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  I dedicate this book to Whitney, whom I frustrate endlessly with my cliffhangers. 

Hang in there, girl—I’m not done yet! 
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  1


Gypsy breathed a sigh of relief as the skid hit the rooftop. She put the brake in place and shut down the helicopter’s engine. It had been a long trip, and even with her uploaded flying lessons, she wasn’t comfortable with the variable weather conditions this far north. As if gale-force winds weren’t enough to tighten her grip on the cyclic, there was always the occasional glass-shattering blast wave to worry about… or dragons. 
Gypsy unstrapped herself and peered out the windshield at her arriving escort. Despite the early hours, the prison’s security was on point. The lookouts had no doubt called in their impromptu guests the minute they caught sight of the helicopter over the dark horizon.
Gypsy climbed out of the cabin and approached her favorite spark plug. She was legitimately pleased to engage with Efrat again, but she was a little disappointed not to see her favorite Texan by his side. His particular charm was growing on her. She was certain he didn’t reciprocate that sentiment, but time was usually a better predictor for her friendships than first impressions.
Efrat brought his arms forward and away from his sides—the equivalent of cocking a gun in his case. She bit her lip, trying not to mock him with an unrestrained grin. Nevertheless, she raised her hands to reveal her empty palms, surrendering to his authority. She knew he was dangerous—more dangerous than anyone gave him credit for, but much like Daniel McGrath, she could see a reluctance in his armament. He had no desire to hurt her. Not yet anyway. 
“Since when did the roof become our official landing pad?” Efrat called to her over the slowing whir of the chopper’s blades.
Gypsy shrugged and glanced back at her newly acquired bird. It cost a pretty penny, but it hadn’t come out of her account, so she didn’t have to worry about it. “I’m afraid my employer doesn’t understand the meaning of the phrase no-fly zone. And he hates traveling by land. Too slow.”
“Your employer sounds like a douchebag.”
Gypsy tipped her head and perked her brow. He wasn’t wrong. Her employment had been more than satisfactory on the money front, and there were certainly perks to having such a powerful man in her corner, but his personality required a degree of tolerance… and coddling. “Where’s your other half? I was looking forward to being greeted with some down-home Southern charm.”
Efrat frowned and averted his eyes to the ground. “He’s inside the Medusa statue.”
“Oh.” Gypsy wasn’t sure what that meant, but by the look on Efrat’s face, it wasn’t good. “Can’t get him out, I take it?” Efrat shook his head despondently, jaw tight as if he were fighting back more emotions than he preferred to reveal to her. “Rough week then?”
Efrat glared at her, but she held back any sign of amusement so he knew she wasn’t mocking his distress. She wasn’t unfamiliar with the loss of a colleague, and she considered it one of the more underrated griefs that people had to endure. Recognizing her sincerity in the statement, he scoffed and nodded. “You have no idea.”
“I’m sorry. I know you and Tex were friends.”
“Duke,” Efrat corrected a little defensively. Never mind that the man’s given name was Duane, his nickname was as much a part of his identity as his southern accent. Or at least it had been.
Gypsy could feel the moment getting heavy. If they continued on this path, there was bound to be hugging or tears—and there was no need to embarrass the man like that. “How about I kick these two douchebags out of my chopper and we can fly off to Tijuana together?”
Efrat looked back at the chopper. His frown softened, and his lip tipped up a little. “I’d love to, but knowing my luck, I would short out the engine and we would crash and burn before we made it to the equator.” Efrat showed off his dazzling blue hands.
Gypsy shrugged. “Well, it would be a hot ride either way.”
Efrat’s brow dipped at her semi-flirtatious morbidness. “You really are a strange cat, you know that, right?”
“Strange as they come.” Gypsy shifted to see who had come through the roof exit. She met eyes with Cori. Dressed in a black coat two sizes too big, and her hair blowing in her face, Gypsy still recognized her instantly. “Ah, crap,” Gypsy mumbled. She had expected to have an altercation with the woman. Cutting off her hand was bound to have some lasting consequences for their already turbulent relationship. However, she had hoped to make it off the roof before the fisticuffs began. It was too damn cold up here, and the lighting was shit. “I don’t suppose an apology will get me out of this fight.”
Efrat glanced back at Cori’s approach and stiffened his back upright into a proper little soldier. Whatever levity Gypsy had developed in the conversation had instantly evaporated. “I don’t think so,” Efrat said quietly. “She’s having a worse week.”
Gypsy wondered what was worse than losing one of their own, but she didn’t have time to inquire.
Cori moved toward her; eyes bright with venom that increased with each step. She could see there was no chance of making peace with the woman now. At best, she could have a proper row with her and exhaust the anger out of her once and for all.
Cori stopped beside Efrat and looked her over. Gypsy recognized the attempt to search her for weapons, but the woman was not skilled enough to identify anything beyond the bulge of a gun holster. Not that it mattered since, like the last time she visited, Gypsy was under strict orders not to harm “the good guys,” unless absolutely necessary. The fact that cutting off Cori’s hand became necessary last time was not her fault. Strictly speaking, it was Cori’s fault. The woman’s doggedness had been extremely inconvenient to her rescue efforts.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Cori asked, not bothering to hide even a sliver of her contempt.
Gypsy was relieved that she hadn’t outright attacked her, but that didn’t mean Cori wasn’t poised for any excuse to start a fight. Gypsy needed to be very careful about what she said so she wouldn’t set the woman off. 
“I’ve come for the other hand,” Gypsy announced with a wicked smile. 
“You bitch!” Cori only hesitated a second before pulling her gun.
“Cori, no!” Efrat grabbed her wrist just before the pistol let out a resounding crack.
Gypsy belatedly jumped out of the bullet’s original path—legitimately fearing for her life. She was disappointed that she had underestimated the woman’s level of anger. Not to mention her willingness to actually kill her. Cori had always been unpredictable, no doubt, but she wasn’t usually so lethal. Perhaps Duke’s loss was harder on her than Gypsy would have estimated. She wasn’t aware of any romantic relationship between them, but perhaps Cori’s home life wasn’t as June and Ward as it appeared from the outside.
“Cori, stop!” Efrat struggled with her, using a few snaps of electricity to get her to release her grip on the gun. It thunked onto the tar roof, and Efrat kicked it away from her.
“Let go of me!” she screamed at Efrat. “You’re hurting me!” He immediately released his painful grip on her wrists and retracted from her. They exchanged a look that Gypsy didn’t quite understand—guilt. She understood Efrat’s guilt, but what did Cori have to feel guilty about?
Cori rubbed her wrists and turned her attention back to Gypsy. “If you come near me again, I will kill you!” As serious as the situation was, Gypsy still couldn’t resist puffing her lips into a mocking kiss. Cori darted forward, but Efrat jumped ahead of her, holding her back with the broad side of his arm so he wouldn’t electrocute her. “Do you understand me, you psychopathic bitch?” Cori’s voice nearly broke with the force of her words.
Gypsy straightened up, shifting her shoulders back and raising her chin. She didn’t mind being called names—she rather enjoyed her long-standing title of bitch, but for some reason, she didn’t like it when Cori said it. It probably had to do with the fact that Cori hadn’t earned the right to call her that yet. Discounting a stray timeline in which Gypsy killed everyone Cori loves, she had done virtually nothing to the woman—besides irritating her. In the back of her mind, Gypsy could hear a little voice demanding that she show Cori just how psychopathic she could be, but fortunately, there was a much louder voice telling her to do her duty.
“I do understand,” Gypsy said in an almost respectful tone. “But I’m not going anywhere, so you need to redefine your definition of near while we work together.”
Cori ceased struggling against Efrat’s restraint. “What are you talking about?”
“I have a job to do, and your opinion of me takes no precedence over my duties.”
“What job?” Cori narrowed her eyes.
“Bonjour, Cori.” A pair of long legs, punctuated by high heels, scissored their way around the back of the chopper. Leona ducked beneath the tail, dragging a tiny wheeled suitcase with her.
Cori’s anger seemed to dim as she stared at the woman’s shimmering purple lips, heavy eyeliner, and layered brown locks. The fem-wolf’s skirt was short as it tended to be, but to add to her mystique, her shirt was completely sheer. Her bandeau bra was barely enough to contain her, but that didn’t much matter when she had no shame for what was underneath. Even after two kids, the woman had maintained a figure that both men and women yearned for.
Gypsy noted that Efrat had taken a particular interest in her physique, dragging his eyes down her legs and back up to her exposed bust line. He obviously didn’t get much exposure to women, certainly not any as alluring as this. Since he had never shown any interest in Gypsy’s overt sexuality, she presumed the elemental preferred girly women. Little did he know Leona didn’t fall into that category any more than Gypsy. Even so, she was nice to look at—when she wasn’t talking.
“It’s been a long time,” Leona purred in her dulcet French accent.
Cori’s mouth dropped open, but nothing came out. Gypsy had heard Leona brag on more than one occasion about her hold over the woman, but to see it up close was something of a disappointment. Just when Cori had impressed her with an attempted murder, her high ranking was slipping away with a werewolf girl crush.
“Not long enough.” Cori finally communicated. She brushed away Efrat’s grasp and squared her shoulders. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be held up in a cage somewhere, shaving the fur off your back?”
Gypsy snorted, trying to contain her laughter. Leona tossed a scathing glare in her direction, but she just shrugged it off. If Frederique didn’t intimidate her, she certainly wouldn't be cowed by her sister.
“I’m here to discuss an alliance,” Leona said.
“An alliance?” Cori perked a brow. “Don’t tell me you’re having another domestic dispute with an ex.”
“No, this is a far less personal issue, but nonetheless, one of the utmost importance. One which I will speak to Danato about immediately.”
“You know I didn’t have you down on the schedule. Maybe you should come back another time. Gypsy, why don’t you and your bitch fly back to hell? I’ll pencil you both in for: over my dead body.”
“That can be arranged.” Leona took a threatening step forward.
“Speaking of dead bodies,” Efrat interjected, stepping in front of Cori. “You will need to back the fuck off.”  
“And just who are you?” Leona looked him over with condescending amusement.
“I’m her bitch.” Efrat nodded to Cori. Gypsy chortled at the joke, drawing a few glances.
“Is that so?” Leona took another step forward, but this time she disguised it as a seductive approach. She pushed in close, putting her breasts against Efrat’s chest. To his credit, the elemental didn’t look the least bit flustered by her sexual intimidation. “Maybe I should introduce myself?”
“Maybe you should,” Efrat taunted her.
Gypsy groaned and took a step back, then forward. She rubbed her head, trying to ease the pressure building in her leashed brain. Everyone looked at her odd display, but she couldn’t help it. The words she didn’t want to say were fighting to get out of her lips, and the words she wanted to say were getting caught in her throat. She hated this part of her job. The part that kept her behavior within “reasonable” parameters and forcefully balanced her morality when her lacking conscience did not.
“Something you wish to say, Grace?”
Gypsy tried to shake her head, but even that was beyond her scope of responses, which was too bad. She wanted to see this fight. She wanted nothing more than to watch Efrat knock the fem-wolf down a peg just as he had Callin, but her instructions were to protect Leona if necessary. And a threat from an elemental definitely qualified as “if necessary.”
“Yes,” the word slipped between her clenched teeth.
“Go on, Grace. What aren’t you telling me?”
“You need to back off.” Gypsy finally gave in and released the words. “Efrat is not just another lackey guard.”
“Then who is he?” Leona’s eyes trailed down his fit body, trying to determine how this mere human might force Gypsy into a protective mode.
“He’s Frankenstein’s monster with an emphasis on the ‘spark of being.’” Leona looked at her baffled. “He’s the elemental.”
Leona’s mood changed instantly from pomposity to a childlike delight. “Really?” She looked Efrat over again, this time pausing on his slightly shimmering hands. “You’re the electrical one, aren’t you?”
“That’s me—lightning in a bottle.”
“I’ve heard so much about you. I’ve looked forward to our meeting. I’m told that your power is quite unparalleled. Even against werewolves.” Leona reached out, trailing her finger down Efrat’s arm until it reached his hand. The slight shock that transferred between them wasn’t enough to repel the handshake she bestowed on him. Efrat looked more than uncomfortable by the contact and seemed to concentrate very hard on not electrocuting her. When Leona finally released him, she was panting with exhilaration. Efrat glanced at Gypsy—no doubt searching for the answers.
“You’re gonna be very popular among the fem-wolves,” Gypsy whispered and gave him a wink.
“Great,” Efrat mumbled and took a step away from Leona. Since Cori chose that moment to come forward, it almost looked as if the elemental was seeking refuge behind her.
“If you're done going through heat, Leona, maybe we can go over the reason for your unannounced visit,” Cori griped.
“This is an interesting pairing.” Leona waved her finger between the two of them. “Didn’t this man try to kill you once?”
“Twice,” Gypsy reported, eliciting glares from Cori and Efrat. “Don’t worry about it, Leona. Everybody tries to kill Cori, eventually.” Gypsy locked eyes with Cori so she could watch her rage come to a steady simmer. “But she’s much too clever to be killed.” Dubious of the compliment, Cori’s anger turned to confusion. “As you well know, Leona.” This time it was the fem-wolf’s turn to throw eye daggers at her. “Better to keep her on your good side, I think.” And finally, it was Gypsy’s turn to glower. Though Leona was far from intimidated by her, there was an unnatural coldness in her gaze that made even the bravest soul shudder.
“Oui, I was just thinking that.” Leona moved to stand before Cori. “Still, it must be strange for you,” she spoke with sincerity, “being surrounded by your former mortal enemies.”  
Before Cori could attempt to respond, a snap of electricity forced everyone’s attention back to Efrat. He didn’t move, but the static in the air had increased substantially, raising the hair on both women.
Leona’s smile returned, and she took a deep breath. She moved back to Efrat. “It’s good we are all friends now.” She leaned in and kissed both of Efrat’s cheeks—leaving perfect lip prints on each side.
“You have no right to come here unannounced, Leona,” Cori said.
Leona closed her eyes and whispered something in French. “As a matter of fact, we were invited. Or didn’t Renee tell you the top-floor renter would arrive after the renovations were complete?”
“No.” Cori shook her head, but she was not answering Leona’s question. “There is no way the board would let a fem-wolf rent the top floor.”
“Oh, it’s not me.” Leona smiled. “I just came with him because we have mutual interests to discuss.”
“Came with whom?” Cori glanced at the chopper, but since the back windows were tinted to near black, there was no way to see who the third guest was.
“Your renter.” Leona stepped to one side just as the door to the helicopter’s passenger hold opened. A long leg stepped down to the tarred roof, followed by the second. A tight-fitting suit jacket, a dark blue undershirt, and a thin black tie joined the emerging black slacks. The long black tresses, formerly begging to be placed in a ponytail, were cut off.
Besides his deathly pale skin, the only unchanged feature on him was his sparkling eyes. They belied the danger that lurked in the recesses of his mind—where an endless vacuum stored stolen memories. Each of them was a trophy to feed his ego and satisfy an almost vampiric lust for intellect and experience.
“Hello, Corinthia,” Cleos said.
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Despite the small smile hiding on his stone-cold face, and the hunger stoking the glimmer in his gaze, Cori knew Cleos was not happy to see her. To say that they parted on bad terms was an understatement. Cleos had systematically tormented her until she hated him. Even though he saved her from the house entity’s psychic invasion, she couldn’t help but feel he was only doing it to keep a clear conscience, not because he actually cared for her. 
Ever since she had accidentally invaded his mind, he had treated her like a leper. Denying their friendship had hurt her deeply. More deeply than she wanted to admit. Seeing him again brought it all back. The anger, bitterness, and feelings of abandonment that she knew any well-paid psychiatrist would classify as daddy issues.
Cleos straightened his tie and tugged down his suit jacket as he approached her. Efrat gave them a little space to talk but didn’t go far. He most likely needed time to gauge Cori’s mood before he could determine if this meeting was just unwelcome or potentially dangerous.
“It’s good to see you.” Cleos extended his hand to Cori. She looked down at the baited olive branch but didn’t bite. He slowly lowered his hand, tugging on his cuffs as he did.
“What are you doing here, Cleos?” Cori took a step back.
“I’m your new tenant,” he answered.
“Why? What are you planning to do here?”
“I plan to fix the massive cash flow problem this prison has. There’s money in those artifacts Danato has been hoarding; we just have to figure out how to use them to get it.”
“That should be exceptionally dangerous. Are these two your first guinea pigs?” Cori nodded to Gypsy and Leona.
“Oh, no, they aren’t my underlings. They’re my partners.”
“Partners?” Cori looked between the two of them. “This is an odd entourage. My two least favorite people in the world.”
“Leona turned out to be a fortuitous acquisition, but her sister was far more difficult to deal with, so she had to be dethroned. Gypsy, on the other hand…” Cleos reached over and pressed his hand against Gypsy’s shoulder, dragging it down her arm before falling away. “Well, I sought her out.”
“You sought her out?”
“Yes. I was certain that she would be an excellent asset in the battle ahead. I suppose I should thank you for introducing me to her.” Cleos smirked and tapped his head.
Cori felt yet another little pang in her already raw heart. As if the last 24 hours hadn’t ripped her to shreds already, Cleos was pouring vinegar in old and new wounds. It was too much. “You son of a bitch!” Cori lunged forward.
Efrat grabbed hold of her once more, dragging her back away from all of them. “Maybe we should postpone this meeting,” he suggested.
“Efrat!” Ethan joined them on the roof with two guards trailing behind him. “What did I tell you about touching my wife?”
“What? This isn’t—she…” Efrat babbled.
“Let her go,” Ethan said as he passed by them.
Efrat scoffed and released her. Cori tried to finish what she had started, but Ethan held up his arm, stopping her in her tracks. She wasn’t happy about the unspoken order, but she didn’t want to undermine her husband’s authority. Certainly not in front of these three.
“Cleos.” Ethan threw out his hand.
“Ethan, don’t,” Cori warned, since it left Ethan open to his particular form of thievery. Ethan no doubt intended it as a peace offering, but since the mind reading also exposed much of Cori’s life, it seemed like a violation more than a treaty.
Cleos looked over the offering with amusement. He even glanced back at Cori as he slipped his slender fingers inside Ethan’s firm grip.  
“Hello, Ethan.” Cleos gave his hand a slight squeeze. “I wasn’t expecting such a…” Cleos trailed off, his gaze drawing into a trance that Cori was all too familiar with. Cleos’s eyes snapped back into real-time, and he stared at Ethan. “…warm greeting.”
Their hands fell away, but they continued to stare at each other. “A lot has happened since you’ve been away,” Ethan said.
“Yes, it appears so.” Cleos frowned and looked Ethan over carefully. Cleos’s attention moved to Cori. She shook her head and panted as his hateful eyes turned somber and sincere. Of all the things she hated him for, that was the worst. How dare he try to be nice to her now. “Cori,” he breathed.
“Don’t,” she snapped. “It’s no concern of yours. My life is nothing for you to be concerned about.”
Cleos stared at her for a moment, a small amount of anger returning to his face. It was better than his sympathy. “I will do anything in my power to help,” Cleos told Ethan. “I assume Belus is already researching the text.”
“Yes, we’ve made copies and distributed them.” Ethan’s jaw clenched before he could speak again. “We need all the help we can get.”
“Of course, as soon as I finish with Danato, I will look through it. I can do it faster.” Cleos glanced over at Gypsy. She perked her brow trying to glean what he wanted. “I’m sorry about… the other two, as well.”
Ethan looked off in the distance and nodded. “Thank you.”
“Once we get the child back, I’ll begin studying the Medusa statue. Every problem has a solution. Even the ones set in stone.”
Gypsy narrowed her eyes and looked at Cori for further information. Cori barely wanted Cleos to know the private details of her unraveling life, let alone Gypsy.
“I appreciate your help.” Ethan turned his head slightly. “We both do.” Cori glanced at Cleos again but didn’t hold his gaze. Ethan looked at Gypsy and nodded at her. She gave him a civil nod back.
“Leona.” Ethan nodded at Leona as well.
“Bonjour, Ethan,” Leona said with a husky voice. Ethan looked away before she could bat her eyes and purse her lips at him.
“I’ll go gather the bosses in the conference room. I don’t think we’ll all fit in Danato’s office. My men can show you the way when you’re ready.”
“Thank you, Ethan,” Cleos called after him, but he was looking at Cori. “I’m glad someone in this facility can stay focused under pressure.”
Cori’s anger reared up again, and she charged at Cleos. Efrat once again grabbed her, trying to subdue her.
“Efrat, what did I say?” Ethan called back to him.
“But she’s—”
“Let her go!” Ethan yelled as he disappeared into the stairwell.
Efrat sighed and let her go. Cori rushed forward, but instead of tackling Cleos as she originally wanted to, she picked up her downed gun.
Gypsy jumped forward, prepared to defend Cleos, but he held up his hand, signaling that he didn’t need her.
Cori came in fast, with her gun aimed, but stopped just shy of pushing it into his body. Cleos observed the gun aimed at his midsection and gave Cori his most notable simper. “Do you think you could really pull the trigger?”
“I wouldn’t.”
“You couldn’t. Whether either of us likes it, we are intimately connected now. I doubt you could hurt me even if you wanted to.”
“Let’s try, anyway.” Cori turned the butt of the gun upward and shoved it at Cleos’s face. The weapon hit with a sickening smack, knocking him backward. He grabbed his mouth, touching his bleeding lip as he stared at Cori in shock.
“What the hell was that, Cori!” Cleos bellowed, losing every ounce of his sophisticated composure.
“Revenge.”
“For what? Do you even remember why you are mad at me?”
“Remember? Do I remember you belittling me for an accident I had no control of? Do I remember how much of an ass you were?”
“Don’t be overdramatic. I’m not the only one with a temper, Cori!”
“Don’t put this on me. I wasn’t the one who broke this.” Cori motioned between them. “You were the one who pushed me away. If you expected me to be pining for your return, then you were sadly mistaken. I have long since given up on our friendship.”
“No, you haven’t,” Cleos snarled.
“You can’t speak for me anymore, Cleos. You don’t know me.” Cori lowered her gun and turned away.
“That’s a lie!” Cleos licked the blood from his lip and took a step to go after her. Efrat moved forward, and Cleos regarded him with a measure of concern. “It’s you who doesn’t know me. It’s you who underestimates me. You don’t even know how dangerous I am. You never did.”
Efrat’s hands snapped with power, but Cleos didn’t move away. “You think everything I did since that day was to hurt you. You think I pushed you away to break your little heart.” Cori turned back to him, an icy indifference on her face. “Everything I have done since then—since the moment I met you…! Was for you!”
“Stop!” Cori flailed her hands out. “I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time to cater to your over-inflated ego.”
Cleos sobered and nodded. “I know.” He looked at Efrat, who was primed to electrocute him at any moment. He raised his hand and pressed it to his cheek. Efrat’s electrical output increased to a threatening snap, but he still didn’t attack.
Cleos gave his cheek a couple of fatherly pats before retracting. He leaned into Efrat’s ear and whispered something to him before he moved away. Cleos offered his arm to Leona. “Ladies, shall we?”
Leona took his arm and allowed him to lead her off the roof. The two guards followed behind them, leaving Cori and Efrat to escort Gypsy.
“What did he say to you?” Cori asked Efrat.
Efrat frowned and looked after Cleos. “He said, ‘You can thank me later.’ What does that mean?”
“He probably dropped a memory bomb on you,” Gypsy said.
“And just what the hell is that?” Efrat asked.
“It’s usually a good thing. Once you get nice and cozy tonight for bed. You’ll get a happy little bedtime story.”
“Why would he give me a memory? I barely even know him?”
Gypsy shrugged. “Like I said, it’s usually a good thing.”
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Gypsy couldn’t help glancing at Cori from across the elevator. With her gun still perched against her shoulder, she was ready to aim at a moment’s notice. However, she wasn’t alert. She was in a daze. The extra glitter in her eyes, trying to claim the title of tears, bothered Gypsy. Actually, everything about the interactions on the roof bothered her. She warned Cleos that his little project was ill-timed, but now it seemed downright inappropriate. Whatever they had walked in on was too delicate for guns and heavy swearing. Emotionally infused environments were not Gypsy’s strong suit, since it meant she would have to play nice. 
She wasn’t good at nice.
“What’s going on?” she finally asked.
“What?” Cori snapped back into the moment.
“Is your kid missing?” Cori ignored her and pressed her head into the wall. “He’ll tell me anyway.”
“Why bother asking then?”
Gypsy shifted to the panel and pulled the stop button. Cori immediately tensed. Gypsy crossed her arms and leaned against the doors. “Something’s wrong, and it isn’t the usual prison-break stress.”
“Do you really want to know?”
“I don’t ask questions if I don’t want the answers.”
Cori stood up straight to face off with her. She holstered her gun and propped her hands on her hips. “Do you know—” Cori let out a mirthless chuckle. “Of course, you know. That’s why you know as much as you do. Cleos. Geez, how stupid I’ve been.” Cori rubbed her face.
“That wish reality where we met the first time,” Cori continued. “When you went psycho and killed me.” Gypsy nodded, being sure to maintain a passive expression so Cori didn’t presume she felt anything resembling pride or amusement for the actions of her branched persona. “After you stabbed me—”
“She,” Gypsy quickly corrected. “After she stabbed you…” Cori’s brow dipped slightly, as if questioning why the distinction was necessary. 
Cori clenched her teeth, apparently not ready to separate her memories from her reality. “I was choking on my own blood and I couldn’t talk. I wasn’t able to ask the genie for my penalties—not verbally, anyway. He had to bend the rules to help me. In recompense for the punishment he received for breaking those rules, he is calling in a debt. My son. He wants a life for a life.”
Gypsy frowned. “The genie wants to kill your son?”
“No, he wants to become a human. He needs a body to do it, so he is going to use my son.” A few tears trickled from Cori’s eyes as she spoke. “He is fortunately giving me some time to acclimate to my circumstances.”
Gypsy, despite many years in the supernatural world, knew very little about its details. Her priority, for personal and occupational reasons, had been to focus on werewolves. However, it didn’t take a library of book knowledge for her to understand that fighting with the decree of a genie was futile.
“So, you can imagine how inopportune the timing of your arrival is,” Cori said through barely contained rage.
“I’m sorry,” Gypsy whispered.
Cori laughed and shook her head. “Are you? Are you capable of that?”
Gypsy resisted the urge to defend herself on that front. She was generally a heartless person, but she always drew the line at violence against children. It wasn’t a mandate that anyone had given to her; it just wasn’t fair. Children are weak—therefore they should be protected until such time when they can become a proper opponent. Plus, they were kind of cute.
“Maybe we arrived just in time. I’m sure Cleos will find something in the genie contracts that will prevent him from taking the child.”
Cori laughed again. “We already have the solution, Gypsy.”
“You do?”
“Yes. The child must be of warm flesh and no name to receive the energy of the universe.” Cori air quoted.
“Then name him.” Gypsy furrowed her brow, disappointed she had to point out such an obvious loophole.
“We can’t. We’ve tried.”
“That’s ridiculous, just call him…” Gypsy trailed off as she tried to speak literally any name she could think of, but either because of some unseen edict or a lack of focus, she couldn’t think of a single one. She couldn’t even think of a random word to end her sentence with, so long as in her mind she considered it to be a name for the child. It reminded her of the way Cleos’s mandates caused her anxiety and even discomfort when she tried to disobey them. Except this particular mental block didn’t feel foreign to her. It felt as if it had existed in her mind since the day she was born. As odd as it was to be incapable of speaking a name, she also couldn’t imagine any scenario in which Cori’s child should have a name.
What would be the point?
“Don’t bother,” Cori said almost sympathetically as she watched Gypsy struggling to make her tongue push out a word. “The more you try, the more it slips away. It doesn’t matter now, anyway. He’s already been claimed. That’s why we never named him. It didn’t seem odd until now. It’s like we were never meant to keep him,” she said more to herself than Gypsy.
“If you can’t name him, then what other…” Gypsy trailed off, as she remembered the first half of the statement. The child must be of warm flesh.
Gypsy felt her shoulders sink as if she had to bear the burden of this knowledge physically because she couldn’t carry it emotionally.
“That’s right,” Cori said when it was clear Gypsy was on the same page. “I have until the end of twilight tonight to stop a demigod from possessing my son, or he will be executed. All because you’re a fucking psychopath.” Cori moved to the panel and pushed the stop button so the elevator could continue.
Gypsy slammed her hand against the wall behind Cori, effectively blocking her into the corner of the elevator. Cori pressed the muzzle of her pistol into her stomach, but Gypsy didn’t draw back or pull her own weapon. This wasn’t the time to get into this, but clearly, there would never be a better time. “All because she was a fucking psychopath,” she corrected again.
Astonishment dragged Cori’s mouth open. “Do you really think it makes a difference?”
“I am not the woman who did those things to you.”
“You are one bad day away from being her, and I am the only one who can see it.”
Gypsy shook her head slowly. “No, you aren’t the only one who can see it.” Her lips curled up into a sadistic smirk she knew would ignite Cori’s fuse. Despite the gun being pressed into her stomach, the woman didn’t pull the trigger. She did, however, headbutt her.
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“Who?” Danato stared blankly across the elevator at Ethan. “Why would Renee saddle us with a former prisoner as a—never mind, I’ve answered my own question.” He rubbed his temples, thinking about how much trouble Cleos was going to cause him. Forget that he could read the minds of 99.9% of the prison’s occupants and staff. He was more concerned with the animosity that accompanied a man of his character. There was only so much unadulterated pomposity people could take. If Cleos was going to be freely roaming the prison, Danato was going to have to warn the staff about his personality. 
“That’s not all,” Ethan continued. “He brought Gypsy and Leona with him.”
Danato felt the blood drain from his face as he calculated how many hours it had been since the contentiously designated end of the full moon. “Cleos brought a fem-wolf to this facility less than 24 hours after her change?”  
“She seems to be in pretty good condition.” The elevator ponked as it arrived on the infirmary level and opened its doors. “Actually, she’s in excellent condition,” Ethan amended.
“The only good condition for a fem-wolf is pregnant,” Danato muttered as he left the lift. As he turned to go to the infirmary entrance he nearly ran into the back of Leona. She turned slowly to face him and regarded him with wide eyes.
“Is that so?” she asked. Her lips pursed with disapproval.
“Leona.” Danato swallowed hard. Though he towered over the woman, there was something about her—even beyond his knowledge of her strength—that made him uncomfortable. He imagined it was only his male ego—rejecting the idea that he was not the strongest person in the room. Though he made great efforts not to use his strength as a form of punishment, it was still nice to know he could at any time suppress the will of anyone around him. Anyone except a fem-wolf. “Ethan and I were just discussing our concerns for your health so soon after your change.”
“My health? Or my mood?”
“I’m certain both are…” Danato trailed off as he began to notice the “excellent condition” Ethan had referred to. Never mind her beauty or the outrageous outfit, which advertised her assets like a hooker. The werewolf before him—just one day following a massive expansion in her muscular structure—was not retaining water as she should be. Her skin—which would have stretched to accommodate her inhuman body—wasn’t pekid or shedding. If he hadn’t known better, he would have assumed she hadn’t even transformed. “How are you walking?” Danato backed away, examining her legs, which showed no sign of bowing. “And in heels no less? Your bones should be rubber,” he said in disbelief. His eyes narrowed at her. “This is impossible.”
Leona nodded. “Indeed, it is, but we can discuss the changes in my lunar cycle another time.”
“Changes?” Danato felt himself tense, and he even took a
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