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One
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Sweat dotted my brow. Tendrils of red hair clung to my neck. My legs felt like I’d been sitting in a sauna. I was pretty sure there was a waterfall of sweat coursing between my breasts, and that alone put my mood somewhere between cut a person and push a person in front of the trolley.

It was so hot and sticky humid that I was seriously beginning to believe New Orleans was one of the seven circles of hell and the outdoor seating area of the Palace Café was the gateway. Or the waiting room.

A fat drop of sweat slipped from the tip of my nose and smacked my Philosophy of Human Person text, leaving a little damp circle in the middle of a paragraph I could barely see through the sheen of sweat blinding me.

I always thought the title of my class was missing an A somewhere in there. Should be Philosophy of A Human Person. But oh no, that wasn’t how Loyola rolled.



The small table rattled on its legs as a large iced coffee slammed down directly in front of my book. “For you!”

As I peered over the top of my sunglasses, my mouth watered like I was one of Pavlov’s dogs. Valerie Adrieux plopped into the seat across from me, her hand like a claw on top of my iced coffee. With a mix of Spanish and African heritage, Val had an absolutely beautiful skin tone, a rich and flawless shade of brown, and she looked awesome in bright oranges and blues and pinks and every freaking color of the rainbow.

Today, Val wore a loose, orange halter that defied gravity and a purple necklace, and as I glanced down, I saw a turquoise peasant skirt. She looked as if she had stepped out of a catalog featuring urban chic. If I wore any color other than black, tan, or gray, I looked like some sort of circus clown.

Sitting up straight, I ignored how the backs of my thighs stuck to the chair and made grabby fingers at the iced coffee. “Gimme.”

She arched a brow. In the sunlight, Val’s hair had a burnt-auburn sheen to it. Pretty. Mine looked like a fire engine. Scary. No matter the level of humidity, her head full of corkscrew curls always looked great. Again, pretty. Between the months of April and November, the curl in my hair got lazy and turned into a frizzy wave. Again, scary as hell.

Sometimes I wanted to hate her.

“Don’t you have something else to add to that?” she asked.

This was one of those times.

“Gimme…my precious?” I added.

She grinned. “Try again.”

“Thank you?” I wiggled my fingers toward the coffee.

She shook her head.

I dropped my hands in my lap with a tired sigh. “Can you point me in the right direction of what you want to hear? Play a game of hot and cold or something?”

“While I love that game most of the time, I’m gonna pass.” Lifting the iced coffee between us, she smiled broadly at me. “The correct response would be ‘I love you so much for getting me iced coffee that I’d do anything for you.’” She waggled her brows. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

Leaning back in my chair, I laughed as I kicked my legs up on the empty seat to my left, stretching out my muscles. The probable reason why I was sweating so much was because I was wearing lace-­up boots that ended just below my knees and it was, like, two hundred degrees, but I was working tonight, and flip-­flops really weren’t conducive to getting the job done or hiding the things necessary to get said job done. “You know I can totally just kick your ass and take the coffee, right?”

Val stuck out her lower lip. “That’s not nice, Ivy.”

I grinned at her. “It’s true though. I could ninja-­kick your ass all up and down Canal Street.”

“Maybe, but you would never do such a thing. Because I’m your bestest friend in the world,” she said with another wide smile, and she was right. “Okay. What I want isn’t a big deal.” She moved the straw jutting out of the iced coffee close to her full mouth, and I groaned. “Not at all.”

“What do you want?” My second groan was lost in the hum of foot traffic passing the café and the sound of sirens most likely heading toward the Quarter.

Val shrugged one shoulder. “I have a date Saturday night—­a hot date. Well, hopefully a hot date, but David has me on the schedule to work the Quarter, so…”

“So let me guess.” I reached behind me, draping my arms over the back of the chair. Not the most comfortable position, but it helped me air out. “You want me to take your shift…in the Quarter…on a Saturday night? In September. Smack-­dab in tourist hell?”

Her head bobbed in an enthusiastic yes. “Please. Pretty please?” She shook the iced coffee, and the chunks of ice rattled in the plastic container enticingly. “Please?”

My gaze moved from her hopeful face to the cold drink and stayed there. “Sure. Why not? Not like I have a hot date.”

“Yay!” She shoved the coffee forward, and I snatched it out of the air a half second before she dropped it. A heartbeat later, I was slurping away happily, totally transported to a chilly caffeinated heaven. “You know,” she began, placing her elbows on the table, “you could have a hot date if, like, you went out on a date once every year or so.”

I ignored that comment and continued drinking at brain-­freeze speed.

“You’re really pretty, even with all that hair.” She made a circle with her hand in the general vicinity of my head like I didn’t know I looked like a Q-­tip with my hair piled atop it. “And you have really great boobs and a total tap-­that-­ass kind of ass. I’d totally do you.”

I continued to ignore her as a dull ache started behind my eyes.

I needed to slow down on the coffee, but it was so damn good.

“Do you even like boys, Ivy? You know, I swing both ways. I’m more than willing to help a girl out.”

I rolled my eyes and then immediately winced. Lowering the iced coffee, I pressed my palm against my forehead. “Ow.”

Val snorted.

“I like boys,” I grumbled as the ice-­pick sensation faded. “And can we not talk about boys or swinging both ways or helping me out? Because I know this conversation is going to lead to the lack of orgasms in my life and how I need to get naked with some random dude, and I’m not really feeling in the mood to talk about that.”

“What do you want to talk about then?”

Taking a slower sip of the coffee, I eyed her. “How come you’re not sweating?”

Val tipped her chin back and laughed so loudly an older couple strolling by with matching fanny packs stared at her. “Babe, I was born and raised in Louisiana. My family can be traced back to the original French settlers—­”

“Blah, blah. Does that somehow mean you have some kind of magical ability that makes you absolutely resilient to the heat while I’m drowning in my own funk?”

“Can take the girl out of the north but can’t take the north out of the girl.”

I snorted at that. It was true. Having moved to New Orleans only three years ago from northern Virginia, I still hadn’t adapted to the weather. “Do you know what I’d do for a polar vortex right about now?”

“Not have sex, that’s for sure.”

I flipped her off. Truthfully, I didn’t even know why I didn’t miss a single day when it came to taking my birth control pills. I guess it was habit from when…from when it actually mattered.

She giggled as she leaned against the table, her dark-brown eyes surveying my philosophy book. “I just do not get why you’re going to college.”

“Why not?”

The look on her face suggested the heat had fried a few of my brain cells. “You already have a job—­a job that pays extraordinarily well—­and you don’t really need to get another one like some of the others do. We don’t have a lot of bennies, and we have probably the shortest lifespan in any job out there that doesn’t involve skydiving without a parachute, but that’s another reason to not waste your time on that crap.”

A shrug was my response. To be honest, I wasn’t sure why I started going to Loyola a year ago. Maybe it was boredom. Maybe it was the weird need to do something most twenty-­one-­year-­olds were doing. Or maybe it ran deeper than that, and whatever that was was the reason behind taking sociology with a psychology minor. I toyed with the idea of being a social worker, because I knew I could do both things if I wanted to. Maybe it had to do with what happened to—­

I cut those thoughts off. No reason to go there today or any day. The past was in the past, dead and buried with the entirety of my family.

Despite the sweltering heat, I shivered. Val was right though. Our lifespan could be brutally short. Since May, we’d lost three Order members. Cora Howard, aged twenty-­six, was killed on Royal, neck snapped. Vincent Carmack, aged twenty-­nine, met the end on Bourbon, his neck torn open. And Shari Jordan, thirty-­five, was killed just three weeks ago, her neck also snapped. She’d been found in the warehouse district. Deaths were common, but three in the last five months had all of us uneasy.

“You okay?” Val asked, head tilted to the side.

“Yeah.” My gaze tracked the trolley as it rolled past. “You’re working tonight, right?”

“Yeppers peppers pots.” Shifting back from the table, she clapped her hands and rubbed them together. “Want a friendly wager?”

“On?”

Her smile turned downright evil. “Most kills by one in the morning.”



An elderly man shuffling past our table sent Val a strange look and then picked up his pace, but the truth was people heard stranger crap on the streets of New Orleans, especially when you were only a handful of blocks from the French Quarter.

“It’s a deal.” I finished off the coffee. “Wait. What do I get when I win?”

“If you win,” she corrected. “I’ll bring you iced coffee for a week. And if I win, you do the…” She trailed off, eyes squinting. “Lookie. Lookie, artichokie.” She lifted her chin.

Frowning, I twisted around and immediately saw what Val was talking about. I sucked in a shallow breath as I bent my right leg so my boot was closer to my hand.

There was no missing the chick.

To most humans, like 99 percent of them, the woman in the flowing maxi dress walking down Canal Street looked like the average person. Maybe a tourist. Or possibly a local out shopping on a Wednesday afternoon. But Val and I weren’t like most humans. At birth, a lot of mumbo jumbo was said, warding us against glamour. We saw what most did not.

Which was the monster behind the normal facade.

This creature was one of the most deadly things known to man and had been since the beginning of time.

Sunglasses shielded her eyes. For some reason, her race was sensitive to the sunlight. Their true eye color was the palest of blue, a shade leached of all color. By using glamour, a dark magic, their kind could choose what humans saw, so they came with a variety of physical traits, shapes, and sizes. This one was blond and willowy, almost frail looking, but her appearance was extremely deceptive.

Not a single human or animal in this world was stronger or faster, and their talents ran the gamut, anywhere from telekinesis to igniting the most violent of fires with a brush of their fingertips. But their most dangerous weapon was their ability to bend mortals to their will, enslaving them. Fae needed humans. Feeding off mortals was the only way the fae could slow their aging process down to a lifespan that rivaled immortality.

Without humans, they’d age and die just like us.

Sometimes they played around with their victims, feeding off them for months, if not years, until nothing was left of the mortal but a dry husk of what they used to be. When they did that, they poisoned the human’s body and mind, turning them into something just as dangerous and unpredictable as the fae. But sometimes they just outright slaughtered their victims.

We couldn’t be warded against the feeding and its effects at birth, but centuries ago, the simplest and smallest thing had been discovered to null their abilities to manipulate us.

Nothing was more unexpectedly badass than a four-­leaf clover.

Each member of the Order wore one. Val had a clover encased in her bracelet. I wore mine inside my tigereye necklace. I even wore it at home when I showered and slept, having learned the hard way that no place was truly one hundred percent safe without one.

Seeing through the glamour that enabled them to blend in was how we were able to spot and hunt them. Their true forms were equally beautiful…and disturbing. Their skin was a silvery color, kind of like liquid nitrogen, and was incredibly smooth. Their beauty was eerily flawless, with high angular cheekbones, full lips, and eyes that tilted up at the outer corners. Everything about their true form was creepily alluring in a way that made it hard to look away from them. The only thing the fairy tales and myths got correct was the slightly pointed ears.

“Fucking fae,” muttered Val.



My sentiments exactly, since they had taken everything from me, not once but twice, and I hated them with the passion of ten thousand blazing suns.

Other than the ears, the fae were nothing like the way Disney painted them or the ones Shakespeare had spun tales about, and they, like all their distant relatives, did not belong in this realm. Long, long ago, the fae had discovered a way to breach the divide between the mortal realm and theirs, which was known as the Otherworld. The summer and winter courts, if they’d ever existed, had been dissolved, and there was just one ginormous group with one really scary, totally typical goal.

They wanted to take over the mortal realm.

And it was our job to send them back to the Otherworld. Or kill them. Whatever worked the quickest.

Problem with that was the fact that it wasn’t easy to do either of those things, and they’d woven themselves into every facet of the mortal world.

As the fae passed our table, Val smiled up at her, all friendly innocence, and the fae returned a tight-­lipped grin, having no idea we saw right through it all.

Val looked at me and winked. “That one is mine.”

I flipped my textbook shut. “No fair.”

“Saw her first.” She stood, smoothing her hand along the wide leather belt she wore over the waist of the skirt. “See you later.” She started to turn. “Oh, and seriously, thank you for Saturday night. I’ll get laid, and you’ll be able to live vicariously through me.”

I laughed as I shoved my book into my bag. “Thanks.”

“Always thinking of others. Peace out.” Spinning around, she easily sidestepped another table and disappeared into the throng of people crowding the sidewalk.



Val would catch up to the fae and lure it somewhere where she could quickly dispose of it without the general populace witnessing what would probably look like cold-­blooded murder.

Things got real awkward real quick when an unsuspecting human stumbled upon that mess.

Other than the mortals that fae kept around for a multitude of nefarious reasons, they had no idea the fae were real, even though they were everywhere. And in cities like New Orleans where a whole crap ton of weird could go down without anyone batting an eye, they were a plague on the city.

As I lifted my gaze and stared out at the swaying palms, I wondered what it would be like to be like everyone walking up and down this street. To, well, live in blissful ignorance. If I’d been born into any other family than the one I was, so many things would be different.

I’d probably be graduating from college in the spring. I’d have a large group of friends where memories instead of secrets linked us together. I might even have a—­gasp—­boyfriend.

Boyfriend.

Immediately, the busy street I sat on faded away. It was just me and… God, three years later and it still cut deep to even think of Shaun, and it took no effort to picture those soulful brown eyes. Some of the detail was beginning to fade—­the image of his face had begun to blur—­but the pain had not lessened.

A seed of sadness rooted deep in my stomach, and I desperately ignored it.

Because what did my mother used to say? Not my real mom. I had been too young when she was killed to remember anything about her. My foster mother—­Holly—­used to say if wishes were fishes, we’d all cast nets. It was a quote she picked up from some book, loosely translated into there was no point in spending time on wishes.

At least that was how I took it.

It wasn’t as if I didn’t know how important my job—­my duty— was. Belonging to the Order, a widespread organization full of knowledge that had been handed down through families, generation after generation, meant my life had more meaning than most.

Or so they said.

Each of us were marked with a symbol signifying that we belonged to the Order. The tattoo had three interlocking spirals reminiscent of a pre-­Celtic design, but ours had three straight lines underneath it. The symbol had been adopted as the Order’s symbol of freedom. Freedom to live without fear. Freedom to make our own choices. Freedom to thrive. Mine was next to my hip bone. None of us wore it in an area visible to mortals or fae.

So what I did with my life was important. I got that. The Order was my family.

And I…I didn’t regret any of what I had to do or what I’d had to give up. Even if the vast majority of people had no clue what the Order and I were doing, I was still making a difference with my life. I was saving lives.

And I was one badass ninja when I wanted to be.

That brought a grin to my lips.

Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I grabbed my empty iced coffee and hopped to my feet. It was time to work.

The fae I spotted outside a bar on Bourbon Street reminded me of Daryl Dixon from The Walking Dead. Which kind of sucked, since I was going to have to kill him.

He was wearing a tan button-­up shirt with the sleeves cut off at the shoulders, the edges frayed, and worn jeans, almost faded out completely at the knees. He had that weirdly hot redneck vibe about him, especially with the shaggy haircut.

The whole silvery skin tone and pointy ears really ruined the redneck ambiance though.

In and out of the bars on Bourbon Street, the fae reminded me of a tourist, because each time he walked out, he had a new container in his hand. Rumor had it that human alcohol didn’t affect the fae, but nightshade, a plant toxic to humans, worked just like liquor would for humans.

Seeing him with so many different containers and watching him for the past hour, I began to suspect that each of those bars might have a fae in them, because he was walking like he was three sheets to the wind by the time he wandered off Bourbon and passed the Gumbo Shop.

I made a mental note to call David Cuvillier, the head of the New Orleans branch of the Order, to see if he’d heard anything from the other members about nightshade being served at the human bars. But first, I needed to take care of the Daryl Dixon reject.

The thing was, I couldn’t just walk up to the fae and get all stabby with him in front of people. I didn’t want to spend time in jail. Again. The last time someone saw me take out a fae, the police were called, and even though there was no body, I was loaded up with weapons, and that was kind of hard to explain.

And I really didn’t want to listen to David bitch about all the strings he had to pull and blah, blah.

I’d probably sweat a pound off my boobs by the time the fae stumbled down an alley. Halle-­freakin’-­lujah. I was starving, there were beignets with my name written all over them, and since it was Wednesday night, there weren’t a lot of fae roaming around, so I was totally going to lose my bet with Val.



The weekend would be a totally different story. When there were more mortals to mess with and it was easier for them to do what they wanted and get away, they came out in droves.

Kind of like cockroaches scurrying around at night.

The fae blended in with the thick shadows of the narrow alley, and I was quiet as I followed him, keeping close to the damp brick walls of the building. Sliding my hands off the straps of my backpack, I groaned when the fae stopped halfway down the alley and faced the building.

His hands dropped to his zipper.

Was he seriously going to pee? Really? Ugh, that was so not on my list of things I wanted to hear or see tonight. And could I really kill something while it was peeing?

Seemed kind of…unsportsmanlike to kick a dude with his pants down. Oh well. I wasn’t waiting for him to do his business. At the rate he was moving, I’d be here for about ten minutes before he got his zipper down.

Keeping my gaze trained on the fae, I reached down and slipped my hand around the slim end of the nonbusiness side of the iron stake secured inside my boot. Iron had always been epically destructive to the fae. They didn’t go anywhere near it. Just the touch of it singed them, and if you stabbed one in the center of the chest, it didn’t kill them but sent them right back to their world.

However, separating their heads from their bodies ended them.

For realsies.

But sending them to the Otherworld was enough, thank God, because obviously chopping heads off was messy and gross. Gates, hidden all over, were the doorways between our worlds. They’d been closed for centuries but were still well guarded. Sending them back was a one-­way ticket.



I stepped away from the building, stake in hand as I moved swiftly down the alley. At my back was the hum of the busy street, muted conversations, and the distant din of laughter.

My fingers tightened on the stake as the fae shifted his legs, spreading his thighs.

I didn’t make a sound as I walked right up to him, but some kind of inherent instinct alerted him to my presence. Fae couldn’t sense us, but they knew the Order were around.

The fae twisted at the waist. His milky-blue eyes met mine but were unfocused. Confusion splashed across his striking features.

“Hi!” I chirped, cocking my arm back.

His gaze flickered to my hand, and he sighed. “Fuck.”

Even intoxicated and about to pee, the fae was freaking fast. Whirling around, he deflected my blow with one arm and lifted his knee. Spinning to the side, I narrowly avoided a kick to the stomach.

I didn’t glance down to see just how far he got with the zipper as I sprang forward and dipped under the arm he swung at me. Popping up behind him, I planted my foot in the center of his back.

The fae grunted as he staggered a step and then turned to me as I rushed forward, ready for this to be over. I swung my hand with the stake.

The sharpened edge wasn’t even an inch from his chest when he spat, “Your whole world is about to end. He’s—­”

I shoved the iron stake into his chest, cutting off his words. The stake cut through his skin like he was made of the cheapest tissue. For a second, he stayed completely intact, and he opened his mouth, letting out a high-­pitched howl that sounded like a coyote getting run over by a Mack truck.

Holy shark teeth!

Four incisors were razor sharp and elongated. They reached his lower lip and reminded me of a mutant saber-­toothed tiger. Fae could bite. It wasn’t pretty. Actually, all creatures from the Otherworld had a tendency to get nippy.

Snapping back, I lowered the stake as the fae was sort of sucked into itself. From the top of his shaggy head to his sneakers, he folded into himself. Like a ball of paper being crumpled, he went from over six feet to the size of my hand before there was a crack of sound, like one of those bang snap fireworks, and a flash of intense light.

Then there was nothing.

“As far as last words go, that was kind of cliché,” I said to the spot where the fae had stood. “I’ve heard better.”

“I’m sure you have.”

Heart slamming against my chest, I whirled around. Visions of spending the night in the city jail danced in my head. Despite the fact that I’d probably already been caught red-­handed, I shoved the stake behind my back.

Thankfully, it wasn’t one of the city’s finest standing at the mouth of the alley but a man wearing black pants and a white shirt. As he lazily walked forward like he was out for a midnight stroll, I felt no measure of relief.

The dude obviously saw me stab the fae. This could only mean one of two things. The man belonged to the Order but wasn’t a part of the New Orleans branch, because I didn’t recognize him, or he was a servant to the fae, a human entranced by them. They could be just as dangerous.

And when you stabbed them, they didn’t pull the poof, be gone act. They bled.

They died just like everyone else did. Sometimes slowly. The Order didn’t have a no-­kill human policy because it was a necessary evil at times, but it had to suck something fierce to kill another human.

My fingers spasmed around the stake. Please don’t be a servant. Please be some whack job who thinks I’m their redheaded stepchild or something. Please. Please. “Can I help you?” I asked, bracing myself.

The man cocked his head. Oh, I didn’t like this. Every muscle in my body tensed.

He stood a few feet inside the mouth of the alley, and then I saw it.

Pale, washed-­out blue eyes, slanted at the outer corners—­fae eyes. But his skin wasn’t silvery. It was a rich olive color that stood out against blond hair so pale it was almost white, and that hair was long—­like Legolas in the Lord of the Rings long.

Legolas was kind of hot.

Okay. I needed to focus, because this dude was not right. Every instinct in me fired off warnings. I took a step back as I eyed the newcomer. There was no glamour on this guy, and he didn’t carry the typical glazed-­over look servants favored. He looked human but not, and there was something about him that screamed he wasn’t going to get friendly in any way that I’d be happy with.

The man smiled as he lifted his arm. Out of thin air, a gun appeared in his hand.

Just like that. Hand empty one second, and then the next, he was holding a gun.

What in the holy hell?

“I wish you could see your expression right about now,” he said and then lowered the gun, aiming it right at me.







Two
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The man pointing a gun at me was so not a human, because the last time I checked, we didn’t have nifty abilities that enabled us to conjure guns out of thin air. I didn’t even think fae could do that.

But this man—­this thing—had to be a fae.

“Not cool.” I backed up, no longer bothering to hide the stake. “Kind of tacky to bring a gun to a knife fight.”

The thing laughed, and the sound was as chilling as the winters in the north. No humor. No empathy or humanity attached to it. “Kind of stupid to let you walk up behind me and stab me like the last one just did.”

“That’s a good point.” I kept slowly moving backward as my heart pounded. I was nearing the other side of the alley. There was only one option for me. “You’re not a normal fae.”

A tight-­lipped smile appeared. “You’re not a stupid cow?”

“What are you?” I ignored the derogatory term fae called humans. Cow. Cattle. Substance for them. Whatever. I’d been called worse.



He opened his mouth, but that second of distraction was all I needed. Like I’d been trained to do a hundred times over, I centered myself and cocked back my arm. Stepping forward, I let the stake fly.

It struck true, just like I knew it would.

The pointy end embedded itself deep in the thing’s chest, knocking him back a step.

A slow, satisfied smile split my lips. “Wait, I know what you are. A dead fae.”

He glanced down, and his shoulders rose with a deep, irritated sigh. “Really?” Annoyance colored his tone as he reached up with his free hand and proceeded to pull the stake out of his chest. He tossed it aside, and my eyes widened as the iron stake clanged on the pavement. “How weak do you think I am, cow?”

Holy shit.

Fae did not do that. They couldn’t. But this one did, and this was so bad it wasn’t even funny. I did the only thing left that I could do, proving I wasn’t a stupid cow. When in doubt, get the fuck out.

I turned and ran.

That was what we were taught to do when you were going down shit creek, nearing Shitville, population unlucky you, without a shitty paddle. A good warrior knew when to retreat, and this was totally one of those moments.

My backpack thumped on my back as I hauled butt, picking up speed as I neared the narrow opening in the alley. Something popped behind me, and almost immediately, a fiery pain exploded along the left side of my stomach, knocking the air out of my lungs.

The bastard shot me!

For a moment, I couldn’t believe it. Surely he did not shoot me with an actual bullet from an actual gun. But the pain told me he had.



My steps faltered, but I didn’t stop. If anything, I ran faster—­harder. Pain shrieked through me, feeling like a lit match had been pressed against my side. I cleared the mouth of the alley and didn’t look back.

Dodging drunks and tourists, I darted around the packed sidewalk and kept running as I reached into the back pocket of my cutoff jeans and pulled out my cell phone. Crossing Royal Street, I hit David’s contact and could barely hear the phone ringing over the sound of my pounding heart and the street traffic. I needed to tell him what had happened—­how the fae required no glamour and had summoned a gun out of nothing.

This was huge, a total game changer.

The phone rang and rang until I cursed and disconnected the call. Clutching the cell in my hand, I slowed down to a jog, not because I wanted to but because my toes were starting to tingle and my breath wheezed out of me.

I’d never been shot before. Stabbed? Yes. Thrown around? Most definitely. Almost set on fire? That too. But being shot…wow, this sucked donkey balls.

Reaching out with my other hand as I stepped around two college-­aged guys who were seconds from toppling over, I pressed my palm against my stomach. Wincing, my vision blinked out for a second and then came back fuzzy before I could see clearly.

Oh dear.

Doubting I’d make it to a hospital in time, I hung left onto Dauphine Street. The Order’s headquarters were located on St. Philip above an Order-­owned gift shop called Mama Lousy that sold all kinds of cool iron stuff amid an obscene amount of fake voodoo crap, authentic N’awlins spices, and pralines.

God, I’d really love a praline right about now. I would shove two in my mouth. Except there was a good chance I was bleeding to death.

In the back of my mind, I thought it might’ve been a good idea to give Val a call, but I didn’t want to worry her. I was so close to the Order anyway. I just had to keep walking.

My breathing was labored, and the hand I had pressed against my stomach was feeling way too wet and sticky, but as I spied the deep-burgundy three-­story building with its intricate wrought-iron railings and thick, bushy ferns, I told myself I could do this. Just a couple more steps and I’d be okay. The wound couldn’t be that serious. I doubted I would’ve been able to walk the distance if so. Doc Harris would be there. Having a small one-­room apartment on the second floor, he was always there.

The rest of the walk was a blurring of faces and sounds. Already closed up for the night, the gift shop was dark and unwelcoming as I pushed myself past the entrance and to the side door. Gripping the handle with a shaky hand, I yanked it open and stumbled into a dimly lit stairwell, panting as the pain dulled to a steady ache.

I didn’t want to, but I had to take a moment before I climbed the damn stairs.

They seemed so long, and the door looked like it was a mile away. Yelling would’ve been pointless. The halls were soundproof, as were the rooms above.

“Get up the stairs, Ivy,” I told myself. “Get up the damn stairs.”

Putting one foot in front of the other was hard. I made it six steps before the sweat on my brow turned cold and tiny bursts of white light danced in front of my eyes. That couldn’t be good.

The steps zoomed up to meet me as my knees turned to jelly. I caught myself with one hand before I face-­planted. Then my arm got all wobbly, and before I knew it, I was on my back, slipping down a step or two. The pain from the bumpy ride didn’t even register.

Dammit, all that progress for nothing.

In my hand, my cell phone vibrated and buzzed. Maybe it was David finally calling me back. Or it could be Val rubbing it in my face that she had already gotten two, possibly even three kills, and here I was, bleeding out on steps that kind of smelled like powdered sugar…and feet.

Ew.

I needed to answer the phone, but the buzzing stopped, and I couldn’t muster the energy to get the phone in the air to use it.

Someone would find me. Eventually. I mean, there was a security camera at the top of the stairs, and Harris had to check the monitor at some point. Plus, other members of the Order would be in and out during the night.

Maybe I’d just take a nap.

In my head, a tiny voice ranted about how bad of an idea that was, but I was so tired, and the steps were becoming surprisingly comfortable.

I had no idea how much time passed, but I heard the door above me open, and I thought I heard Harris’s accented voice echoing through the stairwell. I wanted to lift my arm and give him a happy little wave, but that required effort. Then there was another deep voice, one I didn’t recognize.

I blinked, or I thought that was all I did, and when I opened my eyes, I seriously considered that I might have died.

As cheesy as it sounded, when my vision focused on who was above me, I thought I was staring into the face of an angel. Or at least that was what the paintings of angels in the million and one churches in the city told me they looked like.



The guy couldn’t be very much older than me, or maybe it was the head of curly brown hair that made him appear so. One matching eyebrow arched as I stared into eyes the color of leaves in the spring, a rich, almost unreal green. His cheekbones were broad, jaw strong and cut like it was made of marble, and those lips were impossibly full as they curved into a slow grin on one side, revealing he had a deep dimple in his right cheek.

Shaun had dimples.

My breath caught sharply as the lancing pain in my chest warred with my side for attention.

The guy’s extraordinary emerald gaze flicked away from mine and up the stairs. “She’s alive.”

That voice. Whoa. Deep. Smooth. Cultured.

Yummy.

“And she’s staring at me real intensely. Kind of unnerving. Like the blank stare of a sociopath.”

I started to frown.

“Who is it?” asked another voice, and yeah, that was Harris. “I couldn’t tell who it was on the monitor, and I ain’t got my glasses on.” Harris couldn’t see two feet in front of his face without glasses.

Green Eyes met my gaze again, and that grin spread across his face. Dammit. He had a matching set when it came to dimples. “How would I know? But she kind of looks like that chick from the movie Brave. You know, the one with the really curly red hair.”

What. In. The. Hell.

“She’s got really pretty blue eyes though.”

Though. Though? As if that somehow made up for the fact that I had frizzy red hair like a Disney character.

“Shit,” grunted Harris. His footsteps thudded down the steps. “That’ll be Ivy Morgan.”



Seriously? That was how people knew me? They could say I looked like the chick from Brave and they were like, “Oh, that’s Ivy”?

I needed to dye my hair, stat.

Wait, why was this dude watching Disney movies?

Green Eyes hovered over me, his head tilted to the side as his gaze drifted from my face. “She’s bleeding along the stomach.” He reached between us. “I think she’s—­”

I snapped out of whatever stupor I was in, and with a burst of energy, I managed to catch his wrist before he got very far. His skin was warm and smooth. “Don’t touch me,” I gritted out.

His eyes hit mine again, and for a moment, he didn’t move, and I was struck again by his handsomeness. It wasn’t often one saw a mortal man who rivaled the beauty of the fae. Then he easily slipped his hand free and rocked back on the lower step, kneeling. He raised his hands to his sides. “Not something I usually hear from the ladies, but your wish is my command.”

I would’ve rolled my eyes if I wasn’t concentrating on not seeing double. “That’s…real original.”

A deep, rolling chuckle rumbled out of him as he rested his hands on his bent knees. “If it works, don’t fix it. That’s my mantra.”

“Classy,” I rasped, planting my hands on the step.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he commented helpfully.

Ignoring him, I pushed up into a sitting position, and a harsh punch of air parted my lips as the dull ache fired to life.

“Told you.”

My narrowed gaze swung on the guy, but before I could say anything, Harris was at my side, his large body swallowing the stairwell. “What happened to ya, girl?”

“Got shot.” I lifted my chin, my mouth dry as a desert. Since Green Eyes was with Harris, I took a leap of logic and assumed he was with the Order. “A fae shot me.”

Harris bent at the waist, settling a hand on my shoulder. The deep wrinkles around his eyes increased. “Girl, the fae don’t use guns. Not sure why. They just never did it, and I ain’t gonna look a gift horse in the mouth.”

I gestured at my stomach with my bloodstained hand. “Obviously, I’ve…been shot, and it was a fae—­a fae who didn’t need any glamour.”

“What?” Green Eyes asked sharply, and I looked at him.

His face started to get a little fuzzy around the edges, but that didn’t detract from his attractiveness. “This fae didn’t have silver skin. I couldn’t…see his ears, but he had fae eyes, and there was no glamour that I could tell. And he…conjured a gun out of thin air.”

Green Eyes’s brows flew up.

“Okay. Imma thinking ya might have hit ya head,” Harris said, gripping my upper arm. “Let’s get ya upstairs and take a look at ya.”

“I didn’t hit my head. I’m…telling you what I saw. He was a fae, and he…”

As Harris hauled me to my feet, Green Eyes rose, and the stairwell blinked out for a moment, like a switch was thrown.

“Whoa.”

Harris said something, but all I could hear was this strange roaring sound, like the ground was shifting underneath and was reaching up to grab me. I opened my mouth, but my tongue felt heavy and foreign, utterly useless.

The entire building seemed to spin. The last thing I heard before the world went black was a sharp curse from Green Eyes, and the last thought in my head was if I was going to be number four to die.
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When I opened my eyes, particles of dust danced in the daylight streaming through the windows across from me. For a moment, I had no idea where I was or how I got here, but as I watched those tiny particles shimmy and fall, my memories slowly pieced back together.

I was in the headquarters of the Order, most likely on the third floor, away from all the meeting and training rooms that thrummed with activity during the day. It was a huge infirmary room, outfitted to handle several patients at a time. There was another room next to the bathroom that I’d never been inside. I didn’t think anyone except David went into that room. Val and I were convinced they were hiding a nation’s worth of treasure in there.

The cot I lay on wasn’t the most comfortable, but it was better than having the edge of the step pressing into my back, and someone had tucked a thin blanket around me.

Probably Harris. He was a big bear of a man, but he had a soft spot in his chest the size of Lake Pontchartrain.

I’d been shot.

Oh God. Shot by a fae that didn’t have silvery skin and could conjure a gun out of nothing. This was major news, and it changed everything. If the fae no longer needed glamour, how could we tell them apart from everyone else? It’s not like they were the only ones with pale eyes, plus there was a thing called contacts. And even more importantly, what I forgot to tell Harris was the fact that I had stabbed the fae and it had no effect. None.

A door opened, drawing my attention. I squinted as a form appeared, crossing through the bright streams of light toward my bed. An image of Green Eyes, the stranger who seriously looked like an angel, formed in my thoughts, and a strange tumbling sensation hit me in the stomach.



I didn’t like the feeling.

But it wasn’t Green Eyes who took shape the closer he got to my bed. It was our fearless leader, David, and he looked annoyed, as usual.

David was sort of ageless in a way that he could be in his forties, his fifties, or even his sixties, but no one knew. His skin, a shade or two darker than Val’s, was mostly free from wrinkles, and his body was kept in rigorous shape. He wasn’t smiling as he grabbed a folding chair and plopped it down next to my bed.

He dropped into the seat, arms across his chest. “You’re alive.”

“You’re full of warm and fuzzies,” I rasped out.

One dark brow arched. “I’m assuming this is why you called me last night. Would’ve answered, but Laurie would be downright pissed if I left her hanging, if you get my drift.”

My nose wrinkled. I totally didn’t need the image that was just painted in my head. David and Laurie had been married for about a decade, having met when Laurie was transferred by the Order to New Orleans. Two Order members hooking up was pretty much how things were done since the knowledge of the fae and our duty was passed down from one generation to the next, but our life expectancies weren’t the greatest.

Many Order members never married. Others who did and had kids, like my real parents, ended up being killed, and another family involved in the Order cared for them.

Having already lost my real and adoptive parents and my…boyfriend to the fae, I couldn’t wrap my head around falling in love again. Getting close to Val and a few others in the Order was risky enough, because I knew that at any moment, they could fall on the job. So it was hard for me to see so many of the Order members coupling up and opening themselves to a world of hurt that never truly faded no matter how much time passed.



But Laurie and David were deeply in love despite all that and the fact David had the personality of a rabid chupacabra while Laurie was as sweet as a praline.

“Talked to Harris when he called me. He said it was just a flesh wound that bled a lot. Probably made worse by you running.”

Pink crept into my cheeks as I stared at David. “I didn’t run…because I’m a coward. He had—­”

“I didn’t say that you were a coward, Ivy. The man had a gun. You cannot fight a bullet.”

Still, the tone of his voice stung like a sting from a hornet. I wet my lips. “It wasn’t a man.”

David eyed me for a second and then reached toward the table next to my bed. “Thirsty?”

“Yeah. My mouth feels like sandpaper.”

He poured water into a plastic cup, and just the tinkling sound was enough to annoy me. “Need help sitting up?”

Members of the Order weren’t weak, so I took a deep breath as I shook my head and then forced myself to sit up. There was a dull twinge of pain along the left side of my stomach, but not as bad as I expected it.

“Harris gave you a shot while you were out, so you shouldn’t be feeling too much pain.” David noted what must’ve been my wondrous expression as he handed over the water. “You will want to drink that slowly.”

The moment the cool wet stuff hit my lips, it was hard not to gulp it down, but I managed to not look like a horse at a trough.

David leaned back, grabbing a bottle out of his pocket. “Here are some pain meds to use if your wound starts hurting, which Harris said it probably would for a day or so since he had to stitch you closed.” He then tossed the bottle toward my lap, where it landed with a little jangle. “I’m gonna pull you off rotation until next Wednesday.”

I lowered my empty cup. “What? Why? I can—­”

“Your wound could reopen when you’re fighting. We don’t need you bleeding all over our steps again like a stuck pig. You’re off until next Wednesday.”

I was knocking off points for apathy. “But I’m working for Val this Saturday.”

“Not anymore. She needs to find someone else or do it herself. Not your problem.” He refilled my cup from the pitcher. “Do you have class today?”

Took me a moment to catch up with what he was asking and figure out what day this was. “It’s Thursday, right? I don’t have class again until tomorrow.” Normally, I worked Monday through Friday and had the weekends off. “About what happened last night. David, the fae—­”

“I know what you said to Harris and Ren, but—­”

“Ren? Who’s Ren?” Then it hit me, and my tongue silently worked around the name. “Is he the guy with green eyes?”

David tilted his head to the side as he scowled. “Well, I haven’t really been checking out the boy’s eye color, but he was with Harris last night when you bled on my steps.”

“I didn’t bleed on your steps on purpose,” I snapped.

His brows flew up. “Are you taking a tone with me? Because I’ll take that cup of water away from you.”

“I’ll never let go.” I cradled the cup of water to my chest as I eyed him. “Never.”

David’s lips twitched as if he wished to smile, but he was too cool to do that. The man was a brick of ice. “Anyway, Ren Owens is from Colorado, transferring into our branch.”



Oh. Colorado. Never been but always wanted to visit. And what kind of name was Ren Owens?

“But back to what you said you saw—­there’s no way that’s how it went down,” he said. “The fae must’ve had the gun for some reason, and yes, that is concerning but expected. We knew eventually they would start using human weapons.”

Frustration pricked at my skin like a heat rash. “The fae wasn’t using glamour. Or maybe he was, but it didn’t matter. His skin wasn’t silver. It was…I don’t know, like a deep tan—­an olive color.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Are you sure it was a fae, Ivy?”

“Yes! I’m sure, David. He made a gun appear out of thin air, and I threw my stake at him. It hit him in the chest, and it didn’t do a thing to him. He pulled out the stake and tossed it aside.”

Opening his mouth, he seemed at a loss for words as he stared at me.

“Yeah. Exactly. The man wasn’t human, David. He was a fae that didn’t have silver skin, could conjure a gun out of nowhere, and the iron stake did nothing to him. Didn’t burn him. Didn’t send him back to the Otherworld. It did nothing.”

“Impossible,” he said after a moment, and my shoulders tensed with irritation.

“I know what I saw. And you know me. I’m not unreliable. Never once have you ever had to question me or—­”

“Except the time you ended up in jail.”

“Okay. Except that one time, but what I’m telling you is the truth. I don’t know what it means, but…” But a trickle of fear moved through my veins, forming a ball of unease in the pit of my stomach. I downed the glass of water and sat the plastic cup aside, but it didn’t lessen the feeling. “If hitting a fae with iron does nothing to them, then they would be unstoppable.”

“No, they would be an ancient,” David said and then stood.

My eyes widened at a word I hadn’t heard spoken in a long time, not since I was a child and Holly and her husband, Adrian, would tell me stories of the race of the oldest and deadliest of fae—­the warrior knights of their courts, the princesses and the princes, the kings and queens. Fae that could change shape and form and had abilities beyond our understanding. None of the fae that walked the mortal realm lived as long as the ancients had in the Otherworld, at least as far as any of us knew. Basically, the ancients were the kind of fae that could wreak untold havoc in the mortal world if they ever crossed over. It never even occurred to me that the one I’d faced last night could’ve been an ancient.

“I thought they were all sealed in the Otherworld,” I said. “When the doorways were closed, they—­”

“They were.” David walked to the window and pulled the flimsy pale-blue curtain back. “It could be possible that a few remained here undetected, but it’s very unlikely.”

That ball of unease doubled in size. “But not impossible?”

Letting the curtain fall back into place, he rubbed a hand over the tight curls that were sheared close to his skull. “Very unlikely. It seems far-­fetched that there’d be one who has survived this amount of time without our knowledge—­without anyone seeing it.”

“I saw it,” I said. “And this one could easily blend in. If you weren’t looking straight at it, paying attention, you wouldn’t even know it was a fae.”

David faced me. “We don’t know what you really saw.” He held up his hand as I opened my mouth to protest. “We don’t, Ivy. That doesn’t mean I’m disregarding what you’re reporting to me. I’m going to contact the other branches and see if they have had any experiences like this, but until I hear back from them, we need to keep this quiet.”

At least he was starting to take what happened seriously. For that, I was grateful.

Reaching down, I tossed the blanket off my legs and carefully swung them off the edge of the bed. “Shouldn’t we warn the others?”

“And create a panic situation? One where we have members killing humans because they think they might be ancients?”

“But—­”

“Ivy,” he warned. “I cannot afford for any of our members to panic or for innocent lives to be lost.”

I didn’t like it, but I conceded. “I’ll keep quiet.”

Doubt crossed his features. “That also means not telling Valerie, who, by the way, you might want to call before she flips her shit.”

“Ye of little faith,” I murmured, tugging at my bloodstained shirt. Thank goodness it was black, or I would’ve scared the bejesus out of a bunch of people last night, running around all bloody.

“I’m being serious.” He pierced me with a stern look. “Tell no one until we know what we’re dealing with, especially when we have suffered as many losses as we have this year. You understand me?”

I kind of felt like a misbehaving child when he looked at me like that. The man was hard to deal with, but since I’d lost my family, he was the closest thing I had to a…to a father figure. “I understand, David.”

“I would hope that you do.” He placed his hands on his hips. “Look, take as long as you need here, and then go ahead and head home. Remember, you’re off until Wednesday, but I expect to see you at the meeting tomorrow.”



Baby Jesus could land in front of me, and I wouldn’t miss the weekly bitch session.

He started to leave but then stopped. “Did the fae say anything to you?” Sliding off the bed, I ignored the tender pull of the skin over my stomach.

“Nothing really. I mean, he’d come up on me after I got rid of another fae—­a normal one who said the same old ‘your world is about to end’ crap, but this one? He called me a cow. That’s about it.”

David nodded, almost absently, and then with another swift reminder that I was off rotation, he left the room, leaving me staring into nothing. As I searched for my boots, I couldn’t help but notice that unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach hadn’t faded even with David saying he was going to contact the other branches.

The thing was, as I found my boots under the small table by the bed, I couldn’t shake the feeling that while David didn’t appear to be too overly concerned about the potential of an ancient roaming around, this…this was just the beginning of something big.
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