deirdre began.

A floodlight blazed down onto the parking lot.

Mallory shielded her eyes, squinting up at the source. She could barely make out the shape of a helicopter overhead.

A voice piped over a loudspeaker.

“Everton Stark, you are under arrest. Drop your weapons, get down on the ground, and do not shapeshift.”

In an instant, Mallory was off the pavement, Everton Stark’s arm hooked around her throat. A gun pressed against her temple.

We’ll need a hostage to get out of here.

Mallory was a hostage.

She cried and beat at his arm, but Stark was pure, primal strength. He didn’t budge. Even if she’d been able to get away, she wouldn’t have gotten far. She was surrounded by warm, furry bodies, waiting for an excuse to bite her.

“We’re leaving,” Stark shouted at the helicopter. “If you follow us, I will kill this woman.”

“No you won’t,” Deirdre said under her breath.

“I will,” Stark said, quieter than before, speaking directly to Deirdre.

“I’m drawing a line here. The witch lives. Her life isn’t currency.”

“We aren’t having this debate, Tombs!”

The helicopter dropped a few inches. Black ropes spiraled down from its belly, and agents slid down on harnesses, preparing to encircle them.

Stark popped a few shots off at the descending agents. Cries erupted overhead. The smell of gunpowder clung to Mallory’s sinuses, ears aching with the volume of the gunshots. Her ears were ringing. Everything was muffled.

The OPA had sent agents down despite his threat. The meaning was clear: they didn’t care if Mallory survived the confrontation.

Agents dropped. A few landed on their feet among the shapeshifters, lifting silver-plated riot shields to defend themselves. A few collapsed in piles of body armor, gushing blood from bullet wounds that Stark had delivered.

The shifters closed in around the agents. Yips and snarls and gunshots exploded through the night.

Stark’s gun shoved harder against Mallory’s temple.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

But then his gun moved away again.

“Tombs!” Stark shouted. Deirdre had grabbed his hand, preventing him from shooting their hostage.

Mallory ripped away from Stark. She fell into Deirdre’s arms, tears streaming down her cheeks, lungs hitching as she cried. “Run!” Deirdre said.

And then she followed her own advice, pulling Mallory along with her, forging a path through the crowd of shifters.

Shifters were supernaturally fast. As a witch, Mallory was not. She couldn’t keep her feet underneath her as she stumbled after Deirdre, dragged by the shifter’s grip.

After a few clumsy feet, Deirdre hauled Mallory off the ground, slinging her over her shoulder.

Upside down, Mallory watched as Stark fired at the OPA agents. He moved so quickly, jerking left to right as he ran, zigzagging across the parking lot.

He was dodging bullets, she realized with a shock.

The man can dodge bullets.

Deirdre skidded to a stop. “Dammit!”

Under her arm, Mallory saw several more OPA agents blocking the gate of the parking lot with their bodies, lifting fully automatic weapons.

They were going to shoot at Deirdre and Stark.

And Mallory would be caught in the crossfire.

“No!” Mallory shrieked.

A dark shape hurtled out of the sky and slammed into the ground so hard that it cratered.

Blades and guns flashed.

The OPA agents fell in rapid succession, collapsing like bowling pins.

Once they’d all hit the ground, the new arrival stood tall and tossed her hair back from her face.

It was a woman with dark olive skin and wings. Not wings like the angels that Mallory had seen on the news, but metal wings, jagged and cruel. There was blood and ragged flesh on the tips of her shimmering feathers.

She wasn’t holding a weapon. She’d killed the agents with her wings, clearing a path to escape the safe house.

Mallory burst into tears again.

The winged woman didn’t attack them when Deirdre raced past. She had already moved on to the other agents that had jumped out of the helicopter, bladed wings flashing in the streetlights as blood sprayed.

The helicopter was following Deirdre and Stark, though. It was keeping its light focused on them.

Stark tried to shoot out the light, but his gun clicked empty.

“Here!” Deirdre shouted.

She shifted her weight, tossed him another gun. She never even broke her stride.

Stark aimed at the light. It blazed down on him, haloing his rugged, square face in unflatteringly harsh light, illuminating his brown hair so that it almost looked red.

One more gunshot. Just one.

The light went out.

“Move,” he barked, shoving Deirdre.

The safe house receded behind them, shrinking into the distance as they pounded down the sidewalk. There weren’t a lot of cars or pedestrians on their street. Not at night, and not in that neighborhood. Not so close to vampire territory.

Vampire territory. Jesus. A pair of murdering terrorists were dragging Mallory toward the vampires, chased by a whole army of shapeshifters who had been changed by the light of the moon.

All she’d wanted to do was read a book and get through the night shift without falling asleep on her desk.

Now it seemed like she wasn’t going to survive until morning.

“Please let me go,” Mallory begged. The blood was collecting in her head, blurring her vision and making her dizzy.

“She’s slowing you down,” Stark said. “Get rid of her. I don’t care how you do it, but do it.”

Deirdre jogged into a side alley, spilling Mallory unceremoniously on the wet pavement.

The witch tried to scramble away on hands and knees, but fear made her clumsy; she fell over a bag of rotten trash, collapsing onto her side with a wail. “Whoa, hey, relax,” Deirdre said. “You’re okay.”

“Don’t kill me.” Mallory could barely speak through the tears. “Please.” She could still hear the helicopter, knew it had to be close, knew it wouldn’t be long until the OPA caught up with them and turned her into collateral damage.

“I promised you weren’t going to die tonight.” Deirdre squeezed Mallory’s hand. The shifter’s fingers were hot and dry. Almost painfully hot. “Take care of yourself.”

Stark looked furious at the act of kindness, but he only turned and stalked away without speaking. Mallory might have been imagining it, but she thought that Deirdre looked like she glowed as she followed him.
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​The horses started neighing, the dogs bayed, and the parrot screeched within her cage all at the same time. Chadwick Hawfinch removed the needle from his vein and set it on the coffee table before standing.

“Trilby! We have a visitor!” Chadwick Hawfinch called to his partner, rolling out his aching arm. The veins on that side were glowing an electric blue.

Trilby didn’t respond. She was puttering around in the storeroom, rearranging their stock, taking inventory, making notes on what they needed to order and from which vendors. But she would already know that they had visitors, even if she hadn’t heard Chadwick. It was impossible to miss the parrot’s screeching.

Crackers never screamed when her cage was covered. Not unless she sensed a particularly dangerous predator nearby.

And there were few predators deadlier than Everton Stark.

They were out there, sure. Just not a lot of them.

He checked the security cameras and found Everton Stark rendered in grayscale on his monitor. The Alpha was still on the outskirts of the neighborhood. The animals had sensed his approach from blocks away.

It was part of the reason that Chadwick kept a veritable zoo in his building, right in the middle of New York City. His animals were more sensitive to security threats than any spell he could buy.

Sure, the horses didn’t like being kept in stalls in the basement of his high-rise. Sure, they died all the time. But that was what they were for. The horses didn’t need to survive long for him to extract their blood.

Chadwick opened the lobby doors and disengaged some of the wards protecting his building. Stark wouldn’t have been able to get through all those spells without help. They should have kept anything short of a second Genesis from crashing down on his high-rise.

By the time he’d dismantled the wards, Stark was sauntering up the sidewalk outside the high-rise, swathed in a jacket with a hood that covered his eyes and revealed his ruddy red-brown beard. The man was as big around the chest as any of Chadwick’s draft horses, and equally graceful.

Crackers shrieked within her cage again. She was the most sensitive of all his animals, and the most obnoxious.

“Shut up, you ugly parrot!” he snapped.

She stopped screaming. Silence radiated from underneath the blanket on her cage.

He hadn’t actually expected her to do what he ordered. Maybe the dumb bird was finally learning.

Chadwick met Stark outside the door. It was the polite thing to do. He was a country boy at heart, and nobody had better manners than country folks. “Everton!” he greeted with as warm a tone as he could manage.

Stark glowered. He always glowered. He was a miserable, grumpy shifter with a raisin where most people kept a heart. “I need your basement.”

Chadwick played stupid. “My basement?”

“You know what I mean. I need what’s under it.”

There was a bomb shelter underneath Chadwick’s basement. It had been installed by the high-rise’s previous owners—paranoid werewolves who had been convinced that the Office of Preternatural Affairs planned to wipe them out from a distance using radiation.

Stark had contracted with Chadwick to use the bomb shelter as a hideout months earlier, and he wasn’t the only one. Several people had contracts with Chadwick for the use of his high-rise. It was protected by some of the most advanced spell work on the East Coast; he’d even gotten a mage to put in a layer of wards. Consequently, some of the greatest villains of the post-Genesis world paid great sums of money for the right to hide on Chadwick’s property.

His reputation easily generated ninety percent of his lucrative business. Chadwick didn’t want to damage that reputation.

If Stark stuck around, it was going to be more than damaged.

Once rumor got around that Chadwick had sold one of his clients out, he’d lose a lot of street cred, which was worth millions.

Even so, there were things more valuable than money—things like Chadwick’s life—and the ones who’d bought Stark’s death had made the stakes clear.

“Let me in,” Stark said, stopping in front of the lobby doors.

“You’ll upset the horses,” Chadwick said. That was true, at least. They always lost their marbles when Stark came around.

“I don’t give a damn about your horses. I’ve got the OPA on my tail and a full moon rising.”

Stark couldn’t take a hint. The man was a bully, and he was going to die for it that night.

Chadwick stepped aside to let him enter. “Tell you what. Let me have Trilby sedate the animals real quick. It’ll be time for a bloodletting in about a half an hour anyway.” He gestured to the desk across his lobby, where he kept drinks for everyone who came to do business with him. “Want to have coffee while we wait?”

“No,” Stark said. “I need your shelter.”

Stubborn, awful man. “Won’t be long at all,” Chadwick said with forced cheer.

Trilby was currently bustling around the plants under the windows, humming to herself as she watered them. Chadwick caught her attention by waving at her. “Sedate the horses! Give ‘em a little juice!”

“A little juice” was their code, a way for Chadwick to tell her that things were about to get deadly.

The old woman headed toward the basement elevators without looking back. Amazing how fast she could move in her slippers and muumuu.

Stark didn’t follow Chadwick toward the desk with the coffee. He remained stiff by the front door, eyes on the elevators as Trilby headed down.

“Coffee’s already on,” Chadwick said. “I’ve got one of those new Behexed things. Potion pods, blood pods, coffee pods. Does darn near anything you could want. Won’t take long, as I said.”

“I hate your parrot,” Stark said, boots glued to the welcome mat.

Chadwick laughed. “Me too. She’s in her cage today.” He waved at the corner, where it was still silent under the white drape. “Don’t worry about her—she’s actually shut up for once.”

Stark finally moved through the lobby. The wards on the high-rise hummed in response. Everton Stark was something prehistoric and powerful—a bear wolf, a creature that hadn’t walked the Earth since humans came about—and the wards knew exactly how dangerous he was.

Not dangerous enough, though. There were things on the planet even older and deadlier than that guy.

Chadwick was going to enjoy watching him die.

“I need you to disarm, as usual,” Chadwick said as he grabbed a couple of mugs that fit the Behexed. “You know how it is. It’s in the contract and all.” So was keeping Stark’s relationship with Chadwick confidential, but Stark would be dead before he realized those terms had been violated.

Stark opened his jacket to reveal an underarm holster. He set a handgun on the desk, then pulled another, smaller gun out of his belt, and a third from his boots. Stark also produced two knives from within his sleeves and set those alongside the other weapons.

“That’s everything,” Stark said, letting his jacket fall closed around him again.

“Don’t mind if I check, do you?” Chadwick asked.

Stark grunted.

Chadwick activated a charm with a twist of his fingers, snagging the spell out of the air. It would make all weapons within the room glow. The magical light came from the table and the silver knife that Chadwick was wearing.

Stark had been honest about his weapons. There really was a first time for everything.

“You must be having a bad week if you needed to come here.” Chadwick gathered the weapons and put them into his safe. Enchantments buzzed as the locked clicked shut.

“The worst kind of week,” Stark agreed.

“I expected you to be excited about the upcoming elections,” Chadwick said. “You’ve been polling well. Have you seen the latest numbers?”

“I don’t watch polls.”

“You’ve got thirty percent of shifters saying they’re going to vote for you. Thirty percent! That’s a lot of shifters.”

“Shifters don’t hold elections. We earn our roles through blood. The Office of Preternatural Affairs wouldn’t yield to me even if I won.”

“Probably not, if they’re on your tail,” Chadwick said. “What’d you do tonight? Raid another benefits office?”

“A safe house.”

“See, why you gotta go and do that? You’re just agitating the OPA. It’s like poking a hornet’s nest with a stick. It’s so much easier to keep out of their sight. They’ll let you conduct your business if you don’t make a bother of yourself.”

“Not all of us want to sell animal blood to vampire
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