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Content Warnings


This book contains strong physical violence and gore, on-page death, swearing, slurs (not toward any real racial or ethnic group/identity), alcohol use, knife violence, threat of sexual violence, mention of past abuse by a guardian, threats by law enforcement, blood-drinking, and consensual on-page sex scenes. 






For those who are done playing other people ’s games and are ready to make their own rules.




Chapter 1


In a world without magic, Otherside was on the verge of collapse. 
I sat at the dining table, numb as I stared at my inbox. More reports flooded in, the little number showing unread emails pinging upward every few seconds. The sun hadn’t even set yet, but Othersiders up and down the East Coast were reporting in to their people, who traded information with mine, who passed what they heard along to me. And that was when people from outside my jurisdiction didn’t contact me directly. Which was a thing they did now apparently. 
It’d only been two days since Sutekh, the Ancient Egyptian god of chaos, confusion, and violence had preempted the other tricksters, gone rogue, and withdrawn the gift of magic from Otherside. A bare twenty-four hours since the celestial messenger Harqil had told me and Troy where to find it, right after I’d assured everyone in my local parliament that I had a plan.
I had no fucking plan. 
I knew I needed to get to the Duat. I knew I needed a squad to succeed. I knew I needed to get magic back.
That was all.
And for all that Troy was an excellent king, general, and fiancé in the moral and strategic support arena, I found it hard to have the same faith in myself that he had in me. 
There was no time for that imposter syndrome shit though. I had to take a leap of faith, and I had to take it now if I wanted to have any chance of staving off the growing disaster indicated by my inbox. It wasn’t even just my inbox; I had the feds breathing down my neck as well. A subpoena I was expected to answer in the next five days, assuming Iago Luna couldn’t stall them with legal tactics or get the subpoena withdrawn.
I shut the laptop with a snap. Freaking myself out with the damn notification badge wasn’t going to get me anywhere. Just last night I’d been determined to rise to the challenge. I wanted to know what it felt like to finally be safe. To put down the obsessive need to take care of everything and push everyone forward for just a little while, so I could figure out what “family” meant besides dead parents, abusive guardians, and a collection of faction heads I cared about but who still made me take my role as Arbiter of the Carolinas and Dominion demesnes far too seriously.
People died when I had to get serious. I didn’t like it.
Tough fucking shit.
I pushed away from the table and rose. Harqil would be here any minute for my answer on what I was going to do. I wanted Troy at my side when I gave it. 
A peek in the bond said he’d finished whatever strategic planning he’d meant to do for the moment and was moving through combat forms in the backyard. That’d do as well as anything for my current mood, stretching too tight for comfort, like the air between clouds and earth in the moment before a lightning strike joined them together.
I changed my clothes quickly before joining him.
The gytrash, watching with something of a forlorn air, lifted their heads, but Troy pretended not to notice me. 
Bullshit. He knew I was approaching. He could read the intent I allowed to slither through the bond: to attack him. 
What I got back was the energetic sense of I dare you.
Ha. He wouldn’t be holding back today. A bout, not a training session. Good. I had a lot of frustration I needed to work out.
I launched myself at his back, leaning fully into the increased speed I now had.
Troy, as an elf more powerful than any others, matched me. His spin kick would have caught me in the gut if I hadn’t dropped to let it pass within a breath of my face.
While I was down, I reached for his ankle. 
He danced back. “You’ll have to be faster than that, my love.”
The chill in his tone made me shiver. Challenge accepted. 
Fists blurred. Feet scuffed. Grunts and snarls broke the suddenly silent clearing. Birds and squirrels tended to make themselves scarce when the primordial elemental fought her goldeneye elven lover. Even the trees seemed to hold their breath.
We fought each other to a standstill. 
Bad luck in the form of a loose stone put Troy on his back under me. 
I laid a thumb across his throat.
The fun thing about sparring with Troy was that he never took losses personally, except in the sense that my proving myself equal or stronger turned him on. Heat roared through the bond. Enough to distract me from the warp in reality that signaled a celestial incoming.
“It’s amazing you two have time or focus to do anything other than fuck,” Harqil’s voice said off to the side. “The gods alone know the reason for giving elves that much hormonal attraction. I surely do not, unless it’s a balance to check all the power. If I was hostile, you’d both be dead.”
I scrambled off Troy, falling into a guard position without thinking about it even as I flushed with a combination of embarrassment and anger.
Troy just climbed to his feet with the slow satisfaction of a man who’d succeeded at something. “Harqil.”
“Little king.” The celestial crossed their arms and returned their attention to me. “So?”
I glanced at Troy. Still on board?
With ruling Otherside at your side? Don’t threaten me with a good time and then not follow through, cariñamí.
“I don’t know why you two bother with that when you know I can hear you,” Harqil said.
“I like to think that you might learn manners one of these damn days,” I snapped. “Stay out of our fucking heads.”
“Stop projecting so loudly,” they said. “All that aside, it sounds like you want to rule.” 
I couldn’t help standing taller. “I want magic back for everyone.” I hesitated then spoke the truth. The one that would let me feel safe. “And I want them to owe us.”
Harqil studied me, their glance flicking to Troy before coming back to me. “Why? Gods know you’ve both suffered enough at the hands of various people. You could take your vengeance and just leave.”
“We can’t,” Troy said firmly. “Or more accurately, I won’t. I took up this responsibility. I won’t leave my people.”
“I won’t either.” I didn’t bother pointing out that Harqil had already said vengeance was not an option for me. They were teasing or testing. Or both.
“You mean, you won’t leave your bondmate.” Harqil smirked when I lifted my chin and waved their comment away. “So. You want magic back, and you want to be owed. But I know that’s not all you want.”
“Anything else is our business,” I said. 
“If you want my help, it will be mine as well. I’m taking a big risk, picking sides like this.”
I looked at Troy again. We were a team. I wouldn’t unilaterally declare what we’d discussed last night.
He shrugged and tipped his head in a might as well gesture.
Turning back to Harqil, I said, “I want to feel safe.”
“You’re the strongest being on this plane, if we discount celestials and the Court of Nightmares. What could you possibly mean by— Oh. Ah. Of course. It’s not just safety. You want to grow your House. With heirs.”
I flushed. “Yes. At the very least, I need control of the Eastern Seaboard realm.”
They stared at me, seeming to peer into my soul. “It won’t stop there.”
I knew the ring of prophecy when I heard it, having grown up around the djinn. “Of course it won’t. Nobody has believed me when I’ve said it really can be easy. So they’ll piss and moan and kick off, and I’ll have to extend my control from the East Coast to half the country. Or all of it.”
“You accept the responsibility that comes with that?”
“I accept that, if I don’t, Otherside dies. People I care about will get hurt, and it’ll happen because I instigated the Reveals.” I shook my head. “It’s my responsibility, and I won’t be responsible for magic going out of the world. Not when I could do something about it.” 
Something about that idea broke my heart, even if Harqil was right about how I’d been treated generally. Everyone shouldn’t have to suffer because a few people had been assholes to me and Troy. That wasn’t fair, and it just wasn’t how I did things.
Harqil turned to Troy. “And you, little king?”
“I want what she wants,” he said. 
“On the surface,” Harqil agreed. “Deeper down, there’s more.”
Troy sighed and rubbed a hand across his forehead, smearing dirt and sweat in almost equal measure. “I want to solidify a new dynasty and reform elvendom.” He glared. “Deep enough for you, celestial?”
“It’ll do.” They grinned. “In which case, I’m pleased to inform you about the first step in the process. You’ll need to acquire a heart scarab.”
I frowned. “A what?”
“Heart scarab. Mustn’t go into the Duat without protecting your heart or securing your allies.”
This was all gibberish to me, but I was already overwhelmed so all I said was, “Okay.”
“And your squad, of course,” they added. “Any thoughts there?”
“We’ve literally just—”
Harqil cut me off. “No. We need to be fast. Sutekh will be expecting some kind of movement, and I know for a fact he’s already marshaling legions.”
Fuck. Once again, I was already behind. Damn the gods.
Troy rested a hand on my arm. “We’ll deal with it. Heart scarab first.”
The celestial sighed so hard they seemed to ripple with it. “Fine. Fuck it. Luckily for you two, there’s one nearby.”
That seemed too fortunate. 
“Where?” I asked suspiciously.
“A museum?” They shrugged and gestured vaguely southward. “That’s the sort of place where mundanes tend to gather objects of power.”
Troy caught on first. “You’re telling us that before we get magic back, we need to put together a plan to steal an artifact from the North Carolina Museum of Art.”
“That’s the one,” Harqil said, brightening. “And if we can do it tonight, so much the better.”
I looked at Troy. “Please tell me the Darkwatch has schematics.”
He smirked, answering the question. 
“Do we have anyone who could help?”
“If you want to minimize human casualties, Dari would be ideal.” Troy considered another moment. “Or maybe Thana. A good shadowmancer is usually trained in…material extractions.”
Thieving. He meant Thana was a thief in addition to a bodyguard. And while Darius was apparently an excellent sniper, I’d personally benefited from his ability to steal fucking memories, the catch being that he wouldn’t have Aether.
Unless we could figure out how to channel it through me.
“What did you just think about, Arden?” Troy’s tone was carefully neutral, but I could hear the worry.
“You have magic because I do.”
He went to the extreme end of that thought. “No. I won’t share an Aetheric bond with someone else. I won’t share you with anyone else. In any way.”
I blinked a few times, both at the intensity of the statement—it was rare for him to declare something that strongly to me—and at the idea that I might even consider it.
“That’s not where I was going,” I reassured him as Harqil watched with sharp eyes. “I was thinking blood might work.”
Even that got a snarl from Troy. My extremely powerful blood had been his and his alone since I’d claimed him as consort, with the exception of a few donations to Maria to shore up her power and secure the territory early in my rule as Arbiter. 
I’d asked a lot of him. Especially lately. I needed to back off from this.
“Last resort,” I offered.
His short nod told me that it was a good thing we’d been sparring or he would have been wound too tight to even give me that.
“We’re not going to be able to manage all this here. Too many people and too much setup needed,” he said, refocusing himself with a mental wrench. “Boathouse?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Good plan.” 
The large building I’d inherited when Troy and I killed first the Redcaps then a good chunk of the local elven conclave had always had bunks, bathrooms, a small kitchenette, and plenty of space, having originally been some kind of boat repair shop that’d gone under. The retrofit Troy had ordered for it had included camping amenities—a couple of covered outdoor showers, concrete slabs to pitch tents, latrines, firepits, and the like. We hadn’t used it to host that many people yet, but it’d be perfect. A little basic, but I liked being outside and the elves would probably benefit from the fresh air as well.
I turned to the gytrash. “You two in? We could use security at the boathouse.”
Both of the fae black dogs who’d become my personal house guards—and were now trapped in their black dog form, unable to shift to the humanoid form with the loss of magic—rose and shook themselves. Bás offered a yip, and Marú barked. 
“Appreciated,” I said. “So, there’s us, Thana, Darius…who else?”
Troy toed the stone that’d taken him down, nudging it free of the dirt before picking it up and chucking it over the fence. Not with the furious strength that said he was still upset, fortunately. Just clearing the yard. “Etain and the Ebon Guard are still mostly on the Sons of Seth, but I want Haroun.”
The grim note in his voice worried me, as did whatever we were doing with the Sons without magic to keep shifting their mindsets. “No disagreement, but why him in particular?”
“Because if one of us gets hurt, he or Dari are likely the only ones who’ll be able to manage the other without being attacked.”
I grimaced. Troy had a point. After the Wild Hunt, I’d nearly attacked Allegra when she’d gotten too close to an auratically drained Troy. Haroun had been the only one I allowed close, and Darius could apparently play a similar role as Troy’s blood and my effective brother-in-law. 
But that meant Troy was planning for one of us to get hurt. Bad. Like near-death bad.
I shivered. 
Harqil was studying us with a harder expression than I’d ever seen on the usually amused-looking celestial. “I’m glad you lot are taking this seriously. Sutekh isn’t one to be fucked with. You’ll do best to avoid confronting him head-on.”
“Even with the heart scarab?” I asked. 
“Even so. He isn’t the magician Iset is, or even Hor, but he’s storm and desert personified. Blood and ash on the wind.”
Well shit. I’d survived going head-to-head with the hunters. Barely. I was stronger now, but it sounded like I should expect Sutekh to be stronger still.
Harqil tilted their head. “Even if you don’t leave, you could just rule, the two of you, with a magicless Otherside.”
“No,” Troy said before I could. “Unacceptable. The elves would die out.”
“You mean faster than you already are?” Harqil sniped.
“Yes.”
The flat admission deflated Harqil. “You’re no fun.”
“So I’ve heard.” Troy turned to me. “Well, my love?”
“Make the arrangements for whoever needs to be at the boathouse and get the plans for the NCMA. I’ll have another chat with Jo to keep her and the feds busy.”
“Good thinking.” Troy leaned to kiss my temple as he passed me to head into the house. “Watch yourself with her. She might be sympathetic, but she will try to dig for the truth.”
“Yeah.” I sighed, glad that I’d gotten some of my frustration out with Troy. Hopefully I could keep my temper and my wits as I used a mundane journalist to put the Bureau for Supernatural Investigation on the back foot.
Not only that but fired the opening shot in trying to turn public opinion against them. I hadn’t openly claimed responsibility for turning Verve Health Solutions into a smoking slag pit of obsidian, but enough people were putting two and two together and getting elemental. Not that they knew what I was, but videos of the damage I’d done to Durham fighting the gods were filtering back in again and Omar’s Darkwatch hackers couldn’t catch all of it.
Shaking myself, I refocused on Harqil. “Sorry. Lots on my mind.”
“I see,” they said. “Am I welcome at this boathouse?”
“Of course. If you want meat and mead, I can offer some here though. It’ll be a couple hours before we’re ready to move on the NCMA. We’ll shift to the boathouse after that rather than coming back here, if I know how Troy thinks.”
Harqil smiled. “See, this is why I don’t know why everyone hassles you, Arden. You are, by far, one of the more polite and sensible leaders in Otherside. One would think we’d try to cultivate that.”
“Yeah. One would think,” I muttered bitterly. 
Too bad that, for the most part, Otherside ran on power and fear. And I needed to do a hell of a lot more to prove the former or instill the latter if I wanted to keep things together long enough for us to get magic back.




Chapter 2


Jo, bless her heart, was exceedingly skeptical about the timing of my call and my offer to provide evidence I’d previously been reluctant to share. Skeptical enough that I decided to share only one of the files—the one of my being taken in Durham, traffic camera footage hacked by the Darkwatch before it could be disappeared by the government. 
Not the one where I blew up the van in Virginia and killed six humans, taken by one of the Ebon Guard.
The Darkwatch hadn’t been able to turn up additional copies of that traffic cam footage, so we were hoping we had the only extant copy. Nothing for the feds to counter us with.
“And what about Verve?” Jo asked after confirming receipt of my file. “That has to have been Otherside.”
“That was me.”
The line hung silent before Jo said, “You? How? Why?”
“The Bureau for Supernatural Investigation was collecting werewolf blood and running experiments. On humans.”
“What?” Rapid clattering said she was typing something. “You have proof of this too?”
“I have a witness statement. I will only allow them to speak anonymously and with every possible effort to conceal their identity. People died for this, Jo. I won’t risk more of mine unnecessarily.”
“So let me get this straight. You melted a building—”
“Without mundane—without human casualties,” I interrupted, wanting to be sure that was very clear.
“Without casualties. Because, according to you and this unnamed source, the federal government is conducting experiments on both supernaturals and mundanes. And I’m assuming this is related to the docket number you gave me.”
“That’s it.” I rubbed my forehead, glad that Harqil had gone back to report to Anansi after taking refreshment. They’d probably be amused at how much I was having to dance around my violent culpability to get the truth out.
“To be blunt, Ms. Finch, this is a little outrageous.”
“Is it? The US federal government, various states, and wealthy individuals engaged in chattel slavery, forced sterilization, and genocide, ran syphilis trials, and opened internment camps, and that’s just on US soil. Governments at multiple levels are currently dismantling themselves at a rapid pace to feed right-wing zealots. Law enforcement commits extrajudicial murder at the slightest provocation. They’re talking about arming police robots in Los Angeles, for fuck’s sake. You really think they wouldn’t want to figure out how to get their hands on some loyal werewolf supersoldiers? With all this social unrest and protesting?”
“Jesus,” she whispered after a few silent moments. “You’re really serious.”
“Deadly.” I bit my tongue before I could add that I wouldn’t have it. This had to be facts and agendas, not posturing. And with Troy busy making calls in the bedroom, I had to watch my own words.
More clattering in the background. “Okay. I will review what you’ve sent me. Oh, and I’m still waiting on the response to that FOIA request from your last tip, by the way.”
“Fingers crossed,” I said. 
“Yeah. You know, Ms. Finch, if you’re right about this…this could be big.”
Again, I bit my tongue before I could say “Pulitzer big.” I needed to lead her. But not that obviously.
Instead, I said, “I appreciate you hearing me out. My advisors weren’t sure this was the best or safest path to follow, but I can’t say I want productive relations with humans and then not offer action in good faith.”
Jo snorted. “If you can call Verve good faith.”
“Self-defense is all I’m claiming there. We tried going the legislative route, and I’ve tried working directly with federal representatives. Me and my people keep getting met with violence in response.”
“Nobody is going to sit quiet and take it for long.” She sighed. “I see where you’re going with this angle. You take this action to avoid the backlash of a larger one from the supernatural community.”
“No comment,” I said blandly.
“Of course not. All right, Ms. Finch. I think I have enough to get started. Will you be reachable if I need to confirm details?”
“You can always try my cell,” I said. 
No way was I about to tell her that I’d be busy for a few days. Last thing I needed was a journalist trying to tail me.
“I’ll do that. Thanks, Ms. Finch.”
“Thank you, Jo.”
I ended the call and went to find Troy in the bedroom. He was still talking to someone—Etain, from the quick response on the other end of the call—in elvish, so I wrapped myself around his back and hugged him. 
He halted his pacing, settled a hand over my arms, and squeezed, taking a stance that would let me lean on him. I did, burrowing my nose between his shoulder blades. It wasn’t just that we were still recovering, hormone-wise, from our extended separation with my solo trip to Asheville. He’d scared me with some of his prep suggestions, and the grim sense I was getting in the bond said he was getting ready for war, not just a thieving mission. 
I couldn’t lose him. I wouldn’t. 
Troy ended his call and tossed his phone to the bed. “You won’t lose me. Because I won’t let you go.”
I swallowed fearful what ifs and loosened my grip enough to let him turn and hug me. The tightness of his embrace almost made me believe him. But he’d been the one to say he couldn’t promise who would still be standing at the end of this.
“Arden.” He leaned away and tipped my chin up. “This is the time to be cold. If you’re worrying about me, you’ll be distracted in a fight. Promise me that you’ll put the mission first.”
Staring into his eyes, I tried not to remember when he’d been laid out near death on this very floor. “I promise.”
“You’re lying.” He smiled then kissed me. “But I’ll allow it. Just remember the greater good, okay?”
“Yeah. Sure.” 
We’d already discussed that. The greater good, as far as I was concerned, was him. I might be trying to get magic back for all of Otherside, but at the root of everything was wanting them to owe me so I could carve out space to create a future with him. 
For myself. 
It was my fucking turn to know what it was like to live a normal life, with a happy family. I might not want it to come at the cost of the end of our civilization, but I wasn’t gonna lie to myself in my own head about why I was doing any of this.
Troy sighed, like he could read the thoughts I hadn’t sent him, and kissed my forehead. “Come on. Let’s get this field trip figured out.”
[image: image-placeholder]The North Carolina Museum of Art was part museum, part outdoor gallery. Two buildings housing the exhibits were set at the northern end of a 164-acre park. The rolling hills were crisscrossed with paved trails and dotted with massive installation art. To my elemental senses, it was a blessedly peaceful spot bracketed by busy roads on the northwestern side of Raleigh.
I’d conjured up a storm well in advance of our arrival, doing my best to make it look like a feasible natural occurrence. Given that I’d dispelled a major storm not too long ago, we were pretty sure the wrong people would start asking questions about this one, but it was April in the Southeast during a time of climate change. What would have been a freak storm even five years ago was within the realm of plausibility now—if I gave it a few hours to build rather than wrenching a downpour from the sky.
The storm broke right as we hit Wade Avenue. 
“Well done, cariñamí,” Troy murmured as a massive crack of lightning split the sky and rain fell in buckets that forced traffic to slow to a crawl as other cars put their warning flashers on.
I squeezed his hand, still focusing on stalling the storm over Raleigh but glad he was in the back seat with me for once. Felip Luna was driving Troy’s Acura MDX and Lachlan Sequoyah was driving Darius’s Lexus ES hybrid. Good to have auratic and physical healers on hand, even if they wouldn’t have magic. They knew first aid and CPR. That had to count for something.
We had them drop me, Troy, Thana, and Darius off in the neighborhood to the east and hurried through the woods to the museum property. Despite the soaking downpour turning everything to flood and mud, none of the elves complained. 
Troy was straining with a pretty heavy “don’t see us” casting and we were on a deadline, so I picked up the pace.
“You’re up, ma’am,” Thana said as we reached the last thin bunch of trees clustered around the open-air amphitheater.
I moved ahead of the three elves, reading the wind and the charge in the storm. As I waited for a lightning strike to build, I wove Air and Fire into a pulse that would knock out all electronic and magnetic systems around the museum.
Cameras watched every door, and a security system protected the works themselves. If this was some kind of heist movie, we would have had all kinds of sophisticated plans in place. Special tools and that.
But human thieves didn’t have elemental powers that could drop a targeted EMP on an area without leaving a single piece of physical evidence.
“Here we go,” I whispered as the storm and my electromagnetic pulse peaked.
Lightning ripped through the sky, directly over the museum.
In that same crack of time, I loosed my pulse and pushed with as much elemental force as I could muster, pressing my hands forward before spreading them wide for emphasis. I didn’t need hand motions to do my magic, but it helped my mind shape what I wanted to do.
With a subsonic groan that I felt more than heard, all the lights in the park went dark, followed by all the external lights on both buildings, then all the internal lights, then the backup generators.
Troy gripped my arm. “Go,” he barked. “We’ll catch up.”
Thana and Darius streaked forward, heading for the wing simply called West Building. 
I shook myself, trying to pull my magic in enough that I wouldn’t start an earthquake or something by accident.
“Good?” Troy asked.
Rather than answering, I lurched into a stumbling, mud-slicked run toward West Building.
Troy kept pace, catching me when I slid on the slick, polished floor of the entry. The other two had already picked the lock and were making their way toward the Ancient Egypt section. I followed more slowly, with Troy bringing up the rear in case we’d missed a security guard.
By the time we reached the section, Thana had picked the lock on the display case, and Darius was swiftly tucking what we’d come for into a black velvet bag. 
Troy extended a hand. “Let me see it.”
Darius handed it over.
“Doesn’t seem like much,” Troy said, passing it to me.
When I took it though, a tingle ran through me. “This is it.”
He frowned. “You didn’t even open it.”
“I don’t need to. It’s making me tingle.” That seemed weird, given magic was gone, but Cyrus had said that objects would keep their charge for a bit longer. “Here, take it back so I can clear out the water. Thana, Darius, lock up and go.”
They did as I said. Nothing looked different in the case except the space where the heart scarab had been. Museum staff would find it missing in an inventory check, but we couldn’t help that. We hadn’t had time to make a copy.
Thana was giggling as she took off. Glad one of us was having fun. 
As I had when I’d dropped the storm in my bedroom, I surrendered to Water and Earth and pulled every excess drop of moisture or mud from our footsteps, or what had dripped or splashed from us, into a ball in front of me. Troy guided me back toward the door with a hand on my shoulder. When we were back outside, I tossed the ball away and waited for him to pick the lock closed again.
We turned to run back to the meeting point—only for the beam of a flashlight to fall across us.
“Hey!” a masculine voice called. “Who are you? Stop!”
Troy struck with a lash of Aether. “You saw nothing. You don’t know what happened to the power. The grounds were empty.”
“Of course they are,” the guard agreed. “It’s a fucking thunderstorm, and I’m the only asshole out here.”
I ran, not needing Troy’s mental nudge to get my ass moving. 
He maintained an Aetheric hold on the guard until we were out of sight up the curve of the hill to the Blue Ridge Road parking lot, then let go and ran hard.
Lachlan and Felip were pulled off to the side of the road, flashers going like they’d had one of the fender-benders that always seemed to be happening on the busier roads of the Triangle. Thana and Darius were already in Darius’s car. Troy pulled open the back door of his and ushered me in before climbing in behind me.
“Go,” he ordered.
Lachlan clicked off the hazards and slowly pulled away, turning down Reedy Creek Road at a crawl like we were just normal people trying to make it home in the rain and not fucking artifact thieves. Behind us, Felip kept driving on Blue Ridge Road. They’d meet us at the boathouse.
A giggle burst from me. All the tension that I’d kept compartmentalized up to this moment got to be too much. That, and the ridiculousness of what my life had become. 
I’d been a Watcher before. I’d broken into places. Planted bugs. Gathered information.
But I’d never stolen a magical artifact from an art museum on the say-so of a celestial messenger with a double triad of elves as backup. 
Ridiculous.
The other thing was that it had been so easy to use my magic like that. Not hiding who and what I was opened up options, but I’d been limiting myself to what everyone else could imagine. I kept laughing, this time because I was the one who kept telling people things could be easy and here I’d just had to prove it to myself in the most basic way possible: by using the gifts I was born with.
“She’s fine,” Troy said in response to Lachlan’s concerned glance in the rearview mirror. He wrapped an arm around me to pull me close and said, “Congratulations. You’ve successfully completed a second Darkwatch mission.”
That just made me laugh even harder. Me. Graduating from frightened elemental Watcher to badass elemental Darkwatch agent.
I’d become everything I used to fear, and the inversion of my life was too much for belief or rationality.




Chapter 3


I don’t know what I’d expected to find at the boathouse, but an established operation was not it. 
I stared at the orderly cars and tents as I got out of Troy’s SUV. “How the hell did they get here and set up so fast?”
“We’ve been on war footing since magic disappeared,” he said. “Everyone’s been ready to mobilize. We just needed an objective and a location.”
Shaking my head, I followed him across the damp ground to the boathouse. It hadn’t stormed here, fortunately for whoever was staying in the tents, but it had at least drizzled. The air was chokingly thick with humidity, like the sky might change its mind about the precipitation at any moment, and the cooler bite to the air said we’d have fog by morning. Frogs called enthusiastically, and bats swooped to catch insects drawn by the lights shining from the roof.
Inside, the main room that had been largely bare during Leith’s residence had been converted to neatly cubicled spaces. Elves sat on the edge of the overhead loft, legs swinging and arms slung over the lower rung of the railing, chatting quietly amongst themselves as they assessed the space. A long table filled the side of the room closest to the kitchenette, lined with metal folding chairs. 
I rocked to a halt as a memory of a similar but smaller table intruded, Leith at its head as he watched me being dragged in. The bloodstains from where Javier Luna had been beaten almost to death had been cleaned up, and the eye ring the chain around my neck had been padlocked to had been removed, but—
Breathe. I needed to breathe.
I’d been back here before. Just not inside back here. Inside, where I’d been so terrified that Troy would discover the secret of what I was and hurt me with it that I’d exposed myself in a wild, failed effort to break free.
The silence in the room was what brought me back to myself. The air waves from speech and movement had stilled. 
I blinked a few times. The layer of the past faded. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and unclenched fists now crackling with lightning. I might have been terrified almost into incapacity the first time I’d been in this room, but apparently my training had been such that I wouldn’t let that happen a second time. I’d defend myself. Not wait to be snapped up.
Good.
On remembering that I wasn’t who I’d been back then—and that Troy wasn’t either—I let go of the elements completely and shook myself.
Troy searched my face with his gaze and the bond with his mind then gave me a small nod when he found me back to myself. I’m sorry. I forgot you hadn’t been inside yet.
Not your fault. I offered a tight smile then spoke to the room at large. “Bad memories, y’all. I’ll get over it. Nothing to do with any of you.”
That got several understanding nods as the tension in the room eased and people got back to work.
I inhaled deeply and blew it out, relieved that my people seemed to accept it. There weren’t many here, and most of them I recognized from actions in Virginia. Haroun waved from the corner that was apparently our IT setup before turning back to his conversation with Zadie and Etain. A quick pulse of elemental magic told me three more elves were outside, on guard probably. I was surprised to see Etain, but it made sense that she’d want to be wherever I was in case orders needed sending.
Darius, Thana, Lachlan, and Felip headed for the bunks where the Redcaps had once slept, black duffel bags in hand, while Troy steered me toward one of the bigger cubicles. It reminded me of the space I’d woken up in at the Virginia warehouse, small and square with two cots pushed together, only this one had a sort of canvas roof stretched over it to give more of an illusion of privacy.
Mostly it just made me feel claustrophobic.
I did my best to ignore it and dropped my own black duffel and my purse to the floor then followed them down as Troy tugged the canvas sheet across the doorway. 
You sure you’re okay? he sent.
Yeah. It was just a shock. I frowned. This isn’t your first time inside again, is it.
The way he froze for a moment before smoothly settling onto the floor beside me told me there was something he didn’t want to discuss. No. It’s not.
I waited, but when nothing else came, I decided it was probably better to let it go. He wouldn’t lie to me, but that didn’t mean I necessarily wanted the answers.
“I should get showered and change,” I said, even as I dropped my head to his shoulder. The adrenaline come-down from the mission had me exhausted. Adding the second dump from getting keyed up at entering the space and doing nothing with it physically hurt.
Troy passed me the small bag with the scarab. “What do you think we’ll need this for?”
“Beats me. Harqil seems to forget that we’re not all celestials and don’t know what the fuck one of these is meant to do.” I opened the bag and slid the scarab out onto my palm. It nearly filled it, a black stone heavier than it seemed like it should be. When I embraced Earth and reached for it, heat flickered. Volcanic stone, then. The gently curved top was finely carved to resemble a scarab beetle. The flat bottom was inscribed with vertical rows of chiseled hieroglyphics. Magic leaked from the thing in waves.
“You really can’t sense the magic?” I asked.
Shaking his head, Troy extended a hand. Aether flickered when I set it in his palm, then he shrugged. 
“No,” he said. “Nothing. Primordial?”
“Or godly. Or something of human magic that passed from the plane sometime between Ancient Egypt and now.” I shivered as I put it back in the velvet bag. “We definitely need more details from Harqil before using it.”
“Agreed.” He stood and offered me a hand as a mischievous look flickered across his face. “Come on. Time to introduce you to camp life as a Darkwatch agent on a field mission.”
Tired as I was, Troy kept me up until he was satisfied that I understood how things worked, what to do if we were attacked, everything from watch shifts to how to drive the damn motorboat now tied up at the dock. When I asked if the boat was the same one that’d been beached at the Sequoyah mansion two years ago, he just looked at me, asking with his expression if I really wanted the answer to that. Which meant yes, it was, but we could both pretend it wasn’t.
Okay, so maybe I was still struggling with a few memories now that they were all being shoved in my face.
We were finally getting ready to go to bed when shouts rang out in the main room.
Troy burst out from our cubicle ahead of me in just his briefs, longknife bared and raised, drawing on Aether so hard it made my teeth hurt.
As I followed with lightning crackling, he muttered an elvish curse and lowered the blade.
“Harqil,” he called to the figure encircled by grim-faced elves. “Don’t tell me you’re losing your touch.”
The celestial grinned at the uproar they’d caused. “Come now, Solari. You know better.”
“And you never learn.” Troy made a hand signal, and the elves backed off reluctantly. 
“Just a bit of fun.” Harqil’s grin took on a malicious edge. “You two are the only ones here with a chance at harming a hair on my pretty head.”
Etain glanced at me. “Ma’am?”
“What he said.” I nodded toward Troy; the gesture had been an order. “Harqil is an honored guest. A celestial guest. Although I would ask you not to tease my people, Harqil. We’re up against enough, and they need their rest.”
“Boring. But very well.” The twinkle in Harqil’s eyes said they might still take an opportunity if it presented itself, which didn’t surprise me. The elves might have a cultural appreciation for guile but tended to be too orderly for practical jokes—aside from Troy, anyway, as much as that had surprised me the time he and Terrence had played one on me.
I waved Harqil to follow me and headed for the corner that’d been declared a briefing area. Troy, Etain, and Darius came as well. 
Despite the novelty Harqil represented, there were wide eyes and pale faces as some of our people saw the extent of Keithia’s cruelty in Troy’s scars for the first time, but he—usually too ashamed of them to go shirtless or in shorts—ignored the reactions, completely focused on the celestial.
“Is this the part where you tell us why we had to take the risk of stealing an artifact from an art museum when the mundanes are already looking for any excuse to bring Othersiders up on charges?” Troy murmured. The gold flecks in his gaze snapped with the same intensity in his voice.
Harqil was almost unfazed. Almost. Whatever mocking quip their expression hinted at was held back. “Yes. As you know, you’ll need a team. But therein lies a challenge: how do you get a party of people into a dream at the same time when only one of them is a Dreamwalker?”
I couldn’t help my grimace. Cyrus had barely covered that, beyond telling me I’d failed at my one attempt when, apparently, I hadn’t. Oh, and explaining how much danger I was putting Troy in by being bonded to him.
And by explaining, I meant guilt-tripping.
Harqil spread their hands. “Precisely. You can’t bond all of them. Or rather, even if you could, the combined power you and your king wield magically would probably kill them eventually.” They glanced between us, eyes narrowed. “Lucky thing, to have such an unusually powerful elf not inclined to kill an elemental on sight. Almost feels like the Fates’ work.”
“The scarab, Harqil,” I said. I had enough trouble with the tricksters right now. I didn’t need to add the Fates or the Nightmare Court or whoever else might wake up and take notice.
“Right,” they said. “Your first trick—other than finding assholes reckless enough to join you—is to bind all of you to the scarab. With my help, of course, given the djinn are without magic. I’ll need a few things though. Namely, a summoning bone, four scrying crystals, and the blood of all involved.”
“I have the first two things at home,” I said, slightly annoyed that they hadn’t mentioned this sooner. Duke had given me the bone and the crystals as a teen, after my magic had started maturing, hoping that I might show more djinn talent than I did. “We can stop by tomorrow. Pick up the gytrash as well.” 
It would leave my house completely unguarded, but a house could be replaced—no matter how much it would hurt me to do so. The people here couldn’t be.
“Good call, ma’am. We could use more guards on patrol,” Etain said.
Troy, always attentive to my deeper mood, said, “Terrence and Ximena might be glad to have a bigger space for their people to seek refuge in. It can’t be easy being unable to reach their cats.”
A roundabout way of saying he thought he could negotiate an exchange with Terrence: safe territory for the werecats if they kept an eye on my land while they were there. I’d seen Darnell and how much he was pained by the halting, restrained transition from man to wereleopard. The born leopards might have been handling this time better, but we all knew the dangers of itchy weres.
I let my relief curl through the bond to him as I nodded. “Arrange it, please. Tell them they can use the house or camp on the land as needed.” 
I still didn’t love having people in my house at all, but I couldn’t send Troy to ask them to watch our land and expect them to shit in the woods and wash in the river. Of all my people, I trusted Terrence and Ximena to leave the place better than they found it.
“It can wait until you’ve rested, big brother.” Darius glanced at me for confirmation as Troy turned for our cubicle and, presumably, his phone.
“Yeah.” I scrubbed my hands over my face, my earlier exhaustion catching up with me again. “Which we should do now. Thank you, Harqil.”
A grin flickered, like they were going to make a joke, but again they restrained their reaction to a nod. “Until tomorrow.”
I was already heading for the cubicle when they shifted planes.
As Troy ducked back inside our space, Darius stopped me with a light touch to my arm and leaned close when I turned to him.
“How many of those scars are from the torture?” Darius whispered grimly, so low I could barely hear him.
I considered. “All but the line over his heart, the one on his hand, the claw marks on his left shoulder, and the bullet hole in his right shoulder. The Darkwatch gave him that last one when they took him from the bar. The claws were Callista.”
“We can survive a lot, but that…Keithia wasn’t going for a lesson, like with Uncle Cyrus. For him to be that badly scarred, he should have died.”
“Technically, he did. I brought him back.” I hadn’t been done with him yet. Still wasn’t. Never would be.
“Just Keithia did all that to him?”
“No. Some of it was Evangeline.” I smiled, though not from pleasure. “I killed the former. You took care of the latter.”
Darius’s expression went through a few shifts: dismay, anger, resolution. “Then I can stop feeling guilty.”
“Yes.”
With another squeeze on my arm and a sharp nod, Darius left for the shared sleeping room.
Looked like I wasn’t the only one coming into all this with ghosts clinging to me. I just hoped they weren’t turned against us when we went into the Duat.




Chapter 4


We were up before noon and at home within the hour. I insisted on picking up breakfast on the way rather than eating at our camp. We were on multiple deadlines, and thinking about who I was going to ask to risk their lives, souls, and sanity coming to the Duat was making me snappish. 
How the hell did one go about making a request like that?
“You just ask,” Troy said as we walked up to the house, answering my thought.
I gave him a flat look. “Just like that.”
“You’re Arbiter and High Queen. So yes. Just like that.”
“With no consideration of—”
“Arden.” He halted my reach to open the front door, catching my hand and kissing the knuckles. “This is another part of asking for help.”
“Asking people to possibly die on a mission that I’m supposed to lead with only the barest fucking idea of how to use the magic it requires?”
“Yes. That, and understanding that maybe, just maybe, people want to help. Has it occurred to you that everyone else is feeling helpless without magic? That they know their families and people are at risk without it? And that as a result, they are searching for something—anything—to do to fix it?”
“You make it sound like I’m supposed to be a savior.”
“You are.”
I froze, blinking. A chill went over me as my heart raced.
“I thought so.” He took the keys from me and opened the door, taking care of the security while I stood there trying to figure out why that scared me so bad. Troy called from inside, “Where’s the stuff Harqil wanted?” 
Shaking myself, I came in and shut the door behind me then headed for my bookcase. My worn box, carved from black walnut, was nestled behind some books. I tucked the whole thing in my backpack.
“Get the stuff in the closet as well,” Troy said gently. “We don’t know when we’ll be back next, and without wards or walls…”
“Yeah,” I whispered. I should have thought of that before. 
Now I was wrestling with the idea of being a savior or whatever. It was what I was doing, really, and had been doing for a while. But I was used to doing it as just me, or me and Troy, and having to wrangle everyone else into helping me. Then I could feel justified in getting their help because I’d earned it. I’d fought for it. I’d proven that our action was in their best interest and won them around to my way of thinking.
To just…ask? And have people want to help? Help me to help them? I didn’t know what to do with that. I didn’t know where the scales of obligation tipped then. If I didn’t have to prove the need, what then?
“Stop overthinking,” Troy said from unexpectedly close behind me. “Like you are so fond of saying, it really can be that easy.”
I jumped, letting my breath out in a growl as I dropped the various dangerous treasures I’d collected in the last few years into my backpack. “You are entirely too good at sneaking.”
“I’m an elf. It’s what we do.”
That might be so, but the smug note in his voice said he was especially proud of his ability to continually sneak up on me in particular.
Turning around, I looked up at him. “This is really the right call?”
“Of course it is. We need magic. You and I can get it back.” He gave me the serious look he wore for politicking. “King to Arbiter? I’m asking for your aid. The elves cannot be without magic. Not with the Bureau for Supernatural Investigation moving to attack here. Not with our control of Richmond and Charleston so shaky.”
Well. If he was making formal requests, I’d accept that as my comfort—I wasn’t doing this for myself, for once.
“Okay,” I said. “Let me get a few more things together.” Definitely needed to take all the weapons and some clothes. It sounded like we were going to be at the boathouse for a while, and I hadn’t realized Troy had intended us to camp there. It made sense. I just liked my own bed.
I reached for the land and river with my elemental senses as I packed a few sets of clothes and other things I’d need if we were planning to be away for a few days, wanting a last bit of comfort. As I did, I picked up an odd sense near the river. 
Something that felt like a body.
Frowning, I closed my eyes and dropped my shields almost completely.
“Arden?” Troy said. “What’s wrong?”
I ignored him, trying to focus. 
A body. Moving stealthily. The way I would if I was moving from tree trunk to tree trunk, looking for traps. They crossed the river at one of the shallower points, drawing nearer, until they reached the bank on my side. The sense I got from the smaller plants was agitation. I’d fed blood to all of the earth bordering my land, but I’d nearly bled to death in the clearing by the river. When whoever this was stepped on that patch and knelt to touch the firepit, I gasped at the sense I got.
Someone who wished me harm was on my lands.
I sent a little nudge through the bond to Troy. Intruder. Something our size, not a deer, maybe not human though, on the river side. They just knelt by the fire pit.
A vicious thrill came back. 
Troy was still quietly pissed about the Sons of Seth daring to attack our land and home, and he’d be sensitive to my general discomfort with leaving home. With the absence of magic, the survivors of the human attempt were currently drugged into
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